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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

STEPHEN ]J. STEIN

The history of American religions does not begin on the North American
continent. On the contrary, it is a complex tale of the transplantation,
interaction, and transformation of diverse imported religious traditions
that hailed from a host of geographical locations on the Asian, European,
and African continents alongside new religious movements that arose in
the context of the Americas. This complexity creates a challenge for all
who wish to understand the religious world in the United States, which
is an astonishingly diverse, complex, and powerful reality in the open-
ing decades of the twenty-first century. What follows is an anticipation of
some of the insights that authors of the essays in this first volume of The
Cambridge History of Religions in America provide regarding the early history
of American religions.

Native American religions, for example, scattered across the full expanse
of the American continent, functioned centrally for their adherents many
centuries prior to European exploration and colonization in the New
World. Native Americans came from elsewhere too, namely, from Asia.
The continuities between Native American and Asian religious traditions
were evident in the spiritualities manifest in tribal rituals at sacred sites
as well as in the organization of daily life. The role of the shaman also was
central in transformative rites, accessing diverse spiritual powers for both
individuals and tribes.

In the Iroquoian religion, which existed for more than five thousand
years in the Northeast Woodlands, the tradition of ceremonial dance was
a means of achieving diverse ends, from healing, to success in the hunt,
to victory in war. Spirits and spiritual forces were evident in soul travel
and in dreams. Mississippian religious traditions, present in the Midwest
and Southeast after 1000 C.E., involved a complex cosmology in which
there were diverse deities, including Earth Mother, a female life-giving
force. Mississippian shamans gained access to power by fasting and visions.
The Anasazi, ancestors of today’s Pueblo nations, lived in the Southwest

xiii
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Xiv Stephen J. Stein

beginning around 1200 B.C.E., first in underground chambers and then
in surface dwellings. Their world included abundant spirits and deities,
including the rain god Tlaloc, a critical deity for their planting and har-
vesting of corn and squash. Another god, Tanama — half god, half human —
gave them fire, clothing, and housing.

The Christian hegemony evident in early modern Europe was over
time exported to America. Beginning in the sixteenth century, Roman
Catholicism was carried to America by the members of Spanish religious
orders. The spiritual conquest of New Spain — the Caribbean, New Mexico,
and South America — was carried out by monastic communities including
the Franciscans, Dominicans, and Jesuits. Catholic theological and devo-
tional emphases included transubstantiation in the Eucharist, the cult of the
Virgin Mary, penance and purgatory, and relics of the saints. Conversion of
the native population, however, often involved reciprocal misunderstand-
ing. As a result, despite Catholic arguments against indigenous religios-
ity, native elements were added to Catholic rituals; Roman Catholicism
was often mixed with preconquest religious practices. New devotions also
were added to the tradition, including one triggered by the appearance of
the Virgin Mary to the Indian convert Juan Diego in 1531. The resulting
image of the Dark Virgin — the Virgin of Guadalupe — reinforced the com-
mitment to Catholicism of the natives whose own dark color was shared by
the Mother of God. Convents flourished in New Spain, where the majority
of nuns were creoles, persons of mixed ancestry. Franciscan missions were
highly successful in Alta California.

The Catholic Church was also a primary agent in the early colonization
of New France. Samuel de Champlain (1567—-1635), the founder of Quebec,
devoted himself to converting Amerindians both to French civilization
and to Christianity. Conversion of the Native Americans to Christianity,
however, was more successful than “Frenchification.” There were never,
however, enough priests for the tasks at hand. The number of nuns, by
contrast, did expand. Indian missions were left primarily in the hands of
religious communities such as the Jesuits, Sulpicians, and Recollets. One
unintended legacy of all the colonial enterprises was disease brought to the
new land for which Native Americans had no immunity. The results were
devastating for the native population.

Protestant traditions from the European continent — Lutheran, Calvinist,
and Anabaptist — arrived in America under varying circumstances and
at different times during the colonial era. Lutheran doctrinal emphases
included justification by grace through faith and the authority of scripture.
The Calvinist or Reformed tradition underscored the sovereignty of God
and the doctrine of election or predestination. Anabaptists were restora-
tionists, calling for a direct return to New Testament patterns, including
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Editor’s Introduction XV

the notion of the church as a “gathered society.” Anglicanism arose on the
British Isles over conflicts regarding royal succession and the sacraments,
as the sequence of English monarchs sought authority over both church
and state. The resulting Church of England valued tradition and change,
episcopacy and conformity, sacramentalism and ceremony. One religious
result of the reign of Queen Elizabeth was the emergence of Puritanism, a
dissenting Reformed movement defined by its rejection of bishops, popish
ceremonies, and a national church as well as by its positive accent on the
proclamation of the Word and the doctrine of election.

Africans carried to the Americas in bondage as slaves brought with them
diverse African religions in which deities, spirits, and ancestors played a
role. African indigenous religions enabled participants to manipulate
numerous spirits or forces by means of rituals. Power or magic in these
traditions was exercised by witches and sorcerers. Proper relationships with
one’s ancestors, who resided in the underworld, were religiously important.
Monotheism was also present on the African continent in its Christian and
Islamic forms long before the beginnings of the slave trade to America.

The nature, place, and function of religion in the English colonies on
the Atlantic seaboard during the seventeenth century varied dramatically,
from the New England Puritan colonies of Massachusetts and Connecticut,
where religion functioned centrally in a prescribed and controlled man-
ner, to Virginia and New Netherland, where founding religious patterns
changed with the passage of time and therefore played a more modest role.
The most persistent commitment to religious liberty during the period
was in the colony of Rhode Island; in other colonies, the very category of
“liberty” was redefined in accord with the view of the controlling parties.

In the decades surrounding the turn of the eighteenth century, reli-
gion in New England continued to be dominated by Congregationalism,
a Christian polity in which the minister and the laity shared power in a
single congregation, bound together by a covenant that spelled out mutual
obligations and was renewed periodically. With the passage of time, other
Christian groups came on the scene in New England in limited num-
bers — Presbyterians, Anglicans, Baptists, and Quakers. Native Americans
and African slaves were also part of the growing religious diversity in the
region.

The Middle Colonies were the most ethnically and religiously diverse
region in the English colonies on the Atlantic seaboard. The nationali-
ties present in significant numbers included the English, Dutch, French,
German, Swedish, Scottish, Irish, and Welsh, as well as Native Americans
and African slaves. The religious traditions present in varying strength
included the Reformed, Lutheran, Mennonite, Presbyterian, Baptist,
Congregational, Huguenot, Roman Catholic, and Jewish traditions. Many
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of these traditions held dramatically different views regarding the rights
of the state over religion and over the individual conscience. The diversity
in this region anticipated the subsequent ethnic and religious pluralism
characteristic of later periods in American history.

Religion in the southern colonies had a prominent Anglican caste to
it. Priests ordained in England served as the spokesmen for the Church
of England in a land and in circumstances far removed from the home-
land. They were challenged by the multiracial task of relating their gospel
to both African slaves and Native Americans, as were also other religious
communities in the South. The social and religious situations were highly
complex. The colony of Maryland was an exception to the Protestant caste
of the English colonies. The Act of Toleration in 1649 created in Maryland
a religious situation in which Protestants and Catholics existed side by
side. In Carolina, the religious diversity in the colonial period included
Huguenots, Jews, Quakers, Lutherans, and Baptists. The stage was there-
fore clearly set for more diversity with the passage of time.

In all of these regions of English settlement, another kind of religious
belief exercised substantial influence over many of the colonists. Folk
beliefs in the power of the supernatural were widespread. The common
judgment was that occult forces could be controlled and exercised by those
who had knowledge of the same or astrological insight. Belief in the power
of magical techniques that could be passed from generation to generation
existed on both sides of the Atlantic. Magic could be employed for the pur-
pose of healing sickness, protecting from harm, predicting the future, and
telling personal fortunes. Witches and those who were able to manipulate
these secret powers occupied a special place in colonial society. Belief in the
occult was widespread throughout colonial America, even among groups
very active in the established religious communities. The most striking
evidence of this belief existing side by side with orthodox Christian estab-
lishments was the witchcraft craze that swept Salem Village in Puritan
New England in 1692, an episode that ultimately led to the execution of
some twenty persons, males and females, linked to witchcraft.

In the years prior to the Revolutionary War, which led to the formation
of the new United States, Native American societies in British America
were under assault as European settlers continued to advance into their
homelands. These years were, for example, a time of religious ferment for
members of the Eastern Algonquian tribe located in the New England
and mid-Atlantic regions. They were also times when boundaries were
crossed by religious persons in both cultures seeking spiritual renewal and
reform. Dreams and visions were powerful among Native Americans, as
was belief in guardian spirits. Manitou, or spiritual power, was accessed
by them through diverse rituals and ceremonies; success in the hunt and
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personal health were also obtained in this manner. Perceived correspon-
dences between certain indigenous rituals and Christian religious practices
facilitated a measure of evangelical Protestant success among some Native
Americans in this period. Others, however, were suspicious of the Christian
missionaries because of the history of injustices against the natives.

The Spanish, French, and British brought Africanslaves to their American
colonies. Slave religion, as it evolved in America, blended African reli-
gious expression — dancing, jumping, shouting — with the diverse forms
of Christianity. Concern among the slaves with healing and divination,
ancestors and spirits, remained central in these African slave religious tra-
ditions. Among Protestant communities, evangelicalism, with its focus
on the workings of the Spirit, resonated positively with African slaves at
revival meetings because of the parallels with African religious expres-
sions. Anglicanism, with its more structured and staid liturgical worship,
was not successful among the slaves. The First African Church, a Baptist
evangelical community, was founded after the American Revolution by
Andrew Bryan, himself an African American, in Savannah, Georgia. Islam,
which had significant African adherents, was also transferred to America by
slaves. Its presence in the colonial period is difficult to document because
of the absence of organized communities.

Jews, expelled from Spain and Portugal in the 1490s, saw the New
World as a possible refuge from the Inquisition and from the widespread
hostility they experienced in Europe. Conversos practiced their Judaism
in secret because of the sustained hostility directed against Jews. In North
America, the Dutch colonies allowed Jewish activity, and as a result Jewish
refugees from Brazil settled in New Amsterdam in 1654. The majority of
Jews in early America were Sephardic, with roots on the Iberian Peninsula,
by contrast with Ashkenazic Jews from Germanic lands. Many Jews in this
time period lived in port cities. The first Torah scroll arrived in Savannah
in 1733; by contrast, the first permanent rabbi in the United States did
not arrive until 1840. Cantor readers assumed leadership functions in the
communities, which often worshipped in private homes, where the Torah
was read. The primary belief of the Jewish tradition was belief in one God.
Male circumcision was a defining religious ritual. In the colonial period
there were synagogues in New York and Newport, Rhode Island. Jews
were standardly denied voting rights in the colonies.

The power and influence of the primary religious traditions legally
established in specific English colonies — Anglicanism, Congregationalism,
Roman Catholicism, and Quakerism — did not deter the introduction of
numerous other new religious communities over the course of the eigh-
teenth century. Some of the latter imported from abroad were for a time
confined more or less to the immigrants carrying the traditions to America.
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The Dunkers, or Taufers, for example, later the Church of the Brethren,
came from Germany to Germantown, Pennsylvania. Other new commu-
nities were offshoots or parties that separated from religious traditions
already present in the English colonies, often over some particular theo-
logical or practical issue. The Separate Baptists in New England departed
from Congregationalism over the question of infant baptism. Still other
communities were founded by individuals who were influenced by an
existing religious tradition, but who set out to create a new and different
community. Mother Ann Lee, the founder of the Shakers who immigrated
to New York, was shaped in some measure by her experiences with a group
in England identified as “Shaking Quakers.” It is often difficult to cate-
gorize many of these new groups because of their religious creativity and
striking diversity.

Religious liberalism in North America owed its origins largely to those
influenced by the moderate to radical Enlightenment. Among the mem-
bers of the founding generation of the United States, deism was a powerful
influence, cultivating both civic virtue and moral benevolence. Following
the American Revolution, the new nation made a constitutional commit-
ment to the principle and practice of religious liberty and to the separation
of church and state. This revolutionary step was achieved with relative
ease despite the history of religious establishments in the British colonies
and the presence of contrary proposals. From this time on, the voluntary
religious principle was in place. The architects of this new way of han-
dling religion were James Madison and Thomas Jefferson, political think-
ers influenced by the Enlightenment who held high views of human nature
and who were sharply critical of religious enthusiasm. They also equated
Calvinism with unreason. This generation established a strong founda-
tion for the emergence of liberal religion in the first half of the nineteenth
century.

Canadian religion in the late eighteenth century bore some similari-
ties to religion in the British colonies, but there were also major differ-
ences from the religious situation developing in the new United States.
The French-speaking Catholics and the English-speaking Protestants were
successful in working out a system of living together. The Catholic Church
was a powerful organization in Quebec. The American Revolution pro-
duced a wave of Protestant Loyalists who moved to Canada. Over time the
Maritimes became the seat of an aggressive evangelicalism. Methodists also
enjoyed success in Upper Canada. Despite the presence of both Catholics
and Protestants, Native American religions continued with remarkable
success throughout Canada, in some cases with substantial mingling of
Christian and native religious patterns.
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Editor’s Introduction XIX

In the period from 1750 to 1790, religion continued to play an impor-
tant role in the Spanish colonies on the continent. The presence of Catholic
diversity was evident in different spiritualities or ways to live out the faith,
including powerful traditions followed by the religious orders and diverse
patterns of lay spirituality. Catholic religious life was reflected by attention
to patron saints, celebration of holy days, and participation in diverse pat-
terns of lay spirituality. European political and intellectual developments
had a direct impact on Catholic religious life in the Spanish colonies, result-
ing in such diverse developments as the expulsion from the region of the
Society of Jesus to the impact of Enlightenment ideas on religious activ-
ity. It would be difficult, however, to overestimate the impact of Roman
Catholicism on life in the Spanish colonies.

Settlers coming to the New World imported diverse theological tradi-
tions, religious and devotional practices, and sacred music. Religious lead-
ers in the colonies addressed social and political issues including gender
and race as well as tensions within and conflicts among denominations.
Residents in the colonies expressed their religious commitments through
daily activities, including acts of piety and traditional religious practices
as diverse as Algonquian vision quests, Puritan Sabbath routines, Morning
Prayer in Anglican Virginia, and African practitioners of obeah engaged in
healing disease among the slave population.

One set of essays in this volume not confined chronologically to the early
period of American history deals with art, architecture, family, and race,
respectively, ranging across the full time period from colonial America to
the present. These topics invite wide-ranging temporal reflection as well as
consideration of the specific roles of diverse religious traditions. For exam-
ple, art forms — from the rock imagery on the Columbia Plateau to santos or
holy images in New Spain, and from the Lakota winter count on a buffalo
hide to a Jacob Lawrence painting of an African American hanging from a
tree — were powerful religious statements. Similarly, religious structures,
including the hogans of the Navajos, Bruton Parish Church in colonial
Williamsburg, Temple Beth Elohim in nineteenth-century Charleston, and
the Mother Church of Christian Science in Boston, reflected the religious
values of the traditions they housed. Family life also often mirrored a rela-
tionship to religion. Witness, for example, patriarchal patterns in Puritan
New England and nineteenth-century Catholic families modeled after the
Holy Family. In recent times too, family patterns and values have been
imported from around the world — from Confucian, Buddhist, Muslim,
or Hindu traditions — as well as crafted by new religious groups, from
the Mormons to the Unification Church. Another issue heavily influenced
by diverse religious judgments is the concept of race. Over the course of
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XX Stephen J. Stein

American history, negative racial identities have been assigned to Native
Americans, Africans, slaves, Negroes, Jews, and most recently Asians —
judgments often reinforced by implicit religious teachings.

The essays in The Cambridge History of Religions in America present strik-
ing evidence of an astonishing range of teachings and beliefs professed by
diverse religious communities on the North American continent from the
earliest recorded times down to the present, the opening decades of the
twenty-first century. Religious historians often frame the past in ways that
make sense to the world that is contemporary with them. Religious history
has also commonly been a tool employed by opposing parties in theological
conflicts, moving the genre toward apologetics because of partisan and con-
fessional uses. The professionalization of religious history in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries has reduced that use somewhat. In the opening
decades of the twenty-first century, religious history is often in dialogue
with the traditions it sets out to describe. In the diverse essays in this and
the two following volumes, the manifold forms of religious history are evi-
dent, and they are therefore highly suggestive for those who wish to join
the unending task.
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NATIVE AMERICAN RELIGION

RAYMOND D. FOGELSON

Native American “religion” may be a misnomer for many traditionally
oriented Native Americans, as well as for some academic scholars. Native
Americans frequently associate religion with a rigidly organized orthodoxy
and orthopraxy anchored by sacred scriptures and an established ecclesi-
astical hierarchy. In point of fact, the vast majority of Native Americans
today are true believing Christians who clearly embrace a religion and sub-
scribe to its basic tenets. However, Native American traditionalists with at
best a nominal tie to Christianity often prefer to use the term “spirituality”
to refer to their sacred belief systems and related practices.

The idea of spirituality invokes indigenous conceptions of a fluid,
unwritten sense of profound power ordering the visible and invisible uni-
verse. Such power infuses the worldviews of traditionalists; it goes under
various names but can also operate as an unnamed category. It is manifest
in sacred sites, and it can be activated by ritual publicly performed during
collective ceremonial periods or in privately practiced rites by individuals
during times of personal crisis.

Spirituality claims a timeless authenticity seamlessly interwoven within
distinctive cultural patterns. These patterns extend far into the past,
embody the present, and project into the near and distant future. Native
spirituality was closely connected to prophecy. From a traditionalist view-
point, prophecy was history and history was prophecy. Linear temporality
alternated with nonlineal time and with a sense of eternality. These alter-
native systems of time may be best exemplified by various forms of divi-
nation. Divination is concerned not only with prophetic prediction about
future outcomes, but also with “postdiction,” in an effort to reveal the
factors leading up to the present situation. Also significant in divinatory
practice is “syndication,” referring to events or conditions occurring simul-
taneously elsewhere, beyond immediate perception.

The etymologies of the terms religion and spirituality deserve attention.
The Oxford English Dictionary suggests two Latin roots: religare, “to bind,”

3
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4 Raymond D. Fogelson

and religere, “to read over.”” The former meaning, referring to a “rebind-
ing” or “binding back,” is usually cited by religious scholars in suggest-
ing a unifying function for religion. This would be consistent with the
Durkheimian notion of collective solidarity.? The root may also refer to
bonding to a particular religious association, or a rebonding to or reaffir-
mation of particular deities; to spiritual bondings; or to the source of some
metaphysical power. These occasions may occur at critical junctures in the
life cycle, as in vision questing at or before puberty with the acquisition of
spirit animal protectors. The second etymology for religion, “to read over,”
resonates with the repetition or incessant rehearsal characteristic of ritual.
This derivation would fit well with theories, such as that of Robertson
Smith,? that view religion as based primarily on ritual action rather than
on mythical belief.

Spirituality, of course, is linked with the Latin root spiritus, whose basic
meaning relates to breath and breathing and by extension to air, life, and
the idea of a soul or souls. Some of these associations are clearly present in
Native North America, as with the conception of a supreme being or author
of life, breath, and consciousness, who, not coincidentally, was referred to
as “the Master of Breath” among many Muskogean-speaking groups in the
Southeast. Spirit, or in French, espiriz, can also denote courage, vigor, or
morale. The adjective “spiritual” generally relates to matters of the soul or
intellect and is sharply contrasted with the physical body and materiality.
The noun, “spiritualism,” has taken on certain negative connotations in pop-
ular usage. The term “spirituality” is less encumbered than spiritualism with
psychic pseudoscience and instead is associated more with alternate religious
beliefs and practices frequently derived from individual exotic, non-Western
sources. Spirituality features an affinity to nature bordering on worship.

To summarize, Native Americans clearly possessed what we recognize
as religious institutions. Many examples of indigenous religious institu-
tions can be noted, including Pueblo ceremonialism, Creek rituals, the
Longhouse religion of the Iroquois, ancestral rites such as the potlatch on
the Northwest coast, and Navajo and Apache traditions. The list could be
enlarged by mentioning religious revivals and revitalizations among many
other tribes.

An increasing number of Native Americans see a continuing vitality in
what they consider their traditional beliefs and practices. They feel that
the rubric “spirituality” more closely captures their inherent traditions

Y The Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary (Glasgow, 1971), 2.

? Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Joseph Ward Swain, 1909
(New York, 1965).

3 William Robertson Smith, Religion of the Semites: The Fundamental Institutions, 1889 (New
York, 1956).
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Native American Religion 5

than the term “religion,” which they associate with externally imposed
Christian assumptions, however ecumenicalized and compromised.

Native American spirituality not only appeals to traditionalists and to
such serious native intellectuals as Vine Deloria, Jr., but also has attracted
an enthusiastic following among New Agers, Green movement advocates,
and Neopagans. These ideological movements have appropriated such
indigenous features as a belief in a layered universe, an earth island float-
ing on a turtle’s carapace in a primal sea, mystical circles and medicine
wheels, multicolored directionality indicators, divining crystals and dream
catchers, tobacco sacrifices and sweat baths, native herbal remedies and the
purifying smell of sweet grass, stone effigies, and a solemn belief in the
redeeming power of Mother Earth. These elements have been stripped of
whatever meaning and validity they may once have claimed in the context
of native cultures and have passed uncritically into the realm of popular
culture.

This brings us to issues of authenticity and questions of what is meant
by tradition. Scholars today write about invented or reinvented traditions.*
They cast doubt on the authenticity of particular beliefs and practices.
Tradition is generally recognized as the intergenerational handing down
of stories, beliefs, and customs. Traditions are usually transmitted orally in
native cultures. Although literacy and written texts are sometimes taken to
be the hallmark of the so-called Great Religions, oral traditions also figure
prominently in their foundations

Traditions can persist covertly from ancestors to descendants, from gen-
eration to generation. However, the continuity of traditions can be threat-
ened by outside pressures. Thus, because the potlatches of the Northwest
coast and the Sun Dance of the Great Plains were considered barbarous
and as obstacles to the civilizing efforts of the missionaries, they were duly
outlawed by governmental agents. However, memories of these rituals con-
tinued, and when the political climate finally moderated, they reemerged
fully formed as recollected traditions.

In some cases the specific traditional forms are altered owing to memory
lapse and cultural loss, but the idea and spirit of the ritual remains alive in
the collective imagination. Alternative versions of the traditional custom
may be introduced from elsewhere and be adjusted to fit the local cultural
pattern. A case in point is the recent pan-tribal diffusion of the sweat bath.
Most tribes once had a version of this sudatory rite, but its practice had
often died out. This was the situation with the Eastern Cherokees and with
the Mississippi Choctaws until recently, when Lakota variants of the sweat

4 Eric Hobsbawn and Terence Ranger, eds., The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge, UK,

1983).
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6 Raymond D. Fogelson

bathing ritual were adopted. Traditions have careers. They may sometimes
go into abeyance, but they have the capacity to be regenerated through
memory and diffusion.

As cultural process has ebbs and flows, religions and spiritualities have
similarly undergone continuities and discontinuities. The archaeological
record of the Americas reveals changes in the treatment of the dead in
memorial structures and in accompanying symbolism, all of which sug-
gests concomitant changes in religious ideology and spiritual practices.
Interment in individual and collective burials, as well as the position and
orientation of skeletal remains, appeared to have religious significance, as
did the quality and quantity of grave goods. In the Eastern Woodlands,
burial mounds going back to late Archaic times (c. four thousand years
ago) were prototypical. In the Northern Plains, wrapped corpses were
suspended on scaffolds; and in the Northwest, a certain incidence of tree
inhumations, as well as cremations, occurred. In some regions of the
Subarctic, the graves of shamans were oriented with the head pointing
to the west, while the general population faced east, toward the rising
sun. In Nova Scotia, buried skeletons were sprinkled with red hematite,
perhaps indicating revivification or rebirth. Perhaps this latter practice
represented a union of white skeletal material, symbolic of males and
semen, with the symbolic birth or menstrual blood of female procreation
and fertility.

The practice of double burial, first conceptualized by Robert Hertz, was
widespread in Native North America.5 Death rituals, mourning, condo-
lence, and the initial disposition of the corpse might, after a prescribed
period of time, be followed by a relocation of the mortal remains and a
briefer, less emotionally charged set of rituals. Not only were life cycles
punctuated by rites of passage, but cycles of death were also marked. Thus
for many Native Americans, death was less of an event than a continuous
process indicated by several transformative junctures. Physically, the death
cycle involved the progressive decomposition of the material body and the
release of spiritual essences. Often this process was conceived of as a sep-
aration of flesh from bone. When this process of cleansing the skeleton
of decaying flesh was completed, often through exposure of the corpse to
the upper world, as in scaffold burials, or to the lower world, in tempo-
rary interment, the skeletal remains were deposited in a more permanent
location, as an ossuary, tomb, or burial mound. Even so-called totem poles
sometimes featured carved boxes that contained the charred remains of the
cremated ancestral chief in whose memory the pole was erected.

5 Robert Hertz, Death and the Right Hand, trans. R. and C. Needham, 1907 (New York,

1960).
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Native American Religion 7

The aforementioned means of disposing of the corpse varied with dif-
ferent societies. Moreover, there could be alternate forms of burial within
a particular society depending on the circumstances of death, the status of
the deceased individual, or such other factors as gender or age. Additional
variables surrounded the treatment of the deceased. How was death ascer-
tained? Who handled the corpse? Was the body publically displayed, as
it was among the Tlingits, or was the dead person feared and avoided, as
among the Apache and Navajo? How was the property of the deceased
passed on? Were there direct rules of inheritance of property and status, or
were personal belongings of the deceased distributed to the winners of the
hand game that was played during the funerary rites among the Shuswap of
British Columbia? The type and amount of grave goods was again highly
variable. Burials might include offerings of food as provisions for the ardu-
ous journey to the afterlife, such as the pots of parched corn that accom-
panied proto-historic Wampanoag burials. Wealth objects and utilitarian
items, as well as the souls of slain sacrificial animals, also might be ticketed
to accompany the dead to their ultimate destination.

The ideas behind double burials and grave goods offerings bespeak
native ideas of eschatology and the fate of the soul, or better, souls, because
most native metaphysical theories were premised on multiple souls. The
term “souls” may mask what may be better translated as “living essences.”
Native understandings of life processes and vitality more closely resembled
the pre-Socratic ideas of particular humors than the Christian notion of a
unified soul. These living essences were imparted to the body from various
sources during procreation and took their sequential leave from the body
at different junctures of the death cycle. Indeed, some Native American
theories of death stood in a reciprocal relationship to theories of birth. This
linkage of birth and death could be extended to incorporate ideas of rebirth
and reincarnation that prevailed in many metaphysical belief systems, the
Wet'suwet’en of British Columbia being an exemplary case.

The limen between life and death was often blurred in native North
America. Oral narratives are replete with accounts of people who returned
from the land of the dead with vivid imagery of what life, or death, is like
in the otherworld. Orpheus and Eurydice motifs pervaded many North
American bodies of myth,” and we have many historical accounts of people
taken for dead suddenly regaining consciousness before the final funerary

% Antonia Mills and Richard Slobodin, eds., Amerindian Rebirth: Reincarnation among North
American Indians and Inuit (Toronto, 1994).

7 Ake Hultkrantz, The North American Indian Orpheus Tradition: A Contribution to Comparative
Religion. The Ethnographical Museum of Sweden, Monograph Series, Publication No. 2
(Stockholm, 1957).
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8 Raymond D. Fogelson

rites were performed. Indeed, most Native American prophets and sha-
mans endured near-death experiences in connection with their spiritual
revelations. A deathlike episode or fatal illness was often a prerequisite for
becoming a shaman or a medicine person.

Ghosts loomed large in the behavioral environments of Native America.
Death was rarely regarded as a natural event in native reckoning. If the
cause of death was not addressed, the spirit of the deceased would haunt
the living in an attempt to exact revenge. But not all visits of spirits from
the otherworld were vengeful. In many groups it was expected that deceased
members of the community would rejoin their living relatives on ceremo-
nial occasions. Thus the Tulelo adoption ceremony made provision for the
attendance of deceased kin.® Pueblo Katchinas were impersonations of the
souls of dead kinsmen who resided half the year in the nearby mountains as
controllers of rain and who returned to the pueblo in the other half of the
year, where they participated in ceremonies through the agency of masked
performers.

It can be seen that the relations between the living and the dead among
Native Americans involved both separation and inclusion. In many
instances, the intention of death rituals was to create space between the liv-
ing and the dead. However, on other occasions, especially celebratory ones,
the spirits of the deceased were reincorporated into the living community.
In all cases, the boundaries between life and death were at best tenuous.
Understanding some of the metaphysical beliefs concerning death and the
serious manner in which funerary rites were conducted helps us appreciate
the sensitivities that most, but not all, Native Americas felt toward escha-
tology and the death cycle. Implicit in these views was the deep-seated
belief that bones, though separated from flesh, still contained real and sym-
bolic power. Skeletal material retained some degree of living vitality and
had a potential for regeneration. Bones could be likened to seeds planted in
the ground; they also served to claim a birthright, if not deathright, to the
land and its history. Disturbance of graves and removal of bones therefore
were conceived by some as a source of affliction.

The notion that bones possess vital qualities presupposed belief in souls
that transcend death and have at least a potential for reincarnation. One
of the acknowledged fathers of modern cultural anthropology who engaged
these issues was Sir Edward Burnett Tylor (1832—1917). Tylor had only
minimal field exposure as a tourist in Mexico, but he was an encyclopedic
researcher of early documents containing ethnological data. These sources
comprised reports by missionaries, soldiers, explorers, and colonial officials

8 Frank G. Speck, The Tutelo Reclothing and Spirit Adoption Ceremony (Harrisburg, PA,

1942).
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Native American Religion 9

who observed the manners and customs of indigenous peoples around the
world, including Native Americans. Tylor was what we would recognize
today as an armchair cultural evolutionist, but perhaps he can more accu-
rately be considered a universal historian interested in the stages of human
culture history and the regularities of human cultural development. In
staking out his subject matter, he coined a valuable omnibus definition of
culture that still commands respect today. Tylor was interested in the gen-
eral direction of human history, with its attendant philosophical and theo-
logical debates about the idea of progress and perfectibility versus theories
of cultural decline and degeneration from a hypothetical golden age. In
systematizing and analyzing his extensive material, Tylor paid particular
attention to social institutions and their sequential development.

Tylor’'s magnum opus, Primitive Culture (1871),° laid out his use of
the comparative method to deduce the uniformitarian upward progress
toward an eventual goal of civilization. In this work, Tylor was especially
concerned with the origins and subsequent development of religion. Many
of his contemporaries viewed primitive cultures as devoid of genuine reli-
gion; the development of these simpler societies was impeded by reliance
on superstitious beliefs and magical thinking. Tylor, on the other hand,
argued that religion was a human universal and proposed a minimum
definition of religion as a belief in spiritual beings, or what he called
“animism.”

“Animism” is a term that Tylor rescued from the early eighteenth-cen-
tury theory of vitalism, as posited by Georg Stahl.” According to the lat-
ter, living beings possess anima, or life properties, that operate differently
from the laws of chemistry or physics as applied to inert materials. Stahl
contrasted anima with another substance, phlogiston, which was the com-
bustible element in inert matter that could burn off or oxidize at different
rates. Tylor might have chosen the term “spiritualism” to encompass his
minimum definition of religion, but that term already possessed unwanted
connotations of mysticism. Tylor was, if nothing else, a strict rationalist,
even though his Quaker background seems to have stimulated an enduring
fascination with the uncanny.

Tylor’s theory of animism as a belief in spiritual beings involved a logi-
cal deduction of the survival of souls from the prevalence of dreams about
the deceased. That the soul could take semipermanent leave of the living
body seemed evident in cases of mental derangement. More temporary soul
loss could occur in sudden fright or sneezing. Survivals of these primal
beliefs were embedded in linguistic usage: as “I was beside myself,” or “I

9 E. B. Tylor, Primitive Culture, 2 vols., 1871 (London, 1913).

'° Graham Harvey, Animism: Respecting the Living World (New York, 2006).
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10 Raymond D. Fogelson

was scared out of my wits,” or with formulaic phrasings accompanying
sneezing, yawning, or temporary paroxysms.

Tylor’s influential theory of religion as originating from common indi-
vidual experience was severely criticized by others. Durkheim and his fol-
lowers saw religion as emanating from collective rather than individual
experiences. Religion, thus, was not so much a psychological as a sociolog-
ical phenomenon or, perhaps better, had a social-psychological basis in the
collective effervescence manifested in, for example, Australian aboriginal
corroborees or Native American ghost dances.

Tylor’s rationalism also diminished the importance of the emotional
impact of religion. For theorists like Durkheim, Freud, William James,
and other strange bedfellows, religious experience was of primary signif-
icance in both the phylogenetic and ontogenetic origins of religion. The
hyperrationality of Tylor’s formulation of animism also troubled other
theorists, such as Lucien Lévy-Bruhl,” who suggested that what he called
the Law of Participation, characteristic of primitive thinking about the
self and its extensions, did not conform to Western logical assumptions,
like the Law of Contradiction, and operated on different, culturally specific
systems of logic.

A development derived from Tylorian animism was the theory advanced
by one of his students, R. R. Marett (1866—1943)."> Marett postulated a
pre-animistic conception based on a belief in impersonal notions of power
that may have preceded a belief in spiritual beings. He labeled this pre-
animistic religious stage as animatism. Marett was influenced by the discov-
eries of Bishop R. H. Codrington®? in the South Pacific, where he found a
native concept of mana. Mana referred to a kind of disembodied power that
could be resident in things, winds, places, times, and a human elite who
were closely aligned with the gods and shared some of their divine substance
and characteristics. Mana defies precise translation but has been compared
to energy and likened to electricity; it can also be related to good fortune
or luck. Soon after Codrington’s book became widely circulated, ethnogra-
phers began to describe similar native conceptions in far-flung corners of
the world. Thus in North America, J. N. B. Hewitt recycled a Huron term,
orenda, to encompass Iroquoian concepts of power."# The Crows had a notion
of power called maxpe;"> the Lakotas and other Siouan speakers had highly

' Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, How Natives Think, trans. L. C. Clare, 1910 (London, 1926).

2 R. R. Marett, The Threshold of Religion, 1900, 4th ed. (London, 1929).

3 Robert H. Codrington, The Melanesians: Studies in Their Anthropology and Folklore (Oxford,
1891).

™4 J.N. B. Hewitt, “Orenda and a Definition of Religion,” American Anthropologist 4 (1902):

33—46.
> Robert H. Lowie, The Crow Indians (New York, 1935).
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Native American Religion 11

differentiated notions of wakan;'¢ the Algonkian concept of manitou was
often translated, perhaps wrongfully, as power,"”” while in the Northwest,
Salish speakers spoke of s#/ia and Chinookan peoples viewed tamanous as a
form of power. In many other groups, power was an unmarked category, yet
an effective force in social relations and religious life.

Power concepts are highly variable in meaning and extensiveness and
therefore must be understood in their cultural context. Contra Marett, ideas
of power need not be taken as logically a priori to animistic beliefs in souls
or personified spiritual beings. Indeed, a closer reading of Codrington’s
classical account of mana reveals that the winds, often assumed to be an
almost prototypical example of diffuse, disembodied, impersonal power,
were usually addressed by kinship terms and thus personalized by the
natives. And the manitous of the Algonkian Ojibwa, although frequently
associated with winds and directionality, were usually anthropomorphized
as deities.™

Ideas of power, however, may be embedded at deeper levels of what we
regard as animism. The aforementioned Ojibwas and related Algonkian
speakers provide a case in point. In the 1830s, in the process of learning
the language, Henry Rowe Schoolcraft™ discovered that Ojibwa lacked
gender distinctions in classifying nouns, unlike Indo-European languages
(excepting English, which lost the gender distinction over time). Instead,
Schoolcraft postulated an animate/inanimate means for Ojibwa noun clas-
sification. Although this distinction, which attributes “life” to some nouns
and “inertness” to others, accommodates most Algonkian nouns, it is still
an externally imposed grammatical construction that may mask more fun-
damental Ojibwa associations. Students of Algonkian languages have been
bedeviled by anomalies that seem to contradict the animate/inanimate
distinction. Certain body parts may be classed as inanimate, as elbows or
knees; some berries are animate, and others are inanimate, as strawberries
and raspberries.

Probably, the most puzzling anomaly in Ojibwa noun classification con-
cerns rocks.?° Indeed, rocks under some conditions may move. It is believed

16]ames R. Walker, Lakota Belief and Ritual, ed. Raymond J. DeMallie and Elaine A.
Jahner (Lincoln, 1980).

7 William Jones, “The Algonkin Manitu,” Journal of American Folklore 18 (1905).

A Irving Hallowell, “Ojibwa Ontology, Behavior, and World View,” in Stanley
Diamond, ed., Cwlture in History: Essays in Honor of Paul Radin (New York, 1960).

' Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, Algic Researches, Comprising Inquiries Respecting the Mental
Characteristics of the North American Indians. First Series. Indian Tales and Legends (New
York, 1939).

2° Mary B. Black, “Ojibwa Power Belief System,” in Raymond D. Fogelson and Richard N.
Adams, eds., The Anthropology of Power (New York, 1977).
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12 Raymond D. Fogelson

that in the past, or possible future, some rocks may have possessed qualities
of life. Past or potential animation gets us closer to resolving the seeming
dilemma. But for Ojibwas, some rocks could be talked to and were con-
sidered to be persons who possess autonomy and volition in their dialogue
with human beings. Pushing the analysis further, we must inquire about
the source of this capacity for movement, this animation, this personhood.
Again, we must posit some underlying mana-like energy that Ojibwas and
other Native Americans frequently conceive of as medicine power. Some
rocks, plants, or other objects have it, and some do not.

This medicine power, like mana, can be changeable and transient. Trees
in most Algonkian languages were considered inanimate. Although they
may grow over time, sway in the wind, and change appearance seasonally,
trees do not display much inherent mobility. Yet for some Algonkian
speakers like the Fox, the bark of an elm tree was transformed from an
inanimate to an animate state when it was used to cover a wigwam. In
effect, it became the skin of a living domicile, which was energized by the
fire from a central hearth (or “heart”). Among many Plains Algonkians, a
tree in the forest may be inanimate, but when it was cut down, stripped of
its bark, and erected in a consecrated area as a Sun Dance pole, the pole was
enlivened and became animate.

Power can also be inherent in certain objects. We consider skeletal mate-
rial to be dead and inanimate after being separated from living flesh and
blood by undergoing a process of mineralization. However, many Native
Americans considered bones as retaining living power and thus animate.
Animism or animatism ultimately may prove to be fundamental to our
understanding of Native American spirituality and, perhaps, as Tylor
intended, essential to all religions.

Another concept indigenous to North America also attracted the atten-
tion of many prominent scholars interested in tracing the origins of reli-
gion. That concept is totemism, derived from the Ojibwa stem —db.de m.**
It was first described in an account by John Long, a late eighteenth-century
fur trader. The stem root that was nominalized as “totemism” probably
referred to a local settlement of related members. The curious feature for
Europeans was the naming of these various totems after wild animals. These
animals, or more rarely particular plants or natural phenomena like storms
or lightning, were more than just eponyms. It was believed that an indi-
vidual or group had a special relationship to the totemic animal through

2T Raymond D. Fogelson and Robert Brightman, “Totemism Reconsidered,” in William
L. Merrill and Ives Goddard, eds., Anthropology, History, and American Indians: Essays
in Honor of William Curtis Sturtevant. Smithsonian Contributions to Anthropology, 44
(Washington, DC, 2002).
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Native American Religion 13

descent or affiliation. In the case of descent, there was a belief that the
totemic animal was a direct ancestor. People who shared the same totem
were members of the same descent group, be it a lineage, clan, phratry, or
moiety. As such, individuals were prohibited from marrying totemic kin.
Totemism thus framed kinship relations and legal usages.

Totemism had strong religious associations. Various taboos obtained
between an individual and his or her totemic animal. Mythic narratives
became the property of a totemic clan that controlled their recitation, and
much of the work of ritual was organized according to clan.

Scholars of totemism have regarded it to be primarily a social or collec-
tive phenomenon. However, there was also a form of individual totemism
by which a supplicant acquired a guardian spirit, usually in the form of an
animal, through a vision quest experience. Vision quests tended to be more
common in the northern reaches of North America, areas where hunting
was the dominant form of subsistence, and they became more attenuated
in horticultural economies.

Vision quests for boys were normally taken at or before puberty.?* The
young boys, and in some areas young girls, were separated from their fam-
ilies and dispatched to the wilderness to seek a vision. This ordeal might
include fasting, vigorous exercise, and sensory deprivation enhanced by
highly charged powers of suggestion from previous exposure to mythic
knowledge conveyed by tribal elders. These preconditions could help
induce an alternate state of consciousness through vivid dreaming or hal-
lucinatory trances in which a spiritual being, often a mythic being from
primordial times, might appear to the receptive vision seeker. Trance states
and dreams were semantically undifferentiated. The dream-seeker might
become possessed by the spirit animal, and through imagined encounters,
sacred knowledge might be revealed.

In most instances, vision quest experiences could best be conceived of as
the establishment of a partnership with a spirit animal or with an other-
than-natural being that involved enduring reciprocal rights and duties.
The vision quester must observe certain taboos respecting the animal
spirit. Often instructions were given to collect various objects and keep
them hidden in a special pouch as a medicine bundle. This bundle was
more than an iconic means of remembrance of the encounter in the wilder-
ness; it also acted as a means of communication with the individual totem.
The spirit animal could also present the human partner with a special song
that could serve to summon divine aid in times of crisis. For the Beaver
Indians in northern British Columbia, the melodic lines of these songs

2 Verne Ray, Cultural Relations in the Platean of Northwestern North America. Publications of

the Frederick Webb Hodge Anniversary Publication Fund (Los Angeles, 1939), 3.
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14 Raymond D. Fogelson

were likened to trails reaching to heaven.?? In most cases, successful vision
quests reflected a kind of empowerment, giving one special skills and con-
fidence in adjusting to the demands of adulthood.

Among many plateau groups, the kind of power one obtained deter-
mined one’s reputation or future career. Thus one person might gain spe-
cial talent as a fisherman, a second might become a great hunter, a third
might be a lucky gambler, a fourth could become a fierce warrior, and a
fifth could become an infamous lover. Women might obtain special gifts
from isolation at or around puberty. These could include exceptional talent
as a basket-weaver, knowledge of herbal curatives, or ability as a midwife.
In some groups in the Northwest, the vision quest experience might be so
traumatic that the dream encounter was repressed, only to return suddenly
to consciousness in later life, often during winter spirit dancing ceremo-
nies. Retroactively, the powers that one obtained at puberty were thought
to be confirmed.

There was considerable cultural variation in vision quest practices
among Native Americans. The time spent seeking visions varied from a
few days to several months, from a single night to multiple efforts to make
contact with a spirit animal extending over several years, or from a forma-
tive experience around puberty to repeated vision quests in later life. Plains
Indians, in particular, might seek power from a spirit being at any stage
of the life cycle. These vision quests entailed great abnegation marked by
groveling pleas for pity, as well as self-mutilation in the form of bodily
scarification or amputation of fingers. In northern California, Yurok aris-
tocrats would climb the mountains of the Siskiyou Range to commune
with spirits through a special language.?* Among ranked societies in the
Northwest coast, the person seeking visions usually obtained the type of
spirit appropriate to someone of his status. With Great Lakes tribes, one
could seek and sequentially acquire associations with several different
spirit animals. However, obtaining too many spirit guardians among the
Ottawa or Winnebago was considered greedy and might result in a power
outage.*

For many scholars, sociological totemism and individual totemism
were separate and unrelated phenomena. However, examination of early
accounts of North American totemism suggests that a closer generic rela-
tion may once have existed. In a headlong rush to get at the essential source

23 Robin Ridington, Trail to Heaven: Knowledge and Narvative in a Northern Native Community
(Iowa City, 1988).

*4 Thomas Buckley, Standing Ground: Yurok Indian Spirituality, 1850—1990 (Berkeley,
2002).

?5 Paul Radin, “Some Aspects of Puberty Fasting among the Ojibwa,” Museum Bulletin of
the Canada Geological Survey (1914): 2.
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Native American Religion IS

of totemism, theorists simplified and overschematized both the fragmented
North American dataand fuller ethnographic accounts of Australian aborig-
inal totemism to create a reified totemic complex that never existed in pure
form. The dissolution of this supposed complex was attributed to the acute
comparative analysis of Alexander Goldenweiser, published in 1910.2° As a
result, the subject of totemism fell into abeyance for more than a half cen-
tury, only to be partly revived by the brilliant reinterpretation by Claude
Lévi-Strauss.?” Lévi-Strauss eschewed traditional functional explanations
that attempted to rationalize its seemingly bizarre features by endowing
totemic practices with practical utility. Instead, he viewed totemism as a
cognitive device used for classifying social groupings based on analogies
with native classifications of their natural worlds, especially in light of the
distinctions between different animal species.

Lévi-Strauss’ influence has been potent in encouraging efforts to com-
prehend the richness and sophistication inherent in native systems of eth-
noscience.?® However, the structural approach that he developed too easily
devolved into arid logic and bloodless intellectual exercise that ignored
the emotional metaphysics in the mystical associations between totemic
people and their animal familiars. A strong identification of personhood
obtained between human beings and totemic animals, be they clan totems
or guardian spirits. Part of this sympathetic relationship was due to the
belief that animals, like human beings, possessed sensitive souls that
required respect, sincere supplication, and continuing reciprocity. Thus,
for the Cree of Manitoba, as described by Robert Brightman,* game ani-
mals succumbed not so much to the technical prowess of the hunter as to
his spiritual attributes in following correct ritual procedures and dream
connections that resulted in the prey voluntarily surrendering its corporal
life to the human predator. The animal gave up its flesh but was assured
that its living essence, or soul, would survive in another realm or re-enter
this world through reincarnation.

The idea of metamorphosis is relevant here. In some Northwest coast
societies, a human could be transformed through ritual into a totemic being
by donning the external skin of that animal; conversely animals might shed
their external cover to reveal their basic, undisguised humanity. Where
we recognize the principle of the conservation of matter whereby matter
ultimately can be neither created nor destroyed, many hunting peoples in

26 Alexander Goldenweiser, “Totemism, An Analytic Study,” Journal of American Folklore
(1910): 23.

27 Claude Lévi-Strauss, Totemism Today, trans. Rodney Needham, 1962 (Boston, 1963).

28 Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Savage Mind, trans. John and Doreen Weightman, 1962
(Chicago, 1966).

29 Robert Brightman, Grateful Prey: Rock Cree Human-Animal Relationships (Berkeley, 1993).
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16 Raymond D. Fogelson

Native America recognized an analogous principle whereby souls or living
essences of both humans and animals could be removed, re-embodied, and
recycled. Many Native American cultures seem engaged in something
resembling a “soul exchange” in which vital essences could be accumu-
lated, spent, and reinvested.

The dark side of totemism was often revealed in native theories of witch-
craft and sorcery. Soul dislodgement and capture were implicit in many
such nefarious activities. A witch was a being (or nonbeing) that lacked a
sense of true personhood. A witch might impersonate a human being but
in metaphysical reality was a pseudo-person existing outside the human
community. Through metamorphosis or shape-shifting, the witch might
transform itself into other pseudo-beings. Animals frequently associated
with witchcraft and illfare included such nocturnal beings as owls, particu-
larly screech owls, as well as bats, various felines, stiff-legged bears, moles,
and other night-stalking creatures. Although Iroquoian speakers were
known to create witches by isolating infants (a practice known as “down
fending”) and denying them the breast by substituting herbal decoctions
for the “milk of human kindness,” most other groups viewed witches as
belonging to another order of creation and, as such, as a permanent part
of the existential landscape. Witches could be associated with a wide rep-
ertoire of monstrous beings who were often regarded as vestiges of previ-
ous mythic eras. Frequently such malevolent monsters were defeated by a
beneficent culture hero and banished to the underworld or to the outermost
rim of the earth island.

However, monsters could be ambivalent figures. Anthropophagous stone
giants who roamed the Eastern Woodlands when the world was young were
overcome by superior spirits and often sang their medicine songs to future
generations of shamans and bequeathed their ice-crystal hearts to human-
kind as divining instruments. The Iroquois Falseface spirit, who had his
nose smashed in a power contest with his culture hero brother, Sapling, was
exiled to the forest, where he and his kind could cause troubles for disre-
spectful wayward travelers in their domain. However, these same Falsefaces
participated in Longhouse rituals and could be summoned into domestic
dwellings to perform curing ceremonies for certain types of illnesses.

Witchcraft conventionally served as a means of explaining misfortune.
Usually witches were believed to come from outside the local community.
However, as with the case of Iroquoian down fending or in Pueblo societies
like the Hopi, where inmarried men might be targeted as possible witches,
witchcraft could arise from within the local group and reveal stress points
in the social structure.

Witchcraft accusations were used as a scapegoating mechanism in
many otherwise tightly knit native communities. Although providing
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convenient explanations for tragic events, witchcraft accusations could also
increase tensions within a society and lead to factional strife and to para-
noid outbreaks that frequently resulted in the killing of vulnerable peo-
ple. Witchcraft accusations could serve as a barometer of social anxiety.
Iroquois dystopic anomie, for example, might be measured by the amount
of native tobacco (Nicotiana rustica) thrown in the fire to dispel any witches
lurking in the vicinity.

Like the Iroquois, most Native American societies employed elaborate
procedures for defending against witches. Witches usually had to make
direct contact with their intended victims and thus were often susceptible
to anti-witchcraft techniques. One line of defense was to solicit the services
of a sorcerer. A sorcerer, unlike a preternatural witch, was a person who
had acquired various powers through a divine calling, a religious experi-
ence tempered and domesticated through tutelage with a knowledgeable
wisdom keeper. Trained sorcerers could counter the destructive powers of a
witch, but they did so by spells and instrumental machinations that could
be activated and manipulated from afar. Witches literally, as well as meta-
phorically, preyed on the human community, feasting on the livers, hearts,
flesh, and souls of their victims. Cherokee witches added the unexpired life
terms of their victims to their own; longevity was both honored as a man-
ifestation of power and feared as possible witchcraft. Sorcerers, in contrast,
served clients. Between the practitioner of sorcery and his client it was
decided whether, when, and how to initiate action, and when to terminate
it. Whereas witchcraft was amoral and uncontrollable, sorcery had some
ethical dimensions and control mechanisms.

Durkheim considered sorcery and witchcraft to be antisocial and thereby
excluded such phenomena from his eufunctional definition of religion.
However, the data from North America indicate that such separation
was artificial at best. The metaphysics of sorcery and witchcraft appear
intimately entwined with native spirituality and religion.

Closely related to the concepts of animism and totemism was the phe-
nomenon of shamanism. Shamanism can be considered a third type of clas-
sic essentialist theory that attempts to account for the origins of religion.
The work of Mircea Eliade accorded primacy to shamanism in the history
of religions.>* Eliade and others viewed the shaman as the first religious
specialist, a vircuoso who is a master of “archaic techniques of ecstasy.” This
supposedly fundamental form of religion was first identified and described
among the native peoples of Siberia. The word “shaman” is derived from a
Tungusic term and refers to a person who can control out-of-body experi-
ences in which the free or noncorporeal soul escapes the body and ascends

3° Mircea Eliade, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, 1951 (Princeton, 1964).

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 04:15:20, subject to the Cambridge

Core terms of use, available at h@éﬁ;ﬁm@‘qrg{agi%gr@f;mﬁétma}?ﬁtﬁﬁygei@ﬁ@&%ﬂl}@é@@%%@ 871105


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521871105
https://www.cambridge.org/core

18 Raymond D. Fogelson

to the upper world or descends to the lower world under the earth or sea
and returns to the body with new knowledge obtained from its psychic
journey. Eliade was careful to eschew any idea of a pure or primordial form
of shamanism, yet he insisted that shamanism was most fully developed in
Siberia, its Jocus classicus, and had connections to other parts of Asia, as well
as to Australia, northern Europe, and North and South America, and might
be embedded in proto-Indo-European and Paleolithic religious systems.

Shamanism was clearly part of a northern pan-Boreal complex, which
includes, among many other items, Bear Ceremonialism; the Earth Diver
mythic motif; large decorated, single-headed hand drums; and a mas-
tery over fire manifested in the handling of hot coals and in metallurgy.
This complex was evidenced in northern Scandinavia among the Sami,
throughout northern Eurasia to Siberia, and across the Bering Straits to the
Yupik and Inuit cultures of Arctic North America. The shamanic complex
remained more or less intact with Northwest coast peoples, with north-
ern Athapascan and Algonkain hunting bands, and with desert foragers
of the Great Basin. Many Californian groups also had recognizable sha-
mans. Shamanic practices tended to fade out among horticultural peoples,
although herbalists, diviners for weather and other prognostications, and
sorcerers or conjurors may still be found. In South America, shamanism
reappeared, but rattles replaced drums as percussive instruments to help
induce alternate states of consciousness, and there was great knowledge of
hallucinogenic plants to bring about a trance state.

It is worth noting that the vast majority of the world’s hallucinogens
were first discovered by Native Americans, even though in most cases
analogous plants were available in the Old World. It seems as if the first
peoples of the New World were oriented to searching out mind-altering
botanicals. Indeed, at one of the earliest dated sites in South America —
Monte Verde — Thomas Dillehay found evidence of the use of quint, a
known hallucinogen.3*

Shamanism was premised on and situated within a particular view of the
world. The shamanic worldview was inseparably connected to native cos-
mology. This world was not preexistent, but for many groups was created
as an island floating in a primal sea. In some cosmogonic narratives, this
island rested on the back of a turtle, giving rise to the expression “Turtle
Island.” In the Iroquoian version of cosmogenesis, a timeless upper world
populated by primal beings was located above the celestial firmament. The
pregnant bride of the sky world chief fell, or was pushed, through a hole
made by an uprooted tree and descended toward the watery world below.

3" Thomas D. Dillehay, ed., Monte Verde: A Late Pleistocene Settlement in Chile, 2 vols.

(Washington, DC, 1989-97).
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Her fall was broken by a team of sea birds, who placed her on the carapace
of a giant sea turtle called up from the depths of the sea. In some versions,
she brought seeds from the upper world under her fingernails; in others, she
was provided with a miniature corn mortar and other essential supplies by
a fire dragon or meteor as their paths crossed in the sky. After she alighted
on the turtle’s back, there was still no land, so various small animals took
turns diving to the bottom of the sea to bring up some dirt. Finally, it is
said, the muskrat succeeded in returning from the deep with some grains
of sand in his paws. The woman who descended from the sky took these
grains of sand and walked in a counterclockwise direction to magically
create and expand the earth island. This mythic theme, the Earth Diver, is
widespread in North America and can also be traced back to Siberia.3?

In this process of unfolding cosmogenesis, a three-tiered universe was
revealed. It was comprised of a primary upper world, a residual underworld,
and an intervening middle world. This middle world, or Turtle Island, was
seeded and first populated from the upper world but fertilized and ener-
gized by forces from the underworld. This world had a beginning and an
imagined end, when it would sink back into the murky depths from which
it had originally emerged. The earth island was quadrisected by the four
cardinal directions: the east was oriented toward the sunrise and associated
with spring, birth, and beginnings; its polar opposite, the west, indicated
sunset, death, and darkness; the north symbolized midnight, winter, and
old age; and the south was associated with noon, summer, and maturing
youth. These orientations were connected by a “sun-wise,” or counterclock-
wise, directional rotation, or its opposite. This implicit structural model
thus encompassed the diurnal cycle, the yearly or seasonal cycle, and the
life-death cycle.

A fifth reference point was the intersection of the four cardinal direc-
tions at the center or middle, often marked by a monumental pole, a sacred
tree, a sacred fire, or a geyser. This center point, or axis mundi, became the
permanent or ritually empowered center of the world. This intersection
indicated not only the conjunction of the four lateral directions, a magi-
cal place where horizontal directionality was temporarily suspended, but
also a point through which a vertical axis possessing an apex and nadir
passed. The upward thrust connected this world with the upper world,
whereas downward movement provided a symbolic path to the under-
world. The upward journey retraced the trip of the woman who fell from
the sky, whereas the journey to the underworld retracked the descent of the
Earth Diver.

32 Anna Birgitta Rooth, “The Creation Myths of the North American Indians,” Anthropos

(1957): 52.
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These routes represent the itineraries taken by shamans in their soul
journeys to other worlds. Sometimes in a dreamlike ecstatic trance, the
free soul of the shaman ventured on a journey to obtain vital information
or blessings for his beleaguered clients from spiritual beings of the upper
world. This trip might be marked by increasingly higher levels of ascen-
sion representing different degrees of power. Thus Cherokee medicine peo-
ple recognized seven celestial levels. The shaman’s soul might also travel to
the underworld in the interests of an individual client or the whole com-
munity. The routes to the underworld might pass through springs, geysers,
or riverheads, or through pits, tunnels, or cave mouths. Inuit shamans vis-
ited the underwater goddess Sedna, the mother of sea mammals, to placate
her anger over human taboo violations and to convince her to release her
offspring for human consumption.?> One might also gain access to these
other worlds by venturing to the ends of the earth, a liminal space where
land, sea, and sky merged.

However, powerful shamans might also summon spiritual helpers to
come to them from afar. These spiritual beings might visit ceremonial sites
to bestow their blessings, to cure the sick, or to impart valuable informa-
tion about the future. In these instances, it seemed as if the shaman did not
so much beseech or propitiate superior beings from a position of inferiority,
but rather commanded them in a hortatory fashion to do his bidding. It
is as if the shaman had domesticated his spirit familiars. Such goings and
comings might be reflective of economic transformation, from dependence
on hunting, gathering, and fishing, to pastoralism and the management of
animal herds and, perhaps, minimal horticulture.

Some of these macrocosmic features of the shamanic worldview were
replicated microcosmically in ceremonial structures and domestic dwell-
ings. Thus, the sacred fire represented the focal center of the human world,
with fire acting as a transformative agent that sent plumes of smoke up
above and to the four quarters in the form of exhaled tobacco smoke from
a ceremonial pipe. In enclosed ceremonial centers and domestic dwell-
ings, the roof often symbolized the sky vault perforated by a smoke hole
that afforded access to the upper world. A fire hearth dug into the earthen
floor might be sacralized by burying sacred objects into its base and by
offering sacrifices of meat, corn, or tobacco to “feed” the fire. With the
Muskogeans, the butt end of logs in the square ground were pointed
toward the cardinal points, whereas smaller logs and kindling might
be arranged in a radial pattern in the indoor semi-subterranean council
house, or “hot house.”

33 Franz Boas, The Central Eskimo. Sixth Annual Report of the Bureau of Ethnology

(Washington, DC, 1884—85, 1888).
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In the underground kivas of the Pueblo peoples, a hole, or shipapu, func-
tioned like an umbilical cord, or earth navel. The shipapu connected this
fourth world with the three lower worlds from which their ancestors were
believed to have emerged. In the Northwest coast and northern California,
cosmic and bodily symbolism was also frequently found in portals ori-
ented to the east and often modeled after mouths. The term for rafters was
sometimes cognate with the word for ribs, and the outside covering of the
framed structure was regarded as skin, even if the covering material was
bark, woven mats, or sod. In sum, ceremonial structures and secular dwell-
ings were considered to be living beings and to incorporate aspects of the
shamanic worldview.

Shamans in North America were not only diagnosticians of disease and
curers of ailments, but they were also diviners who could predict game
movements based on the weather and other factors. They could recover
missing objects, including lost souls. They served as psychopomps who
guided the souls of the deceased to their postmortem destination. They
were literally masters of ceremonies and were a source of creativity in
native communities. Shamans gave dramatic public performances in a the-
atrical mode to demonstrate their powers. They were often skilled musi-
cians, ventriloquists, jugglers, acrobats, metallurgists, and masters of the
sleight of hand.

The shamanic calling often was announced by an extended illness or by
dreams and visions and predicated by the presence of inborn propensities.
The potential shaman suffered greatly as he or she (or both) confronted
various tests and ordeals and encountered a variety of spirits who might
embody known and unknown plants, animals, landscapes, and living per-
sons, or represent ghosts of the departed. During this liminal period of
psychic travail, the shaman-to-be had direct exposure to the realm of the
sacred. Special powers would be instilled in the novice after recovery from
the illness and near-death experience. The whole encounter with the spirit
world and its aftermath constituted a symbolic death and resurrection. On
returning to this world, the new shaman had to learn how to control his
newly acquired powers, usually under the tutelage of an established med-
icine person. This learning period might take years and still more time
before he emerged as an acknowledged accomplished shaman. As one who
had experienced death and rebirth, the shaman knew the way to the spirit
world, but he had to ensure he had a roundtrip ticket.

The powers possessed by the shaman could be dangerous and ambiva-
lent. Unsuccessful shamans could become vulnerable targets of a wrathful
community, and a shaman always had to be wary of the powers of rival
shamans. The well-intended measures of a shaman might quickly devolve
into perceived sorcery and witchcraft.
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Shamanic gender was frequently indeterminate. Although the majority
of Native American shamans were men, some were bisexual, and women
shamans were not unknown. In northern California among the Yurok,
Hupa, Karuk, and Shasta, the shamans were usually women. These women
suffered “pains” from introjected, paired disease objects sent through
dreams by spirit guardians. The shaman so afflicted had to learn to control
her “pains” through extensive discipline, after which she became a success-
ful curer. Sucking and massage were the principal techniques employed to
expel harmful entities that had invaded the patient’s body. Whereas death
and resurrection stood metaphorically for the activities of male shamans,
pregnancy and birth seemed to be symbolized in the midwife-like actions
of these female shamans in northern California. It is important to note that
for both male and female shamans recovery from the type of disorder that
they would later treat was a prerequisite for shamanic practice.

This discussion of Native American religion has revolved around three
essentialist positions regarding the original bases of religion — animism,
totemism, and shamanism. Each theory had its early champions and
detractors. However, none of the three theories existed in pristine form as
an independent complex. Rather they were all interrelated. Their advo-
cates failed to appreciate the fact that these three concepts, two of which
bear indigenous names, are, nevertheless, examples of Western-imposed
categorical thinking that fell short of grasping native understandings or
the extent of inter- and intracultural variation. However, a critical review
of these controversial, one-size-fits-all universal theories does provide at
least a blurry lens through which to view the wider spectrum of Native
American religion and spirituality.

In disentangling the intertwined roots of Native American religion and
spirituality, it is also possible to employ a direct historical approach by
utilizing archaeological data, as well as information from early contact
narratives. The widespread presence of mounds in eastern North America
leaves a religious marking on the landscape. Mounds dating back almost
to the end of the Archaic period (c. 3,500 years ago) were used as burials.
These gravesites contained varying types and quantities of grave goods
that suggest developed beliefs in an afterlife. Earthen effigy mounds were
built in the shape of mythic animals whose outlines could only be dis-
cerned in their full detail from the gaze of the resident celestial beings of
the sky above. In the Mississippian period (commencing about 700 C.E.),
mounds were enlarged and served as platforms for temples and other sacred
enclosures. Clearly in Mississippian times we encounter divine rulers and
elaborate priesthoods overseeing a highly complex ceremonial system. As
reconstructed from a variety of objects ranging from shell gorgets to woven
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designs, iconic sculpture, and petroglyphs, a highly developed symbolic
system is revealed. The structure and semiotics of this symbolic system
were first identified by Waring and Holder?* and were thought to reflect
the diffusion of a so-called Southern Cult. Further studies by later scholars
relabeled this phenomenon as the Southeastern Ceremonial Complex and
have narrowed the gap between the Mississippian period and ceremonial
usage among historic tribes.?

Other areas of Native North America show similar patterns of conti-
nuity between the archaeological past and the ethnographic present. In
the Southwest, connections between prehistoric remains and contempo-
rary Pueblo peoples are well documented. These small-scale theocracies
were remarkably perduring in their settlement patterns, architecture, pot-
tery, social structures, and religious rituals and ideology. Large, freestand-
ing totem poles were absent in the Northwest coast before metal tools
became available. Nevertheless, familiar Northwest symbols and designs
were found carved in house posts and etched on stone surfaces long before
the arrival of the white man. Spiritual beliefs in native California and in
the Great Basin also testified to considerable antiquity.

Documents written by early European contact agents often ignored
evidence of native religion and spirituality, or they dismissed native
beliefs and practices as idolatry, devil worship, or benighted superstition.
However, a close reading of some of these texts can produce insights into
native spirituality and religiosity. Because the Spaniards, with the excep-
tion of some silent Scandinavians, were the first Europeans to penetrate
into what they called the “New World,” two early Spanish sources warrant
examination.3°

The first source is Juan Rogel’s account of the Calusa. The Calusa, a par-
amount chiefdom in southwestern Florida, had already experienced several
years of Spanish military contact when the Jesuit missionary Father Juan
Rogel arrived in their midst in 1567. Rogel was strongly dedicated to his
mission to convert the Indians to Catholicism. He preached the Christian

34 Antonio J. Waring, Jr., and Preston Holder, “A Prehistoric Ceremonial Complex in the
Southeastern United States,” American Anthropologist (1945): 47.

35 James H. Howard, The Southeastern Ceremonial Complex and Its Interpretation, Memoir 6,
Missouri Archaeological Society (Columbia, 1968); and Robert L. Hall, An Archacology
of the Soul: North American Indian Belief and Ritual (Urbana, 1997).

36 See Daniel G. Brinton, trans., “Rogel’s Account of the Florida Mission (1569—70),”
The Historical Magazine, and Notes and Queries Concerning the Antiquities, History and
Biography of America 5:11 (1861); and John H. Hann, ed. and trans., Missions to the Calusa
(Gainsville, FL, 1991). The most up-to-date and comprehensive sketch of Calusa culture
is William H. Marquardt, “Calusa,” in Raymond D. Fogelson, ed., Handbook of North
American Indians, Southeast (Washington, DC, 2004), 14: 204—12.
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doctrine of the oneness of God, a universal, omnipotent Lord who created
heaven and earth and the first man and woman, as well as the possession
of an immortal soul. He told the natives about an afterlife of rewards and
punishment based on conduct in this world.

Rogel’s information about the natives came from observations and
interviews mediated by translators of informant testimony. The Calusa
accepted the doctrine of the oneness of God and regarded it as secret
knowledge passed down through their priests and royal lineages. They
even adjusted to the seeming paradox of the unity of the Trinity and
the trinity of the unity by avowing that those who govern the world
were three persons: first, the universal God of the heavenly movements
and seasonal changes; second, the person who rules human government;
and third, the person who helps in wars, that is, the war chief and/or the
war priest.

The Calusa had more difficulty accepting the unity and immortality of
the Christian soul. They believed in the existence of three souls. The first
was located in the pupil of the eye and remained within the body. The
other two souls were manifested in one’s shadow and in reflected images
of the self. These latter two souls permanently departed at the individual’s
death. The corpse was greatly feared, but after burial it was believed that
one could communicate with the deceased and gain information of divi-
natory significance. Illness was often equated with soul loss, and it was
thought that the soul returned through the nape of the neck. On death, the
soul or souls might enter some animal or fish. When the animal was killed
or the fish caught, the soul(s) would transfer to lesser beings. Gradually the
souls became reduced to nothing. This idea of ultimate soul destruction
was incompatible with Christian concepts of soul immortality and resur-
rection and with notions that deeds in this life were subject to rewards and
punishments in the next life.

Father Rogel was appalled at the Calusa worship of idols, their prac-
tice of infanticide and human sacrifice, and sodomy, all of which he saw as
the evil work of the devil. Rogel met resistance in his insistence that the
idols be destroyed. The Calusa argued that the idols protected them from
ever-present maleficent spirits and that the idols were handed down by
their forefathers from the beginning of time. They were more fearful of the
immediate evil spirits than of a distant, otiose, universal God. They wanted
to continue their traditions and be left alone. One native critic questioned
whether their worship of idols differed in principle from Christian adora-
tion of the cross.

There were other matters of dispute. The Calusa challenged the idea that
God was invisible. They claimed that their ancestors saw God at their buri-
als, after many days of fasting and strenuous running (presumably induc-
ing an alternate state of consciousness). Rogel rejected these traditions out
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of hand by insisting that their Calusa ancestors were deluded and saw the
devil rather than God.

At daybreak, seated in the arbors of their square grounds, the Calusa
chief and his retinue discussed these and other spiritual matters. Father
Rogel realized that if his evangelical efforts were to succeed, he would
first have to convert the chief and the rest would then follow. However,
there were other stumbling blocks. Calusa chiefs not only had multiple
wives, but also engaged in brother-sister marriage to consolidate divinely
derived power. Conversion to Christianity would undermine traditional
social structure and distribution of power.

The few baptisms that Father Rogel performed were the result of fear,
coercion, bribery, and hope for a short-term advantage. The converts
soon reverted to their previous “heathen” ways after Rogel’s departure.
Nevertheless, some of the Christian seeds he planted took root in the next
century, before the Calusa, as a distinct ethnic group, disappeared from
ongoing human history by the 1750s. Despite the mutual misunderstand-
ings present in Rogel’s encounter with the Calusa, it is, nevertheless, pos-
sible to capture some glimmerings of the nature of Calusa spirituality and
its underlying premises. Paradoxically, Father Rogel’s inflexible adherence
to Catholic orthodoxy illustrated native differences in broad relief.

A second interesting early Spanish document (1649) depicts a ritual
among the north-central Mexican Coahuiltecan Indians that involved the
use of peyote. Peyote had been condemned by the church as an evil sub-
stance and was the subject of many inquisition trials. Most of these cases
involved the use of peyote as an instrument of divination.3’

The Coahuiltecan peyote ritual was originally described by Alonzo de
Leon as follows:

The Indian men and women begin to dance in one or two circles around
the fire ... until the night is already dark, singing in their fashion what-
ever words they want, without having meaning, only harmony, and they
sing them so harmonically that one is not discordant from another, but it
seems a single voice. Everyone who wants to joins in this group, sometimes
a hundred, at other times more or less. They drink the peyote ground up
and dissolved in water; this drink intoxicates in such a manner that it makes
them lose consciousness and they remain from the movement and the wine,
on the ground like dead persons. They choose among two or three of such
as these, and with some beaks from a fish called aguja . .. they scratch them
from the shoulders to ankles and to the wrists, from whence flows a quantity
of blood, and with it they smear it all over their bodies. They leave them in
this condition until they are over their drunkenness.?®

37 Omer C. Stewart, Peyote Religion: A History (Norman, OK, 1987), 24.
38 Ihid., 25—26; and Rudolph C. Troike, “The Origin of Plains Mescalism,” American
Anthropologist (1962): 64.
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This ritual bears an uncanny resemblance to corn ceremonies in the
Southeast and Southwest. Some of the common elements include the
mixed-gender, nocturnal, circular dancing around a fire; the “meaning-
less” song verses; the drinking of a botanical decoction to induce a trance
state; and the ritual scratching of the body. In the Southeast, the medicine
imbibed was the so-called black drink, brewed from macerated leaves of
Ilex: cassina, which, while mildly hallucinogenic owing to its high caffeine
content, principally served as a purgative to induce vomiting to cleanse
the internal body. Ritual scratching with a sharp object, sometimes garfish
teeth, was also a bloody accompaniment to green corn ceremonies. In sum,
de Leon’s account can almost be seen as a descriptive template for more
widespread Native American ritual patterns.

As with the analyses of these two early Spanish accounts, it is also possi-
ble to reconstruct spiritual beliefs and religious practices by mining other
early Spanish, French, Dutch, Scandinavian, English, and Russian texts
to trace rich veins of information, to unearth priceless nuggets of data on
indigenous religion, and finally to seem to hit a solid baseline of bedrock.

The search for pure, unrefined, pre-Columbian “religious gold,” before it
became tarnished by European colonization and tainted by Christian expo-
sure, is not only a daunting task, but also a foolish one. The presupposition
made by too many scholars and even more popularizers of Native America
assumes that there once existed a cultural stability and timeless eternity
before Columbus and his successors destabilized this delicately balanced
equilibrium. The picture of the past derived from archaeology, from early
contact history, and from native narratives portrays a much more fluid and
dynamic world. Resistance movements, cultural decline and revitalization,
and the evolution, diffusion, and syncretism of the spiritual beliefs and
practices so characteristic of the post-Columbian world were already well
evidenced in the long ago pasts of the not-so-New World societies.

The singularity of New World religions and spiritual beliefs and prac-
tices and their uniformitarian trajectory through time were an illusion pro-
jected by Europeans. The path to a Native American religious or spiritual
past is not clear; it is obstructed by a tangled bank of intertwined roots and
branches.
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NATIVE AMERICAN RELIGION

RAYMOND D. FOGELSON

Native American “religion” may be a misnomer for many traditionally
oriented Native Americans, as well as for some academic scholars. Native
Americans frequently associate religion with a rigidly organized orthodoxy
and orthopraxy anchored by sacred scriptures and an established ecclesi-
astical hierarchy. In point of fact, the vast majority of Native Americans
today are true believing Christians who clearly embrace a religion and sub-
scribe to its basic tenets. However, Native American traditionalists with at
best a nominal tie to Christianity often prefer to use the term “spirituality”
to refer to their sacred belief systems and related practices.

The idea of spirituality invokes indigenous conceptions of a fluid,
unwritten sense of profound power ordering the visible and invisible uni-
verse. Such power infuses the worldviews of traditionalists; it goes under
various names but can also operate as an unnamed category. It is manifest
in sacred sites, and it can be activated by ritual publicly performed during
collective ceremonial periods or in privately practiced rites by individuals
during times of personal crisis.

Spirituality claims a timeless authenticity seamlessly interwoven within
distinctive cultural patterns. These patterns extend far into the past,
embody the present, and project into the near and distant future. Native
spirituality was closely connected to prophecy. From a traditionalist view-
point, prophecy was history and history was prophecy. Linear temporality
alternated with nonlineal time and with a sense of eternality. These alter-
native systems of time may be best exemplified by various forms of divi-
nation. Divination is concerned not only with prophetic prediction about
future outcomes, but also with “postdiction,” in an effort to reveal the
factors leading up to the present situation. Also significant in divinatory
practice is “syndication,” referring to events or conditions occurring simul-
taneously elsewhere, beyond immediate perception.

The etymologies of the terms religion and spirituality deserve attention.
The Oxford English Dictionary suggests two Latin roots: religare, “to bind,”

3
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and religere, “to read over.”” The former meaning, referring to a “rebind-
ing” or “binding back,” is usually cited by religious scholars in suggest-
ing a unifying function for religion. This would be consistent with the
Durkheimian notion of collective solidarity.? The root may also refer to
bonding to a particular religious association, or a rebonding to or reaffir-
mation of particular deities; to spiritual bondings; or to the source of some
metaphysical power. These occasions may occur at critical junctures in the
life cycle, as in vision questing at or before puberty with the acquisition of
spirit animal protectors. The second etymology for religion, “to read over,”
resonates with the repetition or incessant rehearsal characteristic of ritual.
This derivation would fit well with theories, such as that of Robertson
Smith,? that view religion as based primarily on ritual action rather than
on mythical belief.

Spirituality, of course, is linked with the Latin root spiritus, whose basic
meaning relates to breath and breathing and by extension to air, life, and
the idea of a soul or souls. Some of these associations are clearly present in
Native North America, as with the conception of a supreme being or author
of life, breath, and consciousness, who, not coincidentally, was referred to
as “the Master of Breath” among many Muskogean-speaking groups in the
Southeast. Spirit, or in French, espiriz, can also denote courage, vigor, or
morale. The adjective “spiritual” generally relates to matters of the soul or
intellect and is sharply contrasted with the physical body and materiality.
The noun, “spiritualism,” has taken on certain negative connotations in pop-
ular usage. The term “spirituality” is less encumbered than spiritualism with
psychic pseudoscience and instead is associated more with alternate religious
beliefs and practices frequently derived from individual exotic, non-Western
sources. Spirituality features an affinity to nature bordering on worship.

To summarize, Native Americans clearly possessed what we recognize
as religious institutions. Many examples of indigenous religious institu-
tions can be noted, including Pueblo ceremonialism, Creek rituals, the
Longhouse religion of the Iroquois, ancestral rites such as the potlatch on
the Northwest coast, and Navajo and Apache traditions. The list could be
enlarged by mentioning religious revivals and revitalizations among many
other tribes.

An increasing number of Native Americans see a continuing vitality in
what they consider their traditional beliefs and practices. They feel that
the rubric “spirituality” more closely captures their inherent traditions

Y The Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary (Glasgow, 1971), 2.

? Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Joseph Ward Swain, 1909
(New York, 1965).

3 William Robertson Smith, Religion of the Semites: The Fundamental Institutions, 1889 (New
York, 1956).
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than the term “religion,” which they associate with externally imposed
Christian assumptions, however ecumenicalized and compromised.

Native American spirituality not only appeals to traditionalists and to
such serious native intellectuals as Vine Deloria, Jr., but also has attracted
an enthusiastic following among New Agers, Green movement advocates,
and Neopagans. These ideological movements have appropriated such
indigenous features as a belief in a layered universe, an earth island float-
ing on a turtle’s carapace in a primal sea, mystical circles and medicine
wheels, multicolored directionality indicators, divining crystals and dream
catchers, tobacco sacrifices and sweat baths, native herbal remedies and the
purifying smell of sweet grass, stone effigies, and a solemn belief in the
redeeming power of Mother Earth. These elements have been stripped of
whatever meaning and validity they may once have claimed in the context
of native cultures and have passed uncritically into the realm of popular
culture.

This brings us to issues of authenticity and questions of what is meant
by tradition. Scholars today write about invented or reinvented traditions.*
They cast doubt on the authenticity of particular beliefs and practices.
Tradition is generally recognized as the intergenerational handing down
of stories, beliefs, and customs. Traditions are usually transmitted orally in
native cultures. Although literacy and written texts are sometimes taken to
be the hallmark of the so-called Great Religions, oral traditions also figure
prominently in their foundations

Traditions can persist covertly from ancestors to descendants, from gen-
eration to generation. However, the continuity of traditions can be threat-
ened by outside pressures. Thus, because the potlatches of the Northwest
coast and the Sun Dance of the Great Plains were considered barbarous
and as obstacles to the civilizing efforts of the missionaries, they were duly
outlawed by governmental agents. However, memories of these rituals con-
tinued, and when the political climate finally moderated, they reemerged
fully formed as recollected traditions.

In some cases the specific traditional forms are altered owing to memory
lapse and cultural loss, but the idea and spirit of the ritual remains alive in
the collective imagination. Alternative versions of the traditional custom
may be introduced from elsewhere and be adjusted to fit the local cultural
pattern. A case in point is the recent pan-tribal diffusion of the sweat bath.
Most tribes once had a version of this sudatory rite, but its practice had
often died out. This was the situation with the Eastern Cherokees and with
the Mississippi Choctaws until recently, when Lakota variants of the sweat

4 Eric Hobsbawn and Terence Ranger, eds., The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge, UK,

1983).
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6 Raymond D. Fogelson

bathing ritual were adopted. Traditions have careers. They may sometimes
go into abeyance, but they have the capacity to be regenerated through
memory and diffusion.

As cultural process has ebbs and flows, religions and spiritualities have
similarly undergone continuities and discontinuities. The archaeological
record of the Americas reveals changes in the treatment of the dead in
memorial structures and in accompanying symbolism, all of which sug-
gests concomitant changes in religious ideology and spiritual practices.
Interment in individual and collective burials, as well as the position and
orientation of skeletal remains, appeared to have religious significance, as
did the quality and quantity of grave goods. In the Eastern Woodlands,
burial mounds going back to late Archaic times (c. four thousand years
ago) were prototypical. In the Northern Plains, wrapped corpses were
suspended on scaffolds; and in the Northwest, a certain incidence of tree
inhumations, as well as cremations, occurred. In some regions of the
Subarctic, the graves of shamans were oriented with the head pointing
to the west, while the general population faced east, toward the rising
sun. In Nova Scotia, buried skeletons were sprinkled with red hematite,
perhaps indicating revivification or rebirth. Perhaps this latter practice
represented a union of white skeletal material, symbolic of males and
semen, with the symbolic birth or menstrual blood of female procreation
and fertility.

The practice of double burial, first conceptualized by Robert Hertz, was
widespread in Native North America.5 Death rituals, mourning, condo-
lence, and the initial disposition of the corpse might, after a prescribed
period of time, be followed by a relocation of the mortal remains and a
briefer, less emotionally charged set of rituals. Not only were life cycles
punctuated by rites of passage, but cycles of death were also marked. Thus
for many Native Americans, death was less of an event than a continuous
process indicated by several transformative junctures. Physically, the death
cycle involved the progressive decomposition of the material body and the
release of spiritual essences. Often this process was conceived of as a sep-
aration of flesh from bone. When this process of cleansing the skeleton
of decaying flesh was completed, often through exposure of the corpse to
the upper world, as in scaffold burials, or to the lower world, in tempo-
rary interment, the skeletal remains were deposited in a more permanent
location, as an ossuary, tomb, or burial mound. Even so-called totem poles
sometimes featured carved boxes that contained the charred remains of the
cremated ancestral chief in whose memory the pole was erected.

5 Robert Hertz, Death and the Right Hand, trans. R. and C. Needham, 1907 (New York,

1960).
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Native American Religion 7

The aforementioned means of disposing of the corpse varied with dif-
ferent societies. Moreover, there could be alternate forms of burial within
a particular society depending on the circumstances of death, the status of
the deceased individual, or such other factors as gender or age. Additional
variables surrounded the treatment of the deceased. How was death ascer-
tained? Who handled the corpse? Was the body publically displayed, as
it was among the Tlingits, or was the dead person feared and avoided, as
among the Apache and Navajo? How was the property of the deceased
passed on? Were there direct rules of inheritance of property and status, or
were personal belongings of the deceased distributed to the winners of the
hand game that was played during the funerary rites among the Shuswap of
British Columbia? The type and amount of grave goods was again highly
variable. Burials might include offerings of food as provisions for the ardu-
ous journey to the afterlife, such as the pots of parched corn that accom-
panied proto-historic Wampanoag burials. Wealth objects and utilitarian
items, as well as the souls of slain sacrificial animals, also might be ticketed
to accompany the dead to their ultimate destination.

