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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)
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Chapter Preview
The Afroeurasian Trade World

The European Voyages of Discovery

Conquest and Settlement

The Era of Global Contact

Changing Attitudes and Beliefs

B efore 1500 Europeans were relatively mar-
ginal players in a centuries-old trading sys-

tem that linked Africa, Asia, and Europe. The 
Indian Ocean was the locus of a vibrant, cosmo-
politan Afroeurasian trade world in which Arab, 
Persian, Turkish, Indian, African, Chinese, and 
European merchants and adventurers competed 
for trade in spices, silks, and other goods.

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 soon 

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 assim-
ilation, conversion, and resistance. Europeans 
sought to impose their values on the  peoples 
they encountered while struggling to compre-
hend these  peoples’ societies. The Age of Dis-
covery from 1450 to 1600, as the time of these 
encounters is known, laid the foundations for 
the modern world.

The Afroeurasian  
Trade World

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

Historians now recognize that a type of world econ-
omy, known as the Afroeurasian trade world, linked 
the products and  people of Europe, Asia, and Africa in 
the fifteenth century. Before Christopher Columbus 
began his voyages to the New World in 1492, the West 
was not the dominant player in world trade. Neverthe-
less, wealthy Europeans were eager consumers of lux-
ury goods from the East, which they received through 
Venetian and Genoese  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 among China, India, the  Middle 
East, Africa, and Europe (Map 16.1). From the seventh 
through the fourteenth centuries, the volume of this 
trade steadily increased, declining only during 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 century the port of Malacca became 
a great commercial entrepôt (AHN-truh-poh), a trad-
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ing post to which goods were shipped for storage while 
awaiting redis tri bu tion to other places. To Malacca 
came porcelains, silks, and camphor (used in the man-
ufacture of many medications) from China; pepper, 
cloves, nutmeg, and raw  ma te rials such as sandalwood 
from the Moluccas; sugar from the Philippines; and 
textiles, copper weapons, incense, dyes, and opium 
from India.

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 and 
his encounter with the Great Khan (one of the suc-
cessors of the famous Mongol ruler Chinggis Khan) 
fueled Western fantasies about the Orient. Polo vividly 
recounted the splendors of the Khan’s court and the 
city of Hangzhou, which he described as “the finest 
and noblest in the world” in which “the number and 

wealth of the merchants, and the amount of goods that 
passed through their hands, was so enormous that no 
man  could form a just estimate thereof.”1

After the Mongols fell to the Ming Dynasty in 
1368, China entered a period of agricultural and com-
mercial expansion, population growth, and urbaniza-
tion. By the end of the dynasty in 1644, the Chinese 
population had tripled to between 150 million and 200 
million. The city of Nanjing had 1 million inhabitants, 
making it the largest city in the world, while the new 
capital, Beijing, had more than 600,000 inhabitants, a 
population greater than that of any European city (see 
pages 617–627). 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 
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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.
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 hundreds of ships and tens of thousands of men (see 
page 639). In one voyage alone, Zheng sailed more than 
12,000 miles, compared to Columbus’s 2,400 miles on 
his first voyage some sixty years later.2 Although the 
ships brought back many wonders, such as giraffes and 
zebras, the purpose of the voyages was primarily diplo-
matic, to enhance China’s prestige and seek tribute-
paying alliances. The high expense of the voyages in a 
period of renewed Mongol 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 Chinese trading in the South China 
Sea and Indian Ocean. Following Zheng He’s voyages, 
tens of thousands of Chinese emigrated to the Philip-
pines, where they acquired commercial dominance of 
the island of Luzon by 1600.

Another center of Indian Ocean trade was India, the 
crucial link between the Persian Gulf and the South-
east Asian and East Asian trade networks. The sub-
continent had ancient links with its neighbors to the 
northwest: trade between South Asia and Mesopotamia 
dates back to the origins of human civilization. Trade 
among ports bordering the Indian Ocean was revived 
in the  Middle Ages by Arab merchants who circum-
navigated India on their way to trade in the South 
China Sea. The need for stopovers led to the establish-

ment of trading posts at Gujarat and on the Malabar 
coast, where the cities of Calicut and Quilon became 
thriving commercial centers.

The inhabitants of India’s Coromandel coast tra-
ditionally looked to Southeast Asia, where they had 
ancient trading and cultural ties. Hinduism and Bud-
dhism 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, mainly from the Gujarat region, were also 
highly prized.

 Peoples and Cultures of the  
Indian Ocean
Indian Ocean trade connected  peoples from the Malay 
Peninsula (the southern extremity of the Asian conti-
nent), India, China, and East Africa, among whom 
there was an enormous variety of languages, cultures, 
and religions. In spite of this diversity, certain socio-
cultural similarities linked these  peoples, espe cially in 
Southeast Asia.

For  example, by the fifteenth century inhabitants of 
what we call Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, and 
the many islands in between all spoke languages of the 
Austronesian  family, reflecting continuing interactions 

The Port of Calicut in India  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)
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among them. A common environment led to a diet 
based on rice, fish, palms, and palm wine. Rice, har-
vested by women, is prob ably indigenous to the region, 
and it formed the staple of the diet. The seas provided 
many varieties of fish, crabs, and shrimp, and fishing 
served as the chief male occupation, well ahead of agri-
culture. Also, sugarcane grew in profusion, and it was 
chewed as a confectionery and used as a sweetener.3

In comparison to India, China, or even Europe 
after the Black Death, Southeast Asia was sparsely pop-
ulated.  People were concentrated in port cities and in 
areas of intense rice cultivation. Another difference 
between Southeast Asia and 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 marriage, which typically occurred 
around age twenty, the groom paid the bride (or some-
times 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 Euro-
pean dowry, which came under the husband’s control. 
Property was administered jointly, in contrast to the 
Chinese principle and Indian practice that wives had 
no say in the disposal of  family property. All chil-
dren, regardless of gender, inherited equally, and when 
Islam arrived in the region, the rule requiring sons to 
receive double the inheritance of daughters was never 
implemented.

Respect for women carried over to the commercial 
sphere. Women participated in business as partners and 
independent entrepreneurs, even undertaking long sea 
voyages to accompany their wares. When Portuguese 
and Dutch men  settled in the region and married local 
women, their wives continued 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 atti-
tude  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 ini-
tiate a divorce, and common property and children 
were divided.

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 coconut), 
and slaves for textiles, spices, cowrie shells, porce-
lain, and other goods. The most important cities were 
Mogadishu, Mombasa, and Kilwa, which had con-
verted to Islam by the eleventh century.  Peopled by 
confident and urbane merchants, the cities were known 
for their prosperity and culture.

West Africa also played an important role in world 
trade. In the fifteenth century most of the gold that 
reached Europe came from the Sudan region in West 
Africa and, in particular, from the kingdom of Mali 
near present-day Ghana. 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, 
where the Venetians held commercial privileges.

Inland nations that sat astride the north-south cara-
van 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.

Mansa Musa  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)

•	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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Gold was one important object of trade; slaves were 
another. Slavery was practiced in Africa, as it was vir-
tually everywhere else in the world, 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, 
espe cially silk and cotton. 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, Pales-
tine, Egypt, and the rest of North Africa. Their power 
also extended into Europe as far west as Vienna.

Genoese and Venetian  Middlemen
Compared to the riches and vibrancy of the East, 
Europe constituted a minor outpost in the world trad-
ing system, 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 controlled by the Italian 
city-states of Venice and Genoa. Venice had opened 
the gateway to Asian trade in 1304, when it established 
formal relations with the sultan of Mamluk Egypt and 
started operations in Cairo. In exchange for European 
products like Spanish and En glish wool, German metal 
goods, and Flemish textiles, the Venetians obtained 
luxury items like spices, silks, and carpets from middle-
men in the eastern Mediterranean and Asia Minor. 
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 the 
time the Crusades ended around 1270, Genoa domi-
nated the northern route to Asia through the Black 
Sea. From then until the fourteenth century, the Gen-
oese expanded their trade routes as far as Persia and 
the Far East. In 1291 they sponsored a failed expedi-
tion into the Atlantic in search of India. This voyage 
reveals the early origins of Genoese interest in Atlantic 
exploration.

In the fifteenth century, with Venice claiming vic-
tory in the spice trade, the Genoese shifted focus from 
trade to finance and from the Black Sea to the west-
ern Mediterranean. Located on the northwestern coast 
of Italy, Genoa had always been active in the western 
Mediterranean, trading with North African ports, 
southern France, Spain, and even En gland and Flan-

ders through the Strait of Gibraltar. When Spanish and 
Portuguese voyages began to explore the western Atlan-
tic (see page 467), Genoese merchants, navigators, and 
financiers provided their skills and capital to the Ibe-
rian monarchs.

A major element of Italian trade was slav ery. Mer-
chants purchased slaves, many of whom were fellow 
Chris tians, 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 supplies of slaves in the West, eventually 
seizing or buying and selling the Guanches (indige-
nous  peoples from the Canary Islands), Muslim pris-
oners and Jewish refugees 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.

Italian experience in colonial administration, slav-
ing, and international trade served as a model for 
the Iberian states as they pushed European expansion 
to  new heights. Mariners, merchants, and financiers 
from Venice and Genoa —  most notably Christopher 
Columbus —  played crucial roles in bringing the fruits 
of this experience to the Iberian Peninsula and to the 
New World.

