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Preface

WHITE INTEREST in the American Indian surges and ebbs with the tides of history. While White fascination with things Indian never entirely fades, it has easily discernible high and low points. Recently, Americans went through another period of great interest. Real and imitation Indian jewelry festooned the arms and necks of White American men and women, while bedspreads, towels, and tablecloths decorated with supposed Indian motifs adorned their homes. Books by and about Indians made the best-seller lists, and Indian heroes appeared upon movie and television screens. Authentic and fake Indians emerged in mass-media advertisements to sell everything from breakfast cereals to ecology. Newspapers and magazines carried exposés of the Indians’ plight, and Indian leaders gained attention for the problems of their people through Red Power slogans and tactics. Doctoral students in American literature and history as well as anthropology produced increasing numbers of dissertations upon the image and reality of Indian life in the present and the past, while history and English departments hastily instituted courses in Indian history and literature to bolster their declining enrollments through capitalizing upon the latest interest of college students.

Just as surely as in the past, this fascination with things Indian will recede. Clearance sales of Indian jewelry and household furnishings have already come and gone. Books about Indians gather on the remainder tables. Red Power slogans have lost their power to excite middle-class liberals to larger contributions. Indian leaders search for new ways to capture the attention of the American public as its interest in political change disappears with the altered economic outlook in the United States. The appearance of numerous doctoral dissertations and monographs on a topic usually marks the end, not the high point, of a fad.

This book seeks not so much to explain the fluctuating White interest in the Indian as to present the implications of the ideas and imagery used by Whites to understand the peoples they call Indians. If history is a series of questions put to the past by the present, then one of the goals of this book is to query why we think about the Indian the way we do today. Through examining how the White image of the Indian developed over time, I seek to illumine contemporary understanding of Indians as people. By suggesting the continuity as well as the changing uses of the idea and imagery of the Indian, this book also hopes to influence our future understanding of the first Americans. If the last goal seems too weighty for an essay, then this book at least offers perspective upon the many other books that have issued forth so profusely in recent times. Such perspective comes from the book’s continuing focus upon how present assumptions shape the study of the Indian of the past as much as how today’s ideas about the first Americans derive from yesteryear’s. Indeed, the chief intellectual object of this book is to exemplify as well as to explicate the constant interaction between the past and present in molding current understanding of the Indian and therefore in turn the changing comprehension of past understandings as well. In other words, I try to treat current conceptions of the Indian in the same relativistic manner as I do those of the past.

In fact, the immediate stimulus for my own volume comes precisely from the stances on these very points by those many other books and articles flowing so swiftly from the presses today. The initial draft of parts of this book began as an assignment for the new multi-volume Handbook of North American Indians to be published by the Smithsonian Institution. At the request of Wilcomb Washburn, the editor of the volume on the history of Indian-White relations, I prepared a long article on White conceptions of the Indian from Columbus to the present. In the course of surveying the voluminous secondary literature from the several disciplines that I considered relevant to the topic, I was constantly struck by how often scholars seemed oblivious of research germane to their topics in other disciplines or how frequently they presented conclusions and themes about a historic period without being aware of similar patterns holding for another era.

In reaction to this state of the scholarly literature, my own book stresses the themes common to the idea and imagery of the Indian over time and across physical and intellectual space. If I err in overemphasizing the persistence of the basic White conception of the Indian over time at the expense of subtle and not so subtle discontinuities, the reader may attribute it to my attempt to provide a perspective across historic periods usually compartmented in modern scholarly niches. If I overstress the essential coherence of the basic imagery and evaluations among White individuals and groups at the cost of variations upon those fundamentals held by sundry occupations, religions, and nationalities, the reader may ascribe it to my eagerness to call attention to the common elements of the perceptual constructs and conceptual categories among various White societies and classes. If ideas seem disembodied from the social groups holding them, however, this results as much from lacunae in the literature as from my proclivity to concentrate on the quintessential patterns of White understanding of the first Americans. If the overall story I present of such White understanding of the Indian over time is not encyclopedic but episodic and even provincial at times, it comes from my concern for presenting the core of the story as well as from my own limitations of scholarship. In short, this book is shaped by my reading of the secondary literature and subsequent desire to compensate for what I felt was understressed in that scholarship as a result of modern disciplinary specialization and focus.

In the end, this book essays to synthesize the diverse and compartmented nature of previous scholarship by concentrating upon the general themes that constitute the heart of White understanding of the Indian in the past and the present. The aim of this book is therefore as ambitious as its accomplishment may be modest. If it calls the attention of general readers to the metaphysics of White Indian-understanding, to paraphrase the now famous words of Herman Melville, and offers a unified perspective to scholars of diverse disciplines and specializations, then the book will have served its author’s purposes.

