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16
The AccelerATion 
of GlobAl conTAcT
1450–1600

 > What new global connections were forged in 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries? chapter 16 

examines the causes, course, and effects of european 

expansion in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. before 

1500 europeans were relatively marginal players in a 

centuries-old trading system that linked Africa, Asia, and 

europe. by 1550 the european search for better access to 

Asian trade goods had led to a new overseas empire in the 

indian ocean and the accidental discovery of the Western 

hemisphere. With this discovery South and north America 

were drawn into an international network of trade centers 

and political empires, which europeans came to dominate. 

The era of globalization had begun, creating new political 

systems and forms of economic exchange as well as cultural 

assimilation, conversion, and resistance.
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Nezahualpilli  At the time of the arrival of Europeans, Nezahualpilli was ruler of the city-state 
of Texcoco, the second most important city in the Aztec Empire after Tenochtitlan. (Nezahualpilli, 

portrait from Codex Ixtlilxochitl, 1582, pigment on European paper/Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris, France/De Agostini 

Picture Library/akg-images)

w

 > What was the 
Afroeurasian trade 
world like prior to 
the era of European 
exploration?

 > Why and how 
did Europeans 
undertake 
ambitious voyages 
of expansion?

 > What was the 
impact of Iberian 
conquest and 
 settlement on 
the  peoples 
and ecologies 
of the Americas?

 > How was the era 
of global contact 
shaped by new 
commodities, 
commercial 
empires, and 
forced migrations?

 > How did new 
encounters shape 
cultural attitudes 
and beliefs in 
Europe and the 
New World?
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>

TThe AfroeurAsiAn TrAde world linked the products and  people of Europe, 

Asia, and Africa in the fifteenth century. The West was not the dominant player 

in this trading system. Nevertheless, wealthy Europeans were eager consumers 

of luxury goods from the East, which they received through Italian  middlemen.

The Trade World of the Indian Ocean
The Indian Ocean was the center of the Afroeurasian trade world, serving as a 

crossroads for commercial and cultural exchanges between China, India, the 

 Middle East, Africa, and Europe (Map 16.1). From the seventh through the four-

teenth centuries, the volume of this trade steadily increased, declining only dur-

ing the years of the Black Death.

Merchants congregated in a series of multicultural, cosmopolitan port cities 

strung around the Indian Ocean. Most of these cities had some form of autono-

mous self-government, and mutual self-interest had largely limited violence and 

attempts to monopolize trade. The most developed area of this commercial web 

was made up of the ports surrounding the South China Sea. In the fifteenth cen-

tury the port of Malacca became a great commercial entrepôt (AHN-truh-poh), a 

trading post to which goods were shipped for storage while awaiting redis tri bu-

tion to other places.

What was the 
Afroeurasian 
trade world 
like prior to 
the era of 
european 
exploration?

The port of calicut, located on the west coast of india, was a center of the 
indian ocean spice trade during the  Middle Ages. Vasco da Gama arrived in 
calicut in 1498 and obtained permission to trade there, leading to hostilities 
between the Portuguese and the Arab traders who had previously dominated 
the port. (Private collection/The Stapleton collection/The bridgeman Art library)

The Port of Calicut in India

what was the 
Afroeurasian trade world 
like prior to the era of 
European exploration?

Why and how did 
Europeans undertake 
ambitious voyages of 
expansion?
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The Mongol emperors opened the doors of China to the West, encouraging 

Europeans like the Venetian trader and explorer Marco Polo to do business there. 

Marco Polo’s tales of his travels from 1271 to 1295 fueled Western fantasies about 

the Orient.

After the Mongols fell to the Ming Dynasty in 1368, China entered a period of 

agricultural and commercial expansion, population growth, and urbanization (see 

pages 612–619). Historians agree that China had the most advanced economy in 

the world until at least the beginning of the eighteenth century.

China also took the lead in exploration, sending Admiral Zheng He’s fleet as 

far west as Egypt. Each of his seven expeditions from 1405 to 1433 involved hun-

dreds of ships and tens of thousands of men (see page 633). The purpose of the 

voyages was primarily diplomatic, to enhance China’s prestige and seek tribute-

paying alliances. The high expense of the voyages in a period of renewed Mon-

gol encroachment led to the abandonment of the maritime expeditions after the 

deaths of Zheng He and the emperor.

China’s decision to forego large-scale exploration was a decisive turning point 

in world history, one that left an opening for European states to expand their role 

in Asian trade. Nonetheless, Zheng He’s voyages left a legacy of increased Chi-

nese trading in the South China Sea and Indian Ocean.

Another center of Indian Ocean trade was India, the crucial link between the 

Persian Gulf and the Southeast Asian and East Asian trade networks. The subcon-

tinent had ancient links with its neighbors to the northwest. Trade among ports 

bordering the Indian Ocean was revived in the  Middle Ages by Arab merchants 

who circumnavigated India on their way to trade in the South China Sea.

The inhabitants of India’s Coromandel coast traditionally looked to Southeast 

Asia, where they had ancient trading and cultural ties. Hinduism and Buddhism 

arrived in Southeast Asia from India during the  Middle Ages, and a brisk trade 

between Southeast Asian and Coromandel port cities persisted from that time 

until the arrival of the Portuguese in the sixteenth century. India itself was an 

important contributor of goods to the world trading system. Most of the world’s 

pepper was grown in India, and Indian cotton and silk textiles were also highly 

prized.

 > ChroNoLogy

1271–1295
Marco Polo travels to china

1443
Portuguese establish first African trading post at Arguin

1492
columbus lands on San Salvador

1494
Treaty of Tordesillas ratified

1518
Atlantic slave trade begins

1519–1522
Magellan’s expedition circumnavigates the world

1521
cortés conquers Aztec empire

1533
Pizarro conquers inca empire

1571
Spanish establish port of Manila in the Philippines

1602
Dutch east india company founded

What was the impact 
of Iberian conquest 
and  settlement on the 
 peoples of the Americas?

How was the era of 
global contact shaped 
by new commodities 
and forced migrations?

How did new encounters 
shape cultural attitudes 
and beliefs in Europe and 
the New World?
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MAP 16.1  ■ The Fifteenth-Century Afroeurasian Trading World

After a period of decline following the black Death and the Mongol invasions, trade revived in the fifteenth 
century. Muslim merchants dominated trade, linking ports in east Africa and the red Sea with those in 
india and the Malay Archipelago. The chinese admiral Zheng he followed the most important indian 
ocean trade routes on his voyages (1405–1433), hoping to impose Ming dominance of trade and tribute.

 Peoples and Cultures of the Indian Ocean
Indian Ocean trade connected  peoples from the Malay Peninsula (the southern 

extremity of the Asian continent), India, China, and East Africa, among whom 

there was an enormous variety of languages, cultures, and religions. In spite of 

this diversity, certain sociocultural similarities linked these  peoples, espe cially 

in Southeast Asia.

In comparison to India, China, or even Europe after the Black Death, South-

east Asia was sparsely populated.  People were concentrated in port cities and in 

areas of intense rice cultivation. Another difference between Southeast Asia and 

what was the 
Afroeurasian trade world 
like prior to the era of 
European exploration?

Why and how did 
Europeans undertake 
ambitious voyages of 
expansion?
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India, China, and Europe was the higher status of women —  their primary role in 

planting and harvesting rice gave them authority and economic power. At mar-

riage, which typically occurred around age twenty, the groom paid the bride (or 

sometimes her  family) a sum of money called bride wealth, which remained 

under her control. This practice was in sharp contrast to the Chinese, Indian, and 

European dowry, which came under the husband’s control. Property was adminis-

tered jointly, in contrast to the Chinese principle and Indian practice that wives 

had no say in the disposal of  family property. All children, regardless of gender, 

inherited equally.

Respect for women carried over to the commercial sphere. Women partici-

pated in business as partners and independent entrepreneurs. When Portuguese 

and Dutch men  settled in the region and married local women, their wives con-

tinued to play important roles in trade and commerce.

In contrast to most parts of the world other than Africa, 

Southeast Asian  peoples had an accepting attitude  toward 

 premarital sexual activity and placed no premium on virginity 

at marriage. Divorce carried no social stigma and was easily 

attainable if a pair proved incompatible. Either the woman or 

the man  could initiate a divorce.

Trade with Africa and the  Middle East
On the east coast of Africa, Swahili-speaking city-states engaged in the Indian 

Ocean trade, exchanging ivory, rhinoceros horn, tortoise shells, copra (dried coco-

nut), and slaves for textiles, spices, cowrie shells, porcelain, and other goods. 

The most important cities were Mogadishu, Mombasa, and Kilwa, which had 

 converted to Islam by the eleventh century.

West Africa also played an important role in world trade. In the fifteenth cen-

tury most of the gold that reached Europe came from the Sudan region in West 

Africa. Transported across the Sahara by Arab and African traders on camels, the 

gold was sold in the ports of North Africa. Other trading routes led to the Egyp-

tian cities of Alexandria and Cairo.

Inland nations that sat astride the north-south caravan routes grew wealthy 

from this trade. In the mid-thirteenth century the kingdom of Mali emerged as 

an important player on the overland trade route. In later centuries, however, the 

diversion of gold away from the trans-Sahara routes would weaken the inland 

states of Africa politically and economically.

