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The question of land ownership and indigenous rights is central to
understanding the early colonial period in North America. When the Puritans
arrived in the early 17th century, they encountered Native peoples who had
inhabited the land for thousands of years. Their interactions, beliefs, and
policies regarding land rights have been subjects of historical debate and
interpretation. Did the Puritans believe that Native Americans had any
legitimate claim to the land where they planned to settle? To answer this
question comprehensively, it is essential to explore the Puritans' religious
beliefs, legal frameworks, attitudes towards indigenous peoples, and specific
historical circumstances that shaped their stance on land ownership.

The Puritans’ Religious and Cultural
Perspectives on Land

Religious Beliefs and the Doctrine of Divine Right

The Puritans, a Protestant group seeking religious reform within the Church
of England, held particular views about God's divine authority over the
earth. Their worldview was deeply rooted in Christian theology, which
influenced their understanding of land rights.

- The Doctrine of Divine Providence: Puritans believed that God had
sovereignty over all creation, including the land. They viewed the New World
as a divine gift and a place where they could establish a "city upon a hill,"
serving as a model Christian society.
- The Concept of Land as a Gift from God: They often saw land as something
bestowed by divine favor, which justified their efforts to claim and settle
it.

The Biblical Justification for Land Acquisition

Puritans often cited biblical narratives to justify their claims:

- The Promised Land: Just as the Israelites believed they were entitled to



the Promised Land, Puritans saw themselves as God's chosen people with a
divine right to settle in the New World.
- The Conquest of Canaan: Some Puritans interpreted the biblical conquest of
Canaan as a precedent for reclaiming land, thus framing their settlement as a
divine mandate.

Legal and Political Frameworks Regarding Land
Ownership

English Law and the Concept of Native Land Rights

In England, the legal doctrine of terra nullius (land belonging to no one)
was often applied to the colonies, implying that land not cultivated or
claimed by Europeans was open for conquest and settlement. This doctrine
influenced colonial policies, including those of the Puritans.

- Treaties and Purchases: In some cases, English colonists and settlers
believed that they could acquire land through treaties or purchases with
Native tribes. However, these agreements were frequently misunderstood or not
recognized by Native peoples.
- Legal Dispossession: Many Native Americans viewed land as communal or
spiritual, not something that could be owned outright. The Puritans,
influenced by European legal concepts, often disregarded indigenous notions
of land use and ownership.

Religious Justifications for Land Seizure

Puritans believed that they had a divine right and responsibility to settle
the land, which often overshadowed any recognition of Native claims:

- Manifest Destiny: While the term was coined later, the Puritans' belief in
their divine mission to colonize and civilize the land laid the groundwork
for the ideology of Manifest Destiny.
- Moral Superiority: Many Puritans considered Native peoples as "heathens" in
need of salvation and saw their land claims as justified by their religious
mission.

Attitudes Toward Native Peoples and Their Land
Claims



Perceptions of Native Land Use and Sovereignty

Puritans generally viewed Native Americans through a lens shaped by cultural
and religious differences:

- Lack of Formal Land Titles: Native tribes did not have written land titles
or formalized legal systems recognized by Europeans, which the Puritans
interpreted as a lack of legitimate sovereignty.
- Native Land as Unclaimed or Wild: Many Puritans believed that Native lands
were "uncultivated" and thus available for settlement, ignoring the Native
peoples' own systems of land management and spiritual connection to the land.

Justifications for Dispossession and Conflict

The Puritans' approach to Native land claims often led to conflict:

- Doctrine of Discovery: Originating from papal bulls and later adopted by
European powers, this doctrine held that Christian nations had the right to
claim lands inhabited by non-Christians.
- Treaty Violations and Warfare: When Native tribes resisted colonial
encroachment, Puritans justified their actions as necessary to spread
civilization and Christianity, often dismissing Native claims altogether.

Specific Historical Examples and Policies

The Massachusetts Bay Colony and Native Relations

The Massachusetts Bay Colony, founded in 1630, provides illustrative
examples:

- Land Purchases and Treaties: Some Native tribes engaged in treaties with
the settlers, but these were often one-sided or misunderstood.
- Conflicts and Dispossession: As settlements expanded, disputes arose,
leading to conflicts such as King Philip's War (1675–1678). Puritans
justified these wars as divine punishment for Native resistance and as part
of their civilizing mission.

Legal and Religious Justifications for Land Seizure

The Puritans often rationalized land dispossession with religious
justifications:



- Manifest Destiny and Moral Superiority: They believed that their settlement
was sanctioned by God, and that Native resistance was a form of spiritual
darkness to be overcome.
- Treaties as Means of Legitimization: Even when treaties were signed, the
Puritans often viewed them as temporary or symbolic, with the ultimate goal
of full land acquisition.

Did The Puritans Recognize Native Claims to the
Land?

