Lecture 1.1a: At the Time of First Contact 

At the Time of First Contact: Collision of Cultures 

“Columbus did not discover a new world. He established contact between two worlds, already old.” 
– J. H. Perry

Big Ideas:
	Culture, whether Native American or Colonial, is largely shaped by climate, geography, economics, and history.

	By 1600 Europeans had created the world’s first truly global economy, and the political and economic rivalries among nations led to the exploration of new areas of the world.

	Meanwhile, the "age of discovery" resulted in the greatest human catastrophe the world has ever known: 90% of Native Americans killed by 1600; slavery of 10s of millions of Africans. 


Important terms
Land Bridge theory
Desert culture

Farming culture

Northeastern Tribes

Desert Culture

Southwestern Pueblo culture

Ghana, Mali, Songhai, Timbuktu

Feudalism

Renaissance

Enlightenment

Scientific method

Protestant Reformation

Global Economy

Nation State

Columbian Exchange

I) Native American Cultures

A) Diversity: not a homogenous culture

1) Just as “European” includes many different cultures (German, French, English, Italian, Russian, etc.) “Native American” covers enormous diversity 

(a) at time of contact with Europeans, 2,000 cultures, hundreds of different languages

(b) the names by which we know different tribes are often not what they call themselves 
(ex. Dine = “Navaho”; Lakota = “Sioux”)

2) 15th century population – north of Mexico (7-10 million); total pop. 60-70 mil.

B) Origins

1) Many Native American tribes have traditions that they have always lived in North America.

2) Joseph de Acosta 1590, first to theorize that Native Americans crossed a land bridge from Asia (supported today by most of the scientific evidence)

(a) fossil record: horses and camels appear to have evolved in Americas, crossed to Eurasia, and become extinct here.

(b) genetic research – Native Americans have more in common with Asians than Europeans or Africans.  

(c) the theory:

(i) 70,000-10,000 years ago, huge glaciers locked up massive volumes of water, sea levels as much as 300 feet lower than they are today.

(ii) land bridge between Siberia and Alaska –“Beringia” 750 miles wide north to south. Perfect environment for large mammals—mammoth, mastodon, bison, horse, reindeer, camel—and the people who hunted them.

(iii) 13,000 B.C.E. glaciers melt, creating a ice-free corridor along the eastern slope of the Rocky Mountains. Others may have moved along the Pacific coast in boats earlier.

C) Impact of Climate and Geography on Culture

1) Desert culture of Great Plains, Great Basin, South West, California

(a) small communities of foragers migrated seasonally within a small range.

(b) skilled in handicrafts—baskets, nets, traps, stone hammers, knives, clubs

(c) nomadic lifestyle put an emphasis on sharing and gift giving

(d) decisions made by consensus

(e) men often married women of other bands, creating linkages and shared ethnic identity.

2) Farming cultures of Aztec, Maya, Inca, Cahokia

(a) staple crop (corn in Mexico & North America, potatoes in Andes) allowed greater population density. 
· (where a foraging society might require 100 sq mi to support 100 people, a farming society required only 1 sq mi.)

(b) large, densely settled communities, distribution of food had to be managed

(c) urban communities governed by permanent bureaucracies

(d) division of labor: tool makers, crafts workers, administrators, priests, rulers, farmers.

(e) concentration of wealth and power in hands of elite class of priests and rulers

(f) warfare between states, ritual human sacrifice
(g) (Mesoamerica) built stone-carved cities rivaling many in Europe, studied astronomy and mathematics.

3) Northeastern Tribes

(a) after 500 C.E. agriculture began to take a larger role in the diet (where the growing season was long enough)

(b) men continued to hunt, women took care of crops of corn, beans, squash, and sunflowers

(c) matrifocal society. Families lived in “longhouses”—a mother and her daughter’s families

(d) as population grew and density increased, conflict with neighboring tribes for good farmland.

(e) 5 tribes in Ontario and upstate New York founded a confederacy to control this violence. They are known as the Iroquois Confederation (Mohawks, Oneidas, Onondagas, Cayugas, and Senecas) 

(i) as a model of their government, the confederacy used the metaphor of the longhouse; each nation occupied a separate hearth but acknowledged a common mother.

4) Southwestern Pueblos—at time of European contact in 1700s, Pueblo Indians had been farming in the region for 3,000 years. Oldest continuously occupied towns in the United States.