Gold was one important object of trade; slaves were another. Long before the 

arrival of Europeans. Arab and African merchants took West African slaves to the 

Mediterranean to be sold in European, Egyp tian, and  Middle  Eastern markets and 

also brought eastern Europeans to West Africa as slaves. In addition, Indian and 

Arab merchants traded slaves in the coastal regions of East Africa.

The  Middle East served as an intermediary for trade between Europe, Africa, 

and Asia and was also an important supplier of goods for foreign exchange. Two 

great rival empires, the Persian Safavids and the Turkish Ottomans, dominated 

the region, competing for control over western trade routes to the East. By the 

mid-sixteenth century the Ottomans had established control over eastern Medi-

terranean sea routes to trading centers in Syria, Palestine, Egypt, and the rest of 

North Africa.

bride wealth
 ▶ In early modern Southeast 

Asia, a sum of money the groom 
paid the bride or her  family at the 
time of marriage. This practice 
contrasted with the dowry in 
china, India, and Europe, which 
the husband controlled.
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•	 Austronesian languages

•	 Diet based on rice, fish, palms, and palm wine

•	 rice, harvested by women, as the staple of the diet

•	 fishing as the chief male occupation

>  Common Features of Southeast  
Asian Societies:

What was the impact 
of Iberian conquest 
and  settlement on the 
 peoples of the Americas?

How was the era of 
global contact shaped 
by new commodities 
and forced migrations?

How did new encounters 
shape cultural attitudes 
and beliefs in Europe and 
the New World?
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Genoese and Venetian  Middlemen
Europe constituted a minor outpost in the world trading sys-

tem, for European craftsmen produced few products to rival 

those of Asia. However, Europeans desired luxury goods from 

the East, and in the late  Middle Ages such trade was con-

trolled by the Italian city-states of Venice and Genoa. Venice 

had opened the gateway to Asian trade in 1304, when it estab-

lished formal relations with the sultan of Mamluk Egypt and 

started operations in Cairo. Because  Eastern demand for 

 European goods was low, Venetians funded their purchases 

through shipping and trade in firearms and slaves.

Venice’s ancient trading rival was Genoa. By 1270, Genoa 

dominated the northern route to Asia through the Black Sea. 

From then until the fourteenth century, the Genoese expanded their trade routes 

as far as Persia and the Far East.

In the fifteenth century, with Venice claiming victory in the spice trade, the 

Genoese shifted focus from trade to finance and from the Black Sea to the west-

ern Mediterranean. When Spanish and Portuguese voyages began to explore the 

western Atlantic (see page 461), Genoese merchants, navigators, and financiers 

provided their skills and capital to the Iberian monarchs.

A major element of Italian trade was slav ery. Merchants purchased slaves in 

the Balkans of southeastern Europe. After the loss of the Black Sea trade routes —  

and thus the source of slaves —  to the Ottomans, the Genoese sought new sup-

plies of slaves in the West, eventually seizing or buying and selling the Guanches 

(indigenous  peoples from the Canary Islands), Muslim prisoners and Jewish refu-

gees from Spain, and, by the early 1500s, both black and Berber Africans. With the 

growth of Spanish colonies in the New World, Genoese and Venetian merchants 

became important players in the Atlantic slave trade.

This detail from the catalan Atlas of 1375, a world map created for the 
catalan king, depicts a king of Mali, Mansa Musa, who was legendary for his 
wealth in gold. european desires for direct access to the trade in sub-Saharan 
gold helped inspire Portuguese exploration of the west coast of Africa in the 
fifteenth century. (Detail from the Catalan Atlas, 1375 [vellum], by Abraham cresques  

(1325–1387)/bibliothèque nationale, Paris, france/The bridgeman Art library)

Mansa Musa

QuiCk rEviEw

What role did the  peoples of Southeast Asia play in the 
Afroeurasian trade world? What role did europeans play?

>

What was the 
Afroeurasian trade world 
like prior to the era of 
European exploration?

why and how did 
Europeans undertake 
ambitious voyages of 
expansion?
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>

AAs europe recovered after the Black Death, new European players entered 

the scene with novel technology, eager to spread Chris tianity and to undo Italian 

and Ottoman domination of trade with the East. A century after the plague, Ibe-

rian explorers began the overseas voyages that helped create the modern world, 

with immense consequences for their own continent and the rest of the planet.

Causes of European Expansion
European expansion had multiple causes. The first was economic. By the  middle 

of the fifteenth century Europe was experiencing a revival of population and eco-

nomic activity after the lows of the Black Death. This revival created renewed 

demand for luxuries, espe cially spices, from the East. The fall of Constantinople 

and the subsequent Ottoman control of trade routes created obstacles to fulfilling 

these demands. European merchants and rulers eager for the profits of trade thus 

needed to find new sources of precious metal to exchange with the Ottomans or 

trade routes that bypassed the Ottomans.

Why and 
how did 
europeans 
undertake 
ambitious 
voyages of 
expansion?

To break the monotony of their bland diet, europeans had a passion for pepper, which —  along 
with cinnamon, cloves, nutmeg, and ginger —  was the main object of the Asian trade. We can 
appreciate the fifteenth-century expression “as dear as pepper”: one kilo of pepper cost 2 
grams of silver at the place of production in the east indies and from 1 to 10 grams of silver in 
Alexandria, egypt; 14 to 18 grams in Venice; and 20 to 30 grams at the markets of northern 
europe. here natives fill vats, and the dealer tastes a peppercorn for pungency. (bibliothèque 

nationale de france/Archives charmet/The bridgeman Art library)

Pepper Harvest

What was the impact 
of Iberian conquest 
and  settlement on the 
 peoples of the Americas?

How was the era of 
global contact shaped 
by new commodities 
and forced migrations?

How did new encounters 
shape cultural attitudes 
and beliefs in Europe and 
the New World?
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Religious fervor and the crusading spirit were another important catalyst for 

expansion. Just seven months separated Isabella and Ferdinand’s conquest of 

the emirate of Granada, the last remaining Muslim state on the Iberian Peninsula, 

and Columbus’s departure across the Atlantic. Overseas exploration thus trans-

ferred the militaristic religious fervor of the reconquista (reconquest) to new non-

Chris tian territories. As they conquered indigenous empires, Iberians brought the 

attitudes and administrative practices developed during the reconquista to the 

Americas.

A third motivation was the dynamic spirit of the Renaissance. Like other 

men of the Renaissance era, explorers sought to win glory for their exploits and 

demonstrated a genuine interest in learning more about unknown waters. The 

detailed journals kept by European voyagers attest to their fascination with the 

new  peoples and places they visited.

The  people who stayed at home had a powerful impact on the voyages of dis-

covery. Merchants provided the capital for many early voyages and had a strong 

say in their course. To gain authorization and financial support for their expedi-

tions, they sought official sponsorship from the Crown. Competition among Euro-

pean monarchs for the prestige and profit of overseas exploration thus constituted 

another crucial factor in encouraging the steady stream of expeditions that began 

in the late fifteenth century.

The small number of Europeans who  could read provided a rapt audience 

for tales of fantastic places and unknown  peoples. Cosmography, natural history, 

and geography aroused enormous interest among educated  people in the fifteenth 

and sixteenth centuries. One of the most popular books of the time was the 

 fourteenth-century text The Travels of Sir John Mandeville, which purported to 

be a firsthand account of the author’s travels in the  Middle East, India, and China.

Technology and the Rise of Exploration
Technological developments in shipbuilding, navigation, and weaponry enabled 

European expansion. Since ancient times, most seagoing vessels had been nar-

row, open boats called galleys, propelled by slaves or convicts manning the oars. 

The need for sturdier craft, as well as population losses caused by the Black 

Death, forced the development of a new style of ship that would not require much 

manpower. Over the course of the fifteenth century the Portuguese developed the 

caravel, a small, light, three-mast sailing ship with triangular lateen sails. The 

caravel was much more maneuverable than the galley. When fitted with cannon, 

it  could dominate larger vessels.

This period also saw great strides in cartography and navigational aids. 

Around 1410 Arab scholars reintroduced Europeans to ptolemy’s Geography. 

Written in the second century, the work synthesized the geographical knowledge 

of the classical world. It represented a major improvement over medieval cartog-

raphy, but it also contained significant errors. Unaware of the Americas, Ptolemy 

showed the world as much smaller than it is, so that Asia appeared not very far 

to the west of Europe.

The magnetic compass made it  pos sible for sailors to determine their direc-

tion and position at sea. The astrolabe, an instrument invented by the ancient 

Greeks and perfected by Muslim navigators, was used to determine the altitude 

caravel
 ▶ A small, maneuverable, three-

mast sailing ship developed 
by the Portuguese in the 
fifteenth century that gave the 
Portuguese a distinct advantage 
in exploration and trade.

ptolemy’s Geography
 ▶ A second-century-c.e. work 

that synthesized the classical 
knowledge of geography 
and introduced the concepts 
of longitude and latitude. 
reintroduced to Europeans in 
1410 by Arab scholars, its ideas 
allowed cartographers to create 
more accurate maps.

What was the 
Afroeurasian trade world 
like prior to the era of 
European exploration?

why and how did 
Europeans undertake 
ambitious voyages of 
expansion?
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of the sun and other celestial bodies. It permitted mariners to plot their latitude, 

that is, their precise position north or south of the equator.