The ideas behind double burials and grave goods offerings bespeak
native ideas of eschatology and the fate of the soul, or better, souls, because
most native metaphysical theories were premised on multiple souls. The
term “souls” may mask what may be better translated as “living essences.”
Native understandings of life processes and vitality more closely resembled
the pre-Socratic ideas of particular humors than the Christian notion of a
unified soul. These living essences were imparted to the body from various
sources during procreation and took their sequential leave from the body
at different junctures of the death cycle. Indeed, some Native American
theories of death stood in a reciprocal relationship to theories of birth. This
linkage of birth and death could be extended to incorporate ideas of rebirth
and reincarnation that prevailed in many metaphysical belief systems, the
Wet'suwet’en of British Columbia being an exemplary case.

The limen between life and death was often blurred in native North
America. Oral narratives are replete with accounts of people who returned
from the land of the dead with vivid imagery of what life, or death, is like
in the otherworld. Orpheus and Eurydice motifs pervaded many North
American bodies of myth,” and we have many historical accounts of people
taken for dead suddenly regaining consciousness before the final funerary

% Antonia Mills and Richard Slobodin, eds., Amerindian Rebirth: Reincarnation among North
American Indians and Inuit (Toronto, 1994).

7 Ake Hultkrantz, The North American Indian Orpheus Tradition: A Contribution to Comparative
Religion. The Ethnographical Museum of Sweden, Monograph Series, Publication No. 2
(Stockholm, 1957).
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8 Raymond D. Fogelson

rites were performed. Indeed, most Native American prophets and sha-
mans endured near-death experiences in connection with their spiritual
revelations. A deathlike episode or fatal illness was often a prerequisite for
becoming a shaman or a medicine person.

Ghosts loomed large in the behavioral environments of Native America.
Death was rarely regarded as a natural event in native reckoning. If the
cause of death was not addressed, the spirit of the deceased would haunt
the living in an attempt to exact revenge. But not all visits of spirits from
the otherworld were vengeful. In many groups it was expected that deceased
members of the community would rejoin their living relatives on ceremo-
nial occasions. Thus the Tulelo adoption ceremony made provision for the
attendance of deceased kin.® Pueblo Katchinas were impersonations of the
souls of dead kinsmen who resided half the year in the nearby mountains as
controllers of rain and who returned to the pueblo in the other half of the
year, where they participated in ceremonies through the agency of masked
performers.

It can be seen that the relations between the living and the dead among
Native Americans involved both separation and inclusion. In many
instances, the intention of death rituals was to create space between the liv-
ing and the dead. However, on other occasions, especially celebratory ones,
the spirits of the deceased were reincorporated into the living community.
In all cases, the boundaries between life and death were at best tenuous.
Understanding some of the metaphysical beliefs concerning death and the
serious manner in which funerary rites were conducted helps us appreciate
the sensitivities that most, but not all, Native Americas felt toward escha-
tology and the death cycle. Implicit in these views was the deep-seated
belief that bones, though separated from flesh, still contained real and sym-
bolic power. Skeletal material retained some degree of living vitality and
had a potential for regeneration. Bones could be likened to seeds planted in
the ground; they also served to claim a birthright, if not deathright, to the
land and its history. Disturbance of graves and removal of bones therefore
were conceived by some as a source of affliction.

The notion that bones possess vital qualities presupposed belief in souls
that transcend death and have at least a potential for reincarnation. One
of the acknowledged fathers of modern cultural anthropology who engaged
these issues was Sir Edward Burnett Tylor (1832—1917). Tylor had only
minimal field exposure as a tourist in Mexico, but he was an encyclopedic
researcher of early documents containing ethnological data. These sources
comprised reports by missionaries, soldiers, explorers, and colonial officials

8 Frank G. Speck, The Tutelo Reclothing and Spirit Adoption Ceremony (Harrisburg, PA,

1942).
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Native American Religion 9

who observed the manners and customs of indigenous peoples around the
world, including Native Americans. Tylor was what we would recognize
today as an armchair cultural evolutionist, but perhaps he can more accu-
rately be considered a universal historian interested in the stages of human
culture history and the regularities of human cultural development. In
staking out his subject matter, he coined a valuable omnibus definition of
culture that still commands respect today. Tylor was interested in the gen-
eral direction of human history, with its attendant philosophical and theo-
logical debates about the idea of progress and perfectibility versus theories
of cultural decline and degeneration from a hypothetical golden age. In
systematizing and analyzing his extensive material, Tylor paid particular
attention to social institutions and their sequential development.

Tylor’'s magnum opus, Primitive Culture (1871),° laid out his use of
the comparative method to deduce the uniformitarian upward progress
toward an eventual goal of civilization. In this work, Tylor was especially
concerned with the origins and subsequent development of religion. Many
of his contemporaries viewed primitive cultures as devoid of genuine reli-
gion; the development of these simpler societies was impeded by reliance
on superstitious beliefs and magical thinking. Tylor, on the other hand,
argued that religion was a human universal and proposed a minimum
definition of religion as a belief in spiritual beings, or what he called
“animism.”

“Animism” is a term that Tylor rescued from the early eighteenth-cen-
tury theory of vitalism, as posited by Georg Stahl.” According to the lat-
ter, living beings possess anima, or life properties, that operate differently
from the laws of chemistry or physics as applied to inert materials. Stahl
contrasted anima with another substance, phlogiston, which was the com-
bustible element in inert matter that could burn off or oxidize at different
rates. Tylor might have chosen the term “spiritualism” to encompass his
minimum definition of religion, but that term already possessed unwanted
connotations of mysticism. Tylor was, if nothing else, a strict rationalist,
even though his Quaker background seems to have stimulated an enduring
fascination with the uncanny.

Tylor’s theory of animism as a belief in spiritual beings involved a logi-
cal deduction of the survival of souls from the prevalence of dreams about
the deceased. That the soul could take semipermanent leave of the living
body seemed evident in cases of mental derangement. More temporary soul
loss could occur in sudden fright or sneezing. Survivals of these primal
beliefs were embedded in linguistic usage: as “I was beside myself,” or “I

9 E. B. Tylor, Primitive Culture, 2 vols., 1871 (London, 1913).

'° Graham Harvey, Animism: Respecting the Living World (New York, 2006).
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10 Raymond D. Fogelson

was scared out of my wits,” or with formulaic phrasings accompanying
sneezing, yawning, or temporary paroxysms.

Tylor’s influential theory of religion as originating from common indi-
vidual experience was severely criticized by others. Durkheim and his fol-
lowers saw religion as emanating from collective rather than individual
experiences. Religion, thus, was not so much a psychological as a sociolog-
ical phenomenon or, perhaps better, had a social-psychological basis in the
collective effervescence manifested in, for example, Australian aboriginal
corroborees or Native American ghost dances.

Tylor’s rationalism also diminished the importance of the emotional
impact of religion. For theorists like Durkheim, Freud, William James,
and other strange bedfellows, religious experience was of primary signif-
icance in both the phylogenetic and ontogenetic origins of religion. The
hyperrationality of Tylor’s formulation of animism also troubled other
theorists, such as Lucien Lévy-Bruhl,” who suggested that what he called
the Law of Participation, characteristic of primitive thinking about the
self and its extensions, did not conform to Western logical assumptions,
like the Law of Contradiction, and operated on different, culturally specific
systems of logic.

A development derived from Tylorian animism was the theory advanced
by one of his students, R. R. Marett (1866—1943)."> Marett postulated a
pre-animistic conception based on a belief in impersonal notions of power
that may have preceded a belief in spiritual beings. He labeled this pre-
animistic religious stage as animatism. Marett was influenced by the discov-
eries of Bishop R. H. Codrington®? in the South Pacific, where he found a
native concept of mana. Mana referred to a kind of disembodied power that
could be resident in things, winds, places, times, and a human elite who
were closely aligned with the gods and shared some of their divine substance
and characteristics. Mana defies precise translation but has been compared
to energy and likened to electricity; it can also be related to good fortune
or luck. Soon after Codrington’s book became widely circulated, ethnogra-
phers began to describe similar native conceptions in far-flung corners of
the world. Thus in North America, J. N. B. Hewitt recycled a Huron term,
orenda, to encompass Iroquoian concepts of power."# The Crows had a notion
of power called maxpe;"> the Lakotas and other Siouan speakers had highly

' Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, How Natives Think, trans. L. C. Clare, 1910 (London, 1926).

2 R. R. Marett, The Threshold of Religion, 1900, 4th ed. (London, 1929).

3 Robert H. Codrington, The Melanesians: Studies in Their Anthropology and Folklore (Oxford,
1891).

™4 J.N. B. Hewitt, “Orenda and a Definition of Religion,” American Anthropologist 4 (1902):

33—46.
> Robert H. Lowie, The Crow Indians (New York, 1935).
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Native American Religion 11

differentiated notions of wakan;'¢ the Algonkian concept of manitou was
often translated, perhaps wrongfully, as power,"”” while in the Northwest,
Salish speakers spoke of s#/ia and Chinookan peoples viewed tamanous as a
form of power. In many other groups, power was an unmarked category, yet
an effective force in social relations and religious life.

Power concepts are highly variable in meaning and extensiveness and
therefore must be understood in their cultural context. Contra Marett, ideas
of power need not be taken as logically a priori to animistic beliefs in souls
or personified spiritual beings. Indeed, a closer reading of Codrington’s
classical account of mana reveals that the winds, often assumed to be an
almost prototypical example of diffuse, disembodied, impersonal power,
were usually addressed by kinship terms and thus personalized by the
natives. And the manitous of the Algonkian Ojibwa, although frequently
associated with winds and directionality, were usually anthropomorphized
as deities.™

Ideas of power, however, may be embedded at deeper levels of what we
regard as animism. The aforementioned Ojibwas and related Algonkian
speakers provide a case in point. In the 1830s, in the process of learning
the language, Henry Rowe Schoolcraft™ discovered that Ojibwa lacked
gender distinctions in classifying nouns, unlike Indo-European languages
(excepting English, which lost the gender distinction over time). Instead,
Schoolcraft postulated an animate/inanimate means for Ojibwa noun clas-
sification. Although this distinction, which attributes “life” to some nouns
and “inertness” to others, accommodates most Algonkian nouns, it is still
an externally imposed grammatical construction that may mask more fun-
damental Ojibwa associations. Students of Algonkian languages have been
bedeviled by anomalies that seem to contradict the animate/inanimate
distinction. Certain body parts may be classed as inanimate, as elbows or
knees; some berries are animate, and others are inanimate, as strawberries
and raspberries.

Probably, the most puzzling anomaly in Ojibwa noun classification con-
cerns rocks.?° Indeed, rocks under some conditions may move. It is believed

16]ames R. Walker, Lakota Belief and Ritual, ed. Raymond J. DeMallie and Elaine A.
Jahner (Lincoln, 1980).

7 William Jones, “The Algonkin Manitu,” Journal of American Folklore 18 (1905).

A Irving Hallowell, “Ojibwa Ontology, Behavior, and World View,” in Stanley
Diamond, ed., Cwlture in History: Essays in Honor of Paul Radin (New York, 1960).

' Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, Algic Researches, Comprising Inquiries Respecting the Mental
Characteristics of the North American Indians. First Series. Indian Tales and Legends (New
York, 1939).

2° Mary B. Black, “Ojibwa Power Belief System,” in Raymond D. Fogelson and Richard N.
Adams, eds., The Anthropology of Power (New York, 1977).
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12 Raymond D. Fogelson

that in the past, or possible future, some rocks may have possessed qualities
of life. Past or potential animation gets us closer to resolving the seeming
dilemma. But for Ojibwas, some rocks could be talked to and were con-
sidered to be persons who possess autonomy and volition in their dialogue
with human beings. Pushing the analysis further, we must inquire about
the source of this capacity for movement, this animation, this personhood.
Again, we must posit some underlying mana-like energy that Ojibwas and
other Native Americans frequently conceive of as medicine power. Some
rocks, plants, or other objects have it, and some do not.

This medicine power, like mana, can be changeable and transient. Trees
in most Algonkian languages were considered inanimate. Although they
may grow over time, sway in the wind, and change appearance seasonally,
trees do not display much inherent mobility. Yet for some Algonkian
speakers like the Fox, the bark of an elm tree was transformed from an
inanimate to an animate state when it was used to cover a wigwam. In
effect, it became the skin of a living domicile, which was energized by the
fire from a central hearth (or “heart”). Among many Plains Algonkians, a
tree in the forest may be inanimate, but when it was cut down, stripped of
its bark, and erected in a consecrated area as a Sun Dance pole, the pole was
enlivened and became animate.

Power can also be inherent in certain objects. We consider skeletal mate-
rial to be dead and inanimate after being separated from living flesh and
blood by undergoing a process of mineralization. However, many Native
Americans considered bones as retaining living power and thus animate.
Animism or animatism ultimately may prove to be fundamental to our
understanding of Native American spirituality and, perhaps, as Tylor
intended, essential to all religions.

Another concept indigenous to North America also attracted the atten-
tion of many prominent scholars interested in tracing the origins of reli-
gion. That concept is totemism, derived from the Ojibwa stem —db.de m.**
It was first described in an account by John Long, a late eighteenth-century
fur trader. The stem root that was nominalized as “totemism” probably
referred to a local settlement of related members. The curious feature for
Europeans was the naming of these various totems after wild animals. These
animals, or more rarely particular plants or natural phenomena like storms
or lightning, were more than just eponyms. It was believed that an indi-
vidual or group had a special relationship to the totemic animal through

2T Raymond D. Fogelson and Robert Brightman, “Totemism Reconsidered,” in William
L. Merrill and Ives Goddard, eds., Anthropology, History, and American Indians: Essays
in Honor of William Curtis Sturtevant. Smithsonian Contributions to Anthropology, 44
(Washington, DC, 2002).
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Native American Religion 13

descent or affiliation. In the case of descent, there was a belief that the
totemic animal was a direct ancestor. People who shared the same totem
were members of the same descent group, be it a lineage, clan, phratry, or
moiety. As such, individuals were prohibited from marrying totemic kin.
Totemism thus framed kinship relations and legal usages.

Totemism had strong religious associations. Various taboos obtained
between an individual and his or her totemic animal. Mythic narratives
became the property of a totemic clan that controlled their recitation, and
much of the work of ritual was organized according to clan.

Scholars of totemism have regarded it to be primarily a social or collec-
tive phenomenon. However, there was also a form of individual totemism
by which a supplicant acquired a guardian spirit, usually in the form of an
animal, through a vision quest experience. Vision quests tended to be more
common in the northern reaches of North America, areas where hunting
was the dominant form of subsistence, and they became more attenuated
in horticultural economies.

Vision quests for boys were normally taken at or before puberty.?* The
young boys, and in some areas young girls, were separated from their fam-
ilies and dispatched to the wilderness to seek a vision. This ordeal might
include fasting, vigorous exercise, and sensory deprivation enhanced by
highly charged powers of suggestion from previous exposure to mythic
knowledge conveyed by tribal elders. These preconditions could help
induce an alternate state of consciousness through vivid dreaming or hal-
lucinatory trances in which a spiritual being, often a mythic being from
primordial times, might appear to the receptive vision seeker. Trance states
and dreams were semantically undifferentiated. The dream-seeker might
become possessed by the spirit animal, and through imagined encounters,
sacred knowledge might be revealed.

In most instances, vision quest experiences could best be conceived of as
the establishment of a partnership with a spirit animal or with an other-
than-natural being that involved enduring reciprocal rights and duties.
The vision quester must observe certain taboos respecting the animal
spirit. Often instructions were given to collect various objects and keep
them hidden in a special pouch as a medicine bundle. This bundle was
more than an iconic means of remembrance of the encounter in the wilder-
ness; it also acted as a means of communication with the individual totem.
The spirit animal could also present the human partner with a special song
that could serve to summon divine aid in times of crisis. For the Beaver
Indians in northern British Columbia, the melodic lines of these songs

2 Verne Ray, Cultural Relations in the Platean of Northwestern North America. Publications of

the Frederick Webb Hodge Anniversary Publication Fund (Los Angeles, 1939), 3.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 04:15:25, subject to the Cambridge

Core terms of use, available at “@%*r‘f(tﬁ?fﬁ@éaﬂEfé?i‘“e%’@fﬁ‘ﬁﬁétma'?ﬁfﬁﬁﬁ’&eiBWOé’r%Wﬁr‘é@b?’f@%é* 871105.002


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521871105.002
https://www.cambridge.org/core

14 Raymond D. Fogelson

were likened to trails reaching to heaven.?? In most cases, successful vision
quests reflected a kind of empowerment, giving one special skills and con-
fidence in adjusting to the demands of adulthood.

Among many plateau groups, the kind of power one obtained deter-
mined one’s reputation or future career. Thus one person might gain spe-
cial talent as a fisherman, a second might become a great hunter, a third
might be a lucky gambler, a fourth could become a fierce warrior, and a
fifth could become an infamous lover. Women might obtain special gifts
from isolation at or around puberty. These could include exceptional talent
as a basket-weaver, knowledge of herbal curatives, or ability as a midwife.
In some groups in the Northwest, the vision quest experience might be so
traumatic that the dream encounter was repressed, only to return suddenly
to consciousness in later life, often during winter spirit dancing ceremo-
nies. Retroactively, the powers that one obtained at puberty were thought
to be confirmed.

There was considerable cultural variation in vision quest practices
among Native Americans. The time spent seeking visions varied from a
few days to several months, from a single night to multiple efforts to make
contact with a spirit animal extending over several years, or from a forma-
tive experience around puberty to repeated vision quests in later life. Plains
Indians, in particular, might seek power from a spirit being at any stage
of the life cycle. These vision quests entailed great abnegation marked by
groveling pleas for pity, as well as self-mutilation in the form of bodily
scarification or amputation of fingers. In northern California, Yurok aris-
tocrats would climb the mountains of the Siskiyou Range to commune
with spirits through a special language.?* Among ranked societies in the
Northwest coast, the person seeking visions usually obtained the type of
spirit appropriate to someone of his status. With Great Lakes tribes, one
could seek and sequentially acquire associations with several different
spirit animals. However, obtaining too many spirit guardians among the
Ottawa or Winnebago was considered greedy and might result in a power
outage.*

For many scholars, sociological totemism and individual totemism
were separate and unrelated phenomena. However, examination of early
accounts of North American totemism suggests that a closer generic rela-
tion may once have existed. In a headlong rush to get at the essential source

23 Robin Ridington, Trail to Heaven: Knowledge and Narvative in a Northern Native Community
(Iowa City, 1988).

*4 Thomas Buckley, Standing Ground: Yurok Indian Spirituality, 1850—1990 (Berkeley,
2002).

?5 Paul Radin, “Some Aspects of Puberty Fasting among the Ojibwa,” Museum Bulletin of
the Canada Geological Survey (1914): 2.
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Native American Religion IS

of totemism, theorists simplified and overschematized both the fragmented
North American dataand fuller ethnographic accounts of Australian aborig-
inal totemism to create a reified totemic complex that never existed in pure
form. The dissolution of this supposed complex was attributed to the acute
comparative analysis of Alexander Goldenweiser, published in 1910.2° As a
result, the subject of totemism fell into abeyance for more than a half cen-
tury, only to be partly revived by the brilliant reinterpretation by Claude
Lévi-Strauss.?” Lévi-Strauss eschewed traditional functional explanations
that attempted to rationalize its seemingly bizarre features by endowing
totemic practices with practical utility. Instead, he viewed totemism as a
cognitive device used for classifying social groupings based on analogies
with native classifications of their natural worlds, especially in light of the
distinctions between different animal species.

Lévi-Strauss’ influence has been potent in encouraging efforts to com-
prehend the richness and sophistication inherent in native systems of eth-
noscience.?® However, the structural approach that he developed too easily
devolved into arid logic and bloodless intellectual exercise that ignored
the emotional metaphysics in the mystical associations between totemic
people and their animal familiars. A strong identification of personhood
obtained between human beings and totemic animals, be they clan totems
or guardian spirits. Part of this sympathetic relationship was due to the
belief that animals, like human beings, possessed sensitive souls that
required respect, sincere supplication, and continuing reciprocity. Thus,
for the Cree of Manitoba, as described by Robert Brightman,* game ani-
mals succumbed not so much to the technical prowess of the hunter as to
his spiritual attributes in following correct ritual procedures and dream
connections that resulted in the prey voluntarily surrendering its corporal
life to the human predator. The animal gave up its flesh but was assured
that its living essence, or soul, would survive in another realm or re-enter
this world through reincarnation.

The idea of metamorphosis is relevant here. In some Northwest coast
societies, a human could be transformed through ritual into a totemic being
by donning the external skin of that animal; conversely animals might shed
their external cover to reveal their basic, undisguised humanity. Where
we recognize the principle of the conservation of matter whereby matter
ultimately can be neither created nor destroyed, many hunting peoples in

26 Alexander Goldenweiser, “Totemism, An Analytic Study,” Journal of American Folklore
(1910): 23.

27 Claude Lévi-Strauss, Totemism Today, trans. Rodney Needham, 1962 (Boston, 1963).

28 Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Savage Mind, trans. John and Doreen Weightman, 1962
(Chicago, 1966).

29 Robert Brightman, Grateful Prey: Rock Cree Human-Animal Relationships (Berkeley, 1993).
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16 Raymond D. Fogelson

Native America recognized an analogous principle whereby souls or living
essences of both humans and animals could be removed, re-embodied, and
recycled. Many Native American cultures seem engaged in something
resembling a “soul exchange” in which vital essences could be accumu-
lated, spent, and reinvested.

The dark side of totemism was often revealed in native theories of witch-
craft and sorcery. Soul dislodgement and capture were implicit in many
such nefarious activities. A witch was a being (or nonbeing) that lacked a
sense of true personhood. A witch might impersonate a human being but
in metaphysical reality was a pseudo-person existing outside the human
community. Through metamorphosis or shape-shifting, the witch might
transform itself into other pseudo-beings. Animals frequently associated
with witchcraft and illfare included such nocturnal beings as owls, particu-
larly screech owls, as well as bats, various felines, stiff-legged bears, moles,
and other night-stalking creatures. Although Iroquoian speakers were
known to create witches by isolating infants (a practice known as “down
fending”) and denying them the breast by substituting herbal decoctions
for the “milk of human kindness,” most other groups viewed witches as
belonging to another order of creation and, as such, as a permanent part
of the existential landscape. Witches could be associated with a wide rep-
ertoire of monstrous beings who were often regarded as vestiges of previ-
ous mythic eras. Frequently such malevolent monsters were defeated by a
beneficent culture hero and banished to the underworld or to the outermost
rim of the earth island.

However, monsters could be ambivalent figures. Anthropophagous stone
giants who roamed the Eastern Woodlands when the world was young were
overcome by superior spirits and often sang their medicine songs to future
generations of shamans and bequeathed their ice-crystal hearts to human-
kind as divining instruments. The Iroquois Falseface spirit, who had his
nose smashed in a power contest with his culture hero brother, Sapling, was
exiled to the forest, where he and his kind could cause troubles for disre-
spectful wayward travelers in their domain. However, these same Falsefaces
participated in Longhouse rituals and could be summoned into domestic
dwellings to perform curing ceremonies for certain types of illnesses.

Witchcraft conventionally served as a means of explaining misfortune.
Usually witches were believed to come from outside the local community.
However, as with the case of Iroquoian down fending or in Pueblo societies
like the Hopi, where inmarried men might be targeted as possible witches,
witchcraft could arise from within the local group and reveal stress points
in the social structure.

Witchcraft accusations were used as a scapegoating mechanism in
many otherwise tightly knit native communities. Although providing
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convenient explanations for tragic events, witchcraft accusations could also
increase tensions within a society and lead to factional strife and to para-
noid outbreaks that frequently resulted in the killing of vulnerable peo-
ple. Witchcraft accusations could serve as a barometer of social anxiety.
Iroquois dystopic anomie, for example, might be measured by the amount
of native tobacco (Nicotiana rustica) thrown in the fire to dispel any witches
lurking in the vicinity.

Like the Iroquois, most Native American societies employed elaborate
procedures for defending against witches. Witches usually had to make
direct contact with their intended victims and thus were often susceptible
to anti-witchcraft techniques. One line of defense was to solicit the services
of a sorcerer. A sorcerer, unlike a preternatural witch, was a person who
had acquired various powers through a divine calling, a religious experi-
ence tempered and domesticated through tutelage with a knowledgeable
wisdom keeper. Trained sorcerers could counter the destructive powers of a
witch, but they did so by spells and instrumental machinations that could
be activated and manipulated from afar. Witches literally, as well as meta-
phorically, preyed on the human community, feasting on the livers, hearts,
flesh, and souls of their victims. Cherokee witches added the unexpired life
terms of their victims to their own; longevity was both honored as a man-
ifestation of power and feared as possible witchcraft. Sorcerers, in contrast,
served clients. Between the practitioner of sorcery and his client it was
decided whether, when, and how to initiate action, and when to terminate
it. Whereas witchcraft was amoral and uncontrollable, sorcery had some
ethical dimensions and control mechanisms.

Durkheim considered sorcery and witchcraft to be antisocial and thereby
excluded such phenomena from his eufunctional definition of religion.
However, the data from North America indicate that such separation
was artificial at best. The metaphysics of sorcery and witchcraft appear
intimately entwined with native spirituality and religion.

Closely related to the concepts of animism and totemism was the phe-
nomenon of shamanism. Shamanism can be considered a third type of clas-
sic essentialist theory that attempts to account for the origins of religion.
The work of Mircea Eliade accorded primacy to shamanism in the history
of religions.>* Eliade and others viewed the shaman as the first religious
specialist, a vircuoso who is a master of “archaic techniques of ecstasy.” This
supposedly fundamental form of religion was first identified and described
among the native peoples of Siberia. The word “shaman” is derived from a
Tungusic term and refers to a person who can control out-of-body experi-
ences in which the free or noncorporeal soul escapes the body and ascends

3° Mircea Eliade, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, 1951 (Princeton, 1964).
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18 Raymond D. Fogelson

to the upper world or descends to the lower world under the earth or sea
and returns to the body with new knowledge obtained from its psychic
journey. Eliade was careful to eschew any idea of a pure or primordial form
of shamanism, yet he insisted that shamanism was most fully developed in
Siberia, its Jocus classicus, and had connections to other parts of Asia, as well
as to Australia, northern Europe, and North and South America, and might
be embedded in proto-Indo-European and Paleolithic religious systems.

Shamanism was clearly part of a northern pan-Boreal complex, which
includes, among many other items, Bear Ceremonialism; the Earth Diver
mythic motif; large decorated, single-headed hand drums; and a mas-
tery over fire manifested in the handling of hot coals and in metallurgy.
This complex was evidenced in northern Scandinavia among the Sami,
throughout northern Eurasia to Siberia, and across the Bering Straits to the
Yupik and Inuit cultures of Arctic North America. The shamanic complex
remained more or less intact with Northwest coast peoples, with north-
ern Athapascan and Algonkain hunting bands, and with desert foragers
of the Great Basin. Many Californian groups also had recognizable sha-
mans. Shamanic practices tended to fade out among horticultural peoples,
although herbalists, diviners for weather and other prognostications, and
sorcerers or conjurors may still be found. In South America, shamanism
reappeared, but rattles replaced drums as percussive instruments to help
induce alternate states of consciousness, and there was great knowledge of
hallucinogenic plants to bring about a trance state.

It is worth noting that the vast majority of the world’s hallucinogens
were first discovered by Native Americans, even though in most cases
analogous plants were available in the Old World. It seems as if the first
peoples of the New World were oriented to searching out mind-altering
botanicals. Indeed, at one of the earliest dated sites in South America —
Monte Verde — Thomas Dillehay found evidence of the use of quint, a
known hallucinogen.3*

Shamanism was premised on and situated within a particular view of the
world. The shamanic worldview was inseparably connected to native cos-
mology. This world was not preexistent, but for many groups was created
as an island floating in a primal sea. In some cosmogonic narratives, this
island rested on the back of a turtle, giving rise to the expression “Turtle
Island.” In the Iroquoian version of cosmogenesis, a timeless upper world
populated by primal beings was located above the celestial firmament. The
pregnant bride of the sky world chief fell, or was pushed, through a hole
made by an uprooted tree and descended toward the watery world below.

3" Thomas D. Dillehay, ed., Monte Verde: A Late Pleistocene Settlement in Chile, 2 vols.

(Washington, DC, 1989-97).
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Her fall was broken by a team of sea birds, who placed her on the carapace
of a giant sea turtle called up from the depths of the sea. In some versions,
she brought seeds from the upper world under her fingernails; in others, she
was provided with a miniature corn mortar and other essential supplies by
a fire dragon or meteor as their paths crossed in the sky. After she alighted
on the turtle’s back, there was still no land, so various small animals took
turns diving to the bottom of the sea to bring up some dirt. Finally, it is
said, the muskrat succeeded in returning from the deep with some grains
of sand in his paws. The woman who descended from the sky took these
grains of sand and walked in a counterclockwise direction to magically
create and expand the earth island. This mythic theme, the Earth Diver, is
widespread in North America and can also be traced back to Siberia.3?

In this process of unfolding cosmogenesis, a three-tiered universe was
revealed. It was comprised of a primary upper world, a residual underworld,
and an intervening middle world. This middle world, or Turtle Island, was
seeded and first populated from the upper world but fertilized and ener-
gized by forces from the underworld. This world had a beginning and an
imagined end, when it would sink back into the murky depths from which
it had originally emerged. The earth island was quadrisected by the four
cardinal directions: the east was oriented toward the sunrise and associated
with spring, birth, and beginnings; its polar opposite, the west, indicated
sunset, death, and darkness; the north symbolized midnight, winter, and
old age; and the south was associated with noon, summer, and maturing
youth. These orientations were connected by a “sun-wise,” or counterclock-
wise, directional rotation, or its opposite. This implicit structural model
thus encompassed the diurnal cycle, the yearly or seasonal cycle, and the
life-death cycle.

A fifth reference point was the intersection of the four cardinal direc-
tions at the center or middle, often marked by a monumental pole, a sacred
tree, a sacred fire, or a geyser. This center point, or axis mundi, became the
permanent or ritually empowered center of the world. This intersection
indicated not only the conjunction of the four lateral directions, a magi-
cal place where horizontal directionality was temporarily suspended, but
also a point through which a vertical axis possessing an apex and nadir
passed. The upward thrust connected this world with the upper world,
whereas downward movement provided a symbolic path to the under-
world. The upward journey retraced the trip of the woman who fell from
the sky, whereas the journey to the underworld retracked the descent of the
Earth Diver.

32 Anna Birgitta Rooth, “The Creation Myths of the North American Indians,” Anthropos

(1957): 52.
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These routes represent the itineraries taken by shamans in their soul
journeys to other worlds. Sometimes in a dreamlike ecstatic trance, the
free soul of the shaman ventured on a journey to obtain vital information
or blessings for his beleaguered clients from spiritual beings of the upper
world. This trip might be marked by increasingly higher levels of ascen-
sion representing different degrees of power. Thus Cherokee medicine peo-
ple recognized seven celestial levels. The shaman’s soul might also travel to
the underworld in the interests of an individual client or the whole com-
munity. The routes to the underworld might pass through springs, geysers,
or riverheads, or through pits, tunnels, or cave mouths. Inuit shamans vis-
ited the underwater goddess Sedna, the mother of sea mammals, to placate
her anger over human taboo violations and to convince her to release her
offspring for human consumption.?> One might also gain access to these
other worlds by venturing to the ends of the earth, a liminal space where
land, sea, and sky merged.

However, powerful shamans might also summon spiritual helpers to
come to them from afar. These spiritual beings might visit ceremonial sites
to bestow their blessings, to cure the sick, or to impart valuable informa-
tion about the future. In these instances, it seemed as if the shaman did not
so much beseech or propitiate superior beings from a position of inferiority,
but rather commanded them in a hortatory fashion to do his bidding. It
is as if the shaman had domesticated his spirit familiars. Such goings and
comings might be reflective of economic transformation, from dependence
on hunting, gathering, and fishing, to pastoralism and the management of
animal herds and, perhaps, minimal horticulture.

Some of these macrocosmic features of the shamanic worldview were
replicated microcosmically in ceremonial structures and domestic dwell-
ings. Thus, the sacred fire represented the focal center of the human world,
with fire acting as a transformative agent that sent plumes of smoke up
above and to the four quarters in the form of exhaled tobacco smoke from
a ceremonial pipe. In enclosed ceremonial centers and domestic dwell-
ings, the roof often symbolized the sky vault perforated by a smoke hole
that afforded access to the upper world. A fire hearth dug into the earthen
floor might be sacralized by burying sacred objects into its base and by
offering sacrifices of meat, corn, or tobacco to “feed” the fire. With the
Muskogeans, the butt end of logs in the square ground were pointed
toward the cardinal points, whereas smaller logs and kindling might
be arranged in a radial pattern in the indoor semi-subterranean council
house, or “hot house.”

33 Franz Boas, The Central Eskimo. Sixth Annual Report of the Bureau of Ethnology

(Washington, DC, 1884—85, 1888).
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In the underground kivas of the Pueblo peoples, a hole, or shipapu, func-
tioned like an umbilical cord, or earth navel. The shipapu connected this
fourth world with the three lower worlds from which their ancestors were
believed to have emerged. In the Northwest coast and northern California,
cosmic and bodily symbolism was also frequently found in portals ori-
ented to the east and often modeled after mouths. The term for rafters was
sometimes cognate with the word for ribs, and the outside covering of the
framed structure was regarded as skin, even if the covering material was
bark, woven mats, or sod. In sum, ceremonial structures and secular dwell-
ings were considered to be living beings and to incorporate aspects of the
shamanic worldview.

Shamans in North America were not only diagnosticians of disease and
curers of ailments, but they were also diviners who could predict game
movements based on the weather and other factors. They could recover
missing objects, including lost souls. They served as psychopomps who
guided the souls of the deceased to their postmortem destination. They
were literally masters of ceremonies and were a source of creativity in
native communities. Shamans gave dramatic public performances in a the-
atrical mode to demonstrate their powers. They were often skilled musi-
cians, ventriloquists, jugglers, acrobats, metallurgists, and masters of the
sleight of hand.

The shamanic calling often was announced by an extended illness or by
dreams and visions and predicated by the presence of inborn propensities.
The potential shaman suffered greatly as he or she (or both) confronted
various tests and ordeals and encountered a variety of spirits who might
embody known and unknown plants, animals, landscapes, and living per-
sons, or represent ghosts of the departed. During this liminal period of
psychic travail, the shaman-to-be had direct exposure to the realm of the
sacred. Special powers would be instilled in the novice after recovery from
the illness and near-death experience. The whole encounter with the spirit
world and its aftermath constituted a symbolic death and resurrection. On
returning to this world, the new shaman had to learn how to control his
newly acquired powers, usually under the tutelage of an established med-
icine person. This learning period might take years and still more time
before he emerged as an acknowledged accomplished shaman. As one who
had experienced death and rebirth, the shaman knew the way to the spirit
world, but he had to ensure he had a roundtrip ticket.

The powers possessed by the shaman could be dangerous and ambiva-
lent. Unsuccessful shamans could become vulnerable targets of a wrathful
community, and a shaman always had to be wary of the powers of rival
shamans. The well-intended measures of a shaman might quickly devolve
into perceived sorcery and witchcraft.
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Shamanic gender was frequently indeterminate. Although the majority
of Native American shamans were men, some were bisexual, and women
shamans were not unknown. In northern California among the Yurok,
Hupa, Karuk, and Shasta, the shamans were usually women. These women
suffered “pains” from introjected, paired disease objects sent through
dreams by spirit guardians. The shaman so afflicted had to learn to control
her “pains” through extensive discipline, after which she became a success-
ful curer. Sucking and massage were the principal techniques employed to
expel harmful entities that had invaded the patient’s body. Whereas death
and resurrection stood metaphorically for the activities of male shamans,
pregnancy and birth seemed to be symbolized in the midwife-like actions
of these female shamans in northern California. It is important to note that
for both male and female shamans recovery from the type of disorder that
they would later treat was a prerequisite for shamanic practice.

This discussion of Native American religion has revolved around three
essentialist positions regarding the original bases of religion — animism,
totemism, and shamanism. Each theory had its early champions and
detractors. However, none of the three theories existed in pristine form as
an independent complex. Rather they were all interrelated. Their advo-
cates failed to appreciate the fact that these three concepts, two of which
bear indigenous names, are, nevertheless, examples of Western-imposed
categorical thinking that fell short of grasping native understandings or
the extent of inter- and intracultural variation. However, a critical review
of these controversial, one-size-fits-all universal theories does provide at
least a blurry lens through which to view the wider spectrum of Native
American religion and spirituality.

In disentangling the intertwined roots of Native American religion and
spirituality, it is also possible to employ a direct historical approach by
utilizing archaeological data, as well as information from early contact
narratives. The widespread presence of mounds in eastern North America
leaves a religious marking on the landscape. Mounds dating back almost
to the end of the Archaic period (c. 3,500 years ago) were used as burials.
These gravesites contained varying types and quantities of grave goods
that suggest developed beliefs in an afterlife. Earthen effigy mounds were
built in the shape of mythic animals whose outlines could only be dis-
cerned in their full detail from the gaze of the resident celestial beings of
the sky above. In the Mississippian period (commencing about 700 C.E.),
mounds were enlarged and served as platforms for temples and other sacred
enclosures. Clearly in Mississippian times we encounter divine rulers and
elaborate priesthoods overseeing a highly complex ceremonial system. As
reconstructed from a variety of objects ranging from shell gorgets to woven
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designs, iconic sculpture, and petroglyphs, a highly developed symbolic
system is revealed. The structure and semiotics of this symbolic system
were first identified by Waring and Holder?* and were thought to reflect
the diffusion of a so-called Southern Cult. Further studies by later scholars
relabeled this phenomenon as the Southeastern Ceremonial Complex and
have narrowed the gap between the Mississippian period and ceremonial
usage among historic tribes.?

Other areas of Native North America show similar patterns of conti-
nuity between the archaeological past and the ethnographic present. In
the Southwest, connections between prehistoric remains and contempo-
rary Pueblo peoples are well documented. These small-scale theocracies
were remarkably perduring in their settlement patterns, architecture, pot-
tery, social structures, and religious rituals and ideology. Large, freestand-
ing totem poles were absent in the Northwest coast before metal tools
became available. Nevertheless, familiar Northwest symbols and designs
were found carved in house posts and etched on stone surfaces long before
the arrival of the white man. Spiritual beliefs in native California and in
the Great Basin also testified to considerable antiquity.

Documents written by early European contact agents often ignored
evidence of native religion and spirituality, or they dismissed native
beliefs and practices as idolatry, devil worship, or benighted superstition.
However, a close reading of some of these texts can produce insights into
native spirituality and religiosity. Because the Spaniards, with the excep-
tion of some silent Scandinavians, were the first Europeans to penetrate
into what they called the “New World,” two early Spanish sources warrant
examination.3°

The first source is Juan Rogel’s account of the Calusa. The Calusa, a par-
amount chiefdom in southwestern Florida, had already experienced several
years of Spanish military contact when the Jesuit missionary Father Juan
Rogel arrived in their midst in 1567. Rogel was strongly dedicated to his
mission to convert the Indians to Catholicism. He preached the Christian

34 Antonio J. Waring, Jr., and Preston Holder, “A Prehistoric Ceremonial Complex in the
Southeastern United States,” American Anthropologist (1945): 47.

35 James H. Howard, The Southeastern Ceremonial Complex and Its Interpretation, Memoir 6,
Missouri Archaeological Society (Columbia, 1968); and Robert L. Hall, An Archacology
of the Soul: North American Indian Belief and Ritual (Urbana, 1997).

36 See Daniel G. Brinton, trans., “Rogel’s Account of the Florida Mission (1569—70),”
The Historical Magazine, and Notes and Queries Concerning the Antiquities, History and
Biography of America 5:11 (1861); and John H. Hann, ed. and trans., Missions to the Calusa
(Gainsville, FL, 1991). The most up-to-date and comprehensive sketch of Calusa culture
is William H. Marquardt, “Calusa,” in Raymond D. Fogelson, ed., Handbook of North
American Indians, Southeast (Washington, DC, 2004), 14: 204—12.
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doctrine of the oneness of God, a universal, omnipotent Lord who created
heaven and earth and the first man and woman, as well as the possession
of an immortal soul. He told the natives about an afterlife of rewards and
punishment based on conduct in this world.

Rogel’s information about the natives came from observations and
interviews mediated by translators of informant testimony. The Calusa
accepted the doctrine of the oneness of God and regarded it as secret
knowledge passed down through their priests and royal lineages. They
even adjusted to the seeming paradox of the unity of the Trinity and
the trinity of the unity by avowing that those who govern the world
were three persons: first, the universal God of the heavenly movements
and seasonal changes; second, the person who rules human government;
and third, the person who helps in wars, that is, the war chief and/or the
war priest.

The Calusa had more difficulty accepting the unity and immortality of
the Christian soul. They believed in the existence of three souls. The first
was located in the pupil of the eye and remained within the body. The
other two souls were manifested in one’s shadow and in reflected images
of the self. These latter two souls permanently departed at the individual’s
death. The corpse was greatly feared, but after burial it was believed that
one could communicate with the deceased and gain information of divi-
natory significance. Illness was often equated with soul loss, and it was
thought that the soul returned through the nape of the neck. On death, the
soul or souls might enter some animal or fish. When the animal was killed
or the fish caught, the soul(s) would transfer to lesser beings. Gradually the
souls became reduced to nothing. This idea of ultimate soul destruction
was incompatible with Christian concepts of soul immortality and resur-
rection and with notions that deeds in this life were subject to rewards and
punishments in the next life.

Father Rogel was appalled at the Calusa worship of idols, their prac-
tice of infanticide and human sacrifice, and sodomy, all of which he saw as
the evil work of the devil. Rogel met resistance in his insistence that the
idols be destroyed. The Calusa argued that the idols protected them from
ever-present maleficent spirits and that the idols were handed down by
their forefathers from the beginning of time. They were more fearful of the
immediate evil spirits than of a distant, otiose, universal God. They wanted
to continue their traditions and be left alone. One native critic questioned
whether their worship of idols differed in principle from Christian adora-
tion of the cross.

There were other matters of dispute. The Calusa challenged the idea that
God was invisible. They claimed that their ancestors saw God at their buri-
als, after many days of fasting and strenuous running (presumably induc-
ing an alternate state of consciousness). Rogel rejected these traditions out
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of hand by insisting that their Calusa ancestors were deluded and saw the
devil rather than God.

At daybreak, seated in the arbors of their square grounds, the Calusa
chief and his retinue discussed these and other spiritual matters. Father
Rogel realized that if his evangelical efforts were to succeed, he would
first have to convert the chief and the rest would then follow. However,
there were other stumbling blocks. Calusa chiefs not only had multiple
wives, but also engaged in brother-sister marriage to consolidate divinely
derived power. Conversion to Christianity would undermine traditional
social structure and distribution of power.

The few baptisms that Father Rogel performed were the result of fear,
coercion, bribery, and hope for a short-term advantage. The converts
soon reverted to their previous “heathen” ways after Rogel’s departure.
Nevertheless, some of the Christian seeds he planted took root in the next
century, before the Calusa, as a distinct ethnic group, disappeared from
ongoing human history by the 1750s. Despite the mutual misunderstand-
ings present in Rogel’s encounter with the Calusa, it is, nevertheless, pos-
sible to capture some glimmerings of the nature of Calusa spirituality and
its underlying premises. Paradoxically, Father Rogel’s inflexible adherence
to Catholic orthodoxy illustrated native differences in broad relief.

A second interesting early Spanish document (1649) depicts a ritual
among the north-central Mexican Coahuiltecan Indians that involved the
use of peyote. Peyote had been condemned by the church as an evil sub-
stance and was the subject of many inquisition trials. Most of these cases
involved the use of peyote as an instrument of divination.3’

The Coahuiltecan peyote ritual was originally described by Alonzo de
Leon as follows:

The Indian men and women begin to dance in one or two circles around
the fire ... until the night is already dark, singing in their fashion what-
ever words they want, without having meaning, only harmony, and they
sing them so harmonically that one is not discordant from another, but it
seems a single voice. Everyone who wants to joins in this group, sometimes
a hundred, at other times more or less. They drink the peyote ground up
and dissolved in water; this drink intoxicates in such a manner that it makes
them lose consciousness and they remain from the movement and the wine,
on the ground like dead persons. They choose among two or three of such
as these, and with some beaks from a fish called aguja . .. they scratch them
from the shoulders to ankles and to the wrists, from whence flows a quantity
of blood, and with it they smear it all over their bodies. They leave them in
this condition until they are over their drunkenness.?®

37 Omer C. Stewart, Peyote Religion: A History (Norman, OK, 1987), 24.
38 Ihid., 25—26; and Rudolph C. Troike, “The Origin of Plains Mescalism,” American
Anthropologist (1962): 64.
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This ritual bears an uncanny resemblance to corn ceremonies in the
Southeast and Southwest. Some of the common elements include the
mixed-gender, nocturnal, circular dancing around a fire; the “meaning-
less” song verses; the drinking of a botanical decoction to induce a trance
state; and the ritual scratching of the body. In the Southeast, the medicine
imbibed was the so-called black drink, brewed from macerated leaves of
Ilex: cassina, which, while mildly hallucinogenic owing to its high caffeine
content, principally served as a purgative to induce vomiting to cleanse
the internal body. Ritual scratching with a sharp object, sometimes garfish
teeth, was also a bloody accompaniment to green corn ceremonies. In sum,
de Leon’s account can almost be seen as a descriptive template for more
widespread Native American ritual patterns.

As with the analyses of these two early Spanish accounts, it is also possi-
ble to reconstruct spiritual beliefs and religious practices by mining other
early Spanish, French, Dutch, Scandinavian, English, and Russian texts
to trace rich veins of information, to unearth priceless nuggets of data on
indigenous religion, and finally to seem to hit a solid baseline of bedrock.

The search for pure, unrefined, pre-Columbian “religious gold,” before it
became tarnished by European colonization and tainted by Christian expo-
sure, is not only a daunting task, but also a foolish one. The presupposition
made by too many scholars and even more popularizers of Native America
assumes that there once existed a cultural stability and timeless eternity
before Columbus and his successors destabilized this delicately balanced
equilibrium. The picture of the past derived from archaeology, from early
contact history, and from native narratives portrays a much more fluid and
dynamic world. Resistance movements, cultural decline and revitalization,
and the evolution, diffusion, and syncretism of the spiritual beliefs and
practices so characteristic of the post-Columbian world were already well
evidenced in the long ago pasts of the not-so-New World societies.

The singularity of New World religions and spiritual beliefs and prac-
tices and their uniformitarian trajectory through time were an illusion pro-
jected by Europeans. The path to a Native American religious or spiritual
past is not clear; it is obstructed by a tangled bank of intertwined roots and
branches.
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ROMAN CATHOLICISM CIRCA 1500

MEGAN C. ARMSTRONG

Decades of scholarship reconsidering the nature of the early modern
Catholic Church has yet to erase popular perception of this institution as a
rattling, decrepit hulk, one groaning under the weight of overfed monks,
bejeweled cardinals, and ignorant indolent parochial clergy. To be sure,
this perception reflects in part the influence of early Protestant histori-
ography. For Martin Luther and many of his Protestant contemporaries,
informed by the apocalyptic sensibilities of their age, the Church by 1521
was in its final days. Its imminent destruction was part of a divine plan
leading to the return of Jesus and the final judgment of the quick and
the dead. The Church was irredeemably corrupt, and its leader, the pope,
was the Antichrist. Luther certainly had good reasons to complain about
the Church of his day, but he proved incorrect in predicting its imminent
destruction. Indeed, by 1600 the Catholic Church still presided over the
single largest religious tradition in Western Europe, even managing to
reassert its spiritual authority in some formerly Protestant regions while
extending its reach to the New World. If we are to appreciate its remark-
able resiliency in the face of Protestant challenges, and more pertinently its
influence in shaping cultures across the Atlantic after 1500, we have to view
the Church through multiple lenses, of which only one is the Protestant
Reformation. This broader perspective brings into the foreground an insti-
tution that was by any measure a great international power. The Church
was, furthermore, a heterogeneous body, an amalgamation of religious
beliefs, practices, and institutions, all governed loosely by an ambitious
and centralizing papal administration. Such a complex institution defies
easy analysis, all the more so because it was changing. The Church that
gazed across the Atlantic in 1500 was not the same one that produced the
crusades three centuries earlier, and nor would it remain unchanged in the
wake of its experience with the New World cultures, Ottoman Empire,
and religious division. As John O’Malley argues, early modern Catholicism
was itself a distinct phase in the history of the Church.

28
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This essay makes no claims to universal coverage but rather sets out
critical facets of church governance, organization, and spirituality that will
help us understand the religious mindset of Catholic Europeans on the eve
of their Atlantic encounters. The underlying argument is a general one:
the Catholic tradition was the single most important ideological and cul-
tural force shaping Western European societies prior to the Reformation.
Moreover, it would remain the most important one for three of the colonial
nations that would play a pivotal role in the Atlantic during the sixteenth
century: France, Portugal, and Spain.

First, however, we must confront the slippery usage of the term “Church.”
Do we mean the administrative body that presides over the faithful, in
other words, the clergy and the hierarchy of offices they fulfill, or do we
mean the Catholic Church in a broader sense, as a religious culture? The
short answer is that contemporaries and modern historians alike define the
Church in both senses, and they rely on context to explain their particular
intent. For the sake of clarity, I am going to use the term Church when
discussing the administrative body and institutions, and “Catholic tradi-
tion” when discussing the Church as the manifestation of particular beliefs
and practices.

CHURCH ORGANIZATION

For most Western Europeans in 1500, the known world was Christian.
Travel literature exposed them to the existence of other important reli-
gious traditions such as Islam, Judaism, and Buddhism, just as it would
soon inform them about New World beliefs. With the exception of those
living in the Iberian Peninsula and around the edges of the northern
Mediterranean, however, most Europeans only saw, heard, and touched,
in other words, experienced, a Christian culture. The vast reach of the
Christian tradition itself was matched by an enormous and highly visible
institutional structure. In kingdoms such as France, the clergy might com-
prise 5 percent of the population, but religious institutions collectively
controlled as much as 25 percent of the land. For contemporaries, the size
and potency of the Church was manifested particularly through its physi-
cal marking of the landscape of Europe. Travelers expected to find churches
and cathedrals, monasteries, chapels, shrines, and cemeteries along their
journeys, as well as the colorful sight of religious men and women dressed
in their distinctive monastic habits. The seeming ubiquity of the Church
as a material presence in medieval society was the end product of an insti-
tution that found itself one of the last remaining Roman administrative
structures binding the former empire after 500 C.E. Following the legaliza-
tion of Christianity in 313 C.E., churches quickly began appearing openly
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in every diocese of the empire, beginning with the city of Rome itself in
Italy. The term “diocese” is just one of many legacies of the Roman political
administration to the Church, referring initially to the administrative dis-
tricts of the empire. The Church continued to organize its mission accord-
ing to these administrative units even after the empire itself disappeared.
The spread of Christianity resulted in the fragmentation of each diocese
into much smaller administrative units known as parishes, all under the
jurisdiction of the bishop. By 1500, dioceses varied dramatically in size
and wealth, ranging from the relatively poor, rural ones in such regions
as Galicia in Spain to the large and wealthy ones found in the large urban
centers of Paris, Nuremburg, and Seville. The oldest and most powerful of
these was the diocese of Rome, of which the pope was bishop, hence the
term “papa” or “father” of the Church. The bishop of Rome acquired this
title by the fifth century to reflect his primacy among all bishops. The com-
plex weave of religious institutions so characteristic of the Catholic Church
from the first century onward spawned an equally complex administra-
tive organization. Scholars tend to differentiate between the “secular” — in
other words, the diocesan — and the “monastic” structures, because the his-
tory and orientation of each was substantially different. The term “secular”
reflects the primarily pastoral, and thus “secular,” focus of this part of the
church administration. This structure was hierarchical in nature, linking
parochial religious life through the mediation of the office of bishop with
the papacy itself.

THE SECULAR CHURCH

By 1500, the assumption of the church hierarchy was that every Christian
lived in a parish and every parish had a priest. The voluminous work we
have on early modern parishes shows that parishes, like dioceses, varied
dramatically in size both in terms of geography and population. Part of the
problem lay in the inflexibility of medieval geographic divisions that failed
to account for population shifts over time. A parish holding several hundred
people in 1300 might have a dozen two centuries later, once the effects of
plague and warfare took their toll. Conversely, the rapidly growing urban
centers of the fifteenth century saw many parishes grow dramatically in size
during this time. Such administrative inflexibility no doubt contributed
to mounting criticism of Church neglect in many parts of Europe even
before the Reformation. The distribution of priests in many instances did
not reflect the true distribution of European populations. The Church was,
nevertheless, equally guilty of favoring the wealthier parishes with more
and better trained priests than the poorer ones. Generally speaking, the
wealthier parishes were in the cities. Whereas a populous parish such as
Saint-Jacques-de-la-Boucherie in Paris might have four or more priests to
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fulfill its various pastoral functions, the peasants embroiled in the Peasants’
War of Reformation Saxony (1524—25) complained of sharing their own
priest with other parishes. Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie’s famous study of
late medieval Montaillou attributes the lingering appeal of the Cathar her-
esy in the mountainous regions of southwest France to the absence of prop-
erly trained Catholic priests.” For the people of Montaillou, the Cathar
perfecti provided an active and viable alternative to priestly authority, and
certainly a present one.

Such variance aside, most Christians likely knew their priest person-
ally and relied on him to perform a variety of spiritual functions. Above
all, the priest was responsible for administering the Sunday service (Mass)
and the seven sacraments. The sacraments lay at the center of parochial
spiritual life, designed to aid the spiritual journey of the individual from
birth through to death. The first and most important was baptism, signal-
ing an infant’s inclusion in the spiritual community of the Church. The
catechetical formation of the teenage Christian (confirmation), marriage,
and death (extreme unction) were also critical moments requiring priestly
sanctification. Following the Lateran Council of 1215, Christians were also
required to participate in the Eucharist and give confession to their priest
once a year, usually at Easter time. The Eucharist was one of the two ear-
liest and most important sacraments, marking the moment in the Mass
when the bread and wine used to celebrate the Last Supper was transformed
into the body and blood of Christ. The seventh sacrament, holy orders, was
restricted to priests because this sacrament bestowed on its recipient the
spiritual authority left to Saint Peter by Christ. It was the priest alone who
had the authority to administer the sacraments, because he alone had the
formal theological and liturgical training, and more importantly, the call-
ing, to give them efficacy. The Church’s claim to special priestly authority
was soon to be challenged by Martin Luther, among other church reform-
ers, who found no scriptural basis for this assertion. Luther’s doctrine
of the priesthood of all believers effectively removed priests as spiritual
intermediaries between the believer and God and in doing so challenged
the very foundations of the Church’s claim to sacramental authority. In
1500, however, Luther’s challenge was still unvoiced, and Europe remained
largely united as a Christian community. Ordinary believers accepted the
essential role of the clergy in their pursuit of salvation.

BISHOP

The parish clergy were ultimately responsible to their bishop for the spiri-
tual care of their flock. To be sure, some bishops were much more diligent

" Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillon, village occitan de 1294 4 1324 (Paris, 1975).
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than others. Accusations of corruption and malfeasance among the clergy,
including the episcopacy, were gaining momentum in many church quar-
ters already by the time of the Council of Constance in 1415. The Parisian
theologian and outspoken critic of the Church Jean Gerson (1363-1426)
was among those who accused bishops of appointing poorly trained priests
and refusing to visit parishes on a regular basis. At the foundation of these
accusations lay the explicit charge that many, if not most, bishops favored
the political, “worldly” facets of their office over its religious function.
Certainly by 1500, noble families across Europe competed to place sons
in this prestigious office because of its political and economic importance
as an ecclesiastical office. Bishops were, for one thing, a frequent source of
political recruitment by medieval monarchs. Bishops were used as ambas-
sadors and advisors. In France and England, bishops along with other
high-ranking ecclesiastics claimed seats in particular organs of medieval
governance such as the Estates General (France) and the House of Lords
(England). Beyond service to the crown, bishoprics were themselves lucra-
tive offices for the noble elite. The very wealth and political influence of the
bishopric explains why the most important ones went invariably to great
noble families and might be held for generations. The Gonzaga family, for
example, occupied the episcopacy of Mantua for more than a century, begin-
ning in 1466. Many bishops, nevertheless, did take their spiritual respon-
sibilities seriously, even if at times these took a backseat to more pressing
political concerns. Their spiritual authority was, to say the least, extensive.
The locus of episcopal authority was the cathedral, and it was from here that
the bishop and his administrators supervised the performance of the clergy,
enacted church policy, and administered diocesan temporal affairs.

MONASTICISM

This territorial organization reflected the mandate of the Church to pro-
vide ideological formation and spiritual solace to stable, settled communi-
ties of ordinary believers. It formed, nevertheless, only one part of a much
more complex and convoluted geography of religious institutions that
emerged over the centuries. Monastic institutions in particular challenged
a parochial structure, insisting that greater spiritual perfection was secured
through a life lived in isolation from all worldly temptations. Monks and
nuns sought a more rigorous, often ascetic and contemplative, model of
spiritual reform in communities of like-minded devouts. Especially early
on, such communities favored isolated locations in deserts, on mountain-
tops, or in forests and enforced the practice of claustration. Cloistered com-
munities forbade contact between members and the community outside
of monastic walls without the permission of religious officials in order to
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minimize their spiritual contamination. Certainly by the Lateran Council
of 1215, claustration was so ubiquitous a practice among many communi-
ties that the central administration of the Church came to see it as a mark
of true monasticism. It was a particular hallmark of female monasticism,
reflecting medieval concern about female capacity for sin.

By 1500, the expanding population of Europe made physical isolation
more difficult to achieve in many regions, but also less a specific objective
for many of the newer traditions. By 1500, one was likely to find numer-
ous communities of monks, friars, nuns, canons regular, and other kinds
of monastic traditions jostled together within the walls of urban centers,
praying for the dead, providing charity, or preaching moral reform in the
streets according to their own rule (regula), or constitution. This coexis-
tence of religious institutions was at times a source of tension, because each
represented a different interpretation of spiritual perfection within the
Catholic tradition. The reorientation of monasticism to urban centers was,
nevertheless, only one of the most striking developments that accompanied
the proliferation of new traditions. The formation of the mendicant orders
(Franciscan, Dominican, Carmelite, and Augustinian) after 1200 was per-
haps the single most important alteration to the monastic landscape of
late medieval Europe. The term “mendicant” reflects the rejection by these
medieval reformers of the material world, above all, wealth. The early con-
stitutions (regzla) of the four orders, in fact, prohibited the ownership of
individual and communal property. The name “friat” (frater), the wearing
of coarse habits and sandals, and restrictions on diet were just some ways
in which these religious modeled their understanding of religious purity.
More importantly for our understanding of New World Catholicism, it
was these clerics who would first cross the ocean from Iberia and France to
convert indigenous cultures. In addition to producing famous preachers,
the mendicant orders were also active and effective missionary traditions
that could point to three hundred years of spiritual engagement in distant
frontiers, including Asia and Africa, by the time they first encountered the
Aztec and Inca peoples. Viewed from their perspective, one can understand
why the mendicants viewed the sixteenth-century Jesuits as latecomers on
the missionary scene.

By the fourteenth century, other new traditions emerged that reflected
a particular desire for a more mixed model of monastic life. The Spanish
order of Santiago aided the conquest of the Moors in the Iberian Peninsula,
participating in a similar “crusading” spirit as its Templar forbearer. It
was, however, a new form of communal life. Whereas the friars were to
stay at home and pray for the conversion of the Moors, their lay noble
members (who could marry) would pursue a more militaristic role. This
model of order, mingling lay and fully cloistered brethren, proved popular
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among men and women who either could not afford the pension to join a
traditional order or were unwilling to renounce all facets of their secular
existence. More controversial was the Beguine/Beghard tradition, commu-
nities that steadfastly rejected claustration throughout the late medieval
period, only to succumb later on. For the most part a phenomenon of the
Netherlands, these communities of lay individuals pursued a more inten-
sive and enthusiastic devotional life in urban centers. Beguinages (com-
munities of laywomen) mingled elements of the monastic and lay devout
life with daily worship and communal work (i.e., textile industry). That
some Beguines earned reputations for reading the scriptures and teach-
ing doctrine, and that a few were even considered mystics, explains why
church authorities were very concerned about the orthodoxy of these
lay communities. Medieval society viewed women as temperamentally
unsuited to clear rational thought and the control of their bodily desires.
Contemporary women could blame this perception on the role of Eve in
the Christian tradition, but credit must also be given to the growing influ-
ence of classical scholarship during the Renaissance. The combined influ-
ence of these intellectual traditions was to make female claims to spiritual
authority of any kind a matter of suspicion. Such concern, however, did
little to undermine the remarkable popularity of the Beguinages in north-
ern Europe as an alternative model of communal religious life for women
seeking a more rigorous religious life but one less defined by claustration
and contemplation.

This mixed religious life was influential, but so too were the observant
reforming movements percolating in many of the older monastic tradi-
tions, including the Benedictine, Cistercian, and mendicant orders. These
“observant” movements varied both in nature and intensity, but in general
terms one can say that they shared a deep concern about restoring what
they believed to be the original purity of their own tradition. Moreover,
they proved to be catalysts for growth. The new impulses rejuvenated each
order, and, although often divisive, spawned new communities without
displacing the older ones. At times, this diversity took on a regional char-
acter. Within the Franciscan tradition alone, we find Colettan communities
in France, Recollets in Spain, and the Riformati and Capuchins of Italy, to
name a few. To differentiate among themselves, members of the traditions
that gained recognition by the central administration wore variations of
the traditional habit and introduced their own regulations.

PAPACY

Presiding over this complex weave of religious institutions was the papacy,
the central administration of the entire Catholic Church. Scholars generally
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agree that the papacy was no longer as powerful an institution in 1500 as it
had been in its thirteenth-century heyday. Legal and political challenges to
its spiritual and temporal authority by European dynasties, most famously
in the form of the Babylonian Captivity (1303—78), and also conciliarism,
saw papal authority steadily diminish after its peak under Innocent III
(1198-1216). By the time of European expansion into the New World,
European monarchs knew that their nominations for the highest eccle-
siastical offices would likely receive papal acquiescence, just as did their
demands for subsidies from ecclesiastical institutions in their own lands.
In their own kingdoms, the rulers of Europe had long since absorbed
many powers once claimed by the papacy. As Pope Julius III told Henry
IT of France in a letter dated 1551, “You give elective benefices which I
do not ... you place tithes on the churches as you please. You order the
cardinals and bishops as you think fit ... you are more than pope in your
kingdoms.”? Even within the body of the Church, papal authority was by
no means absolute. Similar to other medieval governments, the corporatist
sensibility of the Church ensured that papal authority over its clerical body
was perpetually mitigated by the particular constitutions and regulations
of its varied ecclesiastical constituencies.

To say that its power diminished, however, is not to say that the papacy
became an impotent, let alone irrelevant, European authority. Paolo Prodi is
one in a succession of historians who views the fifteenth and sixteenth cen-
turies as transformative periods in the evolution of this institution. What
constituted its transformation remains a matter of some debate. At the very
least, one can say that for the fifteenth-century popes and their cardinals,
retaining Church spiritual authority increasingly became tied ideologi-
cally to political and economic independence. These popes transformed the
city of Rome into a showcase of papal power, putting Renaissance artists
to work beautifying ecclesiastical spaces, developing elaborate imperial-
istic ceremonials, and employing humanist scholars as papal historians,
biographers, and poets. They also focused attention on tightening con-
trol and expanding the boundaries of the Papal States, the slice of lands
in central Italy and the basis of the temporal authority of the papacy. To
be sure, the aggressiveness with which Alexander VI (1492—-1513) and
Julius II (1503—13), in particular, pursued the expansion of papal domin-
ions did little to assuage growing concern about the pastoral mission of
the crown on the eve of the Protestant Reformation. Julius II would for-
ever be immortalized as the warrior pope barred from heaven in Desiderius
Erasmus’s famous satire, Ju/ius Excluded from Heaven (1514). These popes,

? Cited in Paolo Prodi, The Papal Prince: One Body Two Souls: The Papal Monarchy in Early
Modern Enrope, trans. Susan Haskins (Cambridge, UK, 1987), 168.
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nevertheless, did succeed in increasing the wealth and political power of
the papacy after a long period of decline.

This focus on papal ceremonial and territorial power went hand in hand
with the development of a larger, more centralized, and unified bureaucracy,
one capable of facilitating the expansion of papal authority both within and
without Italy. This bureaucratic growth would continue throughout the early
modern period, but already by the end of the fifteenth century the papal gov-
ernment was considered one of the largest and most sophisticated of its time.
At the heart of this administration was the College of Cardinals (curia). The
cardinals were the highest officials in the Church, and also its chief adminis-
trators. It was from this body that each new pope would be chosen. The pres-
tige and power enjoyed by the cardinals made this office highly sought after
among European powers. It was, however, an office largely controlled by the
great noble families of Rome. Roman noble control of the cardinalate meant
that we do find cases of men promoted solely on the basis of their familial
connections. It would be inaccurate to say, however, that this reflected the
majority. With a few exceptions, cardinals were drawn from men already in
holy orders. High-ranking bishops and archbishops, the heads of the reli-
gious orders, and at times even prominent theologians at the universities
would earn the cardinal hat. By the end of the fifteenth century, the Church
had also more clearly defined the office of cardinal as a jurisdictional one
that was distinct from those found in other parts of the secular hierarchy. In
contrast to the bishop, for example, whose power was tied to his diocese, the
cardinal enjoyed jurisdiction that extended across the church body.

The curia presided over all facets of church administration, most impor-
tantly, justice and foreign policy. The organs of justice were already elaborate
by 1500. The Roman Inquisition would not be instituted for a few more
decades to govern matters of religious orthodoxy. Already well-tested, how-
ever, were the courts of the Rota and Audience. The Church also had its own
jurisprudence, known as canon law. Papal justice was expensive, and it could
be slow, but it was highly regarded as a sophisticated judicial system. In con-
sequence, papal justice was very much in demand among the elite of Europe
and their rulers on all matters regarded religious in nature. Beyond the pro-
vision of justice and foreign relations, the curia also managed internal church
affairs, including the provision of benefices and the formulation of church
legislation. At the heart of the entire administration was the chancery, the
largest organ of the curia. J. A. F. Thomson links the growth in papal busi-
ness to the quadrupling in size of this organ during the fifteenth century. It
was the chancery that drafted papal decrees known as bulls (bu/lus).?

3J. A. E. Thomson, Popes and Princes, 1417—1517: Politics and Polity in the Late Medieval

Church (Sydney, 1980), 97.
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CHURCH REFORM, REJUVENATION, AND RESTORATION

The increasing attention given by fifteenth-century popes to the expansion
of papal political authority did not pass unnoticed. Early modern Europeans
gave greater latitude to the secular engagement of religious institutions
than we understand today. Martin Luther’s criticism of the Catholic Church
as too preoccupied with secular matters, however, resonated powerfully in
many quarters of Europe. The main question concerned not whether the
Church was worldly, but whether it was too worldly. What were the lim-
its to papal and clerical authority? How wealthy should the Church be?
Concern about fiscal and moral abuse, in particular, was percolating long
before Luther appeared on the scene, stirring widespread concern about the
state of the only Christian institution in the West. Conciliarism emerged
within the ecclesiastical hierarchy itself during the fourteenth century, as
many theologians, bishops, and cardinals jointly called for internal reform.
The term “reform” had different meanings during the medieval and early
modern periods and so requires some clarification. Conciliarists demanded
not only a cleansing of fiscal abuses from the entire structure of the Church,
but also the better training of parish priests and a rigorous enforcement
of clerical discipline. Reform, in other words, meant not a radical uproot-
ing of the existing hierarchy, as proposed by Luther, but a restoration of
the existing Catholic tradition to an earlier state of purity. Although they
never succeeded in securing papal recognition of the supremacy of the
ecumenical councils in spiritual matters, conciliarist reformist agendas
with regard to pastoral care and clerical abuse would eventually penetrate
even the papacy itself. They would shape, in particular, the decrees of the
Council of Trent (1545-63), the most influential general church council of
the early modern period.

Conciliarism coincided with many other reforming impulses, including
observant monastic reform and the classically informed scholarly tradition
known as Christian humanism. Their collective influence explains why
early modern historians have in recent years come to challenge the term
“Counter-Reformation” when describing the sixteenth-century papacy. The
term continues to enjoy currency, but Hubert Jedin and John O’Malley,
among others, insist that such a designation inaccurately situates the early
modern Church as simply reactive to Protestantism.# Counter-Reform
has also become indelibly associated with the more aggressive, intolerant

4John O'Malley, Trent and All That: Renaming Catholicism in the Early Modern Era
(Cambridge, MA, 2000); and Hubert Jedin, “Catholic Reformation or Counter-
Reformation,” in David M. Luebke, ed., The Counter-Reformation: The Essential Readings
(Malden, MA, 1999), 19—45.
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measures such as the Roman Inquisition and the Index of Forbidden
Books. For these reasons many scholars now lean toward “Catholic Reform”
or “early modern Catholicism” as terms that better embrace the complex
nature and broader context of the Catholic tradition at this time. It goes
without saying that this approach has the simultaneous effect of carefully
delineating the novel nature of Lutheran reform. Viewed within the broader
context of Catholic history, Luther’s radical break with the Catholic Church
is still extremely important, but the ideas propelling it owed substantially
to earlier debates over the nature of the Christian faith.

CHURCH AND SOCIETY

As the previous discussion has already shown, the Catholic Church was a
powerful and present fixture in late medieval and early modern Europe.
It was also in the throes of serious internal examination at the time
Europeans began encountering New World cultures. Even during this
time of questioning, however, one cannot ignore the degree to which the
Catholic tradition and its governing institution informed the character
of early modern culture. Much of the authority of the Christian tradition
lay in its ubiquity. It was not simply that religious institutions dotted
the landscape of Europe. It is that Christian beliefs informed how early
modern individuals understood their role as citizens, wives, and husbands,
and even neighbors. Church ritual life, furthermore, contoured their daily
existence. The calendar of feast days largely dictated when one worked,
rested, married, and baptized children. Feast days, and there were many of
them in the Catholic calendar, were also occasions to socialize with one’s
neighbors and families, perform charitable acts, and pray to the honored
saint. Lent added ideological weight to the restriction of certain foods such
as meat that were difficult to obtain in the winter. This imposed forty days
of “suffering” was spiritual preparation for the most important liturgical
moment in the calendar, Easter. Easter signaled the sacrifice but also the
resurrection of Christ, and it simultaneously marked the move from win-
ter to spring, from austerity to fertility. The very landscape inhabited by
early modern Catholics similarly bore the ideological hallmarks of the
Catholic tradition in ways that were taken for granted by contemporaries.
Shrines, monasteries, churches, and cemeteries delineated spaces consid-
ered sacred either through the presence of a community of devout or the
physical remains of a holy person (saint). Consecrated by church authori-
ties, these spaces bore witness to the regular operations of divine authority
on earth. There were other spiritual markers: crosses found along rural
roads and sculptures of the Virgin Mary located at the corner of urban
streets provided spiritual protection for travelers. Early modern Catholics
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expected the peal of church bells to call them for Sunday service or to
mark the commencement of monastic devotions, and they would have
found familiar the chanting of penitents as they processed through the
streets on the way to religious service at one of the monastic or parochial
churches. The advent of Renaissance culture after 1300 gave Catholicism
a different pictorial look as the prophets, Christ, and the Virgin Mary
found themselves garbed in classical robes, but it did little to “secularize”
early modern culture. Even as the printing press expanded the range of
subjects available to readers in Europe after 1470, scholars show that the
lives of saints and devotional texts remained the most popular.

This imbrication of the Catholic tradition in early modern European
society extended to its social and political ordering as well. Medieval polit-
ical theories assigned a critical role to the clergy in their conceptions of a
prosperous and stable state. Influenced by theological discussions of the
Christian community as the body of Christ (corpus christianorum), medie-
val theorists by the fourteenth century increasingly described the state in
terms of the human body, as one organism dependent on its aggregate parts
for survival. Medieval society comprised three mutually dependent parts
or “orders.” The third order (the legs) comprised the majority of people
whose role was to provide the labor and sustenance necessary to support
the work of the other orders. The nobility, their protectors, formed the sec-
ond order (the arms). The clergy — those who “prayed” — were the first and
most important order (the heart) and protected societal purity. Finally, the
monarch was de natura the head of the Christian body.

Theorists argued that the monarch was not divine per se, but he was
divinely appointed. His role was to enforce God’s law on earth in part by
ensuring that each order fulfilled its natural function. As Ernst Kantorowicz
shows, increasing desire on the part of royalist theorists to promote monar-
chical authority both within and without the state during the late Middle
Ages spawned the notion of the king’s two bodies.> Heralds announced the
death of a monarch with the well-known phrase, “The king is dead, long
live the king,” to underscore that only the earthly body of the monarch had
passed away. The anointing of the newly crowned king similarly served
to mark this transition of the spiritual body. These practices reminded
contemporaries that the divine body lived on in his successor, forever
attached to the state. Royal theorists had in mind papal insistence on its
supreme authority as stated in the bull Unam Sanctam (1302). Claiming
divine appointment placed the king on an equal playing field with the
pope, at least within his own kingdom.

> Ernst Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Medieval Political Theology (Princeton,

1957).
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The degree to which this conception of an orderly society permeated
popular consciousness becomes clear when examining paintings of late
medieval and early modern civic processions. Almost invariably, the local
clergy as the first order took precedence, followed by the other orders.
Medieval perception of the spiritual value of the clergy as a foundation of
a stable society also explains the many privileges granted religious institu-
tions within European states. Certainly in France, religious institutions
were exempt from property tax, although secular monarchs found other
ways to extort money from its clergy. Monastic institutions were also fre-
quently exempt from customs duties on such staples as wine and salt. More
importantly from the perspective of ecclesiastical independence, the clergy
as a body was considered outside the bounds of secular juridical jurisdic-
tion except in the most serious cases of disorder, such as treason, homi-
cide, and heresy. The inclusion of heresy as a secular crime might at first
seem unusual, but contemporaries had little difficulty accepting it as such.
Heresy was a form of spiritual error, one that naturally divided its propo-
nent from the rest of the Christian body. There could only be one true faith,
just as there was only one king and one kingdom. Heresy, in other words,
was a form of treason because it set the heretic in opposition to the divinely
constituted order and thus the authority of the king. Secular and church
authorities feared the spread of this spiritual “disease” or “pollution.” Like
a cancer, heresy could gradually take over the entire body and corrupt it,
disturbing the political as well as the religious order in the process. It was
such logic that explains why anxious authorities urged the eradication of
such error, by force if necessary.

For clerics, falling prey to false teachings was a particularly serious
crime. Religious institutions might protest but were generally known
to cooperate with secular authorities if the crime was considered well
proven. In such cases, the cleric in question was generally defrocked — in
other words, ritually deprived of his clerical status — prior to his exe-
cution. This was the ritual, for example, performed for clerics found
guilty of converting to Protestantism in the sixteenth century. Secular
punishment of clerics was, however, relatively rare in the decades prior
to the Reformation. For the most part, the clergy knew that they were
only responsible to their own hierarchy of officials. Indeed, the Catholic
Church supervised quite an extensive ecclesiastical court system in each
kingdom, one based in the diocese. For the most part concerned with the
regulation of diocesan religious life, the episcopal courts operated under
the authority of the bishop and were administered by the canons regular.
These courts frequently sat in judgment on cases involving such spiritual
crimes as blasphemy and adultery and lay accusations against priests, as
well as cases that would today be considered civil matters, such as marital
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property. In such matters as these, however, the lines between secular
and ecclesiastical jurisdiction became quite murky. Always savvy, early
modern men and women frequently shopped their disputes to both civil
and ecclesiastical courts in pursuit of a favorable decree. The two legal
systems, in other words, were never neatly distinct in practice, even if
they were in theory.

BELIEF AND PRACTICE

The foundational role played by the Catholic tradition in shaping early
modern values, social structure, and even its political order is impossible
to ignore, and it explains why it would be anachronistic to look to this
time for signs of modern scepticism. As Lucien Febvre acutely points out
in his study of the sixteenth-century author Rabelais, atheism was simply
not a possibility for early modern people.® With the notable exception of
Spain, furthermore, where both Islam and Judaism flourished for centuries,
no other religious tradition emerged to challenge Christian hegemony in
Western Europe after the fall of the Roman Empire. European men and
women consequently grew up within cultures that were heavily informed
by Christian spirituality, but they also were very much conscious of their
membership in the larger Christian community called Christendom. The
Latin culture of the Church only encouraged this perception of a unified
and extensive Christian culture, ensuring that core Christian rituals were
immediately recognizable to travelers regardless of their spoken language.
This was the tradition that accompanied Columbus and his followers to
the New World and that would soon be called Catholicism, following the
fragmentation of Christendom after 1520.

The fact that not all Christians became Protestant after this time tells
us that the appeal of the Catholic tradition was more durable than many
early Protestant reformers assumed. Scholarship over the last thirty years
suggests quite strongly, furthermore, that to define Catholic faith only in
terms of orthodox doctrine misrepresents its nature. One was no less a
Catholic for believing in the existence of ghosts or magic. Catholics could
and did differ over matters of belief, and they differed even more frequently
in the practice of their faith. Religion from this perspective is by nature
a cultural product, informed by the particular concerns and values of its
practitioners that were not simply theological in nature. To appreciate the
nature, appeal, and indeed the influence of the Catholic faith, we have
to embrace it in all its complexity, diversity, and seeming contradiction.

® Lucien Febvre, The Problem of Unbelief in the Sixteenth Century, the Religion of Rabelais,
trans. Beatrice Gottlieb (Cambridge, MA, 198s5).
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What, first of all, did early modern Catholics believe? And how did they
manifest these beliefs?

THEOLOGY

The Catholic Church enforced certain doctrines that it considered unassail-
able tenets of the true faith. These tenets were drawn substantially from the
scriptures, both the Old and New Testaments. Centuries of commentary
on the part of leading church theologians and the deliberations of church
councils also played a critical role in the formulation of a set of orthodox
beliefs. The major tenets of Catholic doctrine were firmly delineated by
the time of the meeting of the fourth Lateran Council (1215). Catechetical
texts formulated for parochial instruction of young children paid attention,
in particular, to the doctrine of the Trinity, original sin, the crucifixion and
resurrection of Christ, transubstantiation, and purgatory. The doctrine of
the Trinity asserts the coterminous existence of God, the Holy Spirit, and
Christ as three aspects of one being also known collectively as God. God
was all-powerful, all-knowing, and eternal. Christ, even in his incarnate
(human) form, shared fully in God’s potency. Catholics considered Christ
the Son of God, sent in human form to seek their salvation. Christ’s death
on the cross at the hands of Roman authorities was the ultimate sacri-
fice, an exchange of his life for the eternal salvation of good Christians in
atonement for Adam and Eve’s fall from a state of grace. Their fall marked
the fate of all Christians, because God’s punishment was to ensure that
they were born in a state of sin. Christ’s resurrection three days later was a
moment of triumph, reflecting the power of God over the material world
and even death. For Catholics and Protestants alike, this salvific mission of
Christ lay at the heart of their understanding of the path to eternal happi-
ness. To live a good life on earth meant living in accordance with the laws
of God, just as Christ did while in human form. To do otherwise was to
sin — in other words, to embrace evil and thus earn disgrace and eternal
damnation. Salvation thus involved the active engagement of the individ-
ual in the pursuit of perfection (free will), but salvation was ultimately a
gift from God (grace). It was, in part, on this notion of the role of human
will as an agent of reform that Protestant and Catholic theologians would
divide after 1520.

Although Luther and Calvin never entirely eradicated the role of the
will, they significantly reduced its significance. More troublesome to these
reformers were Church claims to special spiritual authority over the bind-
ing and loosing of souls. Generations of Christians learned that the first
bishop of Rome, Saint Peter, received the spiritual authority of Christ. This
transference of authority underpinned clerical claims to an intercessory
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role, including not only the administration of the sacraments but also the
authority to excommunicate sinners on earth and even reduce their time
in purgatory. Other facets of Catholic doctrine would also become a source
of contention after 1520, but for the most part Catholic teaching would
remain unchanged throughout the early modern period. What is impor-
tant to understand is that these orthodox beliefs existed within a much
larger ideological framework that also informed the religious perspective of
early modern Catholics. This framework pivoted, importantly, on a dualis-
tic understanding of the cosmos, a profound preoccupation with the nature
of sin, the immanent nature of the supernatural, the spiritual efficacy of
devotional practices, and a syncretic sensibility.

