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Questions for Analyzing Primary Sources

1. Who created the source and why? When was it created? Where was it created? Was it created through a spur-of-the-moment act, a routine transaction, or a thoughtful, deliberate process?  
Las Casas created the document in the period of Spanish Colonization, before 1600.  Las Casas wrote the document to stress the humanity of the Indians and document the cruelty and destruction of the Spanish.

2. Did the recorder [the person who created the source] have firsthand knowledge of the event? Or, did the recorder report what others saw and heard? 

Las Casas calls himself “the Cleric” in the excerpt and it appears he was present during the slaughter.  

3. Was the recorder a neutral party, or did the creator have opinions or interests that might have influenced what was recorded? 

Since the recorder was a Spaniard, I would expect that he would not expose the atrocities of the Spaniards.  Because he does not side with his own people, it seems that he would be more likely to record the truth.  Further, Las Casas is a cleric.  His position in the church probably influenced his conviction that the Spanish were unfair in their treatment.

4. Did the recorder produce the source for personal use, for one or more individuals, or for a large audience? 

Since this excerpt is from a larger work, “History of the Indies,” Las Casas was writing for public consumption.

5. Was the source meant to be public or private? 

Writing a book for publication is public.  Further, since he is writing and expose of sorts, Las Casas certainly would want people to read his work.  Without a readership, his work would have little immediate impact.

6. Did the recorder wish to inform or persuade others? (Check the words in the source. The words may tell you whether the recorder was trying to be objective or persuasive.) Did the recorder have reasons to be honest or dishonest? 

Las Casas wanted to inform and persuade others that Spanish colonization was not that great.  Again, he did not have much to gain from showing the evils of colonization.  In fact, his countrymen probably shunned him for speaking out, especially those involved in the massacre.  

7. Was the information recorded during the event, immediately after the event, or after some lapse of time? How large a lapse of time? 

The date of recording seems to be immediately after the event.  Probably in the early to mid 1500s.  

8. What does the document say/propose, etc? What point is the source trying to convey? (Summarize the document.)

Las Casas tells us about the Spanish arriving in Caonao, Cuba, and their interaction with the native.  Las Casas highlights the native fear of horses, the fact that the Spanish took over 1000 people into slavery, and how a Spaniard, who Las Casas calls the devil, drew his sword and began a slaughter of the natives for no apparent reason.  It seems that the killing was only hindered by the Clerics presence, later continuing.  Captain Narvaez asked the Cleric what he thought; the Cleric declares that he is the devil and goes to find other Spaniards who are hunting down Indians to kill.  

9. What facts do you learn from the document? (Facts can be proved or disproved by data.)

The Spanish seem only to be out for their glory and do not care about Indian culture or life.  Numerous Indians were wiped out in the initial conquest by Spanish swords.

10. What inferences can you make? Why is this source important/significant?  (Ask yourself, “So what?”)

Las Casas is significant because he documents the cruelty of the Spanish, perhaps saving Native lives.  The King and Church in Spain would only know what the soldiers reported.  Soldiers would not record their dastardly acts; instead, they would paint the Indians in a poor light.  Las Casas helps set the record straight.  
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The Spanish explored Cuba in the 1510s, finding numerous native populations wherever they went.  Bartolome de Las Casas was a Spanish Cleric accompanying one of the expeditions.  He disapproved of the Spain’s actions in the New World and wrote a book, The History of the Indies, to inform the Crown of what was happening in the New World.  Las Casas describes the Spanish arrival in Caonao, Cuba, and their interaction with the natives.  Las Casas highlights the native fear of horses, the large number of people enslaved by the Spanish, and how a Spaniard, who Las Casas calls the devil, drew his sword and began a slaughter of the natives for no apparent reason.  Even when the Spanish murderers saw that the Cleric was protesting the slaughter, they only paused momentarily.  Ultimately, Las Casas calls Captain Narvaez and the soldiers devils for killing innocent people.  This document reveals that colonization was more about gold and glory than converting the Indians. Had the Spanish truly wanted to spread the gospel, these Indians, so brutally killed, should have been targets for Catholicism.  