Like the astrolabe, much of the new technology that Europeans used on their 

voyages was borrowed from the East. Gunpowder, the compass, and the stern-

post rudder were Chinese inventions. Advances in cartography also drew on the 

rich tradition of Judeo-Arabic mathematical and astronomical learning in Iberia. In 

exploring new territories, European sailors thus called on techniques and knowl-

edge developed over centuries in China, the Muslim world, and trading centers 

along the Indian Ocean.

The Portuguese in Africa and Asia
For centuries Portugal was a small and poor nation on the margins of European 

life. Yet Portugal had a long history of seafaring and navigation. Blocked from 

access to western Europe by Spain, the Portuguese turned to the Atlantic. Nature 

favored the Portuguese: winds blowing along their coast offered passage to 

Africa, its Atlantic islands, and, ultimately, Brazil.

In the early phases of Portuguese exploration, Prince Henry (1394–1460), a 

dynamic younger son of the king, played a leading role. A nineteenth-century 

This image shows a Portuguese trading fleet in the 
late fifteenth century bound for the riches of the 
indies. between 1500 and 1635 over nine hundred 
ships sailed from Portugal to ports on the indian 
ocean in annual fleets composed of five to ten ships. 
Portuguese sailors used astrolabes, such as the one 
pictured here, to accurately plot their position. (fleet: 

british Museum/harpercollins Publishers/The Art Archive; 

astrolabe: courtesy of the Trustees of the british Museum)

The Portuguese Fleet Embarked for the Indies
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scholar dubbed Henry “the Navigator” because of his support for the study of 

geography and navigation and for the annual expeditions he sponsored down the 

western coast of Africa.

Portugal’s conquest of Ceuta, an Arab city in northern Morocco, in 1415 

marked the beginning of European overseas expansion. In the 1420s, under 

 Henry’s direction, the Portuguese began to  settle the Atlantic islands of Madeira 

(ca. 1420) and the Azores (1427). In 1443 they founded their first African commer-

cial  settlement at Arguin in North Africa. By the time of Henry’s death in 1460, his 

support for exploration had resulted in thriving sugar plantations on the Atlantic 

islands, the first arrival of enslaved Africans in Portugal (see page 475), and new 

access to African gold.

The Portuguese next established fortified trading posts, called factories, on 

the gold-rich Guinea coast and penetrated into the African continent all the way 

to Timbuktu (Map 16.2). By 1500 Portugal controlled the flow of African gold to 

Europe. In contrast to the Spanish conquest of the Americas (see page 468), the 

Portuguese did not establish large  settlements in West Africa or seek to control 

the political or cultural lives of those with whom they traded. Instead they sought 

to profit by inserting themselves into pre-existing trading systems.

In 1487 Bartholomew Diaz (ca. 1451–1500) rounded the Cape of Good Hope at 

the southern tip of Africa (Map 16.2), but storms and a threatened mutiny forced 

him to turn back. A decade later Vasco da Gama (ca. 1469–1524) succeeded in 

rounding the Cape while commanding a fleet in search of a sea route to India. 

With the help of an Indian guide, da Gama reached the port of Calicut in India. 

He returned to Lisbon with spices and samples of Indian cloth, having proved 

the possibility of lucrative trade with the East via the Cape route. Thereafter, a 

Portuguese convoy set out for passage around the Cape every March.

Lisbon became the entrance port for Asian goods into Europe, but this was 

not accomplished without a fight. Muslim-controlled port city-states had long con-

trolled the rich trade of the Indian Ocean, and they did not surrender it willingly. 

From 1500 to 1515 the Portuguese used a combination of bombardment and diplo-

matic treaties to establish trading factories at Goa, Malacca, Calicut, and Hormuz, 

thereby laying the foundation for a Portuguese trading empire in the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries. The acquisition of port cities and their trade routes 

brought riches to Portugal, but, as in Africa, the Portuguese had limited impact 

on the lives and religious faith of  peoples beyond Portuguese coastal holdings.

Inspired by the Portuguese, Spain had also begun the quest for empire. Theirs 

was to be a second, entirely different mode of colonization leading to large-scale 

 settlement and the forced assimilation of huge indigenous populations.

Spain’s Voyages to the Americas
Christopher Columbus, a native of Genoa, was an experienced seaman and navi-

gator. He had worked as a mapmaker in Lisbon and had spent time on Madeira. 

He was familiar with such fifteenth-century Portuguese navigational aids as 

 portolans —  written descriptions of the courses along which ships sailed —  and 

the use of the compass as a nautical instrument.

Columbus was also a deeply religious man. He had witnessed the Spanish 

conquest of Granada and shared fully in the religious fervor surrounding that 

event. Like the Spanish rulers and most Europeans of his age, Columbus under-

Zacatecas
Guanajuato
Mexico City

Veracruz

St.
Augustine

Quebec

Panama Cartagena

Bogotá
Quito

Lima
Cuzco

Potosí

Rio de Janeiro

Santiago Buenos
Aires

Mozambique

Mombasa

Aden

Niani

Timbuktu
Arguin

Ceuta

Lisbon
Seville

Genoa

Antwerp
Amsterdam

Venice
Constantinople

Muscat

Hormuz

Bombay
Goa

Calicut

Malacca

Guangzhou
Macao

Arabian
Sea Bay of

Bengal

Strait of
Magellan

PA C I F I C
O C E A N

Frobisher
Bay

AT L A N T I C
O C E A N

I N D I A N
O C E A N

1520

15
19

1493

1492

1497

1498

1522

1535–1536

1497
1576–1578

1522

1521

Treaty of Tordesillas, 1494

Newfoundland

Greenland

San
Salvador

Puerto Rico

Hispaniola
Trinidad

Jamaica

Cuba
Canary Is.

Azores

Cape
Verde Is.

Cape Horn

Cape of
Good Hope

Madagascar

Sumatra

Java

Borneo

Kyushu

M
oluccas

HONDURAS

NEW
SPAIN

GOLD
COAST

ARABIA

PHILIPPINES
CAPE
VERDE

G
UINEA

BRAZIL

PERU

30°N

60°N

150°W 120°W 90°W 30°W 0° 30°E

60°E 90°E 120°E

60°W

0° Equator

Tropic of Capricorn

Tropic of Cancer

Arctic Circle

Antarctic Circle

30°S

60°S

SAHARA

N O R T H
A M E R I C A

S O U T H
A M E R I C A

A F R I C A

A S I A

A U S T R A L I A

E U R O P E

ETHIOPIA

MALI

MING
CHINA

INDIA

SAFAVID
EMPIR E

JAPAN

Spanish holdings
Portuguese holdings

Columbus
Da Gama

Cabot
Magellan and crew

Cartier
Frobisher

Other

0 1,000 2,000 kilometers

0 1,000 2,000 miles

N

S

EW

PA C I F I C
O C E A N

AT L A N T I C
O C E A N

GUIANA

MEXICO

C
H

IL
E

NEW SPAIN

NEW
GRANADA

PERU

L A PL ATA

BRAZIL

Colonial
Latin America,
18th Century

Spanish
viceroyalties
Portuguese
viceroyalties

MCK_5993_16_M02 Overseas Exploration and Conquest in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries
Black Cyan Magenta Yellow 
Second Proof
BB161 081

Align top map trim at top page trim
Position map trim at inside page trim

Excess map at outside will be cropped

Map positioning guide
Full page map

Bleeds top, left, right
Trim:  55p0 x 43p6, including hanging inset

What was the 
Afroeurasian trade world 
like prior to the era of 
European exploration?

why and how did 
Europeans undertake 
ambitious voyages of 
expansion?

16_MCK_9992_ch16_454_483_r1jm.indd   464 10/24/14   9:52 AM



465

stood Chris tianity as a missionary religion that should be carried to all places of 

the earth.

Rejected for funding by the Portuguese in 1483 and by Ferdinand and Isabella 

in 1486, Columbus finally won the support of the Spanish monarchy in 1492. 

Buoyed by the success of the reconquista and eager to earn profits from trade, 

the Spanish crown agreed to make him viceroy over any territory he might dis-

cover and to give him one-tenth of the  ma te rial rewards of the journey.

Columbus and his small fleet left Spain on August 3, 1492. Columbus dreamed 

of reaching the court of the Mongol emperor, the Great Khan, not realizing that 

the Ming Dynasty had overthrown the Mongols in 1368. Based on Ptolemy’s 
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 Geography and other texts, he expected to pass the islands of Japan and then 

land on the east coast of China.

Columbus landed on an island in the Bahamas on October 12, which he chris-

tened San Salvador and claimed on behalf of the Spanish crown. In a letter he 

wrote to Ferdinand and Isabella on his return to Spain, Columbus described the 

natives as handsome, peaceful, and primitive. Believing he was somewhere off 

the east coast of Japan, in what he considered the Indies, he called them “Indi-

ans,” a name that was later applied to all inhabitants of the Americas. Columbus 

concluded that they would make good slaves and  could quickly be converted to 

Chris tianity.

Scholars have identified the inhabitants of the islands as the Taino (TIGH-

noh)  people. From San Salvador, Columbus sailed southwest, landing on Cuba on 

October 28. Deciding that he must be on the mainland of China near the coastal 

city of Quinsay (now Hangzhou), he sent a small embassy inland with letters from 

Ferdinand and Isabella and instructions to locate the city. Although they found no 

large  settlement, the sight of Taino  people wearing gold ornaments on Hispaniola 

suggested that gold was available in the region. In January, confident that its 

source would soon be found, he headed back to Spain to report on his discovery.