The European Voyages  
of Discovery

 Why and how did Europeans undertake 
ambitious voyages of expansion?

Europe was by no means isolated before the voyages of 
exploration and its “discovery” of the New World. But 
because Europeans did not produce many products 
desired by  Eastern elites, they were modest players in 
the Indian Ocean trading world. As 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 
economic 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 
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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 were spices so desirable? Introduced into west-
ern Europe by the Crusaders in the twelfth century, 
pepper, nutmeg, ginger, mace, cinnamon, and cloves 
added flavor and variety to the monotonous European 
diet. Not only did spices serve as flavorings for food, 
but they were also used in anointing oil and as incense 
for religious rituals, and as perfumes, medicines, and 
dyes in daily life. Apart from their utility, the expense 
and exotic origins of spices meant that they were a 
high-status good, which European elites  could use to 
demonstrate their social standing.

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 depar-
ture across the Atlantic. Overseas exploration thus 
transferred the militaristic religious fervor of the recon-
quista (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. Conquista-
dors fully expected to be rewarded with land, titles, 
and power over conquered  peoples, just as the leaders 
of the reconquista had been.

A third motivation was the dynamic spirit of the 
Renaissance. Like other men of the Renaissance era, 
explorers sought to win glory for their amazing exploits 
and demonstrated a genuine interest in learning more 
about unknown waters. Scholars have frequently 
described the European discoveries as an outcome of 
Renaissance curiosity about the physical universe. The 
detailed journals kept by European voyagers attest to 
their fascination with the new  peoples and places they 
visited.

Individual explorers often manifested all of these 
desires at once. Columbus, a devout Chris tian, aimed 
to discover new territories where Chris tianity  could be 
spread while seeking a direct trade route to Asia. The 
motives of Portuguese explorer Bartholomew Diaz 
were, in his own words, “to serve God and His Majesty, 
to give light to those who were in darkness and to grow 
rich as all men desire to do.” When the Portuguese 
explorer Vasco da Gama reached the port of Calicut, 
India, in 1498 and a native asked what he wanted, he 
replied, “Chris tians and spices.”4 The bluntest of the 
Spanish conquistadors (kahn-KEES-tuh-dawrz), or 
conquerors, Hernán Cortés, announced as he prepared 
to conquer Mexico, “I have come to win gold, not to 
plow the fields like a peasant.”5

Ordinary seamen joined these voyages to escape pov-
erty at home, to continue a  family trade, or to win a 
few crumbs of the great riches of empire. Common sail-
ors were ill-paid, and life at sea meant danger, unbear-
able stench, hunger, and overcrowding. For months at 
a time, 100 to 120  people lived and worked in a space 
of 1,600 to 2,000 square feet.

The  people who stayed at home had a powerful 
impact on the voyages of discovery. Merchants pro-
vided the capital for many early voyages and had a 
strong say in their course. To gain authorization and 
financial support for their expeditions, they sought offi-
cial sponsorship from the Crown. Competition among 
European monarchs for the prestige and profit of over-
seas 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 pro-
vided 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. Although 
we now know they were fictional, these fantastic tales 
of cannibals, one-eyed giants, men with the heads of 
dogs, and other marvels were believed for centuries. 
Columbus took a copy of Mandeville and the equally 
popular and more reliable The Travels of Marco Polo on 
his voyage in 1492.

Technology and the  
rise of exploration
Technological developments in shipbuilding, naviga-
tion, and weaponry enabled European expansion. Since 
ancient times, most seagoing vessels had been narrow, 
open boats called galleys, propelled by slaves or convicts 
manning the oars. Though well suited to the placid 
waters of the Mediterranean, galleys  could not with-
stand the rougher conditions in the Atlantic. 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 

•	 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.

•	 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.
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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 reintro-
duced Europeans to Ptolemy’s Geography. Written 
in the second century, the work synthesized the geo-
graphical knowledge of the classical world. It repre-
sented a major improvement over medieval cartogra-
phy, showing the world as round and introducing the 
idea of latitude and longitude to plot a ship’s position 
accurately. 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. Both the assets and the flaws of 
Ptolemy’s work shaped the geographical knowledge 
that explorers like Christopher Columbus brought to 
their voyages.

The magnetic compass made it  pos sible for sailors 
to determine their direction and position at sea. The 
astrolabe, an instrument invented by the ancient Greeks 
and perfected by Muslim navigators, was used to deter-
mine the altitude 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 sternpost 
rudder were Chinese inventions. Advances in cartog-
raphy 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 knowledge 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 whose principal activities 
were fishing and subsistence farming. It would have 
been hard for a medieval European to predict Portu-
gal’s phenomenal success overseas after 1450. Yet Por-
tugal had a long history of seafaring and navigation. 
Blocked from access to western Europe by Spain, the 
Portuguese turned to the Atlantic, whose waters they 
knew better than did other Europeans. Nature favored 

the Portuguese: winds blowing along 
their coast offered passage to Africa, its 
Atlantic islands, and, ultimately, Bra-

zil. Once they had mastered the 
secret to sailing against the wind 

to return to Europe (by sailing 
farther west to catch winds 
from the southwest), they 
were ideally poised to lead 
Atlantic exploration.

The Portuguese Fleet Embarked for 
the Indies  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 at Art Resource, NY; astrolabe: © The Trustees 
of the British Museum/Art Resource, NY)
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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 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. Although he never personally partici-
pated in voyages of exploration, Henry’s involvement 
ensured that Portugal did not abandon the effort 
despite early disappointments.

Portugal’s conquest of Ceuta, an Arab city in north-
ern Morocco, in 1415 marked the beginning of Euro-
pean 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 commercial 
 settlement at Arguin in North Africa. By the time of 
Henry’s death in 1460, his support for exploration was 
vindicated —  in Portuguese eyes —  by thriving sugar 
plantations on the Atlantic islands, the first arrival of 
enslaved Africans in Portugal (see page 477), 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 471), 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 
easier and faster profits by inserting themselves into 
pre-existing trading systems. For the first century of 
their relations, African rulers were equal partners with 
the Portuguese, protected by their experienced armies 
and European vulnerability to tropical diseases.

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 

•	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.

Pepper Harvest  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, Paris, 
France/Archives Charmet/The Bridgeman Art Library)
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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 
diplomatic 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. Moreover, Portu-
guese ability to enforce a monopoly on trading in the 
Indian Ocean was always limited by the sheer distances 
involved and the stiff resistance of Indian, Ottoman, 
and other rivals.

Inspired by the Portuguese, the Spanish had also 
begun the quest for empire. Theirs was to be a second, 

  Mapping the Past
MAP 16.2    Overseas Exploration and Conquest in the 
Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries  The voyages of discovery 
marked a dramatic new phase in the centuries-old migrations of 
European  peoples. This map depicts the voyages of the most 
significant European explorers of the period.

AnALyzing ThE MAP  Consider the routes and dates of the 
voyages shown. How might the successes of the earlier voyages 
have contributed to the later expeditions? Which voyage had the most impact, and why?

COnnECTiOnS  Do you think the importance of these voyages was primarily economic, political, or 
cultural? Why?
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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 was not the first navigator to 
explore the Atlantic. In the ninth century Vikings 
established short-lived  settlements in Newfoundland, 
and it is prob able that others made the voyage, either 
on purpose or accidentally, carried by westward cur-
rents off the coast of Africa. In Africa, Mansa Musa, 
emperor of Mali, reportedly came to the throne after 
the previous king failed to return from a naval expedi-
tion he led to explore the Atlantic Ocean. A document 
by a scholar of the time, al-Umari, quoted Mansa 
Musa’s description of his predecessor as a man who 
“did not believe that the ocean was im pos sible to cross. 
He wished to reach the other side and was passionately 
interested in doing so.”6 Portugal’s achievements in 
Atlantic navigation made the moment right for Chris-
topher Columbus to attempt to find a westward route 
across the Atlantic to Asia in the late fifteenth century.

Christopher Columbus, a native of Genoa, was an 
experienced seaman and navigator. He had worked as 
a mapmaker in Lisbon and had spent time on Madeira. 
He was familiar with such fifteenth-century Portu-
guese navigational aids as portolans —  written descrip-
tions of the courses along which ships sailed —  and the 
use of the compass as a nautical instrument. Columbus 
asserted in his journal: “I have spent twenty-three years 
at sea and have not left it for any length of time worth 
mentioning, and I have seen every thing from east to 
west [meaning he had been to En gland] and I have 
been to Guinea [North and West Africa].”7

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 understood Chris tianity as a missionary reli-
gion that should be carried to all places of the earth. 
He thus viewed himself as a divine agent: “God made 
me the messenger of the new heaven and the new earth 
of which he spoke in the Apocalypse of St. John . . .  
and he showed me the post where to find it.”8

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 discover 
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 Geography and other texts, 
he expected to pass the islands of Japan and then land 
on the east coast of China.

