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With the development of techniques and the stabilisation of state centrality in 

Europe, trading aspirations led to sea expeditions, scientific discoveries and 

settlements in unknown territories. This process has been the stepping stone of 

colonialism. There have been different approaches to colonialism through academic 

history. From a legitimisation of colonialism by historians in the nineteenth and early 

twentieth century to a growing criticism of colonialism with scholars such as Frantz 

Fanon and Eduardo Galeano, history has radically changed through times in terms of 

qualifying the acts of European domination in America, Africa, Asia and the Pacific 

Islands.  

The aim of this essay is to look at the first justifications of the use of violence by 

Europeans in the conquered territories. We indeed do not need to wait until the 

destruction of the Aztec civilisation by Cortez to find organised violence, and more 

importantly, to find a systematic will of destruction of the native people.  

We will firstly briefly look at some aspect of the discourse of European thinkers so 

as to define what arguments they were advancing to justify the killing of native 

populations in the territories the first expeditions were discovering. Then we will 

have a look at two situations of use of violence against local populations in order to 

determine in what extent the Europeans were conscious and responsible for their 

acts. The first case is the one of the Caribbean natives that were rationally destroyed 

by the Spanish troops. The second case is the one of the Iroquois tribes in North 

America which presents another aspect of assault, as it is a number of military 

interventions that led to the destruction of the Iroquois people. 

In both cases, it resulted in the eradication of the social entity and of the native 

culture. This essay analyses to what extent the early colonisation processes were 
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ideologically led. By looking at the beginning of the colonial period, it assesses that 

the cruelty employed by the European colonists became progressively a norm. 

    

First, to understand the use of violence by the colonists, we must have a brief 

outlook to the thought that was developed in reaction to the first European 

expeditions and settlements. Indeed, it seems that the colonial project provided great 

debates, as the Europeans discovered extremely rich territories, inhabited by 

populations which they categorised as 'uncivilised' according to their criteria. The 

superiority of the European civilisation firstly justified their intervention1. The 

feeling of superiority became the norm throughout all the colonial period. In fact, 

they reacted in a quite Hobbesian way: there was no social contract established with 

the native populations, so the stronger wins over the weakest2. In his Supplement to 

Bougainville's Travel, Diderot criticises the European fashion of colonising. He 

confers a hospitable attitude to the people of Tahiti in comparison to the brutality of 

the French, who, according to him, use Hobbesian means to achieve their goals. By 

seeing the 'savages' as weaker it provided them the right to acquire the territory. The 

military superiority of the Europeans was enough, in their opinion to develop 

complete domination3. 

Some thinkers even went further in considering the people encountered as 'under-

men', incapable of rational thinking. These ideas, developed at the time of the first 

encounters with the native people, were important in shaping the justifications for 

conquest. Victor Hugo, the French writer, poet and political figure, well known for 

his opinions against death penalty and for his humanist ideas, reflects interestingly 

                                                 
1 J.H. Elliott, Empires of the Atlantic World, Britain and Spain in America 1492-1830 (New Haven & 

London, 2007), p. xiv. 
2 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (London & New York, 1985), p. 187 
3 Denis Diderot, Supplément au Voyage de Bougainville (Paris,1995), p. 105. 
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the thoughts of the nineteenth century colonial Europe. In a famous speech he states: 

'on one side there is all the civilisation, on the other all the barbarity', and he 

continues, 'in the nineteenth century, whites made men out of blacks', and finally, 

talking about the African continent, 'Seize on this earth. Take it. From who? From 

No one.'4 At the time, the disqualification of non-Europeans had thus become the 

norm. 

Colonialism was not only a military process. It is clear that there was a strong 

initiative of the Catholic Church to support the expeditions and the settlements in 

order to ensure the spread of the Catholic faith. The conquest of America had, since 

the start, the dual supervision of the religious authorities and of the political 

authorities. Simultaneous fronts were sending colonists and influencing the way of 

life of the indigenous. In 1513, the Valladolid debate confronted the two opinions on 

the means of colonisation. It represented the starting point of organised violence in 

America. In fact, if we look at the two main thinkers that participated to this debate, 

one was a priest that had lived nearly all his life in America: Bartolomé de Las 

Casas, and the other one was a scholar who had never left Europe: Juan Guinés de 

Sepúlveda. While de Las Casas was fighting for a peaceful and respectful 

colonisation in the discovered territories, de Sepúlveda was strongly in favour of the 

use of force against the 'barbarians'5. Interestingly, it is the Spanish scholar who the 

colonial order chose to follow and not the knowledgeable priest. This extract of de 

Sepúlveda's work clearly defines the European colonial mentality:  

 

'The man rules over the woman, the adult over the child, the father over his children. 