As with images of other races and minorities, the essence of the White image of the Indian has been the definition of Native Americans in fact and fancy as a separate and single other. Whether evaluated as noble or ignoble, whether seen as exotic or degraded, the Indian as an image was always alien to the White. In the metaphysics of race and minority relations, such a dichotomy between the “we” and the “they” is common. Thus the tendency for Whites to understand and evaluate Native Americans as others was not unique in the history of cultural and racial contact of Europeans and their descendants. Nor were the Native Americans unique in being the objects of such categorization. Just as Black Africans became “Negro” others and Red Americans “Indian” others to Whites, so had other ethnic groups become alien others to still other societies and cultures throughout history. The paradigm of polarity that lies at the heart of minority and race relations assumes uniqueness for the Whites as classifiers and for Native Americans as the classified only through the content of specific imagery and the context of a particular history and space. In the end, to understand the White image of the Indian is to understand White societies and intellectual premises over time more than the diversity of Native Americans. Although the social and cultural attributes of Native Americans influenced the conception, of them by Whites, it is ultimately to the history of White values and ideas that we must turn for the basic conceptual categories, classificatory schema, explanatory frameworks, and moral criteria by which past and present Whites perceived, observed, evaluated, and interpreted Native Americans, whether as literary and artistic images, as subjects of scientific curiosity, or as objects of philanthropy and policy. As fundamental White ways of looking at themselves changed, so too did their ways of conceiving of Indians. Since the description, interpretation, explanation, and manipulation of the Indian as image and person were and are inextricably combined in White minds, the scholarly understanding of past and present White images becomes but the latest phase of a centuries-old White effort to understand themselves through understanding Native Americans and vice versa.

To write of the overall history of White Indian imagery and conceptions from Columbus to the present not only demands rigorous selectivity of focus and subject matter, as the reader will discover, but also reliance upon the published work and friendly advice of many other scholars. This book is truly dependent upon the authors cited in the notes, for they often directed me to topics and fields where I knew little and needed their valuable guidance. My first thanks must therefore go to the many authors listed in the notes. Since I have profited from their scholarship, I have tried to indicate for my readers the most recent or most comprehensive works on the many topics upon which I touch in this volume. In other words, the notes are meant to provide a comprehensive bibliography of the subject either directly through what I have listed or indirectly through those authors I cite as useful guides to the vast bodies of literature available upon the concerns of this book.

For this preface to serve its function of informing the reader of what is to follow and why, it must end upon a technical note. I have followed the policy of the new Handbook of North American Indians in capitalizing White whenever the word refers to the ethnic group, so as to make my usage consistent with Red and Black as comparable terms. A few spelling practices of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, as well as some typographical and punctuation conventions of that period, have been modernized for the sake of the modern reader if they did not hurt the meaning or context of the quotation. Whenever possible I have employed English translations of the early French and Spanish authors I quote that were contemporary to their own times, for I feel that these preserve much better the flavor and prejudice of that time rather than the often racially “sanitized” translations of our own day. Finally, I have employed the phrase Native American(s) to refer to the actual peoples designated by the term Indian(s), which I reserve almost exclusively for the White image of those persons. My reason for this seemingly fastidious but arbitrary distinction should become abundantly clear as the reader proceeds through the pages that follow.

Less clear may be my use of idea, image, and stereotype in light of today’s custom in scholarly writing. For someone less a relativist than I, the words might clearly be distinguished respectively as concept, concept plus emotion, and a rigid and oversimplified, even inaccurate, conception or image. But such well-defined distinctions presume a much clearer differentiation between other people’s intellectual constructs and the knowledge of reality than I am able to offer in the following pages. Thus I mean by image the more literal, even pictorial, representation people had of the Indian in their minds, and stereotype designates any image we today no longer find accurate in light of our knowledge. To me an idea is a conceptual category. Thus the three words meld into one another far more in my writing than is usual today, but I think the history that follows shows why I take this stance in regard to the Indian as a collective and general conception.

Robert F. Berkhofer, Jr.

Ann Arbor, Michigan

May 1977


PART ONE
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The Idea of the Indian:
Invention and Perpetuation

SINCE THE ORIGINAL INHABITANTS of the Western Hemisphere neither called themselves by a single term nor understood themselves as a collectivity, the idea and the image of the Indian must be a White conception. Native Americans were and are real, but the Indian was a White invention and still remains largely a White image, if not stereotype. According to a modern view of the matter, the idea of the Indian or Indians in general is a White image or stereotype because it does not square with present-day conceptions of how those peoples called Indians lived and saw themselves. The first residents of the Americas were by modern estimates divided into at least two thousand cultures and more societies, practiced a multiplicity of customs and lifestyles, held an enormous variety of values and beliefs, spoke numerous languages mutually unintelligible to the many speakers, and did not conceive of themselves as a single people—if they knew about each other at all. By classifying all these many peoples as Indians, Whites categorized the variety of cultures and societies as a single entity for the purposes of description and analysis, thereby neglecting or playing down the social and cultural diversity of Native Americans then—and now—for the convenience of simplified understanding. To the extent that this conception denies or misrepresents the social, linguistic, cultural, and other differences among the peoples so labeled, it lapses into stereotype. Whether as conception or as stereotype, however, the idea of the Indian has created a reality in its own image as a result of the power of the Whites and the response of Native Americans.