THE COSMOS: GOOD AND EVIL

By 1500, a binary understanding of salvation in terms of good and evil had
come to shape European conceptions of the cosmos. Whether late medi-
eval Europe can be fairly labeled an “apocalyptic” culture is a matter of
some debate among scholars. Such an assertion requires widespread belief
in the imminent coming of Christ and the last judgment as prophesied
in the Book of Revelation. It is certainly true that Christ’s adjudication
of the saved and damned was one of the most iconic scenes in the sal-
vific narrative, frequently found carved in the central portals of medie-
val European churches. It was also quite common to find late medieval
treatises reading into the calamitous events of the age signs of the earthly
conflict between Christ and his nemesis, the Antichrist, which preceded
the final judgment. Such fear of imminent end to the known world was,
however, episodic rather than persistent, gaining momentum during times
of crisis only to subside thereafter. Perhaps it is more accurate to say that
late medieval Catholics assumed the routine, active presence of both good
and evil supernatural powers in their daily lives. Drout, untimely death,
and the spread of heresy were serious enough signs of disorder to warrant
the perusal of the scriptures for spiritual guidance. God could bless the vir-
tuous with good health, wealth, and peace, but he was also quick to chas-
tise the errant with misfortune. Unfortunately for early modern Catholics
as well as Protestants, the devil was no less present in their lives. Martin
Luther’s conviction that the devil “thudded around in the storage room” of
his monastery to get his attention shows vividly that even the Protestant
reformers believed in an active maleficent force bent on snatching their
souls.” Witches existed, men and women who worshipped the devil and
used his power (black magic) to do harm on earth. Indeed, early modern

7 Heiko Oberman, Luther: Man between God and Devil (New Haven, 1989), 107-8.
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Catholics and Protestants both accepted the existence of two eternal rival
kingdoms, each vying for domination of the human race. Whereas God
promised eternal happiness in his beautiful kingdom in the heavens, the
devil and his nefarious minions lured weak-willed Christians to sin in the
hopes that they would spend their eternity tortured in the fiery pits of an
earth-bound hell. This battle was vicious and destructive, but apocalyp-
tic texts promised the ultimate triumph would go to God. It was in this
moment of victory that Christ would return as judge on earth, to deter-
mine who would go to heaven or hell for their final resting place.

THE SEVEN DEADLY SINS

This binary understanding of the cosmos is the necessary context for under-
standing the nature and significance of sin in the Catholic tradition. The Ten
Commandments have long been considered the foundation of the Christian
moral code. It is worthwhile noting, even so, that Catholic preachers and
confessors, the primary instructors of Catholic doctrine, were much more
likely to use the Seven Deadly Sins as a vehicle for spiritual guidance. The
origins of the Seven Deadly Sins as a religious concept remain murky. At
the very least, one can say that the concept’s rise to prominence in Catholic
teachings during the early Middle Ages reflected growing anxiety over the
nature of sin and demand for a penitential model of piety. On one level,
the seven sins — anger, lust, gluttony, sloth, pride, envy, and hate — were
the antithesis to the teachings of Christ as found in the New Testament.
Christ emphasized brotherly love, charity, selflessness, and eschewing mate-
rial possessions and physical desires, as well as compassion and forgiveness.
The pervasiveness of the seven sins in sermons, devotional treatises, and art
along with vivid depictions of the tortures of hell convinced the historian
Jean Delumeau that late medieval Europe was obsessed with and fearful
of sin. Delumeau overlooked equally strident discussions about the loving
nature of God in many of the same treatises that significantly mitigate his
assertion of a fearful culture. It is, nevertheless, true that Catholics were
preoccupied with sin and sinning, and their Protestant counterparts were
no different. Sin was a natural, albeit dangerous, facet of the human condi-
tion, a product of their earth-bound existence. The soul was a small sliver
of spiritual perfection, but it was trapped in a material mass that was by
nature imperfect, changeable, and corrupting. The human body, with all
of its sensations, naturally yearned for satisfactions that, if gratified, only
further distanced the Christian from the delights of heaven. Sin was the
enemy of God, and thus must be the enemy of the good Christian. To make
war on sin, one must wage war against the temptations of one’s own flesh.
The ideal model of Christian virtue was, of course, the incarnate Christ.
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The fifteenth century would see the proliferation of devotional treatises
dedicated to lay reform through the imitation of his life. The best known
and perhaps most influential was that of Thomas a2 Kempis (d. 1471), but
it was by no means alone. Safely ensconced in their own homes, laymen and
laywomen could pursue their own spiritual perfection through daily devo-
tions that focused on important moments in Christ’s life and teachings.
Saints’ lives offered other alternative models. It is no surprise, for example,
that confraternities dedicated to the reform of prostitutes frequently took
Mary Magdalene as their patron saint. The cult of the saints grew in impor-
tance during the medieval and early modern periods, in part, because these
holy individuals collectively reflected the range of human experience, and
consequently the capacity for all Christians to find salvation.

Such models of perfection, however, were difficult to follow even for
the most well-intentioned Catholics. Atoning for one’s sins became an
expected practice, one that recognized the importance of human will in the
pursuit of salvation. Penance was an act of atonement, assigned by the con-
fessing priest to the sinner. It took many forms, depending on the severity
of the spiritual crime. For the less serious sins, such as lustful thoughts,
the Christian might simply say a few prayers, whereas adultery could
incur the mortification of the flesh through self-flagellation, or perhaps
an arduous pilgrimage. Charity was a particularly common way to make
amends, and it could be given in the form of money, property, or agricul-
tural goods. Penance, moreover, was not simply a mortal affair. Located
midway between hell and heaven, purgatory was a penitential kingdom
where Christians who failed to atone for all their sins while on earth toiled
away to do so in preparation for the ascent to heaven. The punishments in
purgatory often rivaled those in hell, but Christians welcomed a sojourn
there because it meant escaping the eternal punishment of hell. The pur-
gatorial fires were meant to do just that — purge them of sin, whereas the
fires of hell were punitive. Purgatorial fires, in other words, were finite.
Protestants would later challenge Catholic insistence on the existence of
purgatory as well as the efficacy of “good works” in securing salvation. It
remains, nevertheless, true that the rapid spread of the Catholic tradition
and the visual transformation of the European landscape throughout the
medieval and early modern periods owed a great deal to the generosity of
well-meaning patrons who viewed the funding of the Catholic ministry as
a pious and spiritually reformative act.

AN INTIMATE PIETY

The preceding discussion shows that Catholics believed that devotional
rites were spiritually efficacious. Through such practices, believers proved
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their devotion to God with the hope that they would earn his favor and
atone for their own, or society’s, sins. Such practices underscore an intimate
relationship between the believer and God. God was not only present in
this world; he and his saints were responsive to the requests of his follow-
ers. Virginia Reinburg shows that early modern Catholics often described
this relationship in terms that were familiar to them in their own feudal
society: that of patron and client, or great lord and vassal. God was all-
powerful, but as a beneficent patron his role was to take care of the faithful
in his household. The client — the good Christian — in turn, owed his or her
loyalty to God in the form of virtuous behavior. This intimate relationship
could take a decidedly material form, most powerfully shown in the eucha-
ristic rite. Protestants would call belief in transubstantiation cannibalistic
because it meant that Catholics willingly feasted on the body of Christ.
For Catholics, however, this literal incorporation of Christ’s flesh and blood
into their own was important for their own spiritual transformation. As in
the case of the relics of the saints, Christ’s presence in the bread and wine
brought his spiritual potency fully to bear on those who ingested him.
With the spread of the cult of Corpus Christi during the fourteen cen-
tury, this appearance of Christ in the parish congregation became all the
more important to worshippers who eagerly sought direct access to the Son
of God. Priests encouraged this, enveloping the Eucharist in increasingly
elaborate ritual that peaked with the ringing of a bell and the elevation
of the transformed host (bread) before the assembled parishioners. Miri
Rubin shows that by the fifteenth century simply to gaze on the Eucharist
at the moment of transformation was sufficient for most Catholics.®

This Christocentric piety that we find intensifying by the fifteenth cen-
tury in many parts of Europe took other forms as well, the most extreme
expression perhaps being that of the mystical encounter. Mysticism posited
an ecstatic union with God brought about through ardent prayer. Mystics
frequently described the experience as transcendent and intensely emo-
tional, as well as physical. The late Middle Ages saw a growth spurt in the
spread of mysticism among women in particular, much of it focused on
God in the form of Christ. Church authorities were rarely comfortable with
these claims to direct communication with divinity, perhaps because it
challenged their own authority as spiritual mediators, but also because they
worried about heresy. It was not unheard of for mystics to claim a role for
themselves as a vehicle of divine authority. For this reason, church author-
ities, and usually the bishop, rigorously scrutinized all claims to mystical
experience. Only those claims that proved orthodox and showed genuine
signs of miraculous intervention could escape church censure. Legitimate

8 Miri Rubin, Corpus Christi: The Eucharist in Late Medieval Culture (Cambridge, UK,
1992), 63—5.
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mystics could become enormously influential and attract devoted follow-
ers. Even ordinary believers, however, could feel privileged with the favor
of God. The explorers Christopher Columbus and Herndn Cortes certainly
wrote of their special calling to convert “heathens” in their letters to the
king and queen of Spain; they were convinced of their special destinies.

A similar intimacy to that of Christ and believer also marked the piety
surrounding the cult of the saints. Catholic theology insisted that saints also
could work miracles, even after death. The very physical remains of holy
individuals, clothing, and even the space they inhabited bore the imprint
of their spiritual perfection — a perfection that could be harnessed on behalf
of the devout believer. By the sixth century, collecting saints’ relics had
already become a matter of serious international competition among bish-
ops, popes, and rulers. Indeed, Phillip II of Spain built the austere Escorial
palace in part as a depository for his enormous collection of relics.® That
he placed the relics in a crypt directly underneath his own bedchamber
testifies to early modern conviction in the spiritual potency of these saintly
remains and their accessibility to human intercession. Catholics sought
saintly intercession for many reasons: to atone for their sins or to bring
good fortune, political influence, or even a healthy crop. By the late Middle
Ages, scholars such as Rudolph Bell and Donald Weinstein find a mar-
ketplace of possibilities for the would-be pilgrim, as certain cults gained
reputations for specialized services or particular interests.”® Anyone suffer-
ing from stomach ailments might pray to St. Elmo. But sailors and mer-
chants also found him useful during storms at sea. Midwives might turn
to St. Margaret of Antioch in times of need, whereas Francis of Assisi was
a popular intercessor for peasants worried about sick livestock. Without
question, the most popular of all cults was that of the Virgin Mary. Marian
shrines mushroomed during the late Middle Ages, and they would quickly
spread to the New World after 1500. Mary’s popularity was no doubt aided
by the promotion of certain missionary orders, including the Franciscans.
As the mother of Christ, she was, even so, a natural focus of devotion for
men as well as women. Her proximity to Christ enhanced her influence as
an intercessor, while as a mother, virgin, and faithful follower she offered
women a multitude of reasons for emulation.

DEVOTION AND COMMUNITY

As much as the cult of the saints underscores a desire for an intimate expe-
rience of the holy, it was no less important to medieval and early modern

9 Carlos Eire, From Madrid to Purgatory: The Art and Craft of Dying in Sixteenth Century
Spain (Cambridge, UK, 2002), 266—72.
° Rudolph M. Bell and Donald Weinstein, Szints and Society (Chicago, 1986).
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conceptions of community. Whereas Protestant thinkers would come to see
the dead as irretrievably gone from the Christian community, their souls
departed for heaven or hell, Catholics saw no such temporal division. For
Catholics, death was another dimension of existence, one easily transgressed
by both the living and the dead. The spirits of the dead could walk the
earth, just as devout Christians could use ritual action to facilitate the spir-
itual reform of their ancestors. This transgressive conception of Christian
community accounts for the migration of cemeteries from outside the walls
of Roman cities to their urban centers, as the new faith took hold in the late
Roman Empire. Clustered around parish churches, cemeteries brought the
dead into direct communion with their living relatives and former neigh-
bors. By the fourteenth century, early modern Catholics, even of a modest
status, would have also expected their sons and daughters to fund masses
on the day of their death at a local, favored monastic institution. As an act
of charity, these masses said by devout men facilitated a speedier transit
through purgatory. It was even so an act of filial loyalty, marking the con-
tinuity of families from one terrain of existence to the next.

The bonds of family continued after death in the Catholic tradition, but
for John Bossy, among others, the Catholic tradition played just as critical
a role in forging communal bonds among the living. His path-breaking
study of the Mass as a social rite emphasized its peacemaking and unifying
function among local members of the community.”* Civic and parochial
processions similarly served multiple spiritual functions, one of which was
to inculcate communal identity within a spiritual framework. Social histo-
rians note that these processions invariably reflected contemporary concep-
tions of an orderly society, one that was hierarchical and paternalistic by
nature but also centered on the local community. Participants walked with
members of the same status or trade, their location in the procession deter-
mined by their perceived importance in the local community. Religious
processions were distinctive, even so, because of their spiritual agenda.
Whether organized to recognize the feast day of an important saint or to
seek divine assistance during a time of crisis, these processions paraded
local relics around the perimeters of the town or village and through its
streets and fields to mark its sacral character. Participants believed that
the spiritual potency of the relic infused the community, helping to pro-
tect it from spiritual corruption while strengthening the commitment of
its members to God. Confraternal members also processed, one important
indication that Catholic sociability was defined in myriad ways, includ-
ing that of family and civic community. Frequently organized around a

! John Bossy, “The Mass as a Social Institution, 1200~1700,” Past and Present 100 (1983):

29-61.
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particular trade or social group, confraternities clearly served to intensify
economic, political, and familial relations among members of the same
strata. However, they took a form that gave its members a special spiritual
purpose. They met on defined days for communal worship, intent on fos-
tering a more intensive devotional experience. They were also an important
source of charity and patronage for religious foundations, giving money
to fund private chapels for their services, pay for the burial of members
in confraternal crypts, and also support the sick and poor, among others.
Confraternities, finally, defined a new kind of community alongside the
other Christian communities to which their members belonged, one that
also transgressed the boundary between the living and the dead.

RELIGIOUS SYNCRETISM AND THE EXPANSION
OF THE EARLY MODERN CHURCH

The communal nature of devotional life, its emphasis on an intimate rela-
tionship with divinity, and the possibilities for self-perfection through
good works helped to give the Catholic tradition its distinctive character.
To understand its spread outside of Western Europe after 1500, however,
we also need to consider its syncretic nature. Scholars working on the for-
mation of New World Catholic traditions have been particularly effective
at illuminating their unique incorporation of European and indigenous
cultural elements, but the Catholic tradition always had syncretic tenden-
cies, mixing and mingling local cultural practices and concerns with its
own. This historic mutability of the Catholic tradition explains, for exam-
ple, why many of the oldest Christian churches were built on ancient pagan
sites. Perhaps church authorities sought to eradicate the pagan tradition,
but it is equally likely that local people had long recognized that particular
space as sacral. A shared cultural sensibility may also explain the visceral
depictions of the crucified Christ found in the Mediterranean regions of
late medieval Europe. In the wine region of Burgundy, Mack Holt finds
the vintners taking liberty with the eucharistic liturgy, giving themselves
a central role in it as preparers of the Lord’s wine. Even the neighboring
villages in William Christian’s study of rural religious life in early modern
Spain point to highly developed “local” expressions of the spiritual.™

The point to be made here is that the Catholics who left Iberia and
France for the New World brought with them their own regional under-
standings of the Catholic tradition. If we only compare the two colonial

2 Mack Holt, “Wine, Community and Reformation in Sixteenth-Century Germany,” Past
and Present 138 (1993): 58—93; and William Christian, Loca/ Religion in Sixteenth-Century
Spain (Princeton, 1981).
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powers of France and Spain, we can already see significant differences. The
most notable example is the Spanish Inquisition. A religious tribunal intro-
duced in 1478 under the direct authority of the monarchs of Spain, the
Inquisition was first instituted to uproot any religious recidivism among
formerly Jewish (converso) and Muslim (morisco) communities. It was, in
other words, a product of the unique history of the Iberian Peninsula,
where for centuries Muslims, Christians, and Jews coexisted. By 1500, two
centuries of Christian “reconquest” of the peninsula had created a culture
that was wary of any signs of deviance from orthodox Christian beliefs and
practices. Unfortunately for the New World cultures, the Inquisition was
exported across the Atlantic. French Catholics, in contrast, had little if any
direct experience of other faiths prior to arriving in the New World. Uncil
the Wars of Religion made religious division impossible to ignore, French
Catholics accepted the words of their preachers and royal theorists that
France was the most Catholic of kingdoms. Even after their own experience
of religious division following the spread of Calvinism (post-1555), French
Catholics found it useful to criticize the Spanish Inquisition as tyrannical. It
was one more way to differentiate their brands of colonial authority. These
colonial powers, however, were not the only bearers of distinct Catholic
traditions. Each missionary order brought along its own understanding of
spiritual perfection. Moreover, they also carried with them a well-honed
mandate to spread their understanding of the true faith, even if it entailed
some negotiation. Church authorities were not always comfortable with
diversity, but discussions between the New World missionaries and their
European superiors show that many found the mingling of cultural ele-
ments essential for winning indigenous acceptance of their teachings. It
may be in these cultural negotiations that we can come to understand the
growth of the Catholic tradition outside of Europe even as it faced serious
opposition at home.
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PROTESTANT TRADITIONS IN WESTERN
EUROPE ON THE EVE OF NORTH AMERICAN
COLONIZATION

ROBERT D. LINDER

By 1550, most Europeans believed that the Protestant Reformation would
engulf the entire continent. By 1600, this was no longer a self-evident
truth. The Roman Catholic Church had rallied its forces and held off the
Protestant advances in Western and Central Europe and regained lost
ground in the East. The Oratory of Divine Love, papal reform, the Council
of Trent, the Jesuits, and the various coercive devices associated with the
Index of Prohibited Books and the Roman Inquisition all contributed to
Catholic renewal by the end of the sixteenth century.

By 1600, confessional loyalties had begun to harden among the vari-
ous strands of the Protestant Reformation. Moreover, recent Reformation
historians believe that they had detected not one Protestant reformation,
but four: Lutheran, Calvinist, Anglican, and Radical. The fifth reformation
of the sixteenth century is, of course, the Catholic Reformation. This essay
will deal with the Protestant reformations that originated on the conti-
nent — Lutheran, Calvinist, and Radical — and their identity on the eve of
the colonization of North America.

Almost all immigrants to North America in the early seventeenth cen-
tury had a religious allegiance, and most were serious about their religious
commitment. Those who came after them in the next century may have
been less committed, but the first generation of newcomers to the American
wilderness from the European continent were mostly firm believers whose
religious experience reflected one of the three great Protestant traditions:
Lutheran, Reformed, or Anabaptist.

Those who embarked for North America in the seventeenth century did
not make lightly the decision to leave Europe. The Atlantic Ocean, the sec-
ond largest in the world, was a formidable obstacle, and the three-month,
3,000-mile trip across its treacherous waters was a life-threatening and
life-altering experience. The vast distance from the homeland in terms of
both space and time eventually would modify, but not basically change,
the worldview of the various Christian communities who migrated to the

52
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American wilderness. Therefore, the initial wave of Europeans to reach
American shores brought their religious baggage with them.

THE LUTHERANS

Lutherans, of course, were the original Protestants. Martin Luther, the
founder of the Lutheran Church, called his new branch of Christianity
“Evangelical,” meaning those who proclaimed the “evangel” (i.e., the gos-
pel) or “the good news” of salvation in Christ. In a very real sense, Luther
was the Father of Protestantism in that he established the main doctrines
shared by all Protestant believers from the sixteenth century onward: bib-
lical authority, justification through faith in Christ alone, the priesthood
of the believer, and the two sacraments (or ordinances) of baptism and the
Lord’s Supper. Luther’s doctrines, therefore, became the lingua franca of the
Protestant Reformation.

The first Lutherans to arrive on American shores were from Sweden and
settled at Fort Christina (later Wilmington) in Delaware in 1638. Because
Lutheranism in Europe was closely tied to the state, the first Lutherans came
to North America as part of a political colonizing effort. Ultimately, the
Lutherans would drop their established church mentality and become the
third-largest body in American Protestantism, which, in turn, embraced
Luther’s legacy of a common Protestant theology.

All of the Protestant reformers followed Luther in his belief in biblical
authority and consequently in his rejection of the authority of the Roman
Catholic Church and its penitential system. Lutherans brought this high
view of the Bible and dislike of Catholicism with them to the New World.
Luther had become a prolific reader of the Bible while he was in monastic
orders, before his break with Rome, and he had developed his Reformation
breakthrough from his intense study of scripture in the years before 1517,
when he nailed his Ninety-Five Theses to the church door at Wittenberg.
This breakthrough led to his doctrine of justification by faith alone (so/z
fides) based on scripture alone (sola scriptura). Luther, who had been deeply
troubled by his inability to find reconciliation with God through the means
prescribed by the Church of Rome, finally found peace for his troubled soul
by discovering the biblical doctrine of justification by grace through faith
in Christ alone. This was for Luther and all later Protestants the key to sal-
vation and peace with God that involved faith in Christ rather than doing
good works. Luther described how his new understanding of the Bible
transformed his life and reoriented his soul:

There I began to understand that the righteousness of God is that by which
the righteous lives by a gift of God, namely by faith. And this is the mean-
ing: the righteousness of God is revealed by the gospel, namely, the passive
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righteousness with which merciful God justifies us by faith.... Here I felt
that I was altogether born again and had entered paradise itself through open
gates. There a totally other face of the entire Scripture showed itself to me.”

It was this recovery of New Testament teachings that energized Luther
and his followers and led them to make the final break with Rome in
1521. This break, in turn, plunged Europe into civil and religious turmoil
as new loyalties struggled against old and deeply entrenched traditions.
Many Lutherans would try to escape the ensuing upheaval by immigrating
to the colonies of British North America.?

Nevertheless, Luther did not countenance upheaval and turmoil but
rather counseled law and order. He believed that church and state oper-
ated in separate spheres, but that the minister and the magistrate could
and should cooperate in maintaining order and in establishing reform in
the church. However, Luther taught that if the magistrate or prince were
not Christians, then separation would be the obvious recourse. In any
event, Luther rejected theocracy, on the one hand, and servility on the part
of the church to the magistrate, on the other, and believed that in most
instances the minister was commissioned to be the mentor of magistrates
and princes. Most important, if the magistrate and the minister agreed,
then the establishment of a state church was not only possible but also
permissible. Therefore, various states and principalities of Germany as well
as the kingdoms of Denmark, Norway, Sweden, and Finland established
official state churches in the sixteenth century that required adherence to
Lutheranism.

As far as the governance of the various Lutheran state churches was
concerned, Luther left this up to the areas in which Lutheranism spread.
Because he had no rule concerning church polity, Lutheran churches in dif-
ferent parts of Europe adopted one of the three basic ecclesiastical systems:
episcopalism, presbyterianism, and congregationalism. Episcopal church
government was basically a monarchical form of polity that involved a
church run by bishops, presbyterianism was essentially a republican form
of governance that rested on elected representatives, and congregational-
ism was the practice of direct democracy in church affairs. Some Lutherans
eventually adapted to the more democratic procedures that developed in
the United States, but most of their churches in the New World did not
influence the development of democratic government by modeling such
procedures.?

! Lewis W. Spitz, ed., Luther’s Works, 55 vols. (Philadelphia, 1955-86), 34: 37.

? This was especially true during the Thirty Years War (1618—48) and during the many wars
along the border between France and the various German states in the following years.

3 Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religions History of the American People (New Haven, 1972),
245-59; and Martin E. Marty, Martin Luther (New York, 2004), 191—4.
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Lutherans thus brought with them to the New World their Reformation
doctrines and practices. The Augsburg Confession of 1530 and the Formula
of Concord of 1580 theologically united them. However, they also brought
with them a certain amount of theological bickering stemming from quar-
rels that erupted in Europe following Luther’s death. On the one hand,
their different languages in the New World were somewhat of a problem, as
Swedish-speaking and German-speaking Lutherans, even though initially
theologically united, held forth in their different tongues. On the other
hand, the common denominator of the German language strengthened the
ethnic bond between German Lutherans and German Reformed churches
in places like Pennsylvania in the first century following settlement. In
this latter case, Germans found solace and strength in their common eth-
nicity, which led to widespread cooperation between Germans — Lutheran
and Reformed. Because the quarrels within Lutheranism in Germany and
of second-generation Lutherans with the Reformed churches founded by
John Calvin were preceded by a remarkable degree of friendliness between
Luther and Calvin, there were ample grounds for cooperation and even
intermarriage in the New World.* Generally speaking, Calvin maintained
a positive attitude toward Luther, disagreeing with his position on the
Lord’s Supper, but revering him as a godly man and a pioneer in the resto-
ration of the gospel.> After a disconnect in the years following the death of
the two great reformers, American followers of Luther and Calvin resumed
more friendly relations in the New World. Furthermore, the Lutherans
enjoyed this era of relative theological tranquility in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries because they were not wracked by controversies over
revivalism such as troubled most of the other Protestant denominations in
the New World during the First Great Awakening.

Lutherans also brought with them their hymnody and love of music,
fostered by Luther, an accomplished musician, and furthered by his
successors.® Most North American Protestants soon embraced with great
enthusiasm Luther’s magnificent hymn, “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,”
and the practice of congregational singing.

THE CALVINISTS

John Calvin was the most dynamic and widely read theologian of the
Protestant Reformation. Among his many theological writings, the

4 Eric W. Gritsch, A History of Lutheranism (Minneapolis, 2002), 1-178.

> Robert D. Linder, “The Early Calvinists and Martin Luther: A Study in Evangelical
Solidarity,” in Jerome Friedman, ed., Regnum, Religio et Ratio (Kirksville, MO, 1987),
103-16.

¢ Lutheran music undoubtedly reached its height in the work of Johann Sebastian Bach in
the eighteenth century.
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Institutes of the Christian Religion has been the most influential and endur-
ing. Originally designed as a manual for new believers, it was enlarged and
revised over the years until by its final formulation in 1559, shortly before
Calvin’s death, the Institutes had grown into a sophisticated theological work
that dealt in significant detail with some of the most complex doctrines
of the faith. Thousands of copies in several languages, including English,
were published in the sixteenth century, and it is still widely reprinted
today. The Institutes became the most important theological treatise of the
Reformation era and is the primary expression of Calvin’s ideas.

Those ideas had a profound impact beyond the specific churches that
Calvin founded. On the eve of colonization, they provided the theological
foundation for the majority of America’s first European settlers: Puritans;
Presbyterians; the Reformed churches of the Netherlands, Germany, and
France; many Anglicans; and a number of Baptists.”

Calvin’s theology contained a strong emphasis on the guiding hand of
Providence, the sovereignty of God (belief in the absolute authority of God
as eternal lawgiver and judge whose will is law), human sinfulness, and the
idea of elect individuals and elect nations. In terms of personal salvation,
Calvin believed that God elected whom he willed to eternal salvation. The
Holy Spirit through the Word of God at God’s pleasure induced faith,
according to Calvin, and when that happened humans could not reject it.
When individuals believed, they feared the penalty for their sins, which
in turn led them to repent, to look to Christ in faith for salvation, and
to believe in his redemptive work on the cross. After that, on the basis
of New Testament promises, they were assured that they were elected to
salvation. This Augustinian view of salvation and predestination, how-
ever, did not lead to fatalism because Calvinist believers were confident
that God had elected them. Moreover, they believed that their election
was demonstrated by their confession of faith in Christ, regular partic-
ipation in the sacraments, and consistent godly living. This produced a
dynamic form of Christianity that gave the Calvinists their sense of destiny
and that the Roman Catholic Church believed made Calvinism its most
formidable rival.

Calvinist intellectuals in the various countries of Europe where the
Calvinist Reformation had spread eventually developed the concept of a
covenant theology that in due course became important in American polit-
ical life. Covenant theology was a system that explained the relationship
between God and humankind in terms of a compact or covenant. It is

7 David W. Hall has emphasized the impact of Calvin and his followers on colonial
America in his recent book The Genevan Reformation and the American Founding (New
York, 2003).
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based on biblical themes, especially God’s covenant with Israel as recorded
in the Old Testament. Although an ancient concept, an overall systematic
covenant theology grew out of the Protestant Reformation. The reformers
understood the concept of a “covenant” to mean a compact between two or
more parties by which they solemnly obligated themselves to one another
to accomplish a particular task. This concept was utilized as a theological
construct especially by Calvin’s Reformed churches in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries and beyond.

Reformed covenant theology taught that God offers grace and salva-
tion to humanity. To those who by faith accept God’s offer of eternal life
in Christ, he most assuredly grants salvation. Although there are several
variations, Reformed theologians have discerned three covenants in the
Bible. There is the covenant of works, offered to Adam, which he failed
to maintain; the covenant of grace, offered after the fall of Adam, again to
Abraham, and renewed in Christ; and, according to some theologians, the
covenant of redemption, the eternal promise of God’s salvation underlying
the covenant of grace for the elect.

By the seventeenth century, Calvinist believers had extended the cov-
enant theory into the secular world. Just as God had covenanted with
humankind in salvation and in gathering churches, so groups within soci-
ety were to covenant with one another as they carried out their ordinary
affairs. In fact, the seventeenth century was an age of compacts, contracts,
and secular covenants through which the public’s business was transacted.
Theological and social-political covenants sprang out of the same milieus
in America and often overlapped one another. The Mayflower Compact
of 1620 founded the first settlement in Massachusetts, Roger Williams
established Providence in Rhode Island in 1636 by a compact, and the
Fundamental Orders of Connecticut in 1639 created a government by cov-
enant. In fact, the first Puritan settlement in New England was based on
a covenant with God and with one another. In Puritan understanding, the
founding of America was a mission to establish a model Christian com-
monwealth based on a covenant. As John Winthrop declared, “Thus stands
the cause between God and us; we are entered into Covenant with him for
this work. ... We shall be a City upon a Hill.”®

A Reformed understanding of the covenant inspired Calvin’s followers
to attempt to establish Christian communities that included church-state
cooperation. Calvin advocated the separation of church and state, but not
in the later American constitutional sense. He believed that the church
should be separate and independent of state control, but that church and
state should operate like an interlocking directorate with the same basic

8]ohn Winthrop, Papers, ed. A. B. Forbes, 5 vols. (Boston, 1929—47), 2: 29.
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personnel in charge of both institutions. That is, Calvin held that all actors
in both ecclesiastical and civil government should be genuine Christian
believers.®

Covenant theology was one of several important ingredients in the
development of the American ideal of political compact and contract so
prominent in its great public documents. Talk of covenants and com-
pacts saturated Puritan New England, prompting theologian H. Richard
Niebuhr to suggest the likelihood of an enduring connection between “the
Idea of Covenant and American Democracy.”'® Moreover, the idea of a cov-
enant in a secularized form became a cornerstone of the United States’ civil
religion and fed the American sense of mission in the world."

There are several other aspects to the political legacy of Calvin and his
followers. Calvin taught and his followers believed that the sovereignty of
God entailed that universal human rights should be protected and must
not be surrendered to the whim of tyranny. He also believed that these
fundamental rights, which are always compatible with God’s law, were
the basis of whatever public liberties humans enjoy. Further, his followers
taught that mutual covenants between rulers and God and between rulers
and subjects were binding and necessary. Moreover, his followers held that
the sovereignty of the people followed logically from the mutual obliga-
tions of these covenants. Finally, Calvin and many of his followers believed
that the representatives of the people were to be the first line of defense
against tyrants and tyranny.

But Calvinism’s two greatest contributions to political thought on the
eve of the colonization of North America were republicanism and the right
of revolution. Calvin seldom intervened in the internal politics of other
countries. Instead, he dealt with whatever type of political polity was in
power. However, he clearly had republican preferences in both secular and
ecclesiastical government, and he supported the elective political process
in Geneva and in his Reformed and Presbyterian churches. In his own ter-
minology, he preferred a “mixed government” in which power is shared by
many different individuals. Nevertheless, it would be stretching things
to claim that Calvin was a progenitor of modern democracy. “Democracy”
was still an unacceptable term among the thinkers of the sixteenth century.
However, there is evidence of democratic thought among his followers,
even in the sixteenth century, such as in the thinking of his friend Pierre

9 Philip Benedict, Christ’s Churches Purely Reformed: A Social History of Calvinism (New
Haven, 2002), 88—98.

' H. Richard Niebuhr, “The Idea of Covenant and American Democracy,” Church History
23:2 (June 1954): 129.

" Richard V. Pierard and Robert D. Linder, Civil Religion and the Presidency (Grand Rapids,
1988), 48—64.
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Viret and in the mind of his more prickly follower Jean Morely. In any
case, it is clear that by the time North American settlement began, most
Calvinist believers promoted republican and democratic church govern-
ment (presbyterianism and congregationalism), and many held republican
principles.™

Calvin and many of his colleagues and followers authorized resistance to
established authority if that authority proved to be hostile to preaching of
the gospel, provided that they were led in their resistance by duly consti-
tuted lesser magistrates.'> Calvin himself was careful to limit this right of
resistance to a core of lesser civil officials under highly qualified circum-
stances. However, his followers in the sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries gradually extended that right of resistance until it covered all sorts of
ecclesiastical tyranny. Thus, there is a history of the right of resistance from
Calvin and many of his sixteenth-century followers like Viret, Theodore
Beza, Francois Hotman, Lambert Daneau, the French Huguenot author of
the Vindiciae Contra Tyrannos, William of Orange, Johannes Althusius, John
Ponet, Christopher Goodman, John Knox, William Whittingham, and
George Buchanan, down to seventeenth-century Samuel Rutherford and
the Westminster Divines.’# By the time of the American Revolution, the
religious component of the Calvinist principle of the right of resistance had
been diluted but was still recognizable. Thus, when former British member
of Parliament Horace Walpole learned that the Rev. Dr. John Witherspoon,
a Presbyterian minister and the president of the College of New Jersey
(later Princeton University), had signed the Declaration of Independence,
he observed, “Cousin America has run off with a Presbyterian parson.”*s

Many historians believe that Calvin’s greatest contribution to Western
and therefore American thought was in the realm of economics. Calvin’s
fondness for I Corinthians 10:31, “So whether you eat or drink or what-
ever you do, do all for the glory of God,” and his insistence that all work
should be a calling from God helped to highlight the importance of hard
work and the dignity of all labor in the life of the elect. He also preached

2 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis
Battles, 2 vols. (Philadelphia, 1960), 2: 1518—21; and Robert M. Kingdon, “Calvinism
and Democracy,” in John H. Bratt, ed., The Heritage of Jobn Calvin (Grand Rapids, 1973),
177-92.

3 The modern terminology would be “the right of revolution.” However, in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, “revolution” referred to a turning around or rotating, as on
an axis, and was applied mostly to the turning of a heavenly body in its orbit.

™4 Robert M. Kingdon, “Calvinism and Resistance Theory,” in J. H. Burns, ed., The
Cambridge History of Political Thought, 6 vols. (Cambridge, UK, 1988-20006), 1:
193—218.

5 George P. Donehoo, ed., Pennsylvania History, 9 vols. (New York, 1926-31), 1: 1069.
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what later became known as middle-class virtues, each backed by bibli-
cal authority: reverence, chastity, sobriety, frugality, industry, and honesty.
These concepts were foundational to worker productivity.’® A combination
of these various emphases helped produce what historians have called “the
Protestant work ethic,” with its emphasis on industriousness in all fields of
human endeavor. Although hardly unique to Calvinism among the various
Protestant communities, Calvin seems to have articulated the work ethic’s
biblical base more clearly than any other Protestant thinker."?

Further, according to the prominent twentieth-century sociologist Max
Weber, it was Calvin and, more particularly, Calvin’s English Puritan fol-
lowers who were the source of modern investment capitalism. The fact
that Calvinism produced a group of productive and reliable people led
Weber to formulate his well-known thesis concerning the connection
between Calvinism and capitalism. In his classic essay, The Protestant Ethic
and the Spirit of Capitalism, Weber argued that the Calvinist ethic played
an important part in the rise of modern capitalism.™ Of all the expressions
of Reformation Christianity, Weber maintained, Calvinism inculcated in
its followers an austere, ascetic work ethic that systematically suppressed
the pursuit of pleasure. However, in contrast to medieval Catholicism, this
“worldly asceticism” encouraged believers to work hard, discipline them-
selves, and find their meaning in life in their secular calling. Among other
things, Weber claimed, this attitude tended to inspire economic produc-
tivity and generate income that was not spent for “frivolous purposes,”
but instead turned into savings or investment capital. Moreover, reject-
ing medieval strictures on usury and allowing Christians to participate in
money lending helped to stimulate economic activity among believers.

There has been almost endless controversy over the validity of Weber’s
thesis, with various critics pointing out its flaws and finding the origins
of modern capitalism in various other religious movements of the early
modern period. Nevertheless, it is intriguing to note that not only were
English Puritans inclined to act this way, especially in the seventeenth
century, but additionally so were many other Calvinists in places like the
Netherlands and Germany. It is interesting to note, for example, that
although the first Dutch Reformed settlers who came to New Amsterdam
in 1628 were deeply religious people, they came primarily to represent the
Dutch West India Company and to establish villages and trading posts

16 Georgia Harkness, John Calvin: The Man and His Ethics (New York, 1958), 157-77.

Y7 André Biéler, Calvin’s Economic and Social Thought, ed. Edward Dommen, trans. James
Greig (Geneva, 2000), 365.

'8 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, intro. Anthony Giddens
(Gloucester, 1988).
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along the Hudson River. In any case, they immediately founded Reformed
churches in the area and tried to keep other non-Reformed Christians at
bay. By 1660, six Dutch Reformed ministers had arrived in the Dutch New
World, and by 1700 some twenty-six Dutch Reformed churches dotted the
landscape of the Middle Colonies. Similar observations could be made of
the many German Reformed Christians who brought their entrepreneurial
skills to Pennsylvania in the early eighteenth century. They came primarily
to escape the devastation of their lands in the Rhineland and the Palatinate
by marauding armies, but at the same time they brought with them their
devoutly Calvinist ways.™

Calvin and his followers also stressed that society should be economi-
cally just. Living in Geneva, then and now a center of trade and banking,
meant that Calvin’s environment required him to think carefully about
economic and social issues. He warned that “social disorder is first and
foremost disdain for the poor and oppression of the weak.” André Biéler,
the noted Genevan economist, maintains that Calvin taught his followers
to be sensitive to issues of economic justice because all occupations should
be based on God’s calling. He pointed out that Calvin taught that believers
were not to exploit the work of others, especially the weak, the poor, and
strangers. Calvin also warned the rich against abusing power, and he pro-
moted laws that protected ordinary people against such misuse of power.
He also advocated “fair wages” for the laboring man and just prices in the
marketplace. He argued for wage agreements and arbitration and supported
laws that regulated usury. Calvin believed that consumption loans, that is,
those to help out the consumer, should be made without interest because
humans, after all, are ultimately only the trustees of any wealth that God
has given them. However, he believed that loans for purposes of enterprise,
which were to be used as a means of production, should be made at a fair
rate of interest. On balance, Calvin and his followers agreed that the ideal
was a fair and just economy, and they tried to introduce that kind of society
wherever they held sway, whether that was Geneva, Edinburgh, or Boston.
In any case, if any religious movement of the sixteenth century and after
was world affirming, it was Calvinism. Calvin’s followers in their many
manifestations brought this attitude with them to the New World.>

This was certainly true of the members of the French Reformed Church,
popularly known as Huguenots, who came to the New World. Clusters of
French Huguenots settled in Massachusetts, New York, and South Carolina

' Edwin S. Gaustad and Philip L. Barlow, New Historical Atlas of Religion in America (New
York, 2001), 46-8.

2° Biéler, Calvin’s Economic and Social Thought, 35-403; and Alister E. McGrath, A Life of
Jobn Calvin (Oxford, 1990), 219—45.
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in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Most of them were
merchants, bankers, lawyers, artisans, and shopkeepers. Interestingly
enough, the majority of these Huguenots eventually became members of
the Church of England. It has been suggested that they switched from the
Reformed family of faith for various reasons, including financial advantage,
social acceptance, and political power, as well as for religious reasons related
to gratitude to the English for allowing them to settle in North America
and a growing fondness for Anglican ways. In any case, these Huguenot
refugees contributed names like Paul Revere, John Jay, and Francis Marion
to the annals of American history.?!

Calvinism also left its mark on education and intellectual life through
the insistence by Calvin and his followers on the value of education for all
believers, women included. Calvinists stressed the education of ministers
in particular and provided institutions of higher learning for that purpose,
beginning with the Academy of Geneva in 1559, followed by universi-
ties and colleges like Leiden, Heidelberg, Harvard, Yale, and Princeton.
Moreover, Calvin promoted scholarship for the glory of God and provided
a model for his followers as a scholar-pastor.*?

THE ANABAPTISTS

Whereas the Lutherans and Calvinists who began to stream to North
America in the seventeenth century represented churches founded by
well-educated theologians and on sophisticated confessional schemes, the
Anabaptists who soon joined them came from a movement of common peo-
ple whose existence was as simple and as straightforward as their theology.
Moreover, these children of the Radical Reformation were undoubtedly the
most misunderstood of all the immigrants from the continent. By “radical,”
historians mean that this cluster of believers wanted to get back to the root
or origin of Christianity and restore the primitive church of the first cen-
tury. Therefore, they were “restorationists” rather than “reformers” like the
Lutherans, Calvinists, and Anglicans. Whereas magisterial Protestants like
Luther and Calvin relied on the assistance of secular rulers and officials to
help reform the old Church, the Radicals shunned any intervention by
magistrates. Instead they wanted to discard the traditional Church of the
day and go directly back to what they believed to be the New Testament

2T Robert M. Kingdon, “Why Did the Huguenot Refugees in the American Colonies
Become Episcopalian?” Historical Magazine of the Protestant Episcopal Church 49:4 (Dec.
1980), 317—35; and Jon Butler, The Huguenots in America: A Refugee People in New World
Sociery (Cambridge, MA, 1992).

22 Bruce Gordon, Calvin (New Haven, 2009), 56—7, 98, and 298—303.
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pattern, when governments had no part in the spread and maintenance of
the faith.»

Although historians include Spiritualists, Unitarians, millenarians,
rationalists, and various individuals who rejected conventional Christianity
in the ranks of the Radical Reformation, the Anabaptists constituted by far
the largest segment of that movement. Likewise, the Mennonites were the
largest subgroup of the Anabaptist movement. When the first Mennonites
settled in Germantown, Pennsylvania, in 1683, secular authorities every-
where in Europe — except the Netherlands and a few small German states —
were still persecuting Anabaptists.

Why were the Mennonites so unpopular? They were persecuted for var-
ious reasons, but mostly because Catholic and Protestant authorities per-
ceived them as endangering the social order by their repudiation of the old
order and their insistence on a free church separate from the state. However,
the initial appearances of the Anabaptists in German-speaking Switzerland,
where they defied Ulrich Zwingli’s Protestant state church in Zurich in the
early 1520s; in central Germany, where many Anabaptists followed the
unstable millenarian preacher Thomas Miintzer during the Peasants’ War
of 1524—25; and in Miinster in Westphalia, where many Anabaptists cast
their lot with the fanatical kingdom of Jan Mattys and Jan van Leyden in
1534—35, all involved defiance of lawfully established civil authority. The
Anabaptists of Zurich quarreled with Zwingli over the issues of baptism
and state control of religion. However, in Germany the main problem was
that many early Anabaptists believed that Jesus’ second coming was immi-
nent, and they followed millenarian fanatics like Miintzer, Mattys, and
van Leyden. When these millenarians later revealed themselves as on the
far margins of Christianity, many Anabaptists perished with them as their
millennial vision failed and their short-lived “kingdoms” collapsed. More
important, the bizarre behavior of a relatively few Anabaptists during these
millennial outbreaks allowed Catholic and Protestant leaders to stigmatize
all Anabaptists as dangerous fanatics who were a threat to social order.

A former Catholic priest named Menno Simons rescued the shattered
remnants of the Anabaptist movement at the very time when they were
being most fiercely persecuted. Simons, who became a Protestant some-
time in the early 1530s and who then had embraced Anabaptist views
only after the most severe soul-struggle, began to gather the scattered
Brethren (as they called themselves) in the Dutch lands and, beginning
in 1536, formed them into a more peaceful group. He persuaded them
to look more closely at the New Testament and to embrace the basic

23 George H. Williams, The Radical Reformation, 3rd ed. (Kirksville, MO, 2000), xxvii—

xxxvi and 1—21.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 04:15:33, subject to the Cambridge

Core terms of use, available at h@éﬁ;ﬁm@‘qrg{agi%gr@f;mﬁétma}?ﬁtﬁﬁygei@ﬁ@&%ﬂl}@é@@%%@ 871105.004


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521871105.004
https://www.cambridge.org/core

64 Robert D. Linder

teachings of Jesus rather than to follow the charismatic millenarian fanat-
ics who had won their allegiance in the previous decade. Moreover, he
based the movement squarely on biblical authority and other generally
accepted Protestant doctrines. However, Simons’ doctrine of the church
radically separated him and his followers from the mainline Protestants
and traditional Catholics alike.*+

The Roman Catholics and Protestants continued the medieval pat-
tern in which the church encompassed the whole of society. In contrast,
Anabaptists aimed to restore the New Testament understanding of the
church as a “gathered society” separate from the wider society. Anabaptists
were persecuted not only because they refused to conform to the state
churches of their day, but also because they rejected participation in gov-
ernment, war, oaths, and courts of law. Therefore they were seen as a threat
to the accepted understanding of church and society, and thus were con-
demned by the churches as heretics and by civil governments as outlaws.
The official reason for persecution, however, was that they “rebaptized”
people who had already been baptized by the official state churches, a capi-
tal crime under the Roman law that underlay most European legal systems.
However, the name “Anabaptist” (literally “rebaptizer”), given to them by
their enemies, was unfair because the Anabaptists rejected infant baptism
as invalid. Therefore when they baptized adult believers only, they did
not consider it a second baptism. It mattered little because most of the
civil governments of Europe were glad to have a legal reason to eliminate
Anabaptists. Although the persecution had died down by the time of the
settlement of British North America, Anabaptists still were not welcome
in most of Europe.

Toward the end of the sixteenth century, the Dutch Anabaptists happily
accepted the common name of “Mennonites” in place of the much-hated
term “Anabaptists,” for obvious reasons.?> However, the term Anabaptist
as applied to Mennonites and Baptists persisted well into the eighteenth
century. In any case, by the turn of the seventeenth century, the Mennonites
had worked out the basic theology that informed their churches world
over. Foundational to their theology was the belief that the Bible should
be their only creed and interpreted according to a commonsense literalism.
Moreover, they believed that faith in Christ led to a “new birth” that was
the key to a life lived according to the ethics of Jesus. Simons called on
those who were “born again” to follow the teachings of Christ literally. As

4 Franklin H. Littell, The Anabaptist View of the Church, 2nd ed. (Boston, 1958).

*5> At about the same time, another large group of Anabaptists embraced the name
“Hutterites.” Mennonites and Hutterites came to accept most of the same fundamental
beliefs, except that the Hutterites based their way of life on communalism.
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noted, they also rejected the idea of an official state religion and instead
embraced the view that only religious freedom guaranteed by a separation
of church and state was biblically correct. Otherwise, it was impossible for
individuals freely to place their faith in Christ and thus avoid the curse of
nominalism (being Christians in name only) that had plagued the church
since the days of Constantine I in the fourth century. Religious freedom
was necessary in order for faith to be genuine; therefore, the Anabaptists
became the first champions of the liberty that became part of the new
nation’s First Amendment rights.

Also, unlike the established Protestant churches, the Mennonites empha-
sized the importance of the community of faith and the priesthood of the
believer within that community. In fact, they carried Luther’s belief in
the priesthood of the believer to its logical conclusion in that Mennonite
polity deemphasized the role of an ordained ministry and stressed congre-
gational autonomy and shared governance. They believed that salvation
was individual, but that the local church was a community of baptized
believers who participated in the decision making and in the development
of the spirituality of its members. They also believed that within their
community of faith there should be no need. Balthasar Hubmaier, an early
Anabaptist leader in southern Germany, captured this aspect of their faith
when he stated:

Concerning community of goods, I have always said that everyone should
be concerned about the needs of others, so that the hungry might be fed, the
thirsty given to drink, and the naked clothed. For we are not lords of our
possessions, but stewards and distributors. There is certainly no one who
says that another’s goods may be seized and made common; rather, he would
gladly give the coat in addition to the shirt.?

Finally, the Mennonites maintained their peace witness by renouncing
violence and promoting the theme of nonviolence found in the teachings
of Jesus. In America, they would be joined in this peace witness by the
English Quakers and later by continental cousins in the faith such as the
Amish, the Hutterites, and the Church of the Brethren.

The early Mennonites thought of themselves as neither Catholic nor
Protestant, and they behaved accordingly. They saw little essential differ-
ence between so-called Christian and non-Christian governments in their
political roles. They resolved to obey legitimate governments as long as
they did not require disobedience to their fundamental beliefs. For the
most part, the governments of the various British North American colo-
nies welcomed the industrious Mennonites because they believed that they

26 Quoted in P. J. Klassen, The Economics of Anabaptism (The Hague, 1964), 32.
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should glorify God through hard work. Therefore, except during wartime,
they were viewed as good citizens.

The Mennonites also brought with them to the New World their rich
heritage of singing their faith. Many of their hymns kept alive the mem-
ories of the severe persecutions of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
that they had left behind. They also continued to give women a prominent
place in their church and community life. Moreover, they passed some of
their basic beliefs along to the early English Baptists during that group’s
sojourn in the Netherlands in the early seventeenth century. In particular,
when those first Baptists returned to England in 1612, after contact with
the Dutch Anabaptists, they took with them a fervent belief in religious
liberty and separation of church and state. The Baptists, in turn, brought
those views with them to North America later in the century.?”

PIETISTS AND MORAVIANS

Although latecomers when compared to the Lutherans, Calvinists, and
Mennonites, the Pietists and Moravians also became an important part of
the continental immigration to North America in the seventeenth cen-
tury. Pietism began as a reaction against the religious indifference, the
moral laxity, the tendency toward cultural accommodation, and the inter-
confessional bickering prevalent in the various Protestant state churches in
the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Therefore, it emerged
within the established state churches of Germany, the Netherlands, and
Scandinavia, rather than outside of and in opposition to them. It laid stress
on the new birth, that is, on the religious renewal of the individual, which
was lived through a life of piety and good works. Pietists embraced a lit-
eral interpretation of the Bible governed by common sense, stressed the
inner-directedness of faith, promoted a revival of Christ-centered piety, and
emphasized Christian fellowship across confessional, national, and ethnic
boundaries. From these few simple beliefs, they developed a pietistic life-
style in conscious opposition to the shallow nominalism that characterized
the religious establishments of their day.

Kaspar von Greyerz notes that church historian Johannes Wallmann
dates Pietism’s beginnings from the work of Johann Arndt in the early sev-
enteenth century, with the movement first coming to fruition with the work
of Philipp Jakob Spener in the latter part of the century in the Lutheran
Church in Germany. Beginning in 1691, August Hermann Francke estab-
lished the academic center of Lutheran Pietism at Halle in Saxony, infused
it with its penchant for charitable endeavors, and gave it a vision of a world

*7W. R. Estep, The Anabaptist Story, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids, 1996), 267-306.
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in need of vital Christianity. In time, Pietism influenced every facet of
world Protestantism: its theology, hymnody, style of worship, and church
life. It encouraged the devotional study of the Bible in churches as well
as in homes, stimulated the desire to establish charitable and educational
institutions, held out the hope for better ecumenical relations, and opened
the way for more lay participation in the established churches.?®

Some of Pietism’s basic emphases bear the marks of Anabaptist thought
and practice. Anabaptists and Pietists often lived near each other in
Germany and seemed to share certain beliefs, such as a stress on an inti-
mate, primitivist church fellowship; a markedly individualized bibli-
cal interpretation; and a rigorous search for a vital Christian life through
personal moral rejuvenation. Further, both Pietists and Anabaptists held
to privileged experiential Christianity over liturgical formalities and the-
oretically subordinated formal theological inquiry to its expression in
daily life. In 1708, Alexander Mack and seven followers melded Pietism
with Anabaptism to establish the Church of the Brethren (also known as
Dunkards and German Baptist Brethren) in Schwarzenau, Germany. The
entire congregation immigrated to Pennsylvania in 1723.

From the early eighteenth century onward, large numbers of German
immigrants swelled the ranks of American settlers, many with a Lutheran
background. Because of a shortage of clergy, the Lutherans in America
appealed to various charitable societies in the home country to supply
them. The most generous response to these requests came from Halle.
Consequently, many Lutheran congregations were soon shepherded by
Halle-trained pastors.

Dutch Reformed and German Reformed Pietism in the Middle
Colonies began to take root early in the eighteenth century. Theodore J.
Frelinghuysen, a confirmed Pietist, arrived in America and took up work
in the Raritan Valley of New Jersey. His fervent preaching produced a
large-scale revival that attracted the attention of Presbyterian minister
William Tennant, Sr., and his sons, which infused the Pietist impulse in
that denomination.?®

Several strands of the Reformation, including Lutheran Pietism, com-
bined to form the modern Moravian Church. The roots of the Moravian
faith reach back to the Unity of the Brethren (Unitas Fratrum, also known

28 Kaspar von Greyerz, Religion and Culture in Early Modern Europe, 1500—1800 (Oxford,
2008), 83—5. Pietist scholar F. Ernest Stoeffler sets the date of the beginnings of Pietism
even earlier, in 1590. See Stoeffler, The Rise of Evangelical Pietism (Leiden, 1965), 201—5.

9 Ahlstrom, A Religions History of the American People, 236—44; and Hartmut Lehmann,
“Pietism in the World of Transatlantic Religious Revival,” in Jonathan Strom, Hartmut
Lehmann, and James Van Horn Melton, eds., Pietism in Germany and North America,
1680—1820 (Farnham, 2009), 13—21.
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as the Bohemian Brothers, or simply the Brethren), one wing of the Hussite
movement in fifteenth-century Bohemia. The Brethren were followers of
the Czech reformer Jan Hus, who was martyred for his theological opinions
in 1415. The Brethren organized in 1457 as a separatist and pacifist branch
of Hus’ evangelical movement. In 1517, the year Luther inaugurated the
Protestant Reformation by posting his Ninety-Five Theses on the church
door in Wittenberg, the Unity of the Brethren numbered at least two
hundred thousand with more than four hundred parishes. They were all
but destroyed in Czech lands during the Thirty Years War (1618—48) and
through the repressive measures of the Roman Catholic Church. After sev-
eral decades of clandestine existence, a handful of Brethren refugees from
Moravia found religious freedom in 1722 on the estates of the wealthy
Count Nicholas Ludwig von Zinzendortf in lower Saxony. Their village of
refuge, which they named Herrnhut — meaning “The Lord’s Protection” —
integrated religious, civic, and economic life, and it soon attracted other
Protestant dissenters.

Powerfully moved by the spirit of German Pietism, the Herrnhut
group decided to renew the old Unity of the Brethren movement. When
its ministry was restored in 1735, the group became popularly known as
the Moravians, and the pietistic Lutheran Zinzendorf became increasingly
involved with the Herrnhut group. He regarded the Moravians as an ecu-
menical renewal movement within the church at large. Although he never
officially broke with the Lutheran Church, Zinzendorf became a “bishop”
of the Herrnhut Moravians in 1737.3°

Generally evangelical in theology and practice, Moravian religious
thought and church polity developed in certain unique ways over the years
following the reconstitution of the Unity of the Brethren in 1735. Like all
evangelicals, the Moravians embraced biblical authority and belief that sal-
vation was achieved by grace through faith in Jesus Christ as Savior. They
not only believed in the priesthood of the believer, but also stressed the
communal aspects of biblical Christianity by building Moravian commu-
nities in Germany and elsewhere in the eighteenth century. They endorsed
the Augsburg Confession of 1530 but did not require formal subscription
to the historic Lutheran creed. Like the Pietists, they emphasized faith
and emotion and the interior life of the spirit as the foundation of their
spirituality. They observed three sacraments: baptism, communion, and
foot washing (the latter abandoned in the twentieth century), and they

3° John R. Weinlick discusses Zinzendorf’s rescue of the remnants of the Unity of the
Brethren and of his unusual dual relationship with the Lutheran Church and the
Moravians in Count Zinzendorf: The Story of His Life and Leadership in the Renewed Movavian
Church (New York, 1966).
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celebrated a love feast in preparation for communion. Early Moravianism
was characterized by a great deal of mystical devotion and celebrated the
blood and wounds of Christ to a degree unusual in the eighteenth-century
Protestant world. As church historian Philip Schaff once noted concerning
seventeenth-century Moravians, “They prefer the chiaroscuro of mystery
and the personal attachment to Christ to all scientific theology.”3*

The Moravians followed a strict discipline in their churches and glori-
fied hard physical labor. They offset these emphases with a belief that piety
was encouraged by love for music, social refinement, and a gender-neutral
program of education. Their church polity was a kind of episcopal presby-
terianism under the supreme legislative power of synods and an executive
administration of an elective board of bishops and elders called the Unity’s
Elders” Conference.

Zinzendorf himself visited North America in 1741—43. Arriving
in Philadelphia late in 1741, he presided over an interdenominational
Christmas Eve observance. While in America he served as interim pastor
of a Lutheran congregation in Philadelphia, preached widely in east-
ern Pennsylvania, made three missionary journeys among the Native
Americans, and unsuccessfully urged ecumenical unity.>?

A prolific hymn-writer, Zinzendorf left texts for some two thousand
hymns. His personal religious experience led him to focus on the pietistic
theology of the individual experience of the Savior and shaped his mission
theory that guided the early work of the Moravians. He spent his life after
1743 in Moravian ministry in Germany and England, and he met with
John Wesley on several occasions. Historians have noted the Moravian
influence in Wesley’s own highly influential ministry. Moreover, the
emphasis of Zinzendorf and the Moravians on Christianity’s global vision
in terms of ecumenism and missions greatly influenced American reli-
gion. American Protestants in general eventually embraced Zinzendorf’s
global missionary vision with extraordinary enthusiasm. The Moravians
also promoted ecumenical cooperation among the Protestant denomina-
tions. They often reached out to the various ethnic groups, such as the
Native Americans, without attempting to gather them into Moravian
churches. Instead they directed fresh converts into already-existing evan-
gelical churches in the area.3?

3T “The Moravians,” http://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/creedst .x.ix.html (accessed 14 Sept.

2009).

32 Ahlstrom, A Religions History of the American People, 241—3.

33 A. J. Lewis, Zinzendorf the Ecumenical Pioneer: A Study in the Moravian Contribution to
Christian Mission and Unity (Philadelphia, 1962), 98—115; and Arthur J. Freeman, Az
Ecumenical Theology of the Heart: The Theology of Count Nicholas Ludwig von Zinzendorf
(Bethlehem, 1998).
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CONCLUSIONS

By 1660, the churches of the continental Reformation were well repre-
sented in British North America. If one includes Calvin’s theological off-
spring — Congregationalists, Presbyterians, and some Anglicans — as well
as the Anabaptist/Baptist churches, then they represented the overwhelm-
ing majority of the religious population of the colonies. By 1780, these
same clusters of churches numbered approximately 2,520 of the 2,745
churches in the land. Even if one limits the numbers to those who came
directly from continental Protestant churches, they still are representative
of a significant share of the religious market at the time of the American
Revolution. Adherents of these various churches also represented a signif-
icant portion of the total American population of nearly 2,400,000 people
in 1780.3

What did these Lutherans, Calvinists, Anabaptists, and Moravians bring
with them to the New World? First, they brought with them a rever-
ence for the Bible as the authoritative Word of God. All of the continen-
tal Protestants could agree on this central fact. It was the basis of their
discussions and arguments about “true religion” in the years following
European settlement in the seventeenth century. But because they consid-
ered it authoritative, they could appeal to it to settle their arguments and
to persuade others to their positions. It also gave them a common idiom for
not only religious disputes but also discussion of moral, social, and cultural
issues as well.

Second, they brought with them an emphasis on the individual.
Lutherans, the Reformed, Anabaptists, and Moravians all agreed that sal-
vation was an individual and not a collective event. This point led these
groups and those in their cultural orbits to focus on the individual as the
central feature of religious, political, and social life in the colonies. All
of these groups contained elements of community emphasis in their the-
ologies and were not void of emphasis on the communal aspect of the
Christian faith. Both the Anabaptists and Moravians stressed these matters
in their theology and thus mitigated individualism to some extent in their
churches. But when all was said and done, Protestant individualism was an
enormous fact of life in British North America.

Third, all of these groups highlighted the dignity of manual and mental
labor and stressed hard work as a part of their religious ethic. No group
did this more empbhatically than the Calvinists. However, Lutherans,

34 Gaustad and Barlow, New Historical Atlas of Religious in America, 7—10; and Evarts B.
Greene and Virginia D. Harrington, American Population Before the Federal Census of 1790
(Gloucester, 1966), 7.
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Anabaptists, and Moravians also praised work as a gift of God and urged
believers to do all that they did, including work, to the glory of God.

Fourth, the Anabaptists brought with them their belief in religious lib-
erty and separation of church and state. Because they were an exceedingly
small group and dedicated in the early years to survival and self-sufficiency,
they did not make as significant an impact on the life of the colonies as did
their spiritual cousins the Baptists, who held almost identical views con-
cerning church and state. In any event, the Anabaptists maintained their
faithful witness to religious liberty until the Baptists became the third-
largest denomination in the fledgling United States. With that growth,
Baptists became an increasingly more important player in constitutional
politics. The Baptists, Anabaptists, Quakers, and Presbyterians joined
with the Founders and other Enlightenment intellectuals to deliver the
religious liberty clauses of the First Amendment to the American people
in 1791.%

It is true that the religious beliefs and practices of the Old World were
tested in a New World that was three thousand miles and many weeks
distant from the European continent. A view of space and time that was
different from that to which they had been accustomed in Europe cer-
tainly played an important part in the religious and secular history of colo-
nial America. This difference allowed the Americans to develop their basic
theology and their basic spirituality in a new historical and geographi-
cal context that led to changes in the way that they practiced their faich.
However, core beliefs remained the same, even as they cooperated and
argued with and influenced one another in new ways and directions. In this
new context in a new world, most continental Protestants and their theo-
logical children clung to their biblical faith, their individualistic approach
to religion, and their adherence to a hard-driving work ethic. They also
flavored religion in British North America with a new outlook on church-
state relations. All these religious factors would deeply affect the course of
American history in the seventeenth century and after.
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4

RELIGIOUS TRADITIONS IN GREAT BRITAIN
ON THE EVE OF COLONIZATION

PETER LAKE

In a period as actually or potentially unstable as the post-Reformation era,
it would probably be a serious (albeit common enough) mistake to speak of
religious traditions as though they were stable and unproblematic features
of the religious, cultural, and political scene. Rather we should think of
the period as one in which various traditions were under construction and
reconstruction, as a number of different groups and factions sought both
to accommodate themselves to and to shape the course of events. On both
sides of what by the latter part of the sixteenth century had become the
confessional divide between Catholics and Protestants, the issue was how
to explain the past and exploit the present. The resulting processes of tra-
dition building were dialogic and even dialectical in nature, as each group
and subgroup reacted to and played off the claims and counterclaims of
others. The result was a complex series of dialogues and exchanges not only
between Protestants and Catholics, but also between various subgroups or
factions located within the two great confessional coalitions or syntheses.
It is a situation that positively demands a chronologically organized, dia-
chronic recounting, as well as a rather more static, synchronic, and analytic
approach.

Let us start with the group whose relationship to tradition ought to have
been the least problematic — the Catholics. Theirs, after all, was the “old
religion,” and yet there has long been a debate among historians of English
Catholicism about the extent to which the English Catholic community
that emerged over the course of Queen Elizabeth’s reign represented con-
tinuity or change. As is the case with many such debates, there is much
truth to be found on both sides of the argument. Thus it is not the case
that the English Catholic community had to be created ex nihilo by
Catholic missionary priests trained on the continent and reintroduced into
England in the 1570s and 1580s. Rather Catholic religion was kept alive
by priests ordained under Mary or even Henry VIII and driven from their

73
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parish livings by the Elizabethan settlement. By these means in some areas
Catholicism may have persisted as something like the communal norm
well into the mid-Elizabethan period. To that extent, emphasizing con-
tinuity makes sense. Moreover, many of the leading players had seen the
Edwardian and Marian regimes collapse like a pack of cards on the unex-
pected or premature death of the monarch. What had happened before
might well happen again; after all, if Elizabeth were to die childless, she
would in all probability leave her kingdom to the Catholic Mary Stuart,
and if she were to marry, it would almost certainly be with a foreign prince,
very probably a Catholic. Thus, for some Catholics and in some areas, the
experience of continuity and the expectation of a return to a communally
sanctioned Catholic “normal” may have been the norm. And it is certainly
the case that there were strong correlations between the areas of strongest
Catholic feeling in the 1560s and the areas with the most recusants in the
1570s, 1580s, and 1590s.

So much, then, for continuity. But things did not turn out as many
Catholics must have hoped in the 1560s and 1570s. Elizabeth neither died
nor married; the Protestant regime assembled around her strengthened its
hold on power and, after the crises of the early 1570s, started to define
itself against the threat of popery and gradually to intensify its repressive
efforts against Catholicism. The refusal of reality to return to anything
recognizable as a Catholic normality meant that even in those areas where
Catholicism was strongest, change was inevitable, as the central sites of
communal religion — the parish church, the publicly accredited versions of
the liturgical year, and the life cycle — fell into alien heretical hands. If we
accept the picture of pre-Reformation Catholicism produced by Eamonn
Duffy, this was a religion defined by the observances, the holy places, times,
objects, and observances of the parish church.” That is not to say that this
was a religion of merely outward forms composed entirely of public com-
munal observances and gestures, but it is to say that even the most private
and introspective aspects of this religious style had been structured by an
intensely public round of religious observance. All that the Elizabethan
settlement had taken away; in most places this did not happen at a stroke,
but it happened gradually, as the queen refused to either marry or die, and
was all but complete by the 1590s.

All this placed considerable stress on what it meant to be a loyal subject of
the English crown and a Catholic, and over time debates opened up among
English Catholics about how to conduct themselves under heretical rule.
Should Catholics become recusants, refusing ever to attend the heretical

' Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England, c.1400—.1580

(New Haven, 1992).
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services of the national church and consequently suffering the legal and
financial consequences as a form of religious witness, even of martyrdom,
for their faith? Or should they attempt to accommodate themselves to the
status quo, finding ways to stave off the worst effects of the law, offering
the authorities low-grade gestures of conformity while continuing to act
and present themselves as Catholics before God and their coreligionists?

If Catholics took the determinedly recusant path, refusing ever to darken
the doors of their parish church again, they were cutting themselves off
entirely from the central Christian observances, the formerly holy places
and times defined by the practices of the national church. Their priests
were now marked men; from the 1580s their very presence in the realm
branded them as traitors, and any Catholic who was caught harboring one
was guilty of a felony. The terms of Catholic existence came to depend
almost entirely on whether and how the relevant statutes were enforced,
and that was a function of a number of factors: of the capacities and limi-
tations of the early modern English state, of the politics of the moment,
of the social standing and connections of particular Catholics, and of the
good or ill will of their neighbors and the local authorities. But even in the
best of times, the religion of English Catholics had perforce to become in
some basic sense private, rooted in the household, or wherever the services
of a Catholic priest, or the company of other Catholics, might be obtained,;
Catholicism was entirely cut off from the national church.

The Catholics who took the so-called church papist route and con-
formed, at least to some extent, in order to escape the perils of the law
might be thought to have retained a foothold in the national church, but
they did so only on terms that rendered their Catholicism if anything even
more compartmentalized and furtive than that of their recusant brethren.
For if their identity as Catholics was going to be preserved, their contact
with the national church had to be interpreted by both themselves and
their coreligionists as a merely secular gesture of obedience to the authority
of the crown. Denuded of any religious significance, it could do nothing
to reattach them to the exercise of public religion in England. If in some
places “Catholics,” that is to say, church papists, sometimes managed to
be buried, and even to erect rather prominent tombs, in their local parish
churches, that was as much a gesture of ownership and inclusion directed
to a view of the Catholic past and perhaps to the prospect of a Catholic
future as it was an affirmation of a current reality.

Divergent views of the relationship of English Catholics to England and
the English Catholic Christian past began to develop among Catholics both
at home and in exile. There was a long-running dispute about the legiti-
macy of church popery and the necessity of recusancy. From the 1580s, rig-
orist ideologues like Nicholas Sander and Robert Parsons stressed the need
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to remake the English Catholic community on the basis of the sufferings of
its martyrs, the witness of its most obdurate and defiant recusant members,
and the evangelical efforts of the seminary-trained missionary clergy. This
was to stress discontinuity. Both Sander and Parsons upbraided past gen-
erations of Catholics, for their lack of backbone in the face of heresy (under
Henry VIII and Edward VI), for their lack of zeal in the face of opportunity
(under Mary), and for their resignation before various (both lay and ecclesi-
astical) vested interests and institutional inertias. Other Catholics reacted
very badly to such claims, coming to blame the insurgent zeal of the clergy,
and particularly of the Jesuits and their allies, for attracting the hostile
attentions of the regime and, in so doing, undermining the myriad tacit
accommodations and trade-offs whereby the majority of English Catholics
managed to square their identities as Catholics and as loyal English sub-
jects in ways that left both their consciences and estates intact. And yet as
some Catholics made a play to the regime about their own loyalism, they
inevitably defined themselves against the disloyalty of at least some of their
coreligionists. Similarly, while certain rigorists wrapped themselves in the
flag of ideological purity, they inevitably cast aspersions on the claims to
true Catholicism of at least some of their more conformable colleagues.

These differences achieved perhaps their highest, that is, their most
coherent and polemically charged, level of expression at the very end of
Elizabeth’s reign in the archpriest controversy. The details of the dispute
need not detain us. Suffice it to say that it became the site for a strug-
gle between two very different visions of English Catholicism, with the
“appellants” canvassing a vision of a traditional, hierarchical Catholic reli-
gion, at peace with itself, devoid of political ambitions, and in some sense
politically loyal to the regime and therefore capable, under the right cir-
cumstances, of coming to an accommodation with it. Their opponents, the
Jesuits and their supporters, identified with a more insurgently missionary
vision of the Catholic cause, were impatient of traditional hierarchies, and
(to their enemies at least) were arrogant and dismissive in their attitude to
other religious orders, and indeed to any other locus of social, religious, and
political authority. Moreover, (again at least to their opponents) their com-
mitment to the ambitions of the Spanish throne, support for the infanta,
and opposition to James VI as the next successor to the English throne ren-
dered them positively un-English. The regime actively intervened in the
dispute, covertly facilitating the polemical outpourings of the appellants
in an effort to exploit the internal divisions of the Catholics and to foster
the production of loyalist sentiments from within the English Catholic
community.

What the controversy shows is the difficulty, perhaps even the impossi-
bility, of constructing and maintaining a unitary Catholic tradition in the
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face of the political, ideological, and practical strains imposed on English
Catholics by the experience of religious change and heretical rule. Nor did
these fault lines disappear with the end of the controversy and the accession
of James VI and I. On the contrary, even after the ultimate provocation of
the Gunpowder Plot, through the oath of allegiance, the regime continued
to play on these intra-Catholic divisions, and many of the same issues are
to be found attaching themselves to later disputes during the 1620s about
the appointment of a Catholic bishop for England.

If even the Catholics had trouble establishing and maintaining a stable and
coherent English Catholic tradition, the problems faced by the Protestants
were obviously far greater, for one of the standard Catholic polemical
charges against the Protestants was the novelty of their religion. The ques-
tion, “Where was your church before Luther?” bulked large in Catholic
polemic. Consequently, Protestants put a great deal of intellectual energy
into constructing a version of church history that identified the Church of
Rome with the Antichrist and traced the true church through a series of
more or less underground groups of true believers, their status as such vin-
dicated by the fact that they had been persecuted as heretics by the false
Church of Rome. These efforts culminated in that great martyrological
church history, John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments, popularly known as his
“Book of Martyrs.” This was tradition building on the grand scale, and
for decades Foxe’s book represented the dominant version of the English
Protestant tradition.

The vision of the true church developed by Foxe to connect the cur-
rent Church of England with a vision of the Christian past untainted by
popery had little or no role for bishops and princes. Rather it turned on
groups of true believers united by the truths of right doctrine brought to
them through the unvarnished Word of God. More often than not, the
hierarchies of church and state, the bishops and their agents and even the
Christian prince and his deputies, had been on the wrong side, their per-
secution of the saints of God providing a crucial clue to the identity of the
true and of the false churches. Foxe got around these difficulties by empha-
sizing that in Queen Elizabeth the English church was now enjoying the
protection and rule of a second Constantine, a truly Christian prince, who
had restored to the church the saving doctrine of true Protestant, indeed
reformed, religion and the right administration of the sacraments.

As for the structures of government and outward worship of the church,
they were indifferent; that is to say, because there were no direct scriptural
injunctions governing such matters, no blueprints either for ecclesial gov-
ernment or for divine worship under the gospel, such issues were left to the
relevant human authorities to decide according to general rules of expedience
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and edification, which were laid down in scripture. In the English case that
meant that they were left to the Christian prince, and the ordinary members
of the church, who were also her subjects, were under a scriptural injunction
to do what they were told in such indifferent matters.

Such an account provided a formal justification for the Elizabethan
church as it had come into being in 1559. But it left great swathes of the
national church, the entirety of its government and most of its liturgy,
devoid of any direct scriptural warrant or positive religious charge. These
were outward matters left indifferent by God to be arranged by the rele-
vant human authorities in whatever way seemed expedient and in great-
est accord with the demands of edification. Much turned on the meaning
of that word, “edification”; not a mere synonym for morally improving
instruction, for Protestants it referred to the process whereby the spiritual
temple of the true church was constructed out of the lively stones of true
Christian believers converted to a true Christian faith by the Word of God,
both read and more particularly preached. For most English Protestants,
preaching remained the ordinary means of salvation, and it was the job of
the visible church to bring as many of its actual or potential members to
such true belief as possible.

The urgency of this task was considerable, and it was based on theoret-
ical and practical, religious and political, factors. Theologically, of course,
this was a matter of spiritual life and death; souls were at stake, and in the
great struggle with the Antichrist, the clouds of popish error could only
be dispelled by shining the light of the gospel into the dark corners of the
land through the preaching of the Word. Except, of course, there were
nowhere near enough trained and committed preaching ministers to do
that. Politically, the residual conservatism, if not the actual Catholicism, of
the mass of the population represented a considerable threat to the stabil-
ity and perhaps to the very existence of the Protestant regime. For much of
her reign, the queen’s most likely successor was Mary Queen of Scots, and
should Elizabeth die suddenly, such people might very well flock to Mary
and then the (Protestant) game would be up. Protestant anxiety on this
issue was considerably heightened by memories of what had happened to
the Edwardian regime, whose sudden collapse was widely ascribed to the
failure of the English to respond with the requisite zeal to the promptings
and blessings of the gospel. Indeed, the popish tyranny of Mary Tudor was
often presented as a divine punishment, visited on God’s people because of
that fatal lack of zeal. And, of course, precisely such a providential visita-
tion could happen again, if, having been given a second bite at the cherry
by a just but also a merciful God, the English did not learn the lessons of
the recent past and again failed to respond to the blessings of the gospel.
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On this account, the Church of England needed to be judged as a pros-
elytizing machine, an engine designed to bring the saving message of
the Word to the mass of the English people as quickly and effectively as
possible. But, judged by such criteria, the early Elizabethan church was
something of a bust. With as many as a third of its benefices left empty
and lumbered with many ministers ordained under Henry VIII or Mary
and thus entirely uncommitted to anything like a Protestant agenda, the
Elizabethan church lacked the cadre of trained preaching ministers neces-
sary to bring true religion to a population still sunk in popish error. Not
only that, but to meet the chronic shortfall in clerical manpower, the bish-
ops resorted to the ordination of all sorts of entirely unqualified persons —
unqualified, that is, according to the fairly exalted standards that defined
the person of the godly preaching minister.

Herein, then, lies the origin of what subsequently became known as
Puritanism. By the time we reach the moment when emigration to New
England was about to start, it is quite licit, even necessary, to talk of a
Puritan tradition. But we should not assume the existence of such a tradi-
tion from the outset or conceive of its emergence as anything like inevita-
ble. For it is important to remember that dissatisfaction with the current
state of the church and in particular with its performance as an actively
proselytizing, almost missionary, church was not a characteristic distinc-
tive of a self-consciously oppositional group dedicated to root-and-branch
reform of the church. On the contrary, many of the men who found them-
selves recruited to the Elizabethan episcopate shared the same impulses
that were shortly to prompt Puritan schemes for further reformation.
What produced the emergence of Puritanism first as a movement to
reform the church and then as an increasingly distinctive style of divin-
ity, a form of religious practice and belief and a style of subjectivity, was
the failure of various attempts, many of them pseudo-official, to reform
the church. Those failures were politically contingent, produced at the
most basic level by the intransigence of Queen Elizabeth and her refusal
to give ground to the reforming impulses even of some of her most inti-
mate advisors and counselors, not to mention many of her bishops. Here
is not the place to recount the political fortunes of the cause of further
reformation — the emergence, activities, and suppression of what Professor
Collinson termed “the Elizabethan Puritan movement.”* Suffice it to say
that despite the best efforts of a whole series of both insiders and outsiders;
of privy councilors, their clients, and “men of business”; of bishops like

? Patrick Collinson, The Elizabethan Puritan Movement (London, 1967).

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 04:15:38, subject to the Cambridge

Core terms of use, available at h@éﬁ;ﬁm@‘qrg{agi%gr@f;mﬁétma}?ﬁtﬁﬁygei@ﬁ@&%ﬂl}@é@@%%@ 871105.005


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521871105.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core

8o Peter Lake

Edmund Grindal; and of Puritan divines and their lay patrons and allies,
both moderate and radical, further reformation was not achieved.

The Elizabethan settlement, the church as it had been reestablished in
1559, had been regarded by many at the time — indeed, even by some of
the first Elizabethan bishops and leading Elizabethan councilors — as an
opening gambit, even as a somewhat unsatisfactory compromise, that in
the years to come would be fashioned into something better. However, the
queen’s intransigence ensured not only that this did not happen, but also
that members of the establishment became embroiled in the defense of
policies and the enforcement of rules and regulations that, left to their own
devices, they would have either not adopted in the first place or reformed
out of existence at the first opportunity. They were obliged to do this by
their supervening obligation to obey the queen as the supreme governor of
the church, and therefore to enforce policies about things indifferent that
lay entirely within the legitimate purview of royal authority, even if they
did not themselves particularly approve either of the policy itself or of the
consequences of its enforcement.

All this could not but lead to hurt feelings and increasingly bitter mutual
recriminations, as those on the receiving end of the bishops’ enforcement of
royal policy accused them of having checked their Protestant principles at
the door of their episcopal palaces, and those doing the enforcing accused
their accusers of irresponsibility, disobedience, and “popularity.” This last
was a peculiarly heinous offense involving playing to the popular gallery
by denouncing the ceremonies as simply unlawful rather than accepting
and even defending them as inherently indifferent, and by attacking the
bishops as persecuting, lordly prelates, and all to enhance the popular rep-
utation of the Puritans for superior godliness and zeal. Thus while, accord-
ing to the Puritans, the bishops were selling out the cause of true religion
by turning on their brethren and enforcing the use of popish ceremonies,
according to the bishops, the Puritans were misleading the people and
dividing the godly party over trifles.

It is perfectly possible to trace the peaks and troughs of Puritan and con-
formist confrontation during the reign of Elizabeth and in so doing to tell
a story of Puritan radicalization, as objections to various aspects of confor-
mity — to popish remnants in what Bishop Jewel termed the “scenic appa-
ratus” of the church — turned into a full-scale presbyterian repudiation of
the episcopal structure of the church as simply popish. This led ultimately,
among small groups of separatists, to the denunciation of the national
church as a false church and to calls for withdrawal from it into gathered
churches of true believers wedded to a gospel purity in church government
and worship that was to be achieved without tarrying for the magistrate.
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Such a tale has often been told, and there remains much truth to it, but
it is far from being the only story that can be told about Puritanism. For
while that dynamic of radicalization and fragmentation was produced by
the failure to achieve any formal change in either the government or the
worship of the church, there was another process afoot, one of integra-
tion and burgeoning influence and status. Here was a relative success story,
predicated on a piecemeal reformation wrought by the Word preached and
the influence of myriad godly ministers and magistrates, operating within
and through the structures of the national church to spread the gospel
among the people. Here is Puritanism conceived not so much as a coherent
“movement” for reform of the church, but rather as a form of “voluntary
religion,” a style of divinity, which sought to spread the gospel and edify
the godly community through the exercise of true religion in the church
and the household, both in the public face of the congregation and in the
private meeting or conventicle. Puritanism taken in this sense, far from
being opposed to the Church of England, saw itself as the essence of that
church, providing the saving remnant that served to validate the national
church as a true church, and to buttress the Elizabethan regime in church
and state against the popish threat.

As Puritanism of this sort established itself in various parts of the coun-
try, even ministers and laypeople with serious qualms about conforming
fully to the ceremonies of the church developed a very real stake in at least
a version of the status quo. Not only were the ministers’ livelihoods at risk
in disputes over conformity, so too was their capacity to continue to further
the cause of true religion, to build and sustain the godly community, and
to dispel the clouds of popish error that still — in the eyes of the godly at
least — enveloped so many of the people. The evangelical Protestant agenda
being pursued by such men was shared by many, if not most, of the bishops,
many of whom conspired to allow Nonconformist ministers to keep their
livings. Elaborate casuistries were developed to reconcile the precise yet
subtle consciences of many ministers to the various forms of modified sub-
scription and conformity on offer from the more sympathetic of the bish-
ops. Here then was Puritanism as but the leading edge, the shock troops,
of wider bodies of evangelical Protestant thought and feeling. And with,
if not the collapse, then certainly the eclipse of the Elizabethan Puritan
movement in the last decade of the sixteenth century, it was this aspect of
the Puritan impulse that came to the fore.

The flurry of activity in favor of further reformation that greeted the
accession of James VI and I culminated in the damp squib of the Hampton
Court Conference. That letdown was followed in quick succession by a
renewed campaign for subscription and conformity and a renewed out-
break of public disputation and agitation about conformity and further
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reformation. Thereafter, the relative absence, during the central years of
James’ reign, of public argument or agitation over such issues arguably
aided the practical integration of many Puritans into the structures of the
national church. So too did various changes if not in the formal structures
then certainly in the practical realities of the church. More and more grad-
uate clergy and qualified preachers were churned out by the universities.
In some dioceses a graduate clergy had become the norm by the turn of
the sixteenth century. A strenuous preaching ministry became a more and
more prevalent feature of English life. The values of true religion spread
through the ruling class and local elites, penetrating quite far down the
social scale in certain areas of the country. In some areas Puritan religion
became hegemonic, even constituting something like the communal norm.
On this account then, even by James’ reign, we should beware of thinking
of Puritanism as a clear-cut, free-standing “religious tradition,” entirely
distinct from the “Anglican” culture and norms of the national church.
Rather we should conceive of an emergent Puritan tradition as merely
the logical continuation or product of the English Protestant tradition
tout court.