After a brief stop in the Canary Islands, he landed 
on an island in the Bahamas on October 12, which he 
christened 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. Believ-
ing he was somewhere off the 
east coast of Japan, in what he 
considered the Indies, he 
called them “Indians,” a name 
that was later applied to all 
inhabitants of the Americas. 
Columbus concluded that 
they would make good slaves 
and  could quickly be con-
verted to Chris tianity. (See 
“Listening to the Past: Colum-
bus Describes His First Voy-
age,” page 468.)

Scholars have identified the 
inhabitants of the islands as the 
Taino (TIGH-noh)  people, 
speakers of the Arawak lan-
guage, who inhabited Hispaniola (modern-day Haiti 
and the Dominican Republic) and other islands in the 
Caribbean. From San Salvador,  Columbus sailed south-
west, 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 Isa-
bella and instructions to locate the grand city. Although 
they found no large  settlement or any evidence of a 
great kingdom, 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. Columbus him-
self, however, had  little interest in or capacity for gov-
erning. 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 main-
tain order. Columbus returned to Spain in disgrace 
and a royal governor assumed control of the colony.
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On his return voyage to Spain in February 1493, Christopher 
Columbus composed a letter intended for wide circulation and 
had copies of it sent ahead to Isabella, Ferdinand, and others 
when his ship docked at Lisbon. Because the letter sums up 
Columbus’s understanding of his achievements, it is considered 
the most important document of his first voyage.

“ Since I know that you will be pleased at the great success 
with which the Lord has crowned my voyage, I write to inform 
you how in thirty-three days I crossed from the Canary Islands to 
the Indies, with the fleet which our most illustrious sovereigns 
gave me. I found very many islands with large populations and 
took possession of them all for their Highnesses; this I did by 
proclamation and unfurled the royal standard. No opposition 
was offered.

I named the first island that I found “San Salvador,” in honour 
of our Lord and Saviour who has granted me this miracle. . . .  
When I reached Cuba, I followed its north coast westwards, and 
found it so extensive that I thought this must be the mainland, 
the province of Cathay.* . . .  From there I saw another island 
eighteen leagues eastwards which I then named 
“Hispaniola.”† . . .

Hispaniola is a wonder. The mountains and hills, the plains 
and meadow lands are both fertile and beautiful. They are most 
suitable for planting crops and for raising cattle of all kinds, 
and there are good sites for building towns and villages. The 
harbours are incredibly fine and there are many great rivers 
with broad channels and the majority contain gold.‡ The trees, 
fruits and plants are very different from those of Cuba. In His-
paniola there are many spices and large mines of gold and 
other metals.§ . . .

The inhabitants of this island, and all the rest that I discov-
ered or heard of, go naked, as their mothers bore them, men 
and women alike. A few of the women, however, cover a  single 
place with a leaf of a plant or piece of cotton which they weave 

for the purpose. They have no iron or steel or arms and are not 
capable of using them, not because they are not strong and well 
built but because they are amazingly timid. All the weapons 
they have are canes cut at seeding time, at the end of which 
they fix a sharpened stick, but they have not the courage to 
make use of these, for very often when I have sent two or three 
men to a village to have conversation with them a great number 
of them have come out. But as soon as they saw my men all fled 
immediately, a father not even waiting for his son. And this is 
not because we have harmed any of them; on the contrary, 
wherever I have gone and been able to have conversation with 
them, I have given them some of the various things I had, a 
cloth and other  articles, and received nothing in exchange. But 
they have still remained incurably timid. True, when they have 
been reassured and lost their fear, they are so ingenuous and so 
liberal with all their possessions that no one who has not seen 
them would believe it. If one asks for anything they have they 
never say no. On the contrary, they offer a share to anyone with 
demonstrations of heartfelt affection, and they are immediately 
content with any small thing, valuable or valueless, that is given 
them. I forbade the men to give them bits of broken crockery, 
fragments of glass or tags of laces, though if they  could get 
them they fancied them the finest jewels in the world.

I hoped to win them to the love and  ser vice of their High-
nesses and of the whole Spanish nation and to persuade them 
to collect and give us of the things which they possessed in 
abundance and which we needed. They have no religion and 
are not idolaters; but all believe that power and goodness dwell 
in the sky and they are firmly convinced that I have come from 
the sky with these ships and  people. In this belief they gave me 
a good reception everywhere, once they had overcome their 
fear; and this is not because they are stupid —  far from it, they 
are men of great intelligence, for they navigate all those seas, 
and give a marvellously good account of everything —  but 
because they have never before seen men clothed or ships 
like these. . . .

Listening to the Past
Columbus Describes  
His First Voyage

Primary
Source

Columbus was very much a man of his times. To 
the end of his life in 1506, he believed that he had 
found small islands off the coast of Asia. He never real-
ized the scope of his achievement: that he had found a 
vast continent unknown to Europeans, except for a 
fleeting Viking presence centuries earlier. He  could not 
know that the lands he discovered would become a 
crucial new arena for international trade and coloniza-
tion, with grave consequences for native  peoples.

Spain “Discovers” the Pacific
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, titled 
Mundus Novus (The New World), was the first docu-
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In all these islands the men are seemingly content with one 
woman, but their chief or king is allowed more than twenty. The 
women appear to work more than the men and I have not been 
able to find out if they have private property. As far as I  could 
see whatever a man had was shared among all the rest and this 
particularly applies to food. . . .  In another island, which I am 
told is larger than Hispaniola, the  people have no hair. Here 
there is a vast quantity of gold, and from here and the other 
islands I bring Indians as evidence.

In conclusion, to speak only of the results of this very hasty 
voyage, their Highnesses can see that I will give them as much 
gold as they require, if they will render me some very slight 
assistance; also I will give them all the spices and cotton they 
want. . . .  I will also bring them as much aloes as they ask and 
as many slaves, who will be taken from the idolaters. I believe 
also that I have found rhubarb and cinnamon and there will be 
countless other things in addition. . . .

So all Christendom will be delighted that our Redeemer has 
given victory to our most illustrious King and Queen and their 
renowned kingdoms, in this great matter. They should hold 
great celebrations and render solemn thanks to the Holy Trinity 
with many solemn prayers, for the great triumph which they 
will have, by the conversion of so many  peoples to our holy 
faith and for the temporal benefits which will follow, for not 
only Spain, but all Christendom will receive encouragement 
and profit.

This is a brief account of the facts.

Written in the caravel off the Canary Islands.**

15 February 1493
 At your orders 
 THE ADMIRAL ”
Source: J. M. Cohen, ed. and trans., The Four Voyages of Christopher Columbus 
(Penguin Classics, 1958), pp. 115–123. Copyright © J. M. Cohen, 1969, London. 
Reproduced by permission of Penguin Books Ltd.

QuESTiOnS FOr AnALySiS

1. How did Columbus explain the success of his voyage?

2. What was Columbus’s view of the Native Americans he met?

3. Evaluate Columbus’s statements that the Caribbean islands 
possessed gold, cotton, and spices.

4. Why did Columbus cling to the idea that he had reached 
Asia?

ment to describe America as a continent separate from 
Asia. In recognition of Amerigo’s bold claim, the con-
tinent was named for him.

To  settle competing claims to the Atlantic discover-
ies, 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. This arbitrary division worked 

in Portugal’s favor when in 1500 an expedition led by 
Pedro Álvares Cabral landed on the coast of Brazil, 
which Cabral claimed as Portuguese territory.

The search for profits determined the direction of 
Spanish exploration and expansion in South America. 

Christopher Columbus, by ridolfo Ghirlandio. Friend of 
raphael and teacher of Michelangelo, Ghirlandio (1483–1561) 
enjoyed distinction as a portrait painter, and so we can 
assume that this is a good likeness of the older  Columbus. 
(Museo Navale di Pegli, Genoa, Italy/Scala/Art Resource, NY)

*Cathay is the old name for China. In the logbook and later in this letter 
Columbus accepts the natives’ story that Cuba is an island that they can cir-
cumnavigate in something more than twenty-one days, yet he insists here 
and during the second voyage that it is in fact part of the Asiatic mainland.

†Hispaniola is the second-largest island of the West Indies; Haiti occupies 
the western third of the island, the Dominican Republic the rest.

‡This did not prove to be true.

§These statements are also inaccurate.

**Actually, Columbus was off Santa Maria in the Azores.

•	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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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 
the spices of the Moluccas, islands off the southeast 
coast of Asia. Magellan sailed southwest across the 
Atlantic to Brazil, and after a long search along the 
coast he located the treacherous strait off the southern 
tip of South America that now bears his name (see 
Map 16.2). After passing through the strait, his fleet 
sailed north up the west coast of South America and 
then headed west into the Pacific  toward the Malay 
Archipelago. (Some of these islands were conquered 
in the 1560s and were named the Philippines for 
Philip II of Spain.)