On his second voyage, Columbus took control of the island of Hispaniola and 

enslaved its indigenous  peoples. On this and subsequent voyages, he brought 

with him  settlers for the new Spanish territories, along with agricultural seed and 

livestock. Arriving in Hispaniola on his third voyage, he found revolt had broken 

out against his brother, whom Columbus had left behind to govern the colony. An 

investigatory expedition sent by the Spanish crown arrested Columbus and his 

brother for failing to maintain order. Columbus returned to Spain in disgrace and 

a royal governor assumed control of the colony.

Spain “Discovers” the Pacific
Columbus never realized the scope of his achievement: that he had found a vast 

continent unknown to Europeans, except for a fleeting Viking presence centuries 

earlier. The Florentine navigator Amerigo Vespucci (veh-SPOO-chee) (1454–1512) 

realized what Columbus had not. Writing about his discoveries on the coast of 

modern-day Venezuela, Vespucci stated: “Those new regions which we found 

and explored with the fleet . . . we may rightly call a New World.” This letter 

was the first document to describe America as a continent separate from Asia. 

In recognition of Amerigo’s bold claim, the continent was named for him.

To  settle competing claims to the Atlantic discoveries, Spain and Portugal 

turned to Pope Alexander VI. The resulting Treaty of Tordesillas (tawr-duh-SEE-

yuhs) in 1494 gave Spain everything to the west of an imaginary line drawn down 

the Atlantic and Portugal everything to the east.

The search for profits determined the direction of Spanish exploration and 

expansion in South America. Because its profits from Hispaniola and other Carib-

bean islands were insignificant compared to Portugal’s enormous riches from the 

Asian spice trade, Spain renewed the search for a western passage to Asia. In 

1519 Charles V of Spain commissioned Ferdinand Magellan (1480–1521) to find a 

direct sea route to Asia. Magellan sailed southwest across the Atlantic to Brazil, 

and after a long search along the coast he located the strait off the southern tip 

of South America that now bears his name (see Map 16.2). After passing through 

Treaty of Tordesillas
 ▶ The 1494 agreement giving 

Spain everything west of an 
imaginary line drawn down the 
Atlantic and giving Portugal 
everything to the east.
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the strait, his fleet sailed north up the west coast of South America and then 

headed west into the Pacific.

Terrible storms, disease, starvation, and violence haunted the expedition. 

Magellan himself was killed in a skirmish in the Malay Archipelago, and only one 

of the five ships that began the expedition made it back to Spain. This ship 

returned home in 1522 with only eighteen men aboard, having traveled from the 

east by way of the Indian Ocean, the Cape of Good Hope, and the Atlantic. The 

voyage —  the first to circumnavigate the globe —  had taken close to three years.

Despite the losses, this voyage revolutionized Europeans’ understanding of 

the world by demonstrating the vastness of the Pacific. Magellan’s expedition 

also forced Spain’s rulers to rethink their plans for overseas commerce and territo-

rial expansion. The westward passage to the Indies was too long and dangerous 

for commercial purposes. Thus Spain soon abandoned the attempt to oust Portu-

gal from the  Eastern spice trade and concentrated on exploiting its New World 

territories.

Early Exploration by  
Northern European Powers
Spain’s northern European rivals also set sail across the Atlantic during the early 

days of exploration, searching for a northwest passage to the Indies. In 1497 John 

Cabot (ca. 1450–1499), a Genoese merchant living in London, landed on New-

foundland. The next year he returned and explored the New En gland coast. These 

forays proved futile, and at that time the En glish established no permanent colo-

nies in the territories they explored.

News of the riches of Mexico and Peru later inspired the En glish to renew 

their efforts. Between 1576 and 1578 Martin Frobisher (ca. 1535–1594) made three 

voyages in and around the Canadian bay that now bears his name. Frobisher 

brought a quantity of ore back to En gland with him in hopes that it contained 

 precious metals, but it proved to be worthless.

Early French exploration of the Atlantic was equally frustrating. Between 

1534 and 1541 Frenchman Jacques Cartier (1491–1557) made several voyages 

and explored the St. Lawrence region of Canada, searching for a passage to the 

wealth of Asia. When this hope proved vain, the French turned to a new source 

of profit within Canada itself: trade in beavers and other furs. As had the Portu-

guese in Asia, French traders bartered with local  peoples whom they largely 

treated as autonomous and equal partners. French fishermen also competed with 

the Spanish and En glish for the schools of cod they found in the Atlantic waters 

around Newfoundland.
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BBefore columBus’s ArrivAl, the Americas were inhabited by thousands of 

groups of indigenous  peoples with distinct languages and cultures. These groups 

ranged from hunter-gatherer tribes orga nized into tribal confederations to  settled 

agriculturalists to large-scale empires connecting bustling cities and towns. The 

best estimate is that the  peoples of the Americas numbered between 35 and 50 

million in 1492. Their lives were radically altered by the arrival of Europeans.

Spanish Conquest of the  
Aztec and Inca Empires
In the first two decades after Columbus’s arrival in the New World, the Spanish 

colonized Hispaniola, Cuba, Puerto Rico, and other Caribbean islands. Based on 

rumors of a wealthy mainland civilization, the Spanish governor in Cuba spon-

sored expeditions to the Yucatán coast of the Gulf of Mexico, including one in 

1519 under the command of the conquistador (kahn-KEES-tuh-dawr) Hernán 

 Cortés (1485–1547). Alarmed by Cortés’s ambition, the governor decided to with-

draw his support, but Cortés quickly set sail before being removed from com-

mand. Cortés and his party landed on the Mexican coast on April 21, 1519. His 

conquistador
 ▶ Spanish for “conqueror”; a 

Spanish soldier-explorer, such 
as Hernán cortés or francisco 
Pizarro, who sought to conquer 
the New World for the Spanish 
crown.

What was the 
impact of iberian 
conquest and 
 settlement on 
the  peoples and 
ecologies of the 
Americas?

As chief pilot to the Spanish crown, Juan Vespucci oversaw constant revisions 
to royal maps necessitated by ongoing voyages of discovery and exploration. 
This map shows the progress of Spanish knowledge of the new World some 
thirty years after columbus. (The Granger collection, nYc —  All rights reserved.)

Juan Vespucci’s World Map, 1526
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camp soon received visits by delegations of Aztec leaders bearing gifts and news 

of their great emperor.

The Mexica Empire, also known as the Aztec empire, comprised the Mexica 

 people and the  peoples they had conquered. At the time of the Spanish arrival, 

the empire was ruled by Moctezuma II (r. 1502–1520), from his capital at Tenoch-

titlan (tay-nawch-teet-LAHN), now Mexico City. The Aztecs were a sophisticated 

civilization with an advanced understanding of mathematics, astronomy, and 

engineering. As in European nations at the time, a hereditary nobility dominated 

the army, the priesthood, and the state bureaucracy and reaped the gains from 

the agricultural labor of the common  people.

Within weeks of his arrival, Cortés acquired translators who provided vital 

information on the empire and its weaknesses. (See “Individuals in Society: Doña 

Marina / Malintzin,” page 470.) Through his interpreters, Cortés learned of strong 

local resentment against the Aztec Empire. Realizing that he  could exploit dis-

sensions within the empire to his own advantage, Cortés forged an alliance with 

Tlaxcala (tlah-SKAH-lah), a subject kingdom of the Aztecs. In October a combined 

Spanish-Tlaxcalan force occupied the Aztec city of Cholula, second largest in the 

empire, and massacred thousands of inhabitants. Strengthened by this victory, 

Cortés formed alliances with other native kingdoms. In November 1519, with a 

few hundred Spanish men and some six thousand indigenous warriors, he 

marched on Tenochtitlan.

Moctezuma’s response to the arrival of the Spanish was weak and hesitant. 

Unlike other native leaders, he refrained from attacking the Spaniards but instead 

welcomed Cortés and his men into Tenochtitlan. Moctezuma was apparently 

deeply impressed by Spanish victories and believed the Spanish were invincible. 

When Cortés took Moctezuma hostage, the emperor’s influence crumbled. During 

the ensuing attacks and counterattacks, Moctezuma was killed. The Spaniards 

and their allies escaped from the city suffering heavy losses. Cortés quickly began 

gathering forces and making new alliances against the Aztecs. In May 1521 he led 

a second assault on Tenochtitlan, leading an army of approximately one thousand 

Spanish and seventy-five thousand native warriors.1

The Spanish victory in late summer 1521 was hard-won and was greatly 

aided by the effects of smallpox, which had devastated the besieged population 

of the city. After establishing a new capital in the ruins of Tenochtitlan, Cortés 

and other conquistadors began the systematic conquest of Mexico.

More remarkable than the defeat of the Aztec Empire was the fall of the 

remote inca empire in Peru. Living in a  settlement perched more than 9,800 feet 

above sea level, the Incas were isolated from the Mesoamerican civilization of the 

Aztecs. The Incas’ strength lay largely in their bureaucratic efficiency. They 

divided their empire into four major regions, each region into provinces, and each 

province into districts. Officials at each level used the extensive network of roads 

to transmit information and orders. The Incas used a complex system of colored 

and knotted cords, called khipus, for administrative bookkeeping.