That was certainly how things appeared from the inside looking out, that
is to say, to the Puritans themselves, who habitually saw themselves as “the
godly,” that is, the most zealous, pious, and loyal of her majesty’s subjects,
persons marked off from their contemporaries only by the purity and zeal
of their profession of true religion. But it was by no means always how
things looked from the outside looking in. Here we need to remember that
the word “Puritan” was in origin a term of abuse, first coined by Catholics
and then adopted for the conduct of intra-Protestant dispute. Gradually,
in the course of the various controversies about conformity, ceremony,
and church government, a language of anti-Puritan vituperation and ste-
reotype was developed. Although it would be going too far to suggest
that “Puritanism” as a distinctive style of divinity or identity was simply
invented in and through this process of polemical labeling, derision, and
excoriation, it is certainly the case that, as Patrick Collinson among others
has argued, the phenomenon of Puritanism cannot be understood outside
of the often-harsh polemical, satirical, and libelous exchanges in which the
term was first deployed and defined by contemporaries.?

This labeling process took place at a number of different cultural levels
and was conducted through a number of different media or genres. At the

3 Patrick Collinson, “Ecclesiastical Vitriol: Religious Satire in the 1590s and the Invention
of Puritanism,” in J. Guy, ed., The Reign of Elizabeth 1: Court and Culture in the Last Decade
(Cambridge, UK, 1995).
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highest level of discourse, anti-Puritan stereotyping owed its existence to
the polemical activities of the various conformist divines who had taken
it upon themselves to defend the ecclesiastical status quo from Puritan
assault. Here a crucial role was played by John Whitgift, the future arch-
bishop of Canterbury and the great opponent of Thomas Cartwright, the
leading ideologue of English presbyterianism. It was Whitgift who first
established the correlation between Puritanism and popularity and who
attacked the Puritan laity for their sacrilegious greed in using the pros-
pect of reformation as a pretext to seize the remaining landed wealth of
the church.

The same process of stereotyping was continued by Whitgift’s protégé,
Richard Bancroft, the future bishop of London, and then under James I,
the archbishop of Canterbury. Even more than Whitgift, Bancroft was a
gifted polemicist, and in the early 1590s he continued the processes (initi-
ated by Whitgift in the 1570s) whereby Puritanism was associated, on the
one hand, with a popular and subversive political agenda and, on the other,
with a grandstanding hypocrisy. Bancroft was also up to his neck in spon-
soring and perhaps even coordinating a pamphlet campaign designed to
reply to the notorious Marprelate tracts, scurrilous Puritan squibs dedicated
to the furtherance of presbyterian reform through the ribald ridicule of the
bishops. The resulting tracts, written by the likes of Anthony Munday
and Thomas Nashe — denizens of the London literary demimonde — repre-
sented elaborated exercises in anti-Puritan satire and stereotype. Here the
disreputably popular outpourings of the pamphlet press met the far more
respectable efforts of university-educated divines, of future bishops and
archbishops, to produce an emergent tradition of anti-Puritan invective
and stereotype.

For anti-Puritan libel and squib had never been limited to the elite
and learned world of anti-presbyterian polemic, nor even to the world of
print — however popular or low. Although the godly might take them-
selves to be simply that, godly Protestants and loyal subjects of exemplary
religious zeal and moral austerity, to at least some of their neighbors and
contemporaries — the butts of the Puritans’ religious admonitions and moral
reproaches and the objects of their attempts at moral reformation — they
were anything but. As the cultural reach and the social and political clout
of the godly spread, the result was a certain reaction, a moral and cultural
pushback, which often took the form of libelous poems, songs, and ballads
designed to out the godly as self-serving and self-righteous hypocrites who
used a veneer of godliness to hide the pursuit of material, carnal, or fleshly
self-interest. These different strands of anti-Puritan discourse met and
mingled in the tracts produced (at Bancroft’s behest) by the likes of Nashe
and Munday to counter Marprelate. The Puritan also became a feature of
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the popular stage, with various playwrights from Shakespeare to Jonson
producing a variety of alternately absurd and sinister bearers of quintes-
sentially Puritan characteristics. (One thinks, for instance, of Angelo in
Measure for Measure, Malevolio in Twelfth Night, or Zeal-of-the-land-busy
in Bartholomew Fair.) Because the popular stage had long been the object
of intermittent excoriation, much of it conducted through pulpit and press
by Puritan or Puritan-sounding polemicists, this development represents
a perfect example of the dialogic, indeed, of the positively dialectical, cul-
tural forces and relations that produced anti-Puritanism and thus, to a cer-
tain extent, Puritanism itself.

By the turn of the sixteenth century, it is not going too far to see the
emergence of a tradition of anti-Puritan discourse that if it did not rival
certainly paralleled the tradition of anti-popery that had long provided
the Protestant tradition with its defining other, its negative image of the
false, persecuting church of the Antichrist against which the true church
of the Protestants could define itself. It was their opposition to popery
in all its myriad forms that underpinned the Puritans’ self-image as the
most loyal of the Christian prince’s subjects and the staunchest of the true
church’s stays and supports. Thus, Presbyterians, and even Separatists, saw
themselves as bringing to the realm of church government and worship
the same radical, purging scripturalism that had already removed the last
vestiges of popery from the doctrine of the English church and would now
do the same for its government, if only the authorities would give them a
fair hearing. Now, with the emergence of anti-Puritanism, at least some of
the enemies of the godly started to claim that the Puritans represented just
as serious a threat to the Church of England as the papists. That remained
an extreme position, one enthusiastically canvassed by various Catholic
polemicists who had long sought to exploit the divisions among English
Protestants by describing the Puritans and the Protestants as two sepa-
rate religions and presenting the Puritans as epitomes of the most extreme
forms of what they took to be typically heretical (Calvinist) zeal and polit-
ical radicalism. Compared to the Puritans, the argument went, English
Catholics were models of loyalism and obedience.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, relatively few Protestants would endorse such
views; even committed defenders of the church from Puritan criticism
and relatively willing enforcers of conformity held that the Puritans were
brethren, albeit brethren in error, and as such crucial allies in the strug-
gle against the real threat of popery. Others, Bancroft and crucially James
VI and I, used the equivalence of the popish and Puritan threats to make
distinctions between and among different sorts of papists and Puritans,
claiming that the most extreme Puritans — Presbyterians and sectaries —
and the most extreme, papalist Catholics — a group typified and led by the
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Jesuits — with their shared addiction to resistance theory and shared rejec-
tion of the power of Christian princes over the church, did indeed repre-
sent an equivalent threat to monarchical government rule. Having made
these claims, the idea was that other more moderate Puritans and papists,
anxious to avoid such labels, would proceed to repudiate their erstwhile
coreligionists and come to some sort of accommodation with the crown.
Just as he had in Scotland, James I sought to personally favor and even to
employ loyalist Catholics and crypto-Catholics, sometimes at the highest
levels of government, as a counterbalance to the godly.

The significance of all this for Puritan identity formation can be traced
through the relation of those stigmatized as Puritans to the word itself. On
the one hand, throughout the period down to the English Civil War, the
objects of this style of vituperation denied that they were any such thing and
denounced the term as a slur and a libel, implying as it did that they regarded
themselves as somehow purer than others when it was well known that no
one was more sensitive to the taint of original and actual sin than they. No,
they were members of no sect, but simple Christians, professors of the true
religion. On the other hand, from the later sixteenth century on, some of the
godly came almost to own the term, indeed to wear it as a badge of pride,
because they claimed that the use of “Puritan” as a term of abuse was a sure
sign that the user him- or herself was a member of the ungodly, anxious to
tar the professors of true religion with the brush of singularity and sedition,
and that the target of the abuse could be taken to be a member of the godly
indeed. Thus was the negative and denunciatory usage of the term inverted.
Certainly, by the second and third decades of the seventeenth century we can
find Puritan authors using the term almost as a value-free self-descriptor.

The emergence of Puritanism as an increasingly distinctive, almost free-
standing religious identity was further helped by the activities of their
enemies, which were not limited to the realm of polemical name-calling,
crude stereotyping, and satirical caricature. We return here to the para-
doxical nature of tradition building in a period of rapid ideological change
and conflict like that of the post-Reformation. The Protestant tradition
that developed to legitimate the Church of England as the continuation
of the underground church of true believers persecuted by the false church
of the Antichrist produced a vision of the Christian community, indeed in
many ways of the true church, as a gathered group of true believers, even,
as Catharine Davies has it, as “a poor persecuted flock of Christ.”

e

4 Catharine Davies, ““Poor Persecuted Flock’ or ‘Commonwealth of Christians’; Edwardian
Protestant Concepts of the Church,” in Peter Lake and M. Dowling, eds., Protestantism
and the National Church in Sixteenth Century England (London, 1987).
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Not only was such a vision not best suited to the realities of a compre-
hensive national church; it also had the paradoxical effect of consigning to
the dustbin of history many of the institutional, liturgical, and physical
aspects of the English church that most lent themselves to demonstrating
continuity with the pre-Reformation church, because those aspects — the
church’s episcopal structure, forms of government, and canon law — were
associated with the repressive forces of the false church used, as recently
as the early sixteenth century (not to mention Mary’s reign), to perse-
cute the members of the true church in England. Some of those aspects
of continuity were so deeply tainted with idolatry and false religion that
they needed extensive purging before they could be appropriated for truly
Protestant purposes; hence the very considerable iconoclasm that attended
the Elizabethan settlement, despite the best intentions of the queen her-
self. Others, insofar as they were retained, had to be stripped of any positive
religious charge or role in order to be rendered acceptable to Protestant
sensibilities; hence the insistence that various ceremonies and institutions,
up to and including episcopacy itself, were indifferent, their adoption and
continuation rendered acceptable only by the exercise of the royal will in
retaining them.

Under the initial impact of Puritan assault, conformist defenders of the
status quo had been constrained by these limits. Their case had remained
essentially a negative one that denied that scriptural blueprints could be
found for the government of the church under the gospel, asserted the
inherent indifference of the institutions and ceremonies under dispute, and
then assaulted the Puritans for disobedience, popularity, and self-serving
error. The impulse to fight fire with fire, to counter the scripturalism of
the Puritans with a counter-scripturalism of their own, was however con-
siderable. By the late 1580s conformist defenders of the church can be
found making what would rapidly become iure divino arguments in favor of
episcopacy, arguments that used certain passages in the New Testament to
assert that episcopacy was in fact of apostolic foundation.

What was happening here was something of a clericalist reaction against
what was coming to be seen in certain circles as an excessive lay domi-
nance of religious policy and church affairs, and a move toward justifying
the basic lineaments of the national church, not to mention the status and
wealth of the clerical estate, on ure divino, scripturalist grounds. lure divino
claims about episcopacy were followed soon after by 7ure divino claims about
tithes, a subject even more controversial with large sections of lay opinion,
and particularly common lawyers. It was no accident that Bancroft was at
the forefront of both of these movements, for there was more than an ele-
ment of clericalist reaction about his style of anti-Puritanism, which saw
the presbyterian discipline as, among other things, the product of a corrupt
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alliance between greedy laymen with designs on the remaining wealth of
the church and ambitious and seditious ministers desperate to arrogate to
themselves as much power and status as possible. Such views of Puritanism
were countered, on the other side, by accusations that the bishops and their
hangers-on and clients were corrupt, evil councilors, desperate to perpet-
uate the status quo because of the wealth and status that their positions
within it conferred on them, and thus willing to sacrifice myriad poten-
tially savable souls on the altar of their own greed and ambition.

The 1590s were a crucial decade for the development of more ideolog-
ically aggressive versions of conformity, and the most daringly innovative
and aggressive figure at work in that decade was Richard Hooker. Hooker
redefined the relationship of the Church of England to the Catholic past,
and in the process produced a novel version of the English Protestant tra-
dition that placed a positive value on the continuity of the English church’s
structures and practices with the pre-Reformation church. Far from some-
thing to be sloughed off and played down, these links were now to be
gloried in; they showed that the Protestant church had diverged from
only those aspects of Catholicism that were genuinely corrupt and for the
rest relied on the traditions of the church as the highest expression of the
collective wisdom of Christians.

By thus revalidating the role of tradition, Hooker was able to attribute
a more exalted religious role in the life of the church to ceremonies and
practices, now, on his account, not only indifferent to but also under-
written by tradition. Hooker also reordered the balance between public
prayer and public worship, preaching and the sacraments, in the life of the
church and then used the resulting recalibrated account of the Christian
life and its relation to the public ordinances and observances of the church
to create a genuinely broad-bottomed vision of the Christian community,
a vision he juxtaposed against the narrowly restrictive views of the self-
selecting “godly.” In short, Hooker was offering a vision of true religion
and the national church that was very different from what had passed
for orthodox or normative among the majority of committed English
Protestants (both Puritan and conformist). Certainly, had his account of
the English national church and its relation to Christian tradition been
widely accepted, it would have entirely ruled out of court Puritan claims
to represent the leading edge, the logically necessary culmination, of the
Protestant tradition. And that, of course, was precisely what his position
was designed to do, relegating the Puritans from their self-chosen role as
the shock troops of further reformation, the epitome of both Protestant
zeal and political loyalty, to the status of bearers of a profoundly mistaken
and potentially subversive view not merely of church government, but of
true religion tout court.
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The ironies at work here were considerable. For because Hooker’s version
of and insistence on the role of ecclesiastical tradition was at variance with
what had passed as the English Protestant tradition since at least the reign
of Edward VI, what rendered his thought aggressively novel, in the imme-
diate context in which it was first written and consumed, was precisely its
self-conscious traditionalism. We return to the paradox of tradition build-
ing in an age of change and conflict, when any number of different groups
and factions were seeking to find, in different versions of tradition, a legit-
imating warrant for their own current views and agenda.

Hooker, of course, was something of a maverick; if his thought repre-
sented by far the most systematic assault on Puritanism conceived both as
a platform of ecclesiastical reform and as a style of divinity and vision of
the Christian life and community, on a number of crucial issues, he was
scarcely at one with the other leading conformist thinkers of the day. He
was no fan of iure divino episcopacy, and his political thought — most of
which remained unpublished in his lifetime — was sharply divergent from
the increasingly absolutist views of men like Richard Bancroft, Matthew
Sutcliffe, and Hadrian Saravia, the other leading anti-presbyterian ideo-
logues of the 1590s. But for all his eccentricity, Hooker can be taken as in
some way representative of a wider ideological moment in which, during
the 1590s, a variety of different conformist divines were working their
way toward newly exalted versions of and justifications for if not quite the
ecclesiastical status quo then certainly what they took to be the true being
or essence of the Church of England, or to put it another way, what they
thought the English church should and would become once it was freed
from its current Puritan-infested and lay-dominated state.

Hooker was careful never to let his own views come into direct conflict
with the Reformed or Calvinist theology of grace that passed for ortho-
dox among most of his contemporaries, that is to say, among conform-
ists like Whitgift and Bancroft as well as among Puritans like William
Perkins, Laurence Chaderton, or Andrew Willett. However, others, braver,
more ambitious, or more foolhardy than he, tried to use the opportunity
presented by the virulently anti-Puritan tenor of the times to shift the
doctrinal goal by attacking Calvinist predestinarianism as well. Lancelot
Andrewes and Samuel Harsnet led the way in London and at court, only to
be followed in Cambridge by William Barrett and Peter Baro. In Oxford,
John Howson sought to establish a positively Hookerian relocation of the
sacred within the observances, the holy times and places, of the national
church, as defined by ecclesiastical tradition and authority. All these efforts
ended in inconclusive controversy. The theological disputes in Cambridge
ruined the careers of the anti-Calvinist principals Barrett and Baro, but
they also left the doctrinal issue formally unresolved. Indeed, the decidedly
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Calvinist formula designed by none other than Archbishop Whitgift to
control further discourse on the subject was left hanging because of the
personal intervention of the queen. Both Whitgift and Bancroft, however,
did their best to reestablish the theological status quo ante through other
means.

The accession of James VI and I occasioned a rising of expectation among
Puritans and Catholics. Both groups had reason to put their hopes in
James, who, after all, was the king of a still-presbyterian country, but also
the son of Mary Queen of Scots. Moreover, in the years immediately prior
to Elizabeth’s death, James had given as many people as possible reason
to think that they might have something to gain from his rule. However,
once established in power, after a period of initial confusion, with overt
petitioning and maneuvering on all sides, James did little or nothing to
change the status quo. He refused the lure of symbolic alterations in the
outward observances of the church to appease the Puritans, and he denied
the Catholics even the de facto toleration that his initial suspension of
the recusancy laws had appeared to offer them. But even in the face of the
ultimate provocation of the Gunpowder Plot, he resisted the temptation
to conflate all Catholics with the radical minority and continued to play
radicals and moderates with both Puritans and Catholics, offering favor
to those who would defer to his divinely ordained authority as a Christian
prince and head of the church.

Avant-garde conformists like Lancelot Andrewes, John Overall, Samuel
Harsnet, or Richard Neile, all of them veterans of the anti-Puritan and
anti-Calvinist putsch of the 1590s, found themselves on the Jacobean epis-
copal bench, some of them (like Andrewes and Neile) enjoying the per-
sonal favor of the king. But so too did evangelical Calvinists like George
Abbott, who succeeded Bancroft as archbishop of Canterbury in 1610;
John King; and James Montague, a peculiar favorite of the king and edi-
tor of his works. The ideology of the Jacobean church was founded on the
doctrine of divine right, picturing a church presided over by a divine-right
king and bishops whose office in the church was taken to be of directly
apostolic origins. Bancroft continued to push the idea that tithes were due
to the clergy by divine right as well, and eventually the claim that the
observance of the Sabbath was a directly scriptural ordinance achieved offi-
cial standing. As for the doctrinal position of the church, that was taken to
be in line with Reformed orthodoxy, something that James himself seemed
to confirm when he sent a delegation to the Synod of Dort to collaborate in
the condemnation of Arminianism in 1618.

For Puritans, the impact of James' regime was uneven. As Michael
Winship has shown, for radical Puritans, like William Bradshaw, the
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dashing of their hopes for further reformation merely confirmed them in
their fears that an episcopally driven and, in effect, popish conspiracy of evil
counsel had taken hold of the state.> Some were pushed over the edge into
separatism; others like Bradshaw himself held back, adopting a version of
the classically moderate Puritan via media by seeking to occupy a middle
ground located somewhere between separation and even limited conformity.
Thanks to the patronage of the godly Redich family, Bradshaw managed to
do all that, not in exile in the Low Countries, but while exercising a minis-
try within, but perhaps not quite of, the national church. Others, after the
initial shock of the enforcement of the 1604 canons had worn off, found the
Jacobean church a relatively comfortable place to be. Even Nonconformists
as uncompromising as John Cotton managed to forge some sort of modus
vivendi with sympathetic bishops, in his case John Williams, and to main-
tain themselves in a parochial ministry. John Dod and Arthur Hildersham
slipped in and out of trouble with the authorities but again through the
patronage of sympathetic gentry families — in Dod’s case, the Knightleys —
managed for the most part to keep a toehold in the ministry.

Other more formally moderate souls were able to accommodate them-
selves with relative ease to the demands of conformity Jacobean-style,
which often meant a combination of an insistence on subscription, that is,
a formal acknowledgment that the Prayer Book and all that it entailed was
“lawful,” with a certain amount of leeway about the actual performance
of conformity. This could prove entirely compatible with a distinctively
Puritan style of ministry, on the basis of the symbiotic relationship between
the voluntary religion practiced by the godly — various forms of household
religion, sermon gadding, conventicle keeping, the repetition of the heads
of sermons, private fasts — and a public worship centered on those three
uniquely scriptural ordinances: the word preached, the sacraments, and a
strict observance of the Sabbath.

How easily such accommodations were to establish and maintain
depended to a large extent on both local circumstance and the course of
national and sometimes even international and dynastic politics. If the
local diocesan was some sort of evangelical Calvinist, like John King, the
Abbott brothers, or later John Davenant or Joseph Hall, or even a poli-
tique anxious to keep in with the local godly, like John Williams at certain
stages of his career, all might be relatively plain sailing. If he was an avant-
garde conformist or hardened anti-Puritan, like Neile or Harsnet, things
might not go as well.

> Michael Winship, “Freeborn (Puritan) Englishmen and Slavish Subjection: Popish
Tyranny and Puritan Constitutionalism, c. 1570-16006," English Historical Review
CXXIV (2009): 1050—-1074.
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The ebb and flow of royal policy as interpreted by and mediated through
such local agents was determined by wider events. When James was pur-
suing a dynastic match for his two sons with Catholic powers, Spain or
Savoy, the impulse to be nice to Catholics while cracking down on Puritans
became all but irresistible. At the height of the negotiations over the
Spanish match, much turned on the readiness of the pope to grant a dis-
pensation to allow the marriage to go ahead, and to get that, the regime
had to create the impression that Catholics in England were no longer
subject to “persecution.” That led to the suspension of the recusancy laws
and to a considerable amount of semipublic activity on the part of English
Catholics. That, in turn, led to a concomitant alarm among those members
of the English church — Puritans certainly, but not only Puritans — most
exercised by the imminence of the popish threat, a threat rendered all the
more real by the events in Central Europe that were to culminate in the
outbreak of the Thirty Years War.

As opposition to the Spanish match rose in court and country, and
indeed in parliament, James I became more and more susceptible to the
anti-Puritan views of the more avant-garde conformist or Arminian of his
bishops and, indeed, of the crypto-Catholic Spanish faction at court, who
were increasingly able to portray those who opposed the match as bearers
of a populist, disobedient, and potentially antimonarchical Puritanism. It
was this political juncture that led to the so-called rise of Arminianism. In
many ways this was a more concerted repeat of the anti-Puritan and anti-
Calvinist putsch of the 1590s. The aim was, once again, to use the rabidly
anti-Puritan mood of the moment, particularly in the circles around the
king, to persuade James that the problem was not merely Puritanism as
he had conventionally defined it, that is, as a propensity to flout the royal
will in matters of outward conformity and as a linked series of subversive
beliefs about church government, resistance theory, and the powers of the
Christian prince. Rather the real problem lay with the Calvinist doctrine
of predestination itself, which, it was claimed, underpinned Puritan popu-
lism and disobedience, fractured the unity of the Christian community, and
thus threatened both the integrity of the church and order in the state.

Here is not the place to recount in detail the alarums and excursions that
attended the proclamation by Richard Montague of a vision of the English
church undermined from within by all sorts of Puritans and Calvinists
passing off their own erroneous and dangerous private doctrinal opinions as
the official doctrine of the church. Nor is it the place to retell the essentially
political story of the rise to power in the church of Laudianism, a one-step-
forward, two-steps-back process, much complicated by the political crisis
of the 1620s and not completed until the early 1630s. Suffice it to say that

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 04:15:38, subject to the Cambridge

Core terms of use, available at “@%*r‘f(tﬁ?fﬁ@éaﬂEfé?i‘“e%’@fﬁ‘ﬁﬁétma'?ﬁfﬁﬁﬁ’&eiBWOé’r%Wﬁr‘é@b?’f@%é* 871105.005


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521871105.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core

92 Peter Lake

the rise to dominance in the church and in the ecclesiastical — but not only
the ecclesiastical — counsels of the king of men like William Laud, who
formally succeeded Abbott as archbishop of Canterbury in 1633, having
effectually assumed the leadership of the church years earlier, transformed
the ideology hegemonic in the Church of England.

Whereas by “Arminianism” I refer to a movement defined by its
opposition to Calvinist predestinarianism and by the articulation of a
theology of grace, and particularly of election, predicated on foreseen
faith, by the term “Laudian” I refer to the wider religious program pur-
sued by Archbishop Laud and others during the Personal Rule. While
both sedulously anti-Puritan and concerned with denouncing the delete-
rious spiritual and political effects of the doctrine of absolute predestina-
tion, Laudianism’s positive program consisted not so much in the espousal
or dissemination of an Arminian theology of grace, but rather in a vision
of the nature and mission of the visible church centered on a series of holy
times and holy places, on the outward worship of God, and on the dis-
tribution of sacramental grace by a sacerdotal priesthood rather than by a
more conventionally Protestant ministry of the Word. Along with all this
came a heightened concern with the beauty of holiness, that is, with both
ritual observance and outward ceremony, and with the physical condition
and decoration, often with images and pictures, of the actual church itself.
These trends were perhaps best typified by a renewed empbhasis on bowing
at the name of Jesus and to the altar, and by an insistence that communion
be received not only kneeling, but kneeling at the rails of a newly elevated
and railed-in altar. All this was combined with, and indeed constitutive
of, a newly assertive clericalism. Along with all that, most notably in the
University of Cambridge, came a doctrinal and a liturgical avant-garde
willing to experiment with all sorts of new ideas and ritual practices that
to persons of a traditionally Reformed, let alone Puritan, caste of mind
could not seem anything but popish. (The poster boy for the resulting
reaction, which portrayed all these developments as innovations totally
at odds with the preceding English Protestant tradition, was William
Prynne.)

This movement bears Laud’s name not because he invented any of the
major constituent parts of the ideological synthesis in question. The really
creative and original work had been done years earlier by the likes of
Hooker and Lancelot Andrewes. Later, the Laudian avant-garde was led
by the likes of John Cosin, in matters liturgical; of Thomas Jackson, in
more formally theological matters; and of the poet Crashaw, in questions of
religious sensibility or subjectivity. In the 1630s the ideologues who both
legitimated and drove forward the Laudian agenda tended to be younger
men on the make or on the rise like Peter Heylin, Christopher Dow, or
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Robert Skinner. Laudianism derives its name from Laud because it was in
large part through Laud’s influence in church and state that the vision of
Hooker and Andrewes was given practical shape.

To return to the notion with which we started, one way to look at
Laudianism is as an extended exercise in tradition building. Notions of
institutional continuity came to the fore, with the church conceived not
as a succession of groups linked both together and to the true church of
the apostles by their common profession of right doctrine, but rather as a
visible succession of sacred spaces, places, and persons. On certain versions
of the iure divino argument for episcopacy, bishops came to be viewed as
not only of apostolic but of directly divine origin, the first bishops being
not Timothy and Titus, who were appointed by the apostles, but the apos-
tles themselves, who were appointed by Christ. Thus episcopal ordina-
tion became essential for the exercise of the ministry or rather priesthood,
and possession of bishops became equally essential for the being of a true
church. All this involved a total recasting of the Church of England’s rela-
tion both to its own Catholic past and with the present Church of Rome.
If the Church of England did represent some sort of via media, to the
Laudians that middle ground was located between Rome and Geneva. But
just as in the current climate a Puritan-induced sacrilege represented a
far more pressing threat to the church than any sort of idolatry, so the
affinities of the Church of England with the catholicity of Rome were far
greater than any links it might retain with Geneva or the foreign Reformed
churches, churches that the Laudian insistence on apostolic succession and
iure divino episcopacy all but unchurched. Accordingly, Laudians like Peter
Heylin produced an account of the post-Reformation Church of England
centered on the most conservative aspects of the Prayer Book. Indeed,
Heylin actually went so far as to prefer the 1549 version to that of 1552.
Such accounts saw any contact with foreign Reformed influence as cor-
rupting, and more often than not as the product of lay attempts to under-
mine the independence and wealth of the church and the standing of the
clergy. Puritanism became the misshapen spawn of this malign coupling
of indigenous greed with sinister foreign influence. Thus, viewed from a
Laudian perspective, the various forms of Puritan voluntary religion, which
the godly saw as both supplementing and feeding off the public ordinances
of the national church, and hence as entirely compatible with full mem-
bership of that church, became sinister signs of sectarianism, indeed of de
facto separation.

Viewed from the inside out, Laudianism was the quintessence of ortho-
doxy and moderation, nothing more or less than an attempt to realize the
true essence of the Church of England in the practice and outward appear-
ance of every church in the land, an end to be achieved by purging that
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church of the Genevan doctrinal errors, the profane Puritan practices, and
the sacrilegious neglect with which decades of Puritan infiltration and lay
influence had polluted it. However, viewed from the outside looking in, to
those committed to versions of the English Protestant and Reformed tradi-
tions that, until the rise of Arminianism and Laudianism in the 1620s and
1630s, had been viewed by many as normative or hegemonic within the
Church of England, Laudianism was anything but moderate or orthodox.
Rather it represented an ideologically aggressive attempt to highjack the
national church and move it from the Protestant orthodoxy it had espoused
since the Elizabethan settlement back toward something that looked
uncomfortably like popery. Such impressions could only have been con-
firmed by the fact that to certain Catholics Laudianism looked like confir-
mation that the Catholics had been right all along. Puritanism was indeed
synonymous with the worst aspects of Genevan heresy, and Puritanism
and Protestantism were indeed two entirely distinct and incompatible reli-
gions. The Catholics involved were, in effect, the ideological heirs to the
appellants. They wanted a Catholic episcopal hierarchy reestablished in
England to restore order and obedience to the English Catholic community
and to defeat what they continued to see as the Puritan-like threat repre-
sented by the insurgent evangelism of the Jesuits. From their perspective,
Laudianism looked like several steps in the right direction, if not simply
toward Rome, then certainly toward a rapprochement between a Laudian
Church of England and their (Gallican) vision of English Catholicism.
Their fan letters to Laud went unanswered for obvious reasons; because he
was being accused by the likes of William Prynne of popery, the last thing
Laud wanted or needed at such a moment was Catholic admirers.

By repudiating the Reformed orthodoxy that had underwritten the
Church of England’s status as a true church, by suppressing crucial aspects
of that church’s scriptural worship — and here the Laudian assault on what
Puritans took to be the proper observance of the Sabbath bulked large —
and by enmeshing others in practices that bordered on idolatry, Laudianism
fatally undermined those features of the national church that had under-
pinned the Puritans’ continued commitment to that church. This was no
accident. The Laudians wanted to violate the sensibilities of the godly; they
wanted to drive what they regarded as a sinister fifth column of insincerely
conforming Puritans out into the open, thus forcing them to either leave
the church altogether or buckle down and fully and finally conform.

All of which could not but have a radicalizing and a divisive effect on
the godly, some of whom moved to outward defiance and others of whom
were forced to defend their conformity to a national church that looked,
at least to them and their Puritan friends, entirely different from anything
they had signed onto under Elizabeth or James or indeed during the 1620s.
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Confronted by the rise of Arminianism; the creeping influence of the likes
of Montague, Laud, and Neile; and what appeared to be the abandonment
by the Caroline regime of the Protestant cause abroad, some Puritans
decided to go into exile, not merely in the traditional bolt-holes on the
continent but in the New World, where they could found both a church
and a commonwealth according to what they took to be almost entirely
scriptural first principles. It might be tempting to see in that decision the
final move to an entirely freestanding Puritan tradition, but in fact it was
a move that presaged decades of further furious debate about the nature of
that tradition and its relation to various versions of the national church.
But that is quite another story.
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SOME NOTES ON AFRICAN RELIGIOUS
TRADITIONS FROM THE FOURTEENTH
CENTURY ONWARD

JACOB K. OLUPONA

In the absence of significant archival materials, it is difficult to reconstruct
the exact nature of precolonial sub-Saharan African religions. Current
understandings about early African religious practices are based on accounts
written by missionaries during the colonial period and date primarily from
the nineteenth century. Nevertheless, ethnographic research can help con-
temporary scholars envision the religious traditions that existed prior to
European contact. Indeed, the cosmogonic structures and general praxis
found in the colonial and postcolonial eras emerge from a preexisting poly-
theistic worldview that had been heavily influenced by newer monotheistic
traditions. This essay seeks to outline the nature and structures common
to many African belief systems prior to 1800. Surprisingly, long before the
transatlantic slave trade, these belief systems contained elements not only
of traditional African religions, but of Islam and Christianity as well.

An inquiry into African religions requires an understanding of the
African contexts in which these religions developed. Human species have
walked the continent for at least two million years.” Archeological finds
since the early twentieth century verify the existence of hominids in Africa
during this period. Thus Africa, we understand, was the human beings’
initial home. As Homo sapiens migrated, new ethnic groups and cultures
emerged. The San and Khoi Khoi, among the earliest groups, inhabited
the Kalahari Desert, a thirstland stretching across Namibia and Botswana
that sustains water-retaining vegetation such as the tsamma melon and the
gemsbok cucumber.? Astonishingly, the Kalahari also supports an ecosys-
tem in which game such as eland, gemsbok, wildebeest, hartebeest, and

" Joseph O. Vogel, “Search for Human Origins in Africa: A Historical Note,” in Joseph
O. Vogel, ed., Encyclopedia of Pre-Colonial Africa: Archaeology, History, Languages, Cultures,
and Environments (Walnut Creek, CA, 1997), 84—90.

? Laurence Bartman, Jr., “Southern African Foragers,” in Vogel, Encyclopedia of Pre-Colonial
Africa, 190.
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porcupine became critical food sources for the San and Khoi Khoi.? As this
essay will show, geographical and environmental surroundings, as well as
political, economic, and even existential exigencies, inform the people’s
cosmology.

According to Christopher Ehret, the Bantu migration from West
Africa to rainforests in central Africa, which began as early as fourth mil-
lennium B.C.E., coincided with oil-palm cultivation.* Ehret explains that
technology such as stone axes would have accompanied these agricultur-
alists. A Bantu subgroup, the Ubangian people, traveled further eastward
and settled in the African savannah.5 Archeological and anthropological
evidence suggests the Mahariki, an eastern Bantu group, migrated to
the Great Lakes region, where they settled and quickly expanded into
Uganda and as far south as Kwa-Zulu Natal in South Africa.’ These vari-
ous migrations of African peoples across the continent are the main reason
for Africa’s tremendous ethnic diversity. This diversity lends itself to the
continent’s various religious cosmologies. This array encourages one to
speak about these worldviews in the plural, “African religions,” the lat-
ter word indicating the divergences in religious practices. Nevertheless,
the approach taken by scholars for decades has been to describe the com-
monalities among these religions prior to the transatlantic slave trade.
On this basis, I submit that there is a general cosmological worldview
expressed in African mythology, narratives, and stories that explores the
origins of the human universe. These same oral traditions lay out the
structures of human life.

A three-tiered universe characterizes most African cosmologies. The sky,
the first tier, belongs to the Supreme Being and to spirits. Human beings
dwell on earth, the middle tier; yet a porous boundary between it and the
heavens enables spirits to interact with human beings on a quotidian basis.
An equally porous border exists between the underworld, where the ances-
tors reside, and earth. Thus ancestors often interact with their progeny via
rituals conducted by their descendants. An ancestor’s manifestation in a
descendant’s dreams is also common. As a rule, in indigenous African reli-
gions, deities, spirits, and ancestors remain active in and upon the human
world.

Myths from across the continent often depict a passive or distant Supreme
Being whose role in the universe’s creation varies. For instance, in a narra-
tive among the San, the cosmos, earth, animals, plants, insects, and humans

3 Ibid.

4 Christopher Ehret, “African Languages: A Historical Survey,” in Vogel, Encyclopedia of
Pre-Colonial Africa, 165.

> Ibid.

® Ibid.
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exploded from Tutumbolosa’s body on her death.” The goddess’s sacrifice
of self seems the only causation behind the world’s formation. Conversely,
oral tradition among the Bassari of Guinea recounts how Unumbotte, a
creator god, seems disinterested at first but later assists his creation. In
the myth, Unumbotte fashions a human being, a serpent, and an antelope.
The Creator places these living beings on unrefined earth and furnishes
them with a pack of seeds. A fruit-bearing tree grows from these seeds,
and Unumbotte consumes the fruit, while the human, antelope, and snake
remain hungry. Finally, the snake convinces the human and the antelope
to eat some of the fruit. This surprises Unumbotte, but the Creator opts
not to punish them. Rather, Unumbotte satisfies each creature’s desires:
the antelope lives out its days eating grass as it prefers; the human being
receives new food: yams, sorghum, and millet; and the serpent receives
venom. Because of the resemblance between this story and the Genesis nar-
rative, it is fascinating to learn that it has existed among the Bassari since
long before Europeans arrived in West Africa.?

In addition to Supreme Beings, African cosmogonist myths speak
about numerous divinities, intermediaries between human beings and
the Creator. The Yoruba and Fon, groups from what are now Nigeria
and the Republic of Bénin, respectively, established elaborate panthe-
ons. According to the Fon creation myth, Mawu-Lisa, the creator cou-
ple, birthed several sets of twins. Ogu, Heviosso, and Sakpata became
the strongest deities in the Fon pantheon. As in Yoruba cosmology, Ogu
is the god of iron and technology; Heviosso (“Sango” in Yoruba) rules
over thunder, lightning, and rain; and Sakpata (“Obaluaye” in Yoruba) is
the god of medicine. Interestingly, a cherished Yoruba cosmogonist myth
recalls how Olodumare, the Supreme Being, charged seventeen divinities
with the responsibility of ordering the earth. Osun, the beautiful goddess
of wealth and fertility, was the youngest among them. As such, the other
gods excluded her from their meetings. When they struggled to imple-
ment their plans, they returned to Olodumare to complain. The Creator
noticed Osun’s absence and instructed them to consult her. On doing so,
their plan succeeded. Osun permitted the rivers to lie in their places. She
also populated the earth with her children. The story demonstrates the
agency attributed to divinities and their interaction with the Supreme
Being: the Creator remains powerful, but the divinities are involved more
directly in earthly affairs.

7 Lewis J. Murphy, Why Ostriches Don’t Fly and Other Tales from the African Bush (Englewood,
CA, 1997), 14-17.

8 Clyde W. Ford, The Hero with an African Face: Mythic Wisdom of Traditional Africa (New
York, 1999), 171-5.
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African religion is defined in reference to specific ethnic groups; their
names define people’s identity (e.g., BaKongo, Yoruba, Nupe, Nandi) and
inform their cultural mores. In the period before the transatlantic slave
trade, some of the largest ethnic enclaves interacted with different groups
in their regions and exchanged and borrowed cosmological ideas, divina-
tion techniques, and ritual practices. For example, the Fa divination of the
Fon in Benin (Dahomey) came from Ifa of the Yoruba. Fa became a reli-
gious and political apparatus to aid the king in governing.

Precolonial African religions involved beliefs in a human being’s abil-
ity to manipulate the sacred and, consequently, amend natural phenomena
and human events. “Magic” remains a problematic term for this concept,
because in Africa people find such human power quite credible, whereas
Western notions of the term “magic” suggest a lack of credibility. Men
and women who use this power for malevolent ends are deemed sorcer-
ers and witches. The Kgaga, a Xhosa-speaking ethnic group, believe that
witches inherit their power matrilineally and thus possess innate abilities.
Sorcerers, they claim, use nefarious medicines.® A common belief among
the Bakweri of Congo is that both men and women may become witches,
garnering an ability to decimate victims by devouring their shadows.™
Interestingly, consumption is a common theme among African beliefs
about witchcraft. Victor Turner notes that the Lozi of Zambia claim that
witches and sorcerers consume flesh from their victim’s cadaver in order to
augment their powers.""

A sorcerer’s ability to reorder events and alter outcomes is the same skill
healers apply to their clients, the difference being one’s benevolent inten-
tions for the subject. In either case, magic, a spiritual enterprise aimed
at altering human circumstances, was integral to precolonial African reli-
gions because it allowed Africans to respond to a physical world imbued
with both malevolent and benevolent events. In an African worldview,
no event transpires without either a spiritual or natural cause. As such,
the proper ritual or sacrifice has the power to change circumstances in the
world. Rainmaking among the Thanzu of Tanzania, for instance, involves
anointing rainstones with oil and sacrificing a goat while praying to the
Supreme Being.™ It aims to alleviate drought through spiritual means.

9 W. D. Hammond-Tooke, Boundaries and Belief: The Structure of a Sotho Worldview
(Johannesberg, 1981), 95—103.

'° Edwin Ardener, Kingdom on Mount Cameroon: Studies in the History of the Cameroon Coast
1500-1970, ed. Shirley Ardener (Providence, 1996), 246—9.

™ Victor W. Turner, “The Lozi Peoples of North-Western Rhodesia,” Ethnographic Survey of
Africa: West Central Africa Part III (London, 1952), 51—2.

2 Todd Sanders, Beyond Bodies, Rainmaking and Sensemaking in Tanzania (Toronto, 2008),
125—38.
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Similarly witches and sorcerers may annihilate someone they envy by con-
ducting a ritual to send sickness or misfortune to that person. In this way,
precolonial Africans negotiated not only the world around them, but also
their social interactions.

Ancestor veneration, by far, is the most ubiquitous component of African
religions. Those who have departed from the clan and who have lived to a
fairly old age assume status as ancestors. To be recognized as an ancestor,
an individual must have died a “good death,” one not resulting from dis-
ease or accident. Candidates for ancestral veneration were usually elders
and community leaders. On transcending into the next life, they are seen
as possessing a supernatural force and as being capable of beseeching the
gods on behalf of their living descendants. Ancestor veneration, though
a ubiquitous practice, varies across the continent. On the one hand, in
some groups, only men may achieve this revered status. Some matrilineal
groups, on the other hand, honor female ancestors in addition to their for-
gone patriarchs. In either case, the deceased community members act as
intermediaries between the world of the spirits and the world of the living
because they possess human characteristics but dwell in a spiritual realm.
Their need for food and water requires ancestors to depend on their prog-
eny for offerings. At the same time, an ancestor’s access to the spirit world
and its power means the living depend on them for blessings. For this rea-
son, people pray to them when there is calamity in order for them to assist
with restoring the universe to its proper balance.

Sacred authority, another trait defining precolonial African religions,
involves the divine action of kingship, priests, diviners, healers, and sor-
cerers. African ethnic communities such as the Nyamwezi of Tanzania
believe their king holds sacred power and associate his welfare with the
rains. According to Serge Tcherkézoff, if the king maintains a healthy
relationship with the ancestors, adequate rainfall will follow. If the pre-
liminary rituals fail, then the Nyamwezi beat the king to tears. The
traditional belief is that his tears will evoke water from the sky, water con-
trolled by ancestors.*? In this sense, not only does the king have the most
important spiritual connection with the ancestors, but also his body seems
to represent the cosmos. If water falls from his eyes, then water will also
fall from the sky. Similarly, the Kafa, Seka, and Bosa from the Ethiopian
highlands compare the king’s body to the cosmos. His welfare determines
the community’s wellness. These indigenous groups consider the king to
be a second sun. Werner Lange’s ethnographic research reveals the king
eats only after sunset because dining during the day would represent two

'3 Serge Tcherkézoff, Dual Classification Reconsidered: Nyamwezi Sacred Kingship and Other

Examples, trans. Martin Thom (Cambridge, UK, 1983 / Paris, 1983), 69-85.
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risen suns.™ This would defy the world’s natural order. Essentially, sacred
kingship as a religious trope points to a divine connection between the
community and the cosmos and manifests in the king’s physical and spir-
itual well-being.

Priests and diviners function as sacred authorities in indigenous
African religions because they hold access to divine oracles and, in some
cases, serve as spirit mediums who deliver messages from the spirit world.
Often the responsibilities of these roles overlap. Priests usually conduct
important ceremonies for various divinities and lead the community in
calendrical rites and specific feast days for the deities. Diviners deliver
and decode sacred knowledge to intercede on an individual’s or a com-
munity’s behalf. For example, Yoruba babalawo cull meaning from the
proverbs, poems, and stories embedded in the odx, the oral chapters of Ifa
poetry. The odu are concrete patterns that appear when the diviner tosses
a divining chain or set of cowries. These patterns are considered divine
words; the remedies and moral teachings become the divinity’s will for
the client. Effectually, precolonial African cosmology suggests that spirit
beings can explain the why behind disasters. It is the diviner’s respon-
sibility to discern sacred knowledge and elucidate its pertinence to the
client’s situation.

Numerous divinatory methods characterize indigenous African religions.
Chadic-speaking people of the Jos Plateau in southeastern Nigeria such as
the Ngas, Mupun, and Mwaghavul practice Pa divination. It resembles Ifd
divination, but as Umar H. D. Danfulani’s extensive research demonstrates,
important differences exist between the two systems. Both Ifd and Pa use
specific tools. Pa divination requires a tortoise shell filled with thirty river
pebbles. According to indigenous beliefs, river spirits enable these stones
to reveal hidden information. Daily washings with river water maintain
the stones’ potency. Like If4, binary visual codes generate concretized pat-
terns produced throughout the divination process; if one stone falls when
cast, the diviner makes a single indentation in a special powder. When two
stones fall, he makes two strokes. The impressions are made by holding
the index finger and the middle finger together. Pa requires multiple sets
of hands; therefore two or more diviners collaborate during consultations:
one to cast the stones and record results, and another to interpret the out-
comes. Confirmation of the diviner’s interpretations occurs away from the
consultation session. The patient confesses her or his misbehavior to a con-
fidant. If the diviner is skilled and effective, these confessions will confirm
his interpretations of the sacred knowledge revealed through casting the

"4 Werner Lange, Dialectics of Divine “Kingship” in the Kafa Highlands. Occasional Paper no.

15 (Los Angeles, 1976), 3—4, 25—33.
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pebbles. It is standard for each remedy to involve either herbal prescrip-
tions or sacrificial rites, which the diviner will prescribe to the client.’

Mediumistic divination, as is practiced among the Yaka in southwest-
ern Democratic Republic of Congo, relies on the diviner’s clairvoyance.
Rather than interpret a sacred body of knowledge, the medium’s validity
depends on her or his ability to name the cause, moment, and perpetrator
of the client’s problem. This must happen without any clues from the cli-
ent. As René Devisch explains, in the Yaka worldview, family members
can stanch an individual’s life flow. In other words, sorcery begins at home.
Ancestors are also subject to these accusations. It is not uncommon for a
Yaka diviner to claim that a maternal great-granduncle holds malicious
intentions against the client.

For the Nyole of eastern Uganda, mediumistic divination takes place
via three-way conversations between the spirits, the diviner, and the client.
Susan Reynolds Whyte has written extensively on how the diviner calls
forth spirits of deceased maternal greatuncles who then speak through the
diviner to the client, using the medium’s mouth and body to communi-
cate. Information travels between the client, the diviner, and the supernat-
ural beings in order to generate a resolution. Clients in disagreement with
the results may opt not to pay the diviner, choosing to seek consultation
elsewhere.””

Rituals are the weft on the cosmological warp that is African religions,
reifying the sacred values contained in myths. Rituals occur on calendrical
cycles, determining when community members must honor a particular
divinity or observe particular taboos. Yearly festivals for deities and ances-
tors involve sacrificial animals, libations, and specific foods. These events
recharge the connections between humanity, ancestors, the Supreme Being,
and other deities. Indeed, they enable communication between the human
world and the world of spirits, engendering blessings of longevity, chil-
dren, and sustenance. Rites aimed at persuading the gods to deliver rains
and successful harvests exemplify communal rituals. Nevertheless, some
events remain specific to sacred authority figures that are able to interact
with consecrated ritual icons.

> Umar Habila Dadem Danfulani, “P# Divination: Ritual Performance and Symbolism
among the Ngas, Mupun, and Mwaghavul of the Jos Plateau, Nigeria,” in Jacob K.
Olupona, ed., African Spirituality: Forms, Meanings and Expressions (New York, 2000),
87-111.

10 René Devisch, “Yaka Divination: Acting Out the Memory of Society’s Life-Spring,”
in Michael Winkelman and Philip M. Peek, eds., Divination and Healing: Potent Vision
(Tucson, 2004), 243—06, 252-5.

7 Susan Reynolds Whyte, “Knowledge and Power in Nyole Divination,” in Philip M.
Peek, ed., African Divination Systems: Ways of Knowing (Bloomington, 1991), 153—72.
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African rites of passage are well known among anthropologists and
ethnographers from various disciplines. These events denote personal
transitions and coincide with birth, naming, circumcision or coming-of-age
rituals, marriage, old age, and death. Each ceremony indicates a transition
from one rank in society to another. Coming-of-age rites mark the crossing
from childhood to adulthood, when elders transfer ancestral knowledge
to younger society members. Seclusion characterizes these events; the ini-
tiants usually gather in a natural space (forest, grasslands, etc.) beyond the
community’s perimeter. They dwell in this new locale for a process that can
take up to several months. Above all, a rite of passage is a spiritual affair
dependent on prayers to the Creator and supplications to ancestors and
deities for the children’s good fortune.

So far I have outlined elements and features of what in the absence of a
better term is often called “indigenous African religions.” However, it is a
mistake to assume that Africans did not participate in other religions that
came from outside. On the contrary, Islam and Christianity, two powerful
monotheistic traditions, began to penetrate into the continent almost at
the dawn of the two traditions from their places of origin in the Middle
East. In 1990, when I returned to the United States to accept a teaching
appointment, I worked with African American students who were passion-
ate about African history. They knew quite a bit about ancient Egypt, which
they often regarded as the home of their black ancestors, but they knew very
little about what scholars often refer to as the western Sudanese empires
of ancient Ghana, Mali, and Songhai that existed between the ninth and
the sixteenth centuries. This is a curious gap in their understanding, given
that their more immediate heritage is often derived from West Africa, one
of the sources of the transatlantic slave trade. This area was home to many
of the polytheistic religions whose traditions are described previously. But
West Africa was also home to an ancient Islamic culture.

As early as the eleventh century, Arab geographers, including Abu
Ubayd Abd Allah-Bakri, write of West African and central Sudanese towns
being inhabited by Muslims. Islam first penetrated the elite classes, and the
kings of Takrur (Senegambia) and Gao (Niger Bend) had already converted
to Islam.™® It appears that although these kings now adhered to Islam, they
still sought to hold on to their political and judicial mechanisms, which
incorporated aspects of traditional religious practice. For them, Islam was
a way to engage the then “global” trade community, which they perceived
to be Islamic. In this period, it was also politically and financially benefi-
cial to be associated with Islam. Ralph A. Austen uses the records of pil-
grimages to Mecca and Medina made by men like Mansa Musa (1324) and

18 Ralph A. Austen, Trans-Sabaran Africa in World History (Oxford, UK, 2010).
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Askia Muhammed of Songhai (1496) and mosques that were built during
this time to document the extent of Islamic practice and presence in West
Africa. In particular, Mansa Musa, the legendary ruler of the Mali Empire,
has often been viewed by African historians as the figure who succeeded in
penetrating the iron curtain of color prejudice that for centuries had barred
black Africans from engaging in global commerce. During his pilgrimage,
he impressed the rest of the Muslim world with his extravagant display of
wealth, thus drawing the attention of the Mediterranean world to the mas-
sive gold deposits found in Mali. His pilgrimage created prestige, how-
ever momentary, for black Africans and illustrates the fact that complex
religious traditions in which traditional religious practices were overlain
by the monotheism of Islam existed in parts of West Africa as early as the
fourteenth century.

Austen posits that it was Juula traders from among the Mande-speaking
peoples that first began penetrating these regions and establishing small
Islamic merchant communities, dating back to the ninth century. It was not
until the sixteenth century that these communities gained more of a follow-
ing, as contact with Islamic learning centers in Egypt increased and scholars
traveled back and forth. The form of Islam they practiced, the Suwarian tra-
dition, was not as rigid as the Maliki tradition, which was more popular in
North Africa, and they did not directly interfere with the religious activities
of non-Muslims. Muslims of the Suwarian tradition engaged in the study
of batin, which involved sewing the words of the Koran into amulets, or
soaking handwritten verses to make a potion from the water, practices that
resonated with already-existing indigenous religious practices™ and were
readily adopted by many non-Muslims. Indeed, batin may have been useful
in drawing people to Islam, as they could view conversion to the faith as a
means of broadening their religious and spiritual repertoire.

Islam first came to Sudan in the fourteenth century and would even-
tually become the religion of choice for the ruling class and the trading
classes in the empires of Ghana, Songhai, and Mali. But it was not until
the eighteenth century that Islam began to penetrate populations outside
of the urban centers.*® The forest zones of West Africa took much longer to
accept Islam than the coastal and Sahara-border empires, cities, and towns.
The jihads that began in the late eighteenth century were responsible for
bringing Islam to many non-Muslim areas and ethnic groups. Mervyn
Hiskett informed us that Islam was essentially nominal in Hausaland in

9 According to Austen, “Some forms of batin even used local plants and other substances
in much the same manner as the healers and diviners of indigenous societies” (95).

29 Roberto O. Collins, Problems in African History: The Pre-Colonial Centuries (Princeton,
2005), 143.
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northern Nigeria until the Uthman Dan Fodio’s jihad.>" Rulers and traders
took Islamic titles and may have attended Friday mosque, but they still
practiced traditional religion, keeping a few indigenous Muslim scholars
around as symbols of prestige. Certain Islamic practices, such as styles of
storytelling and divination, trickled down to the masses, infusing already-
existing practices. But in Hausaland, slaves captured before the eighteenth
century would have been at least nominally Muslim.

What was the consequence of this form of Islam on the transatlantic
slave trade and the new culture of the Americas that Africans helped build?
Africans’ forced migration to the New World involved a transfer of a mixed
form of religious traditions, material cultures, and values that reflected
their preslavery religious culture. Islam, then, was part of the black reli-
gious mosaic that traveled to the New World.

Many of the major slave rebellions in Bahia, Brazil, were begun by
Hausas, who seem, from the evidence provided, either to be Muslim or
to use Muslim rites or sacred objects in their spiritual worship or prac-
tice. For instance, amulets like those described by Austen in the batin®
practice were found on executed slaves after the rebellion was quelled,??
as were “papers with prayers and passages from the Koran.”?4 Names of
slaves recorded by the police were often variations on the Hausa term for
Muslim — malomi, malam, mu’allim.?>

Austen notes that some of the most salient markers of difference between
the trans-Saharan slave trade and that of the Atlantic were the facts that
more females than males were taken and that the women often ended up
working as domestics in wealthy houses or became concubines.?® A large
number of the men worked on cotton farms in Egypt during a cotton
boom, or they were inducted into the military. As Muslims are required
to acknowledge their children even from their slaves, some children born
to slave women achieved great political influence, Mawlay Ismail, the
Moroccan sultan of the seventeenth century, being one example. He is also
known for having a large army of black soldiers. The level of records for
trans-Saharan slavery is minimal in comparison to those for transatlan-
tic slavery. It is estimated that between 800 and 1900, about ten million
slaves were driven across the Sahara.??

*! Mervyn Hiskett, The Sword of Truth: The Life and Times of Shebu Usuman dan Fodio (New
York, 1973).

22 Collins, Problems in African History, 143.

23 Jodo José Reis, Slave Rebellion in Brazil: The Muslim Uprising of 1835 in Bahia
(Baltimore, 1993), 93.

4 Ibid.

25 [bid., 47.

26 Austen, Trans-Sabaran Africa, 31.

*7 Thid., 32.
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Although Islam predated Christianity in the West African region, the
story of religion in the central African region, a major hub and corridor of
transatlantic slave trade, differs significantly from the West African story.
Here Christianity played a more significant role than in West Africa.

In Africa and Africans in the Making of the Atlantic World, 1400—1800,
John K. Thornton suggests that “only a limited number of slaves (mostly
Central Africans) were actually Christians before they arrived in the New
World.”?® However, due to missionary efforts in West and central Africa,
many slaves were familiar with Christianity. Thornton explains that conver-
sion to Christianity would have begun in Africa and continued in the New
World as Africans were enslaved. Africans were able to accept Christianity
because they found its revelatory character appealingly reminiscent of
indigenous divination practices. Adherence to Christianity did not bring
an end to Africans’ beliefs in traditional religious systems; rather Africans
incorporated these new ideas into what they already believed. In Kongo,
for example, the success of Christianity was aided by the belief that many
kings and leaders in the region received revelations from various Christian
icons. In the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, two Kongo nobles
dreamed of the same woman imploring them to convert to Christianity.
When an unusual black stone was found near one of their homes, this was
interpreted by the Christian clergy as a sign that the Virgin Mary was
imploring the Kongolese to convert. The king accepted this interpretation
and thus began a series of conversions and religious revelations among the
Kongo rulers.?

Revelation has been emphasized as the key to establishing a Christian
tradition among the people of the Kongo. Christian converts could con-
tinue to value revelation, a concept that was already present in traditional
religion. But now revelation was to be regulated by missionaries, who
decided whether someone’s revelation or possession was valid or the work
of the devil.?° Thornton recounts descriptions of slave religious leaders who
were condemned during inquisitions as evidence of Christianity’s contact
with slaves in the New World during the seventeenth century. These lead-
ers were condemned for, among other things, including Jesus Christ and
the Virgin Mary in the opening of their religious prayers or using Christian
religious symbolism on their clothing or amulets. Some even claimed that
their powers came from Christian saints.?" Although this does not prove

28]ohn K. Thornton, Africa and Africans in the Making of the Atlantic World, 1400—1800
(Cambridge, MA, 1998), 254.

29 Ibid., 257-8.

39 Ibid., 260—2.

31 Ibid., 266—7.
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that these slaves practiced Christianity in the conventional sense, it does
show that there was at least contact and a conscious effort to incorporate
Christian figures and icons into indigenous religious practice. It is possible
that the slaves’ effort to engage Christianity was also a way to hide their
African identity or to gain legitimacy with the white slave owners.

In another publication, “Religion and Cultural Life in the Kongo and
Mbundu Areas, 1500-1800,” Thornton reiterates that in 1491 the king of
Kongo had converted to Christianity. The Portuguese, from whom the pri-
mary records detailing their practice come, tended to depict the Congolese
as not quite Christian enough, because they had incorporated some of their
traditional religious practice into the worship and because they still regarded
their own king as the holy leader instead of the European pope or his priestly
representative. Asserting that the Congolese were not entirely Christian was
also a way of justifying the continued need for funding to continue colonial
endeavors in the Kongo. This was in spite of the fact that a Dutch observer
said that “the king of Congo and his people are Roman Catholics.”3?

Thornton says that it was the children of the urban elite who were taught
in Catholic schools who would eventually become responsible for spread-
ing Catholicism, as they would go to the rural areas and lead large prayers
and “perform a few spiritual exercises.”?> King Afonso I (1509—42) is cred-
ited with giving the institutionalization of Christianity a great push due
to his vision of St. James Major, which helped him to win a battle against
his pagan brother. Saint days were celebrated, but they were also days on
which the Kongo people revered their ancestors. Church officials tolerated
this because they did not want to jeopardize their hold on the territory they
had gained. Afonso was even given a bull of crusade so that any expan-
sion he achieved would be sanctioned and recognized by the Holy Church.
The penetration of the territories south of the Kongo, such as Ndogo or
Imbangala, by Portuguese Christians came through military force. It was
not until the 1620s that they arrived at these hinterland communities with
their religion, and in the case of Queen Njinga’s state, Christianity did not
become an official religion until 1655.3* The priests wisely incorporated
indigenous religious terms for the gods and ancestors, 7kisi and kiteke, into
the catechism and other religious practices. They also conducted prayers
and masses in the native languages.

Overall, Christianity was more widespread in the Kongo and northern
territories such as Loango, Ngoyi, and Kakongo, but much of it was largely

32 Thornton’s essay appears in Linda Heywood, ed., Central Africans and Cultural
Transformations in the American Diaspora New York, 2002). See p. 83.

35 1bid., 84.

54 Ibid., 87.
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syncretic. In Central Africans, Atlantic Creoles, and the Foundation of the
Americas, 1585—1660, Thornton and Heywood provide even greater detail
about how the Portuguese used the soba, or kings, of the various nations as
instruments of conversion and condemnation of the indigenous religion.
They recount the experience of the baptism of sobz Songa, whose territory
was close to the kingdom of Kongo, in 1581. This is after the contin-
ual campaign of the Portuguese to establish themselves and their religion
beyond the kingdom of Kongo and their close neighbors. This sobaz was an
in-law to the king of Ndongo (Angola), which was, at this point, resistant
to the Portuguese. After his baptism, the king went throughout his terri-
tory with the Port priest, “planting crosses in key locations and identifying
and burning ‘houses of idols’ or the shrines dedicated to the kilundas.”
People would bring their idols to these shrines to be destroyed.

Soon another local soba sought to be baptized, and his baptism also
included a celebration of the recapture of a relic of the Virgin Mary, which
was then placed in one of the local shrines as an “object of devotion.”3°
The emphasis here is on the “Atlantic creole” culture that was being cre-
ated in the Kongo region. Much of the discussion centers around how
the Port clergy, the Jesuit priests, and even Kongolese secular clergy
attempted to spread Christianity throughout protected territories, first
through converting the chiefs and elites and then through establishing
schools and having people baptized in mass baptisms. They do mention
frequently, however, that many of the priests lamented what they thought
to be the slowness with which the people abandoned their traditional reli-
gious practices. Many of them had to be content with the fact that the
people professed themselves to be Christians, adopting Christian names
and being baptized. For Thornton and Heywood, in this Atlantic creole
culture that they created, leaders would at times discuss which elements
of Christianity to adopt and which elements of their traditional religion
to abandon.?”

As the preceding narratives make clear, by the time of the transatlantic
slave trade, religions in West Africa and central Africa were poised to make
a significant impact on the Americas. When they were forcibly removed
from their homelands, Africans had already adopted forms of religious plu-
ralism that enabled them to mix indigenous religious practices and beliefs
with monotheistic faith in Islam and Christianity. And just as Africans had
knowledge of Islam and Christianity during this period, so were the agents

35 Linda M. Heywood and John K. Thornton, Central Africans, Atlantic Creoles, and the
Foundation of the Americas, 1585—1660 (New York, 2007), 100.

36 1bid., 101.

37 Ibid., 103—4
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of Islam and Christianity privy to the existence of the slave trade, in some
cases even aiding and abetting it.
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RELIGIONS IN THE POST-COLUMBIAN
NEW WORLD - 1500-1680s
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6

IROQUOIAN RELIGION DURING THE
SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

NEAL B. KEATING

The early colonial period of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was
a time of trauma and devastation for Iroquoian peoples and territories.
The historical record of that period is as dramatic and stunning as it is
flawed. From the time of first direct contact with Europeans in the 1530s,
Iroquoians have been subjects of interest to European writers, largely for
reasons of power. In the early seventeenth century a large body of writing
about the Iroquoians began developing under the pens of French Jesuit
missionaries, whose aims were to destroy Iroquoian and other indigenous
religions. Known collectively as the Jeswit Relations, in subsequent cen-
turies these writings became the primary source documents for knowing
and understanding Iroquoian life in the seventeenth century. Important
English and Dutch sources exist as well, but they are far smaller in size
and scope. The Jesuit Relations were compiled and translated in the early
twentieth century into seventy-three volumes. Other important sources for
Iroquoian religion during the seventeenth century include indigenous oral
traditions, archaeology, linguistics, and later ethnographic research from
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.”

The famous “League of the Iroquois” included five different indige-
nous nations that were united into a permanent league or confederation,
arranged through an Iroquoian set of principles known as Gayanashagowa,
the “great law of peace.” The names of these nations are usually given
as the Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, and the Seneca. In the early
eighteenth century, a sixth nation was added, the Tuscarora. It was the
French who used “Iroquois” as a name for these peoples. The English usu-
ally referred to them as the League of the Five Nations, and after 1722, the
Six Nations. Their name for themselves often was (and still is) a variation of

" Ruben G. Thwaites, ed., The Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents: Travels and Explorations
of the Jesuit Missionaries in New France, 1601—1791, 73 vols. (New York, 1896—-1901).
Hereafter JR.
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Haudenosaunee, “people building a longhouse.” Despite the new stressors
introduced with European contact, the Haudenosaunee/Iroquois league
resisted colonization and became one of the strongest and most endur-
ing political forces in eastern North America, remaining largely sovereign
and self-determining peoples for some three centuries after colonization
began. Haudenosaunee power was facilitated through inclusive sociopolit-
ical organization, intersocietal diplomacy, competitive exchange, and stra-
tegic military maneuvering, all of which was articulated through religious
discourse emphasizing the importance of maintaining good relations with
a multidimensional range of human and other sentient persons, and per-
formed through ceremonies of thanksgiving, condolence, dreaming, and
healing.?

The Haudenosaunee Iroquois are, however, part of a larger linguistic
family called “Iroquoian,” which includes the Susquehannock, Nottoway,
Meherrin, Erie, Wendat/Huron, Neutral, Wenro, Petun, Laurentian, and
Cherokee languages, in addition to the six languages of the Haudenosaunee.
There are multiple names for all of these groups, and linguists vary in terms
of how they subdivide the different languages. These other Iroquoians shared
many cultural aspects with the Haudenosaunee Iroquois. In addition to a
shared linguistic history, Iroquoian peoples generally shared certain socio-
political tendencies, an emphasis on ceremonial exchange, mixed horticul-
tural economies, and shared religious discourses and practices. During the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, along with many Algonkian peoples,
all of these other Iroquoian peoples were absorbed into or dispersed by the
Haudenosaunee/Iroquois confederacy, except the Cherokee.?

In the seventeenth century, there were two regions of the Eastern
Woodlands where Iroquoian-speaking peoples lived, one in the South
and a larger region in the North. Surrounding the two Iroquoian regions
were many different groups of Algonkian-speaking peoples. Most of the
Iroquoian-speaking peoples lived in the northern region, which divides
into three smaller subareas, including the eastern Great Lakes area (Huron/
Wendat, Neutral, Wenro, Petuns, and Eries), the upper St. Lawrence
River valley (Laurentians), and the area today known as upstate New York
and northern Pennsylvania (Susquehannock and the Haudenosaunee/Five
Nations). The Tuscarora, Nottoway, Meherrin, and Cherokee peoples lived

* Lewis H. Morgan, League of the Hau-de-no-san-nee, or Iroquois {1851} New York, 1962);
Elizabeth Tooker, An Ethnography of the Huron Indians, 1615—1649 (Syracuse, 1991); and
Tooker, The Iroguois Ceremonial of Midwinter (Syracuse, 1970).

3 Floyd G. Lounsbury, “Iroquoian Languages,” in Bruce G. Trigger, ed., Handbook of North
American Indians, vol. 15, Northeast (Washington, DC, 1978). Volume 15 is a compre-
hensive source of Iroquoian ethnology. Hereafter HNAI 15.
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in the southern region around the piedmont area of North Carolina. In the
case of the Haudenosaunee peoples, their geopolitical reach extended well
beyond their traditional territories: west throughout much of the Great
Lakes region, east to the Atlantic coast, and south as far as Georgia and
Mississippi.

The etymology of “Iroquois” is not fully confirmed, but current schol-
arship posits its origin in a sixteenth-century pidgin Algonkian-Basque
language that developed on the Atlantic coast as “hilokoa,” which is
glossed as “killer people.” It is likely that Iroquois is the French version of
this earlier Algonkian-Basque name. Without attempting to resolve this
nomenclative opacity, the usage of the term Iroquoian is here intended as a
general reference to Iroquoian-speaking peoples, and more specific names
(Haudenosaunee, Huron/Wendat, Mohawk, etc.) will be used for particular
referencing.

PRE-CONTACT SITUATION

At the time of contact, Iroquoian societies were socially organized through
matrilineal kinship relations, with mixed foraging and horticultural econ-
omies and egalitarian politics. Iroquoian religion reflected these relations,
economies, and politics insofar as it was not a hierarchical or dogmatic
institution; nor did Iroquois religion support the concentration of power.
Iroquoian religion was an open system that more closely fit the shamanic
paradigm of religion than it did the stratified religions of agricultural
states and empires. Spiritual power was considered to be widely available
to all people, varying according to ability and luck.5

The development of Iroquoian religion should be understood as emerg-
ing within a context of long-distance exchange networks of foraging and
horticultural peoples, which have ebbed and flowed in the North American
Eastern Woodlands for more than five thousand years. These networks
constituted a world system in which the exchange relationships between
different societies were important sources of social change within societies.
In the Eastern Woodlands world system, the main logic animating these
exchange relations was kinship. Archaeological evidence conservatively
suggests that such exchange networks began developing in the Woodlands
during the late Archaic mast forest adaptation, circa 3000 B.C.E. Over time,
the objects exchanged included shells, stones, metals, tobacco, cultigens,

4 Peter Bakker, “A Basque Etymology for the Word ‘Iroquois,” Man in the Northeast 40
(1990): 89-93.

5 See Michael Winkelman, Shamanism: The Neural Ecology of Consciousness and Healing
(Westport, 2000).
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and other materials, much of which was ceremonial and nonutilitarian.
Religious ideas, discourses, and languages must have also accompanied
these exchanges of materials, including ideas about death, power, the sky,
and transformation.®

The topography of the Woodlands world system can be envisioned as a
well-watered, forested region punctuated by a chain of mountains within
which networks of trails connected villages, clusters of villages, and tem-
porary or seasonal camps. The trails were both physical and informational
media. Historical evidence supports that many of these trails were lined
with visual expressions painted by indigenous people as they traveled. These
expressions included painted narrative pictures that were legible to other
indigenous travelers, regardless of linguistic differences. The best explana-
tion for such shared comprehension is that the artist-creators of these “tree
paintings” used a kin-based visual grammar that was generally understood
within the Woodlands world system. It was widely understood because the
principles on which it was based were common elements in the lives and
societies of the different peoples that constituted the Woodlands system.
Interestingly, these tree paintings were usually not legible to Europeans,
who required the assistance of indigenous interpreters. Europeans were
generally enculturated in an entirely different kinship system.”

In the Northeast, the earliest material evidence of clearly circulating
religious-like information dates to circa 3000 B.C.E. and consists of a wide-
spread occurrence of red paint in mortuary ceremonialism. Although the
maritime region contains the earliest known use of red ocher, it occurs soon
after in other late Archaic and early Woodland sites from both sides of the
Great Lakes, and it is interpreted as a key component of an “ancient north-
eastern burial cult.” Along with red ochre, the burials typically include
various tools and implements, many of which appear to have been inten-
tionally broken or killed. In the late Archaic burials, the remains were
commonly cremated, a practice that would fit the cultural logic of nomadic
foraging peoples.®

6 Richard F. Townsend, ed., Hero, Hawk, and Open Hand: American Indian Art of the Ancient
Midwest and South (Chicago, 2004); Michael S. Nassaney and Kenneth E. Sassaman,
eds., Native American Interactions: Multiscalar Analyses and Interpretations in the Eastern
Woodlands (Knoxville, TN, 1995); Timothy G. Baugh and Jonathan E. Ericson, eds.,
Prehistoric Exchange Systems in North America New York, 1994); Randall Collins, “The
Geopolitical and Economic World-Systems of Kinship-Based and Agrarian-Coercive
Societies,” Review 15:3 (1992): 373—88; and Christopher Chase-Dunn and Thomas D.
Hall, Core-Periphery Relations in Precapitalist Worlds (Boulder, 1991).

7 Neal B. Keating, Iroguois Art, Power, and History Norman, OK, forthcoming).

8 See Warren K. Moorehead, “The Red Paint People of Maine,” American Anthropologist
15:1 (1913): 33—47; and James A. Tuck, “Regional Development, 3000 to 300 B.C.,”
in HNAI 15 (1978), 42.
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Starting around 100 C.E., red paint mortuary ceremonialism continued
to spread and was elaborated in a number of regions in the Woodlands,
now associated with horticultural societies. This is particularly the case
in the Ohio valley, where peoples known archaeologically as Adena built
elaborate earthworks that served a number of different purposes, including
large, multilayered burial mounds in which the remains were accompanied
by an amazing volume and quality of objects, including representations of
multinatural beings. Some Adena earthworks were apparently created for
geometrical astronomical alignment, whereas others were gigantic power
animal effigy mounds, like horned serpents, which may also have served
astronomical purposes. They can be read as constructed cultural landscapes
in which a synergistic association between humans, earth, and sky was pro-
duced. Such landscapes continued to be built in the Ohio valley during the
middle and late Woodland phases by peoples archaeologically known as
Hopewell. The emblematic combination of art and earthworks of Adena-
Hopewell culture extended eastward into the northern Iroquoian territo-
ries. Farther south, in the Mississippi River system, earthwork construction
reached yet another level during the later Woodland sequence, resulting in
colossal truncated pyramids atop which political power could be symbol-
ically concentrated and administered to large, urban populations, such as
that of Cahokia.

Throughout the Woodland sequence, cultigens originating in
Mesoamerica and South America spread northward, most notably vari-
eties of corn, beans, squash, and tobacco. It is likely that new religious
discourses accompanied them, for example, ideas about the alignment of
stars and farming practices. In the Northeast at the time of contac, it
was Iroquoian peoples who had adapted to economies that were no longer
based entirely on foraging, but included substantial cultivation of these
plants. The peoples living in the region south of Lake Erie and just east of
the Adena-Hopewell region were Iroquoian-speaking peoples, known as
the Eriehronon, or Erie peoples. Furthermore, a number of the personas
in the stories of Iroquoian oral traditions, such as horned serpents, corre-
spond with the imagery of Adena-Hopewell artworks. So too does some of
the key symbolism of Haudenosaunee ritual, such as the ceremonial deer
antlers of office that are taken up by the Haudenosaunee league royaaner,
“peace chiefs,” on their appointment. All of these correspondences suggest

9 The multinatural perspective is discussed in the following, drawing on Eduardo Vivieros
de Castro, “Cosmological Deixis and Amerindian Perspectivism,” The Journal of the Royal
Anthropological Institute 4:3 (1998): 469—88. For discussion of Adena-Hopewell culture
expanding into Iroquoian territories, see “Champlain Site” in Edmund S. Carpenter, Two
Essays: Chief and Greed North Andover, MA, 2008).
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exchange relations existed between different peoples, including Iroquoian,
Adena-Hopewell, Mississippian, and Mesoamerican peoples.*®

The northern Iroquoians appear to have developed at least two large
political leagues or confederacies at the time of contact, one in what is
now Ontario and the other in what is now New York State. The Wendat/
Huron peoples formed a confederacy on the east side of Lake Huron, by
the Georgian Bay, which in the 1630s included four Iroquoian nations: the
Attignawantan, Attigneenongnahac, Arendahronon, and the Tohontaenrat.
The Haudenosaunee peoples formed the other confederacy, also known
as the Five Nations League of the Iroquois. Some have argued that the
league formed as a post-contact response to the behavior of the Europeans
and to the rapid development of the fur trade. More have argued that
the confederacy originated prior to European contact in response to local
pressures, such as those circulating within an indigenous world system.
Haudenosaunee oral traditions support a pre-contact confederacy forma-
tion, as does the general archaeological sequence of changing settlement
patterns in New York State during the late Woodland phase, possibly in the
twelfth century (C.E.)."*

The Five Nations of the Haudenosaunee league physically existed as five
clusters of villages or towns, each surrounded by large expanses of resource
territories for farming, hunting, fishing, gathering, and so on, through
which people cycled on a seasonal basis. The populations of settlements
varied, from several hundred people to well over a thousand. Multifamily
residential units consisted of bark and sapling longhouses of variable
lengths, ranging from 25 to more than 300 feet. The number of longhouses
per settlement varied, containing anywhere from five to twenty or more
longhouses.™

A kinship-based mode of production prevailed in these societies in which
the division of labor followed lines of gender and age, and the general prin-
ciple of reciprocity was the normative frame of reference. The organiza-
tion of households and settlements generally operated through bifurcated

' Lynn Ceci, “Watchers of the Pleiades: Ethnoastronomy among Native Cultivators in
Northeastern North America,” Ethnobistory 25:4 (1978): 301—17; Marian E. White,
“Erie,” in HNAI 15 (1978), 412-17; James B. Griffin, “The Iroquois in American
Prehistory,” Papers of the Michigan Academy of Science, Arts, and Letters 29:4 (1944):
357—73; and Miguel Covarrubias, The Eagle, the Jaguar, and the Serpent: Indian Art of the
Americas (New York, 1954).

' The Wendat confederacy is enumerated in_JR 16: 227. For the post-contact confederacy
formation hypothesis, see George T. Hunt, The Wars of the Iroquois: A Study in Intertribal
Trade Relations Madison, 1940). For a nuanced argument for pre-contact confederation,
see Georges E. Sioui, Huron Wendat: The Heritage of the Circle (Vancouver, 1999).

2 For discussion of longhouse architecture, see Dean R. Snow, The Iroguois (Cambridge,
MA, 1994).
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merging networks of kinship that emphasized matrilineal families, known
in Mohawk as owachiras, and more commonly referred to as the clan sys-
tem. Oral traditions suggest owachiras were created by the people as a way
of dividing themselves into more manageable subgroups that could then
assist one another in times of mourning and for other religious ceremonies.
Through their organization of families, marriages, and alliances, owachira
networks not only organized the internal structure of society, but also pro-
vided mechanisms for integrating new members within the group, as well
as developing new relationships with other, more distant groups. The resi-
dential longhouse was typically a multifamily dwelling, which in times of
relative stability housed families related to one another through owachiras.
Some have argued that entire villages at one point were organized within
a single owachira, although it is more likely that each village contained
multiple lineage groups.'

Villages and towns were periodically shifted over time, usually ten to
twenty years, depending on environmental and/or political factors. The
larger settlements were generally located within proximity to rivers and/or
lakes. Immediately surrounding the villages were cultivated fields of corn,
beans, and squash. Beyond these were diverse hardwood and mast forests
of oak, hickory, chestnut, beech, elm, basswood, ash, birch, pine, cedar,
linden, alder, and willow, among others. The main material products of
Iroquois culture were cultigens, and the primary producers of these were
generally women, who in addition to cultivating plants also gathered wild
plants and fruits. Hunting was largely a male practice. Fishing was perhaps
less gendered but was also an important contribution to the economy.™

CONTACT SITUATION

The earliest direct contacts between indigenous peoples and Europeans
in northeastern North America took place on the Atlantic coasts, proba-
bly starting in the 1480s. After this, new information and European trade
goods began to circulate through the Woodlands world system, much faster

3 William N. Fenton, “Iroquoian Culture History: A General Evaluation,” Symposium on
Cherokee and Iroquois Culture, Burean of American Ethnology Bulletin 180 (1961): 253—77;
Heidi Bohaker, “Nindoodemag: The Significance of Algonquian Kinship Networks in
the Eastern Great Lakes Region, 1600—1701,” William and Mary Quarterly 63:1 (20006):
23—52; and Thomas Porter, Clanology: Clan System of the Iroquois (Akwesasne Mohawk
Nation Territory, 1993).

4 For a general description, see William Englebrecht, Iroquoia: The Development of a Native
World (Syracuse, 2003). Gender is discussed in Barbara A. Mann, The Gantowisas (New
York, 2001), and in William N. Fenton, “Northern Iroquoian Culture Patterns,” in
HNAI 15 (1978), 296—321.
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than did Europeans themselves. By the 1520s, European iron and copper
were moving through western Haudenosaunee communities."

The first documented direct contact between any Iroquoian peoples and
Europeans took place in the St. Lawrence River region in 1534 during
Jacques Cartier’s first voyage to the “new world.” The initial encounter
proved to be a sneak preview of what was to come. There, in the Bay of
Gaspé, Cartier kidnapped two young Iroquoian men named Dom Agaya
and Taignoagny. They lived to return with Cartier during his second voyage
in 1535. On this voyage Cartier traveled farther up the St. Lawrence River
to the large Iroquoian towns of Stadacona and Hochelaga. Stadacona later
became the site of Quebec City, and Hochelaga became Montreal. In his
departure, Cartier kidnapped more than two dozen Iroquoian people from
Stadacona, including one of the leaders of Stadacona, named Donnacona.
As far as is known, none of them ever returned home. Cartier returned
once more in 15471; there is little record of that voyage, but enough to
suggest that the Iroquoians this time attacked Cartier’s group and forced
them to leave in 1543. For the next sixty years there is no documented
evidence of further direct Iroquoian-European contact. In 1603, Samuel
Champlain retraced Cartier’s voyages; by then Stadacona and Hochelaga
were abandoned.™

Between Cartier’s and Champlain’s arrivals, it is estimated that the
northern Iroquoian population overall was about 95,000, with 22,000 of
them Haudenosaunee. If we include the Laurentian Iroquoians of Stadacona
and Hochelaga, the pre-contact Iroquoian population was likely well over
100,000 people. Cartier’s arrival heralded a new period of disease, death,
war, contestation, and upheaval. Iroquoian peoples were not at all pas-
sive in their response. They entered into numerous relationships with the
colonizers, and at least in the case of the Haudenosaunee Iroquoians, they
successfully maintained a relatively high degree of autonomy in terms eco-
nomic, religious, political, territorial, and visual.™

Daniel K. Richter argues that during the early colonial era, Iroquoian
culture was importantly transformed by four “ordeals” that Iroquoian

"> Basques, Bretons, and other European fishermen were actively fishing in the Grand
Banks region during this time (Englebrecht, Iroguoia, 133).

Ié_]acques Cartier, The Voyages of Jacques Cartier (Toronto, 1993). Cartier’s third voyage
is interpreted in Barbara A. Mann and Jerry L. Fields, “A Sign in the Sky: Dating the
League of the Haudenosaunee,” American Indian Culture and Research Journal 21:2 (1997):
105-63. See also The Works of Samuel de Champlain, ed. Henry P. Biggar, 6 vols. (Toronto,
1922-36 {1626}).