That is to say, the most powerful and most perfect rule over the weakest and the most 

                                                 
4 Victor Hugo, 31e Anniversaire de l'esclavage. Banquet commemoratif donné à Paris le 18 mai 1879 

sous la présidence de Victor Hugo, Compte rendu par Gaston Gerville-Réache (Paris, 1879), pp 8-17. 
5 Lunenfeld, 1492, Discovery, Invasion, Encounter, p. 217. 
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imperfect. This same relationship exists among men, there being some who by nature 

are masters and others who by nature are slaves. Those who surpass the rest in 

prudence and intelligence, although not in physical strength, are by nature the masters. 

On the other hand, those who are dim-witted and mentally lazy, although they may be 

physically strong enough to fulfil all the necessary tasks, are by nature slaves. It is just 

and useful that it be this way. We even see it sanctioned in divine law itself, for it is 

written in the Book of Proverbs: "He who is stupid will serve the wise man." And so it is 

with the barbarous and inhumane peoples [the Indians] who have no civil life and 

peaceful customs. It will always be just and in conformity with natural law that such 

people submit to the rule of more cultured and humane princes and nations. Thanks to 

their virtues and the practical wisdom of their laws, the latter can destroy barbarism 

and educate these [inferior] people to a more humane and virtuous life. And if the latter 

reject such rule, it can be imposed upon them by force of arms. Such a war will be just 

according to natural law.'6 

 

The conquest of America was firstly led by territorial domination and more generally 

by 'the lure of profit'. The reasons that were then elaborated and that have been 

strongly emphasised during colonial time were only justifications in response to the 

humanist schools of thought which were developing in Europe at the same period. 

However, in response to the violence of sacrifices the Spanish had witnessed in the 

Aztec culture, the solution of conquest that was decided was the one of conversion of 

the natives to Catholicism by all means. In this aspect, religion is of great importance 

in the development of rational violence against the native people of America7. 

 

 

                                                 
6 Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda, Demócrates alter de justis belli causis apud Indios, pp. 47-52, from 

Lunenfeld, 1492, Discovery, Invasion, Encounter, p. 218. 
7 Marvin Lunenfeld, 1492, Discovery, Invasion, Encounter (Lexington & Toronto, 1991), pp 185-199. 
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The Spanish discovery of the American territory and its people was in two 

phases: the first one consisted in the exploration of the Caribbean islands, while the 

second phase represented the arrival on the continental coasts and the encounter with 

the Aztec civilisation. In the first phase, Spanish colonists already showed acts of 

cruelty resulting in the complete disappearance of the populations inhabiting these 

islands. Bartolomé de Las Casas was a priest of the Dominican order who arrived for 

the first time in the Caribbean islands in 1502. In his book dedicated to the King of 

Spain, he described the condition of living of the native population as well as the 

treatment they received from the European colonist. He criticises the methods of 

conquest used against the native people who appeared to him as 'naturally so gentle, 

so peace-loving, so humble and so docile'8. The social structures of the inhabitants of 

the Caribbean islands were quite simple. It seems to have been a reason good enough 

to enable the Spanish conquerors useless massacres of innocent populations: 'they 

slaughtered anyone and everyone in their path, on running through a mother and her 

baby with a single thrust of sword'.9 However, the Spanish Crown rapidly imposed 

laws to ensure the good treatment of the natives. They were generally not respected 

even though it was in the interests of the colonists to keep the natives alive as a 

labour force10. 

Christianity, as we have seen, had a great role in imposing organised violence. 'The 

local people have been presented with an ultimatum: either they adopt the Christian 

religion and swear allegiance to the Crown of Castile, or they will find themselves 

faced with military action'11. In his book, de Las Casas accounts for tragic massacres 

of innocent populations, including mass murders and extreme acts of torture, 

                                                 
8 Bartolomé de Las Casas, A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies (London, 1992), p. 6. 
9De Las Casas, A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies, p. 15.  
10 J.H. Elliott, Empires of the Atlantic World, Britain and Spain in America 1492-1830 (New Haven & 

London, 2007), p. 64. 
11 De Las Casas, A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies, p. 32.  
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generally justified by the fact the natives were seen as pagans or sinners. De Las 

Casas accounts for the injustice of the colonialist behaviour. At the time, the majority 

of Europeans were not seeing the natives of America, Africa and most of the 

unknown territories as human beings. Consequently, when de Las Casas describes 

the natives as 'people who are the natural masters and dwellers in those vast and 

marvellous kingdoms', he is in great opposition with the general opinion12. He 

presents the colonist as an opportunist: 'everyone, young and old alike, who journeys 

to the New World is either openly or in secret a fortune-hunter, albeit that some are 

worse than others, and all such fortunes are made at the expense of the local 

people'13. 