Based on historical evidence, it is clear that the Puritans generally did not
recognize Native Americans' claims to the land as legitimate in their legal
or spiritual frameworks:

- Lack of Formal Recognition: They did not acknowledge Native sovereignty or
land rights according to their legal and religious worldview.
- View of Native Peoples: Many Puritans considered Native tribes as heathens
lacking proper titles to land, which justified their efforts to claim,
purchase, or seize land for settlement.
- Religious Justification for Dispossession: The belief that they were
fulfilling a divine mission to civilize and Christianize the land reinforced
the idea that Native claims were secondary or invalid.

Conclusion: The Puritans’ View on Native Land
Claims

In summary, the Puritans largely did not believe that Native peoples had any
legitimate claims to the land where they planned to settle. Their beliefs
were shaped by a combination of religious doctrine, European legal concepts,
and a worldview that saw land as a divine gift meant for God's chosen people.
They viewed Native lands as either unclaimed, wild, or spiritually inferior,
justifying their policies of displacement, dispossession, and conflict. While
some Puritans engaged in treaties and negotiated land purchases, these
agreements were often based on misunderstandings or were disregarded when
they conflicted with the colonists’ expansionist goals.

Understanding these perspectives is crucial for comprehending the broader
history of European colonization and its devastating impact on Native
American societies. The legacy of these attitudes continues to influence
contemporary discussions on indigenous rights, land sovereignty, and
historical justice.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Did the Puritans believe that Native Americans had
any legitimate claim to the land they sought to
settle?
Generally, the Puritans believed that the land belonged to God and that it
was their divine right to settle there, often disregarding Native claims or
sovereignty.

How did Puritans justify their settlement on land
inhabited by Native peoples?
Many Puritans justified their settlement through religious beliefs, asserting
they were fulfilling a divine mission, and often viewed Native land use as
inferior or uncivilized, justifying dispossession.

Were there any Puritan leaders or writings that
acknowledged Native land rights?
Most Puritan writings did not acknowledge Native land rights; however, some
individual leaders recognized Native peoples as sovereign, but these views
were not dominant in Puritan theology.

Did the Puritans engage in treaties with Native
tribes regarding land?
While some treaties were made, they were often misunderstandings or unfair
agreements, and the Puritans generally did not recognize Native claims as
legitimate under their legal or religious framework.

How did Puritan theology influence their view on
Native land ownership?
Puritan theology emphasized divine providence and the idea that land was
granted to Europeans by God, leading to the view that Native claims were
invalid or secondary.

Did the Puritans see Native peoples as equals or as
obstacles to their settlement?
Puritans largely viewed Native peoples as obstacles or potential converts,



rather than equals, and justified taking land through conquest, purchase, or
displacement.

Were there any differences among Puritans regarding
Native land claims?
While most adhered to the idea that land was theirs by divine right, some
individuals advocated for fairer treatment or recognized Native sovereignty,
but these views were less common.

How has modern scholarship interpreted the Puritans'
stance on Native land rights?
Modern scholarship generally views the Puritans' approach as dismissive of
Native land rights, highlighting themes of colonialism, dispossession, and
the imposition of European notions of land ownership.

Additional Resources
Did The Puritans Believe The Native People Had Any Claim To The Land Where
The Puritans Planned To Settle?

The question of whether the Puritans believed that Native peoples had any
claim to the land where they intended to settle is a complex one, rooted in
their religious beliefs, legal understandings, and cultural attitudes. The
phrase "Did the Puritans believe the Native people had any claim to the land
where the Puritans planned to settle?" touches on issues of legitimacy,
sovereignty, and morality that shaped early colonial interactions. To fully
understand this, it’s crucial to explore the Puritans’ worldview, their legal
and religious doctrines about land ownership, and how these influenced their
policies and attitudes toward Native peoples.

---

Introduction: The Context of Puritan Settlement

The Puritans arrived in North America in the early 17th century, primarily
seeking religious freedom and a chance to establish a "purer" form of worship
and community life. They founded colonies such as Plymouth (1620) and
Massachusetts Bay (1630), in regions already inhabited by diverse Native
nations. These Native peoples had long-standing cultural, spiritual, and
territorial claims to their lands, but how did the Puritans interpret these
claims within their own worldview?

---

The Puritans’ Religious and Legal Viewpoints on Land Ownership



The Religious Perspective

The Puritans, like many European settlers of their time, operated within a
Christian worldview that heavily influenced their understanding of land and
sovereignty. Their beliefs about land rights were intertwined with biblical
teachings:

- The Doctrine of Divine Right: The Puritans believed that the land was
ultimately God's creation and that humans had a divine mandate to inhabit and
steward it.
- The Chosen People and Manifest Destiny: They saw themselves as chosen by
God to establish a new Christian society, which justified their claims over
the land as part of a divine plan.