7 Estimates are based on Snow, Iroguois, 88. See also Daniel K. Richter, The Ordeal of the
Longhouse: The Peoples of the Iroquois League in the Eva of European Colonization (Williamsburg,
1992); and Matthew Dennis, Cultivating a Landscape of Peace New York, 1993).
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peoples underwent, which dramatically altered the political demogra-
phy of the Northeast. These ordeals included massive depopulation from
imported disease, a rapid slide into economic dependence on trade with
Europeans, ensnarement in the imperial struggles of powerful French
and English colonizers, and eventually, direct incursions on Iroquoian
territories and sovereignties. These ordeals were by no means unique to
Iroquoians; what is unique in the historical record is the demonstrated
Haudenosaunee capacity to withstand and survive these ordeals. Almost
all the other tribal nations in the Northeast were destroyed by them. The
reasons for this likely center on two cultural advantages that Richter ana-
lyzes: the extensive Haudenosaunee practice of adopting and integrating
war captives, refugees, and others into Haudenosaunee society; and the
political-spiritual discourse of the Gayanashagowa, which provided a basis
for extensive intersocietal diplomacy. In both adoption practices and polit-
ical discourses, the key is the owachiras — the dynamic kinship networks —
within which newcomers were incorporated, and from which the political
structure of the confederacy originated.'®

Contact with Europeans led to repeated waves of disease epidemics that
killed many Iroquoian peoples. The most deadly of these diseases were
smallpox, typhus, and measles. Not only were Iroquoian peoples new to
these diseases, but their settlement patterns of relatively large and densely
populated towns provided ideal vectors for rapid spread of these patho-
gens. The first of these epidemics may have begun in the sixteenth cen-
tury, following Cartier’s initial contact with Iroquoians at Stadaconna and
Hochelaga; this is one of the leading hypotheses about why these two large
towns were depopulated sometime between 1536 and 1603. It is difficult
to confirm this because the documentary record for European disease epi-
demics in Iroquoian populations does not begin until a century later, in the
1630s. The estimates of mortality for Iroquoian peoples during the 1630s
and 1640s are very high, ranging from 84 to 95 percent. Reports of inter-
mittent epidemics in different Iroquoian settlements continue throughout
the seventeenth century.™

In addition to massive depopulation by disease, post-contact Iroquoian
societies were chronically stressed by the political struggles for domina-
tion introduced by competing European polities; by the new economies
of fur, beads, iron, and guns; and by the presence of Jesuit missionaries
in their territories and communities. In the face of these stressors, many

™8 Richter, Ordeal of the Longhouse, 2—3.

"9 William A. Starna, “The Biological Encounter: Disease and the Ideological Domain,”
American Indian Quarterly 16:4 (1992): s11-19; and Richter, Ordeal of the Longhouse,
59 n313.
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indigenous societies collapsed, fragmented, or disappeared altogether.
However, the Haudenosaunee response was different. The Haudenosaunee
responded by engaging in aggressive campaigns to repopulate their nations
through “absorbing” other peoples, such as the Wendat/Huron and other
Iroquoians, as well as Algonkians. This was achieved through a variety of
different means of persuasion and coercion, including raids, wars, coun-
cils, charisma, and invitation. Rotihshennakéhte, “they carry the name,” is a
Mohawk term used to refer to the category of adoptees and indicates a key
dynamism of the owachira system, its flexibility to incorporate new mem-
bers within subgroups. By “absorption” it is meant that those who sur-
vived the process were adopted into Haudenosaunee owachiras and became
rotibshennakéhte. By 1650 it is likely that approximately 75 percent or more
of the Haudenosaunee were rotibshennakéhte. According to an Iroquoian
oral tradition, more than 150 different nations of indigenous peoples were
“brought into” or absorbed into the Haudenosaunee confederacy during
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. That a political and cultural
structure such as the Haudenosaunee could endure through such enormous
demographic transitioning suggests that there must have been something
very enigmatic about the ideas on which it was based.*°

IROQUOIAN ONTOLOGY

As in many other Woodlands traditions, seventeenth-century Iroquoian
ontology posited the universe as three different worlds: a sky world above,
a water world below, and an earth world in the middle. The creation of
the earth is a result of interactions between beings in the sky world and
the water world. Orenda is a generic Iroquoian term for power that suf-
fuses the entirety of the universe. Humans and other persons make vari-
able use of this power in their lives to achieve desired outcomes. Given its
correspondence with many other similar theories from indigenous soci-
eties around the world, it is likely that the theory of orenda has its roots
in a paleo-shamanic hunter-gatherer adaptation. The Jesuit chroniclers of
the seventeenth century apparently never noticed or wrote about orenda as
an indigenous ontology, but it can be read out from their excoriations of
Iroquoian ceremonies of healing and well-being. For example, there are
numerous tirades in the Jesuir Relations about Iroquoian “sorcerers, witches,
demons, and soothsayers”; the most commonly recorded Iroquoian names

2° For “absorption,” see Francis Jennings, The Ambiguons Iroquois Empire: The Covenant Chain
Confederation of Indian Tribes with English Colonies from Its Beginnings to the Lancaster Treaty
of 1744 (New York, 1984). Rotibshennakéhre is described in Porter, Clanology. Oral tradi-
tion from James Sky, Cayuga Faithkeeper (1999).
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for these shamanic practitioners was arendionwane, translated as “his orenda
is great / one whose orenda is great.”*"

It was not until the turn of the twentieth century that the first docu-
mented linguistic analysis of orenda terminology was made. On the basis of
linguistic data collected from living Iroquoian speakers, J. N. B. Hewitt
described orenda as a “mystic potence” or a “magic power” that permeates
the natural world, and the existence of orenda as a fundamental postulate
not only for Iroquoians, but for all those peoples he described as “savage”
and “primeval.” The general theory is that through ritual actions, per-
sons can access and use orenda, either for health and well-being (kariwiio in
modern Mohawk, or “good mind”) or for destructive and deadly purposes
(otgon, “witchcraft”). Hewitt made a direct correlation between orenda and
other related indigenous theories, such as those represented by the Siouan
term wakan and the Algonkian term “manitou”; he argued that all are ani-
mistic philosophies, that is, they presume the universe is alive. The term
“animism” came into modern usage with Edmund B. Tylor in 1871 as a
category of religion characteristic of so-called savage society. For Tylor, ani-
mism is the idea that nature is populated by conscious sentient beings, and
that this “belief in spiritual beings” originated as a result of human con-
sciousness engaged with the human predicaments of death and dreaming.
Tylor’s formulation was that of a continuum: the less evolved a culture, the
more animist it was; primitive culture was more animist than civilized cul-
ture. But his was a continuum of error, because any belief in spirits was for
Tylor incompatible with the scientific viewpoint that spirits do not really
exist. This view is problematic because it objectifies indigenous theory and
further suggests the theory is erroneous.??

The religious perspective of pre-contact and early contact Iroquoian
peoples accommodated many different kinds of spirits and spiritual
forces and so has been consistently classified as an animistic religion. A
more process-based understanding of how orenda existed and operated in
Iroquoian culture requires thinking beyond Tylor’s “belief in spirits,” and
also considering the pragmatic relations between humans and nature, and
between humans and other humans. Underlying these relations are onto-
logical presumptions about personhood and the body. Iroquoian ontologies
of bodies and persons were quite different from those of the Europeans, on

*! John N. B. Hewitt, “Orenda,” in Handbook of American Indians North of Mexico, ed.
Frederick W. Hodge. Bureau of American Ethnology Bulletin, 2:30 (Washington, DC,
1912): 178.

22 John N. B. Hewitt, “Orenda and a Definition of Religion,” American Anthropologist, new
series 4:1 (1902): 33—46; Edward B. Tylor, Primitive Culture (New York, 1958 {1871}
I: 424; and Nurit Bird-David, “‘Animism’ Revisited: Personhood, Environment, and
Relational Identity,” Current Anthropology 40 (1999): 567—91.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 04:15:45, subject to the Cambridge

Core terms of use, available at h@éﬁ;ﬁm@‘qrg{agi%gr@f;mﬁétma}?ﬁtﬁﬁygei@ﬁ@&%ﬂl}@é@@%%@ 871105


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521871105
https://www.cambridge.org/core

124 Neal B. Keating

the basis of the high frequency with which the Jesuit missionary-writers
denounced them.

Recently, the idea of “multinatural perspectivism” has been advanced as
a more phenomenological approach to the understanding of animism, and
as one that can help to develop a more nuanced understanding of orenda.
This theory is an analytical improvement on the Tylorean conception of
animism, for it posits indigenous theory about spirits as a valid ontology
of subjective personhood. The perspectivist model suggests that all human
experience of reality is subjective, that indigenous experiences of reality are
no less inaccurate than those of Europeans, and that what is grouped into
“the savage slot” as animism has in general served as a highly successful
strategy of human adaptation. It suggests that we consider non-, extra-, or
metahuman beings or spirits as sentient persons who experience their sub-
jective selves much as humans do. This upends the conventional Western
view that generally presumes the existence of one nature, and many cul-
tures. Instead it suggests one culture from which emerge multiple bodily
natures.*’

The multinatural perspective is evident in the Jeswit Relations, which
suggests that the way in which Iroquoian persons regularly experienced
their subjective selves was that each body was a multiplex consisting of
two or more different kinds of indwelling entities or souls, what some
referred to as the sensitive soul (khiondhecwi in Wendat/Huron) and the
thinking soul (endionrra, or oki andaérandi). The Jesuit Brebeuf translated
oki andaérandi as “like a demon, counterfeiting a demon.” The contexts in
which okis were described are related to orenda, and they suggest that an
oki was a personification of the general energy of orenda. Thus people who
stood out from the crowd through special ability or charisma were some-
times called oéis. In at least one case, 07 is used to reference an advanced
level of shamanic development. Thongwaha was a Wendat/Huron dreamer
in 1636 who through fasting reportedly transformed into an oki, which
was understood as a more powerful status than an arendiwane, or healer. In
another account of transformation from Iroquoian oral tradition, the grand-
son of Skywoman, Touskeha, was said to have on one occasion changed into
an ok#, a horned being named Tehonrressandeen. At other times okis are
described as distinct beings that dwell within the bodies of arendiwane
healers, enhancing their abilities to diagnose and treat illness. As indwell-
ers of humans, okis were sometimes described as the persons who reveal the
hidden desires of the other soul within the body. Ok:s are also mentioned in
nonhuman contexts, as indwellers of lucky fishing nets, certain rocks, the

2 . o « . P
3 Vivieros de Castro, “Cosmologial Deixis.
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sky, particularly strong animals, and loud thunder.?* What is common in
all these different usages is the association with unusual agency and power;
okis are entities who as indwellers provide their variable hosts with their
effective force, and as stand-alone entities are persons of great power, usu-
ally greater than that of human healers. But like humans, okis are receptive
to gifts of tobacco. Of course, the Jesuits rejected okis as satanic devils and
demonized them in the bilingual prayers they taught to their Iroquoian
neophytes. Yet on at least one occasion, an Iroquoian speaker used the term
oki to reference the Christians’ god.?

Another aspect of the multiplex self in seventeenth-century Iroquoian
ontology was the potential capacity of person-souls to travel, to leave their
bodies, to go into other existing bodies (human or nonhuman), or to trans-
form into new bodies. This capacity to travel, combined with the cohabi-
tation of different souls within the body, meant that life was experienced in
a distinctive way. Considering that other animals and beings experienced
their selves as multiplex human animals do, one can begin to understand
why the maintenance of good relationships was emphasized in Iroquoian
ceremony. A successful adaptation to this kind of complex multinatural
environment would require developing the perceptive capacity to relate to
these other beings, and to create and maintain good relations with them.
To simply reject such ontologies as animistic delusions in no way clarifies
how such a worldview might actually have served an adaptive advantage as
a type of embedded ecology.?

Other examples of Iroquoian multinatural perspectivism are evident
in the pan-Iroquoian epic tradition of world creation, and the specifi-
cally Haudenosaunee epic tradition of the founding of the Great League of
Peace. Neither of these traditions are strictly chronological linear histories,

4 See JR 10: 49 for khiondhecwi, endionrra, and oki andaérand;, and for gifted people; JR 10:
199 for the account of Thongwaha; JR 10: 135 for Tehonrressandeen (probably a horned
serpent); JR 39: 21 for indwellers in arendionannens; JR 17: 155 for okis revealing hidden
desires, known as ondinoc; JR 17: 199 for okis in fishing nets; JR 10: 167 for oki ca ichikhon
(rock); JR 10: 161 for the sky oki; JR 39: 25 for strong animals; JR 10: 195 for onditachiaé
(thunder 0ki). Also see John N. B. Hewitt, “The Iroquoian Concept of the Soul,” The

Journal of American Folklore 8:29 (1895): 107—16.

25 E.g., from a prayer taught to Wendat converts: serrewa itondi; din de Oki esoniatoata ondayee
d'okiasti, “and the wicked ones who through poison cause death, turn them away also”
(JR 10: 71). See_ JR 15: 49 for reference to the Christian God as an ok:.

*® Within environmental studies, indigenous perspectivist ontologies are receiving new
attention as worldviews of the relational nature of life on earth. See Alexandre Surrallés
and Pedro G. Hierro, eds., The Land Within: Indigenous Territory and the Perception of
Environment (Copenhagen, 2005); and Animism: Respecting the Living World (New York,
20006).
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but that should not lead to their rejection as valid understandings of the
past. As a way of repatriating these epics, Anthony F. C. Wallace sug-
gested that many societies produce “historias” rather than linear histories.
By “historias,” Wallace referred to cosmogonic frameworks of time that are
not based on linear chronology, but are based on key events that generally
answer several fundamental questions of existence: where we come from,
what we are like, and where we are going.?’

In the Iroquoian oral traditions of the creation of the world, animals
and spirits are people who collaborate in creating the earth on the back
of a turtle. These traditions have been documented intermittently, start-
ing in the early seventeenth century, and they continue to circulate in the
twenty-first century. More than forty versions have been recorded, start-
ing with Gabriel Sagard’s Huron/Wendat version dating to 1632. There
is a demonstrable structural continuity in the different versions over
close to four centuries, so much so that it has led some ethnohistorians
to assure readers that this pattern of continuity is no mere ethnological
freak specimen, but an indication of substantial cultural survival within
Haudenosaunee societies.?

The Iroquoian creation epic fits into the archetypal category of the Earth
Diver myths, which are distributed around the world. A general synthesis
of the account is as follows. The places that already exist in the beginning
are in the sky and in the water. The beings that lived in the sky lived and
looked much like Iroquoian peoples. The beings that lived in the water
lived as animals, but with full communicative ability, much like people.
Although the explanatory details vary, ultimately a tree is uprooted in the
sky world, leaving a hole in the ground through which a woman from the
sky world descends toward the water world below. In the seventeenth cen-
tury, she was known as Aataentsic in Wendat/Huron, lage™tci in Seneca,
and Eia’tage™tci in Onondaga, translated as “Mature Flowers” or “Fertile
Flower.” She became known as Skywoman in the twentieth century. As she
descended from the sky, water birds (usually geese, sometimes ducks or
seagulls) flew up and caught her and brought her down gently to rest on
Turtle’s back. At the same time, a number of different animals attempted
to reach the bottom of the water world to bring up some mud to spread
on Turtle’s back. One of them, usually a muskrat, finally succeeded. When
Aataentsic landed, she then spread out the mud, and it began to grow. She

*7 Anthony F. C. Wallace, “The Consciousness of Time,” Anthropology of Consciousness 16:2
(2008): 1-15.

8 George M. Wrong, ed., The Long Journey to the Country of the Hurons by Father Gabriel
Sagard (Toronto, 1939 [16321). See Snow, Iroquois; and William N. Fenton, “This Island,
the World on the Turtle’s Back,” Journal of American Folklore 75:298 (1962): 283—300.
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created a giant island on Turtle’s back. It became the earth world, known
in Wendat/Huron as Wendat Ahen, “this old island.”?®

In many versions Aataentsic is pregnant during all of this, and she gives
birth to a daughter on Turtle Island. When her daughter matures, she
becomes mysteriously pregnant with twin boys. She dies during childbirth,
the result of one of her sons deciding to come out through her armpit rather
than through the birth canal. This son was named Tawiskaron,“flint,” and
the other was named Iouskeha, “sapling,” or Tharonhyawakon, “skyholder.”
Unlike the twin boy-gods in the Mayan Popul Vuh, Iouskeha and Tawiskaron
do not work together but instead fight each other. Eventually Iouskeha
vanquishes his brother, but in the course of their turbulence, they modify
the earth and create the different animal populations. In twentieth-century
versions, it is explained that Iouskeha created the humans and animals
like deer, birds, and fish and tried to create a world that was pleasant for
the humans, whereas Tawiskaron cared not for humans, instead preferring
to make their life as difficult as possible. Tawiskaron made the poisonous
snakes, spiders, black flies, and other dangerous and irritating animals. In
the seventeenth century, Iroquoian traditions state that Iouskeha became
the sun, while his grandmother Aataentsic became the moon. All of these
persons have great orenda.>°

Another key oral tradition in Iroquoian culture is that of the founding of
the Haudenosaunee Great League of Peace. As with the creation tradition,
the league tradition provides narrative evidence of how orenda is under-
stood, although in this tradition orenda is used by humans for achieving
human goals: putting an end to war and cannibalism, and establishing
a framework for extending peace among nations through confederation.
There are multiple versions of the tradition. Although the earliest recorded
narrative account of the league tradition was not made until 1743, refer-
ences to the league are contained in documents as early as 1634, includ-
ing its name, written as kanosoni, “extended house.” In 1654 the Jesuits
recorded the league’s name as Hotinnonchiendi, “the completed cabin.”3*
As with the creation tradition, the league tradition continued to be salient
in Haudenosaunee communities during the later centuries, and it remains
culturally relevant in the twenty-first century.

29 Alan Dundes, “Earth Diver: Creation of the Mythopoetic Male,” American Anthropologist
64:5 (1962): 1032—51; and Arthur C. Parker, “Fundamental Factors in Seneca Folklore,”
New York State Museum Bulletin 253 (1924): 49—66.

3° JR 10: 129—33; Parker, “Factors,” 52; Hewitt, “Iroquoian.”

3" For kanosoni, see Charles T. Gehring and William A. Starna, eds., A Journey into
Mohawk and Oneida Country 1634—163s5, By H. M. van den Bogaert (Syracuse, 1988). For
Hotinnonchiendi, see JR 41: 87.
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The league tradition centers on an Iroquoian visionary prophet and
culture hero named Dekanawida (also known as Peacemaker), whose pro-
phetic vision of peace was accepted by the Five Nations and became the
basis of the league. In most accounts, Dekanawida possesses much orenda,
and like the twins in the tradition of creation, he is the product of a mul-
tinatural marriage between a Wendat/Huron woman and an undetermined
male spirit person. He was born on the north side of Lake Ontario. His
childhood was filled with passages of trials, culminating in his departure
in a white stone canoe, in which he crossed the great lake and then made
his way into Mohawk territory. In the tradition, Dekanawida uses orenda to
make peoples’ minds work well, to help them process and work through
grief and sorrow, to regain mental clarity, and to develop the capacity to
unite with other clear minds.

The tradition states that before the coming of the league, the Five
Nations were locked into a growing cycle of internecine violence, which
many have described as “mourning wars,” wars in which one group (A)
raids another group (B) in response to prior raids by group B on group A.
The motives of revenge and replacement are driven by the mourning and
grieving over the loss of family members. Dekanawida’s vision was that
of putting an end to such violence. One of the main antagonists in the
league tradition was the Onondaga personage of Tadodaho, who embodied
the condition of all-out war; he too had powerful orenda, but he used it for
otgon, “maleficent witchcraft.” Furthermore, he was a cannibal, and rather
than hair on his head, Tadodaho had snakes. Tadodaho represented the
opposite of what Dekanawida symbolizes. The imagery of snakes coming
out of Tadodaho’s head, combined with his stated proclivity for cannibal-
ism, suggests to some that Dekanawida’s plan was opposed by factions
within the Five Nations, including a cannibalistic snake cult. The tradi-
tion states that Dekanawida met with much opposition. A key moment in
this tradition is when Dekanawida combed out the snakes from Tadodaho’s
head/mind. Yet were it not for some key allies, Dekanawida’s plan might
not have worked.3?

Hiawatha (or Aionwatha) is another important figure in the league
tradition, who in most accounts joins with Dekanawida to deliver the
Gayanashagowa to the nations. Aionwatha was usually portrayed as an
Onondaga leader, and unlike either Dekanawida or Tadodaho, fully human
by birth. He was himself a victim of ozgon, possibly at the hands of Tadodaho
himself. Through witchcraft, his seven daughters were murdered, caus-
ing Aionwatha to leave his home and wander off into the woods, insane
with grief. In his travels he created an effective means of condoling and

32 Mann and Fields, “Sign in the Sky.”
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overcoming intense grief and mourning brought about by death, using
strings of shell beads as a primary medium for conveying and visually
supporting spoken words of condolence. As he developed the ceremony,
Dekanawida stepped forward and performed the first condolence cere-
mony on Aionwatha himself, after which Aionwatha became clear-minded
again and became the leading spokesman for Dekanawida’s plan. The use
of shell beads in association with spoken words of condolence became a
key ritual mechanism for extending the new social order suggested by the
Gayanashagowa, itself a manifestation of orenda.

IROQUOIAN CEREMONIAL PRACTICE

The Jesuits regularly denounced indigenous cosmology and its related cer-
emonial practices, so much so that a basic reading strategy for decolonizing
the past they documented is to determine what practices and theories the
Jesuits most regularly condemned during the seventeenth century and then
presume those were key components of Iroquoian religiosity. Although
certainly not foolproof, it seems to work in the case of the Jesuits, for they
were rather direct and consistent in their assessment of what got in the
way of successful Christian proselytization of Iroquoians; it was “their
dreams, dances, sweats, and feasts.” With the exception of sweats, these
often went together. Tooker argued that Iroquoian ceremonies in the sev-
enteenth century generally followed a basic four-part structure: (1) thanks-
giving speech, (2) performance of the specific ceremony, (3) thanksgiving
speech, and (4) feasting. Although the Jesuits thought them to be with-
out merit, in these ceremonies it appears the Iroquoians’ general objective
was that of returning thanks and maintaining reciprocal relations within
a multinatural world. In that way they can be thought of as ceremonies of
communication in which the performance constitutes the information and
its transmission. Through such communication, Iroquoians self-managed
their health and well-being, thought to heavily depend on the maintenance
of good relations with other spirit beings.3?

Dreaming and dream enactment are very clear examples of this.
Seventeenth-century Iroquoian ceremonies associated with dreams were
described at length in the Jesuit Relations. In addition to the practice of
dreaming itself, related ceremonies included dream interpretation and
dream enactment, ceremonies known generally as ononbaroias, “turning the
brain upside down, or festival of dreams.” The ononbaroia was a flexible

33 Le Mercier, writing in 1638, JR 15: 127. See Tooker, Midwinter, 7. It seems that sweats
were part of Wendat/Huron culture, but not part of Haudenosaunee culture (JR 6: 189;
29: 157; 68: 73).
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community ceremony aimed at interpreting the meanings of dreams and
then enacting those dreams as closely as possible. It often involved dance,
song, and feasts.>* Dreaming was another experience of existence, as real
and as valid as the experience of existence in an awakened state of con-
sciousness. The Iroquoian experience of dreams utilized a theory of mind
that in many regards resembles that of contemporary mainstream psychol-
ogy, in which dreams are interpreted as the secret desires of the soul. In the
Jesuits’ opinions, Iroquoian peoples treated their dreams as if the dreams
were divine gods, that is, as if they had to be obeyed.?

In the Iroquoian theory, it is through dreams that the secret desires of
the soul are made known. In Wendat, the desirous part of the soul was
named gonennoncwal, “the soul desiring, wanting,” and the actual desires or
wishes were called ondinonc or ondinnonk; thus one might have said, ondayee
thaton onennoncwat, “that is what my heart says to me, that is what my
appetite desires.” The fulfillment of these desires/ondinnonk was important
not just for the individual dreamer, but also for the well-being of the com-
munity. According to Hewitt’s analysis, the connection between dreams
and cosmology is evident insofar as the secret wishes/ondinnonk inside the
soul were considered expressions of Iouskeha, planted there by Iouskeha’s
agentive oki. Therefore the proper interpretation and fulfillment of dreams
is vital to the maintenance of good relations with a most powerful person,
Skyholder. Successful fulfillment of the ondinnonk promoted well-being,
whereas failure to fulfill or properly interpret the dream meant illness and
possibly death, as the frustrated soul would likely revolt against the body.>°
Ondinnonk varied from objects to actions. They might be desires for partic-
ular things, or else for certain kinds of dances, feasts, or other ceremonies.
On at least one occasion, an Iroquoian dreamer’s ondinnonk called for an
andacwander rite, which was described by the Jesuits as “a mating of men
with girls.” In this particular andacwander, the dreamer called for twelve
girls, and a thirteenth for himself.3?

More commonly, ondinnonk called for dances. Although dances were
performed for social pleasure, many Iroquoian dances were motivated by
ceremonial reasons, including religion, healing, protection, war, and suc-
cess. In 1536, during the first recorded contact between an Iroquoian and
a European, the Iroquois leader, Donnaconna, initiated the meeting with

34 As translated in JR 10: 173. In 1895 Hewitt offered a different translation for omon-
haroia, which he spelled as ka-nen-hwa-ro-ri, “literally a driving or propelling of the
brain, but meaning laterally to roar or mumble” (Hewitt, “Iroquoian,” 111).

35 Anthony E C. Wallace, “Dreams and Wishes of the Soul: A Type of Psychoanalytic Theory
Among the Seventeenth-Century Iroquois,” American Anthropologist 60:2 (1958): 234—48.

36]R 10: 141; 17: 155; 33: 191; and Hewitt, “Iroquoian.”

37 JR 17: 147.
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Jacques Cartier via a shamanic-type performance combining dance and
singing, probably intended to assess the natures of Cartier and company.
The first in-depth description of Iroquoian dancing is from Gabriel Sagard’s
1623/24 visit to the Wendat/Huron; he reported that Huron dancing was
usually carried out for several reasons: to contact spirits, to welcome some-
one, to rejoice, or to heal illness. As a quick index of Sagard’s estimation
of the efficacy of Iroquoian dance (and ritual more generally), consider his
chapter title: “Their Dances, Songs, and Other Silly Ceremonies.”3®

The Jesuit Brebeuf reported the existence of at least twelve different
ceremonial dances that were performed in Wendat territory during the
1630s. There were probably many more than that. Such dances were often
community-wide or multicommunity events that involved extensive
preparations, including body modification through fasting or decoration,
feast preparation, and spatial rearrangement. The two dances that Brebeuf
described were both clearly ceremonial and were likely related to recent
outbreaks of French-borne smallpox epidemics. He wrote that in the dance
called Akhrendoiaen, “those who take part in this dance give poison to one
another.” The other dance he described was called Otakrendoiae, in which
dancers supposedly attempted to kill each other by throwing “charms” at
each other, “composed of Bears’ claws, Wolves’ teeth, Eagles’ talons, cer-
tain stones, and Dogs’ sinews.” A Wendat name for charms was ascwandies,
which was translated as both charms and “familiar demons.” What were
poisons and charms to the Jesuits were to the Iroquoians most likely medi-
cines that were being danced to increase their orenda, and thus their ability
to protect Iroquoians from the strange and deadly illnesses that were sud-
denly sweeping through their towns.?

Feasting also had strong ceremonial connotations, associated with
powerful healing outcomes, including the power to restore life to the dead.
A seventeenth-century Iroquoian tradition explained that a long-tailed
lionlike animal named Ontarraoura once resuscitated a murdered hunter
in the course of a giant feast, perhaps a reference to the powerful Iroquoian
medicine known as “the little water medicine.” This constituted a strong
symbolic association between feasting and spiritual healing. Brebeuf
claimed that all of the different kinds of feasts could be reduced to four
different types. These are Athataion, “the feast of farewells”; Enditeuhwa, a
feast “of thanksgiving and gratitude”; Atouront aochien, “a feast for sing-
ing as well as for eating”; and Awataerohi, “for deliverance from a sickness.”
However, he provided no additional explanations about these feasts.+

38 Cartier, Voyages; Wrong, Sagard, 115.
3 JR 10: 205-7; 17: 159.
*JR 10: 177.
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RELIGIOUS LEADERSHIP

Religious leaders in Iroquoian societies were generally healers working in
a variety of different areas, including divination, diagnosis, and treatment
of illness. Some of the Jesuits attempted to distinguish different kinds
of healers. The most commonly recorded name for healers is arendionane
(Wendat, plural: arendiouannens). The Mohawk cognate is agotsinnachen.
Other Wendat names for healers included ocata or savkata and ontetsans or
aretsan. In addition to the diagnosis and treatment of illness, arendionannens
reportedly practiced weather control and clairvoyance. In diagnosing
human illness, successful arendionannens were able to successfully interpret
dreams and determine patients’ ondinnonk.** Perhaps no other Iroquoians
came under as harsh a critique by the Jesuits as did the arendionann-
ens, who appear to have been the main competition for the Jesuits. The
arendiouannens occupied the social status that the Jesuits coveted — that of
spiritual leader. This disregard appears to have been mutual. Not only did
the arendionannens also sense the status competition, but from their mul-
tinatural perspective they also regarded the Jesuits as metahuman agents
of death. A common Iroquoian name for the Jesuits was genberontatie, “the
dead or dying man who walks.”4?

One fairly well-documented and recursive scenario in which this com-
petition played out was in the disputes between the Jesuits and the aren-
diouannens over the Jesuit practice of displaying large crosses in Iroquoian
territories. For example, in one account from 1636, a Wendat arendionane
named Tehorenhaegnon publicly denounced Brebeuf’s erection of a large
red cross in the Wendat community, charging that the cross was inter-
fering with the weather and preventing it from raining. According to
Brebeuf, Tehorenhaegnon explained to the people that the Jesuits were
there in order to kill the Wendat, and that the cross had to be taken down.
Although the Jesuits disagreed, it seems that Tehorenhaegnon’s argument
was more persuasive at the time. Brebeuf noted that some of the youths
subsequently began shooting at the cross with their bows and arrows,
while others began to verbally denounce the Jesuits’ god with what he
called “horrid blasphemies.”#?

Avendionannens shared a multinatural perspective with other healers
around the world working within a general shamanic paradigm, namely,
that the capacity to heal depends on the learned skills of the healer in

4T Arendionane, JR 8: 123; ocata ot saokata, JR 17: 211 and 33: 193; and ontetsans or aretsan,
JR 17: 213, 215.

42 JR 64: 83.

IR 10: 37.
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negotiating and manipulating multiple dimensions, natures, and persons
of power and force. The new crowd-type illnesses brought by the Europeans
undercut the abilities of the arendionannens, as they had little experience
with smallpox and influenza.+

ARTISTIC EXPRESSION

Iroquoian visual expression varied considerably and entailed a number of
different representational strategies, including painting, carving, tattoo-
ing, weaving, and ceramics. Media included paints made from pigments of
different colored minerals, berries, charcoal, and plant roots, mixed with
binders such as bear fat and other oils. The surfaces utilized for paint-
ings included human bodies and faces, animal skins, the trees along the
trails that linked villages together, the posts and poles erected within vil-
lages, houses, sections of bark, hides, wooden clubs, sticks, and boards. The
forms that these expressions took included tree paintings, wampum belts,
smoking pipes, bowls and spoons, house markers, marked bodies, masks,
and more.

With the exception of smoking pipes, hair combs, and ceremonial masks,
the subject matter in Iroquoian art was usually humans and their relation-
ships and adventures, as well as pragmatic accounts of reality, experience,
travel, alliance, and identity, that is, cultural realism. Typical subjects
included individuals (warriors, hunters, or captives), corporate collectiv-
ities (represented by the owachira/clan), and tribal nations (represented as
fires and councils). Although the most frequently mentioned colors are
black and red, there appear to have been no restrictions on color. In speak-
ing of Iroquoian media in 1656, a Jesuit remarked, “The most vivid scar-
let, the brightest green, the most natural yellow and orange of Europe pale
before the various colors that our Savages procure from roots.” The sources
suggest a wide range of hues was used. When they became available, native
painters made use of European materials as pigments, including lampblack,
leadwhite, ink, and in the eighteenth century, watercolors.*®

The practice of tree painting in the Eastern Woodlands generally con-
sisted of removing the bark of a tree and applying color and line, sometimes
incised, on the smooth exposed surface of living wood beneath. Although
sometimes they were painted near the village entrances, most tree paintings
were created in the forested passages between villages. Some of the busier
passages were reportedly lined with tree paintings, as were encampments,

“4JR 15: 137.
45 Keating, Iroquois Art.

6
*JR 43: 250.
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that is, clearings in the woods where travelers might rest. In discussing
this media environment of open trails, Paul A. W. Wallace concluded that
“he who runs may read.” Tree painting was widespread throughout the
Eastern Woodlands during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and
was especially pronounced among Iroquoian peoples. Tree paintings were a
widespread form of public art that could only have been practiced within a
context of autonomy and unrestricted movement. The paintings required a
geography of open trails between villages, along which native people could
travel in relative freedom.¥

The subjects of tree paintings were often narrative cycles of war parties
and hunting excursions, and also representations of owachira-based identi-
ties. In some accounts, tree paintings also served to territorialize the land
by visually indicating boundaries. The creator-artists of tree paintings were
usually male warriors. Warrior narrative art was also created on wooden
posts in villages and towns, on boards that were hung inside their long-
houses, and on richly decorated wooden war clubs often left behind after
a successful raiding party as a kind of calling card. A similar iconography
informs all these different forms: owachira identities and the summary of
the particular outcomes, including the number and quality of warriors,
hunters, captives, and casualities.®®

Equally widespread throughout the Eastern Woodlands was the prac-
tice of body painting. Both permanent and non-permanent techniques of
Iroquoian body painting are described at length by the Jesuits, most of
whom were, of course, opposed to such practices. Body painting was not
gender-specific but could include women and children, as well as men. Just
as the ancient red paint peoples made a direct connection between paint,
death, and the afterlife of the spirit world, so too did Iroquoian peoples
during the seventeenth century.4

Painting the face with black paint or charcoal seems to have been a
widespread practice relating to mourning and fasting. Other styles of
body painting using different colors served a variety of purposes. At
times the Jesuits reported an aesthetic function to Iroquoian body paint-
ing — making their bodies more beautiful and presentable, or alternately
striking fear into an enemy. Some reported a pragmatic function — pro-
tecting their bodies from cold or insects. Others have proposed a spiritual

47 Keating, Iroguois Art. See William M. Beauchamp, “Aboriginal Uses of Wood in New
York,” New York State Museum Bulletin 89, Archeology 11 (1905): 87—272; and Paul A.
W. Wallace, Indians in Pennsylvania (Harrisburg, PA, 1961), 125.

48 Keating, Iroguois Art.

4 JR 72: 335; and J. E. Lafitau, Customs of the American Indians Compared with the Customs of
Primitive Times (Toronto, 1977). Originally published as Moeurs des sanvages américains,
compares aux moeurs des premier temps (Paris, 1724).
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function — as a means of preparing to die and crossing the threshold into
the land of the dead.>°

Although Iroquoian peoples did not practice writing in the European
sense of an alphabetic script, they did make use of a metonymic system of
notched sticks, which operated along a similar principle regarding beads
strung together; namely, they served as repositories of memory and infor-
mation, and with proper focus of the mind these repositories could be
accessed. This is now recognized as a kind of writing system. The most
booklike of all the metonymic texts produced by Iroquoians consisted of
shell beads strung together to form what became known as wampum belts
or porcelain collars. There were two general categories of Haudenosaunee
wampum belts: those that recorded individual treaty events with other
indigenous groups and with European groups, and those that commem-
orated the founding of the league. A third category of wampum usage by
Haudenosaunee peoples was in the form of ceremonial strings of wampum
beads, which were used in condolence ceremonies to “wipe away the tears”
of the grieving moiety.>’

By the end of the seventeenth century, ceramic Iroquoian smoking pipes
were no longer being produced. They were replaced by cheaper mass-
produced clay pipes from Europe. One of the more distinctive traits of
Iroquoian pipes was the style of creating the pipe bowl into the face of
a being that gazes back at the smoker. The association of tobacco with
the sky world, combined with the mental effects of the plant, suggests
strongly that this style was informed by a multinatural perspective, and
that the faces on the pipes were those of indwellers or other spirits. The
only other areas of expression in which spirit beings are visually repre-
sented are on hair combs that accompanied burials and in the carving of
ceremonial masks that embodied powerful spiritual beings that were used
in particular ceremonies.>?

Among the visual novelties introduced by Europeans during the seven-
teenth century were Jesuit-made pictures of various Christian themes that
were circulated and used for the purpose of Christian proselytization. These
often included pictures of hell and damnation, which appear to have had
mimetic effects in the oft-epidemic-ridden communities. Also new was the
practice of treaty signing. During the colonial period, declarations of land
cessions, treaties, deeds, and other “agreements” — always written in the

5° Keating, Iroquois Art.

ST P. Williams, “Wampum of the Six Nations Confederacy at the Grand River Territory:
1784-1986,” in C. F. Hayes 111, ed., Proceedings of the 1986 Shell Bead Conference: Selected
Papers (Rochester, 1989), Research Records Number 20.

52 Englebrecht, Iroguoia.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 04:15:45, subject to the Cambridge

Core terms of use, available at h@éﬁ;ﬁm@‘qrg{agi%gr@f;mﬁétma}?ﬁtﬁﬁygei@ﬁ@&%ﬂl}@é@@%%@ 871105


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521871105
https://www.cambridge.org/core

136 Neal B. Keating

language of the colonizer — were produced on surfaces of parchment and
vellum, on which Iroquoian people produced their signatures, often in the
form of their owachira symbol. By the early nineteenth century, this style of
signature was replaced by the more anonymous “X” mark.5?

CONCLUSION

Iroquoian religion changed dramatically as a result of contact with
Europeans. The Catholics and other Christian missionaries were ulti-
mately very successful in converting the majority of Iroquoian peoples to
Christianity. However, they did not completely destroy the indigenous
religion that had developed in the Woodlands world system over the Jongue
durée. Some of the information of Iroquoian religion continues to circulate
in the twenty-first century global world system, to a great extent because
of the efforts of past and present Haudenosaunee visionaries.
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IROQUOIAN RELIGION DURING THE
SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

NEAL B. KEATING

The early colonial period of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was
a time of trauma and devastation for Iroquoian peoples and territories.
The historical record of that period is as dramatic and stunning as it is
flawed. From the time of first direct contact with Europeans in the 1530s,
Iroquoians have been subjects of interest to European writers, largely for
reasons of power. In the early seventeenth century a large body of writing
about the Iroquoians began developing under the pens of French Jesuit
missionaries, whose aims were to destroy Iroquoian and other indigenous
religions. Known collectively as the Jeswit Relations, in subsequent cen-
turies these writings became the primary source documents for knowing
and understanding Iroquoian life in the seventeenth century. Important
English and Dutch sources exist as well, but they are far smaller in size
and scope. The Jesuit Relations were compiled and translated in the early
twentieth century into seventy-three volumes. Other important sources for
Iroquoian religion during the seventeenth century include indigenous oral
traditions, archaeology, linguistics, and later ethnographic research from
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.”

The famous “League of the Iroquois” included five different indige-
nous nations that were united into a permanent league or confederation,
arranged through an Iroquoian set of principles known as Gayanashagowa,
the “great law of peace.” The names of these nations are usually given
as the Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, and the Seneca. In the early
eighteenth century, a sixth nation was added, the Tuscarora. It was the
French who used “Iroquois” as a name for these peoples. The English usu-
ally referred to them as the League of the Five Nations, and after 1722, the
Six Nations. Their name for themselves often was (and still is) a variation of

" Ruben G. Thwaites, ed., The Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents: Travels and Explorations
of the Jesuit Missionaries in New France, 1601—1791, 73 vols. (New York, 1896—-1901).
Hereafter JR.
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Haudenosaunee, “people building a longhouse.” Despite the new stressors
introduced with European contact, the Haudenosaunee/Iroquois league
resisted colonization and became one of the strongest and most endur-
ing political forces in eastern North America, remaining largely sovereign
and self-determining peoples for some three centuries after colonization
began. Haudenosaunee power was facilitated through inclusive sociopolit-
ical organization, intersocietal diplomacy, competitive exchange, and stra-
tegic military maneuvering, all of which was articulated through religious
discourse emphasizing the importance of maintaining good relations with
a multidimensional range of human and other sentient persons, and per-
formed through ceremonies of thanksgiving, condolence, dreaming, and
healing.?

The Haudenosaunee Iroquois are, however, part of a larger linguistic
family called “Iroquoian,” which includes the Susquehannock, Nottoway,
Meherrin, Erie, Wendat/Huron, Neutral, Wenro, Petun, Laurentian, and
Cherokee languages, in addition to the six languages of the Haudenosaunee.
There are multiple names for all of these groups, and linguists vary in terms
of how they subdivide the different languages. These other Iroquoians shared
many cultural aspects with the Haudenosaunee Iroquois. In addition to a
shared linguistic history, Iroquoian peoples generally shared certain socio-
political tendencies, an emphasis on ceremonial exchange, mixed horticul-
tural economies, and shared religious discourses and practices. During the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, along with many Algonkian peoples,
all of these other Iroquoian peoples were absorbed into or dispersed by the
Haudenosaunee/Iroquois confederacy, except the Cherokee.?

In the seventeenth century, there were two regions of the Eastern
Woodlands where Iroquoian-speaking peoples lived, one in the South
and a larger region in the North. Surrounding the two Iroquoian regions
were many different groups of Algonkian-speaking peoples. Most of the
Iroquoian-speaking peoples lived in the northern region, which divides
into three smaller subareas, including the eastern Great Lakes area (Huron/
Wendat, Neutral, Wenro, Petuns, and Eries), the upper St. Lawrence
River valley (Laurentians), and the area today known as upstate New York
and northern Pennsylvania (Susquehannock and the Haudenosaunee/Five
Nations). The Tuscarora, Nottoway, Meherrin, and Cherokee peoples lived

* Lewis H. Morgan, League of the Hau-de-no-san-nee, or Iroquois {1851} New York, 1962);
Elizabeth Tooker, An Ethnography of the Huron Indians, 1615—1649 (Syracuse, 1991); and
Tooker, The Iroguois Ceremonial of Midwinter (Syracuse, 1970).

3 Floyd G. Lounsbury, “Iroquoian Languages,” in Bruce G. Trigger, ed., Handbook of North
American Indians, vol. 15, Northeast (Washington, DC, 1978). Volume 15 is a compre-
hensive source of Iroquoian ethnology. Hereafter HNAI 15.
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in the southern region around the piedmont area of North Carolina. In the
case of the Haudenosaunee peoples, their geopolitical reach extended well
beyond their traditional territories: west throughout much of the Great
Lakes region, east to the Atlantic coast, and south as far as Georgia and
Mississippi.

The etymology of “Iroquois” is not fully confirmed, but current schol-
arship posits its origin in a sixteenth-century pidgin Algonkian-Basque
language that developed on the Atlantic coast as “hilokoa,” which is
glossed as “killer people.” It is likely that Iroquois is the French version of
this earlier Algonkian-Basque name. Without attempting to resolve this
nomenclative opacity, the usage of the term Iroquoian is here intended as a
general reference to Iroquoian-speaking peoples, and more specific names
(Haudenosaunee, Huron/Wendat, Mohawk, etc.) will be used for particular
referencing.

PRE-CONTACT SITUATION

At the time of contact, Iroquoian societies were socially organized through
matrilineal kinship relations, with mixed foraging and horticultural econ-
omies and egalitarian politics. Iroquoian religion reflected these relations,
economies, and politics insofar as it was not a hierarchical or dogmatic
institution; nor did Iroquois religion support the concentration of power.
Iroquoian religion was an open system that more closely fit the shamanic
paradigm of religion than it did the stratified religions of agricultural
states and empires. Spiritual power was considered to be widely available
to all people, varying according to ability and luck.5

The development of Iroquoian religion should be understood as emerg-
ing within a context of long-distance exchange networks of foraging and
horticultural peoples, which have ebbed and flowed in the North American
Eastern Woodlands for more than five thousand years. These networks
constituted a world system in which the exchange relationships between
different societies were important sources of social change within societies.
In the Eastern Woodlands world system, the main logic animating these
exchange relations was kinship. Archaeological evidence conservatively
suggests that such exchange networks began developing in the Woodlands
during the late Archaic mast forest adaptation, circa 3000 B.C.E. Over time,
the objects exchanged included shells, stones, metals, tobacco, cultigens,

4 Peter Bakker, “A Basque Etymology for the Word ‘Iroquois,” Man in the Northeast 40
(1990): 89-93.

5 See Michael Winkelman, Shamanism: The Neural Ecology of Consciousness and Healing
(Westport, 2000).
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and other materials, much of which was ceremonial and nonutilitarian.
Religious ideas, discourses, and languages must have also accompanied
these exchanges of materials, including ideas about death, power, the sky,
and transformation.®

The topography of the Woodlands world system can be envisioned as a
well-watered, forested region punctuated by a chain of mountains within
which networks of trails connected villages, clusters of villages, and tem-
porary or seasonal camps. The trails were both physical and informational
media. Historical evidence supports that many of these trails were lined
with visual expressions painted by indigenous people as they traveled. These
expressions included painted narrative pictures that were legible to other
indigenous travelers, regardless of linguistic differences. The best explana-
tion for such shared comprehension is that the artist-creators of these “tree
paintings” used a kin-based visual grammar that was generally understood
within the Woodlands world system. It was widely understood because the
principles on which it was based were common elements in the lives and
societies of the different peoples that constituted the Woodlands system.
Interestingly, these tree paintings were usually not legible to Europeans,
who required the assistance of indigenous interpreters. Europeans were
generally enculturated in an entirely different kinship system.”

In the Northeast, the earliest material evidence of clearly circulating
religious-like information dates to circa 3000 B.C.E. and consists of a wide-
spread occurrence of red paint in mortuary ceremonialism. Although the
maritime region contains the earliest known use of red ocher, it occurs soon
after in other late Archaic and early Woodland sites from both sides of the
Great Lakes, and it is interpreted as a key component of an “ancient north-
eastern burial cult.” Along with red ochre, the burials typically include
various tools and implements, many of which appear to have been inten-
tionally broken or killed. In the late Archaic burials, the remains were
commonly cremated, a practice that would fit the cultural logic of nomadic
foraging peoples.®

6 Richard F. Townsend, ed., Hero, Hawk, and Open Hand: American Indian Art of the Ancient
Midwest and South (Chicago, 2004); Michael S. Nassaney and Kenneth E. Sassaman,
eds., Native American Interactions: Multiscalar Analyses and Interpretations in the Eastern
Woodlands (Knoxville, TN, 1995); Timothy G. Baugh and Jonathan E. Ericson, eds.,
Prehistoric Exchange Systems in North America New York, 1994); Randall Collins, “The
Geopolitical and Economic World-Systems of Kinship-Based and Agrarian-Coercive
Societies,” Review 15:3 (1992): 373—88; and Christopher Chase-Dunn and Thomas D.
Hall, Core-Periphery Relations in Precapitalist Worlds (Boulder, 1991).

7 Neal B. Keating, Iroguois Art, Power, and History Norman, OK, forthcoming).

8 See Warren K. Moorehead, “The Red Paint People of Maine,” American Anthropologist
15:1 (1913): 33—47; and James A. Tuck, “Regional Development, 3000 to 300 B.C.,”
in HNAI 15 (1978), 42.
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Starting around 100 C.E., red paint mortuary ceremonialism continued
to spread and was elaborated in a number of regions in the Woodlands,
now associated with horticultural societies. This is particularly the case
in the Ohio valley, where peoples known archaeologically as Adena built
elaborate earthworks that served a number of different purposes, including
large, multilayered burial mounds in which the remains were accompanied
by an amazing volume and quality of objects, including representations of
multinatural beings. Some Adena earthworks were apparently created for
geometrical astronomical alignment, whereas others were gigantic power
animal effigy mounds, like horned serpents, which may also have served
astronomical purposes. They can be read as constructed cultural landscapes
in which a synergistic association between humans, earth, and sky was pro-
duced. Such landscapes continued to be built in the Ohio valley during the
middle and late Woodland phases by peoples archaeologically known as
Hopewell. The emblematic combination of art and earthworks of Adena-
Hopewell culture extended eastward into the northern Iroquoian territo-
ries. Farther south, in the Mississippi River system, earthwork construction
reached yet another level during the later Woodland sequence, resulting in
colossal truncated pyramids atop which political power could be symbol-
ically concentrated and administered to large, urban populations, such as
that of Cahokia.

Throughout the Woodland sequence, cultigens originating in
Mesoamerica and South America spread northward, most notably vari-
eties of corn, beans, squash, and tobacco. It is likely that new religious
discourses accompanied them, for example, ideas about the alignment of
stars and farming practices. In the Northeast at the time of contac, it
was Iroquoian peoples who had adapted to economies that were no longer
based entirely on foraging, but included substantial cultivation of these
plants. The peoples living in the region south of Lake Erie and just east of
the Adena-Hopewell region were Iroquoian-speaking peoples, known as
the Eriehronon, or Erie peoples. Furthermore, a number of the personas
in the stories of Iroquoian oral traditions, such as horned serpents, corre-
spond with the imagery of Adena-Hopewell artworks. So too does some of
the key symbolism of Haudenosaunee ritual, such as the ceremonial deer
antlers of office that are taken up by the Haudenosaunee league royaaner,
“peace chiefs,” on their appointment. All of these correspondences suggest

9 The multinatural perspective is discussed in the following, drawing on Eduardo Vivieros
de Castro, “Cosmological Deixis and Amerindian Perspectivism,” The Journal of the Royal
Anthropological Institute 4:3 (1998): 469—88. For discussion of Adena-Hopewell culture
expanding into Iroquoian territories, see “Champlain Site” in Edmund S. Carpenter, Two
Essays: Chief and Greed North Andover, MA, 2008).
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exchange relations existed between different peoples, including Iroquoian,
Adena-Hopewell, Mississippian, and Mesoamerican peoples.*®

The northern Iroquoians appear to have developed at least two large
political leagues or confederacies at the time of contact, one in what is
now Ontario and the other in what is now New York State. The Wendat/
Huron peoples formed a confederacy on the east side of Lake Huron, by
the Georgian Bay, which in the 1630s included four Iroquoian nations: the
Attignawantan, Attigneenongnahac, Arendahronon, and the Tohontaenrat.
The Haudenosaunee peoples formed the other confederacy, also known
as the Five Nations League of the Iroquois. Some have argued that the
league formed as a post-contact response to the behavior of the Europeans
and to the rapid development of the fur trade. More have argued that
the confederacy originated prior to European contact in response to local
pressures, such as those circulating within an indigenous world system.
Haudenosaunee oral traditions support a pre-contact confederacy forma-
tion, as does the general archaeological sequence of changing settlement
patterns in New York State during the late Woodland phase, possibly in the
twelfth century (C.E.)."*

The Five Nations of the Haudenosaunee league physically existed as five
clusters of villages or towns, each surrounded by large expanses of resource
territories for farming, hunting, fishing, gathering, and so on, through
which people cycled on a seasonal basis. The populations of settlements
varied, from several hundred people to well over a thousand. Multifamily
residential units consisted of bark and sapling longhouses of variable
lengths, ranging from 25 to more than 300 feet. The number of longhouses
per settlement varied, containing anywhere from five to twenty or more
longhouses.™

A kinship-based mode of production prevailed in these societies in which
the division of labor followed lines of gender and age, and the general prin-
ciple of reciprocity was the normative frame of reference. The organiza-
tion of households and settlements generally operated through bifurcated

' Lynn Ceci, “Watchers of the Pleiades: Ethnoastronomy among Native Cultivators in
Northeastern North America,” Ethnobistory 25:4 (1978): 301—17; Marian E. White,
“Erie,” in HNAI 15 (1978), 412-17; James B. Griffin, “The Iroquois in American
Prehistory,” Papers of the Michigan Academy of Science, Arts, and Letters 29:4 (1944):
357—73; and Miguel Covarrubias, The Eagle, the Jaguar, and the Serpent: Indian Art of the
Americas (New York, 1954).

' The Wendat confederacy is enumerated in_JR 16: 227. For the post-contact confederacy
formation hypothesis, see George T. Hunt, The Wars of the Iroquois: A Study in Intertribal
Trade Relations Madison, 1940). For a nuanced argument for pre-contact confederation,
see Georges E. Sioui, Huron Wendat: The Heritage of the Circle (Vancouver, 1999).

2 For discussion of longhouse architecture, see Dean R. Snow, The Iroguois (Cambridge,
MA, 1994).
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merging networks of kinship that emphasized matrilineal families, known
in Mohawk as owachiras, and more commonly referred to as the clan sys-
tem. Oral traditions suggest owachiras were created by the people as a way
of dividing themselves into more manageable subgroups that could then
assist one another in times of mourning and for other religious ceremonies.
Through their organization of families, marriages, and alliances, owachira
networks not only organized the internal structure of society, but also pro-
vided mechanisms for integrating new members within the group, as well
as developing new relationships with other, more distant groups. The resi-
dential longhouse was typically a multifamily dwelling, which in times of
relative stability housed families related to one another through owachiras.
Some have argued that entire villages at one point were organized within
a single owachira, although it is more likely that each village contained
multiple lineage groups.'

Villages and towns were periodically shifted over time, usually ten to
twenty years, depending on environmental and/or political factors. The
larger settlements were generally located within proximity to rivers and/or
lakes. Immediately surrounding the villages were cultivated fields of corn,
beans, and squash. Beyond these were diverse hardwood and mast forests
of oak, hickory, chestnut, beech, elm, basswood, ash, birch, pine, cedar,
linden, alder, and willow, among others. The main material products of
Iroquois culture were cultigens, and the primary producers of these were
generally women, who in addition to cultivating plants also gathered wild
plants and fruits. Hunting was largely a male practice. Fishing was perhaps
less gendered but was also an important contribution to the economy.™

CONTACT SITUATION

The earliest direct contacts between indigenous peoples and Europeans
in northeastern North America took place on the Atlantic coasts, proba-
bly starting in the 1480s. After this, new information and European trade
goods began to circulate through the Woodlands world system, much faster

3 William N. Fenton, “Iroquoian Culture History: A General Evaluation,” Symposium on
Cherokee and Iroquois Culture, Burean of American Ethnology Bulletin 180 (1961): 253—77;
Heidi Bohaker, “Nindoodemag: The Significance of Algonquian Kinship Networks in
the Eastern Great Lakes Region, 1600—1701,” William and Mary Quarterly 63:1 (20006):
23—52; and Thomas Porter, Clanology: Clan System of the Iroquois (Akwesasne Mohawk
Nation Territory, 1993).

4 For a general description, see William Englebrecht, Iroquoia: The Development of a Native
World (Syracuse, 2003). Gender is discussed in Barbara A. Mann, The Gantowisas (New
York, 2001), and in William N. Fenton, “Northern Iroquoian Culture Patterns,” in
HNAI 15 (1978), 296—321.
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than did Europeans themselves. By the 1520s, European iron and copper
were moving through western Haudenosaunee communities."

The first documented direct contact between any Iroquoian peoples and
Europeans took place in the St. Lawrence River region in 1534 during
Jacques Cartier’s first voyage to the “new world.” The initial encounter
proved to be a sneak preview of what was to come. There, in the Bay of
Gaspé, Cartier kidnapped two young Iroquoian men named Dom Agaya
and Taignoagny. They lived to return with Cartier during his second voyage
in 1535. On this voyage Cartier traveled farther up the St. Lawrence River
to the large Iroquoian towns of Stadacona and Hochelaga. Stadacona later
became the site of Quebec City, and Hochelaga became Montreal. In his
departure, Cartier kidnapped more than two dozen Iroquoian people from
Stadacona, including one of the leaders of Stadacona, named Donnacona.
As far as is known, none of them ever returned home. Cartier returned
once more in 15471; there is little record of that voyage, but enough to
suggest that the Iroquoians this time attacked Cartier’s group and forced
them to leave in 1543. For the next sixty years there is no documented
evidence of further direct Iroquoian-European contact. In 1603, Samuel
Champlain retraced Cartier’s voyages; by then Stadacona and Hochelaga
were abandoned.™

Between Cartier’s and Champlain’s arrivals, it is estimated that the
northern Iroquoian population overall was about 95,000, with 22,000 of
them Haudenosaunee. If we include the Laurentian Iroquoians of Stadacona
and Hochelaga, the pre-contact Iroquoian population was likely well over
100,000 people. Cartier’s arrival heralded a new period of disease, death,
war, contestation, and upheaval. Iroquoian peoples were not at all pas-
sive in their response. They entered into numerous relationships with the
colonizers, and at least in the case of the Haudenosaunee Iroquoians, they
successfully maintained a relatively high degree of autonomy in terms eco-
nomic, religious, political, territorial, and visual.™

Daniel K. Richter argues that during the early colonial era, Iroquoian
culture was importantly transformed by four “ordeals” that Iroquoian

"> Basques, Bretons, and other European fishermen were actively fishing in the Grand
Banks region during this time (Englebrecht, Iroguoia, 133).

Ié_]acques Cartier, The Voyages of Jacques Cartier (Toronto, 1993). Cartier’s third voyage
is interpreted in Barbara A. Mann and Jerry L. Fields, “A Sign in the Sky: Dating the
League of the Haudenosaunee,” American Indian Culture and Research Journal 21:2 (1997):
105-63. See also The Works of Samuel de Champlain, ed. Henry P. Biggar, 6 vols. (Toronto,
1922-36 {1626}).

7 Estimates are based on Snow, Iroguois, 88. See also Daniel K. Richter, The Ordeal of the
Longhouse: The Peoples of the Iroquois League in the Eva of European Colonization (Williamsburg,
1992); and Matthew Dennis, Cultivating a Landscape of Peace New York, 1993).
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peoples underwent, which dramatically altered the political demogra-
phy of the Northeast. These ordeals included massive depopulation from
imported disease, a rapid slide into economic dependence on trade with
Europeans, ensnarement in the imperial struggles of powerful French
and English colonizers, and eventually, direct incursions on Iroquoian
territories and sovereignties. These ordeals were by no means unique to
Iroquoians; what is unique in the historical record is the demonstrated
Haudenosaunee capacity to withstand and survive these ordeals. Almost
all the other tribal nations in the Northeast were destroyed by them. The
reasons for this likely center on two cultural advantages that Richter ana-
lyzes: the extensive Haudenosaunee practice of adopting and integrating
war captives, refugees, and others into Haudenosaunee society; and the
political-spiritual discourse of the Gayanashagowa, which provided a basis
for extensive intersocietal diplomacy. In both adoption practices and polit-
ical discourses, the key is the owachiras — the dynamic kinship networks —
within which newcomers were incorporated, and from which the political
structure of the confederacy originated.'®

Contact with Europeans led to repeated waves of disease epidemics that
killed many Iroquoian peoples. The most deadly of these diseases were
smallpox, typhus, and measles. Not only were Iroquoian peoples new to
these diseases, but their settlement patterns of relatively large and densely
populated towns provided ideal vectors for rapid spread of these patho-
gens. The first of these epidemics may have begun in the sixteenth cen-
tury, following Cartier’s initial contact with Iroquoians at Stadaconna and
Hochelaga; this is one of the leading hypotheses about why these two large
towns were depopulated sometime between 1536 and 1603. It is difficult
to confirm this because the documentary record for European disease epi-
demics in Iroquoian populations does not begin until a century later, in the
1630s. The estimates of mortality for Iroquoian peoples during the 1630s
and 1640s are very high, ranging from 84 to 95 percent. Reports of inter-
mittent epidemics in different Iroquoian settlements continue throughout
the seventeenth century.™

In addition to massive depopulation by disease, post-contact Iroquoian
societies were chronically stressed by the political struggles for domina-
tion introduced by competing European polities; by the new economies
of fur, beads, iron, and guns; and by the presence of Jesuit missionaries
in their territories and communities. In the face of these stressors, many

™8 Richter, Ordeal of the Longhouse, 2—3.

"9 William A. Starna, “The Biological Encounter: Disease and the Ideological Domain,”
American Indian Quarterly 16:4 (1992): s11-19; and Richter, Ordeal of the Longhouse,
59 n313.
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indigenous societies collapsed, fragmented, or disappeared altogether.
However, the Haudenosaunee response was different. The Haudenosaunee
responded by engaging in aggressive campaigns to repopulate their nations
through “absorbing” other peoples, such as the Wendat/Huron and other
Iroquoians, as well as Algonkians. This was achieved through a variety of
different means of persuasion and coercion, including raids, wars, coun-
cils, charisma, and invitation. Rotihshennakéhte, “they carry the name,” is a
Mohawk term used to refer to the category of adoptees and indicates a key
dynamism of the owachira system, its flexibility to incorporate new mem-
bers within subgroups. By “absorption” it is meant that those who sur-
vived the process were adopted into Haudenosaunee owachiras and became
rotibshennakéhte. By 1650 it is likely that approximately 75 percent or more
of the Haudenosaunee were rotibshennakéhte. According to an Iroquoian
oral tradition, more than 150 different nations of indigenous peoples were
“brought into” or absorbed into the Haudenosaunee confederacy during
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. That a political and cultural
structure such as the Haudenosaunee could endure through such enormous
demographic transitioning suggests that there must have been something
very enigmatic about the ideas on which it was based.*°

IROQUOIAN ONTOLOGY

As in many other Woodlands traditions, seventeenth-century Iroquoian
ontology posited the universe as three different worlds: a sky world above,
a water world below, and an earth world in the middle. The creation of
the earth is a result of interactions between beings in the sky world and
the water world. Orenda is a generic Iroquoian term for power that suf-
fuses the entirety of the universe. Humans and other persons make vari-
able use of this power in their lives to achieve desired outcomes. Given its
correspondence with many other similar theories from indigenous soci-
eties around the world, it is likely that the theory of orenda has its roots
in a paleo-shamanic hunter-gatherer adaptation. The Jesuit chroniclers of
the seventeenth century apparently never noticed or wrote about orenda as
an indigenous ontology, but it can be read out from their excoriations of
Iroquoian ceremonies of healing and well-being. For example, there are
numerous tirades in the Jesuir Relations about Iroquoian “sorcerers, witches,
demons, and soothsayers”; the most commonly recorded Iroquoian names

2° For “absorption,” see Francis Jennings, The Ambiguons Iroquois Empire: The Covenant Chain
Confederation of Indian Tribes with English Colonies from Its Beginnings to the Lancaster Treaty
of 1744 (New York, 1984). Rotibshennakéhre is described in Porter, Clanology. Oral tradi-
tion from James Sky, Cayuga Faithkeeper (1999).
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for these shamanic practitioners was arendionwane, translated as “his orenda
is great / one whose orenda is great.”*"

It was not until the turn of the twentieth century that the first docu-
mented linguistic analysis of orenda terminology was made. On the basis of
linguistic data collected from living Iroquoian speakers, J. N. B. Hewitt
described orenda as a “mystic potence” or a “magic power” that permeates
the natural world, and the existence of orenda as a fundamental postulate
not only for Iroquoians, but for all those peoples he described as “savage”
and “primeval.” The general theory is that through ritual actions, per-
sons can access and use orenda, either for health and well-being (kariwiio in
modern Mohawk, or “good mind”) or for destructive and deadly purposes
(otgon, “witchcraft”). Hewitt made a direct correlation between orenda and
other related indigenous theories, such as those represented by the Siouan
term wakan and the Algonkian term “manitou”; he argued that all are ani-
mistic philosophies, that is, they presume the universe is alive. The term
“animism” came into modern usage with Edmund B. Tylor in 1871 as a
category of religion characteristic of so-called savage society. For Tylor, ani-
mism is the idea that nature is populated by conscious sentient beings, and
that this “belief in spiritual beings” originated as a result of human con-
sciousness engaged with the human predicaments of death and dreaming.
Tylor’s formulation was that of a continuum: the less evolved a culture, the
more animist it was; primitive culture was more animist than civilized cul-
ture. But his was a continuum of error, because any belief in spirits was for
Tylor incompatible with the scientific viewpoint that spirits do not really
exist. This view is problematic because it objectifies indigenous theory and
further suggests the theory is erroneous.??

The religious perspective of pre-contact and early contact Iroquoian
peoples accommodated many different kinds of spirits and spiritual
forces and so has been consistently classified as an animistic religion. A
more process-based understanding of how orenda existed and operated in
Iroquoian culture requires thinking beyond Tylor’s “belief in spirits,” and
also considering the pragmatic relations between humans and nature, and
between humans and other humans. Underlying these relations are onto-
logical presumptions about personhood and the body. Iroquoian ontologies
of bodies and persons were quite different from those of the Europeans, on

*! John N. B. Hewitt, “Orenda,” in Handbook of American Indians North of Mexico, ed.
Frederick W. Hodge. Bureau of American Ethnology Bulletin, 2:30 (Washington, DC,
1912): 178.

22 John N. B. Hewitt, “Orenda and a Definition of Religion,” American Anthropologist, new
series 4:1 (1902): 33—46; Edward B. Tylor, Primitive Culture (New York, 1958 {1871}
I: 424; and Nurit Bird-David, “‘Animism’ Revisited: Personhood, Environment, and
Relational Identity,” Current Anthropology 40 (1999): 567—91.
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the basis of the high frequency with which the Jesuit missionary-writers
denounced them.

Recently, the idea of “multinatural perspectivism” has been advanced as
a more phenomenological approach to the understanding of animism, and
as one that can help to develop a more nuanced understanding of orenda.
This theory is an analytical improvement on the Tylorean conception of
animism, for it posits indigenous theory about spirits as a valid ontology
of subjective personhood. The perspectivist model suggests that all human
experience of reality is subjective, that indigenous experiences of reality are
no less inaccurate than those of Europeans, and that what is grouped into
“the savage slot” as animism has in general served as a highly successful
strategy of human adaptation. It suggests that we consider non-, extra-, or
metahuman beings or spirits as sentient persons who experience their sub-
jective selves much as humans do. This upends the conventional Western
view that generally presumes the existence of one nature, and many cul-
tures. Instead it suggests one culture from which emerge multiple bodily
natures.*’

The multinatural perspective is evident in the Jeswit Relations, which
suggests that the way in which Iroquoian persons regularly experienced
their subjective selves was that each body was a multiplex consisting of
two or more different kinds of indwelling entities or souls, what some
referred to as the sensitive soul (khiondhecwi in Wendat/Huron) and the
thinking soul (endionrra, or oki andaérandi). The Jesuit Brebeuf translated
oki andaérandi as “like a demon, counterfeiting a demon.” The contexts in
which okis were described are related to orenda, and they suggest that an
oki was a personification of the general energy of orenda. Thus people who
stood out from the crowd through special ability or charisma were some-
times called oéis. In at least one case, 07 is used to reference an advanced
level of shamanic development. Thongwaha was a Wendat/Huron dreamer
in 1636 who through fasting reportedly transformed into an oki, which
was understood as a more powerful status than an arendiwane, or healer. In
another account of transformation from Iroquoian oral tradition, the grand-
son of Skywoman, Touskeha, was said to have on one occasion changed into
an ok#, a horned being named Tehonrressandeen. At other times okis are
described as distinct beings that dwell within the bodies of arendiwane
healers, enhancing their abilities to diagnose and treat illness. As indwell-
ers of humans, okis were sometimes described as the persons who reveal the
hidden desires of the other soul within the body. Ok:s are also mentioned in
nonhuman contexts, as indwellers of lucky fishing nets, certain rocks, the

2 . o « . P
3 Vivieros de Castro, “Cosmologial Deixis.
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sky, particularly strong animals, and loud thunder.?* What is common in
all these different usages is the association with unusual agency and power;
okis are entities who as indwellers provide their variable hosts with their
effective force, and as stand-alone entities are persons of great power, usu-
ally greater than that of human healers. But like humans, okis are receptive
to gifts of tobacco. Of course, the Jesuits rejected okis as satanic devils and
demonized them in the bilingual prayers they taught to their Iroquoian
neophytes. Yet on at least one occasion, an Iroquoian speaker used the term
oki to reference the Christians’ god.?

Another aspect of the multiplex self in seventeenth-century Iroquoian
ontology was the potential capacity of person-souls to travel, to leave their
bodies, to go into other existing bodies (human or nonhuman), or to trans-
form into new bodies. This capacity to travel, combined with the cohabi-
tation of different souls within the body, meant that life was experienced in
a distinctive way. Considering that other animals and beings experienced
their selves as multiplex human animals do, one can begin to understand
why the maintenance of good relationships was emphasized in Iroquoian
ceremony. A successful adaptation to this kind of complex multinatural
environment would require developing the perceptive capacity to relate to
these other beings, and to create and maintain good relations with them.
To simply reject such ontologies as animistic delusions in no way clarifies
how such a worldview might actually have served an adaptive advantage as
a type of embedded ecology.?

Other examples of Iroquoian multinatural perspectivism are evident
in the pan-Iroquoian epic tradition of world creation, and the specifi-
cally Haudenosaunee epic tradition of the founding of the Great League of
Peace. Neither of these traditions are strictly chronological linear histories,

4 See JR 10: 49 for khiondhecwi, endionrra, and oki andaérand;, and for gifted people; JR 10:
199 for the account of Thongwaha; JR 10: 135 for Tehonrressandeen (probably a horned
serpent); JR 39: 21 for indwellers in arendionannens; JR 17: 155 for okis revealing hidden
desires, known as ondinoc; JR 17: 199 for okis in fishing nets; JR 10: 167 for oki ca ichikhon
(rock); JR 10: 161 for the sky oki; JR 39: 25 for strong animals; JR 10: 195 for onditachiaé
(thunder 0ki). Also see John N. B. Hewitt, “The Iroquoian Concept of the Soul,” The

Journal of American Folklore 8:29 (1895): 107—16.

25 E.g., from a prayer taught to Wendat converts: serrewa itondi; din de Oki esoniatoata ondayee
d'okiasti, “and the wicked ones who through poison cause death, turn them away also”
(JR 10: 71). See_ JR 15: 49 for reference to the Christian God as an ok:.

*® Within environmental studies, indigenous perspectivist ontologies are receiving new
attention as worldviews of the relational nature of life on earth. See Alexandre Surrallés
and Pedro G. Hierro, eds., The Land Within: Indigenous Territory and the Perception of
Environment (Copenhagen, 2005); and Animism: Respecting the Living World (New York,
20006).
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but that should not lead to their rejection as valid understandings of the
past. As a way of repatriating these epics, Anthony F. C. Wallace sug-
gested that many societies produce “historias” rather than linear histories.
By “historias,” Wallace referred to cosmogonic frameworks of time that are
not based on linear chronology, but are based on key events that generally
answer several fundamental questions of existence: where we come from,
what we are like, and where we are going.?’

In the Iroquoian oral traditions of the creation of the world, animals
and spirits are people who collaborate in creating the earth on the back
of a turtle. These traditions have been documented intermittently, start-
ing in the early seventeenth century, and they continue to circulate in the
twenty-first century. More than forty versions have been recorded, start-
ing with Gabriel Sagard’s Huron/Wendat version dating to 1632. There
is a demonstrable structural continuity in the different versions over
close to four centuries, so much so that it has led some ethnohistorians
to assure readers that this pattern of continuity is no mere ethnological
freak specimen, but an indication of substantial cultural survival within
Haudenosaunee societies.?

The Iroquoian creation epic fits into the archetypal category of the Earth
Diver myths, which are distributed around the world. A general synthesis
of the account is as follows. The places that already exist in the beginning
are in the sky and in the water. The beings that lived in the sky lived and
looked much like Iroquoian peoples. The beings that lived in the water
lived as animals, but with full communicative ability, much like people.
Although the explanatory details vary, ultimately a tree is uprooted in the
sky world, leaving a hole in the ground through which a woman from the
sky world descends toward the water world below. In the seventeenth cen-
tury, she was known as Aataentsic in Wendat/Huron, lage™tci in Seneca,
and Eia’tage™tci in Onondaga, translated as “Mature Flowers” or “Fertile
Flower.” She became known as Skywoman in the twentieth century. As she
descended from the sky, water birds (usually geese, sometimes ducks or
seagulls) flew up and caught her and brought her down gently to rest on
Turtle’s back. At the same time, a number of different animals attempted
to reach the bottom of the water world to bring up some mud to spread
on Turtle’s back. One of them, usually a muskrat, finally succeeded. When
Aataentsic landed, she then spread out the mud, and it began to grow. She

*7 Anthony F. C. Wallace, “The Consciousness of Time,” Anthropology of Consciousness 16:2
(2008): 1-15.

8 George M. Wrong, ed., The Long Journey to the Country of the Hurons by Father Gabriel
Sagard (Toronto, 1939 [16321). See Snow, Iroquois; and William N. Fenton, “This Island,
the World on the Turtle’s Back,” Journal of American Folklore 75:298 (1962): 283—300.
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created a giant island on Turtle’s back. It became the earth world, known
in Wendat/Huron as Wendat Ahen, “this old island.”?®

In many versions Aataentsic is pregnant during all of this, and she gives
birth to a daughter on Turtle Island. When her daughter matures, she
becomes mysteriously pregnant with twin boys. She dies during childbirth,
the result of one of her sons deciding to come out through her armpit rather
than through the birth canal. This son was named Tawiskaron,“flint,” and
the other was named Iouskeha, “sapling,” or Tharonhyawakon, “skyholder.”
Unlike the twin boy-gods in the Mayan Popul Vuh, Iouskeha and Tawiskaron
do not work together but instead fight each other. Eventually Iouskeha
vanquishes his brother, but in the course of their turbulence, they modify
the earth and create the different animal populations. In twentieth-century
versions, it is explained that Iouskeha created the humans and animals
like deer, birds, and fish and tried to create a world that was pleasant for
the humans, whereas Tawiskaron cared not for humans, instead preferring
to make their life as difficult as possible. Tawiskaron made the poisonous
snakes, spiders, black flies, and other dangerous and irritating animals. In
the seventeenth century, Iroquoian traditions state that Iouskeha became
the sun, while his grandmother Aataentsic became the moon. All of these
persons have great orenda.>°

Another key oral tradition in Iroquoian culture is that of the founding of
the Haudenosaunee Great League of Peace. As with the creation tradition,
the league tradition provides narrative evidence of how orenda is under-
stood, although in this tradition orenda is used by humans for achieving
human goals: putting an end to war and cannibalism, and establishing
a framework for extending peace among nations through confederation.
There are multiple versions of the tradition. Although the earliest recorded
narrative account of the league tradition was not made until 1743, refer-
ences to the league are contained in documents as early as 1634, includ-
ing its name, written as kanosoni, “extended house.” In 1654 the Jesuits
recorded the league’s name as Hotinnonchiendi, “the completed cabin.”3*
As with the creation tradition, the league tradition continued to be salient
in Haudenosaunee communities during the later centuries, and it remains
culturally relevant in the twenty-first century.

29 Alan Dundes, “Earth Diver: Creation of the Mythopoetic Male,” American Anthropologist
64:5 (1962): 1032—51; and Arthur C. Parker, “Fundamental Factors in Seneca Folklore,”
New York State Museum Bulletin 253 (1924): 49—66.

3° JR 10: 129—33; Parker, “Factors,” 52; Hewitt, “Iroquoian.”

3" For kanosoni, see Charles T. Gehring and William A. Starna, eds., A Journey into
Mohawk and Oneida Country 1634—163s5, By H. M. van den Bogaert (Syracuse, 1988). For
Hotinnonchiendi, see JR 41: 87.
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The league tradition centers on an Iroquoian visionary prophet and
culture hero named Dekanawida (also known as Peacemaker), whose pro-
phetic vision of peace was accepted by the Five Nations and became the
basis of the league. In most accounts, Dekanawida possesses much orenda,
and like the twins in the tradition of creation, he is the product of a mul-
tinatural marriage between a Wendat/Huron woman and an undetermined
male spirit person. He was born on the north side of Lake Ontario. His
childhood was filled with passages of trials, culminating in his departure
in a white stone canoe, in which he crossed the great lake and then made
his way into Mohawk territory. In the tradition, Dekanawida uses orenda to
make peoples’ minds work well, to help them process and work through
grief and sorrow, to regain mental clarity, and to develop the capacity to
unite with other clear minds.

The tradition states that before the coming of the league, the Five
Nations were locked into a growing cycle of internecine violence, which
many have described as “mourning wars,” wars in which one group (A)
raids another group (B) in response to prior raids by group B on group A.
The motives of revenge and replacement are driven by the mourning and
grieving over the loss of family members. Dekanawida’s vision was that
of putting an end to such violence. One of the main antagonists in the
league tradition was the Onondaga personage of Tadodaho, who embodied
the condition of all-out war; he too had powerful orenda, but he used it for
otgon, “maleficent witchcraft.” Furthermore, he was a cannibal, and rather
than hair on his head, Tadodaho had snakes. Tadodaho represented the
opposite of what Dekanawida symbolizes. The imagery of snakes coming
out of Tadodaho’s head, combined with his stated proclivity for cannibal-
ism, suggests to some that Dekanawida’s plan was opposed by factions
within the Five Nations, including a cannibalistic snake cult. The tradi-
tion states that Dekanawida met with much opposition. A key moment in
this tradition is when Dekanawida combed out the snakes from Tadodaho’s
head/mind. Yet were it not for some key allies, Dekanawida’s plan might
not have worked.3?

Hiawatha (or Aionwatha) is another important figure in the league
tradition, who in most accounts joins with Dekanawida to deliver the
Gayanashagowa to the nations. Aionwatha was usually portrayed as an
Onondaga leader, and unlike either Dekanawida or Tadodaho, fully human
by birth. He was himself a victim of ozgon, possibly at the hands of Tadodaho
himself. Through witchcraft, his seven daughters were murdered, caus-
ing Aionwatha to leave his home and wander off into the woods, insane
with grief. In his travels he created an effective means of condoling and

32 Mann and Fields, “Sign in the Sky.”
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overcoming intense grief and mourning brought about by death, using
strings of shell beads as a primary medium for conveying and visually
supporting spoken words of condolence. As he developed the ceremony,
Dekanawida stepped forward and performed the first condolence cere-
mony on Aionwatha himself, after which Aionwatha became clear-minded
again and became the leading spokesman for Dekanawida’s plan. The use
of shell beads in association with spoken words of condolence became a
key ritual mechanism for extending the new social order suggested by the
Gayanashagowa, itself a manifestation of orenda.

IROQUOIAN CEREMONIAL PRACTICE

The Jesuits regularly denounced indigenous cosmology and its related cer-
emonial practices, so much so that a basic reading strategy for decolonizing
the past they documented is to determine what practices and theories the
Jesuits most regularly condemned during the seventeenth century and then
presume those were key components of Iroquoian religiosity. Although
certainly not foolproof, it seems to work in the case of the Jesuits, for they
were rather direct and consistent in their assessment of what got in the
way of successful Christian proselytization of Iroquoians; it was “their
dreams, dances, sweats, and feasts.” With the exception of sweats, these
often went together. Tooker argued that Iroquoian ceremonies in the sev-
enteenth century generally followed a basic four-part structure: (1) thanks-
giving speech, (2) performance of the specific ceremony, (3) thanksgiving
speech, and (4) feasting. Although the Jesuits thought them to be with-
out merit, in these ceremonies it appears the Iroquoians’ general objective
was that of returning thanks and maintaining reciprocal relations within
a multinatural world. In that way they can be thought of as ceremonies of
communication in which the performance constitutes the information and
its transmission. Through such communication, Iroquoians self-managed
their health and well-being, thought to heavily depend on the maintenance
of good relations with other spirit beings.3?

Dreaming and dream enactment are very clear examples of this.
Seventeenth-century Iroquoian ceremonies associated with dreams were
described at length in the Jesuit Relations. In addition to the practice of
dreaming itself, related ceremonies included dream interpretation and
dream enactment, ceremonies known generally as ononbaroias, “turning the
brain upside down, or festival of dreams.” The ononbaroia was a flexible

33 Le Mercier, writing in 1638, JR 15: 127. See Tooker, Midwinter, 7. It seems that sweats
were part of Wendat/Huron culture, but not part of Haudenosaunee culture (JR 6: 189;
29: 157; 68: 73).
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community ceremony aimed at interpreting the meanings of dreams and
then enacting those dreams as closely as possible. It often involved dance,
song, and feasts.>* Dreaming was another experience of existence, as real
and as valid as the experience of existence in an awakened state of con-
sciousness. The Iroquoian experience of dreams utilized a theory of mind
that in many regards resembles that of contemporary mainstream psychol-
ogy, in which dreams are interpreted as the secret desires of the soul. In the
Jesuits’ opinions, Iroquoian peoples treated their dreams as if the dreams
were divine gods, that is, as if they had to be obeyed.?

In the Iroquoian theory, it is through dreams that the secret desires of
the soul are made known. In Wendat, the desirous part of the soul was
named gonennoncwal, “the soul desiring, wanting,” and the actual desires or
wishes were called ondinonc or ondinnonk; thus one might have said, ondayee
thaton onennoncwat, “that is what my heart says to me, that is what my
appetite desires.” The fulfillment of these desires/ondinnonk was important
not just for the individual dreamer, but also for the well-being of the com-
munity. According to Hewitt’s analysis, the connection between dreams
and cosmology is evident insofar as the secret wishes/ondinnonk inside the
soul were considered expressions of Iouskeha, planted there by Iouskeha’s
agentive oki. Therefore the proper interpretation and fulfillment of dreams
is vital to the maintenance of good relations with a most powerful person,
Skyholder. Successful fulfillment of the ondinnonk promoted well-being,
whereas failure to fulfill or properly interpret the dream meant illness and
possibly death, as the frustrated soul would likely revolt against the body.>°
Ondinnonk varied from objects to actions. They might be desires for partic-
ular things, or else for certain kinds of dances, feasts, or other ceremonies.
On at least one occasion, an Iroquoian dreamer’s ondinnonk called for an
andacwander rite, which was described by the Jesuits as “a mating of men
with girls.” In this particular andacwander, the dreamer called for twelve
girls, and a thirteenth for himself.3?

More commonly, ondinnonk called for dances. Although dances were
performed for social pleasure, many Iroquoian dances were motivated by
ceremonial reasons, including religion, healing, protection, war, and suc-
cess. In 1536, during the first recorded contact between an Iroquoian and
a European, the Iroquois leader, Donnaconna, initiated the meeting with

34 As translated in JR 10: 173. In 1895 Hewitt offered a different translation for omon-
haroia, which he spelled as ka-nen-hwa-ro-ri, “literally a driving or propelling of the
brain, but meaning laterally to roar or mumble” (Hewitt, “Iroquoian,” 111).