If the term Indian and the images and conceptual categories that go along with that collective designation for Native Americans are White inventions, then the first question becomes one already old in 1646 when an unnamed tribesman asked the Massachusetts missionary John Eliot: “Why do you call us Indians?” The first task of this book becomes therefore the study of the origins of the terminology and imagery for the collective Indian among those European nations most powerful in the colonization of the Western Hemisphere: Spain, France, and England. That the term survives into the present, evokes imagery and emotion yet today, and constitutes an intellectual classification of Native Americans in our own time raises the second major question: Why has the idea of Indian persisted for so many centuries? This problem is considered in general in the second half of this part as prelude to the histories of various aspects of White thinking and policy.


The Spanish Legacy of Name and Imagery

WHAT WHITES CALLED THE DISCOVERY of the New World and its inhabitants was, of course, part of the new economic and intellectual world of Western Europe at the time. The rising spirit of nationalism and the emergence of nation-states in that area spurred exploration of the non-European world and divided the rest of the globe into national spheres of colonization. The new printing press disseminated information about the new-found lands and expanded educated Europeans’ knowledge of other peoples and their ways of life. But, if Europeans added a fourth part, America, to the traditional tripartite division of the inhabited world, they comprehended that New World and its peoples in terms of their own familiar conceptual categories and values, as can be seen in the terminology and overall images in first the Spanish and then the French and English accounts and travel literature.1

The specific term Indian as a general designation for the inhabitants of North and South America in addition to some Asians stems from the erroneous geography of Christopher Columbus. Under the impression he had landed among the islands off Asia, he called the peoples he met los Indios. Although he quite self-consciously gave new names to islands upon his first voyage, his application of the term Indios seems to have been almost casual. The word was introduced to the public in the offhand manner of an aside through his oft-reprinted letter of 1493.2 Regardless of whether Columbus thought he had landed among the East Indies or among islands near Japan or even elsewhere near the Asian continent, he would probably have used the same all-embracing term for the natives, because India stood as a synonym for all of Asia east of the river Indus at the time and Indies was the broadest designation available for all of the area he claimed under royal patent.3 Even after subsequent explorations corrected Columbus’s error in geography, the Spanish continued to employ Indios for all peoples of the New World, including the Aztec and Inca societies. As Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés explained to his readers in De la natural hystoria de las Indias (1526), the general term was Indians “for so caule wee all nations of the new founde lands.”4 The word continues in Spanish usage today and still includes the Filipinos as well. From the Spanish term came eventually the French Indien, the German Indianer, the English Indian, and similar words in other European languages for the New World inhabitant.

Not only was the general word a Spanish legacy to Europe but so was the basic imagery of the Indian. Until the latter half of the sixteenth century what educated Europeans knew of the geography and inhabitants of the Americas came mainly from Spanish sources, for the initial White explorations and settlement of the Western Hemisphere were conducted under the auspices of that nation. Collections of travel accounts and chronicles of Spanish discoveries appeared as early as the first decade of the 1500s, but the first comprehensive and authoritative collection of travel literature, compiled by Giovanni Battista Ramusio under the title Delle navigationi et viaggi and published in three massive volumes in Venice, did not appear until the 1550s.5 In the third volume, which is devoted to the New World, all of the extracts and journals are of Spanish origin except for the voyages of Verrazano and Cartier for the French monarch. Likewise, the first translated materials on the Americas published by Richard Eden for the English in the same decade drew largely upon Spanish accounts except for those of some Italians exploring for other countries.6

The initial image of the Indian, like the word itself, came from the pen of Columbus. Although neither Columbus nor the converted Jew he took along to act as translator understood the language of the islanders they encountered on the first voyage, the Admiral of the Ocean Sea described with confidence in his widely published letter of 1493 the lifestyles of those peoples he called Indians:


The people of this island and of all the other islands which I have found and of which I have information, all go naked, men and women, as their mothers bore them, although some of the women cover a single place with the leaf of a plant or with a net of cotton which they make for the purpose. They have no iron or steel or weapons, nor are they fitted to use them. This is not because they are not well built and of handsome stature, but because they are very marvellously timorous…. It is true that, after they have been reassured and have lost this fear, they are so guileless and so generous with all that they possess, that no one would believe it who has not seen it. They refuse nothing that they possess, if it be asked of them; on the contrary, they invite any one to share it and display as much love as if they would give their hearts. They are content with whatever trifle of whatever kind that may be given to them, whether it be of value or valueless….

They do not hold any creed nor are they idolaters; but they all believe that power and good are in the heavens and were very firmly convinced that I, with these ships and men, came from the heavens, and in this belief they everywhere received me after they had mastered their fear. This belief is not the result of ignorance, for they are, on the contrary, of a very acute intelligence and they are men who navigate all those seas, so that it is amazing how good an account they give of everything. It is because they have never seen people clothed or ships of such a kind….