(a) ~ 1 C.E. Anasazi developed a farming culture, built multi-story structures in the four-corners area. Mesa Verde is a good example of their cliff dwellings

(i) grew corn in terraced field irrigated by canals flowing from mountain basins

(ii) draught, crop failure, and arrival of war-like tribes from the north (Apache and Navaho) caused Anasazi to abandon their homes. Did they intermarry with other tribes?

(b) The Pueblo—(Spanish name for Hopi, Zuni, etc.)

(i) lived in multistory structures around a courtyard

(ii) lived by a strict communal code of conduct, enforced by matrilineal clans and secret religious societies

(iii) seasonal public ceremonies in the village squares included singing, chanting, dancing, kachinas, 
5) Cultural Values

(a) nowhere in North America did Indian cultures develop a concept of the private ownership of land or other resources.

(b) religious beliefs of the hunting tradition
(i) center on the relationship between hunters and prey

(ii) celebrate the existence of a “Master of Animals” – often a Sacred Bear

(iii) vision quest—young men and women go off into the wilderness, fast, induce hallucinations and dreams

(iv) an individual who was particularly in tune with spiritual world becomes a shaman or “Medicine” man or woman, leader in the community

(c) religious beliefs of the agrarian tradition
(i) emphasized fertility and change of seasons in ritual festivals 

(ii) organized cults and priesthoods rather individual medicine men

(d) commonalities of religious belief

(i) pantheism, polytheistic

(ii) people share a basic kinship with animals, plants, & inanimate objects
II) African Culture

A) African Empires Ghana, Mali, Songhai—western Africa

1) gained power through control of trans-Sahara trade routes.

2) with wealth gained by taxing traders, built large cities, armies, administered laws, supported arts and education 
3) Timbuktu important trading center, (goods from Mediterranean cities, salt from Saharan mines, gold, ivory, kola nuts from further south.)

B) African Culture
1) most people lived in small villages. family ties important

2) within the family, age (not money) determined rank. Elders exercised control over younger family members.

3) religion—polytheistic, spirits in animate and inanimate objects, spirits of ancestors important. After 1200 C.E. Islam influential among ruling class.
III) European Culture

A) Historical Background

1) Early Civilizations-- Greece & Rome

(a) Rome fell 410 C.E., defeated by barbarian tribes like the Angles, Saxons, Goths, Franks, etc. 
The Europeans who invade the New World are the descendants of the barbarians who destroyed Rome.

(b) Much science, artistic, and political thought will be lost in Europe until the Renaissance.

2) Middle Ages / Dark Ages / Age of Faith (410 – 1300 C.E.)

(a) Catholic Church only ruling authority-- multi-national

(b) Feudalism—agricultural system, no nation states

(i) chaos and fragmentation

(ii) social class—nobles and peasants, few craftsmen and merchants.

3) European Culture: Emergence from the Middle Ages 1300-

(a) Renaissance- “rediscovery” of knowledge of Greece and Rome, emphasis on the individual

(i) Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, Raphael

(b) Enlightenment / Age of Reason –intellectual component of the Renaissance

(i) scientific method over faith -- Galileo

(ii) humans have the power to think for themselves --Gutenberg

(iii) question faith, challenge accepted truths -- Copernicus

(c) Religious Conflict in Europe = religious motive for colonization

(i) Protestant Reformation—Martin Luther

(ii) Catholic victory over the Moors in Spain 1492

(iii) Protestant revolt in northern Europe--  early 1500’s Germany, England, France, Holland, etc. challenge the authority of the Pope

(iv) Europeans will see the Americas as a “New World” in which to plant their religious views. 
(d) Technological advances—gunpowder, sailing compass, improved shipbuilding and mapmaking, printing press

(e) By 1600 Europeans had created the world’s first truly global economy.
(i) trade with Africa, China, Middle East

(ii) It is when land routes to Asia are cut off that Europeans look for sea routes. This is the biggest motive for colonization of the new world.
(f) Development of the Nation State – a country in which the majority of people share both a common culture and common political loyalties toward a central 

(i) monarchs depended on trade to bring in revenue and the Church to justify their right to rule.
(ii) Elizabeth I of England, Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain, Prince Henry the Navigator of Portugal.
IV) When Worlds Collide

A) The "age of discovery" resulted in the greatest human catastrophe the world has ever known: 
90% of Native Americans killed by 1600; slavery of tens of millions of Africans.