By the time of the Spanish invasion, however, the Inca Empire had been 

weakened by a civil war over succession and an epidemic of disease, possibly 

smallpox, spread through trade with groups in contact with Europeans. The Span-

ish conquistador Francisco Pizarro (ca. 1475–1541) landed on the northern coast of 

Peru on May 13, 1532, the very day the Inca leader Atahualpa (ah-tuh-WAHL-puh) 

won control of the empire. As Pizarro advanced across the Andes  toward Cuzco, 

the capital of the Inca Empire, Atahualpa was also heading there for his coronation.

Aztec empire
 ▶ Also known as the Mexica 

Empire, a large and complex 
Native American civilization in 
modern Mexico and central 
America that possessed 
advanced mathematical, 
astronomical, and engineering 
technology.

inca empire
 ▶ The vast and sophisticated 

Peruvian empire centered at the 
capital city of cuzco that was at 
its peak in the fifteenth century.
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INDIVIDUALS IN SOCIETY
Doña Marina / Malintzin

In April 1519 Hernán cortés and his followers 
received a number of gifts from the Tabasco  people 
after he defeated them, including a group of twenty 

female captives. Among them was a young woman 
the Spanish baptized as Marina, which became Malin 
in the Nahuatl (NAH-wha-tuhl) language spoken in the 
Aztec Empire. Her high status and importance were 
recognized with the honorific title of doña in Spanish 
and the suffix -tzin in Nahuatl. bernal Díaz del castillo, 
who accompanied cortés and wrote the most impor-
tant contemporary history of the Aztec Empire and its 
conquest, claimed that Doña Marina (or Malintzin) was 
the daughter of a leader of a Nahuatl-speaking tribe. 
According to his account, the  family sold Marina to 
Maya slave traders as a child to protect the inheri-
tance rights of her stepbrother.

Marina possessed unique skills that immediately 
caught the attention of cortés. fluent both in Nahuatl 
and Yucatec Maya (spoken by a Spanish priest 
accompanying cortés), she offered a way for him to 
communicate with the  peoples he encountered. She 
quickly learned Spanish as well and came to play 
a vital role as an interpreter and diplomatic guide. 
Indigenous pictures and writings created after the 
conquest depict Malintzin as a constant presence 
beside cortés as he negotiated with and fought and 
killed Amerindians. The earliest known images show 
her interpreting for cortés as he meets with the Tlax-
calan lord Xicotencatl, forging the alliance that would 
prove vital to Spanish victory against the Aztecs. 
Malintzin also appears prominently in the images 
of the Florentine Codex, an illustrated history of the 
Aztec Empire and its conquest created near the end 
of the sixteenth century by indigenous artists working 
under the direction of friar bernardino de Sahagún. 
All the images depict her as a well-dressed woman 
standing at the center of interactions between the 
Spanish and Amerindians.

Malintzin bore cortés a son, Don Martín cortés, 
in 1522 and accompanied him on expeditions to 
Honduras between 1524 and 1526. It is im pos sible 
to know the true nature of their personal relationship. 
cortés was married to a Spanish woman in cuba at 
the time, and Malintzin was a slave, in no position to 
refuse any demands he made of her. cortés recog-
nized their child and provided financial support for 
his upbringing. Malintzin later married one of cortés’s 
Spanish followers, Juan Jaramillo, with whom she had 
a daughter. It is unknown when and how she died.

bernal Díaz gave Malintzin high praise. In his 
history, written decades after the fact, he described 
her as beautiful and intelligent, revered by native 
tribesmen, and devotedly loyal to the Spanish. He 
stated repeatedly that it would have been im pos sible 
for them to succeed without her help. cortés men-
tioned Malintzin only twice in his letters to Spanish 

Doña Marina translating for hernán cortés. (The Granger collection, 
new York)

oNLiNE DoCuMENT ProjECT

how did spanish and Amerindian artists depict 
Malintzin? Examine Spanish and Amerindian repre-
sentations of Malintzin’s role in the conquest, and then 
complete a quiz and writing assignment based on the 
evidence and details from this chapter. See inside the 
front cover to learn more.
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king charles V. He acknowledged her usefulness as 
his interpreter but described her only as “an Indian 
woman of this land,” giving no hint of their personal 
relationship. No writings from Malintzin herself exist.

Malintzin is commonly known in Mexico and latin 
America as la Malinche, a Spanish rendering of her 
Nahuatl name. She remains a compelling and contro-
versial figure. Popular opinion has often condemned 
la Malinche as a traitor to her  people, whose betrayal 
enabled the Spanish conquest and centuries of 
subjugation of indigenous  peoples. other voices have 
defended her as an enslaved woman who had no 
choice but to serve her masters. As the mother of a 
mestizo (mixed-race) child, she has also been seen as 
a founder of the mixed-race population that domi-
nates modern Mexico. She will always be a reminder 
of the complex interactions between indigenous 
 peoples and Spanish conquistadors that led to the 
conquest and the new culture born from it.

QuEsTioNs For ANALysis
1. Why was the role of interpreter so important in 

cortés’s conquest of the Aztec Empire? Why did 
Malintzin become such a central figure in 
interactions between cortés and the Amerindians?

2. What options were open to Malintzin in following 
her path? If she intentionally chose to aid the 
Spanish, what motivations might she have had?
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Like Moctezuma in Mexico, Atahualpa sent envoys to 

greet the Spanish. Motivated by curiosity about the Spanish, 

he intended to meet with them to learn more about them and 

their intentions. Instead the Spaniards ambushed and cap-

tured him, extorted an enormous ransom in gold, and then 

executed him in 1533. The Spanish then marched on to Cuzco, 

profiting, as with the Aztecs, from internal conflicts and form-

ing alliances with local  peoples. When Cuzco fell in 1533, the 

Spanish plundered immense riches in gold and silver.

A combination of factors made it  pos sible for tiny Spanish 

forces to bring down the mighty empires of the Americas: 

the boldness and audacity of conquistadors like Cortés and 

Pizarro; the military superiority endowed by Spanish fire-

power and horses; the fervent belief in a righteous Chris tian 

God imparted by the reconquista; division within the Aztec 

and Inca Empires that produced native allies for the Spanish; 

and, of course, the devastating impact of contagious diseases 

among the indigenous population. Ironically, the well-orga-

nized, urban-based Aztec and Inca Empires were more vulner-

able to wholesale takeover than more decentralized and frag-

mented groups like the Maya, whose independence was not 

wholly crushed until the end of the seventeenth century.

Portuguese Brazil
Unlike Mesoamerica or the Andes, the territory of Brazil con-

tained no urban empires but instead had roughly 2.5 million 

nomadic and  settled  people divided into small tribes and many 

different language groups. In 1500 the Portuguese crown named Pedro Álvares 

Cabral commander of a fleet headed for the spice trade of the Indies. En route, 

the fleet sailed far to the west, accidentally landing on the coast of Brazil, which 

Cabral claimed for Portugal under the terms of the Treaty of Tordesillas.

In the 1520s Portuguese  settlers brought sugarcane production to Brazil. 

They initially used enslaved indigenous laborers on sugar plantations, but the 

rapid decline in the indigenous population soon led to the use of forcibly trans-

ported Africans. In Brazil the Portuguese thus created a new form of colonization 

in the Americas: large plantations worked by enslaved  people. This model of 

slave-worked sugar plantations would spread throughout the Caribbean in the 

seventeenth century.

Colonial Administration
By the end of the sixteenth century the Spanish and Portuguese had successfully 

overcome most indigenous groups and expanded their territory throughout mod-

ern-day Mexico, the southwestern United States, and Central and South America. 

In Mesoamerica and the Andes, the Spanish had taken over the cities and tribute 

systems of the Aztecs and the Incas, basing their control on the prior exis tence of 

well-established polities with orga nized tribute systems.

This illustration of inca women milking cows is from a collection 
of illustrations by a Spanish bishop that offers a valuable view 
of life in Peru in the 1780s. (Archivo fotografos oronoz)

Inca Women Milking Cows
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While early conquest and  settlement were conducted largely by private initia-

tives, the Spanish and Portuguese governments soon assumed more direct con-

trol. In 1503 the Spanish granted the port of Seville a monopoly over all traffic to 

the New World and established the House of Trade, or Casa de Contratación, to 

oversee economic matters. In 1523 Spain created the Royal and Supreme Council 

of the Indies, with authority over all colonial affairs subject to approval by the 

king. Spanish territories themselves were divided initially into two viceroyalties, 

or administrative divisions: New Spain, created in 1535; and Peru, created in 

1542. In the eighteenth century, two new viceroyalties, New Granada and La 

Plata, were created (see Map 16.2).

Within each territory, the viceroy, or imperial governor, exercised broad mili-

tary and civil authority. The viceroy presided over the audiencia (ow-dee-EHN-

see-ah), a board of judges that served as his advisory council and the highest 

 judicial body. As in Spain,  settlement in the Americas was centered on cities and 

towns. In each city, the municipal council, or cabildo, exercised local authority.

In Portugal, the India House in Lisbon functioned much like the Spanish 

House of Trade, and royal representatives oversaw its possessions in West Africa 

and Asia, as did governors in Spanish America. To secure the vast expanse of 

 Brazil, however, the Portuguese implemented a distinctive system of rule, called 

 captaincies, in the 1530s. These were hereditary grants of land given to nobles 

and loyal officials who bore the costs of settling and administering their territo-

ries. Over time, the Crown secured greater power over the captaincies, appointing 

royal governors to act as administrators.

Throughout the Americas, the Catholic Church played an integral role in Ibe-

rian rule. The papacy allowed Portuguese and Spanish officials greater control 

over the church than was the case at home, allowing them to appoint clerics and 

collect tithes. This control helped colonial powers use the church as an instrument 

to indoctrinate indigenous  people (see page 479).

