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Abstract. This essay addresses three key questions: firstly, what were the distinctive moral
standards of indigenous peoples in the seventeenth century? Secondly, how did the attitudes of the
English colonists towards these standards evolve? Thirdly, what role did the moral standards of
indigenous peoples play in the lives of the English colonists? Based on an extensive review of
primary historical sources and a synthesis of the findings of previous scholars, the author posits that
Indian morality, which is typified by its primitivism, lack of education, and sexual openness, exerted
a profound influence on the English colonists' activities in the New World. The author further
suggests that the English colonists' attitudes towards Indian morality underwent a significant
transformation, shifting from initial tolerance and conservatism to a later stage of abhorrence and
intolerance. The author attributes this shift primarily to changes in the manner by which the English
exploited the colonies. By disseminating a negative moral image of the indigenous population, the
colonists were able to justify their colonial exploitation and reinforce their sense of identity.
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1. Introduction

In the seventeenth century, upon their arrival in the New World, Englishmen were struck by the
barrenness of this undeveloped land and expressed dismay at the unconventional morality of the
indigenous peoples. The indigenous peoples were perceived as uncultured and promiscuous,
exhibiting sexual behavior that was perceived as more liberal than that of the colonists. The colonists
were shocked and began to reflect on their response. Initially, the colonists attempted to educate the
indigenous population through the introduction of Christianity, to persuade them to abandon their
traditional cultural practices and embrace a more "civilized and enlightened” way of life. However,
these efforts proved unsuccessful on numerous occasions. Upon their initial arrival on the continent,
the English were confronted with a scarcity of resources and a prevalence of hunger. The English,
lacking expertise in survival techniques in unfamiliar environments, could only rely to a certain extent
on trading with the Indians for resources. Over time, they acquired the skills necessary to survive on
the continent, developed new techniques, and discovered that looting was a more expedient and
lucrative pursuit than trading. This was because the indigenous population lacked the fundamental
concept of equitable trade, and their transactions with each other were inherently imbalanced and
unsatisfactory. The reduction in reliance on the indigenous population, in conjunction with the
missionaries' inability to make headway, meant that the influence of the Indians on the English was
significantly diminished. In light of this, the English began to intensify their prejudice against the
Indians, disseminating a more negative portrayal of them in their propaganda. This was done to
further expand their interests in the colonies after taking the moral high ground and finding religious
justification. Furthermore, the divergence in moral values between the English and the Indians
contributed to the evolution of a distinct identity among the English settlers in the New World.

2. Indians’ Morality

Following a lengthy and arduous voyage, a group of weary yet elated Englishmen finally reached
the New World that was discovered by Christopher Columbus. They were prepared to embark on an
expedition with the objective of reaping commercial benefits and establishing a British trading post.
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However, these inexperienced settlers could not have foreseen the inhospitable and primitive
landscape that would be their next encounter in the New World. Indeed, "We were now in a most
barren and desolate place,” John Smith said. In his book The Generall Historie of Virginia, he
managed to demonstrate a desolate and unfamiliar environment that appeared to him to be quite
primitive and undeveloped [1]. He added that despite the grandeur of the scenery, the lack of
development and resources makes the land seem rather barren. Thirteen years after John Smith’s first
sigh, a group of Puritans who had been ostracized and persecuted in their homeland crossed the
Atlantic Ocean and established a settlement in Plymouth, 1620. Undoubtedly, even though they had
made meticulous mental preparation, the colonists were still taken aback by the stark contrast in
savagery encountering in the New World. Similarly, the Puritans were astonished by the arid,
uncultivated landscape of North America, a stark contrast to their homeland, the civilized England.
However, compared to the incredulity of meeting the wild Indians, the case of astonishment sparked
by natural environment was simply insignificant. The Indians were too filthy, akin to those of animals
never been domesticated or instructed in the ways of civilization. Not only do they exhibit a striking
physical dissimilarity to the Anglo-Saxons, displaying red skin, coarse dark hair as well as flatter
facial features, but they also display a striking lack of intellectual curiosity and depth, lacking
everything the English identified as civilized.