Terrible storms, disease, starvation, and violence 
haunted the expedition. Sailors on two of Magellan’s 
five ships attempted mutiny on the South American 
coast; one ship was lost, and another ship deserted and 
returned to Spain before even traversing the strait. 
Magellan himself was killed in a skirmish in the Malay 
Archipelago. At this point, the expedition had enough 
survivors to man only two ships, and one of them was 

captured by the Portuguese. Finally, in 1522, one ship 
with only eighteen men returned to Spain, having trav-
eled 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 Euro-
peans’ understanding of the world by demonstrat-
ing  the vastness of the Pacific. The earth was clearly 
much larger than Ptolemy’s map had shown. Magellan’s 
expedition also forced Spain’s rulers to rethink their 
plans for overseas commerce and territorial expansion. 
Although the voyage made a small profit in spices, the 
westward passage to the Indies was too long and danger-
ous for commercial purposes. Thus Spain soon aban-
doned the attempt to oust Portugal 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, search-
ing for a northwest passage to the Indies. In 1497 John 

Juan Vespucci’s World Map, 1526  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.)
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Cabot (ca. 1450–1499), a Genoese merchant living in 
London, landed on Newfoundland. The next year he 
returned and explored the New En gland coast. These 
forays proved futile, and at that time the En glish estab-
lished no permanent colonies in the territories they 
explored.

News of the riches of Mexico and Peru later 
inspired  the En glish to renew their efforts, this time 
in the extreme north. 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 pas-
sage 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 Portuguese 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 teeming schools 
of cod they found in the Atlantic waters around 
Newfoundland.

Conquest and Settlement
 What was the impact of Iberian conquest 

and  settlement on the  peoples and 
ecologies of the Americas?

Before Columbus’s arrival, the Americas were inhabited 
by thousands of groups of indigenous  peoples with dis-
tinct languages and cultures. These groups ranged from 
hunter-gatherer tribes organ ized into tribal confedera-
tions 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.

The growing European presence in the New World 
transformed its land and its  peoples forever. Violence, 
forced labor, and disease wrought devastating losses, 
while surviving  peoples encountered new political, 
social, and economic organizations imposed by Euro-
peans. Although the exchange of goods and  people 
between Europe and the New World brought diseases 
to the Americas, it also gave both the New and Old 
Worlds new crops that eventually altered consumption 
patterns across the globe.

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 Span-
ish  governor in Cuba sponsored expeditions to the 
Yucatán coast of the Gulf of Mexico, including one in 
1519 under the command of the conquistador Hernán 
 Cortés (1485–1547). Alarmed by Cortés’s brash ambi-
tion, the governor decided to withdraw his support, 
but Cortés quickly set sail before being removed from 
command. Accompanied by eleven ships, 450 men, 
sixteen horses, and ten cannon, Cortés landed on the 
Mexican coast on April 21, 1519. His camp soon 
received visits by delegations of unarmed Aztec leaders 
bearing gifts and news of their great emperor.

The Aztec Empire, also known as the Mexica 
Empire, comprised the Mexica  people and the  peoples 
they had conquered, and it had grown rapidly in 
size  and power in the early fifteenth century. At the 
time of  the Spanish arrival, the empire was ruled 
by  Moctezuma II (r. 1502–1520), from his capital at 
Tenochtitlan (tay-nawch-teet-LAHN), now Mexico 
City. The Aztecs were a sophisticated civilization with 
an advanced understanding of mathematics, astron-
omy, and engineering and with oral poetry and histor-
ical traditions. As in European nations at the time, 
a hereditary nobility dominated the army, the priest-
hood, and the state bureaucracy and reaped the gains 
from the agricultural labor of the common  people.

Within weeks of his arrival, Cortés acquired trans-
lators who provided vital information on the empire 
and its weaknesses. (See “Individuals in Society: Doña 
Marina /  Malintzin,” page 472.) To legitimize his author-
ity, Cortés founded the  settlement of Veracruz and had 
himself named its military commander. He then burned 
his ships to prevent any disloyal or frightened followers 
from returning to Cuba.

Through his interpreters, Cortés learned of strong 
local resentment against the Aztec Empire. The Aztec 
state practiced warfare against neighboring  peoples 
to secure captives for religious sacrifices and laborers for 
agricultural and building projects. Once conquered, 
subject tribes paid continual tribute to the empire 
through their local chiefs. Realizing that he  could exploit 
dissensions 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 

•	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.
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Bernal Díaz gave Malintzin high praise. In his history, written 
decades after the fact, he described her as beautiful and intel-
ligent, 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 mentioned 
Malintzin only twice in his letters to Spanish 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 per-
sonal 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 controversial fig-
ure. Popular opinion has often 
condemned La Malinche as a trai-
tor 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 dominates modern 
Mexico. She will always be a reminder of the complex interac-
tions 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 motiva-
tions might she have had?

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 Span-
ish and the suffix -tzin in Nahuatl. 
Bernal Díaz del Castillo, who 
accompanied Cortés and wrote the 
most important contemporary his-
tory 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 inheritance rights of 
her stepbrother.

Marina possessed unique skills 
that immediately caught the atten-
tion 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 con-
quest depict Malintzin as a constant presence beside Cortés as 
he negotiated with and fought and killed Amerindians. The ear-
liest known images show her interpreting for Cortés as he meets 
with the Tlaxcalan lord  Xicotencatl, forging the alliance that 
would prove vital to Spanish victory against the Aztecs. 
Malintzin also appears prominently in the images of the Floren-
tine 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 Ber-
nardino 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 recognized 
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.

Online Document Project
How did spanish 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.

Doña Marina translating for hernán Cortés. (The Granger 
Collection, NYC — All rights reserved)
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combined Spanish-Tlaxcalan force occupied the Aztec 
city of Cholula, second largest in the empire, and mas-
sacred thousands of inhabitants. Strengthened by this 
display of ruthless power, Cortés formed alliances with 
other native kingdoms. In November 1519, with a few 
hundred Spanish men and some six thousand indige-
nous warriors, he marched on Tenochtitlan.

Historians have long debated Moctezuma’s response 
to the arrival of the Spanish. Unlike other native leaders, 
he refrained from attacking the Spaniards but instead 
welcomed Cortés and his men into Tenochtitlan. Moct-
ezuma was apparently deeply impressed by Spanish vic-
tories and believed the Spanish were invincible. Sources 
written after the conquest claimed that the emperor 
believed Cortés was an embodiment of the god Quetzal-
coatl, whose return was promised in Aztec myth.

While it is im pos sible to verify those claims, it is 
clear that Moctezuma’s weak and hesitant response 
was disastrous. When Cortés —  with incred ible bold-
ness —  took Moctezuma hostage, the emperor’s influ-
ence crumbled. During the ensuing attacks and coun-
terattacks, 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.9 

The Spanish victory in late sum-
mer 1521 was hard-won and was 
greatly aided by the effects of small-
pox, 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 sys-
tematic 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 Meso-
american civilization of the Aztecs. 
Nonetheless, they too had created a 
vast empire in the fifteenth century that rivaled those 
of the Europeans in population and complexity. The 
Incas’ strength lay largely in their bureaucratic effi-
ciency. They divided their empire into four major 
regions containing eighty provinces and twice as many 
districts. Officials at each level used the extensive net-
work of roads to transmit information and orders back 
and forth through the empire. While the Aztecs used a 
system of glyphs for writing, the Incas had devised a 
complex system of colored and knotted cords, called 
khipus, for administrative bookkeeping. The empire 

also benefited from the use of llamas 
as pack animals (by contrast, no beasts 
of burden existed in Mesoamerica).

By the time of the Spanish inva-
sion, however, the Inca Empire had 
been weakened by a civil war over suc-
cession and an epidemic of disease, 
possibly smallpox, spread through 
trade with groups in contact with 
Europeans. The Spanish 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 after 

five years of fighting his brother for the throne. As 
Pizarro advanced across the Andes  toward Cuzco, the 
capital of the Inca Empire, Atahualpa was also heading 
there for his coronation.

Like Moctezuma in Mexico, Atahualpa was aware 
of the Spaniards’ movements. He sent envoys to greet 
the Spanish and invited them to meet him in the pro-
vincial town of Cajamarca. Motivated by curiosity 

•	 Inca Empire  The vast and sophisticated Peruvian empire centered at 
the capital city of Cuzco that was at its peak in the fifteenth century.

Inca Women Milking Cows  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. (From Codex Trujillo, Bishop Baltasar Jaime Martínez Compañón, 
Palacio Real, Madrid, Spain/Photo: Albers Foundation/Art Resource, NY)
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about the Spanish, he intended to meet with them to 
learn more about them and their intentions. Instead 
the Spaniards ambushed and captured him, extorted 
an enormous ransom in gold, and then executed him 
on trumped-up charges in 1533. The Spanish then 
marched on to Cuzco, profiting, as with the Aztecs, 
from internal conflicts and forming alliances with local 
 peoples. When Cuzco fell in 1533, the Spanish plun-
dered immense riches in gold and silver. 

How was it  pos sible for several hundred Spanish 
conquistadors to defeat powerful empires command-
ing large armies, vast wealth, and millions of inhabi-
tants? Historians seeking answers to this question have 

emphasized a combination of 
factors: the boldness and 
audacity of conquistadors like 
Cortés and Pizarro; the mili-
tary superiority endowed by 
Spanish firepower and horses; 
the fervent belief in a righ-
teous 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-organ ized, 
urban-based Aztec and Inca 
Empires were more vulnerable 

to wholesale takeover than more decentralized and 
fragmented groups like the Maya, whose indepen-
dence was not wholly crushed until the end of the sev-
enteenth century.

