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Most interpretations of early American (North, Central, and South) history argue that the European colonists' greed was the primary influencing factor in their initial impressions of the Native Americans.  The colonists’ greed came from their knowledge that the Americas contain gold, sliver, and other resources that would make them wealthy.  Historians are correct, in that greed was the primary influence on early colonists’ views of the Native Americans; however, there is a second influence on the colonists’ views that historians do not strongly acknowledge  – religion.  Christianity participated in shaping the colonists’ views of Native Americans in two ways: intolerance to other religions, and a strong emphasis on conversion.

Understanding the colonists’ views of the Native Americans, and vice versa, in the early colonial period is crucial to the comprehension of the motives of both parties in later encounters.  As are all opinions, their respective societies and cultures informed their views; this includes religious beliefs, ceremonies, social etiquette, history, theories of justice, and social hierarchy.  During this time, religion was the primary source of a European’s moral education, it is therefore correct to assume that religion dictated most European beliefs and views.  As a result, religion strongly influenced, if not entirely determined, the colonists’ views of the Native Americans.

Roman Catholicism was especially influential in Spain during the early colonial periods.  Catholic influence was so prevalent, that religious persecution of non-Catholic persons was common in Spain in this period in time. 
 In fact, Columbus’ ships were delayed in a Spanish harbor to allow vessels full of deported Jews to leave. The Spanish view of religious intolerance was a direct product of Spain’s history and later combined into their understanding of Catholicism.


The Moors ruled modern day Spain for almost 700 years. During that time, the Spanish fought to reclaim their territory, with a final decisive battle at Granada that removed the Moorish army from the Iberian Peninsula. 
  Hatred for the Moors grew in Spain due to the Moorish domination and the subsequent struggle to reclaim their peninsula.  The Spanish easily transformed this hatred to imply that not only the Moors, but also all non-Catholic persons were enemies of Spain; this statement can be asserted because the Spanish forcibly removed any non-converted Jews and Moors from Spain in the years following the Spanish victory. 
  As a result, “Spain entered the 16th century as Europe’s most fiercely Catholic society,” and probably the most intolerant as well. 
  This intolerance becomes a strong influence in how the Spaniards view the Native Americans; the Spanish intolerance manifests itself most clearly in Cortes’ own record of his first encounters with the Native Mexican and Central American culture.


In Cortes’ account, he states about the Native Americans, “…and in them they have their mosques and prayer places.” 
 Notice in the statement Cortes does not refer to the Native Americans’ places of worship as churches, but as mosques (Islamic – Moorish – places of worship).  This deliberate reference clearly shows that neither Cortes nor probably any other Spaniard made the effort to distinguish these Native American civilizations from the Moors; this is a dangerous implication because it shows the Spaniards view them as they do the Moors – a people to be conquered and removed from Spanish land, an enemy.  

Cortes’ more clearly reveals his intolerance and lack of understanding when he writes, 

“…Also that His Holiness may approve and allow that the wicked and rebellious, being first admonished, may be punished and chastised as enemies of Our Holy Catholic Faith, which will be an occasion of punishment and fear to those who may be reluctant in receiving knowledge of the Truth; thereby, that the great evils and injuries they practice in the service of the Devil, will be forsaken.” 

This statement clearly illustrates the impression Cortes had of the Native Americans – and his barbaric solution to the problem of their ‘evil.’  In this passage, Cortes is asking the Pope’s permission to punish the Native Americans “as enemies of Our Holy Catholic Faith.”  Cortes apparently believes that “punishment” is required to put fear into the Native Americans so that they will receive the “knowledge of the Truth; thereby…the great evils…they practice…will be forsaken.”  Obviously, Cortes does not have any respect for the Native American culture, and he is willing to revert to barbaric means of making the Native Americans ‘more European’.  However, Cortes was intelligent, and immoral, enough to see the value of the Native Americans as slaves. He understood that to slaughter the entire Native American population would mean no slaves and workforce; therefore, Cortes offers an alternate solution.


Cortes’ second solution is to convert the Native American populations to the Catholic faith.  Cortes’ conversion plan serves three purposes: secures the Spanish position in Native American society, pacifies the Native American population, and gains favor with the Pope for himself and Spain.  Cortes writes, 

“Now let Your Royal Highnesses consider if they ought not to prevent so great an evil and crime, and certainly God, Our Lord, will be very pleased, if, through the command of Your Royal Highnesses, these peoples should be initiated and instructed in our Very Holy Catholic Faith.” 

It is clear from the passage that Cortes plans to convert the Native Americans to Catholicism.  By converting, Cortes, or the missionaries, will instruct the Native Americans not only in a new religion, but also in a new moral code, and a new ‘Chain of Being.’  The new ‘Chain of Being’ serves to transform the Native American social hierarchy into the Spanish-Catholic social hierarchy.  The Spanish hierarchy introduces the Pope, the King of Spain, the Spanish population, and others into the Native Americans’ society without those figures being present to assert their power.  Cortes understands that acceptance of the Spanish hierarchy by the Native Americans means securing a ruling place in the Native American social structure for the Spaniards; which means getting what he wants – free labor.


The second reason for conversion is the pacification of the Native American population.  If the Native American population is converted, then they accept the new social hierarchy described previously; this acceptance will mean they understand their place and will not fight against it – Cortes wants labor, not resistance.  The third reason for conversion is easily evident by logic.  Since the Pope gains power by increasing the number of his subjects, then converting a whole continent’s population would greatly increase the power of the Roman Catholic Church because they would have more subjects.  The credit for that increase would go to both Spain and Cortes, therefore both would win favor with the Pope and increase their own influence.  


It has been shown that religion, namely Catholicism, heavily influenced the early European colonists’ view of the Native Americans in two ways, it fostered an intolerance to other religions, and it placed a strong emphasis on conversion.  Nevertheless, the religion-influenced view caused at least three important events to occur: genocide, missionary expansion, and military expansion.


The first aspect of religion that influenced the colonists’ view, intolerance, led to one of the worst events in the history of mankind.  The colonists had the view from religion that because the Native Americans are a non-Catholic people they do not deserve the same rights as Europeans; in fact, the view informed the colonists that the Native Americans do not deserve the same rights as any human being.  In this way were the colonists using religion to justify large scale ethnic, religious, and cultural genocide, destruction of a civilization, and slavery.


The second aspect of religion that influenced the colonists’ view, conversion, led to massive expansion throughout the American continents.  An increasing number of missionaries were coming to the Americas from Europe, attempting to convert the Native Americans; the missionaries built missions throughout the continents – especially in regions where there had not been any attempts to convert before.  However, the expansion had a side effect; Native Americans attacked the missions.  Therefore, they sent soldiers out to the missions to protect them, thereby creating a military expansion as well.  This led to a faster European development of the continents.


The destruction of the Native American civilizations and the European development of the American continents were both extremely significant and horrific events in the history of the Americas; however, it has been shown that the religious influence on the Europeans’ view of the Native Americans was a contributing cause to those events.  Yet, historians barely acknowledge the importance of this influence in some of the most significant events; this must change.  It is worthwhile to gain a complete understanding of the view the conquering Europeans had of the Native Americans.  It is worthwhile to find the hidden influences that, although are not primary causes, are strong supporting causes to important events.  These are the reasons why historians must acknowledge, in a larger way, the key role religion played in the subsequent destruction of an ancient civilization, and the building of a new one.
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