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Compelling Question: What role did Queen Isabella play in the genocide of 
Indigenous people?  
In this inquiry, students will read each of the primary sources provided and answer the following 
questions. Students should have a background on Christopher Columbus and his treatment of 
Indigenous Americans. 
 
Overview: Isabella of Castile 

Isabella of Castile (April 22, 1451 – November 26, 1504) was queen of Castile and 
Aragon. Together with her husband, Ferdinand II of Aragon, their reign was a turning 
point for the Iberian Peninsula. The marriage of Isabella and Ferdinand joined the 
kingdoms of Castile and Aragon. The two shared power equally, established a code of 
law, strengthened the monarchy and facilitated the dismantling of power of the nobles 
within their kingdom [they were also known for the expulsion of Jews and Muslims 
from Spain]. Isabella is perhaps best known for funding Christopher Columbus' 
explorations, which resulted in Spain's overseas empire and Spanish domination of 
Europe for the next century. Although she showed compassion for the Native 
Americans encountered by Columbus, refusing to receive them as slaves and asking that 
they be returned to their homes and educated in the Catholic faith, the conquistadors 
who followed would enslave millions of Native Americans and destroy their ancient 
cultures. 

 
“Isabella of Castile.” New World Encyclopedia. 2018. 

https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Isabella_of_Castile.  
 
Summarize, briefly, important actions taken by Queen Isabella during her reign: 
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Document A: The Royal Provision of June the 20th, 1500 [Modified]  
Directed toward one of her commanders, Queen Isabella and her husband, King Ferdinand II, this 
provision calls for Indigenous people to be returned to freedom.  
 

You already know how you have under confiscation and deposit, by Our 
command, some of the Indians that were brought from the Indies and sold in this city, 
by command of Our Admiral of the Indies who, know, we command you to set free; and 
we have ordered [Commander] Frey Francisco de Bobadilla to take them under his 
power to the said Indies and do as we have commanded. Henceforth, We command you 
that, as soon as you see this, give him this Indians that you have thus under your power, 
without missing a single one and inventoried by a notary public, and document how he 
receives them from you.  
 
By the King and Queen's command, Miguel de Almazán. 
 
Pacheco Joaquín Francisco, Cárdenas Francisco de, and Luis Torres de Mendoza. “Volume 38.” Essay. In 

Colección De Documentos inéditos Relativos Al Descubrimiento, Conquista y colonización De Las 
Posesiones españolas En américa Y oceanía, 439–40. Imprenta española, 1864. 

 
Questions for Analysis:  
 

1. What  order is given in this Provision?  
 
 
 
 

2. What tone is used?  
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Document B: Clause XI, Queen Isabella (1500) [Modified]  
Written by Queen Isabella, this clause details her commandments toward treatment of 
Indigenous people in Spanish colonies.  
 

I also command that, in as much as the Pope granted us the islands and firm 
lands of the Ocean Sea, discovered and to be discovered, and as it was my intention to 
induce and bring the peoples that populate them to the Catholic faith, and to send to 
those islands clergy and wise people to instruct the inhabitants in the Catholic faith and 
teach them good customs. I also pray very affectuously to my lord the King, and charge 
my daughter the princess and her husband the prince with so doing and accomplishing, 
and that they shall not consent nor leave openings for the Indians, neighbors, and 
inhabitants of the Indies won and to be won, to be tortured in their persons or goods. 
Furthermore, that they shall be treated and fairly, and if they have received any tortures, 
they shall be remedied, and be provided that no one shall trespass on the [Spanish 
colonies] and what in them was established and contained. 
 
Pacheco Joaquín Francisco, Cárdenas Francisco de, and Luis Torres de Mendoza. “Volume 38.” Essay. In 

Colección De Documentos inéditos Relativos Al Descubrimiento, Conquista y colonización De Las 
Posesiones españolas En américa Y oceanía, 439–40. Imprenta española, 1864.  

