
Primary Sources: The Pope Grants
Spain Lands Discovered by Columbus,
1493

A painting by Juan Cordero showing Cristopher Columbus (center left) at the court of the Catholic monarchs Ferdinand

and Isabella of Spain. Public domain 

Editor's Note: On May 4, 1493, the Papal Bull, “Inter Caetera,” by Pope Alexander VI, the

leader of the Catholic Church, was issued. It played a central role in the Spanish conquest

of the New World. The document supported Spain’s rights to the lands discovered by

Columbus in 1492. King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella ruled Spain and had paid for the

voyage Columbus made to the Americas. “Inter Caetera” gave Spain control over all the

lands in the New World. But other countries in Europe did not agree with “Inter Caetera.”

They did not think that Spain should have all of the lands in the New World.

The Bull stated that any land not inhabited by Christians was available to be “discovered.”

This “Doctrine of Discovery” became the justification for all European claims in the

Americas. It also was used to support taking over land in the western United States. In the

US Supreme Court, in the 1823 case, Johnson v. McIntosh, Chief Justice John Marshall’s
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wrote “that the principle of discovery gave European nations an absolute right to New

World lands.” This meant that the American Indians had only a right to live on the land, but

they could not own it.

"Inter Caetera" was back in the news throughout the 1990s and in 2000.  Many Catholics

petitioned Pope John Paul II to say that the "Inter Caetera" was wrong. They wanted rights

given back to “non-Christian peoples” who lived on the lands before they were discovered

by Columbus. However, nothing was done.

The line to the right is the inter caetera (1493), and the one to the left is the line decided on

in 1494 by the Treaty of Tordesillas which was an agreement between Portugal and Spain.

The new line allowed Portugal to take over Brazil. [Click to enlarge]

"You Do This To Bring The Worship Of Christ To People"

Pope Alexander, servant of God, sends the blessings of God to our very dear son in Christ,

King Ferdinand, and our very dear daughter in Christ, Queen Isabella. They honor God

himself. They spread Christian rule. 

We have learned that you have chosen our beloved son, Christopher Columbus, to seek

out and discover islands and mainlands far away. He sails where no one has ever sailed.

You do this to bring the worship of Christ to people who live there. You gave him ships and

men to face the greatest hardships and dangers. With God's help and sailing skills, he

discovered islands and mainlands. They had not been discovered by others. There, he

found very many peoples living in peace. You, Catholic kings and princes, have brought

under your control these mainlands and islands. You now have the fullness of our power

from Almighty God given to us by the blessed Peter, our first pope. To your captains and

leaders, we give and assign to you, and your heirs and future kings, all rights to have and

use all islands and mainlands found and discovered. This shall include all places to be

found in the direction of India or towards any other place. These are west and south of a

line drawn from the North Pole to the South Pole. This line will be 350 sea miles, west of the

Azores islands, off the coast of Spain and Portugal, and Cape Verde, off the coast of

Africa. 

"The Penalty Shall Be Excommunication"

It is to be understood that any islands and mainlands that were not found and discovered,

west of that line by a Christian king or prince by the past birthday of our Lord Jesus Christ

on December 25, 1492, now belong to Spain.

Furthermore, we strictly forbid all persons, even kings and queens, to trade with or do

business on any of these islands or mainlands without the permission from Spain. The

penalty shall be excommunication, which is the loss of all rights to be a member of the

Catholic Church.

This article is available at 5 reading levels at https://newsela.com. 2



Let no one, therefore, go against this gift to Spain. Should anyone try to do this, know that

he will suffer from the anger of Almighty God and of the blessed apostles, Peter and Paul.

This papal bull is given at Rome, at St. Peter's Church, in the year of our Lord, 1493, the

fourth of May.
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Quiz

1 Which two of the following sentences from the Papal Bull include CENTRAL ideas?

1. You do this to bring the worship of Christ to people who live there.
2. There, he found very many peoples living in peace. 
3. To your captains and leaders, we give and assign to you, and

your heirs and future kings, all rights to have and use all islands

and mainlands found and discovered.
4. This line will be 350 sea miles, west of the Azores islands, off the

coast of Spain and Portugal, and Cape Verde, off the coast of

Africa.

(A) 1 and 3

(B) 1 and 4

(C) 2 and 3

(D) 2 and 4

2 Which statement would be MOST important to include in a summary of the section "The

Penalty Shall Be Excommunication"?

(A) Countries will be punished if they do not respect Spain's power over new

lands.

(B) There are still many islands and mainlands west of Spain to be discovered.

(C) Excommunication is the process of taking away rights to be part of the

Church.

(D) The papal bull was issued from St. Peter's Church in Rome in the month of

May.
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3 Read the first paragraph of the Papal Bull. 

Pope Alexander, servant of God, sends the blessings of God to our

very dear son in Christ, King Ferdinand, and our very dear daughter in

Christ, Queen Isabella. They honor God himself. They spread Christian

rule. 

What purpose does this paragraph serve?

(A) It illustrates the questions the pope has for the country of Spain.

(B) It notes the relationship between the pope and the country of Spain.

(C) It describes the effects of the pope's blessing on the king and queen.

(D) It explains why the pope sent God's blessings to the king and queen of

Spain.

4 Fill in the blank in the sentence below.

In the closing paragraph, the pope _____

(A) demonstrates solutions for those angry with Spain.

(B) outlines the effects of God's anger on countries.

(C) emphasizes the blessings given to the apostles.

(D) threatens consequences from God for breaking his law.
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