35 Anthony E C. Wallace, “Dreams and Wishes of the Soul: A Type of Psychoanalytic Theory
Among the Seventeenth-Century Iroquois,” American Anthropologist 60:2 (1958): 234—48.

36]R 10: 141; 17: 155; 33: 191; and Hewitt, “Iroquoian.”

37 JR 17: 147.
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Jacques Cartier via a shamanic-type performance combining dance and
singing, probably intended to assess the natures of Cartier and company.
The first in-depth description of Iroquoian dancing is from Gabriel Sagard’s
1623/24 visit to the Wendat/Huron; he reported that Huron dancing was
usually carried out for several reasons: to contact spirits, to welcome some-
one, to rejoice, or to heal illness. As a quick index of Sagard’s estimation
of the efficacy of Iroquoian dance (and ritual more generally), consider his
chapter title: “Their Dances, Songs, and Other Silly Ceremonies.”3®

The Jesuit Brebeuf reported the existence of at least twelve different
ceremonial dances that were performed in Wendat territory during the
1630s. There were probably many more than that. Such dances were often
community-wide or multicommunity events that involved extensive
preparations, including body modification through fasting or decoration,
feast preparation, and spatial rearrangement. The two dances that Brebeuf
described were both clearly ceremonial and were likely related to recent
outbreaks of French-borne smallpox epidemics. He wrote that in the dance
called Akhrendoiaen, “those who take part in this dance give poison to one
another.” The other dance he described was called Otakrendoiae, in which
dancers supposedly attempted to kill each other by throwing “charms” at
each other, “composed of Bears’ claws, Wolves’ teeth, Eagles’ talons, cer-
tain stones, and Dogs’ sinews.” A Wendat name for charms was ascwandies,
which was translated as both charms and “familiar demons.” What were
poisons and charms to the Jesuits were to the Iroquoians most likely medi-
cines that were being danced to increase their orenda, and thus their ability
to protect Iroquoians from the strange and deadly illnesses that were sud-
denly sweeping through their towns.?

Feasting also had strong ceremonial connotations, associated with
powerful healing outcomes, including the power to restore life to the dead.
A seventeenth-century Iroquoian tradition explained that a long-tailed
lionlike animal named Ontarraoura once resuscitated a murdered hunter
in the course of a giant feast, perhaps a reference to the powerful Iroquoian
medicine known as “the little water medicine.” This constituted a strong
symbolic association between feasting and spiritual healing. Brebeuf
claimed that all of the different kinds of feasts could be reduced to four
different types. These are Athataion, “the feast of farewells”; Enditeuhwa, a
feast “of thanksgiving and gratitude”; Atouront aochien, “a feast for sing-
ing as well as for eating”; and Awataerohi, “for deliverance from a sickness.”
However, he provided no additional explanations about these feasts.+

38 Cartier, Voyages; Wrong, Sagard, 115.
3 JR 10: 205-7; 17: 159.
*JR 10: 177.
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RELIGIOUS LEADERSHIP

Religious leaders in Iroquoian societies were generally healers working in
a variety of different areas, including divination, diagnosis, and treatment
of illness. Some of the Jesuits attempted to distinguish different kinds
of healers. The most commonly recorded name for healers is arendionane
(Wendat, plural: arendiouannens). The Mohawk cognate is agotsinnachen.
Other Wendat names for healers included ocata or savkata and ontetsans or
aretsan. In addition to the diagnosis and treatment of illness, arendionannens
reportedly practiced weather control and clairvoyance. In diagnosing
human illness, successful arendionannens were able to successfully interpret
dreams and determine patients’ ondinnonk.** Perhaps no other Iroquoians
came under as harsh a critique by the Jesuits as did the arendionann-
ens, who appear to have been the main competition for the Jesuits. The
arendiouannens occupied the social status that the Jesuits coveted — that of
spiritual leader. This disregard appears to have been mutual. Not only did
the arendionannens also sense the status competition, but from their mul-
tinatural perspective they also regarded the Jesuits as metahuman agents
of death. A common Iroquoian name for the Jesuits was genberontatie, “the
dead or dying man who walks.”4?

One fairly well-documented and recursive scenario in which this com-
petition played out was in the disputes between the Jesuits and the aren-
diouannens over the Jesuit practice of displaying large crosses in Iroquoian
territories. For example, in one account from 1636, a Wendat arendionane
named Tehorenhaegnon publicly denounced Brebeuf’s erection of a large
red cross in the Wendat community, charging that the cross was inter-
fering with the weather and preventing it from raining. According to
Brebeuf, Tehorenhaegnon explained to the people that the Jesuits were
there in order to kill the Wendat, and that the cross had to be taken down.
Although the Jesuits disagreed, it seems that Tehorenhaegnon’s argument
was more persuasive at the time. Brebeuf noted that some of the youths
subsequently began shooting at the cross with their bows and arrows,
while others began to verbally denounce the Jesuits’ god with what he
called “horrid blasphemies.”#?

Avendionannens shared a multinatural perspective with other healers
around the world working within a general shamanic paradigm, namely,
that the capacity to heal depends on the learned skills of the healer in

4T Arendionane, JR 8: 123; ocata ot saokata, JR 17: 211 and 33: 193; and ontetsans or aretsan,
JR 17: 213, 215.

42 JR 64: 83.

IR 10: 37.
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negotiating and manipulating multiple dimensions, natures, and persons
of power and force. The new crowd-type illnesses brought by the Europeans
undercut the abilities of the arendionannens, as they had little experience
with smallpox and influenza.+

ARTISTIC EXPRESSION

Iroquoian visual expression varied considerably and entailed a number of
different representational strategies, including painting, carving, tattoo-
ing, weaving, and ceramics. Media included paints made from pigments of
different colored minerals, berries, charcoal, and plant roots, mixed with
binders such as bear fat and other oils. The surfaces utilized for paint-
ings included human bodies and faces, animal skins, the trees along the
trails that linked villages together, the posts and poles erected within vil-
lages, houses, sections of bark, hides, wooden clubs, sticks, and boards. The
forms that these expressions took included tree paintings, wampum belts,
smoking pipes, bowls and spoons, house markers, marked bodies, masks,
and more.

With the exception of smoking pipes, hair combs, and ceremonial masks,
the subject matter in Iroquoian art was usually humans and their relation-
ships and adventures, as well as pragmatic accounts of reality, experience,
travel, alliance, and identity, that is, cultural realism. Typical subjects
included individuals (warriors, hunters, or captives), corporate collectiv-
ities (represented by the owachira/clan), and tribal nations (represented as
fires and councils). Although the most frequently mentioned colors are
black and red, there appear to have been no restrictions on color. In speak-
ing of Iroquoian media in 1656, a Jesuit remarked, “The most vivid scar-
let, the brightest green, the most natural yellow and orange of Europe pale
before the various colors that our Savages procure from roots.” The sources
suggest a wide range of hues was used. When they became available, native
painters made use of European materials as pigments, including lampblack,
leadwhite, ink, and in the eighteenth century, watercolors.*®

The practice of tree painting in the Eastern Woodlands generally con-
sisted of removing the bark of a tree and applying color and line, sometimes
incised, on the smooth exposed surface of living wood beneath. Although
sometimes they were painted near the village entrances, most tree paintings
were created in the forested passages between villages. Some of the busier
passages were reportedly lined with tree paintings, as were encampments,

“4JR 15: 137.
45 Keating, Iroquois Art.

6
*JR 43: 250.
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that is, clearings in the woods where travelers might rest. In discussing
this media environment of open trails, Paul A. W. Wallace concluded that
“he who runs may read.” Tree painting was widespread throughout the
Eastern Woodlands during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and
was especially pronounced among Iroquoian peoples. Tree paintings were a
widespread form of public art that could only have been practiced within a
context of autonomy and unrestricted movement. The paintings required a
geography of open trails between villages, along which native people could
travel in relative freedom.¥

The subjects of tree paintings were often narrative cycles of war parties
and hunting excursions, and also representations of owachira-based identi-
ties. In some accounts, tree paintings also served to territorialize the land
by visually indicating boundaries. The creator-artists of tree paintings were
usually male warriors. Warrior narrative art was also created on wooden
posts in villages and towns, on boards that were hung inside their long-
houses, and on richly decorated wooden war clubs often left behind after
a successful raiding party as a kind of calling card. A similar iconography
informs all these different forms: owachira identities and the summary of
the particular outcomes, including the number and quality of warriors,
hunters, captives, and casualities.®®

Equally widespread throughout the Eastern Woodlands was the prac-
tice of body painting. Both permanent and non-permanent techniques of
Iroquoian body painting are described at length by the Jesuits, most of
whom were, of course, opposed to such practices. Body painting was not
gender-specific but could include women and children, as well as men. Just
as the ancient red paint peoples made a direct connection between paint,
death, and the afterlife of the spirit world, so too did Iroquoian peoples
during the seventeenth century.4

Painting the face with black paint or charcoal seems to have been a
widespread practice relating to mourning and fasting. Other styles of
body painting using different colors served a variety of purposes. At
times the Jesuits reported an aesthetic function to Iroquoian body paint-
ing — making their bodies more beautiful and presentable, or alternately
striking fear into an enemy. Some reported a pragmatic function — pro-
tecting their bodies from cold or insects. Others have proposed a spiritual

47 Keating, Iroguois Art. See William M. Beauchamp, “Aboriginal Uses of Wood in New
York,” New York State Museum Bulletin 89, Archeology 11 (1905): 87—272; and Paul A.
W. Wallace, Indians in Pennsylvania (Harrisburg, PA, 1961), 125.

48 Keating, Iroguois Art.

4 JR 72: 335; and J. E. Lafitau, Customs of the American Indians Compared with the Customs of
Primitive Times (Toronto, 1977). Originally published as Moeurs des sanvages américains,
compares aux moeurs des premier temps (Paris, 1724).
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function — as a means of preparing to die and crossing the threshold into
the land of the dead.>°

Although Iroquoian peoples did not practice writing in the European
sense of an alphabetic script, they did make use of a metonymic system of
notched sticks, which operated along a similar principle regarding beads
strung together; namely, they served as repositories of memory and infor-
mation, and with proper focus of the mind these repositories could be
accessed. This is now recognized as a kind of writing system. The most
booklike of all the metonymic texts produced by Iroquoians consisted of
shell beads strung together to form what became known as wampum belts
or porcelain collars. There were two general categories of Haudenosaunee
wampum belts: those that recorded individual treaty events with other
indigenous groups and with European groups, and those that commem-
orated the founding of the league. A third category of wampum usage by
Haudenosaunee peoples was in the form of ceremonial strings of wampum
beads, which were used in condolence ceremonies to “wipe away the tears”
of the grieving moiety.>’

By the end of the seventeenth century, ceramic Iroquoian smoking pipes
were no longer being produced. They were replaced by cheaper mass-
produced clay pipes from Europe. One of the more distinctive traits of
Iroquoian pipes was the style of creating the pipe bowl into the face of
a being that gazes back at the smoker. The association of tobacco with
the sky world, combined with the mental effects of the plant, suggests
strongly that this style was informed by a multinatural perspective, and
that the faces on the pipes were those of indwellers or other spirits. The
only other areas of expression in which spirit beings are visually repre-
sented are on hair combs that accompanied burials and in the carving of
ceremonial masks that embodied powerful spiritual beings that were used
in particular ceremonies.>?

Among the visual novelties introduced by Europeans during the seven-
teenth century were Jesuit-made pictures of various Christian themes that
were circulated and used for the purpose of Christian proselytization. These
often included pictures of hell and damnation, which appear to have had
mimetic effects in the oft-epidemic-ridden communities. Also new was the
practice of treaty signing. During the colonial period, declarations of land
cessions, treaties, deeds, and other “agreements” — always written in the

5° Keating, Iroquois Art.

ST P. Williams, “Wampum of the Six Nations Confederacy at the Grand River Territory:
1784-1986,” in C. F. Hayes 111, ed., Proceedings of the 1986 Shell Bead Conference: Selected
Papers (Rochester, 1989), Research Records Number 20.

52 Englebrecht, Iroguoia.
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language of the colonizer — were produced on surfaces of parchment and
vellum, on which Iroquoian people produced their signatures, often in the
form of their owachira symbol. By the early nineteenth century, this style of
signature was replaced by the more anonymous “X” mark.5?

CONCLUSION

Iroquoian religion changed dramatically as a result of contact with
Europeans. The Catholics and other Christian missionaries were ulti-
mately very successful in converting the majority of Iroquoian peoples to
Christianity. However, they did not completely destroy the indigenous
religion that had developed in the Woodlands world system over the Jongue
durée. Some of the information of Iroquoian religion continues to circulate
in the twenty-first century global world system, to a great extent because
of the efforts of past and present Haudenosaunee visionaries.
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MISSISSIPPIAN RELIGIOUS TRADITIONS

DAVID H. DYE

Mississippian religion was a distinctive Native American belief system in
eastern North America that evolved out of an ancient, continuous tradition
of sacred landscapes, shamanic institutions, world renewal ceremonies, and
the ritual use of fire, ceremonial pipes, medicine bundles, sacred poles, and
symbolic weaponry. Mississippian people shared similar beliefs in cosmic
harmony, divine aid and power, the ongoing cycle of life and death, and
spiritual powers with neighboring cultures throughout much of eastern
North America. Although similarities in religious practices and rituals
existed throughout the Mississippian world, individual polities possessed
divergent trajectories of religious thought that over time resulted in differ-
ing paths of belief and ritual.

Above all, Mississippian people were logical, pragmatic, and rational in
their religious beliefs, and their observations and thoughts about the world
around them were reflected in their views of the spiritual world. Their ritu-
als and sacred narratives embodied abstract meanings, archaic language,
complex symbolism, and esoteric metaphors. The numerous and wide-
spread Mississippian polities gave rise to a remarkable tradition of reli-
gious beliefs and practices. Their religious system flourished for more than
half a millennium as a meaningful and vibrant set of beliefs." Identifying
the circumstances, complexity, and nature of Mississippian religion is a
major focus of current research among a number of scholars, including
anthropologists, archaeologists, ethnohistorians, folklorists, and historians.
Although scholars debate various points of religious belief, there is general
agreement on the overall religious traditions.

Mississippian people grounded their beliefs on those of the pre-
Mississippian societies, especially Woodland cultures, with their elaborate

" Robert Hall, An Archaeology of the Soul: North American Indian Belief and Ritual (Urbana,
1997); and Garrick A. Bailey, ed., The Osage and the Invisible World: From the Works of
Francis La Flesche Worman, OK, 1995).
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mortuary rituals and monumental earthwork constructions. The rich heri-
tage and legacy of Woodland cosmology became a catalyst for the flowering
of Mississippian religion, with its distinctive ancestor shrines, iconogra-
phy, mortuary patterns, and sacred monumental complexes. Incorporating
religious institutions from the pre-Mississippian era, these transformations
found expression in new forms of architecture, customs, leadership, ritual,
and worldview.?

Mississippian culture appeared over a wide swath of the Midwest and
Southeast after 1000 C.E., heralded by widespread domestic, economic,
political, and religious changes. Chiefly offices, priestly institutions, and
shamanic societies accompanied population increases and the adoption of
field agriculture. Fortified ceremonial and political complexes appeared
along the major river systems and their tributaries throughout much of
the Eastern Woodlands. These sedentary, kin-based polities cultivated
beans, corn, squash, and sunflowers, in addition to minor crops includ-
ing tobacco, and depended heavily on fishing, gathering, and hunting.
Mississippian societies were aggressive and competitive. A warrior ethos
was deeply embedded in the political and social fabric. Religious leader-
ship was grounded on war honors and success in warfare.

These chiefdoms, ranging from simple to complex regional polities, were
governed by hereditary chiefs and their priestly councils. Each level in the
hierarchically ranked system was composed of potentially non-hierarchical
groups. Ruling elites traveled widely in their world, but the average per-
son remained close to home, living in a relatively small- to moderate-
sized community as a member of a ranked social system. Religious leaders
were also farmers, hunters, and warriors and did not represent a distinct
social class.

Spreading out from the Midwestern prairies between 1000 and 1200
C.E., Mississippian towns began to appear along the major waterways of
the Eastern Woodlands, especially the Mississippi River and its tributaries,
and the rivers flowing along the lower Atlantic and Gulf Coastal plains.
An early, grand political and religious center was founded near the con-
fluence of the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers at the Cahokia site in west
central Illinois.? By the end of the first millennium C.E., Mississippian reli-
gion had crystallized at Cahokia and neighboring polities in the Midwest.
Cahokia influenced a vast region, with its complex religious ideas expressed

? Adam King, ed., Southeastern Ceremonial Complex: Chronology, Content, Context (Tuscaloosa,
AL, 2007); and David G. Anderson and Robert C. Mainfort, Jr., The Woodland Southeast
(Tuscaloosa, AL, 2002).

3 Timothy R. Pauketat and Thomas E. Emerson, eds., Cahokia: Domination and Ideology in
the Mississippian World (Lincoln, 1997).

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 04:15:53, subject to the Cambridge

Core terms of use, available at h@éﬁ;ﬁm@‘qrg{agi%gr@f;mﬁétma}?ﬁtﬁﬁygei@ﬁ@&%ﬂl}@é@@%%@ 871105.008


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521871105.008
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Mississippian Religious Traditions 139

in exquisite crafting of exotic materials, including copper, marine shell,
mica, and various stones and minerals that were exchanged throughout
eastern North America. Skilled crafting immortalized a spiritual world of
creators, culture heroes, and tricksters in sacred art that in turn chartered
cultic institutions; political, social, and religious behavior; priesthoods;
and sacred societies.

Mississippian leadership was expressed through shamanic and priestly
practices that accessed the various spheres of the cosmos. Mississippian sha-
mans worked as individuals or collectively in religious sodalities, including
medicine societies, in which internally ranked membership was restricted
to those who experienced appropriate dreams or visions. These shamanic
societies effected cures on behalf of the sick by recovering lost souls through
dramatic performance, guardian animal aid, magical flight, and shamanic
transformation. Ritual plants, such as tobacco (Nicotiana rustica), vari-
ous forms of deprivation, including sleep and food; dancing; drumming;
purifying drinks brewed from button snakeroot (Eryngium yuccifolium) and
yaupon (Ilex vomitoria), and ceremonial paraphernalia were associated with
attaining altered states of consciousness. Mississippian shamans extracted
magically inflicted foreign objects from their patients and crossed cosmic
boundaries to retrieve the souls of the sick from the realm of the dead
and then return with them to the world of the living. Shamans restored
balance, health, harmony, and order to the community and to individuals
suffering from various illnesses.4

Shamanic cults, with their emphasis on healing through retrieval of
souls, empowered members by teaching otherwise restricted esoteric
knowledge, hosting ritual events, and scheduling ceremonial performances.
Mississippian religious cults were primarily concerned with life and death
and the maintenance of a balanced, cohesive, and harmonious world. As an
exclusive community of religious worship and ritual, the cult’s focus often
centered on a single deity or spirit and possessed distinctive dances, eso-
teric knowledge, pipes, regalia, rituals, sacred bundles, and songs.

Power and authority in Mississippian polities resided with the chiefly
advisory council. Priests, distinguished from one another through a ranked
system, represented their respective clans in these councils. Clan organi-
zation took on a variety of forms, within which religious beliefs and prac-
tices were embedded. Priesthood membership was often restricted, being
based on achieved war honors, the acquisition of esoteric ritual knowledge,
appropriate visions, and the ability to host feasts and ceremonies. Priests
acted as intermediaries between humans and spirits and manipulated the

4 Thomas E. Emerson, “Materializing Cahokia Shamans,” Southeastern Archaeology 22:2
(2003): 135—54.
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relationship between cosmos and polity. The chief, on the other hand, was
the foremost priest, the person most closely connected and related to divine
spiritual forces. Mississippian rituals, especially public religious events,
including world renewal ceremonies, were coordinated and controlled by
these formal priesthoods, each of which was associated with distinctive
ritual knowledge and paraphernalia.’

Chiefly political organization transformed previously existing Woodland
religious practices into non-hierarchical and hierarchically based religious
systems that gave rise to new ideological forms, practices, and structures.
Chiefdoms in general were politically fragile and short-lived, with complex
forms often collapsing into less integrated political and religious systems.
Direct administrative political control was limited to relatively small areas
separated from their enemies by buffer zones. Mississippian political and
social organization was expressed in the differentiation of elites and com-
moners within principal towns. Ranking was manifested among political-
religious communities, with smaller settlements being subservient to some
degree to larger religious precincts or towns. Some early Mississippian
centers served primarily mortuary functions and were occupied by ruling
elites and a small resident population of priests and their families.

Mississippian elites acquired their authority by descent from previous
leaders, often through matrilineal lines, and this relationship was symbol-
ized by the chiefly ancestor shrine that held the reposed elite dead. Political
authority resided more on sacred, cooperatively based forms of authority
than coercive power. In keeping with a ritual-based political authority, a
chief’s primary sources of power rested on ownership of the ancestor shrine,
effective leadership in councils, a strong ideological foundation, limited
control over the economy, and an effective chiefly militia.

Mississippian religion was centered on several basic tenets: achieve-
ment of balance, harmony, and order; belief in souls; attainment of sacred
power; creation of a sacred landscape; renewing the world through rit-
ual; and supplication for divine aid and power.® World renewal embod-
ies the belief that the present world can be maintained, renewed, and
vitalized through ritual acts that re-create the past, often through dramas
that reenact events from the time of creation by actors who impersonate
spirits and employ the ritual paraphernalia of deities. Mississippian world
renewal rituals embodied beginnings that emphasized balance, harmony,
and purity. For example, ritual cleaning took place on plaza surfaces or
mound summits by removing polluted debris and replacing it with clean
layers of sand or other variously colored and textured sediments, resulting

> Bailey, The Osage.
6 Charles M. Hudson, Elements of Southeastern Indian Religion (Leiden, 1984).
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in the periodic rebuilding of earthen mounds. Rekindling the sacred fire
as part of the green corn ceremony also had a cleansing function, as did
ritual sweating in special lodges and vomiting after consuming specially
prepared elixirs such as the black drink and various war medicines. World
renewal ceremonies ritually reconciled cosmological tensions and conflicts
to achieve balance and harmony. These ceremonies were dramatized before
an axis mundi, typically a striped cedar pole that drew, concentrated, and
mediated solar power to earth.

Mississippians believed a person possessed two souls, which stood in
opposition to each other — the free soul and the life soul. The life soul
kept the body alive and active. Priests reasoned that the free soul could
be renewed, requickened, or revitalized through appropriate rituals, thus
ensuring a long line of descendents. The free soul, able to leave the body,
especially in death, dreams, and visions, could journey to the realm of the
dead. Because of this ability to travel, the free soul could be “recycled” as it
journeyed to the land of the dead and then returned to the living. In addi-
tion, the free soul might be “lost” due to illness or stolen by malevolent
persons or spirits. The shaman was then required to retrieve the soul and
bring it back to the land of the living.”

Through fasting, employing guardian spirits, and seeking visions,
Mississippian people were granted special powers and gifts by spiritual
beings. Dances, guardian spirits, esoteric knowledge, medicine bundles,
sacred narratives, plants, rituals, songs, and symbolic objects could be
bestowed on a person through fasting and supplication. This transfer of
knowledge, power, and sacred objects to the supplicant hinged on special
relationships, typically kinship, between humans and transcendent beings
that appeared to the seeker in dreams or visions. Deprivation, including
fasting and deprivation of sleep and sex; narcotics, especially nicotine and
other drugs; physical and social isolation; and ritual cleansing through
bathing, scratching, sweating, and vomiting promoted success in visions.
Guardian spirits were instrumental in vision quests and might visit a per-
son during dreams, illnesses, or visions. Interpretations of dreams or visions
were rendered by elders or priests.

Formal religious beliefs explained only certain components of the cos-
mology; therefore many aspects of the world remained unexplained. Thus,
the average person also believed in conjurers, ghosts, little people, proph-
ets, sorcerers, and witches. These everyday lived beliefs and practices reflect
a complex religious and spiritual world.?

7 Ake Hultkrantz, Conceptions of the Soul Among North American Indians: A Study in Religious
Ethnology (Stockholm, 1973).
8 Bailey, The Osage.
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MISSISSIPPIAN COSMOLOGY

Earth Maker brought the great cosmos into being, structured the world,
and placed people, plants, and animals on earth. Mississippian religious
leaders sought to invigorate, re-create, renew, manipulate, and symbol-
ize this spiritual world in architecture, art, built landscape, dance, drama,
material culture, narrative, ritual, and song. The primary structure and
organization of the cosmos was based on dual, opposed layers.® The bot-
tom layer, the beneath world, comprised a vast body of water, whereas
the above world included the majestic expanse of sky. The middle world,
where humans, plants, and four-legged animals resided, floated as a mas-
sive disk on the watery beneath world that rotated each evening, revealing
the path of souls in the night sky. The middle world lay between the bound
but opposing forces of the beneath world and the upper world. As residents
of the middle world, humans not only renewed the world, but also medi-
ated tensions between these two cosmic realms through ritual and religious
practice. Mississippian religious leaders were mindful of the oscillations
between chaos and order in the world, and they counteracted these shifting
tendencies whenever necessary.

The basic dualism of the Mississippian cosmos was expressed not only
in the concept of the beneath world and the upper world, but also in the
oppositions of enemy and friend, kin and non-kin, life and death, old and
young, female and male, and day and night. Mississippian art revealed
this balanced and opposing structural duality in a wide variety of media,
including copper, pottery, shell, and stone. The cosmos was a set of con-
tradictions that had to be stabilized through ritual propitiation and icono-
graphic representation. Thus, tensions inherent in the natural world were
balanced against the spiritual world and reconciled through ceremonial
forms and practice and the aid of sacred beings.™®

In addition to the basic dual nature of the cosmos, a tripartite division
of the cosmos was manifested not only in the above world and the beneath
world, but also in the middle world. The three-field cosmic structure held
special significance for Mississippian people and is seen in the recurring
pattern of design motifs in balanced and opposed triads. Art motifs often
reflect the tripartite cosmology as an axis mundi, with sacred forces or
powers descending from the upper world or ascending from the beneath

9 Charles Hudson, The Southeastern Indians (Knoxville, TN, 1976).

I°F Kent Reilly, III, “People of Earth, People of Sky: Visualizing the Sacred in Native
American Art of the Mississippian Period,” in Richard F. Townsend and Robert V.
Sharp, eds., Hero, Hawk, and Open Hand: American Indian Art of the Ancient Midwest New
Haven, 2004), 125—38.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 04:15:53, subject to the Cambridge

Core terms of use, available at h@éﬁ;ﬁm@‘qrg{agi%gr@f;mﬁétma}?ﬁtﬁﬁygei@ﬁ@&%ﬂl}@é@@%%@ 871105.008


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521871105.008
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Mississippian Religious Traditions 143

world. Animals, such as birds and raccoons, and plants, especially tobacco,
were often associated with the vertical movement of divine beings, power,
and prayer. Figural imagery of celestial travelers transcending these cosmic
zones portrays the use of sacred, stripped poles adorned with magical aides,
including raccoon-pelt bindings.

Finally, the cosmos also included a quadripartite pattern reflected in art
motifs, dance patterns, four-sided platform mounds, plazas, ritual recita-
tions, and sacred songs. The concept of a four-sided world was basic to
Mississippian religious thought. Earthen mounds were “earth-islands,”
and specific animals, such as birds or serpents, anchored the earth quarters.
Art motifs reflect this quadripartite principle of balanced, opposed, and
reversed figures and elements in a wide variety of media, especially ceramic
and shell art.™

Mississippian ideology was materialized through sacred cultural land-
scapes, public ceremonial events, and symbolic objects, and it hence offered
opportunities for political control by ruling elites.*? Public events, includ-
ing feasts, dramatic performances, and rituals, comprised the stage for reli-
gious events that acted to acculturate individuals into appropriate forms
of political, social, and religious behavior and beliefs. Public ceremonials,
because they were prescribed in form, participation, and sequence, provided
ruling elites varying opportunities for authority by their ability to con-
trol, fund, muster, schedule, or restrict ritual participation. The demands
of leadership and the costs associated with sponsoring ritual events were
prohibitive for the average person, so prestigious and wealthy kin groups
tended to host and schedule important public rituals and thus gain honor
and authority through opportunities for leadership roles.

Leadership of some degree was necessary to coordinate and finance cer-
emonies by marshaling resources from the group. Orchestration of pub-
lic ceremonies was achieved by restricting the participation of religious
specialists to those who occupied offices earned through various degrees of
exacting criteria. These ritual specialists owned interlocking and mutually
interdependent components of ceremonies, dances, regalia, sacred narra-
tives, songs, and symbolic objects. Ritual performances, such as the green
corn ceremony, required not only specific knowledge, skills, and symbolic
objects, but also the authority, prestige, and wealth to attract sufficient
numbers of people to witness ceremonial events.'3

' George E. Lankford, “World on a String: Some Cosmological Components of the
Southeastern Ceremonial Complex,” in Townsend and Sharp, Hero, Hawk, and Open
Hand, 207-18.

"2 Vernon J. Knight, Jr., “Mississippian Ritual” (Ph.D. diss., University of Florida, 1981).

3 John Witthoff, Green Corn Ceremonialism in the Eastern Woodlands (Ann Arbor, 1949).
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Portable symbolic objects, including ceremonial paraphernalia and
regalia, were important means for communicating and displaying political
and religious status. These publically viewed icons communicated coded
information to large groups of people at ceremonial gatherings. Such items
included carved stone; embossed copper plates; engraved marine shell cups
and gorgets; engraved, modeled, and painted ceramic vessels; and knapped
flint. Mississippian symbolic objects signified political positions and social
relationships and communicated and reaffirmed a body of shared religious
beliefs in the context of ceremonial events.

Construction of public monuments and sacred landscapes was cen-
tral to the emergence and perpetuation of Mississippian chiefly lineages.
Mississippian earthen mounds, earth lodges, and partitioned plazas took
shape from the organization of mobilized social labor and contributed to
a sacred landscape that communicated religious as well as political state-
ments about authority, ideology, power, practice, prestige, and wealth.
Public monuments, as stages for ceremonial performances, also required
coordination, finance, and leadership to organize labor and resources.

MISSISSIPPIAN DEITIES

Mississippian deities dwelled in the above world as well as the beneath
world and bestowed special or sacred gifts and chartered medicine bundles
and rituals to supplicants. They also granted special powers to humans
who sought their aid through solicitation. Religious specialists, including
priests and shamans, acted as intermediaries between deities and humans.
Mississippian divinities could be seen in the day and night sky as celestial
figures. Through such celestial portals, shamans visited the otherworld,
often accompanied by powerful animals or spirits who acted as guardians,
guides, and helpers.

Deities often manifested themselves as celestial bodies and became
astronomical indicators for seasonal rituals and other religious events.
Mississippian sacred beings sometimes had special kinship relations with
humans, especially with leaders, priests, or shamans. The rank order and
affinal connections among these spiritual beings reflected the kinship rela-
tionships evident in Mississippian polities. Spiritual beings, including
Birdman, Earth Mother, Great Serpent, and the Twins, for example, were
manifested in multiple forms throughout eastern North America and the
Mississippian world, and this diversity of conceptualization was a key con-
cept for Mississippian religion, especially considering the bipartite, tripar-
tite, and quadripartite structure of the cosmos.

These deities, including creators, culture heroes, and tricksters, brought
the world into being, established a moral code, and set up basic relationships
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among animals, humans, and plants. In short, Mississippian spiritual beings
created and set into motion the natural and social worlds of the Mississippian
people. But tensions were generated among these “other-than-humans” on
the basis of their symbolic oppositions, and humans attempted to mediate
these cosmic struggles through prayer, ritual, and supplication.

Creators brought into existence humans, the natural world, and the
cosmos. The creation of the world took place by the activities of a creator
figure surrounded by preexisting preternatural beings and other creators
who had the ability to actualize themselves and restore the dead to life.
Culture heroes, on the other hand, bestowed religious institutions and
sacred knowledge and gifts to humankind. As founders who provided
important institutions and rituals to the Mississippian world, they were
memorialized in iconography and oral narratives, and their deeds recapitu-
lated in dramatic acts and public ceremonies.

Tricksters, as bawdy, comical, and contrary deities, provided an enter-
taining commentary on the moral world of humans. Although tricksters
were creators of a sort, they personified the dark side of humans and the
opposites of human cultural rules by expressing opposition to social mores
by parodying sanctioned values. During rituals they were exempted from
the social rules that charted normal human behavior. Oftentimes the roles
of creators, culture heroes, and tricksters overlapped, especially as religious
ideas were diffused, reworked, and remodeled over time and space.

EARTH MOTHER

The powerful, renewing, female side of the Mississippian spiritual force
stood in balanced opposition and dynamic equilibrium to the destructive
male life force. The Mississippian conception of the universe was based on
logically patterned beliefs and tenets. Women brought forth life through
childbirth and planting; men took life through warfare and hunting.
Mississippians exercised great care in avoiding any disturbance of the natu-
ral order and balance of the world and the powerful female and male forces
through gifts, prayers, rituals, and supplication to spiritual beings.

The female aspect of this all-permeating, invisible life force was per-
sonified in a powerful deity who was manifested and depicted in various
iconographic forms. She was known as Cloud Mother, Corn Mother, Corn
Woman, Earth Mother, First Woman, Grandmother, Old Woman, and
Old-Woman-Who-Never-Dies.™* There is a large corpus of cosmological

4 James R. Duncan and Carol Diaz-Granados, “Empowering the SECC: The ‘Old Woman’
and Oral Tradition,” in Carol D. Granados and James R. Duncan, eds., The Rock-Art of
Eastern North America: Capturing Images and Insight (Tuscaloosa, AL, 2004), 190-215;
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knowledge, iconography, and religious concepts and practice associated
with beliefs in the Earth Mother. She was the mythical mother of humans
and plant life, bestowing to humans agricultural crops, including beans,
corn, gourds, squash, sunflowers, and tobacco. She brought forth seeds
from the beneath world in sacred containers, such as bundles, gourds, and
packs, and gave plants to humanity with specific instructions and taboos
for their care and propagation. Earth Mother mediated the critical connec-
tive link between the life-giving forces of the above world, personified in
the Birdman, and the life-taking forces of the beneath world, symbolized
in the Great Serpent, her consort and protector.

The entrance to the beneath world may have been symbolized as Earth
Mother’s vulva, a portal to the realm of the dead as seen in the night sky,
perhaps the Orion constellation. From her, life originated in birth, and
to her, life returned in death. Whereas the Great Serpent took lives, she
returned the life force to humanity in the recycling and revivification of
souls and the renewal of life by capturing the life-giving force from the
above world, especially the sun. Many life forms originated in the beneath
world and emerged onto the middle world, the earth’s surface. Just as ani-
mals emerged from the earth and seeds brought forth new life upon plant-
ing in the spring, so too were souls of selected dead “recycled” by burial
beneath the earth’s surface. Shamans, in particular, were believed to have
been reincarnated. The basis for the cyclical life, death, and rebirth themes
in Mississippian cosmology was predicated on Earth Mother’s retrieval of
souls from the realm of the dead in sacred containers, which were then
placed into the adopted, reborn, or revived person. Through Earth Mother,
humans defeated death, life sprang forth, and souls were reborn to continue
their cycling. She also enabled shamans to cure the sick by their searching
for souls that had gone to the realm of the dead.

Mississippian people revered and respected Earth Mother. Supplications
were offered her through rituals and prayers for her continued bestowal of
beneficence, descendents, fecundity, and longevity. She was a guardian for
people who respected her and abided by her rules, but she dispensed pun-
ishment to those who broke her taboos, brought about disharmony and
imbalance in the world, and violated prescribed rules.

Earth Mother is portrayed in a variety of artistic media, including ceramic
vessels, rock art, and stone statuary. The primary visual metaphor for Earth
Mother is the ogee or vulvar motif. The frequency of the ogee on pottery

George E. Lankford, “A Maze of Maize Myths,” in George E. Lankford, eds., Looking for
Lost Lore: Studies in Folklore, Ethnology, and Iconography (Tuscaloosa, AL, 2008), 24—69;
Guy Prentice, “An Analysis of the Symbolism Expressed by the Birger Figure,” American
Antiquity 51:2 (1986): 239-66.
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vessels, rock art, and shell engravings attests to the devotion and respect
accorded her in the rituals of daily life throughout the Mississippian world.
In western Mississippian rock art, for example, vulvar motifs are oriented
along the daily solar path to ensure life-sustaining sunlight that fertilizes
the earth. Earth Mother’s intercourse with the solar deity provided a con-
tinuous cycle of births and a long line of progeny, especially humans. Her
vulva, a metaphor for the earth, was the recipient and receptacle of the life-
giving force and the sun’s generative power."

Religious belief in Earth Mother continues among some Mississippian
descendents. For example, the Osage Big Moon peyote ceremony centers
on an altar that represents the Earth Mother. In the peyote Greeting the
Sun ceremony, a sacred fire is lit inside the vulva-form altar.'®

THE GREAT SERPENT

One of the major Mississippian cosmic powers was the master of the
beneath world, the denizen of the realm of the dead and protector of
Earth Mother and her progeny. This spiritual being had many names:
Great Horned Water Panther, Great Panther, Great Serpent, Horned
Water Serpent, Master of the Beneath World, Protector of the Realm
of the Dead, Underwater Monster, Underwater Panther, and Winged
Serpent. As was the case with other spiritual beings, the Great Serpent
was rarely called by name, for fear of conjuring him forth. In addition to
the plethora of names, he also possessed a multitude of forms, ranging
from serpentlike to pantherlike. In some instances, the Great Serpent pos-
sessed a combination of avian, feline, and serpent attributes or manifesta-
tions to symbolize his embodiment of the above, middle, and beneath
worlds."

The Great Serpent incorporated the powers of the beneath world and
was the master of the beneath world spirits, especially those that dwelled
in the water. The Great Serpent was not a single creature so much as the
incarnation of many powerful underworld spirits. One of the functions
of the Great Serpent was serving as protector and guardian of the Earth
Mother and the souls of the beneath world. Evidence of the Great Serpent
was seen in the dangerous waves on lakes and in treacherous rapids and

> Duncan and Diaz-Granados, “Empowering the SECC.”

' Daniel C. Swan, Peyote Religious Art: Symbols of Faith and Belief (Jackson, 1999).

7 Thomas E. Emerson, “Water, Serpents, and the Underworld: An Exploration into Cahokia
Symbolism,” in Patricia Galloway, ed., The Southeastern Ceremonial Complex: Artifacts and
Analysis (Lincoln, 1989), 45—92; George E. Lankford, “The Great Serpent in Eastern
North America,” in E. Kent Reilly III, and James F. Garber, eds., Ancient Objects and
Sacred Realms: Interpretations of Mississippian Iconography (Austin, 2007), 107-35.
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perilous whirlpools in rivers, all believed to be caused by its thrashing tail.
Drownings were usually attributed to the Great Serpent, and so tobacco was
offered as a gift prior to traveling on lakes or rivers. In addition, animals or
people venturing near water might be subject to capture and seizure by the
Great Serpent. It was in perpetual conflict with the Birdman, or more typ-
ically, Thunderbirds. Their mutual antagonism reflected the fundamental
interlocked and balanced opposition between the above world and beneath
world forces.

The beneath world and realm of the dead were potentially dangerous
places. Shamans who possessed the requisite knowledge and spiritual
power were the only ones who dared visit or communicate with the resident
beneath world spiritual beings. In dreams and visions shamans journeyed
to the lodge of the Great Serpent, where they received religious instruction,
personal power, ritual paraphernalia, and sacred bundles. Sacred narratives,
especially the Eastern Woodland version of the Orpheus story, provided
a model for shamanic encounters with the Great Serpent and served as a
charter for those who sought his power.

As a deity who rose from the waters of the beneath world in summer and
flew low in the night sky as the Scorpio constellation, the Great Serpent
was the guardian of the realm of the dead at the southern end of the Milky
Way or Path of Souls. One of his major functions was aiding those in
search of lost souls. The Great Serpent was depicted as a rattlesnake when
engraved on ceramic bottles and bowls and marine shell cups, which were
employed for medicinal drinks consumed in purification rituals. When the
Great Serpent resided in the night sky, he was marked iconographically by
the addition of feathers or wings. Crosshatching, as a widespread artistic
convention, symbolized renewal based on the earthly serpent’s ability to
shed its skin.

THE BIRDMAN

The male procreative life force in Mississippian religion was represented by
an aggressive above world deity who confronted and engaged the masters
of death in the beneath world through deadly combat or contest.”® This
other-than-human person was a central figure in Mississippian religion
because he played a key role in ensuring that life triumphed over death
and that the life force of humans continued to prosper. He was instrumen-
tal in rebirth and world renewal by bestowing the life force that descends
from the sun to the earth. This allegorical figure was symbolized by and

18]ames A. Brown, “On the Identity of the Birdman within Mississippian Period Art and

Iconography,” in Reilly and Garber, Ancient Objects and Sacred Realms, 56—1006.
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responsible for the emergence of daylight from darkness each day. In other
words, he was a metaphor for the continued renewal of the world and the
revitalization of human life.

This major above world deity was known to Mississippian people under
several guises: Birdman, He-Who-Gets-Hit-with-Deer-Lungs, He-Who-
Wears-Human-Heads-as-Earrings, Morning Star, and Red Horn. In his
avian identity he was recognized as the falcon or hawk. The Birdman’s cos-
mological adversary was the Great Serpent. As a heroic warrior and player
in a deadly game, he engaged in cosmic confrontation with the forces of the
beneath world through one-on-one mortal combat that tested his skill and
luck. In these matches he fought death, and was sometimes defeated and
beheaded, but was ultimately rescued by a compatriot who restored him
back to life. It was a relation — often a nephew to Birdman in the sacred nar-
ratives — who defeated death, retrieved Birdman’s head, and revived him.
The relation of nephew to uncle (mother’s brother) was a special one, par-
ticularly in Mississippian matrilineal societies, because the two belonged
to the same clan and had reciprocal duties, obligations, and responsibilities
to each other.

Mississippian iconography reflects this basic allegorical narrative in
numerous works of art, especially in embossed copper and engraved marine
shell. These dramatic tableaux vividly illustrate the “junior” Birdman car-
rying the head of the defeated heroic warrior. The protagonist is strikingly
attired in ritual regalia and adorned with ceremonial accoutrements. He
prominently wields a raised war club, proclaiming his victory in mortal
combat over the forces of the beneath world by besting his opponent and
revitalizing his kinsman and compatriot. Various eye and mouth treat-
ments, especially the forked eye surround derived from the peregrine fal-
con, are a visual metaphor for the Birdman and are found on numerous
works of art.

Mississippian people extended prayer, respect, and supplication to
Birdman because of his exploits on their behalf, and in return he bestowed
important gifts: health, longevity, power, and a long line of descendents.
This last gift was crucial, because the ultimate victory in the defeat of
death resides in the ability of a person’s life force to survive through their
progeny. The theme of life’s triumph over death through one’s descendents
had its counterpart for Mississippian people in individual martial com-
bat and ritual games of chance and skill, such as lacrosse or stickball and
chunkey.

The nature of the sacred falcon/morning star allegory with its celebra-
tion of the triumph of life force over death, had an appeal that was transfer-
able from egalitarian to hierarchical societies but was also retained in
post-contact polities. The Birdman cult arose in the eastern prairies of the
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Midwest at the end of the first millennium C.E., with the falcon or hawk as
its central figure. In the eleventh century, religious figural art representing
Birdman intensified as new Mississippian religious practices flourished in
the regional polities and great towns. By the fifteenth century, Birdman
cult imagery had diminished considerably, but among Mississippi valley
and prairie-plains groups, the hawk continued to be an important religious
focus. The most compelling disjunction in the Birdman complex took place
in the late nineteenth century, when eastern prairie polities surrendered
their political autonomy and no longer pursued intertribal warfare. In
recent times the Birdman has been replaced by the Thunderbird, who con-
tinues to hunt and devour underwater serpents and bestows to the worthy
supplicant the gifts of healing, knowledge, medicine, and power.

THE TWINS

The sacred Twins were principal Mississippian above world deities who
possessed extraordinary and miraculous powers associated with sacred bun-
dles used to access the beneath world and to revitalize the dead. Paul Radin
referred to the Twins narrative as “the basic myth of the North American
Indians.”" The Twins were known by many names: Children of the Sun,
Little Men, Lodge Boy and Spring Boy, Lodge Boy and Thrown Away,
Lightning Boy and Thunder Boy, and the Thunder Twins.*®

One boy was “civilized” and adhered to the basic tenets of society,
whereas the other, “uncivilized” sibling opposed society through contrary
behavior. The Twins were created by the above world deities to correct an
imbalance of power in the world. In part they accomplished this task by
slaying the primordial monsters, presumably beneath world spirits, who
were killing humans. Once the Twins restored the world to balance and
established harmony and order, they underwent an apotheosis as stars or
thunder beings, and as such they continued to bestow humans with knowl-
edge and special gifts. The primary protagonist of the Twins story is the
“wild” brother and his beneath world powers, which include the shamanic
principles of transformation and revivification of the dead.

The Twins repeatedly demonstrated their remarkable spiritual powers
by battling and defeating otherworld monsters and spirit-powers. They
possessed remarkable transformational abilities. With the use of magi-
cal arrows, they outdistanced their pursuers by propelling themselves as

" Paul Radin, “The Basic Myth of the North American Indians,” Eranos-Jabrbuch 17
(1949): 359—419.

2© James R. Duncan and Carol Diaz-Granados, “Of Masks and Myths,” Midcontinental
Journal of Archaeology 25 (2000): 1-26.
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arrows, and they could change into feathers to float wherever they wished.
The boys could also transform themselves into stars or weather powers,
especially storms, bringing about lightning and much-needed rain. Their
magical arrows were stored in the sacred Thunder Bundles employed in
healing and revivifying the dead. Through these bundles the Twins brought
each other back to life after having been killed. In one narrative episode,
the wild Twin is decapitated and replaces his head with a rattle. In another
instance he replaces his brains with pebbles. The Twins are often repre-
sented by rattle-head ceramic effigies, especially in the Mississippi valley,
and by dual, opposed figures in Mississippian religious art.

The Twins’ ritual death and revival were an important Mississippian
religious theme, based on the power of the sacred Thunder Bundle and
the Twins’ use of the bundle to achieve success in warfare and healing and
to revivify the dead through magical arrows. Religious practitioners used
the bundles to reincarnate select persons and to call on powerful deities.
For example, reincarnation was the central theme of adoption ceremo-
nies, in which the symbolic resurrection of the dead was associated with
the renewal of the earth. In this case, when the wild Twin impersonator
symbolically raised the deceased through the Thunder Bundle, he also rep-
resented the earth being reborn in the spring, and through him the polity
was rejuvenated.

That the Twins were important to Mississippian people is demonstrated
by their portrayal on ceramic vessels, on marine shell cups and gorgets, and
as components of the ritual regalia in the form of long-nose god maskettes.
Perhaps most importantly, they reopened the Orion constellation, the pot-
tal to the realm of the dead, thus allowing human souls to continue to be
recycled. They killed the great monsters that harassed humans, and they
created the Thunder Bundle and the dances, prayers, and songs that accom-
panied it. Those who received a dream or vision from the Twins became
members of the Thunder Bundle society. The Thunder Bundle instructed
shamans in healing and magical power. The welfare of the Mississippian
people depended on the outcome of the conflict between the above world
and beneath world deities, and the Twins were crucial in mediating these
powerful forces.

MISSISSIPPIAN RELIGION AND CULTURE CHANGE

A number of discontinuities or disjunctions over time altered, modified,
and shaped Mississippian religion. Numerous changes can be seen in the
archaeological record in the centuries following emergence of Mississippian
culture, including natural disasters that brought significant disruptions
and reorientation in political, religious, and social systems. For example,
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climate change in the form of mega-drought events had major bearings on
Mississippian societies between 9oo and 1700 C.E.*!

Perhaps in conjunction with droughts and other climatic changes, major
changes took place in the late fourteenth century, when a regionwide dete-
rioration in political power, skilled crafting, subsistence patterns, and
religious organization took place. The drastic decline in craft production,
especially decorated ceramics, embossed copper, engraved marine shell, and
sculpted stone statuary, is evidenced throughout the Mississippian world as
centralization waned.

European contact precipitated further widespread depopulation, culture
change, population relocation, and increased conflict and violence, with the
intrusion of expeditionary forces and traders into the interior and the estab-
lishment of European colonies along the Atlanticand Gulfcoasts. Devastating
pandemics raced across the North American interior in a series of waves
beginning in the sixteenth century, resulting in the loss of specialized knowl-
edge and ritual practitioners who staffed religious offices. Depopulation
was especially damaging to the routine transference from one generation
to the next of esoteric rituals, religious knowledge, and sacred chartering
narratives, causing significant changes to the Mississippian belief system.

The onslaughts of slaving expeditions, initiated from the English plan-
tations near Charleston in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth cen-
turies, had devastating and profound effects on the interior populations,
especially the institution of chieftainship and associated ruling elites. The
foundation of chiefly authority resided in the mortuary shrine and the par-
aphernalia stored within, especially the seated human sculptures. Slaving
brought about the collapse of these chiefly institutions and the demise of
the mortuary shrines.*?

The impacts of ethnocentric Christian missionaries were particularly
debilitating to Eastern Woodlands religious traditions. Missionaries were
antagonistic and hostile toward shamanic practices, especially mortuary
rituals and beliefs that emphasized resurrection or revivification of the
dead, soul loss, multiple souls, and iconographic veneration, especially
temple statuary. Native religious systems — and associated iconography,
sacred narratives, and shamanic drama, flight, and transformation — were
reworked over time according to biblical texts. Remodeled sacred, oral

*! Larry V. Benson, Michael S. Berry, Edward A. Jolie, Jerry D. Spangler, David W. Stahle,
and Eugene M. Hattori, “Possible Impacts of Early-11th-, Middle 12th-, and Late-13th
Century Droughts on Western Native Americans and the Mississippian Cahokians,”
Quaternary Science Review 26 (2007): 1-15.

2 James A. Brown, Human Figures and the Southeastern Ancestor Shrine (Carbondale, IL,
2001).
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narratives chartered new political, religious, and social roles. The upper
world and beneath world opposition and their respective deities gradually
assumed features of Christian theology, with its emphasis on a heaven-and-
hell dichotomy. The Great Serpent, in particular, took on the connotation
of Satan, and ritual activities associated with the beneath world were thus
tagged “devil worship.”

Political and religious autonomy gradually faded with resettlement
onto bounded reservations to the west. For many polities, forced removal
began in the early nineteenth century and continued for several decades.
Small pockets of holdouts, however, remained in various areas; particu-
larly, the Cherokee in western North Carolina, the Choctaw in east central
Mississippi, and the Muskogee/Seminole in south Florida retained ele-
ments of Mississippian religion. Over time the ancient sacred narratives
ceased to function in the face of new political realities, being stripped of
their sanctity and original meanings. The power-chartering and status-
confirming functions of the narratives lost their sanctity, to be recorded
later as simple cautionary, etiological, explanatory, or humorous folktales.
The once-powerful and sacred narratives became “just so” stories popular-
ized in children’s books by the nineteenth century.

Forced resettlement also prevented men from attaining war honors,
which had provided critical political and social criteria for ambitious men
to progress through the various ritual grades within medicine societies or
priesthoods. Interpolity combat and war achievements had been a major
currency for male status advancement and for attainment of religious and
social positions. Without demonstrated military honor and valor, men had
difficulty marrying into desirable clans that would have, in turn, endowed
them with prestigious political and religious offices.

In a society based on oral sacred narratives, the survival of religious beliefs
and knowledge depended primarily on two factors: the number of people
who embodied and taught religious knowledge, and the ability of these reli-
gious practitioners and personnel to relay that knowledge to their succes-
sors. Religious doctrine became endangered when the transmission of sacred
lore was threatened. Death of the knowledge bearers was a primary cause of
the destruction of esoteric and specialized lore, especially religious knowl-
edge. Religious change had been ongoing throughout the Mississippian
era, as the belief system was remodeled and reworked through domestic,
economic, political, and social change brought on by a variety of factors,
including climate change, depopulation, population movement, and inter-
polity conflict. However, Western contact accelerated and exacerbated many
of these already ongoing changes in the Mississippian religious system.

Whereas external forces, such as European contact, brought about
major, if not catastrophic, religious change, revitalization movements had
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an internal focus. Revitalizing and purifying the remaining components of
the old social and religious order in the face of drastic social change neces-
sitated the destruction of former religious leaders, who became identified
as witches and vilified as the sources of societal ills. Traditional religious
leaders, the bearers of religious knowledge, were seen as the enemy by
their own people and became scapegoats for the rampant social and polit-
ical problems caused by European contact, especially the introduction of
alcohol, the fur and skin trade, slaving, and virgin soil pandemic diseases.
With the destruction of their religious leaders, Eastern Woodland people
suffered rapid acceleration in the reduction and transformation of religious
knowledge and ritual practices.??

Some groups remained relatively autonomous due to their isolation on the
eastern plains until after the Civil War, but over time they became increas-
ingly egalitarian in their political, religious, and social systems.>** Religious
ideology maintained its focus on multiple souls, revivification of the dead,
and mythic combat of life against death in the post-chiefdom world. In
some ways these egalitarian polities resembled that time prior to the
rise of Mississippian chiefdoms when polities were relatively egalitarian.

Elements of Mississippian religion survive today, among western
Mississippian descendents, such as the Osage and Quapaw, and many
Southeastern groups, including, but not limited to, the Alabama, Caddo,
Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Koasati, Muskogee, and Yuchi.?> The green
corn ceremony, for example, with its emphasis on purification and renewal,
continues to be performed at dance grounds within the old Mississippian
homeland as well as in Oklahoma, where the descendants of the Mississippian
people continue a transformed but ancient religious tradition.?¢

23 George E. Lankford, Looking for Lost Lore: Studies in Folklore, Ethnology, and Iconography
(Tuscaloosa, AL, 2007).

4 Brown, “On the Identity of the Birdman”; Joel W. Martin, Sacred Revolt: The Muskogee's
Struggle for a New World (Boston, 1991).

5 Jason B. Jackson, Ywchi Ceremonial Life: Performance, Meaning, and Tradition in a
Contemporary American Indian Community (Lincoln, 2005); David Lewis, Jr., and Ann T.
Jordan, Creek Indian Medicine Ways: The Enduring Power of Muskoke Religion (Albuquerque,
2002); J. T. Garrett and Michael Garrett, Medicine of the Cherokee: The Way of Right
Relationship (Rochester, 1996); James H. Howard, The Southeastern Ceremonial Complex
and Its Interpretation (Columbia, MO, 1968).

26 wish to thank F. Kent Reilly III, who initiated and has organized the annual gathering
of scholars at the Mississippian Iconographic Workshops at Texas State University (San
Marcos) since 1995. The workshop discussions, both formal and informal, and confer-
ence papers and publications resulting from the meetings helped inspire and shape many
of the ideas presented herein. A draft of this chapter was reviewed by James Brown,
Deborah Dye, Adam King, Robert Hall, George Lankford, Kent Reilly, George Sabo,
and Patty Jo Watson. To them I owe thanks and appreciation for their constructive crit-
icism and suggestions.
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THE ANASAZI

JACE WEAVER

We do not even know what they called themselves. Certainly, they did
not call themselves Anasazi. That is a name that the Athabaskan-speaking
Navajo, who moved into their homeland and saw the monumental ruins of
their settlements, gave to them. It is a term tinged with more than a hint of
hostility. It is often translated “ancient strangers,” but it is more precisely
rendered “ancient enemies” or “enemy ancestors” (annasdzi, from anna’ =
enemy/stranger, and bizdzi = ancient/ancestor). They were the ancestors of
the modern-day Pueblos. Their descendants most often call them simply
“the ancient ones.” The Hopi, one of the tribal nations descended from
them, term them hisatinom, “the ones who came before.” Understandably,
given the etymology of the term “Anasazi,” contemporary Pueblos con-
sider the term offensive. Today it is considered more precise and correct to
refer to them as “Ancestral Puebloans” or “Ancient Puebloans.”

Despite the pejorative connotations of their most familiar appella-
tion, no indigenous people in the Americas has been more romanticized
than the “Anasazi.” Given this and the fact that they disappeared before
the coming of Europeans to North America, is it possible to say any-
thing about their religious beliefs and practices? The answer is a definite
(but cautious) “Yes.”

There are thousands of years of Native American habitation in the
Americas prior to European contact that can only be known in two ways:
archaeology and oral tradition. For groups like the Ancestral Puebloans,
there is only archaeology and the oral tradition of others. Archaeology is
excellent at helping us discover the material world. It can tell us what a
given people’s houses were like, what they ate, their level of health, and
many other tangible things. It becomes more speculative when it attempts
to determine what a people believed or did, on the basis of physical evidence.
Fortunately, we also have the traditions and stories of their descendants,
the Pueblos, establishing a continuity, albeit imperfect. And we have the

156
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oral traditions of the Athabaskan Navajo and Apache, who migrated into
the area circa 1400 C.E.

Who then were the Anasazi or Ancestral Puebloans? These ancestors of
contemporary Pueblos occupied the Colorado Plateau and the Four Corners
area, the region around where the states of Colorado, Utah, Arizona, and
New Mexico intersect, from around 1200 B.C.E. to circa 1425 C.E., when the
last holdouts abandoned their settlements. They first emerged as a culture
that we know as the Basketmakers, who flourished between approximately
1000 B.C.E. and 750 C.E. and who are divided by archaeologists by period
into Basketmaker IT and Basketmaker ITI." In actuality, they were not a sin-
gle people. Like the Mississippians in the East, they were separate groups
living in separate communities that shared a religious complex, political
affiliations, and similar customs and cultural practices that marked them
as more similar to one another than to other tribal groupings. According
to Dennis Slifer, a petroglyph specialist with the New Mexico Museum of
Indian Arts and Culture, “There was significant regional variation within
Ancestral Pueblo culture, and this is reflected in their distinctive cultural
remains, including pottery, architecture, and rock art.”?

These Ancestral Puebloans emerged on the Colorado Plateau out of
peoples of the Archaic period. During the early Basketmaker II period,
roughly from 1200 to 1000 B.C.E. to 50 C.E., they lived seasonally in
small groups in camps or caves. It was during this period that corn and
squash agriculture began. By late Basketmaker II (5o C.E. to 500 C.E.),
small groups began to be linked to larger polities. They arrived in the
Four Corners region around 200 C.E. Shallow pit houses came into use.
Religious structures began to emerge. During Basketmaker III (500 C.E.—
750 C.E.), the pit houses became both deeper and more prevalent. The bow
and arrow supplanted the atlatl (a spear-throwing device) as a hunting tool.
Crude pottery made its appearance, and with it the cultivation of beans.
Other staple foods included pifiones and amaranth. Also, it was probably
during this period that Ancestral Puebloans domesticated the turkey. In
rock art, one sees evidence of a turkey cult, with humans depicted with
turkey heads.?

Eminently suited to their desert environment, pit houses were warmer
in the winter and cooler in the summer. Between 700 and 750 C.E., how-
ever, the Ancestral Puebloans moved aggressively to build aboveground
dwellings. They retained their former homes as sites for the performance

' Kendrick Frazier, Pegple of Chaco: A Canyon and Its People, rev. ed. (New York, 1999), 8.

2 Dennis Slifer, Kokopelli: The Magic, Mirth, and Mischief of an Ancient Symbol (Salt Lake
City, 2007), 67.

3 Frazier, People of Chaco, 89.
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of ritual. These underground ceremonial chambers are known as kivas.
They serve the dual purpose of keeping the rituals held there hidden from
public view and of providing a climate-controlled environment for their
performance. They became linked to the creation myth of the Ancient
Puebloans.

Based on the available evidence, we may safely assume that at some
point the Ancestral Puebloans, like their descendants, evolved an emer-
gence myth. In such a myth, the people dwelt inside the earth. From there,
they emerged through a hole onto the surface. It is a particularly female
protology. It is an image of creation as birth, with the people coming out of
the womb of the earth. Because people tend to mythologize the practical,
over time entering the kiva came to be thought of as reentry into the place
of emergence, the place of creation. In the case of the Ancestral Puebloans,
of course, this is both symbolically and literally true, because they left their
pit houses for surface dwellings: they came out of the earth.

Kivas are entered by descending a ladder through a hole in the roof.
Inside the kiva is a hearth. The entrance also serves as a smoke hole. As a
ceremony participant climbs down the ladder, he is bathed in smoke from
the fire inside, a ritual purification.

All available evidence — archaeology, rock art, and the oral tradition —
indicate that the Ancient Puebloans had a rich pantheon of spirits and dei-
ties. Religion also permeated everyday life. Grave goods and petroglyphs
reveal that there were rituals for quotidian activities like hunting and cur-
ing and for specialized actions like success in warfare, weather control,
combating witchcraft, and divination.* For the agriculturalist Ancient
Puebloans, most rituals were undoubtedly part of an annual ceremonial
cycle related to the agricultural cycle.

According to Slifer, “Unlike many of their neighbors who shared com-
mon Desert Archaic {period} origins and lifeways, the Ancestral Pueblo
culture exhibited a tendency for radical change throughout its history.
Their culture became more complex with time, perhaps due in part to the
well-documented contacts with the cultures of Mexico across the desert to
the south.”> What Slifer states about Ancient Puebloan culture in general
is particularly true for their religious traditions. The pantheon, like that of
the Aztecs, seems to have been both flexible and fluid.

The contacts with Mexico are not to be minimized in the process of cul-
tural change. Time and again in piecing together the Ancestral Puebloans’

4 Michael O’Hara, “The Magician of Ridge Ruin: An Interpretation of the Social, Political,
and Ritual Roles Represented” (unpublished paper, 28 Mar. 2008); David Roberts, I
Search of the Old Ones: Exploring the Anasazi World of the Southwest (New York, 1996),
219—20.

> Slifer, Kokopelli, 67.
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story, one is drawn to a Mexican connection. Their principal crops — corn,
beans, and squash — were all Mexican cultivars that had made their way
north. In addition, pottery, bow and arrow, cotton agriculture and loom
weaving, and irrigation appear to have arrived from Mexico — if not
directly, at least through Ancestral Puebloan contact with the Hohokam or
Mogollon.® The Mogollon to the south, for instance, were making pottery
two centuries before those of Basketmaker II1.7

After the advent of corn and squash agriculture, appropriate rituals were
developed in conjunction with the cycle of planting and harvesting. Slifer
writes:

Summer ceremonies celebrate the fecundity of the earth and often center on
corn — the dietary staple but also a profound symbol of fruitfulness. Corn lies
at the center of Pueblo religious beliefs, myths, and art — it is synonymous
with their identity. Pueblo ceremonies are based on knowledge of the sea-
sons, especially sun and moon cycles, and this knowledge makes it possible
to cultivate corn in a harsh arid land with risky growing seasons.®

The Ancestral Puebloans therefore acquired a great deal of astronomical
knowledge. At the great ceremonial center of Chaco Canyon, there were no
fewer than five observatories. One of these in particular, the so-called Sun
Dagger on Fajada Butte, is constructed and oriented such that, at noon on
the summer solstice, a shaft of sunlight bisects a spiral petroglyph carved
on the cliff face.® The spiral, a common feature in Ancient Pueblo rock
art, “symbolized energy, renewal, wind or breath, water, and the cycles
of time since the Paleolithic period.” Similarly, the winter solstice,
marking the rebirth of the sun, remains an extremely important time of
Pueblo ceremonial dances, a new year’s rite in which the entire community
participates.” Stephen Trimble quotes Lea Pinto of Zuni Pueblo, writing,
“During winter solstice we bring in all our seeds and pray that those seeds
will be reborn. It teaches you about growth — the seed that you are, the
seed that you are becoming. Your prayer, even if only one, will help the
environment, giving respect to what makes us survive as a people.”’? And
scientist William Calvin has demonstrated that other Ancestral Puebloan
structures were aligned, not with the cardinal directions, but in a north-
east-southeast-southwest-northwest fashion, reflecting sunrise and sunset

® Ibid.

7 Roberts, In Search of the 0ld Ones, 215.

8 Slifer, Kokopelli, 96.

9 Jake Page, In the Hands of the Great Spirit New York, 2003), 81—2.

'° Slifer, Kokopelli, 118.

" Alfonso Ortiz, Tewa World: Space Time, Being and Becoming in @ Pueblo Society (Chicago,
1972), 102.

'2 Stephen Trimble, The People: Indians of the American Southwest (Santa Fe, 1993), 47.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 04:15:58, subject to the Cambridge

Core terms of use, available at h@éﬁ;ﬁm@‘qrg{agi%gr@f;mﬁétma}?ﬁtﬁﬁygei@ﬁ@&%ﬂl}@é@@%%@ 871105.009


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521871105.009
https://www.cambridge.org/core

160 Jace Weaver

on the solstices.” Nora Naranjo-Morse of Santa Clara Pueblo states, “The
older people spent time talking to the sun and wishing it well. They had a
strong grasp that it was just okazy.”™* Still other Ancestral Puebloan struc-
tures were oriented on the basis of lunar cycles.

One of the most significant ancestral deities carried over to contemporary
Pueblo culture is Kokopelli, the hump-backed flute player. Kokopelli is
also controversial and much debated. Certainly, much of what is said about
this figure in popular culture in what is today the American Southwest is
fanciful and spurious. Some scholars also speculate that the image, very
common in Ancient Puebloan petroglyphs, represents itinerant traders,
who played the flute to announce their arrival — because flute playing
took both hands, demonstrating that they were not enemies sneaking up
and carrying weapons. Today, Kokopelli is a Puebloan fertility deity with
associations with creation. Among the Zuni, he is associated with rain.
For the Hopi, he carries unborn children on his back and gives them to
young women. In one telling of the Acoma Pueblo emergence myth, it
is Kokopelli playing his flute, Pied Piper-like, who leads the people from
the world below into this one, although this mytheme is absent from the
oldest recorded versions and may thus be a recent interpolation.*

The association of Kokopelli with fertility is manifestly ancient. As
mentioned previously, his image is prevalent in Ancestral Puebloan rock
art. He is often depicted as having an oversized erect priapus, a literal
symbol of reproduction, and sometimes in coital scenes. He is sometimes
represented playing to animals or to plants. It seems apparent therefore
that he was responsible for abundance of game and crops and of human
offspring as well. In at least two instances, in ancient kivas in Colorado,
he was carved into the floor of the kiva, which was then covered over by a
prepared surface. As Slifer states, “These two subfloor figures, being hidden
from view, evidently had an esoteric, magico-religious purpose intended to
enhance the horticultural and human fertility of the pueblo. Perhaps this
was especially important at a time when prolonged drought caused fertility
rates to diminish.”*

Another rain/fertility deity currently much discussed in Ancestral
Puebloan studies circles is Tlaloc, the rain god of the Tolteca, later adopted
by the Aztecs. His imagery even predates the Toltecs, appearing in the
culture of Teotihuacan. Tlaloc, according to David Carrasco, was “the

3 William H. Calvin, How the Shaman Stole the Moon (New York, 1991), 79.

4 Trimble, The People, 47.

"> Diane Reyna, dir., Surviving Columbus: The Story of the Pueblo People (Public Broadcasting
Service, 1992).

16 Slifer, Kokopelli, 81—3.
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most popular and widespread deity in central Mesoamerica.” Depicted
with characteristic large “google” eyes, his imagery in Mexico dates back
to 800 B.C.E., “making it the oldest recognizable religious complex in
the Americas.”"7 A fertility/fertilizing deity, Tlaloc was a god over many
aspects of the world and life. Not unlike Kokopelli, he was the god of rain,
thunderstorms, water, agriculture, and abundance. As naturalist Craig
Childs puts it in his book House of Rain, “The deity Tlaloc encompasses a
variety of related themes: mountains, clouds, mists, rain, drought, caves,
springs, a watery underworld, crops, fertility, and renewal.” Although, as a
god of water, he is associated with the sea, he is most associated with caves
and mountains.’® A water deity, he is also a powerful earth spirit: Tlaloc
(or Tlalloc) means “he who has the quality of earth,” or “he who is made
of earth,” or “he who is the embodiment of earth.”* Tlaloc is thus a deity
tailor-made for the desert Southwest and its agricultural peoples.

The Mogollon occupied a vast territory south of the Ancient Puebloans
that encompassed parts of Arizona, New Mexico, and West Texas and
extended southward deep into the present-day Mexican states of Sonora and
Chihuahua. More than other prehistoric desert Southwestern peoples, they
left a record of their religious beliefs in stone. Slifer notes that “the near-
universal appearance of moisture-associated elements,” like crested serpents
and clouds, “suggests that the rock art was placed, in part, to ensure ade-
quate rain and good harvests in this harsh desert land. Other water-loving
figures found in Jornada Style {Mogollon} sites are fish, tadpoles, turtles,
and dragonflies.” Tlaloc imagery is commonplace.?® There are tantalizing
clues that the Tlaloc cult might have been the seed from which katsina reli-
gion germinated among the Ancient Puebloans and their descendants.

Contemporary Puebloans vehemently object to the idea that their reli-
gion has origins in Mexico. Trimble writes succinctly, “The Pueblo people
do not think of their spirit beings ‘migrating’ from anywhere; for them,
katsinas have been here from the beginning.”?" There is, however, a con-
sensus among scholars that contemporary Pueblo katsina religion had its
beginnings in Mexico and was imported into what is today the American
Southwest relatively late in the Anasazi period.

The katsinas are ancestral spirits who act as messengers and interme-
diaries between the Pueblo people and their deities. Tlaloc resided in the

7 Johanna Broda, David Carrasco, and Eduardo Matos Moctezuma, The Great Temple of
Tenochtitlan (Berkeley, 1989), 141; Craig Childs, House of Rain: Tracking a Vanished
Civilization Across the American Southwest (Boston, 2007), 459.

18 Broda, Great Temple of Tenochtitlan, 25, 91; Childs, House of Rain, 459.

9 Broda, Great Temple of Tenochtitlan, 102.

20 Slifer, Kokopelli, 63—s.

2" Trimble, The People, 45; see also Ortiz, Tewa World, 18.
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mountains and mountain caves. The katsinas live in the clouds that gather
around mountain peaks. Like Tlaloc, a principal function of the katsinas
is to bring rain, and like him, they also bring fertility and health. When
a Pueblo person dies, he or she is reborn as a katsina and helps assure the
survival of the people by participating in the bringing of life-giving rain.
Like their descendants, the Ancient Puebloans carved statues of katsinas.
These statues are at once representations of the spirit, dwelling places for
the spirit, and embodiments of that spirit. Likewise, they carved masks to
be worn by dancers during ceremonies. Jake Page describes the scene:

Their impersonators come in season to the village plazas, where they are
given the opportunity to perform dances and are fed spirit food (cornmeal).
In return for these pleasures, they are told that the people have been leading
proper lives and the katsinas are obliged to tell the deities that they should
allow the rains to come. These ceremonies are not prayers in the sense of
pleas — instead they bespeak a reciprocal arrangement, a sacred deal between
people and spirits.>

In Mexico, Tlaloc was accompanied by the #lalogue, “the host of small
servants ... who were supposed to assist him in producing the rains.” Craig
Childs points out the obvious: “Katsinas are very similar to Mesoamerican
Tlaloques, which are the rain god Tlaloc’s children and family: feathered
long-haired spirits said to brew rain, to pound on drums and create thun-
der.” He concludes his discussion on the subject by stating, “Both the sym-
bolic and practical aspects of Tlaloc religion are very similar to those of the
Pueblo katsina religion still practiced in the Southwest.”*?

Mogollon territory — where Tlaloc images were abundant — was to the
immediate south of that of the Ancestral Puebloans and sat between the
homeland of the latter and their trading partners, the Toltec. Religious
ideas could have been transmitted directly from Tollan (the Tolteca cap-
ital) to the Four Corners via traveling merchants or, as science writer
Kendrick Frazier suggests, by “down-the-line” trade. Down-the-line trade
“is a more natural and modest means of conducting exchange than the idea
of trade emissaries traveling long distances. In down-the-line trade, there
are a whole series of exchanges, like a bucket brigade, between adjoining
regions. Each trades with its neighbors. Extensive travel is minimized, yet
goods and information can move considerable distances.”** Either way, new
religious concepts could have easily traveled up the line.

There is a related element here that brings us back to the oral tradition.
In researching House of Rain, Craig Childs was struck by repeated bulky

22 Page, In the Hands of the Great Spirit, 87.
23 Broda, Great Temple of Tenochtitlan, 73; Childs, House of Rain, 420, 459.
?4 Frazier, People of Charco, 169.
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T-shapes he saw at Chaco Canyon, Mesa Verde, Aztec ruins, and elsewhere.
This form was found primarily in the shape of doorways. On first seeing it
at Pueblo Bonito, he assumed it served some ordinary, everyday function,
perhaps “allowing people to enter with loads on their backs or facilitat-
ing the movement of air into deeper recesses of the great house.” It is also
found in petroglyphs, in wall niches, painted on walls, and in designs on
baskets, textiles, and pottery.?s

Scholars and other sources Childs consulted were divided and unsure
as to the purpose and meaning. Working at Spruce Tree House in 1891,
Gustaf Nordenskiold, the first trained scholar to study Mesa Verde,
believed the T-shaped doorways denoted public spaces. Archaeologist
Beth Bagwell told Childs, however, that she thought they demarcated
“preferred living spaces.” She also believed that they were “probably a
sort of symbol,” but was unsure as to what kind. Rock art specialist Joe
Pachak believes the shapes to be representations of points of emergence,
“sipapus in the architecture.” He told Childs, “People would have been
reminded of their story daily, going in and out of the house, emerging into
the world, then going back inside.” Charles Di Peso, the distinguished
archaeologist who excavated Paquimé in Chihuahua, sees T-shaped doors
and carvings (as well as a T-shaped public space he believed to be a reli-
gious arena) as representing Tlaloc. Childs writes, “He wrote in his notes
that passing through one of the doorways, you would have been pass-
ing through the very eye of Tlaloc. Inside you would reach the legendary
seat of this rain god, a fabled underground lake. Perhaps cool air flowing
through the T-shaped doorways was like the moist air that ushers from
caves, the breath of Tlaloc.”*¢

Most of these theories advanced are not intellectually mutually exclusive,
and all may have a degree of truth. It appears, however, that Di Peso hits
closest to the heart of it. Childs asked a Hopi man about the T-shapes. The
anonymous consultant replied, “I believe the T shape is a mountain under-
ground.... I think it symbolizes an inverted mountain, a mirror of what
is aboveground. The mountain aboveground gathers clouds and rain. The
mountain below draws rainfall into an underground lake. ... The shape of
the T is a mountain upside down. Its stem leads into the underworld where
there is water.” Commenting on the Hopi’s story, naturalist Childs states:

Of course, I thought, pre-Columbian people knew the hydrological cycle,
the way in which water transfers from the atmosphere to the ground and
back. Living in the Southwest for thousands of years, people would have

25 Childs, House of Rain, 50, 459.
26 Ibid., 138, 217, 417—18; Jay W. Sharp, “Paquime: The Last Great Center of Puebloan
Influence,” http://www.desertusa/ind 1/ind_new/ind 1 3.html (accessed 25 June 2008).
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been keenly aware of the rhythmic relationship between precipitation and
spring flows. They would have known how many years of good rain it would
take to fill an underground lake, an aquifer, able to predict chances of sur-
vival and calculate how soon a migration might need to begin.?

Childs’ linking of oral tradition to TEK (traditional environmental knowl-
edge) makes sense.?® He concludes his discussion, “Even modern hydrolo-
gists cannot adequately explain the direct correlation between climate shifts
and water table fluctuations. Sitting at the man’s wooden table, I thought,
perhaps they cannot explain it because they have not had to live and die by
it for thousands of years. They are unaware that Tlaloc is breathing.”

One other spirit figure deserves individual discussion: Tanama, a fig-
ure common among the indigenous peoples of the desert Southwest under
various names — and, like Kokopelli, Tlaloc, the origin of the katsina reli-
gion, and practically everything else in the discussion of Ancient Pueblo
religion, controversial. The fullest explication of him appears in the 1924
work Children of the Twilight: Folk-Tales of Indian Tribes, by travel writer and
amateur ethnographer Emma-Lindsay Squier, who pieced together a cycle
of stories about him from Apache, Navajo, Havasupai, Hopi, and Taos
Pueblo sources.?® She calls the myth she records “The Trembling God.” Of
her multiple tribal informants, she writes, “Each one will give you a differ-
ent version; there will be wide gaps in the tale, and vague inconsistencies.
But all of them know — yet rarely speak of — this legend of the desert, a
legend of those mysterious peoples who built their pueblos high on inac-
cessible cliffs.”' This then is a story of the Ancestral Puebloans. For Squier,
the fact that she found versions among five different tribes lends credence,
although given the close geographic proximities involved, diffusion is
more than possible. She also saw in her travels in Arizona the topographic
feature of the title, a toppled slab of tapered granite that had once been nat-
urally balanced upright on one end: it had been known to Euro-American
immigrants as “Balanced Rock” but was called the “Trembling God” by
Indians, hence the myth.

*7 Childs, House of Rain, 420-1.

28 See also Duane Good Striker, “TEK Wiars: First Nations’ Struggles for Environmental
Planning,” in Jace Weaver, ed., Defending Mother Earth: Native American Perspectives on
Environmental Justice (Maryknoll, NY, 1996), 144—52.

29 Childs, House of Rain, 421.

3°8ee “Of Trembling Gods and Moon-Eyed People: Ruminations on the Limits of
Ethnography,” in Jace Weaver, Notes from a Miner’s Canary (Albuquerque, 2010). My
wife, Laura Adams Weaver, also has found a version among the Tohono O’Odham in
Arizona.

3! Emma-Lindsay Squier, Children of the Twilight: Folk-Tales of Indian Tribes (Cleveland,
1924), 55.
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Squier does not identify the cliff dwelling where she saw the rock, but
from her description and details of the trip and the location, it appears to
have been Montezuma Castle. The story is that of Tanama, a hero who was
half god and half human.

At the beginning of the world, Tanama came among the People and saw
that they had next to nothing and no skills whatsoever. Acting as a culture
hero, he gave them fire. He taught them how to make clothing and hous-
ing. He taught them to build dams and grow crops. He gave them the corn
dance and the snake dance. He spent years among the People, instructing
and helping them. Everywhere he went, he counseled purity. As Squier
tells it, he preached, “Keep your honor clean; do not mingle with other
people; let your sons marry in their pueblos. If you do this, you will always
be a strong people. If you welcome strangers among you, it will bring ruin
upon you.”3?

At length, however, the thunder god became jealous of Tanama and his
connection to the People. He was angry that the hero had not taught the
People to honor him. He lured Tanama up to the mesa rim and turned
him to stone. The People could find no trace of Tanama after his encounter
with Thunder, but they saw the new balanced stone, which vibrated ever
so slightly. In a dream, Tanama made known to the priest that the peculiar
rock was he and that he was still with the People to protect and teach them.
He repeated his purity admonition and, according to Squier, declared, “As
long as I shall stand erect, so shall your strength and glory endure. But
if I fall, then let your children weep. For the red man shall perish with
my going.”3?

The myth then shifts. Many years have passed. One day, a remnant of
the Toltecas arrives, saying that they have been displaced by “a fierce and
bloodthirsty people.” They had decided to leave rather than submit. For
seven years, they journeyed ever northward, until they arrived at this place.
They request that they should be permitted to stay and “join forces with
the people of the cliff pueblos, should live with them in peace and ami-
cability, and that the two tribes should combine their might against the
roving desert savages.” There ensue many discussions as to whether the
People should honor the request of the migrants, but at length they agree.
The war chief, Nanoomi, however, is uneasy. He dreams of Tanama, who
tells him in his vision,

Send them away. . .. Nothing but evil will come of this tribal union. Behold,
the nation of the Toltecas was rotten like a melon that has lain too long
in the sunshine. The foot of the invader crushed it because it was soft and

3% Lbid., 64.
33 Ibid., 65—6.
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offered no resistance. Bring not the rottenness of a conquered people into
the high places of desert men. Send them away, lest your tribe become pol-
luted, lest they forget the things which I, Tanama, gave my life to teach.
Send them away, lest your people perish!**

The war chief and his doubts do not carry the day. The southerners are
made welcome and integrate into the life of the People. Unfortunately, the
prophecy proves correct. The newcomers bring deceit, treachery, and infi-
delity among the People. The Trembling God topples himself in order to
prevent a grievous assault on the People. He resurrects himself to his pre-
vious promontory a year later, only to reveal the evidence of the attempted
crime (precipitated among other things by the cuckolding of Nanoomi by
the Toltec band, Coatzil). Squier notes that the Trembling God collapsed
a second and final time in the nineteenth century as Euro-Americans dis-
placed the natives.

This lengthy summary of the myth Squier relates is still inadequate to
capture its drama. Although it obviously has been romanticized by the writer
in her retelling, it nevertheless bears markings of orature. In evaluating
it, I come down on the side of authenticity, at least in its basic elements.

A granite slab standing alone, precariously upright on a tapered point
and vibrating or trembling has “personality,” that is to say, it is an odd-
ity. It was thus likely to become a sacred site and as such would merit an
explanation.

I believe the reason Squier had to piece the myth together was that she
actually encountered a cycle of stories, common among indigenes for trick-
ster figures and culture heroes. The reason the story veers so widely in both
time and tone from the early contributions of Tanama to the People, to
his inevitable departure (all culture heroes depart), and to the much later
story of acceptance and betrayal is that Squier has stitched multiple myths
together in a desire for coherence. She notes gaps and inconsistencies.