In all these islands, I saw no great diversity in the appearance of the people or in their manners and language. On the contrary, they all understand one another, which is a very curious thing….

In all these islands, it seems to me that all men are content with one woman, and to their chief or king they give as many as twenty. It appears to me that the women work more than do the men. I have not been able to learn if they hold private property; it seemed to me to be that all took a share in whatever any one had, especially of eatable things.7



How Columbus ascertained the religious values and property customs of the islanders must be left to his imagination, but the description he gave of the Arawak tribespeople was the first in a long succession of such images of the Indian as lacking in European accomplishments but pleasant withal.

In contrast to this favorable view of Indians, he also provided the first of the bad images as well:


In these islands I have so far found no human monstrosities, as many expected, but on the contrary the whole population is very well formed…. Thus I have found no monsters, nor had a report of any, except in an island “Carib,” which is the second at the coming into the Indies, and which is inhabited by a people who are regarded in all the islands as very fierce and who eat human flesh. They have many canoes with which they range through all the islands of India and pillage and take whatever they can. They are no more malformed than are the others, except that they have the custom of wearing their hair long like women, and they use bows and arrows of the same cane stems, with a small piece of wood at the end, owing to their lack of iron which they do not possess. They are ferocious among these other people who are cowardly to an excessive degree, but I make no more account of them than of the rest.8



From this hearsay but accurate description of the Caribbean cannibals came the line of savage images of the Indian as not only hostile but depraved.

As important in establishing the early conception and imagery of the Indian was an oft-reprinted tract of Amerigo Vespucci, after whom the continents of the New World were named. In the tract that gained him this distinction, the Florentine merchant who sailed for both Spain and Portugal summarized his experiences with the natives of Brazil. Although modern scholars question the authenticity of some of the navigations chronicled in Vespucci’s Mundus Novus, published around 1504–1505, it provided European readers with the most detailed ethnography of New World peoples since Columbus.9 Furthermore, this pamphlet reinforced and enhanced the ambivalent images of the Indian in the minds of educated Europeans at the time, for its publication was even more widespread than Columbus’s letter and its description of Indian customs was far more detailed and vivid. So influential was this description at the time that it deserves quotation at length to convey both its flavor and its impact upon the European imagination:


First then as to the people. We found in those parts such a multitude of people as nobody could enumerate (as we read in the Apocalypse), a race I say gentle and amenable. All of both sexes go about naked, covering no part of their bodies; and just as they spring from their mothers’ wombs so they go until death. They have indeed large square-built bodies, well formed and proportioned, and in color verging upon reddish. This I think has come to them, because, going about naked, they are colored by the sun. They have, too, hair plentiful and black. In their gait and when playing their games they are agile and dignified. They are comely, too, of countenance which they nevertheless themselves destroy; for they bore their cheeks, lips, noses and ears. Nor think those holes small or that they have one only. For some I have seen having in a single face seven borings any one of which was capable of holding a plum. They stop up these holes of theirs with blue stones, bits of marble, very beautiful crystals of alabaster, very white bones, and other things artificially prepared according to their customs. But if you could see a thing so unwonted and monstrous, that is to say a man having in his cheeks and lips alone seven stones some of which are a span and a half in length, you would not be without wonder. For I frequently observed and discovered that seven such stones weighed sixteen ounces, aside from the fact that in their ears, each perforated with three holes, they have other stones dangling on rings; and this usage applies to the men alone. For women do not bore their faces, but their ears only. They have another custom, very shameful and beyond all human belief. For their women, being very lustful, cause the private parts of their husbands to swell up to such a huge size that they appear deformed and disgusting; and this is accomplished by a certain device of theirs, the biting of certain poisonous animals. And in consequence of this many lose their organs which break through lack of attention, and they remain eunuchs. They have no cloth either of wool, linen or cotton, since they need it not; neither do they have goods of their own, but all things are held in common. They live together without king, without government, and each is his own master. They marry as many wives as they please; and son cohabits with mother, brother with sister, male cousin with female, and any man with the first woman he meets. They dissolve their marriages as often as they please, and observe no sort of law with respect to them. Beyond the fact that they have no church, no religion and are not idolaters, what more can I say? They live according to nature, and may be called Epicureans rather than Stoics. There are no merchants among their number, nor is there barter. The nations wage war upon one another without art or order. The elders by means of certain harangues of theirs bend the youths to their will and inflame them to wars in which they cruelly kill one another, and those whom they bring home captives from war they preserve, not to spare their lives, but that they may be slain for food; for they eat one another, the victors the vanquished, and among other kinds of meat human flesh is a common article of diet with them. Nay be the more assured of this fact because the father has already been seen to eat children and wife, and I knew a man whom I also spoke to who was reputed to have eaten more than three hundred human bodies. And I likewise remained twenty-seven days in a certain city where I saw salted human flesh suspended from beams between the houses, just as with us it is the custom to hang bacon and pork. I say further: they themselves wonder why we do not eat our enemies and do not use as food their flesh which they say is most savory. Their weapons are bows and arrows, and when they advance to war they cover no part of their bodies for the sake of protection, so like beasts are they in this matter. We endeavored to the extent of our power to dissuade them and persuade them to desist from these depraved customs, and they did promise us that they would leave off. The women as I have said go about naked and are very libidinous; yet they have bodies which are tolerably beautiful and cleanly. Nor are they so unsightly as one perchance might imagine; for, inasmuch as they are plump, their ugliness is the less apparent, which indeed is for the most part concealed by the excellence of their bodily structure. It was to us a matter of astonishment that none was to be seen among them who had a flabby breast, and those who had borne children were not to be distinguished from virgins by the shape and shrinking of the womb; and in the other parts of the body similar things were seen of which in the interest of modesty I make no mention. When they had the opportunity of copulating with Christians, urged by excessive lust, they defiled and prostituted themselves. They live one hundred and fifty years, and rarely fall ill, and if they do fall victims to any disease, they cure themselves with certain roots and herbs. These are the most noteworthy things I know about them.10