The group of people who had immigrated to America with their own agendas were evidently
perplexed by the indigenous peoples, who, perhaps, had never encountered such primitive human
beings, and who were more uninformed and uncivilized than the heathens. The indigenous peoples
of the Americas evoked comparisons to the Irish, who inhabited the island of Ireland across the Irish
Sea. However, the indigenous peoples of the Americas exhibited a greater degree of lack of
civilization and Protestant indoctrination than the Irish. When confronted with the Irish, the English
could easily label them as "barbarous™ and "ignorant™ heretics, without any obligation to substantiate
their claims. In contrast, the Indians were perceived as more akin to wild beasts, lacking any contact
with human civilization. Some Englishmen even suggested that the Indians could be considered
analogous to the Irish after prolonged interaction [2]. The initial English colonists in the New World
observed a resemblance between the indigenous peoples and the Irish. Captain John Smith observed
that the deerskin robes worn by the Indians in Virginia exhibited a resemblance to Irish mantles in
terms of their style and design [3]. Thomas Morton observed that the indigenous peoples of New
England were accustomed to constructing dwellings that were similar in design to those of the Irish.
In his writings, Roger Williams observed that the dense forests and wetlands of New England
provided a refuge for the indigenous peoples, much like the bogs did for the Irish during their
migrations [4]. Consequently, in their initial interactions, the English internalized the familiar and
projected it onto the unfamiliar, as evidenced by their portrayal of the Irish onto the indigenous
peoples of America. In the initial stages of this process, the concept of "savagery" was defined in
relation to the Irish, with the Indians subsequently incorporated into this definition. Despite regarding
the Irish as savages and occasionally characterizing this savagery as "natural™ and "innate,” the
English held the belief that the Irish could be civilized and improved through what Shakespeare
termed "nurture [2]. In essence, the distinction between the Irish and the English was a question of
cultural identity. As the English expanded their frontier from Ireland to America, they began to draw
parallels between the Irish and the indigenous peoples they encountered, whom they referred to as
"savages". This led them to question whether there might be different forms of "savagery.” Initially,
the English were cautious in their assessment of the group on the American continent, allowing for
the possibility of differing interpretations. However, it did not take long for them to recognize that
the group in question was even more malevolent than initially perceived. What were the specific
factors that led to this assessment?
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3. English Reactions

Primarily, the English held the conviction that they exhibited a deficiency in moral conduct. In
this context, the term "morality” is analogous to the traditional denotation of "virtue" and “good
qualities.”

The English described the Indians as indolent and lacking in motivation. After observing them for
some time, they noted that the Indians lived in a highly primitive manner. Men engaged in gathering
and hunting, while women were responsible for agricultural labor. There was no incentive for them
to exert additional effort, except for the necessary work. They did not receive any additional benefit
from exerting more effort than was necessary. Once their daily tasks were completed, they would
engage in unrestricted exploration and recreation. This mode of existence may have become a routine
for the Indians, who do not perceive any inherent problems with it [5]. However, for the English, who
had long been educated in the spirit of Protestantism, and especially for the Puritans, who prided
themselves on their thrift and enterprise and were adept at creating and accumulating wealth, it was
a symbol of sin. The Indian population was recklessly and irresponsibly consuming America's finite
resources at an unsustainable rate. The land had become "all spoils, rots,”" and was "marred for want
of manuring, gathering, ordering, etc." This was due to the irresponsible guardianship of the land,
which had resulted in its deterioration. The Indigenous population was likened to wild beasts who
were observed to be engaging in unproductive activities that were detrimental to the land, such as
"running over the grass" [6].

