colonial attitudes indigenous native american

The Enduring Shadow: Colonial Attitudes Towards Indigenous

Native American Peoples

colonial attitudes indigenous native american profoundly shaped the history and ongoing realities of
North America, leaving an indelible mark on both colonizers and the original inhabitants. This
exploration delves into the complex and often destructive beliefs that fueled European expansion,
examining the multifaceted ways these attitudes manifested and their lasting consequences. We will
uncover the prevalent notions of superiority, the justifications for displacement and violence, and the
paternalistic approaches that sought to fundamentally alter Indigenous societies. Understanding this
historical context is crucial for comprehending contemporary issues, from land rights to cultural

preservation, and for fostering a more equitable future.
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The Genesis of Superiority: Religious and Racial Justifications

At the heart of colonial attitudes indigenous native american was a deeply ingrained sense of
European superiority, often rooted in religious doctrine and emerging racial ideologies. European
colonizers frequently viewed their own societies, customs, and beliefs as divinely ordained and
inherently more advanced than those of Indigenous peoples. This was a powerful justification for
conquest and subjugation, allowing them to rationalize actions that would otherwise be considered
immoral or unjust. The concept of the "Great Chain of Being," a hierarchical structure of life with
Europeans at the pinnacle, was a prevalent philosophical underpinning that reinforced these colonial

attitudes.

Religious justifications played a particularly significant role. Missionaries often saw it as their sacred
duty to convert Indigenous populations to Christianity, viewing their existing spiritual practices as
pagan or even demonic. This missionary zeal was not always about genuine spiritual enlightenment
but often served as a tool for cultural assimilation and control. The belief that Indigenous peoples were
"heathens" who needed to be saved provided a moral alibi for seizing their lands and disrupting their
traditional ways of life. Furthermore, the perceived "innocence" or "childlike" nature of Indigenous
individuals, a common trope, reinforced paternalistic attitudes, suggesting they were incapable of

governing themselves or managing their own affairs.

The Doctrine of Discovery

A critical underpinning of colonial attitudes indigenous native american was the Doctrine of Discovery.
This set of legal principles, largely originating in papal bulls during the Age of Exploration, asserted
that Christian nations could claim sovereignty over lands inhabited by non-Christians simply by

"discovering" them. This doctrine essentially stripped Indigenous peoples of their inherent rights to their



lands and governance, deeming them as having less legitimate claims than European powers. It
provided a legal framework that legitimized conquest and dispossession, solidifying the notion that

European arrival automatically conferred ownership and authority.

Early Racial Theories

As colonial encounters intensified, so too did the development of early racial theories that further
cemented the idea of European supremacy. While not always explicitly articulated in the modern sense
of race, there was a clear categorization of peoples based on perceived physical and cultural
differences. Indigenous peoples were often described in derogatory terms, emphasizing their perceived
"savagery," lack of technological advancement (by European standards), and perceived inferiority.
These early perceptions, though unscientific, were deeply influential and contributed to the

dehumanization that made widespread violence and exploitation more palatable.

Manifest Destiny and the lllusion of Progress

The concept of Manifest Destiny, particularly prominent in the 19th century United States, served as a
potent ideological driver behind colonial expansion and the subjugation of Indigenous Native American
populations. This belief posited that the United States was divinely ordained to expand its dominion
and spread democracy and capitalism across the North American continent, from sea to shining sea. It
framed territorial acquisition not as conquest but as an inevitable and righteous unfolding of historical

progress, inherently justifying the displacement and elimination of those who stood in its way.

Manifest Destiny fostered a narrative that Indigenous peoples were obstacles to the march of
civilization and progress. Their presence on lands deemed valuable for agriculture, mining, or
settlement was seen as an impediment to this grand national project. This ideology contributed to a
sense of entitlement among settlers and policymakers, who believed they had a moral and historical
right to dispossess Indigenous communities and absorb them into the burgeoning American nation,

whether through forced assimilation or outright removal. The "progress" envisioned by Manifest Destiny



was invariably defined by European-American standards, with little regard for the established societies,

economies, and cultures of Indigenous peoples.

The Justification for War and Removal

The ideology of Manifest Destiny provided a convenient and powerful justification for numerous wars
and forced removals of Indigenous tribes. The Indian Removal Act of 1830, for example, was a direct
product of this expansionist fervor, leading to the tragic Trail of Tears and the displacement of
thousands of Cherokee, Creek, Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Seminole people. Conflicts such as the
Plains Wars were also fueled by the belief that Indigenous peoples were uncivilized occupants of lands
destined for white settlement. This was not merely a matter of land acquisition; it was seen as an act

of national destiny, a clearing of the path for American exceptionalism.