B) Cultural differences between the Europeans and Americans were so immense that conflict was tragically inevitable in the 15th and 16th centuries.

1) Europeans sought to turn men into farmers; Indian men saw it as "women's work"

2) Europeans spoke of "reducing the Indian men to civility" 

3) Indian males enjoyed much leisure time (like European aristocracy)

4) Most Native American societies matrilineal and matrifocal: women made decisions of land use
5) Men taught their children by persuasion and example.

6) Few cared to acquire more property than could be carried from one site to another.

7) Antithesis to European capitalism; Europeans saw them as poor consumers

(a) No individual land ownership (even in sedentary societies)

(i) Clans or families guarded their "use rights" to land allocated by chiefs.

(b) Extensive trade in heartland (Ohio and Mississippi River valleys)

8) Most important man in the tribe was the man who gave the most away

9) Trade not like a contract in the European sense

10) When trade stopped it was tantamount to declaring war.
C) The Columbian Exchange 

Two ecosystems, separated for thousands of years, commingled and clashed

1) Old World

(a) Food: wheat, sugar, rice, coffee

(b) Animals: horses, cows, pigs, honey bees
(i) Horses revolutionized plains tribes like the Sioux and Apache who became highly mobile wide-ranging hunter societies

(ii) Sugar grew so well in the warm Caribbean climate that it cause a “sugar revolution” in the European diet and increased the demand for the African slave trade

(c) Diseases: smallpox, measles, bubonic plague, influenza, typhus, diphtheria, scarlet fever

(i) 90% of Native American population wiped out by disease in the centuries after first contact.

2) New World

(a) Food: corn, potatoes, pineapples, tomatoes, tobacco, beans, vanilla, chocolate

(i) 3/5ths of the cultivated crops in the world today originated in the Americas

(b) Diseases: syphilis

(c) abundance of gold and silver
V) Summary of relations between the three major colonial powers in America and the Native Americans

A) Spain sought to Christianize and control the Indians (through the encomienda, hacienda and mission systems)

B) The French sought to establish strong trade relations with the Indians; Jesuits sought to convert them.

C) English settlers often sought to either move Indians westward or annihilate them

VI) Religious differences between Native Americans and Europeans

A) Christian view:

1) Bible: God gave Adam dominion over animals and plants.

2) Bible did not mention Indians. What were they? Where did they come from?

(a) Sacrificial temples, skull racks, cannibalism and snake motifs of Mesoamerica meant Aztecs worshipped Satan in eyes of Europeans.

3) (Yet, 100,000 "witches" killed between 1500-1700 in Europe, Spanish Inquisition burned thousands, Indians saw these too as human sacrifices)
B) Native American view: 

1) Indians had nothing in comparison for commodification of plants and animals. 
2)  Christians ate their own god (Eucharist) but outraged at human sacrifice to please Indian god. (Very confusing.) 
3) Indians had no concept of heaven (in Christian sense); disliked Christian heaven because few souls there were Indian; preferred to be buried with ancestors.

VII) Differences in War
1) Indians curious why Europeans sought decisive battles on battlefield. Saw it as tremendous waste of humans who could be used for replenishment or sacrifice 

2) Europeans made poor torture victims (except Jesuits)

3) Indians used guerrilla-type warfare., considered cowardly by European standards

4) Europeans could not easily catch Indian warriors. Resorted often to killing women and children. 

(a) By King Philip’s War (1670s), Indians had learned this lesson well and destroyed Puritan villages, killing non-combatants. 
(b) Indians often captured children of other tribes and assimilated them. 
5) Adult warriors often sacrificed in MesoAmerica; Iroquois had all-night torture ritual from "Mourning Wars" where Iroquois women sought retribution for death of a loved one (even if tortured warrior was not from same tribe). 
6) European weapons deeply intensified warfare among Native Americans. 
(a) Ohio region depopulated in late 17th century in matter of decades when Iroquois defeated Hurons and Algonquins. 
(b) 1690s, French and Algonquins turn the tide and force Iroquois to neutrality.
Page 5 of 5
Last modified 7/19/2003   J. Soares