The influence of Vespucci’s vivid characterization may be seen in the first pictorial all-Indian scene and the first known description of Indians published in the English language. Although naked people appeared as Indians in the woodcuts illustrating the letters of Columbus and Vespucci, the first picture depicting the domestic life of the Indians as such was produced in Augsburg or Nuremberg around 1505.11 Supposedly of the Tupinamba or Guarani of Brazil, the scene graphically portrayed the vice most sensational and horrifying in European eyes—cannibalism—as an everyday Indian way of life. Native life as portrayed in the picture fits the first brief mention of Armenica, or America, in English. Published some time between 1511 and 1522, the text was taken from a Dutch pamphlet of the period:


the people of this lande have no kynge nor lorde nor theyr god [.] But all thinges is comune/this people goeth all naked But the men and women have on theyr heed/necke/Armes/Knees/and fete all with feders bounden for there bewtynes and sayrenes. These folke lyven lyke bestes without any resonablenes and the wymen be also as comon. And the men hath conversacyon with the wymen/who that they ben or who they fyrst mete/is she his syster/his mother/his daughter/or any other kyndred. And the wymen be very hoote and dysposed to lecherdnes. And they ete also on[e] another[.] The man eteth his wyfe[,] his chylderne/as we also have seen and they hange also the bodyes or persons fleeshe in the smoke/as men do with swynes fleshe. And that lande is ryght full of folke/for they lyve commonly, iii. C. [300] yere and more as with sykeness they dye nat/they take much fysshe for they can goen under water and fe[t]che so the fisshes out of the water. And they werre also on [el upon a nother/for the olde men brynge the yonge men therto/that they gather a great company therto of towe partyes/and come the on[e] ayene the other to the felde or bateyll/and flee on[e] the other with great hepes. And nowe holdeth the fylde/they take the other prysoners And they brynge them to deth and ete them/and as the dede is eten then sley they the rest. And they been eten also/or otherwyse lyve they longer tymes and many yeres more than other people for they have costly sypces and rotes/where they them selfe recover with/and hele them as they be seke.12



With the new printing press purveying such images in print and picture, the idea of the Indian as different from the European quickly developed in the minds of Europeans even before they knew for sure that these people did not live off Asia.

As the Spanish empire extended over the American continents and Europeans came to understand that these new-found lands were indeed a New World, the Spanish observations amplified what was known of the diversity of the aboriginal inhabitants of the Western Hemisphere but did not change the fundamental conception of the Indian. The basic themes that would dominate so much of White thinking on Native Americans for the next few centuries were well developed in the literature on the Spanish conquest and settlement of the Americas. Using the twin criteria of Christianity and “civilization,” Spaniards found the Indian wanting in a long list of attributes: letters, laws, government, clothing, arts, trade, agriculture, marriage, morals, metal goods, and above all religion. Judgments upon these failures might be kind and sympathetic or harsh and hostile, but no one argued that the Indian was as good as the European in this early period. Neither discovery that the new-found lands constituted a whole new world nor the conquest of the Aztec and Inca civilizations altered the basic understanding of the Indian as a generic conception for the inhabitants of the Americas. Knowledge of Aztec and Inca achievements in art and agriculture and in social and political organization added to the concrete information about the diversity of peoples but did not transform the overall conception of the Indian.13 If the Aztecs, for example, possessed sophisticated governmental, agricultural, and social systems, so too they practiced a religion that appeared to Spanish eyes as the very worship of the Devil, with its emphasis on human sacrifice.14 Indians might, therefore, have the wrong or no religion, have misguided or no government, in addition to other negative qualities attributed to the stereotype, but they always stood in Christian error and deficient in civilization according to Spanish standards of measurement.