Economic Drivers of Expansion

While ideology played a crucial role, economic motivations were inextricably linked to Manifest Destiny
and colonial attitudes. The discovery of gold, fertile agricultural lands, and vast natural resources in
Indigenous territories acted as powerful magnets for American expansion. The prevailing attitude was
that these resources were being underutilized by Indigenous peoples and that their exploitation for the
benefit of the growing nation was a necessary and justifiable outcome. This economic imperative
reinforced the idea that Indigenous land ownership was illegitimate and that their displacement was a

prerequisite for national prosperity.

The "Civilizing Mission': Paternalism and Cultural Suppression

A pervasive and deeply damaging aspect of colonial attitudes indigenous native american was the
concept of the "civilizing mission." This paternalistic worldview held that European culture, religion, and

social structures were inherently superior and that it was the duty of colonizers to "uplift" Indigenous



peoples by eradicating their traditional ways of life and replacing them with Western norms. This was
often framed as an act of benevolence, a benevolent effort to bring "progress" and "enlightenment" to

what were perceived as unsophisticated or even savage populations.

The implementation of the civilizing mission manifested in numerous destructive policies and practices.
Residential schools, established by both government and religious institutions, became a primary
vehicle for this agenda. These schools forcibly removed Indigenous children from their families and
communities, stripping them of their languages, cultural practices, and spiritual beliefs. The goal was to
break their connection to their heritage and indoctrinate them into Euro-American culture, often through
brutal and inhumane methods. The trauma inflicted by these institutions continues to resonate through

generations of Indigenous peoples.

Language and Cultural Erasure

A central tenet of the civilizing mission was the suppression of Indigenous languages and cultural
practices. Colonizers viewed these as symbols of "savagery" and impediments to assimilation. Children
were often punished severely for speaking their native tongues, and traditional ceremonies, dances,
and forms of governance were outlawed or actively discouraged. This deliberate cultural erasure aimed
to sever Indigenous peoples from their identity, their history, and their collective memory, thereby

weakening their resistance and making them more amenable to colonial control.

Religious Conversion as a Tool of Control

As mentioned earlier, religious conversion was a key component of the civilizing mission. Missionaries
often worked in tandem with colonial governments, believing that by converting Indigenous peoples to
Christianity, they were also making them more compliant subjects of colonial rule. This religious
conversion was not solely about faith; it was about dismantling Indigenous spiritual systems that were
deeply intertwined with their understanding of the land, their social structures, and their worldview. The

destruction of these spiritual foundations was a profound act of cultural violence.



Economic Exploitation and Resource Extraction

The colonial enterprise was fundamentally driven by economic motives, and colonial attitudes
indigenous native american were instrumental in facilitating the widespread exploitation of Indigenous
lands and resources. European powers and later settler governments viewed Indigenous territories as
vast storehouses of wealth, ripe for extraction to fuel their burgeoning economies and expand their
empires. This perspective disregarded Indigenous peoples' existing land management practices, their

deep spiritual connection to the land, and their inherent right to benefit from its bounty.

The narrative of Indigenous peoples as holding vast, underutilized lands was a powerful justification for
dispossession. Colonizers often perceived Indigenous economic systems as primitive or inefficient,
thus believing that their lands would be better managed and more productive under European
ownership and control. This economic rationalization paved the way for treaties that were often broken
or manipulated, outright land seizures, and the establishment of economic systems that systematically

disadvantaged Indigenous communities while enriching colonial powers and settlers.

Fur Trade and Resource Depletion

In the early stages of colonization, the fur trade was a major economic driver. While initially involving a
degree of interdependency, European demand for furs led to intensive hunting and trapping that
depleted animal populations, disrupting Indigenous subsistence patterns and traditional economies.
The introduction of European goods, such as firearms and alcohol, also created new dependencies
and contributed to social upheaval within Indigenous communities. The pursuit of profit in the fur trade
set a precedent for future resource extraction that often prioritized European economic interests over

Indigenous well-being.

Land Grabs and Mineral Wealth

As westward expansion intensified, the focus shifted from furs to land for agriculture, settlement, and



the extraction of valuable minerals. The discovery of gold, silver, and other precious resources in
Indigenous territories led to massive land grabs and often violent confrontations. The legal and political
systems established by colonial powers were designed to facilitate this resource extraction, often
through coercive treaties, outright theft, or the imposition of laws that undermined Indigenous land
tenure. The wealth generated from these resources rarely benefited the Indigenous peoples from

whom the land was taken.

The Impact on Indigenous Governance and Sovereignty

One of the most profound and lasting impacts of colonial attitudes indigenous native american was the
systematic undermining of Indigenous governance and sovereignty. European colonizers arrived with a
worldview that prioritized their own forms of political organization and legal systems, often viewing
Indigenous forms of leadership and decision-making as illegitimate or inferior. This led to a deliberate
effort to dismantle existing Indigenous political structures and impose colonial authority, thereby

stripping Indigenous nations of their inherent right to self-determination.

