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Exploration and Conquest in the Americas

Bartolomé de las Casas

Bartolome de las Casas was a Spanish priest known for speaking out against Spanish cruelty toward 
Native Americans.  There are two activities here.  The first activity is also referenced in the sec-
tion of activities for middle and high school students.  The second activity is based upon a primary 
source document written by de las Casas: “Of the Island of Hispanola” in “Very Brief Account of the 
Devastation of the Indies (1542)” taken from A History of US: Sourcebook and Index, Documents that 
Shaped the American Nation, Book 11. Parts of de las Casas’ writing are quite graphic, so be sure 
to make sure this activity is appropriate for your students. The excerpt is included on the following 
pages.

Activity One:  “Open Your Hearts”: A Dominican Friar Speaks Out

This activity is based upon a reading excerpt adapted by Bill Bigelow from writings by Bartolomé de 
las Casas found in RTC (p. 103).  In this reading, students hear another alternative view to the rami-
fications of exploration on the Americas. Guided reading questions and activities are provided in 
RTC (p. 139).  This activity is also referenced in the primary source activity “Bartolomé de las Casas”. 
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Exploration and Conquest in the Americas

Activity Two: “Of the Island of Hispanola” 

(Taken from A History of US: Sourcebook and Index, Documents that Shaped the American Nation, 
pp. 12-13).  Based on the primary source document provided on the following pages.

1. Introduce de las Casas to the students, discussing who he was and his role in criticizing aspects 
of Spanish exploration and treatment of indigenous peoples.

2. Preview the following guiding questions with students before reading the excerpt.

a. How does de las Casas characterize the indigenous people of Hispanola? Give examples.

b.  How does de las Casas characterize Columbus and his men? Give examples.

c. Why do you think de las Casas calls the explorers “The Christians”?

d. Have you ever read an account like this in any history books about Columbus before?  If no, 
why do you think that is?

5. Have students read the selection either individually, in partners, or as a class.  

6. In partners have students answer the guiding reading questions.

7. As a class discuss the answers and student responses to the reading.