Under this impression, no wonder Spaniards debated what means were necessary to bring the Indian in line with their ideals of Christian civilization according to European criteria. Was the nature of the Indian so bestial as to demand force and ultimately enslavement to accomplish his conversion to Christ and Spanish ways, or was the Indian sufficiently rational and human to achieve these goals through peace and example alone? The Dominican friar Bartolomé de Las Casas, appalled by the cruelty, the suffering, and the deaths that accompanied Spanish exploitation of the natives, became the most vigorous publicist and lobbyist for the side favoring peaceful means and Indian freedom. In his arguments he portrayed the Indian as essentially virtuous:


God created these simple people without evil and without guile. They are the most obedient and faithful to their natural lords and to the Christians whom they serve. They are the most submissive, patient, peaceful, and virtuous. Nor are they quarrelsome, rancorous, querulous, or vengeful. Moreover they are more delicate than princes and die easily from work or illness. They neither possess nor desire to possess worldly wealth. Surely these people would be the most blessed in the world if only they worshipped the true God.15



Las Casas’ opponent in the great formal debate on the matter in 1550 at Valladolid, Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda, delineated Indian character in quite different terms as he sought to justify Spanish conquest and enslavement of Native Americans:


Now compare their [the Spanish] gifts of prudence, talent, magnanimity, temperance, humanity, and religion with those little men (homúnculos) in whom you will scarcely find traces of humanity; who not only lack culture but do not even know how to write, who keep no records of their history except certain obscure and vague reminiscences of some things put down in certain pictures, and who do not have written laws but only barbarous institutions and customs. But if you deal with the virtues, if you look for temperance or meekness, what can you expect from men who were involved in every kind of intemperance and wicked lust and who used to eat human flesh? And don’t think that before the arrival of the Christians they were living in quiet and the Saturnian peace of the poets. On the contrary they were making war continuously and ferociously against each other with such rage that they considered their victory worthless if they did not satisfy their monstrous hunger with the flesh of their enemies, an inhumanity which in them is so much more monstrous since they are so distant from the unconquered and wild Scythians, who also fed on human flesh, for these Indians are so cowardly and timid, that they scarcely withstand the appearance of our soldiers and often many thousands of them have given ground, fleeing like women before a very few Spaniards, who did not even number a hundred.16



Brave or meek, the Indian stood condemned in Sepulveda’s words.

The significance of these two opposing conclusions, employing two disparate images, lies not in their contrast alone but in what they show about Spanish conceptions of Indian as a general category. Although Las Casas tried to differentiate orders of barbarians among Native Americans, both he and Sepúlveda, like other Spaniards, viewed all peoples of the Western Hemisphere as a collective entity when they used the term Indios.


French and English Terms and Images

TO WHAT EXTENT THESE CONCEPTIONS bequeathed by the Spanish to other Europeans became the preconceptions of the French and English in their subsequent contact with Native Americans is difficult to tell. Even without such advance information, the French and the English would have approached the New World’s inhabitants with the same basic values and orientations as had the Spanish. Thus, whether they were or were not influenced by Spanish reports, French and English explorers saw Native Americans in light of the Christianity and civilization they knew and valued and therefore made the same comparisons as had the Spanish adventurers and settlers earlier. That such judgments had to be the outcome of contact between the French and English with the Indians was further assured by the type of native societies and cultures the representatives of those two nations encountered.17 No Aztec or Inca civilizations awaited discovery and exploitation in the areas claimed by the two countries. Rather than peoples with complex social and governmental organizations, the explorers of those two nations met “wilder” Indians, and so perhaps the denomination of these peoples as sauvage in French and savage in English seemed more appropriate to early explorers from those two countries. Certainly this impression led to Jacques Carrier’s conclusion upon the natives of the Gaspé Basin he encountered in 1534: “These men may very well and truely be called wilde, because there is no poorer people in the world.”18

Sixteenth-century Frenchmen, Italians, and Englishmen generally employed a variant of the Latin silvaticus, meaning a forest inhabitant or man of the woods, for the Indian as the earlier spellings of saulvage, salvaticho, and salvage show so well in each of the respective languages. English usage switched from savage to Indian as the general term for Native Americans in the seventeenth century, but the French continued to use sauvage as the preferred word into the nineteenth century.19 The original image behind this terminology probably derives from the ancient one associated with the “wild man,” or wilder Mann in Germany. According to medieval legend and art, the wild man was a hairy, naked, club-wielding child of nature who existed halfway between humanity and animality. Lacking civilized knowledge or will, he lived a life of bestial self-fulfillment, directed by instinct, and ignorant of God and morality. Isolated from other humans in woods, caves, and clefts, he hunted animals or gathered plants for his food. He was strong of physique, lustful of women, and degraded of origin. As the chief historian of the image suggests:


Wildness meant more in the Middle Ages than the shrunken significance of the term would indicate today. The word implied everything that eluded Christian norms and the established framework of Christian society, referring to what was uncanny, unruly, raw, unpredictable, foreign, uncultured, and uncultivated. It included the unfamiliar as well as the unintelligible. Just as the wilderness is the background against which medieval society is delineated, so wildness in the widest sense is the background of God’s lucid order of creation. Man in his unreconstructed state, faraway nations, and savage creatures at home thus came to share the same essential quality.20



French and English explorers, like Columbus, were therefore both surprised and not surprised by the lifestyles they encountered when compared to what they expected of “wild” strangers. For the French, the dictionary definition of sauvage came to be that of André Thévet’s description of the Tupinamba: “a marvelously strange wild and brutish people, without faith, without law, without religion and without civility.”21 In fact, these are almost exactly the words used in the great Encyclopédie of the eighteenth century to describe the sauvage: “peuples barbares qui vivent sans loix, sans police, sans religion, & qui n’ont point d’habitation fixe.”22 According to the author of this definition, a large part of America was still peopled with savages who were ferocious and ate human flesh but who lived in natural liberty because they lacked civilized institutions.

English usage mixed both savage and Indian in the travel accounts and letters of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Information about the Western Hemisphere and its inhabitants first became available in any quantity in English through the translations of Richard Eden in the 1550s. In these translated texts and the marginal notations upon them, Eden uniformly employed Indians for Indios.23 The more famous Richard Hakluyt the Younger in his great The Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques, and Discoveries of the English Nation, published in 1598–1600, also uses Indians for Indios in the Spanish accounts he includes but “wild men” for the sauvaiges of Jacques Carrier’s journals. Moreover, in his marginal notations he invariably writes savages regardless of the original word in the text.24 He shares this preference for savage with many of the early English adventurers in their denomination of the natives of Roanoke, Virginia, New England, and northward.25 Many other explorers, however, did select more neutral terms, like inhabitant, to describe the Native Americans they met in the sixteenth century,26 but no English explorer’s account used Indians until the seventeenth century.

The officers of the Virginia Company in London wrote of natives in their instructions to governors of that colony, but the recipients of those letters and the Englishmen resident in Virginia talked most frequently of Indians and less often of infidels and savages in reply, even though they were well aware of the various tribes among whom they lived, as the famed Captain John Smith’s writings show.27 The same mingling of general terms for Native Americans and specific names and understanding of individual tribes can be found in the writings of the Pilgrims and Puritans during the first decades of their plantations in New England.28

What Englishmen called Native Americans and how they understood them after a few decades of settlement was summarized by Roger Williams in a brief analysis of nomenclature in A Key Into the Language of America; Or, An Help to the Language of the Natives in That Fart of America Called New-England (1643). Under the heading “By what names are they distinguished,” he divided terminology into two sons:


First, those of the English giving: as Natives, Salvages, Indians, Wild-men, (so the Dutch call them Wilden) Abergeny men, Pagans, Barbarians, Heathen,

Secondly, their Names, which they give themselves.

I cannot observe that they ever had (before the comming of the English, French or Dutch amongst them) any Names to difference themselves from strangers, for they knew none….

They have often asked mee, why we call them Indians[,] Natives, &c. And understanding the reason, they will call themselves Indians, in opposition to English, &c.29



Although few Englishmen possessed the linguistic skill or the toleration of the founder of Rhode Island, his summary of European terms seems accurate in light of the publications and manuscripts of the time. For Englishmen as for other Europeans, the use of general terms for Native Americans coexisted with knowledge of specific differences among the peoples so denominated. Williams’s list also suggests that Native Americans themselves needed new general terms to designate the peoples invading their lands and to differentiate themselves from those strangers just as much as the Europeans did in the contact process.

Less used than Indian and savage but still prevalent among early English synonyms for Native Americans, as Williams’s little catalog indicates, were the terms infidel, heathen, and barbarian. Both infidel and heathen were based upon religious criteria and derive from ancient Jewish and early Christian distinctions between themselves and other peoples. In fact, at the time of the initial English colonization of the New World, the word nation still retained its older meaning of a people or race usually heathen as well as the more modern meaning of a country or kingdom. In brief, the term designated a foreign people of another religion or culture as well as the territory they occupied.30 Given the ambiguity of the word at the time and the nationalistic outlook emerging then, small surprise that Englishmen applied nation to what later was called a tribe. The latter term did not replace the former until well into the nineteenth century. The older usage is perhaps best known today in the references to the League of the Iroquois as the Five Nations, but then the term was used widely for individual tribes as well as for other confederacies in the colonial and early national period of the United States. Barbarian contrasted, of course, with one who was civilized and stemmed from the ancient Greeks’ prejudice against peoples whose languages sounded a babble to them. By the sixteenth century, barbarian and heathen had come to be used almost interchangeably in English usage, for civility and Christianity were presumed necessarily and therefore inextricably associated.31

Just as all these terms indicate that the French and the English like the Spaniards compared their own societies and cultures with those of the Native Americans, so they too, like their rivals to the south, created basically favorable and unfavorable images of the Indian. What the French concluded from these images of the good and bad sauvage is told in pages 12–22.32 How the English moved from supposedly factual descriptions of the Native Americans to the symbolism of the Indian can be traced briefly from Richard Hakluyt to Thomas Hobbes and John Locke.33