Portuguese Brazil
Unlike Mesoamerica or the Andes, the territory of Bra-
zil contained 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. The Portuguese soon undertook a profit-
able trade with local  people in brazilwood, a source of 
red dye.

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 transported Africans. In Brazil the Por-

tuguese 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 indige-
nous groups and expanded their territory throughout 
modern- 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 poli-
ties with organ ized tribute systems.

While early conquest and  settlement were conducted 
largely by private initiatives (authorized and sponsored 
by the state), the Spanish and Portuguese governments 
soon assumed more direct control. In 1503 the Span-
ish granted the port of Seville a monopoly over all traf-
fic 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 territo-
ries themselves were divided initially into two viceroy-
alties, or administrative divisions: New Spain, created 
in 1535, with its capital at Mexico City; and Peru, cre-
ated in 1542, with its capital at Lima. In the eighteenth 
century two additional viceroyalties were added: New 
Granada, with Bogotá as its administrative center; and 
La Plata, with Buenos Aires as its capital (see Map 16.2).

Within each territory, the viceroy, or imperial gov-
ernor, exercised broad military and civil authority as 
the direct representative of Spain. The viceroy presided 
over the audiencia (ow-dee-EHN-see-ah), a board of 
twelve to fifteen judges that served as his advisory coun-
cil 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. Women were denied participation in 
public life, a familiar pattern from both Spain and pre-
colonial indigenous societies.

In Portugal, the India House in Lisbon functioned 
much like the Spanish House of Trade, and royal rep-
resentatives oversaw its possessions in West Africa and 
Asia, as did governors in Spanish America. To secure the 
vast expanse of Brazil, however, the Portuguese imple-
mented 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 territories. Over time, 
the Crown secured greater power over the captaincies, 
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appointing royal governors to act as administrators. 
The captaincy of Bahia was the site of the capital, Sal-
vador, home to the governor general and other royal 
officials.

Throughout the Americas, the Catholic Church 
played an integral role in Iberian rule. Churches and 
cathedrals were consecrated, often on precolonial sacred 
sites, and bishoprics were established. 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 in European ways of 
life (see page 479).

Indigenous Population Loss and 
economic exploitation
From the time of Christopher Columbus in Hispan-
iola, the conquerors of the New World made use of 
the  encomienda system to profit from the  peoples 
and  territories they encountered. This system was a 
legacy of the methods used to reward military leaders 
in the time of the reconquista, when victorious offi-
cers received feudal privileges over conquered areas in 
return for their  ser vice. First in the Caribbean and then 
on the mainland, conquistadors granted their follow-
ers the right to employ groups of Native Americans as 
laborers and to demand tribute payments from them 
in exchange for providing food, shelter, and instruc-
tion in the Chris tian faith. Commonly, an individual 
conquistador was assigned a tribal chieftain along with 
all the  people belonging to his kin group. This system 
was first used in Hispaniola to work goldfields and 
then in Mexico for agricultural labor and, when silver 
was discovered in the 1540s, for silver mining.

A 1512 Spanish law authorizing the use of the 
encomienda called for indigenous  people to be treated 
fairly, but in practice the system led to  terrible abuses, 
including overwork, beatings, and sexual violence. 
Spanish missionaries publicized these abuses, leading 
to debates in Spain about the nature and proper treat-
ment of indigenous  people (see page 481). King 
Charles V responded to such complaints in 1542 with 
the New Laws, which set limits on the authority of 
encomienda holders, including their ability to trans-
mit their privileges to heirs.

The New Laws provoked a revolt among elites in 
Peru and were  little enforced throughout Spanish ter-
ritories. Nonetheless, the Crown gradually gained con-
trol over encomiendas in central areas of the empire 
and required indigenous  people to pay tributes in 
cash, rather than in labor. To respond to a shortage of 
indigenous workers, royal officials established a new 
government- run system of forced labor, called repar-

timiento in New Spain and mita in Peru. Administra-
tors 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. 
Laborers received modest wages, which they  could use 
to fulfill tribute obligations. In the seventeenth cen-
tury, as land became a more important source of wealth 
than labor, elite  settlers purchased haciendas, enor-
mous tracts of farmland worked by dependent indige-
nous laborers and slaves.

Spanish systems for exploiting the labor of indige-
nous  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 indig-
enous  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 infectious 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. Overwork and 
exhaustion reduced indigenous  people’s ability to sur-
vive infectious disease. Moreover, labor obligations 
diverted local  people from tending to their own crops, 
leading to malnutrition, starvation, and low fertility 
rates. Labor obligations also separated nursing mothers 
from their babies, resulting in high infant mortality 
rates.

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 popu-
lated urban centers were worse hit than rural areas, and 
tropical, low-lying regions suffered more than cooler, 
higher-altitude ones. Some scholars have claimed that 
losses may have been overreported, since many indig-
enous  people fled their communities —  or listed them-
selves as mixed race (and thus immune from forced 
labor) —  to escape Spanish exploitation. By the mid-
seventeenth century the worst losses had occurred and 
a slight recovery began.

Colonial administrators responded to native popu-
lation decline by forcibly combining dwindling indig-
enous communities into new  settlements and impos-
ing the rigors of the encomienda and the repartimiento. 

•	 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.
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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 603).

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 —  
conquistadors, priests, and colonial officials —  soon 
whole families began to cross the Atlantic, and the 
European population began to increase through natu-
ral reproduction. By 1600 American-born Europeans, 
called Creoles, outnumbered immigrants. By 1650 
European-born and Creole Spaniards numbered 
approximately 200,000 in Mexico and 350,000 in the 
remaining colonies. Portuguese immigration to Brazil 
was relatively slow, and Portuguese-born  settlers con-
tinued to dominate the colony.

Iberian  settlement was predominantly urban in 
nature. Spaniards  settled into the cities and towns of 
the former Aztec and Inca Empires as the native popu-
lation dwindled through death and flight. They also 
established new cities, such as Santo Domingo on His-
paniola and Vera Cruz in Mexico. 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. Cortés and his followers had taken 
native women as concubines and, less frequently, as 
wives. This pattern was repeated with the arrival of 
more Iberians, 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 cen-
tury, added new ethnic and racial dimensions to the 
population (see pages 603–611).

The Era of Global Contact
 How was the era of global contact shaped 

by new commodities, commercial empires, 
and forced migrations?

The centuries-old Afroeurasian trade world was forever 
changed by the European voyages of discovery and 
their aftermath. For the first time, a truly global econ-
omy emerged in the sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries, and it forged new links among far-flung  peoples, 
cultures, and societies. The ancient civilizations of 
Europe, Africa, the Americas, and Asia confronted 
each other in new and rapidly evolving ways. Those 

confrontations often led to conquest, forced migra-
tion, and brutal exploitation, but they also contributed 
to cultural exchange and renewal.

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.

European immigrants wanted to eat foods familiar 
to them, so they searched the Americas for climatic 
zones favorable to crops grown in their homelands. 
Everywhere they  settled, the Spanish and Portuguese 
brought and raised wheat with labor provided by the 
encomienda system. 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 came via the meat and milk of the live-
stock 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). Because maize gives a high 
yield per unit of land, has a short growing season, and 
thrives in climates too dry for rice and too wet for 
wheat, it proved an espe cially important crop for the 
Old World. 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 —  to Ireland, 
En gland, and France in the seventeenth century, and 
to Germany, Poland, Hungary, and Russia in the eigh-
teenth, contributing everywhere to a rise in popula-
tion. Ironically, the white potato reached New En gland 
from old En gland in the early eighteenth century. The 
Portuguese quickly began exporting chili peppers from 
Brazil to Africa, India, and Southeast Asia along the 
trade routes they dominated. Chili peppers arrived in 
continental North America when plantation owners 
began to plant them as a food source for enslaved Afri-
cans, for whom they were a dietary staple.

The initial reaction to these crops was sometimes 
fear and hostility. Adoption of the tomato and the 
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potato, for  example, was long hampered by the belief 
that they were unfit for human consumption and poten-
tially poisonous. Both plants belong to the deadly 
nightshade  family, and both contain poison in their 
leaves and stems. Consequently, it took time and per-
suasion for these plants to win over tradition-minded 
European peasants, who used potatoes mostly as live-
stock feed. During the eighteenth-century Enlighten-
ment, scientists and doctors played an important role 
in popularizing the nutritional benefits of the potato.

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 Colum-
bian exchange were the transatlantic trade in sugar and 
slaves. Throughout the  Middle Ages, slav ery was deeply 
entrenched in the Mediterranean, but it was not based 
on race; many slaves were European in origin. How, 
then, did black African slav ery enter the European pic-
ture 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 Mediter-
ranean. Additionally, the successes of the Chris tian 
reconquest of the Iberian Peninsula drastically dimin-

ished the supply 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 commodi-
ties they sought was slaves. In 1444 the first ship 
returned to Lisbon with a cargo of enslaved Africans. 
While the first slaves were  simply seized by small raid-
ing 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 neighboring 
powers. In 1483 the Portuguese established an alli-
ance with the kingdom of Kongo. The royal  family 
eventually converted to Chris tianity, and Portuguese 
merchants intermarried with Kongolese women, cre-
ating a permanent Afro-Portuguese community. From 
1490 to 1530 Portuguese traders brought between 
three hundred and two thousand enslaved Africans to 
Lisbon each year. There they performed most of the 
manual labor and constituted 10 percent of the city’s 
population.