The imposition of colonial governance often involved replacing traditional chiefs and councils with
appointed officials or creating new structures that were beholden to colonial powers. Treaties, while
sometimes presented as agreements between sovereign nations, were frequently used as tools to
legitimize land acquisition and assert colonial control. The violation of these treaties, a common
occurrence, further demonstrated the disregard for Indigenous sovereignty and the unequal power
dynamics inherent in the colonial relationship. The goal was to absorb Indigenous populations into the

colonial state, rather than to coexist with them as independent nations.

Disruption of Traditional Law and Justice Systems

Colonial powers often sought to replace Indigenous legal traditions and justice systems with their own.
This involved imposing European-based laws, criminalizing traditional practices, and disregarding

Indigenous customary law. The imposition of foreign legal frameworks disrupted established norms of



social order, conflict resolution, and accountability within Indigenous communities. This not only eroded
their cultural integrity but also created systems that were often ill-suited to the unique social and

ecological contexts of Indigenous societies, leading to further marginalization and disempowerment.

Imposition of Artificial Borders and Nation-States

The arbitrary drawing of colonial borders, which often cut across existing Indigenous territories and
cultural groups, was another significant impact on Indigenous governance. These artificial boundaries
disregarded the historical relationships, migration routes, and political alliances of Indigenous peoples,
fragmenting their nations and creating new, often antagonistic, relationships between groups that had
previously coexisted. The imposition of nation-state models, foreign to Indigenous political traditions,

further complicated their ability to maintain self-governance and cultural continuity.

Resistance and Resilience: Indigenous Responses to

Colonialism

Despite the overwhelming power and destructive intentions of colonial attitudes indigenous native
american, Indigenous peoples have consistently demonstrated remarkable resilience and actively
resisted colonial encroachment. This resistance was not a monolithic phenomenon but rather a
complex tapestry of strategies employed across centuries and diverse cultural contexts. From armed
conflict to cultural preservation and legal challenges, Indigenous peoples have fought to maintain their

autonomy, their lands, and their ways of life.

The early history of colonization is replete with accounts of Indigenous warriors and leaders who
bravely defended their territories against invading forces. These acts of resistance, though often met
with overwhelming force and ultimately unsuccessful in preventing colonization altogether, were crucial
in asserting Indigenous agency and challenging the notion of passive acceptance. Beyond military

engagement, Indigenous peoples employed a variety of other means to resist, adapt, and survive.



They engaged in diplomacy, sought to leverage colonial laws and systems to their advantage, and

worked tirelessly to preserve their cultural heritage in the face of relentless assimilationist pressures.

Armed Resistance and Warfare

Throughout the colonial period, Indigenous nations engaged in numerous armed conflicts against
European colonizers and later against expanding settler governments. Figures like Tecumseh, Sitting
Bull, and Geronimo became symbols of Indigenous defiance. While these wars were often brutal and
resulted in immense loss of life on all sides, they represented a determined effort to protect homelands
and resist dispossession. The strategic brilliance and bravery displayed by Indigenous warriors often

surprised and challenged their technologically superior adversaries.

Diplomacy and Treaty Negotiations

Indigenous leaders also engaged in complex diplomatic efforts, seeking alliances with various colonial
powers and attempting to negotiate treaties that would protect their interests. While many of these
treaties were ultimately broken or manipulated by colonial authorities, the act of negotiation itself was a
form of resistance, asserting Indigenous sovereignty and seeking to establish terms of coexistence.
The careful study and interpretation of these historical treaties remain a critical area of work for

Indigenous legal scholars and advocates today.

Cultural Revitalization and Preservation

In the face of systematic cultural suppression, Indigenous peoples have actively worked to preserve
and revitalize their languages, traditions, and ceremonies. This has involved oral storytelling, the
safeguarding of sacred objects, the reestablishment of traditional governance practices, and the
teaching of Indigenous languages to younger generations. These efforts are not merely about
nostalgia; they are about reclaiming identity, strengthening community bonds, and asserting a distinct

cultural future independent of colonial impositions.



The Long Shadow: Lasting Legacies of Colonial Attitudes

The colonial attitudes indigenous native american once held by European powers and their
descendants continue to cast a long shadow over the present day. While the overt policies of
colonization have largely ended, the systemic inequalities and the psychological impacts of centuries of
oppression remain deeply embedded within societies. Understanding these enduring legacies is crucial
for fostering genuine reconciliation and addressing ongoing injustices faced by Indigenous communities

across North America and globally.

The historical narratives often perpetuated during the colonial era, which depicted Indigenous peoples
as primitive, uncivilized, or inherently inferior, have contributed to persistent stereotypes and biases
that continue to affect how Indigenous individuals are perceived and treated. This has had tangible
consequences in areas such as the justice system, healthcare, education, and employment. The
intergenerational trauma stemming from residential schools, forced removals, and cultural suppression
has created profound social and health challenges within Indigenous communities, requiring sustained

efforts for healing and recovery.