 
 
Questions for Analysis:  
 

1. Summarize her message.  
 
 
 
 

2. How does she want Natives to be treated?  
 

 
  

3. How is the Catholic Faith involved?  
 
 
 

4. What does her command say about how she viewed Indigenous Americans? 
 
 
 
 

5. Does she expect this to be followed?	  
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Document C: Instructions to Commander Ovando, from King Ferdinand and Queen 
Isabella of Spain (1501) [Modified]  
 

First of all, you are to work diligently in those things that pertain to the service of 
God. Also, because it is our will that the Indians convert to Our Holy Catholic Faith and 
their souls be saved, since this is the greatest benefit We can desire for them, for which it 
is necessary that they be taught the things of Our faith you are to take much care, 
without using any force against them, that the priests who are there teach and admonish 
them for this purpose with much love; so that they are converted as quickly as possible; 
and to this end you are to provide all the support and help needed for this. And you are 
to ensure that all live always in peace and concord and justice, treating all equally 
without exception; and you are to appoint for this purpose enough good subordinate 
officials and punish everything that justly should be punished. Also, you are to ensure 
that the Indians are well treated and can walk safely throughout the country without 
anyone assaulting or robbing them or doing them any other harm, decreeing for this 
purpose the penalties that seem to you to be necessary and executing them in those 
found guilty and making all the prohibitions and announcements required. . . . 

Also, because We have been informed that some Christians in the [Indies] have 
taken the Indians’ wives and daughters and other things from them against their will, 
you shall give orders, as soon as you arrive, that everything taken from the Indians 
against their will be returned, and you are to forbid anyone from doing such things in 
the future under severe penalties; and if Spaniards should wish to marry Indian women, 
the marriages should be entered into willingly by both parties and not made by force. 
Also, because it is Our will that the Indians pay our tributes and dues they owe Us as 
subjects in Our Kingdoms and Lordships, you are to speak with whatever Indians you 
think necessary, negotiating with them the tribute and dues to be paid by each one of 
them each year in such a manner that they know they are not being done any injustice. 
Also, because it will be necessary to take advantage of the service from the Indians in 
mining gold and other tasks We have ordered done, you are to require the Indians to 
work in the things of Our service, paying to each the salary that seems fair to you with 
regard to the quality of the land. . . .  
 
“Instructions to Commander Nicolás de Ovando, Third Governor of Hispaniola, from King Ferdinand and 

Queen Isabella of Spain [Excerpts],” 1501. New Iberian World: A Documentary History of the 
Discovery and Settlement of Latin America to the Early 17th Century, Vol. II. Ed. John H. Parry 
and Robert G. Keith. 

 
Questions for Analysis:  
 

1. According to Castile, how should conversions to Roman Catholicism be 
carried out? 

 
 

2. How are Indigenous Americans expected to be treated, whether converted or 
not?  
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3. Are they concerned about the abduction and rape of Native women? 
 
 
 

4. Are the Spaniards allowed to inflict punishments if the Native people do not 
comply? 

 
 
 

5. What happens if the Spanish do not follow the King and Queen’s command? 
 
 
 
Document D: The Spanish Colonie, Excerpt (1538) [Modified]  
Written by Bartolomé de las Casas, a Spanish priest who lived in Hispaniola during Queen 
Isabella’s reign.  
 

But it is true that the desolation of these islands began only with the death of the 
most Serene Queen Isabella, about the year 1504. Before that time very few of the 
provinces situated in that island [Hispaniola] were oppressed or spoiled with unjust 
wars, or violated with general devastation as they were afterwards. Most if not all these 
things were concealed and masked from the Queen’s knowledge (whom I hope God 
hath crowned with Eternal Glory) for she was transported with fervent and wonderful 
zeal, in fact, almost Divine desire for the salvation and preservation of these people, as 
we have seen with our own eyes and cannot easily forget.  

Take this also for a general rule, that no matter which coast in the Americas the 
Spaniards were landed on, they carried out the same cruelties, slaughters, tyrannies and 
detestable oppressions on the most innocent Indian nations. The more time they spent in 
the Americas the more they diverted themselves with new ways of tormenting the 
Indians, improving in barbarism and cruelty. As a consequence, God, incensed at them, 
allowed them to fall into complete wickedness. 
 
Las Casas Bartolomé de, M. M. S., and M. M. S. The Spanish Colonie .., 1583. 

 
Questions for Analysis:  
 

1. Describe how Indigenous Americans were treated prior to Isabella’s passing?  
 
 
 

2. How were Indigenous Americans treated after she died?  
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Overall, did Queen Isabella play a role in the genocide of Indigenous peoples in the 
Americas? Explain. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