The Legal and Theological Justifications

In the legal context, European settlers often invoked the doctrine of
"Discovery", a principle that allowed European nations to claim lands they
"discovered," provided they made some form of assertion of sovereignty. This
doctrine was rooted in international law practices of the time, which largely
disregarded existing indigenous claims.

- The Doctrine of Discovery: This principle held that Christian nations had
the right to claim lands "discovered" by their explorers, regardless of
indigenous inhabitants’ own claims.
- Treaties and Treatise Law: Native peoples rarely signed treaties
recognizing sovereignty, and Europeans often viewed such documents as ceding
land rather than recognizing prior claims.

---

Did the Puritans Recognize Native Land Claims?

The Puritan Attitudes Toward Native Peoples

The attitudes of the Puritans toward Native Americans were complex and
evolved over time. Early on, many viewed Native peoples as:

- Potential converts to Christianity: Some believed Native peoples could be
saved through Christian evangelism.
- Barbaric or "uncivilized": A common perception was that Native peoples
lacked the Christian moral framework and societal order that Europeans
valued.
- Obstacles to settlement: Many Puritans saw Native land claims as obstacles
to their divine mission of colonization.

Did They Recognize Native Land Rights?

In general, the Puritans did not recognize Native claims to land as
legitimate in the legal or moral sense. Several factors contributed to this:



- Biblical Justification: They believed that the land was given by God to the
descendants of Adam and ultimately to the Christian church, not to non-
Christians.
- European Legal Precedent: The doctrine of Discovery provided a legal
foundation for claiming land without Native consent.
- Cultural and Religious Supremacy: The Puritans often viewed Native peoples
as spiritually and culturally inferior, which justified their assumptions of
land entitlement.

---

Specific Examples and Incidents

The Pequot War (1636-1638)

One of the most significant conflicts illustrating Puritan attitudes toward
Native land claims was the Pequot War. The Puritans, allied with other Native
groups, attacked and destroyed the Pequot village of Mystic, largely on the
basis that the Pequots’ land claims were illegitimate or that their presence
was an obstacle to Puritan expansion.

- Implication: The war demonstrated how Puritans justified violent conquest
when Native claims conflicted with their own settlement goals.

The Treaty of Hartford (1638)

This treaty ended the Pequot War and resulted in the near-destruction of the
Pequot Nation. The treaty effectively disbanded Pequot land rights, with
survivors being dispersed or enslaved.

- Implication: The treaty’s terms did not acknowledge Pequot land claims;
instead, they transferred land to Puritan and allied control, reinforcing the
notion that Native claims were subordinate.

---

Attitudes Toward Indigenous Sovereignty

Denial of Native Sovereign Rights

The Puritans generally believed that Native nations lacked legitimate
sovereignty in the European legal framework. They often saw Native peoples as
subject to European authority or as incapable of holding land rights
independent of Christian law.

The Role of Conversion and "Civilization"

Many Puritans believed that Native peoples needed to be converted and
"civilized," and that this process would align their land rights with
Christian principles. Until then, Native claims were often dismissed or
considered temporary under divine providence.



---

Modern Perspectives and Reassessment

Today, historians recognize that the Puritans' views were rooted in
ethnocentric, religious, and legal biases that denied Native sovereignty and
land rights. Their settlement policies laid the groundwork for centuries of
dispossession and marginalization of Native peoples.

- Contemporary Indigenous View: Native nations have long maintained that
their land claims are valid and rooted in their own laws and traditions.
- Legal Reconciliation: Many modern legal systems acknowledge Native land
rights, but these rights remain contentious and unresolved in many contexts.

---

Summary: The Puritans’ Beliefs About Native Land Claims

Did the Puritans believe the Native people had any claim to the land where
they planned to settle?
In most cases, the answer is no. The Puritans largely believed that:

- The land was ultimately God's gift, and they had a divine right to occupy
it.
- Native land claims were invalid under European legal doctrines like the
Doctrine of Discovery.
- Native peoples lacked the Christian moral framework to hold legitimate
claims to land.
- Their primary goal was to settle and establish a Christian community, often
viewing Native presence as an obstacle rather than a rightful claim.

While some Puritans advocated for peaceful relations and conversion, these
efforts rarely recognized Native sovereignty or land rights as legitimate.
Instead, their actions and policies reflected a worldview that justified
dispossession and conquest.

---

Final Thoughts

Understanding whether the Puritans believed Native people had any claim to
the land involves examining their religious beliefs, legal doctrines, and
cultural attitudes. It is clear that, in their worldview, Native land claims
were generally dismissed or considered subordinate to European claims rooted
in divine right and legal doctrines. Recognizing this history is crucial for
appreciating the long-lasting impacts of early colonial attitudes and for
ongoing discussions about Indigenous rights and sovereignty today.
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