Indigenous Population Loss  
and Economic Exploitation
From the time of Christopher Columbus in Hispaniola, the conquerors of the New 

World made use of the encomienda system to profit from the  peoples and territo-

ries they encountered. This system was a legacy of the methods used to reward 

military leaders in the time of the reconquista. First in the Caribbean and then on 

the mainland, conquistadors granted their followers the right to employ groups 

of Native Americans as laborers and to demand tribute payments from them in 

exchange for providing food, shelter, and instruction in the Chris tian faith.

A 1512 Spanish law authorizing the use of the encomienda called for indige-

nous  people to be treated fairly, but in practice the system lead to  terrible abuses. 

Spanish missionaries publicized these abuses, leading to debates in Spain about 

the nature and proper treatment of indigenous  people (see page 479). King 

Charles V responded to such complaints in 1542 with the New Laws, which set 

limits on the authority of encomienda holders.

The New Laws provoked a revolt among elites in Peru and were  little enforced 

throughout Spanish territories. Nonetheless, the Crown gradually gained control 

over encomiendas in central areas of the empire and required indigenous  people 

viceroyalties
 ▶ The name for the four 

administrative units of Spanish 
possessions in the Americas: 
New Spain, Peru, New Granada, 
and la Plata.

captaincies
 ▶ A system established by the 

Portuguese in brazil in the 1530s, 
whereby hereditary grants of land 
were given to nobles and loyal 
officials who bore the costs of 
settling and administering their 
territories

encomienda system
 ▶ A system whereby the Spanish 

crown granted the conquerors 
the right to forcibly employ 
groups of Indians; it was a 
disguised form of slav ery.

What was the 
Afroeurasian trade world 
like prior to the era of 
European exploration?

Why and how did 
Europeans undertake 
ambitious voyages of 
expansion?
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to pay tributes in cash, rather than in labor. To respond to a shortage of indige-

nous workers, royal officials established a new government-run system of forced 

labor, called repartimiento in New Spain and mita in Peru. Administrators 

assigned a certain percentage of the inhabitants of native communities to labor 

for a set period each year in public works, mining, agriculture, and other tasks.

Spanish systems for exploiting the labor of indigenous  peoples were both a 

cause of and a response to the disastrous decline in the numbers of such  peoples 

that began soon after the arrival of Europeans. Some indigenous  people died as 

a direct result of the violence of conquest and the disruption of agriculture and 

trade caused by warfare. The most important cause of death, however, was infec-

tious disease. Having  little or no resistance to diseases brought from the Old 

World, the inhabitants of the New World fell victim to smallpox, typhus, influenza, 

and other illnesses.

The pattern of devastating disease and population loss established in the 

Spanish colonies was repeated everywhere Europeans  settled. Overall, population 

declined by as much as 90 percent or more but with important regional variations. 

In general, densely populated urban centers were worse hit than rural areas and 

tropical, low-lying regions suffered more than cooler, higher-altitude ones.

Colonial administrators responded to native population decline by forcibly 

combining dwindling indigenous communities into new  settlements and imposing 

the rigors of the encomienda and the repartimiento. By the end of the sixteenth 

century the search for fresh sources of labor had given birth to the new tragedy 

of the Atlantic slave trade (see page 598).

Patterns of Settlement
The century after the discovery of silver in 1545 marked the high point of Iberian 

immigration to the Americas. Although the first migrants were men, soon whole 

families began to cross the Atlantic, and the European population began to 

increase through natural reproduction. By 1600 American-born Europeans, called 

Creoles, outnumbered immigrants.

Iberian  settlement was predominantly urban in nature. Spaniards  settled into 

the cities and towns of the former Aztec and Inca Empires as the native popula-

tion dwindled through death and flight. They also established new cities in which 

 settlers were quick to establish urban institutions familiar to them from home: 

city squares, churches, schools, and universities.

Despite the growing number of Europeans and the rapid decline of the native 

population, Europeans remained a small minority of the total inhabitants of the 

Americas. Iberians formed sexual relationships with native women leading to a 

substantial population of mixed Iberian and Indian descent known as mestizos 
(meh-STEE-zohz). The large-scale arrival of enslaved Africans, starting in Brazil 

in the mid-sixteenth century, added new ethnic and racial dimensions to the pop-

ulation (see pages 598–603).

QuiCk rEviEw

What factors help explain the conquest of the  
mighty inca and Aztec empires by the Spanish?

<
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Check what you know.
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> how was 
the era of 
global contact 
shaped by new 
commodities, 
commercial 
empires, 
and forced 
migrations?

TThe cenTuries-old AfroeurAsiAn trade world was forever changed by the 

European voyages of discovery and their aftermath. For the first time, a truly 

global economy emerged in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and it forged 

new links among far-flung  peoples, cultures, and societies.

The Columbian Exchange
The travel of  people and goods between the Old and New Worlds led to an 

exchange of animals, plants, and diseases, a complex process known as the 

columbian exchange. As we have seen, the introduction of new diseases to 

the Americas had devastating consequences. But other results of the exchange 

brought benefits not only to the Europeans but also to native  peoples.

Everywhere they  settled, the Spanish and Portuguese brought and raised 

wheat. Grapes and olives brought over from Spain did well in parts of Peru and 

Chile. Perhaps the most significant introduction to the diet of Native Americans 

columbian exchange
 ▶ The exchange of animals, 

plants, and diseases between 
the old and the New Worlds.

Sugar was the most important and most profitable plantation crop in the new 
World. This image shows the processing and refinement of sugar on a brazilian 
plantation. Sugarcane was grown, harvested, and processed by African slaves 
who labored under brutal and ruthless conditions to generate enormous profits 
for plantation owners. (The bridgeman Art library/Getty images)

A New World Sugar Refinery in Brazil

What was the 
Afroeurasian trade world 
like prior to the era of 
European exploration?

Why and how did 
Europeans undertake 
ambitious voyages of 
expansion?
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came via the meat and milk of the livestock that the early conquistadors brought 

with them, including cattle, sheep, and goats. The horse enabled both the Spanish 

conquerors and native populations to travel faster and farther and to transport 

heavy loads more easily.

In turn, Europeans returned home with many food crops that became central 

elements of their diet. Crops originating in the Americas included tomatoes, squash, 

pumpkins, peppers, and many varieties of beans, as well as tobacco. One of the 

most important of such crops was maize (corn). By the late seventeenth century, 

maize had become a staple in Spain, Portugal, southern France, and Italy, and in 

the eighteenth century it became one of the chief foods of southeastern Europe 

and southern China. Even more valuable was the nutritious white potato, which 

slowly spread from west to east, contributing everywhere to a rise in population.

While the exchange of foods was a great benefit to cultures across the world, 

the introduction of European pathogens to the New World had a disastrous impact 

on the native population. The wave of catastrophic epidemic disease that swept 

the Western Hemisphere after 1492 can be seen as an extension of the swath of 

devastation wreaked by the Black Death in the 1300s, first on Asia and then on 

Europe. The world after Columbus was thus unified by disease as well as by trade 

and colonization.

Sugar and Early Transatlantic Slavery
Two crucial and interrelated elements of the Columbian exchange were the trans-

atlantic trade in sugar and slaves. Throughout the  Middle Ages, slav ery was deeply 

entrenched in the Mediterranean, but it was not based on race. How, then, did 

black African slav ery enter the European picture and take root in South and then 

North America? In 1453 the Ottoman capture of Constantinople halted the flow of 

European slaves from the eastern Mediterranean. Additionally, the successes of 

the Chris tian reconquest of the Iberian Peninsula drastically diminished the sup-

ply of Muslim captives. Cut off from its traditional sources of slaves, Mediterranean 

Europe turned to sub-Saharan Africa, which had a long history of slave trading.

As Portuguese explorers began their voyages along the western coast of 

Africa, one of the first commodities they sought was slaves. While the first slaves 

were  simply seized by small raiding parties, Portuguese merchants soon found 

that it was easier and more profitable to trade with African leaders, who were 

accustomed to dealing in enslaved  people captured through warfare with neigh-

boring powers. From 1490 to 1530 Portuguese traders brought between three 

hundred and two thousand enslaved Africans to Lisbon each year.

In this stage of European expansion, the history of slav ery became inter-

twined with the history of sugar. Population increases and greater prosperity 

in the fifteenth century led to increasing demand for sugar. The establishment 

of sugar plantations on the Canary and Madeira Islands in the fifteenth century 

testifies to this demand.

Sugar was a particularly difficult crop to produce for profit, requiring con-

stant, back-breaking labor. The invention of roller mills to crush the cane more 

efficiently meant that yields  could be significantly augmented, but only if a suffi-

cient labor force was found to supply the mills. Europeans solved the labor prob-

lem by forcing first native islanders and then transported Africans to perform the 

backbreaking work.

What was the impact 
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The transatlantic slave trade that would ultimately result in the forced trans-

port of over 12 million individuals began in 1518, when Spanish king Charles V 

authorized traders to bring enslaved Africans to New World colonies. The Portu-

guese brought the first slaves to Brazil around 1550. After its founding in 1621, 

the Dutch West India Company transported thousands of Africans to Brazil and 

the Caribbean, mostly to work on sugar plantations. In the late seventeenth cen-

tury, with the chartering of the Royal African Company, the En glish began to 

bring slaves to Barbados and other En glish colonies in the Caribbean and main-

land North America.

