Documents from European Perspectives

SOURCE 1: Parts of an interview with Karen Ordahl Kupperman (a professor of history at New York University; author of Indians and English: Facing Off in North America and Roanoke: The Lost Colony), which was done for part of the PBS Series Race - The Power of an Illusion in 2003. Retrieved from: https://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_04-background-02-10.htm
How do the English view themselves and others at the beginning of their colonial ventures to the New World?
England was a Protestant nation. They thought of themselves somewhat grandiosely as THE leaders of the Protestant cause, God's true religion in Europe. If you go back to the Reformation and Protestantism, these are people whose whole self-identification is built around this notion that they are God's agents, that they are part of the great plan for the culmination of history.
And so certainly they were ethnocentric. There is a lot of talk among scholars about Europeans views of the Other. And I think the Other for most English people would have been preeminently the Turk. For some reason the Turk becomes the embodiment of everything that is foreign and different from us. Whatever the Turk is, we are the opposite is how the English would have seen it. But also I think the Spanish, especially what they saw as aggressive Spanish Catholicism, was a kind of Other for the English, probably a much more powerful kind of Other than the way we would construe racial or ethnic Others. Their opponents in these great world historical dramas are the Other as far as they are concerned.
English people in general expected to be able to tell a lot about a person by what that person wore. You could tell if a woman was married or unmarried by the way she wore her hair. You could tell often even which part of the country someone was from by their clothes. Certainly you could distinguish their rank. The Sumptuary Laws meant that you had to be of a certain rank to wear certain kinds of ornamentation. And punishments were pretty severe if you tried to countervene those laws.
So the idea was that your presentation to the world should tell the truth about your status, who you were, what rank you were, what you did, where you came from, and people expected clothes to do all that work.
The English in the Elizabethan period try to bring Ireland under control and they do it very much the same way that they will eventually do it in America, that is, by conquest but also by sending over settlers. They write about the Irish in a very contemptuous way. In fact, they use words and phrases that they wouldn't use of the Indians. The Irish are not just savage, they are stubborn savages. The Irish are people who have been repeatedly offered this superior civility that the English are purveying and the Irish have rejected it. And so there is a real brutality in the wars to subdue the Irish.
A lot of the people who went to the early colonies had been in Ireland and so it is not so much that a kind of abstract lesson is drawn but it is simply the same people carrying out similar policies in America.
How did the English view the Indians they encountered?
I wouldn't say that the English looked upon the Indians with high esteem. I think the respect that the English felt for the Indians was the respect of fear. They were very conscious of the fact that the Indians lived well in an environment that they found absolutely baffling. They felt vulnerable all the time. So they respected the Indians. They thought of the Indian leaders, people like Powhatan, as awe-inspiring leaders.
But at the same time they also thought of them as savages, they thought of them as people who needed to be brought into civility. I think they looked upon the Indians as formidable. Formidable is the word I think I would chose.
The Indians were organized in tribes, sometimes at village levels, sometimes collections of villages. The English called Powhatan 'The Great Emperor Powhatan' as he was the overlord of more than 30 tribes in the Chesapeake at the time that Jamestown was founded. An emperor is a king who rules over other kings. And who has no one over him. And that was an exact description of what they perceived: Powhatan was a great ruler who had many rulers at the village level under him and therefore he was an emperor in English terms.
So they have a lot of respect for people like Powhatan, which also reflected their understanding that Powhatan could at any time wipe them out if he so chose. So it is respect based in part at least on fear and vulnerability.
Did the English view the Indians as a separate 'race'?
Color is not a determining characteristic in this period. In the first place, the English don't think of the Indians as being of a different color. Every account that talks about color says that the Indians are born white, and that they artificially darken their skin in one way or another.
The Indians darken their skin either using walnut juice or some other kind of substance or by becoming tanned by going outside in the sunshine, because they have reason for wanting to be darker. But anybody who talks about color in the early days says emphatically that the Indians are naturally white.
So they think of the Indians as being culturally different. But with respect to terms that we today might use to talk about race or color, the English think of them as being similar to themselves.
In fact one of the most interesting question for the English was, What Old World people are the Indians descended from? And they looked for known diasporas in the ancient world that might have resulted in the Indians coming to America. Such as the diaspora of the ten lost tribes of Israel. Many people thought the Indians might be descended from them. Some people thought they were Trojan descendants - there were various hypotheses. But every English person who wrote about it assumed that the Indians came from some known Old World source.

SOURCE 2: Various sources from European explorers/settlers. Retrieved from http://www.peterpappas.com/journals/dbq/new-world/new-world-8.pdf 
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SOURCE 3: Parts of an interview with Robin D.G. Kelley (the chair of the history department (and professor of history) at New York University; author of  Race Rebels: Culture, Politics, and the Black Working Class), which was done for part of the PBS Series Race - The Power of an Illusion in 2003. Retrieved from: https://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_04-background-02-05.htm

How did early American peoples see themselves?
The first thing to keep in mind in this early period of 17th century America is that blackness and whiteness weren't clear categories of identity. When Africans came here they came to the New World not as black people, not as Negroes. They didn't see themselves that way. They saw themselves according to their own sort of ethnic identities. The same with the Europeans. They were Portuguese, they were English, and Irish.
So you have a situation in which alliances are formed on these new plantation economies and in the new town of the New World in which sometimes being Irish was close to being Ibo. Sometimes people met together in taverns and bars who were considered sort of riff-raff, the lower classes, and they were a mix of different people across racial lines.
Over time those alliances were broken up, and as the alliances were broken up, it became clear that many of the European-descended poor whites began to identify themselves with, if not directly with the rich whites, certainly with being white. As a way to distinguish themselves from those dark-skinned people who they associate with perpetual slavery.