In this stage of European expansion, the history of 
slav ery became intertwined with the history of sugar. 
Originally sugar was an expensive luxury, but popu-
lation increases and greater prosperity in the fifteenth 
century led to increasing demand. The establishment of 
sugar plantations on the Canary and Madeira Islands 
in the fifteenth century testifies to this demand.

A new World sugar 
refinery in Brazil  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. 
(Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris, 
France/Giraudon/The Bridgeman 
Art Library)

•	Columbian exchange  The exchange of animals, plants, and diseases 
between the Old and the New Worlds.

16_MCK_5993_ch16_457_488_r5jm.indd   477 7/18/14   8:49 AM



478 ChAPTer 16  •  The Acceleration of Global Contact 1450–1600

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55 S
56 R
57 L

1st Pass Pages

master

1st Pass Pages

master

Sugar was a particularly difficult crop to produce 
for profit. Seed-stems were planted by hand, thousands 
to the acre. When mature, the cane had to be harvested 
and processed rapidly to avoid spoiling. Moreover, 
sugarcane has a virtually constant growing season, 
meaning that there was no fallow period when workers 
 could recuperate. The invention of roller mills to crush 
the cane more efficiently meant that yields  could be 
significantly augmented, but only if a sufficient labor 
force was found to supply the mills. Europeans solved 
the labor problem by forcing first native islanders and 
then transported Africans to perform the backbreaking 
work.

The transatlantic slave trade that would ultimately 
result in the forced transport of over 12 million indi-
viduals began in 1518, when Spanish king Charles V 
authorized traders to bring enslaved Africans to New 
World colonies. The Portuguese brought the first slaves 
to Brazil around 1550; by 1600 four thousand were 

being imported annually. After 
its founding in 1621, the 
Dutch West India Company 
transported thousands of Afri-
cans to Brazil and the Carib-
bean, mostly to work on sugar 
plantations. In the late seven-
teenth century, with the char-
tering of the Royal African 
Company, the En glish began 
to bring slaves to Barbados 
and other En glish colonies in 
the Caribbean and mainland 
North America.

Before 1700, when slavers 
decided it was better business 
to improve conditions, some 
20 percent of slaves died on 
the voyage from Africa to the 

Americas.10 The most common cause of death was dys-
entery induced by poor-quality food and water, lack of 
sanitation, and intense crowding. (To increase profits, 
slave traders packed several hundred captives on each 
ship.) Men were often kept in irons during the passage, 
while women and girls were subject to sexual abuse by 
sailors. On sugar plantations, death rates among 
enslaved  people from illness and exhaustion were 
extremely high, leading to a constant stream of new 
human shipments from Africa. Driven by rising 
demands for sugar, cotton, tobacco, and other planta-
tion 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 succes-
sive commercial empires: the Portuguese, the Spanish, 
and the Dutch.

The Portuguese were the first worldwide traders. In 
the sixteenth century they controlled the sea route to 
India (Map 16.3). From their fortified bases at Goa on 
the Arabian Sea and at Malacca on the Malay Penin-
sula, ships carried goods to the Portuguese  settlement 
at Macao, founded in 1557, in the South China Sea. 
From Macao Portuguese ships loaded with Chinese 
silks and porcelains sailed to the Japa nese port of 
Nagasaki and to the Philippine port of Manila, 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 Bra-
zil, produced by African slaves whom they had trans-
ported 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 facil-
itated by the discovery of immense riches in silver, 
first at Potosí in modern-day Bolivia and later in Mex-
ico. Silver poured into Europe through the Spanish 
port of Seville, contributing to steep inflation across 
Europe. Demand for silver also created a need for 
slaves to work in the mines. (See “Global Trade: Sil-
ver,” page 482.)

The Spanish Empire in the New World was basi-
cally land based, but across the Pacific the Spaniards 
built a seaborne empire centered at Manila in the 
Philippines. The city of Manila served as the transpa-
cific bridge between Spanish America and China. In 
Manila Spanish traders used silver from American 
mines to purchase Chinese silk for European mar-
kets. The European demand for silk was so huge that 
in 1597, for  example, 12 million pesos of silver, 
almost the total value of the transatlantic trade, 
moved from Acapulco in New Spain to Manila (see 
Map 16.4). After 1640, however, the Spanish silk 
trade declined in the face of stiff competition from 
Dutch imports.

In the seventeenth century the Dutch challenged 
the Spanish and Portuguese Empires. The Dutch East 
India Company was founded in 1602 with the stated 
intention of capturing the spice trade from the Portu-
guese. Drawing on their commercial wealth and long 
experience in European trade, by the end of the cen-
tury the Dutch emerged as the most powerful world-
wide seaborne trading power (see Chapter 19).
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Changing Attitudes  
and Beliefs

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

The age of overseas expansion heightened Europeans’ 
contacts with the rest of the world. These contacts gave 
birth to new ideas about the inherent superiority or 
inferiority of different races, in part to justify Euro-
pean participation in the slave trade. Religion became 
another means of cultural contact, as European mis-
sionaries aimed to spread Chris tianity in both the New 
World and East Asia, with mixed results. While Chris-
tianity was embraced in parts of the New World, it was 
met largely with suspicion in China and Japan. How-
ever, the East-West contacts led to exchanges of influ-
ential cultural and scientific ideas.

religious Conversion
Converting indigenous  people to Chris tianity was one 
of the most important justifications for European 
expansion. Jesuit missionaries were active in Japan 
and China in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
until authorities banned their teachings (see page 644). 
The first missionaries to the New World accompanied 
Columbus on his second voyage, and more than 2,500 
Franciscans, Dominicans, Jesuits, and other friars 
crossed the Atlantic in the following century. Later 
French explorers were also accompanied by mission-
aries who preached to the Native American tribes who 
traded with the French.

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. In Mexico they not only 
learned the Nahuatl language, but also taught it to non-
Nahuatl-speaking groups to create a shared language 
for Chris tian teaching. They were also the most vocifer-
ous opponents of abuses committed by Spanish  settlers.

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.
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Mexica response to the Franciscans’  
Explanation of Their Mission in 1524

“ You have told us that we do not know the One who gives 
us life and being, who is Lord of the heavens and of the earth. 
You also say that those we worship are not gods. This way of 
speaking is entirely new to us, and very scandalous. We are 
frightened by this way of speaking because our forebears who 
engendered and governed us never said anything like this. On 
the contrary, they left us this our custom of worshiping our 
gods, in which they believed and which they worshiped all the 
time that they lived here on earth. They taught us how to honor 
them. And they taught us all the ceremonies and sacrifices that 
we make. They told us that through them [our gods] we live and 
are, and that we were beholden to them, to be theirs and to 
serve countless centuries before the sun began to shine and 
before there was daytime. They said that these gods that we 
worship give us everything we need for our physical exis tence: 
maize, beans, chia seeds, etc. . . .

All of us together feel that it is enough to have lost, enough 
that the power and royal jurisdiction have been taken from us. 
As for our gods, we will die before giving up serving and wor-
shiping them. ”

Bernal Díaz del Castillo, from The True History  
of the Conquest of New Spain

“ It is a thing to be grateful for to God, and for profound con-
sideration, to see how the natives assist in celebrating a holy 
Mass. . . .  There is another good thing they do [namely] that 
both men, women and children, who are of the age to learn 
them, know all the holy prayers in their own languages and are 
obliged to know them. They have other good customs about 
their holy Chris tianity, that when they pass near a sacred altar 
or Cross they bow their heads with humility, bend their knees, 
and say the prayer “Our Father,” which we Conquistadores have 
taught them, and they place lighted wax candles before the 
holy altars and crosses, for formerly they did not know how to 
use wax in making candles. In addition to what I have said, we 
taught them to show great reverence and obedience to all the 
monks and priests, and, when these went to their pueblos, to 
sally forth to receive them with lighted wax candles and to ring 
the bells, and to feed them very well. . . .  Beside the good cus-
toms reported by me they have others both holy and good, for 
when the day of Corpus Christ comes, or that of Our Lady, or 
other solemn festivals when among us we form processions, 
most of the pueblos in the neighbourhood of this city of Guate-
mala come out in procession with their crosses and lighted wax 
tapers, and carry on their shoulders, on a litter, the image of the 
saint who is the patron of the pueblo. ”
Sources: “The Lords and Holy Men of Tenochtitlan Reply to the Franciscans 
Bernardino de Sahagún, Coloquios y doctrina Cristiana,” ed. Miguel León- 
Portilla, in Spanish Colonial America: A Documentary History, ed. Kenneth 
Mills and William B. Taylor. Reproduced with permission of ROWMAN & 
 LITTLEFIELD PUBLISHERS, INCORPORATED, in the format  Book via Copyright 
Clearance Center; Bernal Díaz, The True History of the Conquest of New Spain, 
in Stuart B. Schwartz, Victors and Vanquished: Spanish and Nahua Views of the 
Conquest of Mexico (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2000), pp. 218–219.