Before 1700, when slavers decided it was better business to improve condi-

tions, some 20 percent of slaves died on the voyage from Africa to the Americas.2 

The most common cause of death was dysentery induced by poor-quality food and 

water, lack of sanitation, and intense crowding. On sugar plantations, death rates 

among enslaved  people from illness and exhaustion were extremely high. Driven 

by rising demands for plantation crops, the tragic transatlantic slave trade 

reached its height in the eighteenth century.

The Birth of the Global Economy
With Europeans’ discovery of the Americas and their exploration of the Pacific, 

the entire world was linked for the first time in history by seaborne trade. The 

opening of that trade brought into being three successive commercial empires: 

the Portuguese, the Spanish, and the Dutch.

In the sixteenth century the Portuguese controlled the sea route to India 

(Map 16.3). From their bases at Goa on the Arabian Sea and at Malacca on the 

Malay Peninsula, ships carried goods to the Portuguese  settlement at Macao. 

From Macao Portuguese ships loaded with Chinese silks and porcelains sailed 

to Japan and the Philippines, where Chinese goods were exchanged for Spanish 

silver from New Spain. Throughout Asia the Portuguese traded in slaves. They 

also exported horses from Mesopotamia and copper from Arabia to India; from 

India they exported hawks and peacocks for the Chinese and Japa nese markets. 

Back to Portugal they brought Asian spices that had been purchased with textiles 

produced in India and with gold and ivory from East Africa. They also shipped 

back sugar from their colony in Brazil, produced by African slaves whom they 

had transported across the Atlantic.

Becoming an imperial power a few decades later than the Portuguese, the 

Spanish were determined to claim their place in world trade. This was greatly 

facilitated by the discovery of immense riches in silver in the Americas. Silver 

poured into Europe through the Spanish port of Seville, contributing to steep infla-

tion across Europe. Demand for silver also created a need for slaves to work in the 

mines.

The Spanish Empire in the New World was basically land based, but across 

the Pacific the Spaniards built a seaborne empire centered at Manila in the Philip-

pines. The city of Manila served as the transpacific bridge between Spanish 

America and China. In Manila Spanish traders used silver from American mines 

to purchase Chinese silk for European markets.

In the seventeenth century the Dutch challenged the Spanish and Portuguese 

Empires. The Dutch East India Company was founded in 1602 with the stated 
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intention of capturing the spice trade from the Portuguese. Drawing on their com-

mercial wealth and long experience in European trade, by the end of the century 

the Dutch emerged as the most powerful worldwide seaborne trading power (see 

Chapter 19).

Mexico City

Potosí

Zacatecas

Acapulco
Veracruz

Bogotá

Charleston
New

Orleans

Panama
Cartagena

Lima

Rio de Janeiro

Buenos
Aires

Bahia
Mozambique

Sofala

Cape
Town

Mombasa

Aden

Luanda

Lisbon

London

Seville
Madrid

Amsterdam

Venice
Constantinople

CairoAlexandria

Goa

Calcutta

Malacca

Guangzhou
Ningbo

Nagasaki

Manila

Macao

Slaves
Slaves

Slaves

Silk, Sugar, Rum, Molasses

Su
ga

r

Manufactured goods

Tools
Cloth

Fish 
Pottery

Tools
Cloth

Slaves

Wheat
Timber

Fur
Tar

Pitch

Rugs, Killims,
Copper

Slaves
Slaves

Spices

Spices

Homeward
Trade

Silver

Silk

Silk

Slaves

Slaves

Slaves

Cow
rie

 sh
ells

Pep
per, 

ClothIvo
ry, 

Gold, Slaves Slaves

Porcelain
Silk

Silver

Silver

Sil
k

Arabian
Sea

Red
Sea

Strait of Magellan

Mediterranean Sea

PA C I F I C
O C E A N

AT L A N T I C
O C E A N

I N D I A N  O C E A N

Cape
Horn

Cape of
Good Hope

M
oluccas

Ceylon

NEW
SPAIN

ARABIA GUJARAT

PHILIPPINES

BORNEO

JAVA

MALDIVES

MADAGASCAR
MAURITIUS
(Neth.)

ANGOLA

SUMATRA

CAPE
VERDE

GOLD
COAST

BRAZIL

PERU

GUIANA

PUERTO RICO
CURAÇAO (Neth.)

HAITI

JAMAICA

CUBA

60°N

120°W 90°W 30°W60°W 0° 30°E 60°E 90°E 120°E 150°E

Equator

Tropic of Capricorn

Tropic of
Cancer

Arctic Circle

Antarctic Circle

60°S

30°S

0°

N O R T H
A M E R I C A

S O U T H
A M E R I C A

A F R I C A

A S I A

AUSTRAL IA

E U R O P E

CHINA

IND IA

P ERS IA

SPAIN
DUTCH REPUBLIC

BRITAIN

PORTUGAL

JAPAN

British control
Portuguese control

Spanish control
Dutch control

Trade good
Silver mine

Arab trade route
British trade route

Chinese trade route
Portuguese trade route

Spanish trade route
Dutch trade route

Spice

0 1,000 2,000 kilometers

0 1,000 2,000 miles

N

S

EW

MCK_5993_16_M03 Seaborne Trading Empires in the Sixteenth and Seventeeth Centuries
Black Cyan Magenta Yellow 
Third Proof
BB161 082

Map positioning guide
Full page map

Bleeds top, left, right
Trim:  55p0 x 34p0

Align top map trim at top page trim
Position map trim at inside page trim

Excess map at outside will be cropped

MAP 16.3  ■ Seaborne Trading Empires in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries

by the mid-seventeenth century trade linked all parts of the world except for Australia. notice that 
trade in slaves was not confined to the Atlantic but involved almost all parts of the world.

QuiCk rEviEw

how did european demand for sugar stimulate the 
expansion of the transatlantic slave trade?

<

What was the impact 
of Iberian conquest 
and  settlement on the 
 peoples of the Americas?

how was the era of 
global contact shaped 
by new commodities 
and forced migrations?

How did new encounters 
shape cultural attitudes 
and beliefs in Europe and 
the New World?

 LearningCurve
Check what you know.
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> how did new 
encounters shape 
cultural attitudes 
and beliefs in 
europe and the 
new World?

TThe Age of overseAs expAnsion heightened Europeans’ contacts with the 

rest of the world. These contacts gave birth to new ideas about the inherent supe-

riority or inferiority of different races. Religion became another means of cultural 

contact, as European missionaries aimed to spread Chris tianity in both the New 

World and East Asia. The East-West contacts also led to exchanges of influential 

cultural and scientific ideas.

The unprecedented mixing of  peoples in 
the Spanish new World colonies inspired 
great fascination. An elaborate termin-
ology emerged to describe the many 
 pos sible combinations of indigenous, 
 African, and european blood, which 
were known collectively as castas. This 
painting belongs to a popular genre of 
the eighteenth century depicting  couples 
composed of individuals of different eth-
nic origin and the children produced of 
their unions. (Schalkwijk/Art resource, nY)

Mixed Races
 > PiCTuriNg ThE PAsT

ANALyZiNg ThE iMAgE: What do 
these images suggest about the 
 racial composition of the population 
of Spanish America and the inter-
action of  people with different racial 
and ethnic backgrounds? Who do 
you think the audience might have 
been, and why would viewers be 
 fascinated by such images?
CoNNECTioNs: What elements of 
this chapter might suggest that these 
are romanticized or idealized depic-
tions of relations among different 
 racial and ethnic groups?

What was the 
Afroeurasian trade world 
like prior to the era of 
European exploration?

Why and how did 
Europeans undertake 
ambitious voyages of 
expansion?
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What was the impact 
of Iberian conquest 
and  settlement on the 
 peoples of the Americas?

How was the era of 
global contact shaped 
by new commodities 
and forced migrations?

how did new encounters 
shape cultural attitudes 
and beliefs in Europe 
and the New world?

 LearningCurve
Check what you know.

Religious Conversion
Converting indigenous  people to Chris tianity was one of the most important justi-

fications for European expansion. The first missionaries to the New World accom-

panied Columbus on his second voyage, and more than 2,500 Franciscans, Domin-

icans, Jesuits and other friars crossed the Atlantic in the following century. Later 

French explorers were also accompanied by missionaries.

Catholic friars were among the first Europeans to seek an understanding of 

native cultures and languages as part of their effort to render Chris tianity compre-

hensible to indigenous  people. They were also the most vociferous opponents of 

abuses committed by Spanish  settlers.

Religion had been a central element of pre-Columbian societies, and many, if 

not all, indigenous  people were receptive to the new religion that accompanied 

the victorious Iberians. In addition to spreading Chris tianity, missionaries taught 

indigenous  peoples European methods of agriculture and instilled obedience 

to colonial masters. Despite the success of initial conversion efforts, authorities 

 could not prevent the melding together of Catholic teachings with elements of 

pagan beliefs and practices.

European Debates About Indigenous  Peoples
Iberian exploitation of the native population of the Americas began from the 

moment of Columbus’s arrival in 1492. Denunciations of this abuse by Catholic 

missionaries, however, quickly followed, inspiring vociferous debates in both 

Europe and the colonies about the nature of indigenous  peoples and how they 

should be treated. Bartolomé de Las Casas (1474–1566), a Dominican friar and 

 former encomienda holder, was one of the earliest and most outspoken critics of 

the brutal treatment inflicted on indigenous  peoples.