It would appear that the English also had several grievances regarding the patterns of Indian labor.
Additionally, the division of labor among the Indian population was flexible, allowing individuals of
both sexes to enter each other's dominant fields. Women were permitted to engage in activities such
as hunting, fishing, and foraging, whereas men were typically expected to perform labor in
agricultural settings. This female dominance in farming was a source of contention for the English,
potentially linked to their concerns about crop yields. When they first arrived in the New World, they
relied heavily on bartering with the indigenous populations for food. These gender-biased English
had the suspicion that women's labor was not as efficient as that of men [5]. The English, with their
gender bias, suspected that women were unable to labor as efficiently as men. It was their view that
a woman of honour should dedicate her life to her domestic responsibilities and avoid exposure to the
world. The time spent by Indian women engaged in outdoor agricultural labor and other outdoor
activities was perceived by the English as a manifestation of sexual exploitation. This perception was
shaped by the dominant social stereotype that men were inherently dominant in every way and
therefore capable of undertaking more challenging work than women. It was much more common for
men to engage in agricultural labor in England, which may have contributed to the presumptuousness
of their speculations [7]. Based on these flawed assumptions, they reached the ironic conclusion that
women in England were less exploited by men's chivalrous spirit [5]. However, this perception has
been disproven by subsequent scholars, who have demonstrated that the so-called "good men" of
England exploited women more than men. The so-called "good men" of England exploited women
more severely.

Moreover, the colonizers were even more impressed by the fact that the Indians were far more
sexually "open" than the English were tolerant of. The Indians had not experienced a long period of
asceticism and were more open to sex. According to John Smith's recollection, he and his crew had
30 shirtless Indian girls enthusiastically dancing and teasing them with their hospitality, the women's
naked bodies and uninhibited behavior made him feel ashamed [8]. In marriage, polygamy, premarital
sex, and tolerance of infidelity prevailed; the most emblematic example was the famous Powhatan
chief, who used to show the colonists his hundred wives in his unusually large hut at the village of
Seriocomic on the banks of the York River, and who would marry the daughters of the enemies he
defeated-regardless of age or marital status as a show of victory. In addition, to the dismay of the
colonists, the natives of the New World were not averse to same-sex sexual behavior, which they
took for granted, and there were even licensed homosexual marriages. Some of the natives, known to
the French as "berdache™ were men and women who wore the dress and tribal duties of the other sex.
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Among this group, polygamous homosexual marriages exist, ... A woman who led men into battle
and had four wives was a respected chief.” [9].

At first, they concluded that the primitiveness and ignorance of the Indians was due more to the
harsh natural environment of the New World than to the race itself [2]. Most of the English settlers
were Protestants, and seeing the Indians resembling wild animals, a strong missionary zeal arose in
their hearts, hoping that by spreading the Gospel, the Indians would gradually be integrated into the
Protestant cultural circle, thus getting rid of their ignorant and primitive state and becoming civilized.
The main reason for the English settlers to come to the American continent was not for the so-called
missionary activities, but for their material interests. their material interests, "...most colonists came
to the American continent not for the so-called missionary activities, but for their material interests.
most colonists came to the New World to improve their material condition." [10]. The early arrivals
in America were struck by the desolation of the continent and felt a deep sense of anxiety as they
entered a completely unfamiliar environment with flora and fauna they had never seen before. They
were deeply anxious about coming into an unfamiliar environment and coming into contact with flora
and fauna they had never seen before. They were unable to use their experience to skillfully solve
many of the problems that came with their arrival in the New World, the most serious of which was
the lack of adequate food; according to John Smith's account, when they first arrived in Virginia in
1607, there were 120 people in the party, and after a year of starvation, that number had been
drastically reduced to 38 [11]. Amid starvation, many of them began to resort to unscrupulous
methods, even eating human flesh [12]. In contrast to the miserable existence of the colonists, the
experienced Indians had long been accustomed to living off the land, and they planted large quantities
of corn and other grains, which provided the English with the means to survive. Whether through
plunder or trade, the English were very dependent on the Indians for their food sources. Fortunately,
for the most part, the Indians did not resent the sudden appearance of outsiders, and many even
intended to incorporate the English into their culture. There was no great bloodshed like the Pequot
War and King Philip's War, and even when there were small violent clashes, communication and
contact were peaceful.