QuESTiOnS FOr AnALySiS

1. What reasons do the leaders of Tenochtitlan offer for 
rejecting the teachings of Franciscan missionaries? What 
importance do they accord their own religious traditions?

2. What evidence does Díaz provide for the conversion of the 
indigenous  people in the city of Guatemala?

3. How and why do you think the attitudes of indigenous 
 peoples might have evolved from those expressed in the 
first document to those described in the second? Do you 
think the second document tells the whole story of religious 
attitudes under Spanish rule?

•  In justifying their violent conquest of the Aztec and Inca 
civilizations, Spanish conquistadors emphasized the need to 
bring Chris tianity to heathen  peoples. For the conquered, the 
imposition of Chris tianity and the repression of their pre- 
existing religions were often experienced as yet another form of 
loss. The first document describes the response of the recently 
vanquished Aztec leaders of Tenochtitlan to Franciscan mis-
sionaries. Despite resistance, missionaries eventually succeeded 
in converting much of the indigenous population to Catholicism. 
In the second document, a firsthand account of the Spanish 
conquest written a few decades after the fall of Tenochtitlan, 
Bernal Díaz del Castillo expresses great satisfaction at the 
Catholic piety of some indigenous communities.

Viewpoints 16.1
Chris tian Conversion in New Spain

Primary
SourceS
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   Picturing the Past
Mixed races  The unprecedented mixing of   
peoples in the Spanish New World colonies inspired 
great fascination. An elaborate terminology 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 ethnic 
origin and the children produced of their unions. 
(Schalkwijk/Art Resource, NY)

AnALyzing ThE iMAgE  What do these images 
suggest about the racial composition of the population 
of Spanish America and the interaction 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 
depictions of relations among different racial and 
ethnic groups?

Religion had been a central element of pre- 
Columbian societies, and many, if not all, indigenous 
 people were receptive to the new religion that accom-
panied the victorious Iberians. (See “Viewpoints 16.1: 
Chris tian Conversion in New Spain,” at left.) It is esti-
mated that missionaries had baptized between 4 and 9 
million indigenous  people in New Spain by the mid-
1530s.11 In addition to spreading Chris tianity, mission-
aries taught indigenous  peoples European methods of 
agriculture and instilled obedience to colonial masters.

Despite the success of initial conversion efforts, 
authorities became suspicious about the thoroughness 
of native  peoples’ conversion and lingering belief in 
the old gods. They  could not prevent, however, the 
melding together of Catholic teachings with elements 
of pagan beliefs and practices. For  example, a sixteenth-
century apparition of the Virgin Mary in Mexico City, 
known as the Virgin of Guadalupe, which became a 
central icon of New World Catholicism, seems to have 
been associated with the Aztec Mother Earth goddess, 
Tonantzin.

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 Cath-
olic missionaries, however, quickly followed, inspiring 
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Silver in vast quantities was discovered in 1545 by the Spanish, at an altitude 
of fifteen thousand feet, at Potosí in un settled territory conquered from the Inca Empire. A half cen-

tury later, 160,000  people lived in Potosí, making its population compar able to that of the city of 
London. In the second half of the sixteenth century the mine (in present-day Bolivia) yielded perhaps 

60 percent of all the silver mined in the world. From Potosí and the mines at Zacatecas and Guanajuato 
in Mexico, huge quantities of precious metals poured forth.

Mining became the most important industry in the colonies. The Spanish crown claimed the quinto, 
one-fifth of all precious metals mined in South America, and gold and silver yielded the Spanish monarchy 

25 percent of its total income. One scholar has estimated that 260 tons of silver arrived in Europe each year 
by 1600.* Seville was the official port of entry for all Spanish silver, although a lively smuggling trade existed.

The real mover of world trade was not Europe, however, but China, which in this period had a population 
approaching 100 million. By 1450 the collapse of its paper currency had led the Ming government to shift to a 
silver-based currency. Instead of rice, the traditional form of payment, all Chinese now had to pay their taxes in 

silver. The result was an insatiable demand for the world’s production of silver.
Japan was China’s original source, and the Japa nese continued to ship large quantities of silver ore until the 

depletion of its mines near the end of the seventeenth century. The discovery of silver in the New World provided 
a vast and welcome new supply for the Chinese market. In 1571 the Spanish founded a port city at Manila in the 
Philippines to serve as a bridge point for bringing silver to Asia. Throughout the seventeenth century Spanish 
 galleons annually carried 2 million pesos (or more than fifty tons) of silver from Acapulco to Manila, where Chinese 
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Global Trade
merchants carried it on to China. Even more silver 
reached China through exchange with European mer-
chants who purchased Chinese goods using silver 
shipped across the Atlantic. European trade routes to 
China passed through the Baltic, the Mediterranean, 
and the Ottoman Empire, as well as around the Cape 
of Good Hope in Africa. Historians estimate that ulti-
mately the majority of the world’s silver in this period 
ended up in China.

In exchange for silver, the Chinese traded high- 
quality finished goods desired by elites across the 
world, including fine silks, porcelain, and spices. 
To ensure continued demand for their products,  
Chinese merchants adapted them to Western tastes.

Silver had a mixed impact on the regions involved. 
Spain’s immense profits from silver paid for the tre-
mendous expansion of its empire and for the large 
armies that defended it. However, the easy flow of 
money also dampened economic innovation. It  
exacerbated the rising inflation Spain was already 
experiencing in the mid-sixteenth century. When the 
profitability of the silver mines diminished in the 
1640s, Spain’s power was fundamentally undercut.

China experienced similarly mixed effects. On the 
one hand, the need for finished goods to trade for 
 silver led to the rise of a merchant class and a new 
 specialization of regional production. On the other 
hand, inflation resulting from the influx of silver  
weakened the finances of the Ming Dynasty. As the 
purchasing power of silver declined in China, so did the 
value of silver taxes. The ensuing fiscal crisis helped 
bring down the Ming and led to the rise of the Qing in 
1644. Ironically, the two states that benefited the most 
from silver —  Ming China and Spain —  also experi-
enced political decline as a result of their reliance on it.

The consequences were most tragic elsewhere. In 
New Spain millions of indigenous laborers suffered 
brutal conditions and death in the silver mines. 
Demand for new labor for the mines contributed to 
the intensification of the African slave trade.

Silver ore mined at Potosí thus built the first global 
trade system in history. Previously, a long-standing 
Afroeurasian trading world had involved merchants 
and consumers from the three Old World continents. 
Once Spain opened a trade route across the Pacific 
through Manila, all continents except Australia and 
Antarctica were linked.

Silver remained a crucial element in world trade 
through the nineteenth century. When Mexico won 
independence from Spain in 1821, it began to mint its 
own silver dollar, which became the most prized coin 
in trade in East Asia. By the beginning of the twenti-
eth century, when the rest of the world had adopted 
gold as the standard of currency, only China and Mex-
ico remained on the silver standard, testimony to the 
central role this metal had played in their histories.

*Artur Attman, American Bullion in the European World Trade, 
1600–1800 (Goteborg, 1986).

•	Valladolid debate  A debate organ ized 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.

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. He 
wrote:

To these quiet Lambs . . .  came the Spaniards like 
most c(r)uel Tygres, Wolves and Lions, enrag’d with 
a sharp and tedious hunger; for these forty years past, 
minding nothing else but the slaughter of these 
unfortunate wretches, whom with divers kinds of 
 torments neither seen nor heard of before, they have 
so cruelly and inhumanely butchered, that of three 
millions of  people which Hispaniola itself did con-
tain, there are left remaining alive scarce three 
hundred persons.12

Mounting criticism in Spain led King Charles V to 
assemble a group of churchmen 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 idola-
try. He described them as barbarians who belonged to 
a category of inferior beings identified by the ancient 
Greek philosopher Aristotle as naturally destined for 
slav ery. 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. Both sides 
claimed victory in the debate, but it had  little effect on 
the situation in the Americas.

Elsewhere in Europe, audiences also debated these 
questions. (See “Viewpoints 16.2: Two Views of ‘Nat-
ural Man,’ ” page 484.) Eagerly reading 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 would have thought of Africans, if they 
thought of them at all, as savages in their social customs 
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Montaigne on natural Virtue

“ I find that there is nothing barbarous and savage in this nation 
[Brazil], by anything that I can gather, excepting, that everyone 
gives the title of barbarism to everything that is not in use in his 
own country: as indeed we have no other level of truth and reason, 
than the  example and idea of the opinions and customs of the 
place wherein we live; there is always the perfect religion, there 
the perfect government, and the most exact and accomplished 
usage of all things. They are savages at the same rate that we say 
fruits are wild, which nature produces of herself and by her own 
ordinary progress; whereas in truth, we ought rather to call those 
wild whose natures we have changed by our artifice and diverted 
from the common order. In those, the genuine, most useful, and 
natural virtues and  properties are vigorous and sprightly, which we 
have helped to degenerate in these, by accommodating them to 
the pleasure of our own corrupted palate. . . .