De Las Casas is writing in 1541, only about fifty years since the arrival of the first 

ships of Christopher Columbus, and he assesses that most of the islands of the North 

Caribbean are inhabited: the populations of the Bahamas has been killed or sent to 

other islands for slavery, and that on the main island of Hispaniola, the indigenous 

populations fell from three million to two hundred. He describes the treatments of 

slavery used by the Spanish as 'the harshest and most iniquitous and brutal slavery 

that man has ever devised for his fellow-men, treating them, in fact, worse than 

animals'14. 

 

The natives of North America were, by contrast, warlike tribes. From the 

1450s onward, the Iroquois nations implemented a political structure called 

Hodenosaunee (The Longhouse) in reference to the geographical spread of the five 

nations concerned in the project: the Mohawks at the Eastern door, the Senecas 

protecting the Western door, the Onondagas taking care of the "fire" at the centre of 

                                                 
12 De Las Casas, A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies, p. 7. 
13 De Las Casas, A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies, p. 130. 
14 De Las Casas, A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies, pp 11-13. 
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the territory. This league of five native nations was structured with precise 

geographical boundaries and political rules. It was set under the principles of 

"rightenousness", "civil authority" and "peace", as to prevent the tribes from fighting 

against each other. Decisions were taken by unanimity by the chiefs, while a 

difference between young and older orators would balance the decision-making. In 

case of incapacity of reaching consensus, tribes would act on their own under the 

condition of respecting the integrity of the league and the pact of non-aggression. In 

many aspects, it would regulate "inter-national" conflicts between the different 

warring tribes of the region. The five nations were non-hierarchical societies apart 

from the council of chiefs. There was a certain equity of roles between men and 

women: women chose the chiefs and could remove them if they were not taking their 

role actively15. At the arrival of the first Europeans, the structure of the 

Hodenosaunee proved the existence of a political behaviour of the native people. 

However, it was not taken into account by the first settlers. There is no doubt that the 

colonisation of North America was, at the start more peaceful than in the Caribbean. 

It consisted of settlements along the shores in respect of the native territories. The 

British, though, soon needed food supply from the natives for the survival of their 

settlements which introduced the use of pressures and of violence in the relationship. 

In addition, the willingness of having the native peoples believe that the Europeans 

were above the human condition, shows that, as in the Spanish conquest, the fact of 

dominating the native people was part of the colonial understanding16. 

Then, the progressive entry of pilgrims and the British military within the Iroquois 

territories modified the relations between the different tribes. From 1624 to 1628 

Mohawks and Mohicans fought a war against each other for conflicting interests 

                                                 
15 Dean R. Snow, The Iroquois (Oxford & Cambridge, 1996), pp 60-66 
16 J.H. Elliott, Empires of the Atlantic World, Britain and Spain in America 1492-1830 (New Haven & 

London, 2007), pp 9-12. 
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upon the trade with the Dutch. The weakness of the league appeared during the War 

of Independence, when the British army on one hand, and Americans on the other, 

managed to ally with clans of the Hodenosaunee and thus separate the league. Then, 

diseases coming from settled communities, transmitted to the native tribes, spread 

fast and decisively over populations with no immune system to protect them17. 

Europeans progressively traded more goods with the natives who changed their 

traditional warfare equipment to firearms in the 1640s. Iroquois fought against the 

Europeans in a long game of military alliances and trade agreements that lasted until 

the majority of their territories were conquered by the new-comers. By 1783, the 

Treaty of Paris reduced considerably the possibility of mobility of the different 

tribes18. Blocked into reserves, the survivors soon began to rely on the United-States 

government for subsistence. During this struggle for their territories and freedom 

which last for more than a hundred years, the Iroquois have shown that they could 

provide greater resistance to the European conquest, than societies which were less 

organised. 

 

To conclude, the two situations described above presented how organised 

violence was indeed part of the agenda of colonisers since the first arrivals in 

America. Interestingly, the killings and torture perpetrated were more intense against 

non-violent tribes than against native population more prepared to react against the 

invader. This leads us to consider that the violence perpetrated was in any case a 

response to native violent acts, but by contrast, a predisposition of conquest. Ninety 

percent of the native population of America had died a hundred years after the first 

encounters with Europeans. Although not only physical violence was the reason of 

                                                 
17 Snow, The Iroquois, pp 82, 62, 94. 
18 Snow, The Iroquois, pp 113, 152. 
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this carnage, which was also the result of diseases imported by the settlers, it is clear 

that the conquest of America was achieved by force19. It seems important to highlight 

that the violence developed during colonialism became a norm through the period, as 

very little of this reality is divulgated in history textbooks and popular culture.  
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