SOURCE 4: Parts of an interview with Theda Perdue (a historian teaching at the University of North Carolina; author of The Cherokee, Cherokee Women, and “Mixed Blood” Indians: Racial Construction in the Early South), which was done for part of the PBS Series Race - The Power of an Illusion in 2003. Retrieved from: https://www.pbs.org/race/000_About/002_04-background-02-07.htm

What was the Enlightenment's role in the evolution of our ideas about race?
The Enlightenment was an intellectual movement of the 18th century that focused on a belief in natural law - that is, that there was one system of law that governed all human behavior. If you believe in natural law and you believe that all humans are subject to it, then there is a belief that all human beings are essentially the same. So most Enlightenment thinkers suggested that there was a common humanity, and that differences in individuals or in cultures was based on their experiences, on their education, on their opportunities, not on some fundamental inherent difference in them.
Enlightenment people were not egalitarians in the sense that they did not all believe that all people were equal. But the inequality was not something that was inherent and inborn. Inequality was the product of environment. And if you changed the environment, then you ultimately could make all people equal.
In the 17th century, Europeans tended to attribute human difference to religious reasons. That is, Indians were different from Europeans because they were non-Christians; they were heathens. By the 18th century, the Enlightenment made people think in more secular terms. So Jefferson and his contemporaries would attribute differences in human beings to their lack of education and opportunity, to their environment, rather than to the lack of Christianity.
Can you fit Amer-Indians into that picture?
When Europeans first came to the Americas, they of course encountered people who were very different from them. And there seemed to be no provision in the Bible to explain how they came to be there. So Europeans began to look for reasons, and one of the things that they hit upon was that perhaps the American Indians were the descendants of the lost tribes of Israel. Indeed in the 18th century, the Age of the Enlightenment, the idea that North American Indians were the lost tribes was enormously popular. And consequently, this gave Europeans a kind of tie to North American Indians. It also meant that North American Indians were essentially the same as Europeans. They simply had been separated from them for centuries and consequently had developed in very different kinds of ways.
People in the 17th century did not think about differences between human beings in the way that we think about those differences today. They were more likely to distinguish between Christians and heathens than they were between people of color and people who were white. That is, they regarded a person's status in life as somehow more fundamental than what color they were, or what their particular background was. And so in the 17th century, certainly Europeans had a concept of difference, but it was not a concept that is analogous to modern notions of race.
They also tended to attribute what they considered Indians' bizarre behavior to the work of the devil. That is, they considered it to be a part of heathenism, and that if Indians simply converted to Christianity, that they would not only stop behaving in the way they did, but that they would stop being heathens; that is, that their fundamental situation, their status in life, would change.
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Document 22: Sebastian Vizcaino wrote a letter to the King of
Spain on May 23, 1602, reporting on his voyage of exploration
along the California coast. He describes the Ohlone Indians whom
he encountered around the shores of Monterey Bay

“This region is thickly scttled with people whom I found to be of gentle dis-
position, peaceable and obedient, and who can be brought readily within the
fold of the holy gospel and into the rule of the crown of Your Majesty.
Their food consists of sceds which they have in abundance and varicty and
of the flesh of game, such as deer which are larger than cows, and bear.

The Indians are of good stature and fair complexion, the women being
somerwhat less in size than the men and of plcasing face. The clothing of the
people of the coast consists of the skins of the sea-wolves abounding there,
which they tan and dress better than is done in Spain; they possess also, in
ercat quantity, lax like that of Spain, hemp and cotton, from which they

[ make fishing-lines and nets for rabbits and hares. They have vessels of pinc-
wood very well made, in which they g0 to sca with fourteen paddlc-men on
cach side, with great agility -cven in very stormy weather.”
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Document 2: Amerigo Vespucci describes the Indians
in a letter of 1502

“We found the region inhabited by a race of people who were
cntirely naked., both men and women. They have no laws, and no
religious belicf, but live according to nature alone. They know.
nothing of the immortality of the soul: they have no private prop-
crty, but share every thing in common. They have no boundarics
of kingdom, they obey no king, fo it is unnccessary because they
have no laws, and cach on s his own master.

They dwell together in houses made like huts in the construction
of which they use neither iron nor any other metal. This is very

remarkable, for I have seen houses two hundred and twenty fect
long, and thiry fect wide, built with much skill, and containing

five or six hundred people. They slecp in hammocks of cotton,

suspended in the air without any coverings they cat scated upon
the ground, and their food consists of the roots of herbs, or fruits
and fish.

They are _warlike people, and extremely crucl. The most aston-
ishing thing in all their wars and cruclty was that we could not
find out any reason for them. They made wars against cach other,
although they had neither kings, kingdoms, nor property of any
kind. They were without any apparent desire to plunder, and
without any lust for power. These are the things that always ap-
peared to me to be the main causes of wars and anarchy. When
we asked them about thi, they gave us no other reason than that
they did so to avenge the murder of their ancestors.”
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Document 5: Spaniard Cabeza de Vaca describes attack by Indians.
De Vaca was part of a failed expedition to Florida which landed at Tampa Bay in
1528. Almost all of the entire party of 600 died. de Vaca and a few others survived,
he published an account of his adventures among the Indians.

On the second day of our journcy we came to lake that was difficult to cross. When we
reached the middle of the lake, we were attacked by many Indians from behind trees, who had
covered themscelves so that we might not sce them. Some for our men were wounded, because
the good armor they wore did not help. We even saw two red oaks, cach the thickness of the
lower part of the leg, pierced through from side to side by arrows because of the power and
skill with which the Indians are able to shoot them.

The Indians we had so far seen in Florida are all archers. They go naked, are large of body,
and appear at a distance like giants. The bows they use are as thick as the arm, of cleven or
twelve palms in length, which they wil shoot at two hundred paces with so great precision that