These nations then seem to me to be . . .  not much remote 
from their original simplicity. The laws of nature . . .  govern them 
still. . . .  It is a nation wherein there is no manner of traffic, no 
knowledge of letters, no science of numbers, no name of magis-
trate nor political superiority; no use of  ser vice, riches or poverty, 
no contracts, no successions, no dividends, no properties, no 
employments, but those of leisure, no respect of kindred, but 
common, no clothing, no agriculture, no metal, no use of corn or 
wine; and where so much as the very words that signify lying, 
treachery, dissimulation, avarice, envy, detraction and pardon 
were never heard of. ”
William Shakespeare, The Tempest
CALIBAN:  This island’s mine, by Sycorax my mother,

Which thou takest from me. When thou camest first,
Thou strokedst me and madest much of me, wouldst give me
Water with berries in’t, and teach me how
To name the bigger light, and how the less,

That burn by day and night: and then I loved thee
And show’d thee all the qualities o’ the isle,
The fresh springs, brine-pits, barren place and fertile:
Cursed be I that did so! All the charms
Of Sycorax, toads, beetles, bats, light on you!
For I am all the subjects that you have,
Which first was mine own king: and here you sty me
In this hard rock, whiles you do keep from me
The rest o’ the island.

PrOSPerO:  Thou most lying slave,
Whom stripes may move, not kindness! I have used thee,
Filth as thou art, with human care, and lodged thee
In mine own cell, till thou didst seek to violate
The honour of my child.

CALIBAN:  O ho, O ho! would’t had been done!
Thou didst prevent me; I had  peopled else
This isle with Calibans.

PrOSPerO:  Abhorred slave,
Which any print of goodness wilt not take,
Being capable of all ill! I pitied thee,
Took pains to make thee speak, taught thee each hour
One thing or other: when thou didst not, savage,
Know thine own meaning, but wouldst gabble like
A thing most brutish, I endow’d thy purposes
With words that made them known. But thy vile race,
Though thou didst learn, had that in’t which good natures
Could not abide to be with; therefore wast thou
Deservedly confined into this rock,
Who hadst deserved more than a prison.

CALIBAN:  You taught me language; and my profit on’t
Is, I know how to curse. The red plague rid you
For learning me your language!

Sources: The Essays of Michel Seigneur de Montaigne, trans. C. Cotton (London: 
Alex Murray & Son, 1870), pp. 133–134; William Shakespeare, The Tempest (New 
York: The Macmillan Company, 1915), pp. 25–27.

QuESTiOnS FOr AnALySiS

1. What evidence does Montaigne provide for his claim that the 
Brazilians were closer to nature than Europeans? Why does 
he judge their society to be in some ways superior to that of 
Europeans?

2. In Shakespeare’s play, what advantages does Prospero 
believe he has given to Caliban, and how does Caliban react 
to his claims?

3. What contrasting view of “natural man” emerges from these 
two passages? What evidence do they provide for Europeans’ 
reaction to the  peoples encountered in the New World?

•  European encounters with the New World produced conten-
tious debates over the nature of native  peoples and how to treat 
them. In contrast to prevailing views of the time, French jurist 
Michel de Montaigne rejected the notion that there is one uni-
versally correct way of life. In his essay “On Cannibals,” he 
argued that indigenous cultures seemed barbaric only because 
they were unfamiliar and that their natural simplicity was supe-
rior to the artifice of European civilization. In his play The 
Tempest, William Shakespeare refuted Montaigne’s trust in 
nature with his harsh portrait of Caliban (a play on the word 
cannibal). Caliban is the primitive and violent inhabitant of a 
Caribbean island, who has been enslaved by the sorcerer Prospero 
for the attempted rape of Prospero’s daughter Miranda.

Viewpoints 16.2
Two Views of “Natural Man”

Primary
SourceS
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and religious practices. They grouped 
Africans into the despised categories of 
pagan heathens or Muslim infidels. As 
Europeans turned to Africa for new 
sources of slaves, they drew on beliefs 
about Africans’ primitiveness and barbar-
ity to defend slav ery and even argue, like 
Sepúlveda with regard to indigenous 
Americans, that enslavement benefited 
Africans by bringing civilization and 
Chris tianity to heathen  peoples. In 1444 
an observer defended the enslavement of 
the first Africans by Portuguese explorers 
as necessary “because they lived like 
beasts, without any of the customs of 
rational creatures, since they did not even 
know what were bread and wine, nor gar-
ments of cloth, nor life in the shelter of a 
house; and worse still was their igno-
rance, which deprived them of knowl-
edge of good, and permitted them only a 
life of brutish idleness.”13

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 assump-
tions about Africans’ non-Chris tian religious beliefs 
and general lack of civilization, Europeans developed 
increasingly rigid ideas of racial superiority and infe-
riority to safeguard the growing 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 phi-
losopher Aristotle’s argument that some  people are 
naturally destined for slav ery and to  biblical asso-
ciations between darkness and sin. A more explicit jus-
tification was found in the story of Noah’s curse upon 
the descendants of his disobedient son Ham to be the 
“servant[s] of servants.” Biblical genealogies listing 
Ham’s sons as those who  peopled North Africa and 
Kush (which includes parts of modern Egypt and 
Sudan) were interpreted to mean that all inhabitants 
of those regions bore Noah’s curse. From the sixteenth 
century onward, many defenders of slav ery cited this 
story as justification.

After 1700 the emergence of new methods of observ-
ing 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 supposedly biologically distinct 
groups of  people whose physical differences produced 
differences in culture, character, and intelligence. Bib-
lical justifications for inequality thereby gave way to 
allegedly scientific ones (see page 740).

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 because it did 
not produce many products desired by  Eastern elites. 
Nevertheless, Europeans —  espe cially Venetian and 
Genoese merchants —  sought to tap into the goods 
and wealth of Afroeurasian commerce. As the econ-
omy 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 men like 
 Christopher Columbus and Ferdinand Magellan 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, including the encomienda system. 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. Over time, the Columbian exchange brought 
new crops to both the New and Old Worlds —  crops 
that eventually altered consumption patterns inter-
nationally. These exchanges contributed to the crea-
tion of the first truly global economy. Tragically, a 
major component of global trade was the transatlan-
tic slave trade, in which Europeans transported, under 

C h r O n O LO g y
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
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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 geogra-

phy were shattered. Old medieval certainties about Heaven and earth collapsed. In the ensuing 
decades Europeans  struggled to come to terms with religious differences among Protestants and 
Catholics at home and with the multitudes of new  peoples and places they encountered abroad. 
While some Europeans were fascinated and inspired by this new diversity, too often the result 
was suffering and violence. Europeans endured decades of religious civil war, and indigenous 
 peoples overseas underwent massive population losses as a result of European warfare, disease, 
and exploitation. Tragically, both Catholic and Protestant religious leaders condoned the trade 
in slaves that ultimately brought suffering and death to millions of Africans.

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, com-
petition 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 Neth-
erlands, En gland, and France used profits from colonial trade to help build modernized, central-
ized 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.

ConneCtions

horrific conditions, Africans to labor in the sugar 
plantations and silver mines of the New World. Euro-
pean nations vied for supremacy in global trade, with 
early Portuguese success in India and Asia being chal-
lenged first by the Spanish and then by the Dutch, 
who took control of trade with the East in the mid-
seventeenth century.

Increased contact with the outside world led Euro-
peans to develop new ideas about cultural and racial 
differences. Debates occurred in Spain and its colo-
nies 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. Most Europeans, 
with some important exceptions, shared such views. 
Religion became another means of cultural contact, 
as European missionaries aimed to spread Chris tian-
ity in the New World.
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review and explore

Identify Key Terms
Identify and explain the significance of each item below.

bride wealth (p. 461)
conquistador (p. 463)
caravel (p. 463)
Ptolemy’s Geography (p. 464)
Treaty of Tordesillas (p. 469)

Aztec Empire (p. 471)
Inca Empire (p. 473)
viceroyalties (p. 474)
captaincies (p. 474)
encomienda system (p. 475)

Columbian exchange (p. 476)
Valladolid debate (p. 483)
Black Legend (p. 483)

review the Main Ideas
Answer the focus questions from each section of the chapter.

1. What was the Afroeurasian trade world like prior to the era of European 
 explo ration? (p. 458)

2. Why and how did Europeans undertake ambitious voyages of expansion? 
(p. 462)

3. What was the impact of Iberian conquest and  settlement on the  peoples and 
ecologies of the Americas? (p. 471)

4. How was the era of global contact shaped by new commodities, commercial 
empires, and forced migrations? (p. 476)

5. How did new encounters shape cultural attitudes and beliefs in Europe and the 
New World? (p. 479)

Make Connections
Analyze the larger developments and continuities within and across chapters.

1. What range of attitudes  toward new and unknown  peoples did you encounter 
in this chapter? How do you explain similarities and differences in attitudes 
 toward such  peoples?

2. To what extent did the European voyages of expansion and conquest inaugu-
rate an era of global history? Did this era represent the birth of “globalization”? 
Why or why not?

3. How did European motivations for expansion compare to those of the Roman 
Empire, the Arab world under Islam, or the Mongols in Central Asia?

Make It Stick
 LearningCurve 

Go online and use LearningCurve to retain what you’ve read.
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interpreting Conquest
how did Spanish and Amerindian artists depict Malintzin?
Examine Spanish and Amerindian representations of Malintzin’s role in the con-
quest, and then complete a quiz and writing assignment based on the evidence 
and details from this chapter.
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