When the English lacked the requisite colonial development base and building experience to exert
a more substantial influence than the Indian tribes in the New World, they opted for a cautious and
conservative approach. However, by the time they gained the upper hand, circumstances had
undergone a significant transformation. The English initiated a series of endeavors to proselytize the
indigenous population, yet the outcomes were largely unsatisfactory. The majority of indigenous
peoples were reluctant to convert, and the doctrine of cultural superiority was pervasive among
various Indian groups. In lieu of this, numerous Englishmen, exasperated by food scarcity,
apprehension regarding illness, and discontent with the colonial administration, opted to integrate
into the Indian community, assuming the designation of "white Indians.” Moreover, the English
encountered greater challenges in conducting trade with the indigenous population on an equal
footing during this period. While the English viewed equality in the exchange of goods as both a
revered tradition and a moral imperative in trade, the Indians did not share this perspective. Their
definition of "trade™ differed from that of the English, which caused resentment among the English
[5]. The differences in philosophical outlook and the existence of language barriers made it
challenging to negotiate accurately and trade on an equal footing. The English, having suffered a
succession of defeats, were determined to use other means to extract more profit, which was often the
harbinger of bloody wars. The colonists postulated that there might be more to be gained by
plundering Indian territory and expelling Indians than by pursuing the avenues of indoctrination and
trade.

This was accompanied by an increase in discriminatory attitudes towards the indigenous peoples
of England. Previously, the Indians' "wickedness™ was attributed to their harsh natural environment
and their lack of Christianity. However, there was now a greater inclination to claim that it was the
inherent inferiority of the Indians' genes that was responsible for their present circumstances. The
Indians' pagan beliefs and supposed laziness came to be regarded as innate group traits, and as a result,
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they were deemed to be inherently incapable of attaining civilization. The English began to associate
the Indians' lack of morality with the devil, preaching that the Indians were being manipulated by
Satan or were Satan incarnate on earth. The opacity of Indian religious ceremonies, which were
replete with enigmas and unknowns, provided fertile ground for such claims. In this manner, the
identity of the Indians became a matter of "ancestry,” with racial symbols indicating an immutable
savage quality.

4. Effect

The responses to Indian morality in the colonies were not uniformly negative for the English.
During the initial stages of colonization, the colonists implemented effective measures to deal with
the indigenous populations, which greatly facilitated the subsequent colonization of the New World.

In their portrayal of the indigenous population, the colonizers presented a negative image of the
Indians as lazy, backward, and dirty to the people of the homeland and the colonies. Concurrently,
they portrayed themselves as the chosen people of the New World, following the will of God and
desirous of the rich resources and vast lands of the New World. The favourable opportunities
presented by this religion were exploited to justify actions in the New World to the people of the
mother country and the colonies. Speculation and bloody massacres were whitewashed, and these
heinous acts were presented as the "Christianization of the Indians."[13]. The colonists depicted the
New World as a battleground where the forces of light and holiness, personified by Protestant saints,
confronted the armies of sin and darkness, symbolized by Satan. They portrayed the Christian
communities as vulnerable to the influence of immoral and undisciplined Indians, as well as the
temptations of the English. This led people to believe that the Indian inhabitants of these regions
worshiped the devil, that Indian religious practitioners were witches, and that the Indians themselves
were enchanted. The colonists exploited the mystical and exotic nature of Indian religious rituals,
amplifying them to portray pagan gods as devils and complex and bizarre religious rituals as evoking
magic, with believers being manipulated by the Devil. They presented this as God's will, claiming
that the Protestants had arrived in the New World and begun a relentless struggle against the Devil.

