I. Juan Ginés de Sepiilveda Belittles
the Indians (1547)

Juan Ginéds Seputlveda was an outstanding example of the "Renaissance main.” A
Spariard who studied,in the cradle of the Renaissance, laly, be achiered fame «s a
theologian, pbilusopher, bistorian, and astronomer. When Emperor Charles V con-
vened a debate in Valladolid, Spain, in 1550-1551 10 determirte the futire of Spain’s

_relationsbip with e Amerlcm;@%hgg_be naturally tirned 1o Seprilveda as one
of the most Teanied -men in bis reabn. As. a studemt of Aristotle, Sepilveda relied

Dearily on the chassical distinction betuween “civilized™ Greeks and "barbarians.” The
selection rlxuﬁ:”ouw is not a transcript of 'the debate at Valladolid but an excerpt
Sfirom Sepiilvetia’s book The Second Democrates, published in 1547, in which be
set forth bis fiasic arguments. What differeices does Sepiilveda emphasize between
Erropeans (especially Spaniards) and the Indians, and on wbai grounds dues be
assert the superiority of European culiure?
]

The Spanish ive o perfect right 1o rule these barbarians of the New World and
the adieent isknds, whoe in pradence, skill, vines, and hamanity are as inferior 1o
the Spanish as children to adults, or women 1w men, for there exists berween the
two as great a difference as between savage and cruel races and the most merciful,
hetween the most intemperate and the moderate and temperate and, 1 might even
sav, between apes and men.

Yo surely do not expect me o recall i length the prudence and 1alents of the
Spamvish. ..o And whiat can 1 say of the gentleness and humanity. of our peuple, who,
cven in battle, after having gained the victory, put forth their greatest effort and care
1 save tlie greatest possible number of the conquered and to protect them from the
cruelty of their atlies?

Compitre, then. these pifts of prudence. talent, magnanimity, temperance, human-
itv, and religion with those possessed by these half-men (bomunculi), in whom vou
will barely find the vestiges of humanity, wha not only do_not possess any learning
ar ali, but are not even literie or in possession of any monument to their history
except for some obscure and vague reminiscences of se\eral things put down in

various paintings: nor do théy have written laws, but barbarian institutions and cus-
wms. Well, then, if we are dealing with virtue, what temp&rancc Or mercy can you
expect from men who are commited to all types of intemperance and base frivolity,
and ¢at human flesh? And do not believe that before the acrival of the Chrisdans they
tived in that pacific kingdom of Saturn which the poets have Invented; for, on the
contrary, they waged continual and feroclous war upon one another with such
fierceness that they' did not consider a victory at all worthwhile unless they sated
their monsirous hunger with the flesh of their enemies. . . . Funthermore these
Indians were otherwise so cowardly and timid that they could barely endure the
presence of our soldiers, and many times thousands upon thousands of them scat-
wred in light like women before Spaniards so few that they did not even number
one hundred. . . . Although some of them show a certain Ingenuity for various works
ol artisanship, this is no proof of hunian cleverness, for we can observe animals,
hirds, and spiders making certain siructures which no human accomplishment can
competently imitate, And as for the way of life of the inhabitants of New Spain and
the province of Mexico, 1 have already said that these people are considered the most
civiliced of all, and they themselves take pride in thelr public institutions, because
they have cltles erected In a rational maner and kings who are not hereditary but
elected by popular vote, and among themselves they carry on commercial activities
in the nunner of civilized peoples. But see how they decelve themselves, and how
much ! dissent from such an opinlog, seeing, on the contrary, in these very instltutions
a proof of the crudiey, the barbariry, and the natural slavery of these people: for
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having houses and some rional way of life and some sort of commerce is o thing
which the necessiies of natare itsell induce, and valy serves to prove thit they are
not bears or monkeys and are not wally lacking in reason. But on the other hand,
they have estabhshed their nation in such a way thal no one possesses anyvthing
individually, neither a house nor a field, which he can leave 1o his lieirs in his will,
for evenaling helongs to their masters whom, with improper nomenclature, they
call kings, and by whose whims they live, more than by their own, ready 10 do the
hidding and desire of these rulers iwned possessing no libeny. And the fultillment of
alk this, not under the pressure of arms but in a voluntary and spuntinenus way, is a
detinite sign of the servile and base soul of these barbarians. They have distributed
the Tand in such a way that they themselves cultivate the roval and public holdings,
one part belonging o the king, another o public feasts and sacrilices, with only a
third reserved for their own advantage, and all this-is done in such a way that they
live as emiplovees of the king, paving thanks to him, exceedingh high raxes. . .. And
i this pe of servile and barbarous nation had ot been 1o their liking and nature,
it woutld have been easy for them, as it was not a hereditary monarchy, to take
advantage of the death of a king in order 1o obuwin a freer state and one more
favorable to their interests; by not doing so, they have stated quite clearly tht they
have been born o slavery and not 10 civic and liberal life. Therefore, if you wish to
reduce them, 1 do not say to our domination, but to a1 servitude o Jitde less Tarsh, it
will not be difticult for them 1o change their masters, and instead of the ones they had,
who were barbarous and imipious and inhuman, w accept the Chiristians, cubtivators of
human virtes and the true faith. . . .