There are several elements that need analysis. The plotline about the
Toltec might at first blush seem preposterous. The Ancient Puebloans’
main partner in the turquoise trade — and their only large customer — was
the Toltec. If some Toltecas did decide to depart, north might not seem an
improbable destination. The Azteca entered the Valley of Mexico in the
mid-thirteenth century. Tenochtitlan was founded in 1325. According to
Alfredo Lopez Austin, the Toltec capital fell in 1350, and in 1371 the polit-
ical equilibrium of the region collapsed, and the barbaric (to Toltec lights)
northern invaders allied themselves with the equally aggressive Tepanecs.3

34 Ibid., 68.
35 Alfredo Lépez Austin and Leonardo Lépez Lujin, Mexico’s Indigenons Past (Norman, OK,
2001), 186, 207.
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Any remnant Toltec exodus would therefore logically be between 1350 and
1371. If the seven-year time frame cited by Squier approximates reality,
that would put the arrival of the wandering band among the Ancestral
Puebloans between 1357 and 1378. If, in turn, I am correct in my identi-
fication of the site of the Trembling God at Montezuma Castle, then the
cliff dwelling was built by the Sinagua. The location was one of the last
holdouts, inhabited until circa 1425. So, temporally, this element of the
myth is plausible.

The fact that Squier lists Hopi as one of the sources for the story is
significant. The Hopi regard themselves as ancestrally related to the Sinagua
and to Montezuma Castle. That the chronicler cites the Apache and Navajo
is potentially more problematic, because it is commonly assumed that
these Athabaskan migrants, after departing what is today western Canada,
entered the Southwest only around 1400 C.E. This would not automati-
cally negate, however, Squier’s culture hero as Ancient Puebloan.

In his Anasazi America, published in 2000, anthropologist David Stuart
writes:

Navajo oral tradition may help us learn something about the enemies of
the Mesa Verdeans. One series of ancient and remarkable Navajo tales tells
of a poor beggar woman and her son who went from Chacoan great house
to great houses seeking food. Several great houses such as Pueblo Bonito,

events at each (such as plucking turquoise offerings from the cliff behind
Pueblo Bonito) are recounted. In the tale, Keet Seel, White House at Canyon
de Chelly, and another cliff house (probably Jacquet) near Farmington are
mentioned. All these sites contain Mesa Verde black-on-white pottery, so we
know they were inhabited during the 1200s, in Mesa Verdean times.>

Stuart admits that such stories are not “absolute proof” of Navajo presence
while the great houses, such as Pueblo Bonito, were occupied, but he finds
them “strongly suggestive.” Although the scholar believes that the Dine
(i.e., Navajo) myths will be independently confirmed, he acknowledges,
“The Navajo, of course, are not waiting for confirmation from us. They
hold these tales to be true, and obviously so. After all, how else would their
ancestors have known who lived at the great houses and what food they
offered or refused the beggar woman and her sons?”37

Stuart posits that perhaps the Navajo stories are reflective of the known
Mesa Verdean reoccupation of Chaco between 1050 to 1260 C.E. He notes
that recent excavations date some Navajo hogans to the fourteenth century.
He writes, “That leaves the archaeological gap between Mesa Verdean

3% David E. Stuart, Anasazi America (Albuquerque, 2000), 135.
37 Ibid.
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reoccupation at Chacoan great houses and Navajo settlement in the Four
Corners at just a century, not the four or five that most textbooks report.”?®
Even if Navajo and Apache arrival did occur at the later date on the cusp of
the fifteenth century, that would still fall within the period of occupation of
Montezuma Castle, making possible Navajo and Apache firsthand knowl-
edge of the Ancestral Puebloans. In fact, the myth itself seems to suggest
that the two Athabaskan-speaking peoples might be “the roving desert
savages” against whom the Toltec suggested they and the cliff dwellers join
forces for mutual protection.

This brings us to the final great issue concerning the Ancestral Puebloans
and the role of religion — specifically the katsina religion — in their lives.
Like everything else pertaining to the subject, it is highly contested, con-
tentious, and uncertain. Although there is still much we do not know,
there is also a great deal that we do know and more that we can infer
with a degree of certitude. The question is that of the collapse of Ancestral
Puebloan civilization. It is known as the Great Abandonment, and to
adequately understand it, one must backtrack all the way to the beginning
of the so-called Anasazi Pueblo I period.

Prior to 800 C.E., only a small group of Basketmakers lived in arid
Chaco Canyon in the Four Corners area, in what is today Arizona. Between
800 and 850, the Ancient Puebloans began a massive building campaign
in the canyon, erecting a great ceremonial and trade center. At the height
of the classic period, circa 1100 C.E., there were fifteen great multistory
settlements, accounting for a population of five thousand persons. Trees
for roof timbers of the pueblos were brought from forests a hundred miles
away. Broad highways radiated from Chaco, bringing in pilgrims, mer-
chants, and shoppers from all points of the Ancestral Puebloan Empire and
beyond. Toltec traders would have regularly arrived from Tollan (Tula).
Chaco completely controlled the mining of turquoise. The aquamarine
semiprecious stone became a principal medium of exchange, and it helped
draw Puebloan people to the great religious centers, like Pueblo Bonito, of
Chaco Canyon.

Even though there were five thousand inhabitants of the great houses of
Chaco, and although the classic period represented one of the wettest cycles
climactically in the history of the North American West, the arable land
adjacent to these towns could support only about two thousand individu-
als. Thus, like the great Mississippian ceremonial and trading center at
Cahokia, Chaco was dependent on farmers in the greater surrounding area
to supply it with the wherewithal for survival. By about the year 920, Chaco
Canyon, like Cahokia, had developed a system of outlier agriculturalists to

38 Ibid., 136.
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provide it with food. In this, of course, it was no different than modern
metropolitan centers. How much food does New York, or Paris, or Beijing
produce to sustain itself?

According to Native American studies scholar Karen Strom,

Some 2500 outlying Anasazi abandoned rural farm villages of single-family
pit and adobe homes have been found. Turquoise, the medium of exchange,
was one thing that pulled their inhabitants into Chaco for the large reli-
gious festivals and trade fairs, packing all they could carry of surplus food
(such as dried corn, beans, squash rings) on their backs, for there were no
burden-bearing animals and no wheeled vehicles. Outlying farmers could
exchange surplus food for turquoise, a permanently-storable wealth, which
could be traded later, if necessary, for food and craft goods from the center
or locally. Turquoise thus functioned for all the people of this civilization as
money — wearable, beautiful, spiritually enhancing, and religiously iconic,
but practical, t00.3

The era when this picture of Chaco’s dominance was literally true was
relatively brief. The peak of Chacoan power lasted only from about 1020
C.E. until 1130 C.E. As David Stuart points out, however, even by 1050,
Chaco was already under stress “as health and living conditions progres-
sively eroded in the southern district’s open farming communities” that
supplied the urban centers and provided surpluses to be stored in the great
houses.* More shocks were to come.

According to Strom, “Chaco governors tightly controlled the turquoise
mines at Cerillos [New Mexicol. Raw stone was brought to Pueblo Bonito
to be cut into small tiles, which the merchant-traders took back to Tollan
for use in jeweled and tiled creations.” But new mines opened in present-
day Nevada and Arizona, breaking the Puebloan monopoly on supply and
creating a competitive market. As Strom correctly characterizes the situa-
tion, with more turquoise in circulation, prices fell and a kind of inflation
was created. Then, in 1100, civil unrest in the Toltec Empire disrupted the
turquoise market.+!

This created the first major disruption of Chacoan society. The collapse of
its turquoise monopoly appears to have broken the power of Chaco’s elites
over religious observance. Archaeologist Lynne Sebastian has pointed out
“that large religious gatherings did not take place in Chaco Canyon after
1100.” Analyzing Sebastian’s findings, Stuart writes, “Clearly, the elites’
economic and religious power over an entire region had been destroyed,

39 Karen Strom, “Pueblo Bonito: Turquoise Trade Capital,” http:www.kstrom.net/isk/art.
beads/boninto. html (accessed 22 June 2008).

4° Stuart, Anasazi America, 67, 122.

4! Strom, “Pueblo Bonito,” n. 39.
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never to be reestablished. After 1100, ritual leaders could exercise power
only over small competing groups of followers.+*

Stuart says the crisis caused the elites to respond “with the sacred for-
mula — more roads, more rituals, more great houses.” At this moment
there was a major proliferation in construction of kivas, pointing, he says,
“to a ritual life that had stopped nurturing open communities and had
grown increasingly demanding and obsessive.” He concludes, “I also find
it ironic that the greatest Chacoan building projects were, like many of
the CCC and WPA projects of our own Great Depression, the desperate
economic reactions of a frightened and fragile society.”#> Although there
is undoubtedly some truth to Stuart’s assessment, especially as it pertains
to public buildings and roads to nowhere, from a religious point of view, I
see the marked increase in kivas somewhat differently. It simply represents
the breakdown in religious domination, in the same way that economic
competition did in the turquoise monopoly. It represents new, competing
religious sects — new congregations, if you will.

Decreasing rainfalls bectween 1080 and 1100 C.E. had contributed to
the farm crisis, but the rains revived in the early twelfth century. By then,
however, these other dislocations added to the stresses on Chaco soci-
ety. Finally, in 1130 the rains stopped yet again, ushering in a fifty-year
drought. Chaco’s outlier system fell apart in 1140. Although the canyon
towns struggled on for another decade, in 1150 Chaco itself collapsed and
its residents dispersed. They migrated to Hopi, Zuni, and other communi-
ties in the Four Corners area and beyond. As Chaco Canyon spun people out
centrifugally, Mesa Verde ascended as the major center of Puebloan culture.
Beginning around 1200 C.E., construction of high cliff dwellings began
at places like Mesa Verde, Keet Seel, and Montezuma Castle, supplanting
flatland pueblos and indicating a society under some kind of threat.

The twelfth and thirteenth centuries saw the gradual desertion of
Ancestral Puebloan centers. Puebloan trade seems to have imploded
entirely around 1250 C.E. There was a refulgence of occupation of Chaco,
but it lasted only about two decades. Another drought struck in 1276 and
lasted until 1299. By 1300, the Ancient Puebloans had abandoned the
Four Corners and Colorado Plateau.*

In his discussion of his Hopi consultant’s story, Craig Childs ties TEK to
migration and thus to the Great Abandonment. It has long been assumed
that climatic shifts and drought led the Ancestral Puebloans to leave their
homes. Geographer Jared Diamond, in his book Collapse: How Societies Choose

42 Stuart, Anasazi America, 143.
43 Ibid., 122—3.
44 Roberts, In Search of the Old Ones, 150-1.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 04:15:58, subject to the Cambridge

Core terms of use, available at h@éﬁ;ﬁm@‘qrg{agi%gr@f;mﬁétma}?ﬁtﬁﬁygei@ﬁ@&%ﬂl}@é@@%%@ 871105.009


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521871105.009
https://www.cambridge.org/core

The Anasazi 171

to Fail or Succeed, follows the contemporary trend among scholars of eschew-
ing “single-factor” explanations.®> Already cited previously are the multi-
ple shocks to the system that the Ancient Puebloans had to absorb: the loss
of their turquoise monopoly, the resultant inflation, recurrent droughts,
and the collapse of their trade markets and outlier farming support sys-
tem. Ultimately, for some reason or constellation of reasons, the Ancestral
Puebloans abandoned the Four Corners and, in a reversal of the Toltecs of
the Tanama myth, migrated south, where they reconfigured themselves.
Archaeologist William Lipe states,

For most of this century, archaeologists focused on environmental causes for
the abandonment: drought, famine, arroyo cutting, and the like. Or they
talked about wars with the nomads. They saw the abandonment only in terms
of push. But we’re coming to see that it takes a pull as well as push. Something
immensely attractive or compelling must have been going on to the south and
east, and up on the Colorado Plateau they got wind of it. More and more,
we’re coming to believe that the pull was the Kachina Phenomenon.4¢

The “Kachina Phenomenon” can also be thought of as katsina religion.
Interestingly, Lipe and others are coming to see the missing piece of the
abandonment puzzle as this new religious movement, which remains the
religion of the descendants of the Ancestral Puebloans to this day.
Regardless of whether it can be linked directly to the Tlaloc cult, kat-
sina religion was, as already discussed, another cultural phenomenon that,
according to anthropologists, migrated northward from Mexico. Like the
possibility of its Mesoamerican origins, the exact timing of its advent is
much debated. Reflecting the commonly accepted timeline, Stuart writes,
“The early 1300s were the years when masked rain gods and the kachina
cult, thought to have originated west of the Zuni area, began to penetrate
the eastern pueblos and displace many older religious customs.” For years,
it was stated that the earliest evidence archaeologists could find for the new
religion dated from circa 1325. Leigh Jenkins, the cultural preservation
officer for the Hopi, told Roberts, however, “If you look at the rock art,
you can verify that the kachinas were around. There is no doubt that they
were around at the time of migration.” And opinion has begun to swing in
Jenkins’ direction. Scholars are, in fact, pushing the date of this religious
upheaval even farther back. Lipe states, “The late 1200s was a time of
substantial, political and religious ferment and experimentation.”¥

45 Jared Diamond, Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed (New York, 2004), 137.

46 Roberts, In Search of the 0ld Ones, 149.

47 John Fox, “Religion May Be Hidden Motive Behind Anasazi Migration, http://archives.
cnn.com/2000/NATURE/03/28/america.quest.day17/index.html (published 28 Mar.
2000; accessed 20 June 2008); Stuart, Anasazi America, 150; Roberts, In Search of the Old
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The question has become so central to Ancestral Puebloan studies that
speculation has at times run somewhat wild. New York Times science writer
George Johnson notes, “Other archaeologists see evidence of an evangeli-
cal-like religion — the forerunner, perhaps, of the masked Kachina rituals,
which still survive on the Hopi and Zuni reservations — appearing in the
south and attracting rebellious northerners.” Archaeologist Bruce Bradley
of the University of Exeter has gone even further, suggesting that the entire
Chacoan revival “was driven by a single charismatic figure, a Christ type,
if you will.” He explains, “In any event, the Chacoan revival lasts only fif-
teen or twenty years, before it falls apart. Then the great drought of 1276
to 1299 hits. They kill their leaders — all through Sand Canyon we found
bodies showing signs of violent death. They burn their kivas, perhaps
to exorcise the trauma of the violence. Then they abandon the Colorado
Plateau.” In Bradley’s theory, the new katsina religion they found in the
south provided them with a way to reconstitute themselves and survive as
the Pueblos for seven hundred years.+

Despite more spectacular speculations, did religion play a central role
in the Great Abandonment? There are logical reasons for believing that it
did, and there are tantalizing clues leading in that direction.

Bradley’s vision of a messiah and a religious revolt aside, he is correct
that as Ancestral Puebloan societies became more complex socially, politi-
cally, and religiously, they also became more interdependent. As Lipe says,
“You can’t have a situation where it just happens that hundreds of local
communities for their own individual, particularistic reasons decide to
either die or get up and move. There had to be something general going
on.” His colleague at Washington State University Timothy Kohler con-
curs, stating, “You can’t peel off a lineage here and a lineage there and have
them go their own way. These parts are no longer redundant. They are part
of an integrated whole.” George Johnson summarizes, “Pull one thread
and the whole culture unwinds.”# For a society under severe stress from
drought and possible conflict, either internal or external, the new move-
ment might have provided precisely Lipe’s “pull” southward. According
to him, “With its focus on rain, fertility, and peace the kachina religion
offered a new vision of hope to the Anasazi as it drew them south in search
of a better place.”® Santa Clara Pueblo historian Rina Swintzell puts it
philosophically, “There is an easy flow of life. Build up this community,

Ones, 102; George Johnson, “Vanished: A Pueblo Mystery,” http://www.nytimes.com/
2008/04/08/science/o8anasazi.html_r=1&sq=Anasazi&st=nyt&orefslogin (published 8
Apr. 2008; accessed 24 June 2008).

48 Johnson, "Vanished”; Roberts, In Search of the Old Ones, 151—2.

49 Johnson, ”Vanished”.

5° Fox, “Religion May Be Hidden Motive.”
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something happens, time to go, move on to the next place, leaving the pot
sitting there, walking away from it, without any need to pack it and take
all your possessions with you. The thing that you took with you was crea-
tive capability, and that was all you needed.”s*

Historian Leigh Jenkins ties the religious impulse for the Great
Abandonment to the oral tradition. He states, “We had a spiritual covenant
with our guardian deity, Maasaw. The covenant required us very literally
to place our footprints over the Fourth World. This was the cause of the
migration of the Hopi clans.”>?

The Fourth World is this one, the current world onto which the Hopi
emerged after inhabiting three previous worlds underground. Maasaw is
their omnipresent, tutelary deity.’® Depicted as a skeletal figure, he is both
the god of the underworld and the original proprietor of the Fourth World.
As Arlene Hirschfelder and Paulette Molin summarize in The Encyclopedia
of Native American Religions, he is

in charge of the underworld and the earth’s surface, as well as death, fire, fer-
tility, creation, darkness and war. As the ruler of the underworld, Masau'u is
the spirit of death. He stands at the entrance to the underworld mediating
between the living and the dead. He has the power to cause the metamor-
phosis of nature and takes many forms. He is the deity responsible for teach-
ing Hopis about using fire.5+

Ekkehart Malotki of Northern Arizona University, the foremost scholarly
authority on Maasaw, amplifies,

In the entire pantheon of Hopi mythological figures none is more impor-
tant than the god Maasaw. His complexity and wealth of associations within
the Hopi scheme of the world is immense. ... While regarded as the god of
death and ruler of the underworld, he is also believed to be ... the owner of
fire and crops, and the maker of all things animal and vegetal. Furthermore,
he is venerated as the caretaker of life, the defender of Hopi ways, and as a
powerful war deity.>

Although, according to Malotki, Maasaw today has risen “to the status
of a near-monotheistic divinity,” he began as a relatively minor trickster
figure.5® Maasaw appears in petroglyphs dating from the Ancestral period.>?

5! Trimble, The People, 45.

52 Roberts, Iz Search of the 0ld Ones, 102.

53 Ekkehart Malotki, Stories of Maasaw, a Hopi God (Lincoln, 1987), vii.

5% Arlene Hirschfelder and Paulette Molin, The Encyclopedia of Native American Religions
(New York, 1992), 169—70.

55 Ekkehart Malotki, Maasaw: Profile of a Hopi God (Lincoln, 1987), 3—4.

50 Ibid., 3.

57 See, e.g., William M. Eaton, Odyssey of the Pueblo Indians (Paducah, K, 2002), 52.
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If he begins in Hopi mythology “at a rather low level,” as is “still traceable
in a few surviving stories,” it seems certain that this reflects his original
Ancestral Puebloan function. Over time new roles were accreted, and per-
haps he was repurposed.

Speaking about the Great Abandonment and Maasaw’s role, Leigh
Jenkins continues, “There are old stories about the clans becoming a little
too complacent. The stories say some clans were sternly reminded by nat-
ural phenomena that they had to move on. The natural phenomenon was
a kind of sign: ‘Look, you're getting a bit lazy.””>® Migration is thus part
of the people’s original instructions and a chastisement. The Hopi were
enjoined to plant their feet over the entire earth. Some clans were failing
to live up to their responsibility, and Maasaw used environmental change
to prod them along.

The Spanish colonial experience presents a problem, however, when
examining Southwestern oral and performed traditions. Spaniards harshly
suppressed Pueblo religion, forcing it underground. Although, as has
been the case with religious persecution at all times and in all places,
this undoubtedly increased the strength of individual adhesion, it also
disrupted the natural chains of cultural transmission. By the time of the
Pueblo Revolt of 1680, which at least temporarily halted the process,
much had already been lost. After the reconquista in 1692, the onslaught
of evangelical violence began anew. So disruptive were the Spanish efforts
that Polly Schaafsma of the Museum of New Mexico says that “what we
know today of kachinas is essentially a ‘relic population’ of a once grander
phenomenon.”s?

Archaeologist Paul Reed writes,

Our list of “unknowns” regarding Chacoan ceremonialism is substantial.
We cannot specify accurately the nature of Chacoan ritual and ceremony.
We do not know what ceremonies were like or how they were conducted.
We have no information on the words that were spoken, the songs that were
sung, and the music and drumming that probably occurred during ceremo-
nies. More specifically, we do not know the names of the deities important
to Chacoan religion.®

Alhough Reed speaks specifically of Chaco Canyon, what he says is equally
true of the Ancestral Puebloans generally. It should be noted that the names
of the deities discussed in this essay were not those necessarily employed
by the ancestors themselves but are rather the names invoked by their his-
torical descendants.

58 Roberts, In Search of the Old Ones, 102.
59 Ibid., 150.
6° paul F. Reed, The Puebloan Society of Chaco Canyon (Westport, 2004), 86—7.
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George Lankford, at the beginning of his book Looking for Lost Love: Studies
in Folklore, Ethnology, and Iconography, quotes British writer L. P. Hartley:
“The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.” Lankford
elaborates, “When the problem of ‘doing history’ is shifted from societies
that commit everything to paper, whether contemporary or past, to soci-
eties that left only objects in the ground and oral traditions among their
descendants, the foreignness of the country becomes truly daunting.”®*

Although there is unquestionably a degree of truth in the assessments of
Reed, Hartley, and Lankford, we must be equally careful not to overstate
their case. The past may be a foreign country, but it is not another planet.
Although remote from us temporally and although evidence about them
may at times be scant, groups like the Mississippians and the Ancestral
Puebloans are not completely alien to us. In Looking for Lost Lore, Lankford
seeks the mythology of groups, including the Mississipians, that are no
longer extant. And Reed acknowledges that Ancestral period ritual arti-
facts found by archaeologists are similar enough to contemporary objects
to “suggest ceremonial practices that were at least similar to those of the
modern Pueblos.” He continues,

Ritual is, in fact, believed by many Chacoan archaeologists to be the primary
raison d’etre for the rise of Chacoan society in its unique form. We can say
unequivocally that ritual and ceremony were important factors in its evo-
lution. Archaeologists are confident that ritual specialists, whom we might
call priests, were responsible for conducting ceremonies, for maintaining
ritual artifacts and paraphernalia, and for tracking the ritual calendar and
scheduling events.®

The past may be a foreign country, but it is not Hamlet’s unknown country.
The Ancestral Puebloans are not dead to us. They are not unknowable
intellectually. They are part and parcel of the human story.
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SPANISH CATHOLICISM IN THE ERA OF
EXPLORATION AND EARLY COLONIZATION

PABLO GARCIA AND KATHLEEN ANN MYERS

The centuries-long effort to reclaim the Iberian Peninsula from North
African Muslim invaders known as the reconguista ended in 1492 with the
fall of the last Moorish stronghold, the city of Granada. In the same year,
Fernando of Aragon and Isabel of Castile, known as the Catholic Kings for
their service to Christendom, embarked on the transatlantic venture that
would bring the crusading spirit and sense of providential entitlement of
the reconquista to the New World. From the outset, the spread of Roman
Catholicism was an immediate and pressing concern. The faith provided
not only an identity for the budding Spanish Empire, but a legal and moral
justification for the conquest and colonization of what was generally referred
to as Las Indias (the Indies). There, being Spaniard was synonymous with
being Christian, and no expedition set forth without at least one priest,
whose task it was to minister to the troops and convert the natives. Saying
that the sword went hand in hand with the cross has become a truism.

CONQUEST AND CONVERSION

The inextricable tie between the Church and the state is one of the most
salient features of the Spanish evangelization efforts in the Indies. In a
series of bulls issued in 1493, Pope Alexander VI granted possession of
the newly discovered territories to the Spanish crown. In 1501, another
bull assigned the tithes obtained from the territories to the crown for the
purpose of founding and endowing new churches. The crown’s authority
over the American Church was further enhanced in 1508 when Pope Julius
II bestowed the Patronato Real (Royal Patronage), which granted Spanish
kings the right to nominate church officials — whether directly or through
obedient overseas officials — and a decisive role in the establishment and
delimitation of dioceses in the Spanish territories. Later attempts by the
Vatican to regain control from the crown were mostly ineffectual. In 1622,
Pope Gregory XV established the Sacra Congregatio de Propaganda Fide,
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a curial office intended to oversee missionary work. However, the Consejo
de Indias (Council of the Indies), instituted by Charles I in 1524 to man-
age transatlantic affairs, including ecclesiastical ones, would not allow any
interference from Rome and suspended the establishment of new dioceses
for the next 155 years, until 1777.*

The American Church served the imperialist will of the crown as an
instrument of expansion, an indirect means of control, and an agent of
cultural transformation. The rapid spread of a missionary presence through-
out the continent coincided with the conquering endeavors promoted by
individuals who sought personal fortune and fame and, at least nomi-
nally, the salvation of Indian souls. Their victories over the indigenous
groups brought about the imposition of new civil and religious structures.
Whenever possible, missionaries and colonial administrators alike took
advantage of preexisting structures that could facilitate colonial reorga-
nization. This was especially true in central Mexico and Peru, where the
Nahua (Aztec) and the Inca had well-established political and administra-
tive systems. Elsewhere, the establishment of reducciones, ad hoc commu-
nities intended to facilitate evangelization, also brought the indigenous
populations under colonial control. Numerous factors account for the
receptivity or resistance to Spanish impositions, including religion. The
violence and ravaging plagues brought by the conquistadors must have
made a profound impression on the indigenous population, driving many
to seek refuge in the more powerful religion of their vanquishers. Likewise,
persistence of pre-Hispanic customs and beliefs varied greatly depending
on the circumstances of evangelization.? Over time, however, the system-
atic attack on traditional religious systems, added to demographic and
social upheaval, transformed indigenous cultures in radical ways, often to
the point of annihilation.

The Caribbean was the point of departure for both the military and spir-
itual conquest of the New World. After the aborted mission of Fr. Bernal
Boyl as apostolic vicar to the New World, evangelization began in ear-
nest around 1500, when Franciscan missionaries landed on the island of
Hispaniola and founded the first church in the Indies. The first three dio-
ceses were created on Hispaniola and Puerto Ricoin 1511. Three years after
the founding of the first continental settlement, the diocese of Santa Maria
del Darién was established in 1513. In 1524, three years after the conquest
of Mexico, twelve Franciscans arrived in New Spain, where the first diocese

'J. Lloyd Mecham, Church and State in Latin America: A History of Politico-Ecclesiastical
Relations (Chapel Hill, 1966).

? Stafford Poole, “Observations on Mission Methods and Native Reactions in Sixteenth-
Century New Spain,” The Americas 50:3 (1994): 337—49.
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was created the following year in Tlaxcala. Cuzco, the former capital of
the Inca Empire, became the first diocese in South America in 1537. Not
all the sees succeeded in equal measure. Some of the early establishments
were abandoned or relocated; dioceses in poorer districts were unable to
support large-scale churches, a diversity of ecclesiastical offices, or numer-
ous parishes. As with other colonial enterprises, dioceses prospered more
rapidly in areas with larger populations and dynamic economies.> Santo
Domingo, Mexico City, and Ciudad de los Reyes (Lima) gained archdi-
ocese status in 1546. In the second half of the sixteenth century, a num-
ber of important provincial councils in Lima and Mexico set the policies
that, once approved by the Consejo de Indias, would govern the colonial
Church. Also at this time, the Office of the Holy Inquisition was formally
established and started policing the orthodoxy of the colonizers and their
offspring in the New World. In 1620, two new dioceses were created at the
edges of the empire, Buenos Aires in the south and Durango in the north,
bringing the total number of American dioceses to thirty-five. By the early
seventeenth century, the colonial Church had acquired its lasting institu-
tional structure.

THE EVANGELICAL ENTERPRISE

During the decades of exploration and conquest, roughly 1500—42, mission-
ary work was left mostly in the hands of the regular orders. The Franciscans
were the first to be granted access to the Indies in 1500, followed by the
Dominicans (1509), the Mercedarians (1514), the Augustinians (1533),
the Jesuits (1565), and finally the Capuchins (1657). Generally, each order
established its own areas of influence, claiming territories as it arrived.
Thus the Franciscan order was the first and most influential in central New
Spain, where one of its members, Juan de Zumadrraga, served as first bishop
of Mexico. Likewise, the Dominicans played a key role in the evangeliza-
tion of Peru, with Vicente de Valverde, who had participated in Francisco
Pizarro’s conquering expedition, appointed as the first bishop in Cuzco. As
late arrivals, Jesuit missionaries were especially active in the southern and
northern reaches of the empire, although they also gained prominence in
colonial centers as scholars and teachers. The number of regular missionar-
ies grew throughout the colonial period, with new members coming from
Spain, but also increasingly from the criollo population of locally born

3 A. C. van Oss, “Comparing Colonial Bishoprics in Spanish South America,” in idem,
ed., Church and Society in Spanish America (Amsterdam, 2003), 61—102.

4 Johannes Meier, “The Organization of the Church,” in Enrique Dussel, ed., The Church
in Latin America, 1492—1992 (Tunbridge Wells, 1992), 55-65.
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Spaniards. This was also the case with the secular clergy. By the end of the
seventeenth century, there were seventeen Franciscan, nine Dominican, and
eight Mercedarian provinces, while the Augustinians and the Jesuits each
had seven. Even so, there were never enough clergy, whether regular or
secular, to match the scope of the evangelical enterprise, and many remote
communities remained at the margins of their labors. The relatively rapid
spread of the Catholic Church in Spanish America was not necessarily pro-
portional to the success of its evangelical aims.

Each order brought its own missionary ideals and methods to the New
World. In the sixteenth century, the Franciscans and the Dominicans
were the most influential. The first Franciscans were driven by a mille-
narian vision that sought to re-create a purer, so-called primitive, church
in America as the final preparation for the thousand-year reign of the
Spirit, which would be followed by the Apocalypse. Their zeal led them
to conduct mass baptisms and to imbue indigenous symbols with new
Christian meanings. According to the Franciscan chronicler Fr. Juan De
Torquemada, soon after their arrival in New Spain, the missionaries felled
a holy tree associated with the worship of the rain god Tlaloc, made it into
a cross, and planted it in the middle of their church’s courtyard.> Such
practices were criticized by the Dominicans, who had more orthodox views
and less confidence in the spiritual capacities of the Indians.® Early on, the
Franciscans also became instrumental in the education of the indigenous
population. Their most radical educational experiment was the school of
Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco. Founded in 1536 near Mexico City, the school’s
original intent was to create an indigenous clergy — an effort steadfastly
opposed by the Dominicans, and even by some Franciscans. But by the fol-
lowing year, enthusiasm for the project had waned, and not long after, the
various provincial councils decreed that Indians were not to be admitted
into the priesthood or even as regular lay brothers. Before becoming entan-
gled in endless administrative problems, the school produced a number
of well-rounded Nahua scholars who became invaluable assistants to the
order’s linguists and ethnographers.” The Franciscans conducted extensive
studies of indigenous languages and cultures. For example, in the second
half of the sixteenth century, Bernardino de Sahagtin and his research team

3 Solange Alberro, E/ dguila y la cruz: Origenes religiosos de la conciencia criolla, México, siglos
XVI-XVII (Mexico City, 1999).

6]ohn Leddy Phelan, The Millennial Kingdom of the Franciscans in the New World, 2nd ed.
(Berkeley, 1970); and Robert Ricard, The Spiritual Conquest of Mexico: An Essay on the
Apostolate and the Evangelizing Methods of the Mendicant Orders in New Spain, 1523—1572
(Berkeley, 1982).

7 José Marfa Kobayashi, La educacion como conquista: empresa franciscana en México (Mexico
City, 1985).
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compiled an encyclopedic work that remains the main primary source for
Nahua culture and religion. In the Yucatan, Diego de Landa was a careful
student of Maya religion. However, he was also a heavy-handed persecutor
of idolatries and destroyed many Mayan texts and artifacts.® One of the
great ironies of the evangelization process is that much of what is known
about pre-Hispanic religious theory and practice comes from people intent
on its disappearance.

Mastery of indigenous languages allowed the regular orders to produce
vocabularies and catechetical materials, in particular, doctrinal and confes-
sional manuals, which were among the first books to be printed in the New
World. They were intended to not only facilitate the conversion process,
but also monitor their native flocks’ spirituality. For a time, the regular
orders’ cultural and linguistic expertise granted them a monopoly over
indigenous communities that on occasion set them against colonists, civil
and ecclesiastic authorities, and even other religious orders. Before more
stringent requirements for parish priests were put in place in the late six-
teenth century, knowledge of local languages also provided the regulars
with a significant advantage over the secular clergy, who could not minister
effectively to the native population and whose sphere of action was there-
fore limited to the settler minority.

In general, the regular orders were better suited to the demands of trans-
atlantic evangelization. Their organizational structure allowed small groups
to operate independently. This capacity was officially recognized in 1522 by
Pope Hadrian VI in a bull known as the Omnimoda, which granted com-
plete freedom of religious activity, including administration of the sacra-
ments normally reserved for bishops, to regular clergy more than two days’
travel away from a diocesan center.® Although contrary to both canon law
and the provisions of the Council of Trent (1545-63), this prerogative was
reaffirmed several times over the next few decades and became a continu-
ous source of conflict between the regular and the secular clergy regard-
ing jurisdiction. In 1573, when Pope Gregory XIII attempted to rescind
their privileges, the Franciscans invoked the authority of the crown over
the Church to defend their self-sufficiency. In this context, the Franciscan
scholar Fr. Juan de Focher argued that they were beyond the authority of
local bishops by virtue of the fact that their mission to the New World issued
directly from the Spanish kings’ “Royal Vicariate” and not from Rome.™

8Inga Clendinnen, Ambivalent Conguests: Maya and Spaniard in Yucatan, 1517—1570
(Cambridge, UK, 1987).

2 John Frederick Schwaller, “Introduction,” in John Frederick Schwaller, ed., The Church
in Colonial Latin America (Wilmington, DE, 2000), xi—xxiii.

'® Johannes Meier, “The Religious Orders in Latin America: A Historical Survey,” in
Dussel, The Church, 375-90.
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OBSTACLES TO THE ENTERPRISE

The establishment of Catholicism in the New World faced many obstacles.
The first was the unprecedented nature of the transatlantic mission. The
diversity of environments, peoples, languages, and beliefs present in the
New World constantly called for improvisation. The great distances, both
geographical and experiential, that often separated legislators from execu-
tors also created discrepancies between de jure and de facto governance,
between the letter of the law and its implementation by local agents under
particular circumstances. The success of the missionaries depended in large
measure on their ability to adapt themselves and their message to each sit-
uation as it arose. Although the crown’s investment in the missionary effort
guaranteed support and funding for the colonial Church, it also created
tensions between the material aims of the former and the spiritual aspira-
tions of the latter.

Another obstacle faced by the colonial Church in the New World was
the medieval nature of the popular Christianity brought by conquistadors,
clergymen, and colonizers in general, which habitually challenged Catholic
orthodoxy through a combination of ignorance, prejudice, and superstition.
Moreover, as critics of the conquest repeatedly pointed out, the conquista-
dors’ actions systematically belied the spirit of the religion they claimed
to represent. Christianity’s association with violence impeded the dialogue
between the indigenous populations and the missionaries, many of whom
may have regarded themselves as agents of salvation but were perceived,
often quite accurately, as agents of colonial oppression.’” The missionaries
were well aware of this incongruity and sought to distinguish their mission
from the rest of the Spanish enterprise, often by assuming a critical stance
toward the colonists’ exploitative labor practices. They also fought vehe-
mently to keep their indigenous flocks from pernicious communication
with the Spanish population at large by attempting to limit contact with
colonists or through the exclusive use of indigenous languages.

STATUS OF LOS INDIOS: SEGREGATION AND SUBJUGATION

At first, the strict separation between the Republica de Indios, comprised
of the indigenous population, and the Republica de Espafioles, which

' Robert Haskett, ““Not a Pastor but a Wolf": Indigenous-Clergy Relations in Early
Cuernavaca and Taxco,” The Americas 50:3 (1994): 293—336; Patricia Lopes Don,
“Franciscans, Indian Sorcerers, and the Inquisition in New Spain, 1536-1543,” Journal
of World History 17:1 (2006): 27—49; and Brian Sandberg, “Beyond Encounters: Religion,
Ethnicity, and Violence in the Early Modern Atlantic World,” Journal of World History
17:1 (2006): 1—26.
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would have included people of Spanish ancestry, all manner of mestizos
(mixed-bloods), and African slaves, seemed a practical solution for the civil
administration and religious indoctrination of the indigenous populations.
For a time, the special legal provisions associated with Republica de Indios
status may have allowed some indigenous communities to preserve a mea-
sure of autonomy in material as well as spiritual matters. However, in all
but the most inaccessible communities, the segregation policy was soon
overwhelmed by the ongoing miscegenation that blurred racial catego-
ries, by vagrants who sought to take advantage of the exemptions granted
to the Republica de Indios, and by land-encroaching settlers. Paradoxically,
the statutory divide was also undermined by the concrete demands that the
colonial regime imposed on the Indians. Economic, civil, and religious
obligations entailed regular and ever-increasing interaction between the
Indian and Spanish republics. Finally, the system in general was challenged
by the indigenous peoples themselves, who, vanquished and diminished
as they may have been, still sought to have a say about their place in their
new colonized reality. Although the laws regarding the separation of the
two republics were never formally rescinded, they became increasingly
unenforceable.

The status of the Indians in the colonial regime presented the most vex-
ing problems for both the crown and the Church, and because the two were
inextricably intertwined by virtue of the Patronato Real, the endless debates
around the “question of the Indian” always had both juridical and theolog-
ical implications. In 1532, a series of lectures presented at the University of
Salamanca by Dominican Francisco de Vitoria established that the sole jus-
tification of the conquest was to save Indians’ souls. Theoretically, violent
conquest could only occur in specific circumstances, such as impeding acts
of cannibalism.™ The intensity and impact of these debates on legislation
attests to the Spanish crown’s ongoing preoccupation with the spiritual
well-being of its transatlantic subjects. However, in the colonies, practice
seldom reflected theory, and the laws intended to protect the Indians from
abuse were often acknowledged only to be disregarded.’> Nonetheless, the
official priority of conversion served as the platform to either support or
criticize Spain’s colonial venture in the Americas.™

The treatment of the natives by the colonizers was at the heart of the
dispute between defenders of the Indians, a role consistently assumed

2 Lewis Hanke, The Spanish Struggle for Justice in the Conguest of America (Philadelphia,
1949).

'3 Luis N. Rivera, “The Theological-Juridical Debate,” in Schwaller, The Church, 3—26.

4 Vicente L. Rafael, Contracting Colonialism: Translation and Christian Conversion in Tagalog
Society under Early Spanish Rule (Ithaca, 1988).
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by members of the regular orders, and their detractors. The first public
protest came from the Dominican Antonio de Montesinos, who lambasted
the white population of Hispaniola in a Sunday sermon delivered in 1511.
Soon after, Bartolomé de las Casas began his lifelong struggle to curtail
the violence brought on the Indians by the conquistadors. Las Casas,
who joined the Dominican order in 1524, ceaselessly proposed legisla-
tive reforms and alternative methods for attracting indigenous popula-
tions to Christianity. His influence in the shaping of policy regarding
Native Americans cannot be overstated. Las Casas’ advocacy contributed
to the introduction of the New Laws in 1542, which sought to limit the
encomienda, the practice of granting conquistadors the labor or tribute of
a group of Indians in exchange for a Christian education. Promoted as a
benign agency of acculturation, the encomienda in practice constituted a
quasi-feudal means of systematic exploitation. As with other laws issued
in the same spirit, the key provisions of the New Laws were soundly
rejected by the colonists. The failure of his efforts seemed to galvanize
Las Casas, who went on to challenge the justice of the Spanish conquests
in the famous debate against Juan Ginés de Sepulveda that took place in
Valladolid between 1550 and 155T1.

The core issue of the Valladolid debate was whether subjugation was a
legitimate and necessary first step in order to establish Christianity in the
New World. Each side based its argument on an interpretation of indige-
nous religiosity, with examples taken mainly from the Nahua system, which
was considered the most sophisticated but also the most disturbing because
of its well-documented practices of human sacrifice and ritual cannibalism.
Las Casas saw a deep spirituality that, however misdirected, was superior to
the beliefs and rituals of pagans in ancient Europe. Even human sacrifice was
evidence of a profound spirituality, because life was the most precious gift
a people could offer in worship to a god, albeit a false one. For Las Casas,
this constituted further proof of the Indians’ civility, reason, and, most
importantly, capacity for nonviolent conversion to Christianity through
the use of understanding. Septlveda disparaged indigenous civilization
in general but found sodomy, human sacrifice, and cannibalism most hei-
nous and sufficient cause to justify violent conquest. There was no question
on either side that conversion was a justified end of colonization; at issue
were the appropriate means to achieve it. The debate itself was inconclu-
sive, as the panel of judges never returned an opinion.'> Las Casas managed
to block publication of Septlveda’s treatise on the issue. However, nega-
tive or ambiguous attitudes toward the indigenous populations prevailed
in secular and religious spheres on both sides of the Atlantic.

> Benjamin Keen, The Aztec Image in Western Thonght (New Brunswick, 1971).
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ASSIMILATION: AN UNFINISHED TASK

After the fierce excesses of New Spain’s first inquisitor, Fr. Juan de
Zamarraga, in the late 1530s, which culminated with the burning at the
stake of the Texcocan noble Don Carlos Ometochtzin, the Church officially
categorized Christianized Indians as neophytes and placed them beyond
inquisitorial jurisdiction. Nevertheless, they still required strict supervi-
sion in view of their intellectual deficiencies as well as their vulnerability to
sin and the wiles of Satan. Clergy often explained the uncanny similarities
between the Christian sacraments and some indigenous rites as the devil’s
attempts to mimic the true Church. Even those willing to recognize the
many achievements of pre-Hispanic civilization, such as the Jesuit José
de Acosta or the Franciscan Juan de Torquemada, portrayed native reli-
gions as satanic. Moreover, despite the optimistic expectations of the first
missionaries, by the middle of the sixteenth century it was increasingly
clear that the Indians had failed to fully assimilate Christian doctrine.®
Even though indigenous religious leaders had been displaced by Christian
clergy, ritual specialists remained active in the practice of daily religion. An
early seventeenth-century treatise on heathen superstitions in New Spain
prepared by the secular priest Hernando Ruiz de Alarcén exposes the per-
sistence of private rituals and a folk cosmology based on traditional notions
of the natural and supernatural worlds. Alarcén’s inquiries also reveal the
incorporation of Christian elements, such as rosary beads and Latin phrases,
into native rites. In one example, he describes native methods for seeking
beehives: propitiatory incantations must be recited to the bees, and honey-
hunters must exhibit a peaceful and joyful state. According to Alarcén’s
native informants, bees are divine beings that dislike worry and deserve
reverent treatment because they make wax that will burn before God. The
attribution of divinity to animals or the ritual use of hallucinogens was
worrisome evidence of the Indians’ failure to observe Catholic orthodoxy.
Religious authorities considered such idolatrous inclinations as evidence of
Indians’ limited moral and spiritual capacity as well as of the malignant
influence of the devil."7 Suspicions of contamination by or even reversion to
pre-Hispanic beliefs and rituals resulted in periodic campaigns intended to
extirpate idolatry. Systematic efforts to unearth and eliminate unorthodox
practices and beliefs were carried out with inquisitorial zeal and violence

™0 Fernando Cervantes, The Devil in the New World: The Impact of Diabolism in New Spain
(New Haven, 1994).

"7 Hernando Ruiz de Alarcén, Treatise on the Heathen Superstitions that Today Live among
the Indians Native to This New Spain, 1629, J. Richard Andrews and Ross Hassig, eds.
(Norman, OK, 1984).
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among the Maya in the mid-sixteenth century and in the Andes through-
out the seventeenth century and beyond.®

The widespread survival of pre-Hispanic religious structures and patterns
is not necessarily a symptom of sustained resistance to Christianity. Rather
it reveals mutual adaptation processes that depended on any number of
regional variables. Some of these, such as the intensity of the missionary
effort, the distance from a colonial center, or the number of Spanish set-
tlers, were a corollary to colonization. Others related to existing religious
patterns, such as the flexibility of a local pantheon and specific modes of
devotion. In New Spain, where a rich iconographic tradition existed, the
missionaries developed pictorial catechisms by combining European-style
images with Nahua glyphs. A European ladder might be used to indicate
ascent toward heaven, whereas the heart could be represented by the cor-
responding Nahua sign. Sometimes images converged: the entrance to hell
was drawn as a monstrous mouth, typical of medieval illustrations, but
stylized to conform to the glyph for cave.” On the other hand, the native
population enthusiastically embraced Christian images. Locally painted or
sculpted reproductions became a staple for domestic altars that had been
used for family devotions since pre-Hispanic times. The images’ aesthetic
employed indigenous conventions that clergy often disparaged as the result
of artistic ineptitude or condemned as evidence of idolatrous confusion.
Several attempts to curb their proliferation were unsuccessful. As were
other aspects of Catholicism, Christian imagery was inevitably rendered
through an indigenous prism.>°

The process of conversion involved reciprocal miscommunication as
much as calculated misinterpretation on the part of the would-be converts,
who asserted their own indigenous spirituality. Missionaries methodically
used local languages to explain the tenets of the faith or to administer con-
fession. In so doing, their message, more or less unintentionally, became
infused with local categories of thought, allowing for a certain degree of
continuity between old beliefs and the new creed. Religious drama, which
the regular orders, and the Franciscans in particular, employed as an exem-
plary means of evangelization, provided an opportunity for native transla-
tors to co-opt the meaning of the plays. Holy Wednesday, the translation
into Nahuatl of Lucero de nuestra salvacidn, a Spanish play published in the

'8 Kenneth Mills, “The Limits of Religious Coercion in Midcolonial Peru,” in Schwaller,
The Church, 147-80.

9 J. Bric S. Thompson, “Systems of Hieroglyphic Writing in Middle America and Methods
of Deciphering Them,” American Antiquity 24:4 (1959): 349—64.

2© Serge Gruzinski, The Conguest of Mexico: The Incorporation of Indian Societies into the Western
World, 16th—18th Centuries (Cambridge, UK, 1993).
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early 1580s, may be read as a commentary and even a critique not only
of the original text, but of Christian values and Spanish colonialism. The
play dramatizes a farewell scene between Mary and Jesus, who is soon to
be arrested and crucified. In the translated version, Mary possesses more
authority and knowledge, and her son treats her with more deference than
in the original. The prominent role of ancestors, whose demands determine
Jesus’ behavior, and the significance granted to past events that disrupt
the linear thrust of the play, are in the spirit of Nahua morals and cos-
mology. The dislocation of the family structure as well as the impending
violence and injustice of Christ’s treatment by Roman officials and soldiers
could potentially stand as a symbol of the Nahua’s oppression at the hands
of Spaniards. Once translated, the play appropriated Spanish Christian
discourse in ways that defied the doctrinal intent of the missionaries.?’
Although certain elements of pre-Hispanic religion remained operational
in some regions, a more or less orthodox version of Christianity eventually
became part of the corporate identity of most indigenous groups subject
to colonial civil and religious rule. One expression of popular Catholicism
that was readily appropriated in the New World was the cult of saints.
Saints were the most visible religious expression of the colonists’ religi-
osity, and they served as a catalyst for the religious and administrative
reorganization of existing and new indigenous settlements. Pre-Hispanic
notions of divine intermediaries who could be propitiated through rites
of worship were compatible with the medieval devotion to saints that
missionaries transplanted in the Americas. Saints had affective power to
perform miracles through images that had a life of their own: many were
known to move, bleed, or weep. The widespread practice of hollowing out
saints’ images in order to secrete local gods inside possibly contributed to a
smooth transition between the old faith and the new. Thus the cult of the
saints promoted by colonial authorities easily lent itself to adaptation by
indigenous communities seeking to reestablish the religious base of their
worldview and their social solidarity in the colonial context. As the basis
of pilgrimages, for which there may also be pre-Hispanic precedents, and
fuestas patronales (feast days in honor of a town’s patron saint), the devo-
tion to saints became a fundamental form of religious mediation, especially
in more rural areas. Fiestas patronales were usually funded by the cabildo
(municipal council) and a dedicated cofradia (religious brotherhood), with
members’ dues collected for such religious expenses, or by a mayordomo
(steward) who sought the social prestige and the opportunity for service
associated with the relatively onerous charge. In parishes underserved by

*' Louise M. Burkhart, Holy Wednesday: A Nabua Drama from Early Colonial Mexico

(Philadelphia, 1996).
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the clergy, confraternities and mayordomos served as sponsors and enforc-
ers of religious obligations; they also helped consolidate a town’s identity
around its patron saint. The festivals included public ceremonies, church
services, processions, floral decorations, costumes, food, and drink. Native
elements, such as traditional dress, song, and dance, added to Catholic
rituals and lent local color to the festivities.?* Indeed, these fiestas patronales
became so ingrained in local tradition that they persist to this day.

In contrast, parish centers with a more racially diverse population
tended to celebrate festivals that corresponded to the liturgical cycle of the
Catholic Church. Yet, like the fiesta patronal, these religious festivals also
provided opportunities for indigenous populations to display a Christian
piety that incorporated pre-Hispanic symbols. Often the display was a
strategic way of co-opting power within the colonial system. In seven-
teenth-century Cuzco, the procession on the feast of Corpus Christi, which
included members of the indigenous nobility, was an occasion to exhibit
the triumph of the Catholic faith as well as the colonial power structure
in the old Inca capital. Although the participation of Inca nobles in tra-
ditional costume confirmed a subordinate status, subtle manipulations
of traditional attire helped them secure a privileged position within that
structure. Contemporary paintings of the procession show the inclusion of
Andean royal insignia into the Christian pageantry of Corpus Christi. The
maskapaycha, the scarlet fringe that traditionally adorned the Inca rulers’
headdress, was adopted by members of the elite seeking recognition from
their peers, the colonial authorities, and indigenous peasants. Other aspects
of this legitimizing tactic involved employing indigenous symbols, such
as a rainbow or a snake, together with Christian mottoes like “Ave Maria,”
in European-style coats of arms. In so doing, the elites projected European
concepts of Christianity and royalty onto their ancestry.??

The same strategy was employed in a number of sophisticated historio-
graphical works produced in the early 1600s by indigenous and mestizo
authors, such as Fernando de Alva Ixtlilxochitl in New Spain and the Inca
Garcilaso de la Vega and Felipe Guamdn Poma de Ayala in Peru. These
authors, all of whom claimed descent from prestigious native lineages, pro-
jected Christianity onto the pre-Hispanic past and assigned their enlight-
ened ancestors a crucial role in preparing for the advent of the Catholic

?? Charles Gibson, The Aztecs under Spanish Rule: A History of the Indians of the Valley of Mexico,
1519—1810 (Stanford, 1964); Manuel M. Marzal, “Daily Life in the Indies (Seventeenth
and Early Eighteenth Centuries),” in Dussel, The Church, 69—80; and James Lockhart,
Nabhunas after the Conquest: A Social and Cultural History of the Indians of Central Mexico,
Sixteenth Through Eighteenth Centuries (Stanford, 1992).

23 Carolyn Dean, Inca Bodies and the Body of Christ: Corpus Christi in Colonial Cuzco, Peru
(Durham, 1999).
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faith in the New World. Such creative revisions of history illustrate how
the imposition of Spanish Catholicism in America radically affected not
only contemporary indigenous reality, but also indigenous memory, by
triggering a reinterpretation of the past in light of new experiences and
pressures.>* They also exemplify the great resourcefulness and skill with
which indigenous peoples were able to adapt the Old World creed to their
cultural environments. Just as Catholicism changed indigenous cultures,
the diversity of indigenous realities and memories reshaped Catholicism in
countless local variations.

SYNCRETISM AND AUTONOMY

The introduction of a new spiritual power resulted in ritual manifestations
that are often described as syncretic because they appear to mix disparate
elements from different religious traditions. However, it is impossible to
gauge any faith’s true character from its outward expressions alone. The
impact of Catholicism differed widely by region, and although some com-
mon strategies existed, there was no standard indigenous response. Native
ritual elements that did not explicitly contravene Church doctrine were
generally allowed by the missionaries, whereas others, like singing and
dancing, were even encouraged. In some instances, they ceased to be an
expression of pre-Hispanic belief and became an integral part of popular
Catholic devotion. However, they may also signal the persistence of pre-
Hispanic spiritual and ritual structures beneath a Christian surface.® In
other cases, the transitory coexistence of Christian and pre-Hispanic con-
cepts and values may have caused internal conflict and self-doubt among
the new converts regarding that which could be salvaged and that which
should be discarded.® The process of selective addition and deletion was
never static and was often riddled with contradictions and inconsistencies.
In terms of belief, rather than a mixture, there appear to have been countless
reconfigurations, driven by particular attitudes and specific circumstances
that continued to evolve in the long and complex process of religious con-
version.?” In general usage, the term “syncretism” fails to properly account
for the dynamic processes and the idiosyncrasies that lie behind countless
unorthodox expressions of common Catholic beliefs. Moreover, the notion

*4 Louise M. Burkhart, The Slippery Earth: Nahua-Christian Moral Dialogue in Sixteenth-
Century Mexico (Tucson, 1989).

* Ibid., 188.

26 Sabine MacCormack, Religion in the Andes: Vision and Imagination in Early Colonial Peru
(Princeton, 1991), 1T.

*7 Enrique D. Dussel, A History of the Church in Latin America: Colonialism to Liberation
(1492—1979) (Grand Rapids, 1981), 68.
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generally tends to obscure the violent and traumatic aspects of conver-
sion by directing attention exclusively to mostly superficial features of its
outcome. A city in Mexico, Cholula, exemplifies the persistence of this
process — and the inadequacy of the term “syncretism” — even today. Built
on top of the huge pyramid devoted to the god Quetzalcoatl and the most
sacred site in pre-Hispanic Mesoamerica, the Church of Nuestra Sefiora
de los Remedios purportedly houses the statue of the Virgin Mary carried
by Herndn Cortés during the massacre of the city’s religious leaders. This
“Conquest Virgin” is the focal point of religious celebrations in Cholula
today. But as the lay steward in charge of the celebrations and church
explains, the strength of the devotion to the Virgin originates from the
deity “behind her,” the deity of their pre-Hispanic ancestors.?®

Evangelization produced a diversity of outcomes in the different regions
of the New World. In the Caribbean, where the indigenous population was
decimated, the influx of black slaves eventually produced a distinctive reli-
gion that can be accurately described as syncretic because it blended many
Christian elements into a distinctive theology that, nevertheless, remained
firmly rooted in the African tradition from which it sprang. On the conti-
nent, Nahua groups, whose homeland was rapidly and heavily settled by
Spanish colonists, integrated the new creed, or at least its outward mani-
festations, with relative speed. Nahua religion also had practices, such as
state cults with a regimented priestly structure, that may have eased the
transition to Christianity by providing a sense of continuity. In other cases,
there may have been a convergence of beliefs, as indigenous populations
attempted to reconstruct their cosmos within a Christian framework. In
the end, however, the sustained efforts of the Church, together with the
persistence of colonial structures in central New Spain, generally resulted
in a thorough identification with the major tenets of Catholicism.

In the Andes, the internal strife among the Spanish leadership delayed
the consolidation of colonial institutions both civil and religious. Moreover,
Andean traditional religious beliefs were especially resilient because of their
abstract nature as well as their association with the physical landscape, a
sacred topography that stayed outside the boundaries of church regulation.
Andean specialists conducted their rituals on mountaintops, near streams,
or inside caves, huacas (holy spots) where religious power had always
resided. The mythic and historical activities of deities and dead ancestors,
whose mallquis (mummified remains) were safeguarded from extirpators,
also retained their importance in daily community life.? Among the Maya,

28 Gilberto Munoz Galicia, as quoted in Kathleen Ann Myers, In the Shadow of Cortes: From
Veracruz to Mexico City (forthcoming).
29 MacCormack, Religion in the Andes, 411.
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where the colonial establishment as a whole was persistently challenged,
missionaries lacked the numbers and the influence to effectively institute
Catholic orthodoxy; the result was the development of distinct varieties of
Maya Christianity. In the case of the Tzeltal Maya, pre-Hispanic notions
that include animal-soul companions, sacred mountains, and the demand-
ing spirit of the Holy Earth came to be placed under the aegis of a single
omnipotent God.> In regions where the colonial Church had a consistent
presence, local religious idiosyncrasies were periodically investigated and
persecuted, sometimes with great brutality. In some instances, these cam-
paigns may have effectively contributed to the disappearance of traditional
practices; in others, the assault may have only succeeded in driving them
deeper underground, where they lived on as a form of resistance and con-
tinued to influence the development of indigenous Christianities. Areas
that were less populated, more difficult to reach, or unattractive to settlers
remained relatively isolated from colonial impositions, and, consequently,
the conversion process and its impact were temporarily deferred or never
completed.

AFTERMATH: CONSOLIDATION OF THE RELIGIOUS
ESTABLISHMENT

By the end of the sixteenth century, evangelical fervor had faded in view of
the only partial success of the conversion efforts, and evangelization leveled
off in keeping with the slowing pace of exploration and colonization in
the Americas. Rather than set up new outposts, the regular orders focused
on filling the gaps between existing monasteries and consolidating their
areas of influence.>* This may have exacerbated competition among the
regular orders, as well as between the regular and the secular clergy. At
the same time, there was increasing conflict within the ranks of the dif-
ferent orders, as growing numbers of American-born friars challenged the
predominance of peninsular-born cadres. All these factors cast doubt on
the regulars’ motives, goals, and efficacy. Moreover, although in the early
days regulars were generally considered to be more virtuous and better
prepared than seculars, the overall quality of the latter improved, owing to
the provisions of the Ordenanza del patronazgo. Issued by King Phillip II
in 1574, the Ordenanza instituted a competitive examination process for

3° Eugenio Maurer Avalos, “The Tzeltal-Maya-Christian Synthesis,” in Gary H. Gossen
and Miguel Leén Portilla, eds., South and Meso-American Native Spiritualiry: From the Cult
of the Feathered Serpent to the Theology of Liberation New York, 1993), 228—50.

3T A. C. van Oss, “Mendicant Expansion in New Spain and the Extent of the Colony
(Sixteenth Century),” in idem, ed., Church and Society, 103—23.
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prospective parish priests and included indigenous-language proficiency.
In addition, the Ordenanza offered job security and a guaranteed income,
which encouraged capable candidates to join the ranks of the secular clergy.
In 1622, Pope Gregory XV finally revoked all exemptions that contra-
dicted the Tridentine decrees, and over the course of the seventeenth cen-
tury the secular clergy increasingly dominated the organization of religious
life in the Indies. Nonetheless, the regulars, especially the Jesuits, contin-
ued to play significant roles as educators and as missionaries in peripheral
areas where evangelization was in its infancy.??

Whereas in the sixteenth century clergy crusaded for the spiritual con-
quest and integration of indigenous populations, by the beginning of the
seventeenth century, the growing numbers of Spanish and criollo coloniz-
ers were donating vast sums of money to build and maintain churches,
monasteries, and convents in their towns. People of Spanish ancestry seized
the opportunity to create a New World paradise for Christianity in crio-
llo cities, such as Puebla de los Angeles and Cuidad de los Reyes (Lima),
as well as in former Nahua and Inca centers, such as Mexico City and
Cuzco. Monastic life beyond evangelization blossomed and now included
convents for women. The first convents for women in New Spain and
South America were built in the mid-sixteenth century, but by the late
seventeenth century dozens of convents had been founded by many reli-
gious orders, including, among others, the Augustinians, Capuchins, and
Carmelites. In seventeenth-century Lima, for example, about one in four
women lived in a religious institution.?* The first religious institutions
for women began in the early sixteenth century with recogimientos (refuges)
and beaterios (saintly houses) that followed monastic-like daily schedules of
prayer and work but required no profession of the religious vows of pov-
erty, chastity, and obedience. The early recogimientos were either refuges for
women who had been abandoned by husbands, a fairly common situation
during the conquest, or a sort of penal institution for malas mujeres, fallen
women. Later, beaterios developed for virtuous women who wanted to dedi-
cate themselves to a religious life but could not enter a convent. To profess
as a nun, considered the highest ranking position for a woman in colonial
society, required a hefty dowry, legitimate birth, and “pure” Spanish ances-
try. Although the requirements could be waived (especially the first two),

32 Meier, “The Religious Orders,” 379; John Frederick Schwaller, “The Ordenanza del
Patronazgo in New Spain, 1574-1600,” in Schwaller, The Church, 49-69.

33 Luis Martin, Daughters of the Conquistadores: Women of the Vicerayalty of Pern (Albuquerque,
1983), 176-80; and Nancy E. Van Deusen, Between the Sacred and the Worldly: The
Institutional and Cultural Practice of Recogimiento in Colonial Lima (Stanford, 2001),
introduction.
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in general the system created a class- and race-based religious hierarchy in
which mestizas, indias, mulatas, and black Africans were servants or slaves,
while the black-veiled nuns served as the administrators and prayers who
sought God’s goodwill on behalf of the community. It was only in the late
colonial period when convents were founded for indigenous women. But
even then, sometimes candidates had to demonstrate noble birth.3
Within this broadly defined religious life, convents differed greatly
depending on whether a convent observed a regular or reformed rule. At
the height of their popularity in mid-colonial society, a regular convent
generally housed hundreds of women. Although only a few score women
generally professed as black-veiled nuns, the nuns were joined by white-
veiled donadas, servants, and slaves to create huge cloistered communities
that could occupy up to three or four city blocks, such as the Convent of
Santa Catalina in Arequipa, Peru. The Counter-Reformation Church, eager
to circumscribe gender roles for women, required nuns to take a vow of
perpetual enclosure in addition to the monastic vows of poverty, chastity,
and obedience. But the interpretation of the monastic vows and rule was
often lax, especially that of the vow of poverty. Nuns in these large convents
lived in their own multiroom quarters furnished with personal belongings.
They enjoyed plays and other cultural events within the cloister. Reacting
to the laxity of rule in these large convents, the reformed orders, following
St. Teresa of Avila’s reforms for the Discalced (Barefoot) Carmelites, gener-
ally limited the number of professed nuns to a couple dozen and observed
strictly all religious vows and canonical hours for prayer. They lived in
small individual cells, ate communal meals, owned no personal possessions,
and prayed every few hours in the pursuit of spiritual perfection. Area com-
munities supported the convents, and in return the convents offered the
assurance of almost continual prayer on the behalf of their benefactors.
Intended by colonists and clergy as the spiritual heart of a New World
Christian paradise, the convents ultimately became like any large institu-
tion. The archives are filled with documentation of all manner of disputes
with the outside world and within the convent. In 1665, when the new
commissary general of the Franciscan order, Hernando de la Rua, arrived
in New Spain, he ordered Franciscan nuns in several convents to reduce the
number of servants they had living in the cloister to one servant per nun.
But the Convent of San Juan de la Penitencia in Mexico City decided to
fight the order. The battle lasted more than a decade, with the viceroy of
New Spain, the Audiencia, and the crown ultimately weighing in on the

34 Asuncién Lavrin, Brides of Christ: Conventual Life in Colonial Mexico (Stanford, 2008);
Moénica Diaz, The Indias of Corpus Christi (forthcoming); and Kathryn Burns, Colonial
Habits: Convents and the Spiritual Economy of Cuzco, Peru (Raleigh, 1999).
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matter. In their fight to keep servants, the convent contracted a lawyer and
refused to obey the commissar, even when he excommunicated the abbess
and appointed a new one. There is no evidence that in the end the nuns
conceded. In the late 1760s, the issue resurfaced as part of the struggle to
reform the observance of convent rule.?

Although entire convents and communities could become engaged in
conflict, individual nuns could be caught in private struggles with author-
ities as well. New Spain’s most renowned poet, Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz
(1648-95), took the veil at the large convent of San Jer6nimo in Mexico
City. She sought a place to ensure the salvation of her soul and the time
to pursue her studies. Within her two-story “cell,” Sor Juana amassed an
extensive library and wrote both secular and sacred verse and drama. She
was published in her own lifetime, but by the end of her life she had been
censured by the proceedings of a secret trial initiated by the archbishop,
who ultimately obliged Sor Juana to dismantle her library and renounce her
literary career.3 The convent offered a space for women'’s spiritual and cul-
tural development, but always under the watchful eye of Church superiors.

Lay holy people, beatas, also played an important role in the spiritual
landscape of colonial Spanish America, even though the Church consid-
ered this a more treacherous spiritual path. Lacking the requirement for
entrance into a monastic institution or the desire to be enclosed, beatas
lived as hermits, visionaries, and spiritual guides outside of the limits
of monastic rule. They often became the focus of popular devotion and
the target of questioning by the Inquisition. When the beata Catarina de
San Juan, a Hindu slave brought to Puebla, died in 1688, people lined
up for days to view the visionary’s corpse. Soon a cult began to develop
around her. But the Inquisition curtailed it by prohibiting the display of
Catarina’s portrait and banning her biography.’” Women, in particular,
became more prominent in the mid-colonial Church because the spread of
mysticism, inherited from Spain, and such popular mystics as St. Teresa of
Avila (1515-82), affected women more than men. Considered to be more
prone to emotional states, women were seen as natural conduits of divine
will. One colonial priest referred to these women as mystical conguistadoras
because of their power to move Christians toward God.?® As a result of
the building of numerous convents and of the visionary roles allowed for

35 Lavrin, Brides of Christ, 162—5.

30 Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, in Electa Arenal and Amanda Powell, The Answer/La respuesta
(New York, 1994); and Kathleen Ann Myers, Neither Saints nor Sinners: Writing the Lives
of Women in Spanish America New York, 2003), 93—115.

357 Myers, Neither Saints, 44—68.

3 Ibid., 6.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 04:16:01, subject to the Cambridge

Core terms of use, available at h@éﬁ;ﬁm@‘qrg{agi%gr@f;mﬁétma}?ﬁtﬁﬁygei@ﬁ@&%ﬂl}@é@@%%@ 871105.010


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521871105.010
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Spanish Catholicism: Exploration and Early Colonization 195

women in the seventeenth century, a certain feminization of the Spanish
American Church occurred — although women were always circumscribed
within the patriarchal, post-Tridentine hierarchical Church structure.

Even in rural areas far removed from the spiritual activity of colonial
cities, owners of haciendas sought to create centers for area community
religious life. Traveling clergy celebrated Mass at on-site hacienda chapels,
and family life often included nightly prayer and recitation of the rosary.
Indeed, family libraries sometimes contained only devotional books on
methods of prayer and the lives of the saints, because eight out of ten
books published in Mexico and Peru during this period were religious
books.? A seventeenth-century Mexican nun and mystic, Marfa de San
José (1656—1719), once described how her family’s reading of the lives of
the saints inspired her and an Indian house servant to build a hut in the
garden, where they engaged in long hours of prayers and penances. But
these devotional exercises practiced far from the monitoring of a spiritual
director became the center of controversy. Marfa’s family debated whether
her intense spiritual practices, which had led to an active visionary life,
were the work of the divine or the devil. After years of criticism from her
family, Marfa took refuge as a nun in the cloister. Later, she became one
of the founders of a new convent and published a mystical work on the
Virgin Mary.+°

HOLINESS AND HERESY

The extreme limits of spiritual life set by the Catholic Church — the saint
and the heretic — took on exceptional importance in mid-colonial Spanish
America. A saint brought fame and legitimacy to the founding of Spanish
rule in the Americas; a heretic threatened its newfound Christian identity.
The post-Tridentine Church, eager to control the faithful by redefining
orthodoxy in reaction to Martin Luther’s reform movement, had codified
the norms for good Christian behavior and emphasized the importance of
active participation in the sacraments and obedience to the Church. If an
individual demonstrated saintly heroic virtue, a quality of living that was
similar to Jesus Christ, a confessor might initiate the long, formal process
of canonization to sainthood. Beginning with the Council of Trent and
throughout the following century, canonization became more bureaucratic
and centralized in Rome. As Spanish Americans sought spiritual legiti-
macy, they eagerly identified dozens of holy people living in their midst

39 Ibid., 14.
49 Kathleen A. Myers and Amanda Powell, A Wild Country ont in the Garden: The Journals of
a Mexican Nun (Bloomington, 1999).
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and sent extensive documentation to Rome in order to canonize their local
saints. In 1671, the first American saint, Rose of Lima (1586—1617), was
canonized. Named “Patron of the Indies,” Rose of Lima was heralded as a
symbol of divine favor in the New World. Rose had modeled her life on
that of the medieval saint Catherine of Sienna and lived outside the cloister
as a lay holy woman associated first with the Franciscans and later with the
Dominicans. According to legend, Rose’s ability to seek divine interven-
tion through prayer had saved the newly founded city of Lima more than
once from pirate attacks and malaria. Not content with a saint from Peru,
colonists in New Spain actively sought a saint for their viceroyalty; they
sent case after case to Rome, but none received approval at the highest rank
of sainthood.*" During three centuries of Spanish colonial rule, no other
American saint was canonized.

The line between holiness and heresy, however, could often shift. The
Inquisition once questioned Rose of Lima, without incident, but soon after
her death, the Holy Office persecuted Rose’s followers.4* In their zeal to
create a unified Christian reign, the Catholic Kings had revived the Holy
Office of the Inquisition to examine suspects for evidence of heretical prac-
tices, such as Judaism, Lutheranism, and Illuminism (@/umbradismo), as
well as for religious fakery (falsas beatas). Soon after the conquest, tribunals
of the Inquisition were established in Mexico City and Lima. In the early
decades of its existence in Spanish America, the Inquisition ruthlessly pros-
ecuted both Spaniards and Indians. The excesses culminated under the com-
mand of Episcopal Inquisitor Fray Juan de Zumaraga (1536—43). Fearing
a popular uprising after such incidents as the burning at the stake of an
Indian noble from Texcoco, the crown called for the removal of Zumaraga
and initiated a hiatus in the activities of the Inquisition. By the time
the Inquisition was reactivated fully in 1571, Indians were exempt from
the institution, and many of the accusations of unorthodox practices in the
rest of the population were never prosecuted. In contrast to Spain, the
geographical expanse of the Spanish Empire in the Americas made close
monitoring of individual behavior impossible. Nonetheless, the Inquisition
succeeded in limiting the influx of heretical books placed on the Index of
Prohibited Books and in instilling a self- and community-based moni-
toring system that repressed unorthodox behavior before it reached the
chambers of the Inquisition.

4! Antonio Rubial, La santidad controvertida (Mexico City, 1999).

42 Ramén Mujica Pinilla, “El ancla de Santa Rosa de Lima: Mistica y politica en torno a la pat-
rona de América,” in José Flores Araoz, ed., Santa Rosa y su Tiempo (Lima, 1995), 54—215.

43 Richard Greenleaf, The Mexican Inquisition of the Sixteenth Century (Albuquerque, 1969);
and Ruth Behar, “Sex and Sin, Witchcraft and the Devil in Late-Colonial Mexico,”
American Ethnologist 14:1 (1987): 34—54.
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New World criollos also promoted holy apparitions to distinguish them-
selves from their peninsular peers and to dignify their pasria (homeland).
In New Spain, the pursuit of an autonomous Catholicism was categorically
validated by the Virgin of Guadalupe, who allegedly appeared to an indig-
enous peasant named Juan Diego in 1531. She instructed him to convey
her desire for a temple to be built and dedicated to her on that site. At first
the bishop of Mexico was skeptical, but he was finally convinced when the
image of the Virgin miraculously appeared on Juan Diego’s cape (¢ti/ma).
The image, which is still kept at the Basilica de Guadalupe in Tepeyac,
adheres to the iconographic conventions of sixteenth-century apocalyptic
Madonnas; the story corresponds to the European tradition of the shep-
herds’ cycle. The original adaptation possibly dates to the mid-1600s
and may have been intended to ascribe a miraculous origin to an existing
image, perhaps painted by an indigenous artist. However, about the same
time, criollo clergy eagerly embraced the legend after an account published
in 1648 by Miguel Sdnchez, a criollo priest, lent a patriotic interpreta-
tion to Mary’s apparition: it demonstrated her affinity with the land and
the people of New Spain. Sdnchez equated the Virgin of Guadalupe with
the woman of Revelation, clothed with the sun and the moon at her feet,
who is granted eagle wings to escape from the serpent. This identification
also connected the Virgin of Guadalupe with local antiquity: according
to legend, the prophetically designated site of Mexico-Tenochtitlan had
been signaled by an eagle devouring a snake. Downplaying the indigenous
elements of the original story, Sinchez simultaneously appropriated the
Virgin of Guadalupe and the pre-Hispanic past on behalf of New Spain’s
criollos. Henceforth, Mary’s exceptional favor, which constituted a heavenly
and historical endorsement of their Mexican identity, would be a recurring
theme in criollo patriotic expressions.*

INTEGRATION OF RELIGIOUS AND COMMUNITY LIFE

In addition to founding monastic communities and promoting local saints
and apparitions of the Virgin, colonizers in the mid-colonial period imported
from Spain the practice of lay cofradias (confraternities). These sodalities,
which in theory required episcopal sanction and supervision, reflected the
colonial socioeconomic structure, as they tended to be exclusively Spanish,

44 Jacques Lafaye, Quetzalcdat] and Guadalupe: The Formation of Mexican National Consciousness,
1531—1813 (Chicago, 1976); Louise Burkhart, “The Cult of the Virgin of Guadalupe
in Mexico,” in Gossen and Portilla, South and Meso-American Native Spirituality, 198—
227; and Stafford Poole, “The Woman of the Apocalypse,” in Schwaller, The Church,
209-43.
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Indian, or African. Confraternities proliferated throughout Spanish
America and ensured the regular involvement of all sectors of the popula-
tion in religious life. Even women, generally marginal in the daily opera-
tion of the Church, were active participants in the cofradias at all levels of
the organization, up to the governing council. Some cofradias were open
exclusively to women.* In general, confraternities provided a kind of spir-
itual insurance. Dues and donations were collected to pay for members’
burial expenses and for masses to be said on their behalf; living members
were required to attend the funeral services of their brethren. Depending
on their means, brotherhoods could also contribute to the welfare of their
members’ souls by performing acts of charity, sponsoring and participating
in processions and festivals, paying for the construction and adornment
of chapels and churches, and buying ritual paraphernalia. For Indians and
slaves in particular, membership in a confraternity provided an officially
sanctioned way to maintain distinct corporate and spiritual identities.4°

By the mid-colonial period, Catholicism was an integral part of all
aspects of life. There were great opportunities as well as pitfalls in follow-
ing a spiritual path during the colonial period. As the Mexican scholar
Edmundo O’Gorman notes,

New Spain is a period in which a nun’s spiritual flight, a terminally ill per-
son’s miraculous cure, a sinner’s repentance, or a holy woman’s vaticinations
[prophecies} are more important news than the rise in prices in business or
the imposition of a sales tax; a period in which a spiritual journey to the
interior of the soul is more momentous than the expeditions to California
and the Philippines.+’

The year was marked by the liturgical calendar, and religious festivals
involved the whole community, with individuals enjoying the prestige asso-
ciated with serving as a mayordomo or participating in an exclusive cofradia.
Rural areas were peppered with chapels and crosses. In every town, the
main church building occupied a predominant place in the central square,
right next to the seat of civil power. In major Spanish centers the cityscape
was suffused with religious architecture; besides impressive cathedrals, cit-
ies boasted numerous churches and convents. The clergy dominated the

45 Susan Migden Socolow, The Women of Colonial Latin America (Cambridge, UK,
2000), I10.

46 paul Charney, “A Sense of Belonging: Colonial Indian Cofradias and Ethnicity in the
Valley of Lima, Peru,” The Americas 54:3 (1998): 379—407; Brian Larkin, “Confraternities
and Community: The Decline of the Communal Quest for Salvation in Eighteenth-
Century Mexico City,” in Martin A. Nesvig, ed., Local Religion in Colonial Mexico
(Albuquerque, 2006); and Gibson, The Aztecs, 127-32.

47 As quoted in Myers, Neither Saints, 4.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 04:16:01, subject to the Cambridge

Core terms of use, available at h@éﬁ;ﬁm@‘qrg{agi%gr@f;mﬁétma}?ﬁtﬁﬁygei@ﬁ@&%ﬂl}@é@@%%@ 871105.010


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521871105.010
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Spanish Catholicism: Exploration and Early Colonization 199

field of education, and most of the cultural and artistic production revolved
around the Church. Every member of colonial society was subject to con-
stant supervision of Church representatives, whether missionary, parish
priest, or inquisitor. Competing religious expressions — so-called idolatry,
witchceraft, and crypto-Judaism — were systematically persecuted.

Nevertheless, the imposition of Spanish Catholicism in the New World
was a long and all-encompassing process filled with challenges, conflicts,
and uneasy accommodations as well as successes. The conflation of con-
quest and colonization with evangelization had comingled the power of
state and Church, creating a colonial system permeated by Catholicism. By
the last decades of the seventeenth century, Catholicism had left its imprint
in most regions. But the daily practice of Catholicism, the understanding
of the tenets of the faith, and the organization of Church structures varied
throughout Spanish America. Much like the adaption of Catholicism in
other regions of the world, Spanish American Catholicism was both trans-
national and local. It served as the major catalyst for the creation of a wide
range of New World identities and cultures, which followed an official
Christian template but also included varying degrees of local indigenous
adaptations. The spiritual conquest of America heightened the cultural
and demographic catastrophe brought about by war, exploitation, and dis-
ease, and yet it also helped to defend indigenous rights and often allowed
for traces of indigenous culture and identity to continue in new forms.
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FRENCH CATHOLICISM IN THE ERA OF
EXPLORATION AND EARLY COLONIZATION

DOMINIQUE DESLANDRES

France’s claim to have discovered Brazil is doubtless a legend, but it seems
that the French did indeed explore the Brazilian coastline before 1500.
Nevertheless, Captain Binot Paulmier de Gonneville, who spent six months
in Brazil in 1503, brought home the son of a Tupinamba chief, called
Essomericq, whom he had baptized and to whom he bequested his for-
tune. Essomericq, who married into the Gonneville family, founded a line
and died in 1583. A century and a half later, one of his heirs, Jean-Pierre
Paulmier de Courtonne, canon of Lisieux, became an ardent promoter
of a mission to the “savages” he claimed to be his ancestry, publishing
his Mémoires touchant I'établissement d'une mission Chrétienne dans le troisiéme
Monde, ou la Terre Australe, par un ecclésiastique orviginaire de cette méme terve.” It
is to be noted how easily the Brazilian convert integrated into French soci-
ety and how entitled his heir felt to boast about his mixed origins.
Throughout the sixteenth century, stories of assimilation followed the
same pattern and paved the way for the charter of the Company of the
Hundred Associates — created in 1627 by Cardinal Richelieu for the col-
onization of Canada — which stipulated that baptized Amerindians would
become naturels frangais and enjoy the same privileges as those born in
the mother country.? Although showing a propensity toward relative racial
openness on the part of the French, this policy equated becoming Catholic
with becoming French. It aimed not only to establish an alliance with
foreign peoples, but also to favor, through demographic growth, French
expansion in America. Guided by these principles, French America reached
from the Caribbean islands to Newfoundland, with the Great Lakes linking
the St. Lawrence Valley to that of the Mississippi. This particular aspect of

! Paris, 1663. Jean-Pierre Paulmier de Courtonne, Premiére découverte du Monde Austral, par
Binot Paulmier Gonneville, en 1504, in Jacques-Philibert Rousselot de Surgy, ed., Suite de
['Histoire générale des voyages (Amsterdam, 1746—1801), 17: 448—54.

? Mercure Frangois, Paris, 1611—48, vol. XIV (1628), part II: 245 (art.17).
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the colonization of America is often overlooked. Most colonial-era histories
still equate colonialism in America with the English Protestant experience
and omit the other contact scenarios that unfolded in the New World, such
as the different ways in which French Catholics dealt with the American
realities in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

Contrary to the English, who established agricultural seaboard colonies,
the French chose first to set up comproirs — commercial settlements — admin-
istered by chartered companies and merchant associations, which implied
an alliance with the natives and their evangelization. After a series of failed
colonization attempts in the sixteenth century, France gained a perma-
nent foothold in America. In 1603, merchant commander Frangois Gravé
du Pont (c. 1554—¢. 1629) and King Henri IV’s special envoy Samuel de
Champlain (c. 1567—-1635) smoked perun (tobacco) at Tadoussac on the St.
Lawrence River with a hundred Montagnais, Algonquin, and Etchemin
Amerindians. This official ceremony, presided over by Montagnais chief
Anadabijou, whom Champlain introduced as “the Great Sagamore of the
Savages of Canada,” sealed the alliance that allowed the French to settle in
the area and expand elsewhere on the continent. At its peak in 1712, the
French continental territory in America stretched from the Atlantic coast
of Canada to the Rocky Mountains and from Hudson Bay to Louisiana.?

Distinct colonies were established within New France. Acadia (Port
Royal, 1604), comprising the present-day provinces of Nova Scotia and
New Brunswick and part of the state of Maine, constituted a strategic
buffer against New England. Canada included the whole St. Lawrence
Valley (Quebec City, 1608; Trois-Rivieres, 1634; Montreal, 1642) and the
Great Lakes region (Detroit, 1701). Small Placentia (1660) took root in
difficult conditions in Newfoundland. Louisiana stretched to the Rockies
from the upper Mississippi basin, which the French explored during the
last quarter of the seventeenth century and called the “Illinois country,”
and down to the Gulf of Mexico in 1699 (New Orleans, 1718). This con-
tinental expansion through waterways was marked by strong but uneasy
proximity with the Amerindians, intense merchant activities, and the
powerful agency of the Church.

Although at the heart of New France, Quebec City remained a simple
fur-trading post for many years. Missions, trading posts, and forts were
scattered along the banks of the Saint Lawrence River and the shores of the
Great Lakes. Raids by the Iroquois Five Nations against the French and
their Amerindian allies were frequent. From 1615 on, Recollect friars —a
reformed branch of the Franciscan order —and Jesuit priests started missions

3 Henry Percival Biggar, ed., The Works of Samuel de Champlain, 6 vols. (Toronto, 1922—306),

I: 98—103; II: 376; I1I: 314—15.
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around Quebec City for the nomadic people, referred to as Algonquians by
modern anthropologists, who traded fur with the settlers. Further west
and south of Quebec City, the missionaries soon discovered semisedentary
peoples, the Huron of the Iroquoian family, who constituted the central
axis for the fur trade and whom they felt were the most promising pros-
pects for conversion to Christianity.