Socioeconomic Disparities

The economic exploitation that characterized the colonial era has resulted in persistent socioeconomic
disparities for many Indigenous communities. Historical dispossession of land and resources, coupled
with discriminatory policies that limited economic opportunities, has led to higher rates of poverty,
unemployment, and inadequate access to essential services such as clean water, housing, and
healthcare. These disparities are not natural but are direct consequences of historical injustices and

ongoing systemic issues rooted in colonial attitudes.

Continuing Struggles for Sovereignty and Self-Determination

The historical attempts to dismantle Indigenous governance and sovereignty continue to fuel



contemporary struggles for self-determination. Indigenous nations are actively working to reassert their
inherent rights to govern themselves, manage their own resources, and uphold their cultural traditions.
These efforts often face resistance from established state structures and require ongoing advocacy

and legal challenges to achieve true political and economic autonomy, moving beyond the paternalistic

frameworks inherited from the colonial past.

The Importance of Truth and Reconciliation

Recognizing and confronting the truth of colonial actions and attitudes is a vital step toward
reconciliation. This involves acknowledging the harm that has been done, listening to the lived
experiences of Indigenous peoples, and actively working to dismantle the legacies of colonialism.
Initiatives like truth and reconciliation commissions aim to foster a deeper understanding of history and
to lay the groundwork for a more just and equitable future where Indigenous peoples are recognized

as sovereign nations with inherent rights and a rich cultural heritage.

The journey from the ingrained prejudices of colonial attitudes indigenous native american to a future
of equitable coexistence is a long and complex one. It requires ongoing education, a willingness to
confront uncomfortable truths, and a commitment to decolonizing institutions and mindsets. By
understanding the historical roots of these attitudes, we can better work towards a future where the

dignity, rights, and sovereignty of Indigenous peoples are fully respected and celebrated.

FAQ

« Q: What were the primary motivations behind colonial attitudes

towards Indigenous Native American peoples?

A: Colonial attitudes were driven by a complex mix of factors including religious beliefs (a desire



to convert Indigenous peoples to Christianity), economic incentives (desire for land and
resources), and a pervasive sense of European cultural and racial superiority. These motivations

often combined to justify conquest, displacement, and assimilationist policies.

Q: How did religious beliefs influence colonial attitudes towards

Indigenous Native American peoples?

A: Religious beliefs often framed Indigenous peoples as "heathens" or "savages" who needed to
be "civilized" and converted to Christianity. This provided a moral justification for colonizers to
impose their own values, disrupt Indigenous spiritual practices, and ultimately control Indigenous

populations.

Q: What is "Manifest Destiny" and how did it affect Indigenous

Native American peoples?

A: Manifest Destiny was the 19th-century belief that the United States was divinely ordained to
expand its dominion and spread democracy and capitalism across the North American continent.
This ideology fueled westward expansion, leading to the forced removal of Indigenous tribes

from their ancestral lands, wars, and policies aimed at assimilation.

Q: How did the concept of the "civilizing mission' impact

Indigenous Native American cultures?

A: The "civilizing mission" involved efforts to forcibly assimilate Indigenous peoples into
European-American culture. This included the establishment of residential schools that punished

children for speaking Indigenous languages, discouraged traditional practices, and aimed to



erase cultural identity.

Q: Were all colonial attitudes towards Indigenous Native American

peoples negative?

A: While the dominant colonial attitudes were overwhelmingly negative and led to immense
suffering, there were instances of individuals who held more nuanced or even sympathetic
views. However, these were often marginalized and did not significantly alter the overarching

policies of dispossession and assimilation enacted by colonial powers.

Q: How do historical colonial attitudes continue to impact

Indigenous Native American communities today?

A: Historical colonial attitudes have led to lasting socioeconomic disparities, intergenerational
trauma, and ongoing struggles for sovereignty and self-determination. Persistent stereotypes and

systemic inequalities are direct legacies of these past attitudes.

Q: What role did economic exploitation play in shaping colonial

attitudes towards Indigenous Native American peoples?

A: Economic exploitation was a major driver. Colonial powers viewed Indigenous lands as rich in
resources (furs, minerals, agricultural land) that were being "underutilized." This perspective
justified the seizure of these lands and the extraction of resources for the benefit of colonial

economies, often disregarding Indigenous rights and needs.



- Q: How did Indigenous Native American peoples resist colonial

attitudes and policies?

A: Indigenous peoples employed a variety of resistance strategies, including armed conflict,
diplomatic negotiations, legal challenges, and the preservation and revitalization of their
languages, cultures, and spiritual practices. Their resilience has been a continuous force against

colonial impositions.
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