The English discoveries of the last quarter of the sixteenth century could be followed easily by that country’s readers from the accounts reprinted or published for the first time in the various compendia of Richard Hakluyt the Younger. In the folio pages of the third volume of his last and greatest collection, The Principal Navigations, Voyages, Traffiques, and Discoveries of the English Nation (1598–1600), appeared the usual opposing descriptions of the inhabitants of the New World. Of the English accounts he printed, perhaps no person provided a more discouraging view of the Americans than Dionyse Settle in his discussion of Innuik Eskimo eating habits. After an account reeking with his disgust for their custom of eating meat raw, he concludes: “What knowledge they have of God, or what Idoll they adore, we have no perfect intelligence, I thinke them rather Anthropophagi, or devourers of mans flesh than other wise: for that there is no flesh or fish which they find dead (smell it neverso filthily) but they eate it, as they finde it without any other dressing. A loathesome thing, either to the beholders or hearers.”34 From this same man comes the remarkable tale of the capture of an old woman during a skirmish with the Eskimos: “The old wretch, whom divers of our saylers supposed to be eyther a devill, or a witch, had her buskins plucked off, to see if she were cloven footed, and for her ugly hew and deformity we let her goe.”35

In this case, preconception seemed to have created image, and image in turn became fact. From Hakluyt, the diligent reader could also obtain a most favorable view of the Indian. Now well known through modern quotation are the phrases of Arthur Barlowe, who sailed in 1584 under the auspices of Sir Walter Raleigh to reconnoiter his patron’s grant from the Queen. He sums up his first impression of the natives of Roanoke Island after his initial reception as “very handsome, and goodly people, and in their behavior as mannerly and civil, as any of Europe.” After a banquet, he again comments: “We were entertained with all love, and kindnes, and with as much bountie, after their manner, as they could possibly devise.” Although he noted that the Indian peoples maintain an extremely ferocious warfare among themselves, he depreciated any fears of hostilities from these natives because: “for a more kinde and loving people, there can not be found in the world, as farre as we have hitherto had triall.”36 No wonder Barlowe concluded: “Wee found the people most gentle, loving, and faithful, void of all guile, and treason, and such as lived after the manner of the golden age.”37

From Raleigh’s attempt to establish a colony upon the Carolina coast come some of the best “scientific” descriptions of Native Americans in the sixteenth century.38 Accompanying the expedition that founded the Roanoke colony were the artist John White, who provided detailed drawings of the flora and fauna of the area, and the mathematician Thomas Hariot, who gave an elaborate description “of the commodities there found … and of the nature and manners of the naturall inhabitants” in his A Briefe and True Report of the New Found Land of Virginia. Hariot assured his fellow Englishmen that the natives of the proposed colony were easily intimidated by White arms and valor, that their towns and fighting strength were small, and that they were in awe of English artifacts and skills. In short, the natives were readily available for English colonization and exploitation, to tell which was his purpose in writing the pamphlet. Published originally in 1588 and included by Hakluyt in his travel collections, it was reissued in 1590 by the Flemish engraver and publisher Theodor de Bry at the behest of Hakluyt as the first volume in his great illustrated series of Grand Voyages to America. Now Englishmen and other Europeans could see pictures of Indians as well as read the accompanying ethnography of Hariot. Under the hands of De Bry’s engravers, the portraits and posture of the Carolina Indians became more classical in pose and composition than the more accurate water-colors of John White, from which the engravers worked. In pictures and in Latin, German, French, and English, Europeans could judge for themselves the appearance, the clothing, the government, the religion, the manner of fishing and making boats, and the burial customs of the Carolina natives. These neoclassical Indians were thought such fit illustrations of the Indian in general that the De Bry plates subsequently adorned Captain John Smith’s The Generall Historie of Virginia, New-England and the Summer Isles (1624) and even appeared in slightly modified form as late as 1705 in Robert Beverly’s History and Present State of Virginia. Thus the heritage of the lost colony of Roanoke and the legendary Virginia Dare proved to be of two sorts: one, the peril of colony making in the new land; and two, the classical portrait of the Indian in the colonial period.39

By the time of the founding of Jamestown in 1607, therefore, the English, whether as promoters of colonization, founders of the Virginia Company, or as adventurers to the new colony, all thought they knew what Indians were like, how they looked and behaved, and what could be expected from them. Small wonder their expectations were fulfilled. Did these images even predetermine their actions in early encounters? Their terminology and descriptions all indicate that the English saw Indians according to the twin criteria of Christianity and civilization. The Native Americans of the Jamestown area also probably had some images of the Whites from previous contact or at least hearsay from the Roanoke colony. Perhaps in this way both sides exhibited behavior that confirmed previous stereotypes of each other.40

Once again one
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