
Excerpts from Thomas More’s Utopia and a letter of 

Christopher Columbus describing the native Taino 

 

After [the Utopians] heard from us an account of the doctrine, the course of life, and the miracles of 

Christ, and of the wonderful constancy of so many martyrs, whose blood, so willingly offered up by them 

was the chief occasion of spreading their religion over a vast number of nations, it is not to be imagined 

how inclined they were to receive it. I shall not determine whether this proceeded from any secret 

inspiration of God, or whether it was because it seemed so favourable to that community of goods, 

which is an opinion so particular as well as so dear to them; since they perceived that Christ and His 

followers lived by that rule, and that it was still kept up in some communities among the sincerest sort 

of Christians. From whichsoever of these motives it might be, true it is, that many of them came over to 

our religion, and were initiated into it by baptism. But as two of our number were dead, so none of the 

four that survived were in priests’ orders, we, therefore, could only baptise them, so that, to our great 

regret, they could not partake of the other sacraments, that can only be administered by priests, but 

they are instructed concerning them and long most vehemently for them. They have had great disputes 

among themselves, whether one chosen by them to be a priest would not be thereby qualified to do all 

the things that belong to that character, even though he had no authority derived from the Pope, and 

they seemed to be resolved to choose some for that employment, but they had not done it when I left 

them. Utopia p. 103 

Thus I have described to you a particularly as I could, the Constitution of that commonwealth, which I do 

not only think the best in the world, but indeed the only commonwealth that truly deserves that name. 

In all other places it is visible that, while people talk of a commonwealth, everyman only seeks his own 

wealth; but there, where no man has any property, all men zealously pursue the good of the public, and, 

indeed, it is no wonder to see men act so differently, for in other commonwealths every man knows 

that, unless he provides for himself, how flourishing soever the commonwealth may be, he must die of 

hunger, so that he sees the necessity of preferring his own concerns to the public; but in Utopia, where 

every man has a right to everything, they all know that if care is taken to keep the public stores full no 

private man can want anything; for among them there is no unequal distribution, so that no man is 

poor, none in necessity, and though no man has anything, yet they are all rich; dor what can make a 

man so rich as to lead a serene and cheerful life, free from anxieties; neither apprehending want 

himself, nor vexed with the endless complaints of his wife? Utopia p. 115 

Columbus Letter 1493 

All these people lack, as I said above, every kind of iron; they are also without weapons, which indeed 

are unknown; nor are they competent to use them, not on account of deformity of body, for they are 

well formed, but because they are timid and full of fear. They carry for weapons, however, reeds baked 

in the sun, on the lower ends of which they fasten some shafts of dried wood rubbed down to a point; 

and indeed they do not venture to use these always; for it frequently happened when I sent two or 



three of my men to some of the villages, that they might speak with the natives, a compact troop of the 

Indians would march out, and as soon as they saw our men approaching, they would quickly take flight, 

children being pushed aside by their fathers, and fathers by their children. And this was not because any 

hurt or injury had been inflicted on any one of them, for to every one whom I visited and with whom I 

was able to converse, I distributed whatever I had, cloth and many other things, no return being made 

to me; but they are by nature fearful and timid. 

Yet when they perceive that they are safe, putting aside all fear, they are of simple manners and 

trustworthy, and very liberal with everything they have, refusing no one who asks for anything they may 

possess, and even themselves inviting us to ask for things. They show greater love for all others than for 

themselves; they give valuable things for trifles, being satisfied even with a very small return, or with 

nothing; however, I forbade that things so small and of no value should be given to them, such as pieces 

of plates, dishes, and glass, likewise keys and shoelace tips although if they were to obtain these, it 

seemed to them like getting the most beautiful jewels in the world. It happened, indeed, that a certain 

sailor obtained in exchange for a shoelace tips as much worth of gold as would equal three golden coins; 

and likewise other things for articles of very little value, especially for new silver coins, and for some 

gold coins, to obtain which they gave whatever the seller desired, as for instance an ounce and a half 

and two ounces of gold, or thirty and forty pounds of cotton, with which they were already acquainted. 

They also traded cotton and gold for pieces of bows, bottles, jugs and jars, like persons without reason, 

which I forbade because it was very wrong; and I gave to them many beautiful and pleasing things that I 

had brought with me, no value being taken in exchange, in order that I might the more easily make 

them friendly to me, that they might be made worshipers of Christ, and that they might be full of love 

towards our king, queen, and prince, and the whole Spanish nation; also that they might be zealous to 

search out and collect, and deliver to us those things of which they had plenty, and which we greatly 

needed. 

These people practice no kind of idolatry; on the contrary they firmly believe that all strength and 

power, and in fact all good things are in heaven, and that I had come down from thence with these ships 

and sailors; and in this belief I was received there after they had put aside fear. Nor are they slow or 

unskilled, but of excellent and acute understanding; and the men who have navigated that sea give an 

account of everything in an admirable manner; but they never saw people clothed, nor these kind of 

ships. As soon as I reached that sea, I seized by force several Indians on the first island, in order that they 

might learn from us, and in like manner tell us about those things in these lands of which they 

themselves had knowledge; and the plan succeeded, for in a short time we understood them and they 

us, sometimes by gestures and signs, sometimes by words; and it was a great advantage to us. They are 

coming with me now, yet always believing that I descended from heaven, although they have been living 

with us for a long time, and are living with us to-day. And these men were the first who announced it 

wherever we landed, continually proclaiming to the others in a loud voice, "Come, come, and you will 

see the celestial people." Whereupon both women and men, both young men and old men, laying aside 

the fear caused a little before, visited us eagerly, filling the road with a great crowd, some bringing food, 

and some drink, with great love and extraordinary goodwill. 