Mounting criticism in Spain led King Charles V to assemble a group of church-

men and lawyers to debate the issue in 1550 in the city of Valladolid. One side of 

the valladolid debate, led by Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda, argued that conquest and 

forcible conversion were both necessary and justified to save indigenous  people 

from the horrors of human sacrifice, cannibalism, and idolatry. To counter these 

arguments, Las Casas and his supporters depicted indigenous  people as rational 

and innocent children, who deserved protection and tutelage from more advanced 

civilizations.

Elsewhere in Europe, audiences also debated these questions. Eagerly read-

ing denunciations of Spanish abuses by critics like Las Casas, they derived the 

Black legend of Spanish colonialism, the notion that the Spanish were uniquely 

brutal and cruel in their conquest and  settlement of the Americas. This legend 

helped other European powers overlook their own record of colonial violence and 

exploitation.

New Ideas About Race
At the beginning of the transatlantic slave trade, most Europeans grouped Afri-

cans into the despised categories of pagan heathens or Muslim infidels. As Euro-

peans turned to Africa for new sources of slaves, they drew on beliefs about 

 Africans’ primitiveness and barbarity to defend slav ery.

valladolid debate
 ▶ A debate orga nized by Spanish 

king charles V in 1550 in the 
city of Valladolid that pitted 
defenders of Spanish conquest 
and forcible conversion against 
critics of these practices.

Black legend
 ▶ The notion that the Spanish 

were uniquely brutal and cruel 
in their conquest and  settlement 
of the Americas, an idea 
propagated by rival European 
powers.
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Over time, the institution of slav ery fostered a new level of racial inequality. 

Africans gradually became seen as utterly distinct from and wholly inferior to 

Europeans. In a transition from rather vague assumptions about Africans’ non-

Chris tian religious beliefs and general lack of civilization, Europeans developed 

increasingly rigid ideas of racial superiority and inferiority to safeguard the grow-

ing profits gained from plantation slav ery. Black skin became equated with slav-

ery itself as Europeans at home and in the colonies convinced themselves that 

blacks were destined by God to serve them as slaves in perpetuity. Support for 

this belief went back to the Greek philosopher Aristotle’s argument that some 

 people are naturally destined for slav ery and to  biblical associations between 

darkness and sin.

After 1700 the emergence of new methods of observing and describing nature 

led to the use of science to define race. Although previously the term referred to a 

nation or an ethnic group, henceforth “race” would be used to describe suppos-

edly biologically distinct groups of  people whose physical differences produced 

differences in culture, character, and intelligence. Biblical justifications for 

inequality thereby gave way to allegedly scientific ones (see page 736).

QuiCk rEviEw

how did european ideas about race change over the 
course of the early modern period?

>

ChAPTEr suMMAry

Prior to Columbus’s voyages, well-developed trade routes linked the  peoples and 

products of Africa, Asia, and Europe. Overall, Europe played a minor role in the 

Afroeurasian trade world. As the economy and population recovered from the 

Black Death, Europeans began to seek more direct and profitable access to the 

Afroeurasian trade world. Technological developments such as the invention of 

the caravel and the magnetic compass enabled explorers to undertake ever more 

ambitious voyages.

In the aftermath of their conquest of the Aztec and Inca Empires, the Spanish 

established new forms of governance to dominate native  peoples and exploit their 

labor. The arrival of Europeans brought enormous population losses to native 

communities, primarily through the spread of infectious diseases. Disease was 

one element of the Columbian exchange, a complex transfer of germs, plants, and 

animals between the Old and New Worlds. These exchanges contributed to the 

creation of the first truly global economy. Tragically, a major component of global 

trade was the transatlantic slave trade, in which Europeans transported Africans 

to labor in the sugar plantations and silver mines of the New World. European 

nations vied for supremacy in global trade, with early Portuguese success in India 

and Asia being challenged first by the Spanish and then by the Dutch.

What was the 
Afroeurasian trade world 
like prior to the era of 
European exploration?

Why and how did 
Europeans undertake 
ambitious voyages of 
expansion?
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Increased contact with the outside world led Europeans to develop new ideas 

about cultural and racial differences. Debates occurred in Spain and its colonies 

over the nature of the indigenous  peoples of the Americas and how they should 

be treated. Europeans had long held negative attitudes about Africans; as the 

slave trade grew, they began to express more rigid notions of racial inequality and 

to claim that Africans were inherently suited for slav ery. Religion became another 

means of cultural contact, as European missionaries aimed to spread Chris tianity 

in the New World.

CoNNECTioNs
Just three years separated Martin 
Luther’s attack on the Catholic 
Church in 1517 and Ferdinand 

Magellan’s discovery of the Pacific Ocean in 1520. Within a few short years western 
Europeans’ religious unity and notions of terrestrial geography were shattered. In 
the ensuing decades Europeans  struggled to come to terms with religious differ-
ences among Protestants and Catholics at home and with the multitudes of new 
 peoples and places they encountered abroad.

Even as the voyages of discovery contributed to the fragmentation of European 
culture, they also played a role in state centralization and consolidation in the 
longer term. Henceforth, competition to gain overseas colonies became an integral 
part of European politics. While Spain’s enormous profits from conquest ultimately 
led to a weakening of its power, over time the Netherlands, En gland, and France 
used profits from colonial trade to help build modernized, centralized states.

Two crucial consequences emerged from this era of expansion. The first was the 
creation of enduring contacts among five of the seven continents of the globe —  
Europe, Asia, Africa, North America, and South America. From the sixteenth century 
onward, the  peoples of the world were increasingly entwined in divergent forms of 
economic, social, and cultural exchange. The second was the growth of European 
power. Europeans controlled the Americas and gradually assumed control over 
existing trade networks in Asia and Africa. Although China remained the world’s 
most powerful economy until at least 1800, the era of European dominance was 
born.

oNLiNE DoCuMENT ProjECT

interpreting Conquest
How did European and Amerindian artists depict Malintzin?
Examine Spanish and Amerindian representations of Malintzin’s role 
in the conquest, and then complete a quiz and writing assignment 
based on the evidence and details from this chapter. See inside the 
front cover to learn more.

What was the impact 
of Iberian conquest 
and  settlement on the 
 peoples of the Americas?

How was the era of 
global contact shaped 
by new commodities 
and forced migrations?

How did new encounters 
shape cultural attitudes 
and beliefs in Europe and 
the New World?

 LearningCurve
Check what you know.
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Now that you’ve read the chapter, make it stick by completing the LearningCurve 
activity. 

Get 
Started 
Online

explain 
Why it 
MatterS

sTEP 1

sTEP 2

482

MovE  
BEyoND 
ThE BAsiCs

sTEP 3
To demonstrate a more advanced understanding of the nature and impact of 
Spanish exploration and conquest in the Americas, fill in the chart below with 
descriptions of the motives behind Spanish expansion across the Atlantic. Next, 
identify key Spanish conquests and discoveries and the institutions of Spanish 
rule in the Americas. Finally, describe the impact of Spanish conquest in the New 
World and Europe. How do the motives you listed help explain the course of 
Spanish expansion in the New World?

 
Motives

conquests and 
Discoveries

Institutions of Spanish 
rule

Impact in the New World 
and Europe

TERM WHO OR WHAT & WHEN WHy IT MATTERS

bride wealth (p. 459)

caravel (p. 462)

Ptolemy’s Geography (p. 462)

Treaty of Tordesillas (p. 466)

conquistador (p. 468)

Aztec Empire (p. 469)

Inca Empire (p. 469)

viceroyalties (p. 472)

captaincies (p. 472)

encomienda system (p. 472)

columbian exchange (p. 474)

Valladolid debate (p. 479)

black legend (p. 479)

Put your reading into practice. Identify each term below, and then explain why it 
matters in world history. 

cHAPTEr 16 STUDY GUIDE
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Now, take a step back and try to explain the big picture. Remember to use specific 
 examples from the chapter in your answers.

>  In Your 
own 
words

Put It All 
together

sTEP 4

Imagine that you must give an oral report to the class answering the following question: What 
new global connections were forged in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries? What would 
be the most important points and why?

LookiNg BACk, LookiNg AhEAD

 ▶ If Europe was at the periphery of the global 
trading system prior to 1492, where was it situated 
by the  middle of the sixteenth century? What had 
changed? What had not?

 ▶ What connections can you make between 
our own experience of globalization in the 
twenty-first century 
and the experience 
of globalization in 
the sixteenth 
century? In what 
ways are the 
experiences 
similar? In what 
ways do they 
differ?

ChANgiNg vALuEs AND BELiEFs

 ▶ How did European expansion give rise to new 
ideas about race?

 ▶ How did expansion complicate European’s 
understanding of themselves and their place in 
the world?

DisCovEry AND CoNQuEsT

 ▶ In your opinion, what was the most important 
motive behind European expansion? What evidence 
can you provide to support your position?

 ▶ What was the columbian exchange? How did it 
transform both Europe and the Americas?

ThE AFroEurAsiAN TrADE worLD  
BEForE CoLuMBus

 ▶ Which states were at the center of global trade 
prior to 1492? Why?

 ▶ Why were Europeans at a trading disadvantage 
prior to 1492? How did geography limit European 
participation in world trade? What role did Europe’s 
economy and  ma te rial culture play in this context?
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