Indeed, their interest was not in the intrinsic qualities of Indian culture, but rather in the
significance of Indians to "the whole of New England life."[14]. It would appear that they identified
this significance as a powerful reason for colonial expansion and applied it to the development of the
New World. At the same time, they were able to spread fear within the community in order to achieve
a sense of déente and unity among the colonizers. Despite the occurrence of armed conflict between
the colonizers and the indigenous population, resulting in the massacre of surrendered native soldiers,
women, and children, the colonists continued to invoke divine justification for their actions. They
asserted that the wars, plundering, and massacres were part of a Christianized campaign carried out
in accordance with God's will and that the bloodshed was cloaked in a "holy" and "justified" mantle.
The colonists advanced the argument that only those who utilized the land were not the victims of the
malevolent forces that threatened them. They asserted that only those who used the land were entitled
to it. Native men, they claimed, engaged in "no kind of labor but hunting, fishing, and fowling."[6].
The indigenous peoples were not engaged in productive activities. The colonists advanced the
argument that they had transformed the desolate New World, which initially comprised only forests,
wild animals, and no evidence of human civilization. They asserted that after their arrival, they had
established symbols of civilization, such as well-planned streets and orderly buildings, gradually
transforming the wilderness into a city. In this regard, Johnson asserted that, "...the Lord been pleased
to turn one of the most hideous, boundless, and unknown Wildernesses in the world in an instant... to
a well-ordered Common-wealth."[6].

In addition to these subjective motives, Indian "immorality" was also a significant factor in the
formation of the colonizers' sense of self-identity. In an unpopulated region, English leaders would
have had fewer strategic and ideological motivations for establishing communal settlements in the
style of those found in New England. In an unpopulated region, English leaders would have had fewer
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strategic and ideological motivations for establishing communal settlements in the classic New
England style. In the absence of the military and moral threat posed by Indian war parties, and the
allure of native life, English colonists would have had to be persuaded by alternative arguments to
cast their lots together. It is reasonable to posit that the New England Puritans would have become
unbridled Yankees even more rapidly. As sociologist Kay Erickson elucidates, "Deviant forms of
behavior, by delineating the periphery of group life, imbue the inner structure with a distinctive
character, thereby furnishing the framework within which the people of the group cultivate an orderly
sense of their own cultural identity.”[15]. One of the most reliable methods for confirming an identity,
both at the community and individual levels, is to identify and distinguish oneself from what one is
not. It is recommended that the primary contradiction be resolved first, and then the secondary one.
When individuals from disparate Christian denominations unite in response to an external threat that
surpasses their internal doctrinal divergences, those experiencing lesser degrees of internal conflict
are compelled to converge in order to mitigate their internal divisions and collectively confront the
external adversary. It can be reasonably assumed that if Christians had been in general agreement that
the Indians were the more detestable of the two groups, characterised by their heretical beliefs and
savage behaviour, tolerance within the Christian religion would have been more pronounced. In the
absence of the perceived threat posed by the Indians, the general apprehension surrounding the
prospect of unlimited and unpredictable social behaviour would dissipate, as would the apparent
intensification of religious divisions among the colonists.

5. Conclusion

To encapsulate, the moral characteristics of Native Americans, marked by wildness, lack of
civilization, and sexual openness, profoundly influenced the colonial activities of English settlers in
the New World. The settlers' attitude towards Native American morality shifted from tolerance and
conservatism to hatred and intolerance. This change can largely be attributed to the evolving methods
by which the English sought to exploit resources in the colonies. By promoting a negative moral
image of the Native Americans, they found justification for their colonial plundering and reinforced
their own sense of identity. It is hoped that this paper will have a positive effect on the study of Anglo-
Indian cultural collisions and interactions, helping the reader to understand the basics of Indian
morality in the 17th century, the changing attitudes of the English settlers towards it, and the reasons
for it, and how it affected the English colonizers. Nevertheless, this paper has only examined a limited
number of aspects related to the Anglo-Indian cultural collision and interaction, and further
comprehensive research is necessary.
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