Early European Settlers To North
America Believed Themselves To Be
Intellectually Superior To Native

Early European Settlers To North America Believed Themselves To Be
Intellectually Superior To Native This belief was deeply ingrained in the mindset of
many Europeans during the age of exploration and colonization. As they ventured into
unfamiliar territories across the Atlantic, they carried with them notions of cultural and
intellectual superiority rooted in their own European traditions, religious beliefs, and
scientific advancements. These perceptions profoundly influenced their interactions with
Indigenous peoples, shaping policies, attitudes, and narratives that justified conquest,
displacement, and assimilation. To understand the roots and implications of this belief, it
is essential to explore the historical context, the ideological justifications, and the lasting
impacts on Native populations.

The Historical Context of European Colonization

The Age of Exploration and Expansion

The late 15th and early 16th centuries marked a period of unprecedented European
exploration. Motivated by economic ambitions, religious zeal, and curiosity, explorers like
Columbus, Vespucci, and Cabot set sail across uncharted waters. This era was
characterized by a sense of European exceptionalism — the idea that their civilization was
superior to all others — which fueled the belief that they had a divine right to explore,
claim, and civilize new lands.

European Worldview and Cultural Hierarchies

European intellectual life during this period was heavily influenced by classical
philosophies, Christian doctrine, and emerging scientific ideas. Many Europeans viewed
their culture as the pinnacle of human achievement, often citing the Greeks and Romans
as exemplars. This ethnocentric worldview created a hierarchy that placed Europeans at
the top, Native Americans and other Indigenous peoples below, as "uncivilized" or
"savage" others needing guidance or control.

Ideological Justifications for Superiority

The Religious Dimension

Religion played a central role in justifying European superiority. The Christian doctrine



promoted the idea of a divine mission to "save" non-Christian peoples. Documents like the
Doctrine of Discovery, issued by the Pope in the late 15th century, granted European
powers the right to claim lands inhabited by non-Christians, framing colonization as a
moral and spiritual obligation.

The Scientific Racism and Cultural Paternalism

In the 17th and 18th centuries, pseudo-scientific theories emerged that attempted to
categorize humans into racial hierarchies. These ideas posited that Europeans were
biologically and intellectually superior to Indigenous peoples. Paternalistic attitudes
further reinforced the belief that Native cultures were inferior and in need of European
guidance, often justifying forced conversions, assimilation policies, and displacement.

The Concept of “Civilizing Missions”

European settlers often justified their actions by claiming they were bringing civilization,
education, and progress to the Indigenous peoples. This “civilizing mission” was rooted in
the assumption that Native societies lacked the sophistication or intellect necessary for
self-governance and cultural development, thus requiring European intervention.

Manifestations of Intellectual Superiority in
Colonization

Educational and Religious Institutions

European colonizers established schools and churches aimed at converting Native
populations. These institutions emphasized European languages, Christianity, and Western
sciences, often dismissing Indigenous knowledge systems as primitive or pagan.

Legal and Political Systems

European settlers imposed their own legal frameworks and governance models,
disregarding existing Indigenous political structures. They believed that their systems
were inherently superior, leading to the marginalization and erasure of native sovereignty.

Scientific and Anthropological Perspectives

Early European scientists and anthropologists often depicted Native peoples as less
evolved or less intelligent, using biased observations to reinforce stereotypes. These
perspectives influenced policies and public opinions that deemed Native cultures as
inferior.