From 1632 to the establishment of the Quebec bishopric in 1658, the
Jesuits’ religious monopoly in New France was almost total. Terrible epi-
demics, however, quickly decimated the Amerindian populations who
lacked immunity to European diseases. This led the Church to devote most
of its missionary foundations between Quebec and Montreal to the French
settlers. The situation remained difficult in New France, beset, as it was,
by epidemics, warfare, dangers of the fur trade, and scarce immigration
from France. It was only after royal government replaced company rule
in 1663 that French settlements began to develop, but real growth was
secured only after the Great Peace of Montreal was signed with thirty-nine
Amerindian nations in 170T.

Throughout the period, and despite its wealth and diversity, New
France remained secondary in the French crown’s colonial scheme, which
favored the Caribbean (Santo Domingo, Martinique, Guadeloupe, Saint
Christopher, etc.) and Guiana. In the Caribbean from the 1620s on, while
fortified garrisons and plantations established France’s tropical empire on
the fringes of the Spanish and Portuguese possessions, the all-too-frequent
rivalries between missionaries, as well as their involvement in slavery,
wrote some of the Catholic Church’s darkest pages.

FRENCH RELIGIOUS PRAGMATISM IN THE
SIXTEENTH CENTURY

During the sixteenth century, the bulk of contact between the French and
Native Americans was dictated by religious pragmatism and based mainly
on seafaring, trade, and disastrous colonization attempts, in marked con-
trast to the Spanish, who, already settled, were focusing on labor extraction.
Officially an essential part of the Spanish conquest, conversion was placed
low among the invaders’ preoccupations and mainly was used to subdue
native people to secular rule. The English made no attempt at conversion,
even though the Anglican clergy urged Queen Elizabeth to make it a colo-
nial objective. Among the French, missionary activities were thought to
be desirable by both the Huguenots and the Catholics, but there was little
systematic attempt by either group to convert Indians to Christianity.
Decades before Columbus’s official discovery of America, the
Normans, Bretons, and Basques plied the waters of the Grand Banks of
Newfoundland for cod, whale, and walrus, reached Cape Breton, and even
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entered the mainland. Their regular expeditions allowed the French fish-
ing industry to grow considerably. France remained focused, however, on
the Mediterranean, becoming an ally with the enemy of its enemies, the
all-powerful Ottoman Empire. But Magellan and El Cano’s circumnavi-
gation proved it was possible to avoid the trade monopoly exerted by these
difficult allies. Therefore, in 1523—24, the French king commissioned
Florentine Giovanni da Verrazano to find a new route to Asia. Verrazano
reconnoitered the American coastline from Florida to Cape Breton without
finding any breach, but he confirmed the existence of a whole continent
that a map of 1529 named “Nova Gallia.” Its inhabitants, he wrote, appar-
ently devoid of religion, displayed an eagerness to acquire the mariners’
faith, for “everything they saw us Christians do with regard to divine wor-
ship [they did} with the same fervor and enthusiasm that we had.”

Sent to claim the new lands for his king in 1534 and in 1535, Jacques
Cartier (1491—-1557) explored the gulf and the river of the St. Lawrence,
still looking for the passage that would open up the continental barrier. No
real religious motives animated him and his men. Their faith was typical
of pre-Counter-Reformation-Catholicism: a spiritual pragmatism relying
heavily on propitious rituals and devotional objects that gave baptism a
central role in Christian identity. Proselytism was incidental and a means
to consolidate alliances. Thus the planting of a 30-foot cross embossed
with three fleurs-de-lis on 24 July 1534, to be sure a religious gesture, was
above all a political one, aimed at taking possession of the country for the
“most Christian King” Francis I. And this was how Donnacona, the leader
of the Iroquoian Amerindians present at the ceremony, understood it: He
pointed “to the cross and making the sign of the cross with two fingers;
then he pointed to the land all around us, as if to say that all the land was
his, and that we should not have planted the cross without his leave.”
Cartier quelled this protest by explaining that the cross was only a land-
mark and, to force Donnacona into cooperation, had his two sons captured
and brought to France.

On his second voyage in 1535, about a thousand people from the for-
tified town of Hochelaga greeted Cartier “with wondrous joy,” obviously
mistaking him for a medicine man. Cartier played the game, reciting

the Gospel of St. John, namely “In the Beginning,” etc. making the sign of
the cross over the poor sick people.... Then the Captain took a prayer-book
and read out, word for word, the Passion of our Lord, that all who were

4 Giovanni Verrazano, Relatione in Giovanni Battista Ramusio, Delle navigationi et viaggi:
nel quale si contiene le navigationi al Mundo Nuovo, a gli antichi incognito (Venice, 1606),
350—9; Lawrence C. Wroth, ed., The Voyages of Giovanni Da Verrazzano, 15341538
(New Haven, 1940), 141.

> Henry Percival Biggar, ed., The Voyages of Jacques Cartier (Toronto, 1993), 26—7.
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present could hear it, during which all these poor people maintained great
silence and were wonderfully attentive, looking up to heaven and going
through the same ceremonies they saw us.®

Cartier’s hasty departure “for fear of any misadventure” shows that he real-
ized the limits of his healing powers.” In falling into the trap of acting like a
shaman to “pacify” the natives, Cartier was no different than Nufiez Cabeza
de Vaca, who recalled in 1542, “our method was to bless the sick, breathing
upon them, and recite a Pater-Noster and an Ave-Maria, praying with all
earnestness to God our Lord that he would give health and influence them
to make us some good returns,” or Anglican Thomas Harriot, who in his
Briefe and True Report of his sojourn on Roanoke Island in 1585-86 reported
how he and his companions were considered to have miraculous powers.®

Cartier observed that his hosts had “no belief in God that amount{ed}
to anything,” but they appeared willing to learn about Christianity. They
even asked en masse for baptism, which the cautious Cartier refused: “We
did not know their real intention and state of mind and had no one to
explain to them our faith.” Many misunderstandings about religion came
from the Amerindian’s inability to conceive of an exclusive religion and the
French’s incapacity to think otherwise. The Amerindian wanted to benefit
from whatever rituals the French could teach, such as the ones they per-
formed during the epidemic of scurvy in the winter of 1535. One Sunday
a procession was organized, and a Mass recited and sung before an image
of the Virgin propped up against a tree. Cartier vowed to make a pilgrim-
age to Roc Amadour if God should “grant him grace to return to France.”
Ironically, it was the Amerindian ritual of annedda, a curative drink made
of common white cedar, that saved Cartier and his men. “As soon as they
drank it they felt better, which must clearly be ascribed to miraculous
causes; for after drinking it two or three times they recovered health and
strength and were cured of all the diseases they had ever had. And some of
the sailors who had been suffering for five or six years from the French pox
[syphilis} were by this medicine cured completely.” Cartier’s conviction
that a miracle had occurred may explain why the cure for scurvy fell after-
wards into oblivion.

In 1541, Francis I commissioned his Huguenot friend Jean-Francois
de La Rocque de Roberval (1500-60) to establish a colony in these lands

6 Ibid., 63—4.

7 Ibid., 66.

8 Alvar Nufiez Cabeza de Vaca, Relation (1527—306), in David B. Quinn, ed., New American
World: A Documentary History of North America to 1612 (New York, 1979), I: 32; Thomas
Harriot, Briefe and True Report, in ibid., III: 152.

9 Biggar, Cartier, 68, 78—9, 80.
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“of Canada and Ochelaga and others around and about them ... in all
lands beyond and bordering the seas uninhabited or not possessed by
any Christian prince,” where a goodly number of gentlemen and others
“both men-at-arms and of the populace, of each sex and every liberal and
mechanic art ... were to converse with these foreign peoples” and to build
“towns and forts, temples and churches for the communication of our
Holy Catholic faith and Christian doctrine” as well as to institute the
French system of laws in order that the colonists and these peoples live
“with reason and order in the fear and love of God.” That a Protestant was
given the care of promoting Roman Catholicism in America was not a
contradiction to the French authorities, who wanted at all costs to please
the papacy and thus gain the right to join the race to exploit the New
World. But no missionary was among the seven hundred colonists who
came in 1541 and 1542. The settlement built near the Iroquois village of
Stadacona (present-day Quebec City) did not last.

Plagued by scurvy, a severe winter, and the impossibility of trade
with the natives who soon distrusted the French, the colony was repatri-
ated in 1543." The crown shifted its colonial interests to more amiable
regions of the New World, financing Huguenot settlements in Brazil in
1555—57 and Florida in 1562—68. Both ended tragically under the anti-
heretic swords of the Portuguese and the Spaniards.”" All other attempts
implied strong Huguenot participation, as did the short-lived colonies
of Marquis Troilus de La Roche de Mesgouez at Sable Island (southeast
of Nova Scotia) in 1598, of merchant Chauvin de Tonnetuit at Tadoussac
on the St. Lawrence River in 1599, and of Pierre du Gua de Monts in
Acadia in 1604—14. Thus the very first French colonial enterprises had
a strong Protestant imprint. Even Catholic-led activities in the seven-
teenth century depended on Huguenots’ commercial networks and savoir
faire. Despite Cardinal Richelieu’s banning of the Protestants from all the
colonies in 1632, Huguenots came and even settled in French America.
Moreover, in 1685, following the revocation of the Edict of Nantes, some
three thousand Huguenots took refuge in Massachusetts, Rhode Island,
New York, and South Carolina, giving birth to a second French America.

° Henry Percival Biggar, ed., A Collection of Documents Relating to_Jacques Cartier and the
Sieur of Roberval (Ottawa, 1930), 43—4 and 141—2, 207.

'Y André Thévet, Singularitez de la France antarctique (Paris, 1558, 1557); Jean de Léry,
Histoire d'un voyage fait en la terre du Brésil (Geneva, 1594, 1578); “Narrative of the
First Voyage of Jean de Ribault” (1562), in Benjamin Franklin French, ed., Historical
Collections of Louisiana and Florida, 2nd ser. (New York, 1875), 159—89; Nicolas Le
Challeux, Histoire mémorable du dernier voyage aux Indes, lieu appelé la Floride (1565), in
Benjamin Franklin French, ed., Historical Collections of Louisiana (New York, 1851), III:
203—22; René de Goulaine de Laudonniere, L'histoire notable de la Florida (Paris, 1586).
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CONVERSION AND/OR FRENCHIFICATION

In the sixteenth and early seventeenth century, for most French, Huguenots
and Catholics alike, religion cemented political alliance, social solidarity, and
pacification. Conversion amounted to extending the French nation. For a
country like France, which was the most populated in Europe —and numbers
meant power — this was a comfortable way to increase the base of its nationals
without depopulating its home territory. Numbers were the key to coloni-
zation and could only be attained by unification with the colonized through
baptism and intermarriage. It would be all to the benefit of the mother coun-
try. This inclusive principle was soon coupled among Catholics with the uni-
versalist principle of the Roman Church post—Council of Trent. Whereas one
aimed to win souls — all the souls — the other aimed to win nationals. Since
the 1570s, the missionary orders, including the Capuchins, the Recollects,
and the Jesuits, had already been at work within the French countryside.
Their aim was to unite, under the same cross and the same crown, the luke-
warm and almost pagan peasants. These missionaries were the same ones who
went to the New World. Sometimes their zeal turned fanatic.

Historically, the missionaries were the avant-garde of French discovery of
America. Jesuits, in particular, became renowned explorers, cartographers,
ethnographers, and translators; often they were authoritarians, sometimes
they were diplomats, but most of the time they were spoilsports in that their
utopian aims clashed with those of the merchants. In the early years they
adopted the idea of mixing together French and Amerindians, and
they worked hand in hand with the colonial authorities.

In 1610, secular priest Jessé Fleché’s attitude toward the Micmacs of Port
Royal in Acadia reflected the principles that guided previous colonizers:
the Amerindian would be easy to convert, and once baptized, the good
example given by the French would suffice to lead them to civilization and
Christianity. This less-than-burning conception of the evangelization was
doubtless most widespread among the French. However, it was not that of
Jesuit Pierre Biard and Ennemond Massé.” These agents of the Catholic
Reformation pursued the high ideals of the Council of Trent and insisted
in 1611 on proper instruction of the neophytes and tough examination
of their belief before baptism. This required the missionaries to learn the
natives’ languages. With them, Trent’s rigor came to Acadia, not for long,
however, as their mission was destroyed by a Virginian raid in 1613. But it
did set a pattern. From then on, any missionary attempt would have to be
under the sole control of the clergy reformed by the Council of Trent.

2 Pierre Biard’s letter, in Reuben Gold Thwaites, ed., The Jesuit Relations and Allied
Documents, 73 vols. (Cleveland, 1897), 1: 139-83 (Biard, 1611). Hereafter JR.
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At the same time, there was also a mission of the Capuchins — an austere
reformation of the Franciscan order — in Maranaho (north of Brazil). Known
by the written records of the fathers Claude d’Abbeville and Yves d’Evreux,
it resembled the Acadian Jesuit mission. Like the Jesuits in Acadia, the
Capuchins ran into the language barrier; like them, they tried to evangelize
the natives, the Topinambas, who lived around the French “habitation,”
in accordance with the rules of the Council of Trent. Although it lasted
longer than that in Acadia, the Brazilian mission ended in like fashion: a
Portuguese raid annihilated the colony. Six catechumens were brought to
Paris to be baptized. The event carried a positive image of the Amerindians
but subordinated their conversion to their “Frenchification”: on the engrav-
ing illustrating their devotion, they looked eminently French.'

In 1615 Champlain hired the Recollects, another reformed branch of
the Franciscan order, to evangelize the Amerindians. The fourteen years
the Recollects spent in the St. Lawrence Valley convinced them, too, that
Christianization was inseparable from “civilization”: the Amerindians had
to be “humanized” — made French — prior to conversion. These missionar-
ies, helped by the Jesuits from 1625 on, saw their efforts ruined in 1629,
when the English forced Quebec to surrender.™ It was only in 1632, when
England gave the colony back to France, that the missionary endeavors
resumed, this time for good. Cardinal Richelieu entrusted Acadia to the
Capuchins’ care, and the St. Lawrence Valley to that of the Jesuits.

Samuel de Champlain had become by then an ardent advocate of colo-
nization, to the dislike of the merchants, who saw rivals in the settlers and
fought the monopolies granted by the crown to support the settlements.
Siding with the Church, Champlain carried out his project to merge the
people by converting the Amerindians to the Christian faith and French
civilization, thus teaching “those peoples, along with the knowledge of
God, the glory and triumphs of your Majesty, so that with the French
speech, they may also acquire a French heart and spirit.”"> Each time
Champlain encountered a new Amerindian nation, he promoted the same
idea of union. For example, in 1633 he explained to the Hurons, “‘when
that great house shall be built, then our young men will marry your daugh-
ters, and we shall be one people.” They began to laugh, answering: “Thou

3 Claude d’Abbeville, L'arrivée des Péres Capucins en 'Inde nouvelle (Paris, 1612); and
Histoire de la mission des P. Capucins en I'lle de Maragnan (Paris, 1614). Arséne de Paris,
Derniére lettre (Paris, 1613); Yves d’Evreux, Swite de 'Histoire (Paris, 1615); Engraving Le
Baptesme de Trois Sanvages ou Touopinabous (1613), Cabinet des Estampes, Bibliotheque
nationale de France.

4 Gabriel-Théodat Sagard, Le grand Voyage an pays des Hurons 1632, 2 vols. (Paris, 1865);
and Histoire du Canada 16306, 4 vols. (Paris, 18606).

'S Biggar, Champlain, 111: 6.
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always sayest something cheering to rejoice us. If that should happen, we
would be very happy.””*¢ Paul Le Jeune, the superior of the Jesuit mission
at Quebec, wrote in 1636:

Some say to us: “Do you think you are going to succeed in overturning the
Country?” Thus do they style the change from their Pagan and Barbarous life
to that is civilized and Christian.... Monsieur de Champlain and Monsieur the
General du Plessis Bochart rendered us great service last year, by exhorting
the Huron in full council to embrace the Christian Religion, and by telling them
that it was the only means not only of being some day truly happy in Heaven,
but also of cementing in the future a very close alliance with the French — who,
if this were done, would readily come into their Country, marry their daughters,
teach them different arts and trades, and assist them against their enemies."”

MISSIONS TO THE AMERINDIANS

Uniting the French settlers and the Amerindians was also the aim of
the Capuchins. Their missions in Acadia and the French Antilles devel-
oped simultaneously from the 1630s on. In Acadia, the Capuchins estab-
lished residences at Port Royal, Saint John, Pentagouet, La Heve, Miscou,
Canseau, and another in Maine, everywhere trying their best to convince
the Amerindian to settle close to the French and to send their children
to schools, such as the one Madame de Brice founded in Port Royal in
1644."® In Guiana and the West Indies, the Capuchins quarrelled with the
Dominicans and Jesuits over jurisdictions and property rights, while the
Amerindians who had not been decimated by war or epidemics resisted
evangelization. Before long these religious orders turned to the exclusive
care of the colonists.™

In North America, the Jesuits managed different types of missions.
The itinerant missions were the most successful. In allowing a mission-
ary to follow a tribe during the hunting season or to meet the nomads
at a special time and place during the year, not only did these missions

16]R 5: 211 (Le Jeune, 1633).

"7 JR 10: 27 (Le Jeune, 1636).

18 Ignace de Paris, “Relation de 1656,” in Candide de Nant, Pages glorieuses de I'épopée cana-
dienne (Paris, 1827), 305—11.

9 Jacques Bouton, Relation de l'establissement des Frangois depuis I'an 1635 en lisle de la
Martinigue (Paris, 1640); Pacifique de Provins, Le voyage de Perse et Bréve Relation des 1les
de I'Amérique (1646), ed. Godefroy De Paris and Hilaire de Wingene (Assisi, 1939);
Mathias Du Puis, Relation de I'établissement d'une colonie frangoise dans la Gardelonpe {sic}
(Caen, 1652); Pierre Pelleprat, Relation des missions des PP. de la Compagnie de Jésus dans
Jes 7le (Paris, 1655); Jean-Baptiste du Tertre, Histoire générale des Antilles, 3 vols. (Paris,
1667—71); Jacques Francois Artur, Histoire des colonies frangoises de la Guianne (c. 1734),
ed. Marie Poldermann (Matoury, 2002).
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open to the French the regions of Lac Saint-Jean, Gaspésie, New England,
and the West, but they also created a nomadic and durable Amerindian
Church. The sedentary missions aimed to facilitate the settlement of the
nomads by providing them with a whole welfare system: school-convent,
hospital, and “réduction” modeled on the Indian communities run by the
Jesuits in Paraguay. In the réduction of Sillery, founded near Quebec City
in 1637, results were mixed, even though everything was done to attract
and keep them there. French colonists were specially hired by the Jesuits
to clear the land for the Amerindians to farm, whereas others set up forti-
fications around the converts’ village. The chiefs elected by the converts —
for the greater part Montagnais and Algonquin — maintained social order
and a great fervor among the residents, called domiciliés. But most of them
left, especially during the winter hunting season, or moved to avoid the
Iroquois, who never ceased to threaten them. Alcoholism also caused rav-
ages. In the 1660s, the Jesuit Relations recorded only laconically matters
concerning Sillery, which was not even Amerindian anymore.

The French also attempted to settle the Amerindians — Algonquin,
Attikamegue, Iroquet, and Montagnais — in Trois-Riviéres. Epidemics,
incessant tribal moves, and difficult relationships with the Amerindian
converts and nonconverts made for painful beginnings. But by the 1650s
the Christianized had grown in number, and the Amerindian village,
where “never has greater peace been remarked, or more calm and piety,”
was included in the French village.>* But the experiment did not last. After
1660, the Jesuit Relations do not mention it anymore, as the Amerindians
had moved to Cap-de-la-Madeleine, where a new converts society was
created. Some ten years later, it moved away. A third mission involving
settlement of the Amerindians was planned in Montreal as early as 1642,
but because Montreal was “an advanced post toward the Iroquois,” the
natives did not want to stay there. Thus French and Amerindian cohabi-
tation “under the same discipline, in the exercise of Christian Life” did not
come true.?’

The missions to the Huron were much more promising. Their coun-
try, situated on the southern banks of Georgian Bay, was key to the west-
ern trade. A handful of Jesuits established missions in various villages, as
well as a missionary center called Saint Mary among the Huron. In sixteen
years, they managed to baptize some ten thousand. It is difficult, however,
to estimate the number of true converts. On the one hand, Jesuit policy
held that only those who could prove their constancy in the faith were
baptized, forming the pivotal axis of a very strong Christendom. On the

*° JR 36: 195 (Ragueneau, 1650—51).

?* JR 35: 207 and JR 36: 201 (Ragueneau, 1649—50 and 1650—5T1).
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other hand, the missionaries, who did not want to lose a soul, baptized the
terminal ill after little or no Christian instruction.

After 1647, there was a fast increase in baptisms, due to the weakening
of the Huron traditionalists, who proved unable to counteract fatal epi-
demics and Iroquois attacks. The Iroquois eventually destroyed the Huron
nation in 1649 and murdered eight missionaries who, already considered
martyrs by their contemporaries, were canonized in 1930. Some refugees
scattered among the western tribes, others followed the Jesuits in Quebec,
and still others were taken prisoner by the Iroquois. When Jesuit Simon
Le Moyne went to evangelize the Iroquois nations after the 1653 truce, he
discovered about a thousand former Christian Huron, who formed a “cap-
tive Church” that welcomed him “like an angel from heaven.”?? Le Moyne’s
mission eventually expanded so much that a missionary center, called Saint
Mary among the Iroquois, was built on the Huron model. It came to an
abrupt end when the truce was broken in 1658.

The fragmentary evidence that exists of Amerindian views of the French
shows that the missions were the source of gross misunderstandings. The
association of baptism with death, for example, placed the missionaries
in the category of evildoers and sorcerers and put their lives in danger.
Moreover, the missionaries failed to understand that the Amerindian eager-
ness for alcohol was not so much for its taste, but to produce intoxication as
a means of stimulating visionary experiences. Finally, if most of the French
noticed the centrality of dreams and visions in Amerindian beliefs, they
failed to consider them legitimate. As Jean de Brébeuf wrote, “The dream
is the oracle that all these poor Peoples consult and listen to, the Prophet
which predicts to them future events, the Cassandra which warns them of
misfortunes that threaten them, the usual Physician in their sicknesses,
the Esculapius and Galen of the whole Country — the most absolute master
they have.”*? Indeed, in the missions two religious conceptions of life and
death were seen to collide.

THE POLICY OF FRENCHIFICATION

Because the new territory was understood as an extension of the mother
country, the French intending to settle in New France were invited to live
with the natives and to marry converts who had been properly Frenchified.
But the process was only one-way: the Jesuits highly opposed “Frenchmen
who had hitherto married in the country” and whose “purpose had been
to become barbarians, and to render themselves exactly like them.” They
explained to the Huron, “We, on the contrary, aimed by this alliance to

22 JR 41: 37 (Le Mercier, 1653—54).
23 JR 10: 169—71 (Brébeuf, 1636).
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make them like us, to give them the knowledge of the true God, and to
teach them to keep his holy commandments, and that the marriages of
which we were speaking, were to be stable and perpetual.” The superior
of the Huron mission, Francois Le Mercier, reflected, “These brutal minds
gave but little heed to the spiritual considerations; the temporal were more
to their taste, and of these they wished to have very definite assurances.”
The Huron came back with very precise demands concerning marriage
and the duties of man and wife. “All these questions show that they had
thought over the matter.”

In 1642, relayed by the Sulpicians in 1657, the pious founders of
Montreal also expected that Frenchification and intermarriages would
result in mass conversions, a marked increase in the colonial population,
and a rapid development of the agricultural potential of the St. Lawrence
lowlands.?> This assimilation plan was often reiterated, as in 1666-67,
when Jean-Baptiste Colbert, Louis XIV’s minister of finances, remarked
that although the Algonquin and Huron of New France had “long been
submitted to the authority of the King, ... little [had} been done to stir
them away from their savage customs and to compel them to follow ours.”
He instructed New France intendant Jean Talon that “the most useful way
to achieve it would be to try to civilize the Algonquin, the Huron, and
the other Savages who have embraced Christianity; and to persuade them
to come to settle in a commune with the French, to live with them, and
educate their children in our mores and our customs.” Thus the intendant,
missionaries, and nuns were “to attract these peoples, especially those who
embraced Christianity in the vicinity of our habitations, and if possible to
have them live there so that after some time, having one law and one mas-
ter, they may form one same people and one same blood.”?¢

AN ORIGINAL WELFARE SYSTEM

This insistence on the Church’s agency in this matter illustrates a specific-
ity of New France colonization. The French crown never had the financial

4 JR 14: 13—21 (Le Mercier, 1637). For other encouragement of mixed marriage see JR o
217-19; 10: 27-9; 14: 263; Pierre de Sesmaisons, Raisons qui penvent Induire Sa Sainteté
a permettre aux Frangais habitant la Nouvelle France d'épouser des filles Sanvages quoique non
baptisées ny mesme encore beancoup instruictes a la foy chrestienne (c. 1636), in Lucien Campeau,
ed., Monumenta Novee Franciee, 9 vols. (Rome/Quebec, since 1967), III: 36—9.

?5 Elie Laisné de La Marguerie, Les Véritables Motifs de Messieurs et Dames de la Société de Notre-
Dame de Montréal, (n.p. 1643), 107; Francois Giry, La Vie de M. Jean Jacques Olier (Paris,
1687), 98—9.

26]ean—Baptiste Colbert to Jean Talon, 5 Jan. 1666, in Pierre-Georges Roy, ed., Rapport
de Uarchiviste de la Province de Québec pour 19301931 (Quebec, 1931), II: 45; Colbert to
Talon, 5 Apr. 1667, ibid., II: 72.
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means for its expansion policy. The Company of the Hundred Associates,
soon out of money, never attained Richelieu’s objective. It was the Church
that acted for more than thirty years as the principal agent of colonization,
giving roots to Canada’s welfare state system. The Church, the biggest
colonial landowner, controlled all the educational and charitable institu-
tions; its influence was thus considerable, and with the missionaries, it was
everywhere.

The powerful position of the Catholic Church is not surprising, because
it was already playing a leading role in the reconstruction of France after
forty years of civil and religious wars, the end of which coincided exactly
with the building of the New France in the New World. From the reign
of Henri IV to that of Louis XIII and Ann of Austria’s regency, the issue at
stake was not only the rebuilding of the foundations of the French monar-
chy — law divine and absolute — but also the imposition of moral, political,
social, and of course religious discipline in order to regain control over
the French people. At a time when one of the most famous missionaries,
Vincent de Paul, peacefully affirmed, “What is orderly is according to God,
and, what is not is not according to God,” the remolding of French society
would be realized through the infrastructures of the Church, mainly its
missionaries.?”’” What has been called the “French school of spirituality”
molded the precepts of the Council of Trent to the Gallican temperament
and rights, while new or reformed religious orders and congregations busied
themselves to infuse these precepts in all souls of France by means of mis-
sions in the countryside, predications, controversies with the Protestants,
schools and colleges, and charitable works. In a huge wave of religious
enthusiasm, they set up the foundations of a lasting welfare system.

Women were everywhere in this process. Female moneylenders, found-
ers of hospitals and convents, agents of change, and inspirers of reform
were to be found in all levels of the social hierarchy. As often in times of
rebuilding, female agency, ideas, and resources made a significant contri-
bution. In this context, a religious feminism emerged in which the first
principle was to affirm gender equality to underline the Christian duties of
both sexes in the general mobilization. A burgeoning culture of action thus
acknowledged that men and women were under the same obligation “to
use time” and to “render oneself useful to the public good” while escaping
idleness, that is, to study, to be charitable, and to work. Through religion,
French Catholic women were given the possibility to fully participate in
the foundations of a civil society in which charity, education, and health
constituted the pillars of a welfare system that was literally transplanted

*7 Vincent de Paul, Entretiens spirituels anx missionnaires, ed. André Dodin (Paris, 1949),

1024.
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in America. This is why the first women to arrive in New France came not
to make babies, but to participate in the conversion and unification of the
people. In 1639, Jesuit Le Jeune wrote, “Here are four great works bound
together by a single tie — the settlement of the Savages, the Hospital, the
Seminary for little Savage boys, and the seminary for the Savage girls.”®
He was describing the Sillery réduction; the Hétel-Dieu, which was run
by Augustine nuns, and the Ursulines’ convent (both created in 1639); and
the Jesuit college founded in 1635, one year before Harvard University.
Women devotes, like Jeanne Mance for the Hotel-Dieu and Marguerite
Bourgeoys for the Congrégation Notre-Dame, were actively involved in
the foundation of God-ridden Montreal in the 1640s. Education, health
care, and charity were to be the “bait covering the hook of faith.”?
According to the promoters of assimilation, it was only a matter of
time and education before the natives, who were perceived as a tabula rasa,
became French — that is, were educated in the Catholic faith and brought
to civility.>® However, the missionaries soon expressed concern about the
outcome of contact between natives and settlers; they noticed the bad
influence of the former on the latter, especially in terms of alcohol con-
sumption and loose behavior. So they counteracted this collateral damage
first by segregating the Amerindians and the French. And because the dan-
ger that the French would yield to the seduction and freedom of life in the
wild was great, the clergy carefully controlled who was allowed to contact
the Amerindians in the fur trade and in the missions.?* But they could not
stop the growing number of interactions between French colonists and
Indian communities, and experience made them more and more reluctant
to promote assimilation. When the crown asked for results in the 1660s,
the missionaries admitted the failure of Frenchification, but not of conver-
sion.3* As Jesuit Claude Dablon proclaimed in 1672, “Not only are there
true Christians among these savage peoples, but also there are many more in
proportion than in our civilized Europe.”?? By the 1680s, the Ursulines had

28]R 15: 33 (Le Jeune, 1639).

29 Marie de I'Incarnation, Correspondance, ed. Guy-Marie Oury (Solesmes, 1971), 49 (letter
to Raymond de S. Bernard, 1635). Hereafter MI.

3° Biggar, Champlain, IV: 320-1; Denys Jamet's letter of 1615, in Odoric M. Jouve, Les
franciscains et le Canada: L'établissement de la foy, 1615-1629 (Quebec, 1915), 65-6;
Chrestien Le Clercq, Premier Etablissement de la Foy dans la Nouvelle France, 2 vols. (Paris,
1691), I: 98—9, 264~5.

3! Gabriel-Théodat Sagard, Grand Voyage du Pays des Hurons (Paris, 1632), 178, 185; JR 14:
13—21 (Le Mercier, 1637); M1, 221 (letter to her son, 1644); Nicolas Perrot, Mémoires sur
les maenrs, coutumes et veligion des sanvages de I’ Amérique septentrionale (1717), ed. J. Tailhan
(Leipzig, Paris, 1864), 131.

32 M1, 809, 828 (letters to her son, 1668).

33 JR 58: 85 (Dablon, 1673—74).
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Frenchified only seven or eight Amerindian girls who married Frenchmen,
but along with the Hospitalieres, they did help bring about the conversion
of hundreds of women and girls who remained constant in the Catholic
faith. For the missionaries there was no need for Amerindian converts to
adopt French manners.

Eventually the colonial authorities acknowledged the problem of cohab-
itation. In 1685, the new governor, Denonville, claimed that close contacts
with the Amerindians were a threat to the orderly society wished by the
king: “Instead of familiarizing themselves with our laws, I assure you that
they communicate very much all that they have that is the worst, and take
likewise all that is bad and vicious in us.” This was particularly evident in
the behavior of the courenrs des bois, the Frenchmen who preferred to trade
fur with Amerindians rather than to settle down and cultivate the land,
who adopted “a savage way of life which consists of doing nothing, in
being restrained in nothing, in pursuing all one’s urges, and placing oneself
beyond the possibility of correction.”34

FRENCH CATHOLICISM AND SLAVERY

Slavery existed in all French colonial regions. In Canada, slaves were the
property of government officials, religious communities, military officers,
and merchants. Slavery remained urban and domestic. Generally, as the
fur trade did not necessitate enslavement, the trend was to convert and
free enslaved Amerindians — panis or war captives — whereas the rare black
slaves who happened to come with the wealthier settlers were Christianized
but kept in bondage. In Louisiana, slave labor developed along the same
pattern as in the Antilles plantations, where Africans were deported to
work in the sugar industry. But the Africans were never a missionary pri-
ority in the eyes of the various religious orders, themselves slaveholders
and benefiting from the institution of slavery. It was only when they faced
the resistance and decimation of the Amerindians that some missionaries
turned to the evangelization of the bondmen.

None of the religious orders questioned the institution of slavery. If sev-
eral missionaries denounced its abuses and recommended mild treatment
of slaves, their aim was not to overthrow slavery but to Christianize it.
According to the Christian rationale of the time, slavery was to help save
souls.?> As a missionary stated, “I admit that the condition of the slaves is

34 Jacques-René de Brisay de Denonville, “Lettre du 13 Novembre 1685,” quoted by
Guillaume Aubert, ““The Blood of France’: Race and Purity of Blood in the French
Atlantic World,” William and Mary Quarterly 61:3 (July 2004): 43978, at 455.

35 Bouton, Relation, 102; Pelleprat, Relation, 55—6; Du Tertre, Histoire, II: 469, 483—4,
494, 501; Jean-Baptiste Labat, Nouveau voyage anx iles de I’Amérique, 4 vols. (The Hague,
1724), II: 38.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 04:16:04, subject to the Cambridge

Core terms of use, available at h@éﬁ;ﬁm@‘qrg{agi%gr@f;mﬁétma}?ﬁtﬁﬁygei@ﬁ@&%ﬂl}@é@@%%@ 871105.011


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521871105.011
https://www.cambridge.org/core

French Catholicism: Exploration and Early Colonization 215

extremely rough, ... but all these disgraces are for them the opportunity
of an inestimable happiness, because in their slavery, they enjoy the free-
dom of the children of God.”3¢ Overall, however, the number of converts
remained small: not only did slave owners everywhere oppose the evangeli-
zation of slaves, but also the slaves themselves hardly considered beneficial
a religion that promoted their submission.

It is remarkable that the French policy of creating a new and united
people in the New World never extended to African slaves. In fact, the
authorities were forced to tolerate sexual liaisons between white free men
and black women slaves because of the lasting absence of French women.
Discourses and practices regarding the moral implications of these liaisons,
rarely officialized by marriage, and the status of the offspring of interra-
cial couples remained ambiguous and rather inconsistent, even with the
imposition of the Code Noir in 1685. For example, in Martinique, mulatto
children were declared free when they reached their majority, whereas in
Guadeloupe, they stayed in bondage all their life.3” By the end of the sev-
enteenth century, the increasing numbers of free blacks and mulattoes on
the islands led to a reversal of the officials’ tolerance of French-African
liaisons, and their racist concerns echoed those developing in New France
regarding Amerindians.

THE CHURCH OF THE SETTLERS

Epidemics and warfare ultimately decimated the Amerindians, whereas
slaves required only a handful of devoted missionaries. As a result, the
religious foundations, such as the schools and hospitals, were reoriented
toward the sole care of the settlers. In the St. Lawrence Valley from the
1660s on, several waves of emigration — mainly soldiers and indentured
servants, as well as the filles du r0:*® — changed the face of the colony. For
the first time the French were more numerous than the Amerindians. This
contributed to strengthening the Church of the colonists.

The main objectives of the Church’s agents had been to establish in
the colony “a Jerusalem blessed of God, composed of Citizens destined for
Heaven.”?® Thus the religious standards were very high for the time, and
the religious orders were very motivated to maintain them. They had played

36 Pelleprat, Relation, 49.

37 Du Tertre, Histoire, I: 117 and II: 511; “Extrait des avis de Mrs de Blénac et Patoulet
sur divers objets d’administration que le roi avoit fourni a leur discussion par sa lettre
du 30 avril 1681, 3 Décembre 1681” and Mémoire de M. de Ruan Palu, agent general de la
Compagnie des Indes, 30 Nov. 1673, quoted by Aubert, “The Blood of France.”

38 Filles du roi was the name of about eight hundred to a thousand single French women
sponsored by the king to find a husband in New France.

39 JR 7: 273 (Le Jeune, 1635).
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a crucial role in the colony, which afterward was considered exaggerated.
The Jesuits, for example, were the spiritual directors of the governors, and
they saw their influence strengthened when their superior was appointed
to the council of the colony. Jesuit financial investments, which made up
about 20 percent of the colonial budget from 1626 to 1655, helped the
development, even the survival, of the French settlement. However their
spiritual and temporal monopoly came to an end in 1658, when Frangois
de Montmorency-Laval (1623—1708) arrived. Named Bishop of Petrea in
partibus infidelum and vicar apostolic to ensure his dependence on Rome,
Laval had trouble getting his subjects to recognize his authority, because
for more than twenty years the very Gallican archbishop of Rouen contin-
uously claimed jurisdiction over New France. Things eventually turned in
favor of Laval, who was named bishop in 1674.

Until then, the spiritual jurisdiction in New France was not clear. For
example, the churches in Quebec, Trois-Rivieres, and Montreal were con-
sidered by the colonists as parish churches where the sacraments were
administered by any available priests — the Jesuits and, after 1657 in
Montreal, the Sulpicians. But these were not yet parish churches as such,
because there was no bishop to define their boundaries and appoint priests.
Laval’s arrival clarified the situation. He set up the structures of the colo-
nial Church. At the top of the hierarchy stood the bishop, appointed by the
king and approved by the pope; at the bottom were the parish priests, in
direct contact with the faithful. In theory, the bishop’s power was immense:
not only did he have a hand in every question concerning faith and moral-
ity, but as a member of the council he participated in civil administration.
In practice, however, things were different. Laval waged a long and bitter
struggle to prohibit the brandy trade with the Amerindians, to institute
adequate tithing, to hold off the canonical erection of parishes until they
became self-sufficient, and to introduce higher moral standards and pious
practices among the settlers.

Laval’s appointment as bishop coincided with the decline of the
Church’s influence in the colony and the rise of that of the state. From
1663 on, Louis XIV and Colbert reorganized the entire colonial adminis-
tration — trade, justice, and religion — and through subsidies reduced the
Church everywhere to a handmaiden of the state. The first intendant was
instructed to “hold in just balance the temporal authority, which resides
in the person of the King, and in those who represent him, and the spit-
itual authority which resides there in the person of the said Bishop and
Jesuits, in such a manner nevertheless that the latter always be inferior to
the former.”#°

4° Quoted in Cornelius C. Jaenen, The Role of Church in New France (Ottawa, 1985), 3.
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THE RELIGION OF THE SETTLERS

In the beginning, the Jesuits often praised the settlers’ small communities
on the St. Lawrence River. “Peace, love and good understanding reign among
our French people; we are living here in a golden age.” In Montreal, “an
earthly Paradise for both the Savages and the French, were it not for the
terror of the Iroquois,” the governor’s devotion had kept the settlement at
peace and in the fear of God. In Trois-Riviéres, the French, under Iroquois
attacks, attributed their survival to “the extraordinary recourse that they had
to the blessed Virgin in whose honor a small oratory was established in each
house.” And in Quebec City, the cult of the Virgin Mary “has banished enmi-
ties and coldness; it has introduced pure discourse in the place of too licen-
tious language; it has revived the custom in families of publicly praying to
God, evening and morning; it has given desires for purity to some persons
in marriage.” The Jesuits collaborated actively with this religious ambiance,
frequently visiting the settlers’ homes. “Most of those who are in this coun-
try admit that nowhere else in the world have they found more instruction,
more assistance for their salvation, or a more tender and more ready care
for their consciences.”#* It seems that most of the settlers conformed to the
Jesuits’ rigorous guidance, at least until the 1660s, when emigration and
decline in the clergy-to-faithful ratio changed the picture.#* But for most of
the French, religion remained a living environment as well as an explanation
of the world. Many daily acts were accompanied by prayers and offerings —
from time to time recourse was made to superstition and even sorcery.

In general, throughout this early period of French colonization, the set-
tlers were practicing Catholics. They attended church, respected feasts and
Sundays, participated in processions and pilgrimages, observed fasts and
abstinence, and gave to charitable institutions. The odd few on occasion
refused to comply: some rebelled and refused to or delayed in paying tithes;
others sold alcohol to Amerindians, even though they incurred excommu-
nication; still others criticized the priests. But most remained attached to
the Church and its institutions.
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ENGLISH, DUTCH, AND SWEDISH
PROTESTANTISM IN THE ERA OF EXPLORATION
AND EARLY COLONIZATION

JAMES D. BRATT

In 1682, seventy-five years after its first permanent settlement was planted
at Jamestown, England’s empire on the North American mainland con-
sisted of thirteen colonies with some 160,000 inhabitants. The vast major-
ity of that population lived in New England and the Chesapeake colonies
of Virginia and Maryland. Carolina was barely ten years old, the terri-
tory of New Jersey was being split by its investors into two parts, and
William Penn was newly arrived to found Philadelphia. Great changes in
rule and demography were in the offing, but at the moment the colonies
were more English and less entrammeled by English rule than they would
ever be again. The slave-labor system and the African American popula-
tion were just beginning their course of rapid growth. Gender ratios in
the Chesapeake were only then coming into close enough balance to make
the majority of the white population there native-born for the first time,
opening the prospect of sustained institutional development. Only in New
England were institutions old enough to be threatened — in some people’s
perception — with the prospect of atrophy. All this is to say that the study
of religion in the English colonies over the first eighty years of the seven-
teenth century is in most instances a study in small numbers, embattled
beginnings, and fitful development — but also in bold experimentation and
what proved to be some definitive shaping of the future.

The major exception to the generalization about spare beginnings was
New England, of course, where religion was foundational to the settlement
process and pervasive in all this era’s developments. For a long time histori-
ans were too ready to drape New England’s mantle over the other mainland
colonies, exaggerating the role of religion in early America. That should
not lead to the opposite mistake of dismissing it, however, for religious
declarations mark (and sometimes top) the list of reasons that authorities
gave for founding a colony and of their prescriptions for how life should
be conducted there. Richard Hakluyt the elder put the formula bluntly:
England needed to pursue colonization “1. To plant Christian religion.

219
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2. To trafficke [i.e., trade]l. 3. To conquer.”” The piety in such statements
might have been window dressing or an idealistic intention that quickly
broke on the rocks of Western Hemisphere realities, but the felt neces-
sity to make the rhetorical gesture is telling in its own right. More to
the point, religion, geopolitics, and economic prosperity were inextricably
intertwined in this era when, after all, the central event on the European
continent was the Thirty Years War, and the governing perception about
the Atlantic world upon which the Protestant countries embattled in that
war lifted their colonizing eyes was the hegemony, oppression, and bounte-
ous profit taking exercised there by Catholic Spain. Put briefly, Protestant
countries viewed the world in the first half of the seventeenth century
through the lens of religious-national anxiety at least, and imminent peril
at worst. In that context, nothing religious was window dressing.

Still, invoking God for strategic purposes and “laying Christ at the foun-
dation” of things, as zealous Puritans pledged to do, were two different
enterprises, and the proof of the matter came out in the practices adopted
in each colony. We can distinguish four general patterns. In Anglican
Virginia and Calvinist New Netherland, religion held a real if subsidiary
place in the colony’s founding but came to play only a fitful role in its evo-
lution. Separatist Plymouth and Catholic-friendly Maryland, on the other
hand, were founded in hopes of giving refuge for people marginalized in
England’s religious conflicts, but the refugees’ faith proved to have limited
power in shaping the life of the colony as a whole. In Puritan Massachusetts
and Connecticut, no such limits obtained, so that the central religious
motivation that characterized the colony’s origins persisted through all the
complications of the subsequent half century of development. Finally, fil-
tering into several of these places but particularly concentrated in West
Jersey and Rhode Island, Quakers and Baptists from off the radical edge of
Puritanism generated unwitting laboratories in the possibilities and chal-
lenges of living collectively as dissenters. Each of these patterns would be
altered by the trials of the 1680s, but each would also endure into the long
future of the nation being seeded in this epoch. We shall take them up in
turn, but for once treat New England’s Puritans last instead of first.

VIRGINIA AND NEW NETHERLAND: FITFUL
ESTABLISHMENTS

The “adventurers” who planted Virginia in 1607 brought to their enter-

prise the typical mixture of patriotism, piety, and profit seeking, as well as

" Quoted in Alan Taylor, American Colonies: The Settling of North America (New York,
2001), 119.
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considerable practice at conquest and colonization in Ireland over the pre-
vious century. Moreover, in the second half of its first decade, from 1611
to 1616, Virginia was officially governed by “The Lawes Divine, Morall
and Martiall” instituted by Governor Thomas Dale, which provided “vir-
tually the outline for a Holy Commonwealth” on the order of those later
established in Massachusetts and Cromwell’s England.? The colony’s chap-
lain in these years was Alexander Whitaker, whose sermon Good Newes from
Virginia (1613), while acknowledging the ill discipline that Dale’s regime
had inherited, invoked the divine plan to unfold “true religion” on the
continent amid pagan Indians and against Catholic New Spain. Whitaker’s
theme was a favorite of his father, William Whitaker, Regius Professor of
Divinity at Cambridge University, who was a stark predestinarian even by
the measure of Puritan theologians.

As it turned out, a different destiny awaited Virginia, and it was pre-
figured in 1616, when Whitaker drowned in the same waters of the James
River that bore in a new strain of tobacco from the West Indies, and with
it the colony’s economic salvation. Along with high profits, tobacco cul-
tivation dispersed settlement along Virginia’s rivers and redoubled the
demand for the disposable labor provided by indentured servitude, thus
triggering calamitous Indian wars in 1622 and 1644 and continuing the
marked skewing of male over female percentages in Virginia’s population.
The long-term consequence was a decentered, hierarchical, unstable society
built on competitive individualism and requiring constant replenishment
by fresh immigrants. Because New England would show nearly the oppo-
site patterns, we can conclude that whatever chances the Puritan impulse
once had in Virginia died for lack of proper social nutrient at the hands of
demography, topography, and the tobacco economy.

That conclusion might be extended to cover amy faith, for it took
thirty years from Whitaker’s death before another religious regime
began to emerge. This was a royalist type of Anglicanism instituted by
William Berkeley during his first term as governor (1641—52; his sec-
ond ran 1660-77), dedicated to prescribed order and the extirpation of
Nonconformity. The punitive side of the plan worked; by the end of the
1640s, scores of Puritan-inclined families had left Virginia for the more tol-
erant climes of Maryland. Yet the Anglicanism that took hold in Virginia
diverged notably from that in England, most of all because in the absence
of a resident bishop, functional authority in the church devolved to par-
ish vestries that were dominated by the same elites that ran local politics.
These were jealous lords who tended to keep such clergy as were available
on short tenures and low salaries. In consequence, Virginia became a place

? Sydney E. Ahlstrom, A Religions History of the American Pesple (New Haven, 1972), 186.
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where “a religiously tepid constituency” was served by “an equally tepid
ministry.”? The situation began to turn only with the arrival in 1685 of the
Rev. James Blair, who became commissary for Virginia for the bishop of
London, and with the chartering of the College of William and Mary under
Blair’s auspices in 1693. With these, the institutional power of the Church
of England could start pushing back against the powers of local gentry.

Even so, the fabric of Anglicanism had difficulty stretching to keep
up with the growth and dispersion of Virginia’s population. Nor would
Nonconformists be equal to the challenge, until the outburst of evan-
gelical revivalism in the 1740s. For the seventeenth century there is no
recorded presence of Baptists or Presbyterians on the Virginia scene. Only
the Quakers, with their quietism and household polity, managed to spread
between the cracks of the Anglican establishment. To his pleasant surprise,
Quaker leader George Fox found “many large gatherings” assembled to
hear him speak on his 1672 tour of the colony. Yet his journal’s account of
his arduous trek across the Virginia landscape “explains why Anglican and
Nonconformist churches alike tended to be small, poorly supported, and
isolated” there.*

The planting of New Netherland would have seemed to be more reli-
giously auspicious. In 1609, the same year that Henry Hudson sailed up
the river that would bear his name, Spain effectively ceased its attempts
to thwart Dutch independence, and the new country awarded official
privileges to the Reformed religion that had been crucial in building
and sustaining the morale of resistance. Further, the steps by which New
Netherland was founded (a fur-trading post — Fort Orange — near present-
day Albany in 1614 and a town there in 1624 and at Manhattan in 1626)
straddled the meetings of the Synod of Dort (1618-19), in which the
Dutch Reformed Church supported the cause of predestinarianism against
the Arminian stance of the losing Remonstrants. Because the cities that
would invest in the Dutch West India Company (WIC) generally sup-
ported the cause of orthodoxy, the chartering of the WIC and the renewal
of the holy war against Spain — both in 1621 — might have augured a col-
ony of Calvinist zeal on the Hudson. As it happened, the site turned out
to be the least lucrative of the WIC'’s far-flung ventures, and the company’s
recurrent attempts to find a formula to land people and extract profits put
religious quality far lower on the list of operational priorities than it held
in official documents.

Until its first minister, Jonas Michaelius, arrived in 1628, New
Netherland was left religiously to the care of a chaplain (ziekentrooster).

5 Ihid., 189.

4 Ibid., 193.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 04:16:07, subject to the Cambridge

Core terms of use, available at “@%*r‘f(tﬁ?fﬁ@éaﬂEfé?i‘“e%’@fﬁ‘ﬁﬁétma'?ﬁfﬁﬁﬁ’&eiBWOé’r%Wﬁr‘é@b?’f@%é* 871105.012


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521871105.012
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Protestantism: Exploration and Early Colonization 223

When Michaelius departed in 1632, New Amsterdam was still ten years
away from having its own church building; the loft of a flour mill served
instead. The new pastor, Everardus Bogardus, saw to the building proj-
ect but otherwise fell into stormy relations with the WIC. He was finally
replaced in 1649 by Johannes Megapolensis (Jan van Mekelenburg), who
arrived from a seven-year stint as the pioneer pastor at Fort Orange, where
the faithful had gathered for worship in a converted storehouse. University
trained, sacrificing considerably for the cause, as did the other dominies
to follow, Megapolensis found much that was disheartening in his new
charge: a town of fewer than two hundred houses, a fort in disrepair, a
church unfinished — and thirty-five flourishing taverns. As the historian
of the colony’s churches concludes, it was “obvious that the austerity, hard
work, and high moral principle preached by the stern Calvinist ministers
had only a limited effect on the inhabitants of New Netherland.”s

The colony’s population finally began to take off in the 1650s, when
the WIC gave up its monopoly, along with the quasi-medieval patroon
system that had succeeded it, and opened farming and the fur trade to
all comers. One result was a marked increase in ethnic and religious plu-
ralism. In 1664, when the English took over, probably fewer than half
of New Netherland’s inhabitants were actually Dutch. Ten percent were
enslaved Africans, and twice that number were English settlers on Long
Island. Walloons and Jews of differing provenance were present in num-
ber, as were the harbingers of the large Huguenot migration still to come.
No wonder that Jesuit missionary Isaac Jogues famously reported hearing
eighteen languages spoken in the streets of New Amsterdam. By official
policy he would have seen no public worship by any but the Reformed,
however, for Governor Pieter Stuyvesant, who ruled 1647-64, a zealous
son of the Calvinist manse, enforced the policy of religious exclusivism
that had always been on the colony’s books but had largely been honored in
the breach. Thus in 1655 Stuyvesant turned away a Dutch Lutheran pastor
who had been duly called by a body of some 150 families on Manhattan,
whereas Megapolensis fulminated against the tide of Jewish refugees that
arrived after the Portuguese reconquest of Brazil in 1654. At this point the
colony’s two lines of authority came into conflict, for although the WIC
was religiously accountable to the Classis of Amsterdam, which encour-
aged Stuyvesant’s policy, the company held most of the other cards and
wanted religious tolerance for the sake of trade and growth. It reminded
Stuyvesant that no one was to be disturbed in household devotions or
“private” gatherings.

5 Gerald F. DeJong, The Dutch Reformed Church in the American Colonies (Grand Rapids,

1978), 43.
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In any case the church was challenged enough to keep up with its own
flock, which had spread across the East River onto Long Island, across the
Hudson into New Jersey, and by 1664 up the Hudson to Esopus (Kingston).
Ministers were hard to come by, not least owing to the congregations’ poor
facilities and pay; Gideon Schaats literally had to live in Albany’s (still
unoccupied) poorhouse for the first years of his remarkably dedicated ten-
ure there (1652—94). More ominously, the land hunger associated with
population growth sparked deadly conflicts with the Algonquian Indians
on the lower Hudson. (The Iroquois around Albany, by contrast, were pla-
cated at all costs because of their control of the fur supply.) In a series of
four wars — 1644—45, 1655, 1659—60, and 1663—64 — the colonists elimi-
nated the native presence in the area. Like the Virginians, they had never
pretended to heed whatever evangelizing pretensions had been sounded
about the colony before settlement began. Megapolensis had indeed exe-
cuted a pioneering study of the Mohawk during his time at Fort Orange,
but his conclusions were hardly kind: the natives were “entirely savage and
wild, strangers to all decency, yea, uncivil and stupid as garden poles.”®

Stuyvesant and the WIC also turned aggressively against the settlements
that had been erected along the lower Delaware River under the banner of
Sweden beginning in 1638. This was even less Swedish a colony than New
Netherland was Dutch, for half its settlers were Finns, and half of the part-
ners in the controlling trading company, itself a copy of the WIC, were
Dutch. When the fur trade and tobacco cultivation proved disappoint-
ing, the Dutch sold their interest, and the colony started moving toward
the farmer-settler model. After 1648, however, with the Thirty Years War
concluded and the Dutch no longer in need of a Swedish alliance, the
Netherlands asserted its claims on the Delaware territory, finally invad-
ing in 1655 with a force of three hundred men under Stuyvesant’s lead.
They found four hundred souls being served by three Lutheran churches
under the mandate of New Sweden’s royal charter to provide “a true and
due worship ... to the Most High God in all things” in accordance with
“the Unaltered Augsburg Confession.”” That worship often did not have
the benefit of officiating clergy. Among the pastors who came and went,
only one, Lars Lock, remained on-site from before the Dutch conquest
through the succeeding English one, until his death in 1688. Neither the
Dutch nor the English tried to extirpate Lutheran worship, although their
tolerance was tried by Lock, who proved as flinty toward outsiders as he
was faithful to his flock.

6 Quoted in Taylor, American Colonies, 252.
7 Quoted in Israel Acrelius, A History of New Sweden, trans. William M. Reynolds (Ann
Arbor, 1966), 39.
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In 1664 the hunter turned prey as New Netherland fell to an English
war fleet commissioned by James Duke of York. Stuyvesant blustered about
mounting military resistance, but with the fort in disrepair and little in the
way of a defense force on call, the Dutch pastors prevailed on him to accede
to the inevitable. Among other provisions, the English allowed unimpeded
conduct of Reformed worship — and of every other type of devotion onsite.
Protection of minority religious rights was in keeping with the interests
of the Catholic James, but it was also recognized that Anglicans for the
foreseeable future could have no more pretense to being an established
church, for social harmony and growth in trade could not prosper by offi-
cial exercise of religious preference. In any case, for the duration of James’
rule — first as duke, then as king — New York imitated the policy earlier
established in Maryland, where Catholic authorities instituted genuine
religious toleration. The most successful administrator in New York’s case
was the Catholic layman Thomas Dongan (governor 1683-88); the end
of his term by virtue of James’ deposition also inaugurated an eclipse of
Catholic rights that would last for another century.

MARYLAND, PLYMOUTH, AND RHODE
ISLAND: HAVENS OF REFUGE

Roman Catholics fared much better in Maryland, which, under Charles I's
policy of relieving the religious out-parties in his realm (or relieving the
realm of them) via colonization, was separated from Virginia and given to
the Catholic Calvert family as proprietors. From the first landing of English
settlers in 1634, Maryland saw a role-reversal of the motherland, with a
largely Protestant labor force under the political and economic control of a
Catholic minority. This relationship endured through a series of tempests
and temporary reversals until the Glorious Revolution reached Maryland
in 1689, after which a Protestant regime was permanently ensconced
and ended Maryland’s most significant contribution to colonial religious
history, a policy of religious toleration emerging from the traditionalist
end of the contemporary theological spectrum. The 1639 instructions of
Cecilius Calvert Lord Baltimore mandated freedom of conscience for the
colony, although it urged Catholics to “worship as privately as may be”
so as not to offend Protestants.® After an aggressively Puritan interlude
(1642—47) when Baltimore’s agent fled to Virginia, the re-seated propri-
etor joined with the colonial assembly to formalize customary practice in
the Act of Toleration (1649). No Trinitarian Christian might be “molested
or discountenanced for or in respect of his or her religion nor in the free

8 Quoted in Ahlstrom, Religious History, 331.
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exercise thereof.” Yet the future would not leave this prescription unmo-
lested. Dissenters fleeing Governor Berkeley’s Anglican purge of Virginia
sharpened the Protestant edge in Maryland, leading to a Puritan takeover
in 1655; that in turn accelerated a Catholic flow from Maryland into the
northern neck of Virginia. The restoration of the monarchy in England
in 1660 brought back the old regime to Maryland, but it did nothing to
reverse the demographic tide — by the mid-1670s Catholics constituted
less than 10 percent of the colony’s twenty thousand inhabitants.

Ministering to this flock were Jesuit missionaries and priests who set-
tled, and they supported themselves as ordinary planters rather than as
state- or order-subsidized clergy. By 1640 they were operating five par-
ishes as well as (befitting their order) mission efforts among the native
Piscataway people. Andrew White, as leader of this enterprise, composed
an Algonquian grammar, dictionary, and catechism, becoming the pioneer
in all the English colonies at putting a native language into written form.
The Indian mission would fall to the familiar forces of white land hunger;
pastoral care of the settlers struggled to keep up with the dispersion that
fed that hunger. With fewer than ten of their number typically on-site,
and with their order resisting the introduction of secular clergy, the Jesuits
undertook a type of circuit riding later made legendary by Methodists. Most
of these services occurred in private homes and encouraged the cultivation
of domestic devotions to tide the faithful over until the next visitation.
The result was a regime of “quiet and reserved piety” far removed from the
baroque splendor of the contemporary European scene.' Religious schools
came and went in the colony, and the Catholic elite (like their Virginia
counterparts) typically sent their sons abroad for education. The Catholic
public presence in Maryland was therefore minimal. Ordinary believers
relied on their leaders to protect their interests, and the leaders prospered
as gentlemen among their Protestant peers.

Plymouth colony stood opposite Maryland on the theological spectrum
but resembled it as a refuge for an alienated group that constituted only
a minority in its new abode, with a modest religious public culture. The
Separatists at Plymouth were so called because they had formally disowned
the Church of England, a step that also entailed psychological disjunc-
tion from the home country and some distance from their Puritan siblings
who would move in next door. By the time the Separatists landed at Cape
Cod in 1620, their other name, Pilgrim, was also well earned, because a
good number of them had been sojourning in the Netherlands since 1607.

2 Quoted in ibid., 334.
'° James Hennesey, American Catholics: A History of the Roman Catholic Community in the
United States (New York, 1981), 45.
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Pilgrims they would remain in the sense that Plymouth colony never aimed
for power or influence on world affairs — rather, it sought to give its people
of generally modest means a place where they could pursue their lives, spir-
itual and temporal, in peace and fidelity to their own lights. Thus although
their Mayflower Compact sounded all the notes of covenanted community
that the Puritan colonies would amplify to no end, the Separatists’ modest
ambitions, together with their status as a numerical minority amid people
recruited for their economic or military skills, gave them more the classic
profile of the “quiet in the land.” Few men of learning joined them; they
had no minister until 1629, and arguably no formal church until then; and
the ten towns that were established in the first generation were more often
without than with a pastor. For fifty years Plymouth had no public school,
sent no one to university, and returned the same small band of leaders
to office in church and state year after year. Their common commitment
to Reformed theology and congregational polity kept them more united
than were the dissenters to their south in Rhode Island, but the numerical
and institutional strength of Massachusetts Bay exerted a gravitational pull
that absorbed Plymouth into that colony uneventfully in 1691.

Rhode Island, a third colony of refuge, was unique in providing harbor
for dissenters from dissenters — that is, for people fleeing from the ostra-
cized Puritans who had become a new establishment in New England. This
further step of dissent had no unitary direction. Some of Rhode Island’s
founders, like Roger Williams and Anne Hutchinson, can be seen as ultra-
Puritans so compelled by certain of that movement’s original convictions
as to leave behind the rest, or to reject the civic and/or theological com-
promises that Puritans in power deemed necessary. Other founders, like
William Coddington and Samuel Gorton, represented Quaker (or Quaker-
like) rejections of the sum of Puritan measures. These four leaders’ agree-
ment on what they opposed was stronger than any positive consensus that
they shared outside of a resolute commitment to freedom of conscience —
that is, to genuine and total religious liberty rather than religious toler-
ation only. Politically they observed a robust localism that allowed each
of their towns (Providence, Portsmouth, Newport, and Warwick) to go
its own way, even if that did not prevent sharp rivalries and suspicions
among them. Williams became the elder statesman in the group, securing
a patent from Parliament in 1644 to protect all the towns’ claims, then
promoting their confederation under a representative assembly in 1647.
Williams also did the colony’s distinctive principal honor in publishing
his two great tracts, The Bloudy Tenent of Persecution for the Cause of Conscience
Discussed (1644) and, a rejoinder to his critics, The Bloudy Tenent Yer More
Bloudy (1651). By the late 1650s the colony’s besetting factionalism had
largely subsided, and in 1663 it entered into a more stable future under a
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new royal charter, the restored Charles II appreciating Rhode Island’s anti-
Puritan stance and economic value.

Indeed, well before the founding of Pennsylvania, Rhode Island dem-
onstrated the affinity of minimal religious constraints with maximal eco-
nomic pursuits. The conjunction was clear already among the adherents
of Anne Hutchinson in Boston, and after her exile, although she moved
on to Long Island, the mesh of radical spirit with commercial ambition
made Newport a leader in both Quaker religion and the Atlantic trade.
The disposition toward individual liberty and initiative, on the one hand,
and nonviolence and non-coercion, on the other, together with the Quaker
diaspora’s transoceanic networks, accounts for the rise and effectiveness of
the pattern. At the same time, acute theological disagreements persisted,
most notably in Roger Williams’ rejection of Quaker positions. His reli-
gious individualism arose out of a fierce loyalty to scripture as written
revelation over against Quaker teachings of an “inner light.” Likewise, his
suspicion of religious institutions, not to mention state-dictated religious
measures, reflected his anticipation of an imminent millennial restoration
of the pure system of the original gospel, rather than a progressive step into
a modern future. Such disparate sources, nonetheless, worked together to
produce a colony whose public culture, especially in its religious dimen-
sion, was as weak as its tenacity for individual liberty was strong. The two
sowed perennial factionalism into Rhode Island’s future. The revocation of
the 1663 charter by the Dominion of New England sent the colony back
into virtual anarchy for a time, and long after that was redressed, Rhode
Island remained one of the most difficult places to govern, as it was the
most inviting clime for belief.

QUAKERS AND BAPTISTS: THE RADICALS

That Quakers proved to play the most stabilizing role in Rhode Island poli-
tics is testimony not just to its fractiousness, but to unexpected dimensions
of a faith founded in radical dissent and aversion to the sword. Emerging
off the left flank of Puritanism in the agitations and, finally, disappoint-
ments of Cromwell’s Commonwealth, the Society of Friends gathered peo-
ple convinced that the kingdom of God must come by peaceable means
as well as toward peaceable ends, that the Puritan reduction of the old
Roman Catholic hierarchy and sacramental system had not extended far
enough, and likewise that the Protestant principle of individual conscience
needed to be taken to its logical conclusion. The result was as antiformal
a fellowship as possible, one without sacraments, ordained clergy, creedal
subscription, or prescribed liturgy. Its theological distinctive, which taught
an unmediated revelation of Christ to the soul, and its ethic of nonviolence,
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which in theory foreswore use of oaths, arms, and tax payments in support
thereof, struck the Friends’ opponents as subversive of all authority and
order, in church and society. Early Quakers returned the favor by holding
disruptive, sometimes scandalous, demonstrations against religious estab-
lishments, particularly those of their erstwhile Puritan cousins in dissent,
and they felt compelled to proselytize (“publish”) their cause despite (or
precisely because of) prohibitions to the contrary. Their arrival in New
England, then, provoked the most deadly controversy in early American
religion prior to the Salem witch craze.

The first Friends to come ashore in Boston, in 1656, were summarily
seized, jailed, and shipped out; the next year they began filtering in across
the border from Rhode Island and met a similar fate, with whippings
added. The spiral reached its peak from 1659 to 1661 as Massachusetts Bay
authorities hanged four Quakers, desisting only on the edict of the restored
King Charles II. Eventually the Friends’ strategy turned from confronta-
tion to more general dissemination, epitomized by their founder George
Fox’s tour of the colonies in 1672. His witness was effective in Virginia
and especially in Carolina, where, with virtually no other fellowships in
place before 1680, Quakers probably constituted a religious majority in
the future North and a substantial minority in the future South Carolina.
The center of the movement on the colonial mainland remained Rhode
Island, however, where the regular discipline supplied by the Friends’ sys-
tem of mutually accountable “meetings” (congregations) supplied some
of the best sinews of order in the colony. Eminent Friends, who were also
eminent merchants, soon held more than their numerical share of public
offices in Rhode Island, which required some compromise with the pacifist
principle for purposes of establishing an armed defense, although they pro-
vided generous allowances for conscientious objection.

When control of West Jersey went over to a Quaker consortium led by
William Penn in 1674, the Friends’ heartland began to shift south toward
its ultimate center in Pennsylvania. Concerted immigration pushed West
Jersey’s English population by 1682 to 1,400 souls, who were arranged
in well-regulated meetings centered in the capital at Burlington. As with
its counterpart in Maryland, the Quaker colony of refuge — and opportu-
nity — quickly took on a conservative shape headed by an aristocracy of
elite families, which were in turn strengthened by the Quaker mandate of
endogamy, the group’s only effective mode of boundary maintenance. They
superintended a society libertarian in theory but suffused with a Quaker
ethos in practice. The success and travail of that arrangement in the con-
text of religious pluralism awaited the merger of West with East Jersey
in 1702 under a regime that accorded official toleration to all Protestant
Christians.
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Baptists are so numerous on the current American scene that their
relative paucity in the early colonial era might seem anomalous. The puz-
zle can be explained by theological and geographical reasons. As to the
first, Baptist departures from Puritan orthodoxy, though not trivial, were
moderate compared to those of the Quakers. General Baptists, who fol-
lowed the Separatist trek of exile to Holland before migration to North
America, espoused Arminian concepts of human initiative and free will in
the way of salvation. Particular Baptists hewed to the Calvinistic line on
these matters and so differed from the Puritans principally in restricting
baptism to (adult) “believers” rather than including their infant children
as well. With the coming of mass revivalism in the next century, these
issues would become experientially compelling; for now, if it was dissent
one wanted, the Friends offered a stouter option. Then too, Baptists did
not dominate any territory in this era as did Quakers but tended to fil-
ter into quiet spaces where they would attract less notice. Prior to 1680
they had little presence on the mainland from Virginia south. In the New
England core colonies they formed fugitive congregations, reaching sig-
nificant numbers along the Rhode Island-Connecticut border. Their most
notable convert was Henry Dunster, the first president of Harvard College,
who had to resign his post in 1654 on refusing to submit his fourth child
for baptism. Even at their center in Rhode Island, they did not especially
prosper. Roger Williams’ later fame as the “first Baptist” obscures the fact
that he professed that position only briefly before renouncing all church
membership and declaring himself to be a permanent “seeker” after gospel
purity. The most concerted of Rhode Island Baptists’ energies went into
the contest between the Particular and General theological positions. The
former, losing, faded away to reemerge later in Pennsylvania in the ranks
of Welsh immigrants. Their battle won, General Baptist congregations in
Rhode Island tended to atrophy.

NEW ENGLAND PURITANS: DISSENTERS
AS ESTABLISHMENT

“Puritanism” has been the subject of so many studies and competing defi-
nitions that any summary treatment of its role in early American religion
risks partiality, in both senses of the term. It serves best to understand it as
a movement that, grounded in certain common convictions and matured
over half a century of struggle in England, found unprecedented opportu-
nity to implement its program in America — and to discover the tensions
that lay at its heart. The Puritan movement aimed first of all at thor-
ough reform of the Church of England according to the example of the
Reformed churches on the continent; this reformation, being frustrated
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under the reigns of Elizabeth I and James I, generated new, distinctive
commitments to congregational polity and anti-formal liturgy. To sustain
their program in the face of resistance without leaving the church (thus, as
“non-separatists”), Puritans in England developed unofficial networks
of friendly parish churches and conventicles. There they focused on the
thorough reformation of their own hearts and behavior, a purified self and
fellowship, if not a purified nation, being deemed possible. This devotional
reformation, with its ascetic “precisianism” and pronounced introspection,
was borne along to New England among the twenty thousand souls that
constituted the Great Migration of 1629—42.

Although many in that number might not have been fully committed to
its program, the Puritan party controlled the rules, offices, and ethos of the
colonies established at Massachusetts Bay (1629), Hartford (Connecticut,
1634), and New Haven (1638; absorbed into Connecticut in 1662). In
this their heartland, New England Puritans had a unique opportunity
to carry out the project not just of ecclesiastical reformation, but also of
recovering the covenant that God had made with England but that the
home country had putatively forfeited. Their efforts toward that end were
as institutionally thick as their dissidents’ settlements in Rhode Island
were institutionally thin. The Puritan colonies were town- (not manor-,
farm-, or plantation-) centered as nowhere else in British North America,
each town being formed by formal covenant among its freemen, providing
a church from the start and, by laws soon passed in Massachusetts, man-
dated to support a school as well. Clergy, magistracy, parents, and educa-
tors were strictly separated as to office but continuously cooperative in
working to uphold a “holy commonwealth.” It was only natural, then, that
Massachusetts’ first crisis, in 1636, came from the antiformal and anti-in-
stitutional position of Roger Williams, and that he was exiled forthwith.

Other tensions surfaced quickly as well. Was it New England’s purpose
to restore the primitive purity of the apostolic church, or to give families
squeezed by the home country’s economic straits new opportunities, or to
build on these shores a model society to be reexported to England once
God’s judgment had descended with refining fire? The answer was “yes,”
meaning that the colonists pursued not altogether compatible goals into
the indefinite future. It was the task of the clergy (and one they accom-
plished tolerably well) to harmonize and re-strike the balance between
these tensions as times and circumstances changed. A fundamental con-
flict in the church, however, was not so soluble. It came to a head the year
after Williams’ banishment around the teaching of the eminent laywoman
and midwife Anne Hutchinson and her clerical brother-in-law, John
Wheelwright. Wheelwright in his pulpit and Hutchinson in her home
Bible studies espoused one strain of traditional Puritan theology, namely,
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that the works of pious reflection, ascetic discipline, and civic responsi-
bility that the other strain of Puritanism emphasized counted as nothing
toward salvation or ethical merit in the eyes of God — worse, that they
tended to displace the free grace of Christ and inward assurance of the
Spirit that alone constituted the substance and consequence of salvation.
Their opponents, led by Cambridge pastor Thomas Shepard and Hartford
pastor Thomas Hooker, labeled this “antinomianism,” that is, an attack on
the rightful place of the law in prodding (“preparing”) people to conver-
sion and guiding their Christian walk thereafter. Each side had its political
allies, and the Hutchinson-Wheelwright camp garnered particular sup-
port from the merchant interest besides, but Massachusetts governor John
Winthrop was hostile to their cause and held the initiative. As a result, in
1638 first Wheelwright and then Hutchinson were banished, the first to
New Hampshire, and the second to Rhode Island. Thereafter, a prepara-
tionist model of piety and a high respect for law reigned unrivaled in New
England.

Its theology remained resolutely Calvinist (Calvin himself had valorized
the “third use” of the law as a guide to holy living), but one step taken
beyond Calvin by the Massachusetts regime heightened the perennial
Reformed concern with election and predestination. That addition (defined
in 1635) was to make a personal experience of conversion required for full
church membership — such membership being, besides, a necessary quali-
fication for voting rights in colony-wide elections. But because conversion
amounted to the inward conviction of divine election in one’s own case,
and because God was understood to be both fairly parsimonious and secre-
tive in this decision, the achievement of assurance could be as daunting as
it was significant. The clergy responded by publishing manuals of spiritual
guidance that described the steps through which one could expect to pass
on the way to conversion; that process in turn established a template for
one’s future spiritual life. Puritan devotionalism thus came to celebrating
union with Christ while expecting heights and valleys in the saint’s ongo-
ing experience. Dogged persistence or sweet meltings — the prime issue
was vigilance.

If some consensus was built around this spirituality, disagreement over
its civil effects was worked out by various measures. One was the for-
mation of separate colonies. Connecticut under Thomas Hooker required
neither experiential conversion for church membership nor church mem-
bership for civil enfranchisement, but that was a double laxity in the eyes
of the followers of the Rev. John Davenport, who disapproved of Boston
ways for the reason opposite of Hooker’s and set up a stricter regime at
New Haven. His followers were seeking economic independence as well
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and appreciated the opportunities provided by the Long Island Sound.
Such permissible variations, along with the need to coordinate a common
defense and regular trade, made the New England colonies (and Plymouth
too) into a system of cooperative enclaves with both leeway and sufficient
buffers for a people born in dissent. Consensus was further sustained by
highly participatory politics. Local matters in Massachusetts (and colony-
wide affairs as well in Connecticut) were regulated by annual elections in
which men of fairly modest means could vote. If the “democracy” of the
famous New England town meeting did not resemble later versions in
aiming not to poll between discordant opinions but to establish communal
consensus, participants could go to extraordinary lengths to achieve that
goal without coercion. In addition, geography kept economic inequality
low by the standards of the day. Largely unsuitable for plantation agricul-
ture, New England generated instead a thick commercial nexus of small
farmers and artisans in which nearly everyone participated. The modest
scale of that commerce, however, along with suspicions of covetousness
and luxury constantly reiterated from the pulpit, kept market exploita-
tion under control and made the achievement of material prosperity as
much a cause for introspection as for self-congratulation. It would be left
to later, more secularized and individualistic generations to provide grist
for Max Weber’s mill.

The real pressures of the day rose from remarkable fertility rates that
historians ascribe to the region’s healthy climate and the relatively equal
sex ratios that marked Puritan settlements from the start. Constituting
only 5 percent of seventeenth-century immigrants to British North
America, by the end of the century New England claimed 40 percent of
the non-Indian population there. One consequence was a constant “hiv-
ing out” of new towns from old: forty by 1640, ninety by 1675. Clergy
might spy covetousness and disunity at work in the phenomenon, but
other leaders welcomed the growth it brought, and the young pioneers
themselves observed the old practice of covenanting in starting a new
town. A deadlier consequence would come in the form of perhaps the
costliest warfare in all of American history, discussed further in the fol-
lowing. For now the churches strove to keep order, especially in view
of the chaos attending the civil wars back in England. The synod that
met at Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1648 set a theological standard by
“attesting to” the scriptural soundness of the confession and catechisms
just passed by the Westminster Assembly in England — that is, strict
and consistent Calvinism. In polity it affirmed the congregational over
the presbyterian (local instead of federal) system, the issue that was then
roiling the English church scene. Finally, although claiming strong moral
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authority for itself and similar church councils, the synod did not claim
binding powers over doctrine or life; it assigned those instead to the mag-
istrates as “nursing fathers” of the church."

The Cambridge synod came a bit early to address the most troubling
religious consequence of population growth: the disinclination of young
people to claim full church membership via profession of conversion
experience. Another decade on, however, enough of these children of
the founding generation were themselves having children whose status
pressed hard against Massachusetts’ standards. Their parents not being
full members, these grandchildren of the founders did not qualify for
baptism. Would the elderly saints thus allow them to fall outside the
covenant? Would the clergy entertain the prospect of a rapidly decreas-
ing share of the population belonging to a church that claimed estab-
lished status? The situation also raised alarms about the passing of New
England’s promise, all the more poignant in light of the collapse of the
Commonwealth (i.e., the failure of the Puritan project) back in England.
At stake, then, were the status of souls, the purity of the church, and
the purpose and future of their collective enterprise, issues each potent
enough in itself but arguably lying athwart one another. Argue the clergy
and laity did. The former, by decision of the Massachusetts Bay Synod of
1662, offered a new, tempered standard for baptism; some of both parties
but especially the latter disparaged this as a “halfway covenant.” (In this
case, as with antinomianism, the epithet endured as a descriptor.) The
new rule permitted parents who evinced knowledge of Christian truth,
a moral pattern of life, and submission to church rules but no conver-
sion experience to present their children for baptism. In Connecticut this
was of little consequence, as the stricter standard had never been set.
New Haven, merged into Connecticut at just this moment, was riven
with dissent. One of its pastors, Abraham Pierson, hived off a new col-
ony in New Ark, East Jersey, to avoid the scheme. New Haven’s found-
ing pastor, John Davenport, tried to staunch the tide by moving to First
Church in Boston, only to see proponents of the new plan separate and
form Third Church there. In any case, because synodical decisions were
advisory and not binding, each congregation decided things for itself, and
for a good while most did not adopt the new provision. Far from a mark
of “declension,” as traditional historiography put it, the controversy dem-
onstrated the continuing power of the founders’ zeal. Only after mortal
crises struck New England and the founders passed from the scene was
the new measure widely installed, and with that the region conformed to
the model of Reformed churches elsewhere.

" Quoted in Ahlstrom, Religious History, 156.
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The first crisis exploded in 1675 with an Indian military assault that car-
ried deep into the New England heartland. Facing the Indians’ shrinking
place in the regional economy, on top of long-standing grievances against
inequitable dealing and land encroachment by whites, Metacom/King
Philip led a pan-tribal attack on more than half of New England’s towns,
destroying twelve and forcing the abandonment of thirty. Massachusetts,
Plymouth, and Connecticut fought back together with their own Indian
allies to wreak devastation virtually unparalleled in American history: half
of the native population died, including three-fourths of the Indian con-
verts that the Puritan missionary effort had gathered into “praying towns.”
The clergy weighed in with their own weapons, unleashing a “tidal wave of
printed and spoken words” that sought to bring a renewed sense of purpose
out of the conflagration.’? The established genre of the jeremiad spread,
bewailing the covenant nation’s sin but holding out hope in God’s contin-
uing faithfulness. The new genre of the captivity narrative, by which indi-
vidual “redemption” from the “slavery” of Indian seizure became a type for
the region’s own trial, became immensely popular. Election-day sermons
and histories of the founders cast up a noble origin to which the present
generation was called to return. Solidarity, identity, and piety were thus
smelted into one.

The second crisis came from abroad in the mid-1680s abrogation of the
charters of Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Rhode Island. The three were
consolidated along with New York and the Jerseys into a newly declared
Dominion of New England under centralized royal rule, the king being the
Catholic James II in the bargain. His governor, Edmund Andros, arrived
accompanied by regular army troops. Bad enough for New England’s poli-
tics, the new regime dissolved its religious establishments as well and chal-
lenged freehold property claims dating back to the original settlement. A
more perfect provocation could not have been devised, so that the Glorious
Revolution was hailed in New England with even less equivocation than
in the home country. Yet the ensuing negotiations carried on by colonial
leaders led by Boston pastor Increase Mather could not win back all their
old ways, even with the Reformed prince of the Netherlands, William
of Orange, now on the throne of England. The new charter restored
Congregational preeminence but instituted broader religious toleration
and set the civil franchise on the basis of property, not piety. The agenda,
and controversies, of New England’s religious future would involve blend-
ing these new departures with old markers of loyalty into the formation of
a stalwart Protestant place in a divinely blessed empire.

'2 Joseph Conforti, Saints and Strangers: New England in British North America (Baltimore,

2006), 103.
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CONCLUSION

One of the oldest myths of America’s origins is that its founders fled here
as religious exiles seeking a land of liberty and had the blessings of democ-
racy, unity, and prosperity added unto them. In the first seventy-five years
after the planting of Jamestown, this was nowhere true in England’s North
American colonies. Religious liberty was an unmitigated intention only
in the case of Rhode Island and West Jersey, and there unity and democ-
racy paled. In more places religion played but a modest part in motivat-
ing, guiding, or sustaining settlement. Sometimes, in Maryland and New
Netherland, when it was meant to, it faded. Other times, especially in the
Puritan core colonies, it succeeded, but at the deliberate cost of “liberty”
as we understand it. For Puritans, religious liberty meant doing things
not any old way but God’s way, as they detected it. Prosperity, mean-
while, came and went as a wild card, an ally of colonies that in religious
terms were diametrically opposed: Massachusetts and Rhode Island, New
Netherland and Virginia.

What did happen was more interesting and predictable than the myth,
if more complex in its nuanced iterations. These colonies became unwit-
ting laboratories in which intentions wrought in the home country met the
opportunities and challenges presented by a new geography and unfamil-
iar neighbors, resulting in consequences that no one had entirely planned,
that few would entirely endorse — and that few would entirely reject. Many
people of European, mostly English, origins worked this new earth under
a stronger or weaker sense of living under heaven’s eye. Some sought to
implement God’s will exactly, some wanted it as a comfort or consideration
on the side. Some wanted a holy society, some a holy self, some both in
full, some in moderation. In this variety of plans and the results to which
they gave rise, the early colonies remain a distant, yet clear and sometimes
uncanny anticipation of their American future and our American present.
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I2

SPANISH CATHOLICISM IN THE CARIBBEAN,
NEW SPAIN, AND THE NORTHERN FRONTIERS

STAFFORD POOLE

The story of Spanish Catholicism in the Caribbean and New Spain from
the 1680s to the end of the colonial period falls easily into two clearly
distinguishable parts. The first runs to 1713 and is characterized by the
perfection and consolidation of the Habsburg system of church-state rela-
tions. The second begins with a change of dynasty, the Bourbons replacing
the Habsburgs, and the introduction of a far different form of government.
Strongly influenced by the ideals of the Enlightenment, the new rulers
completed the state’s domination of the Church and centralized their rule
as a form of “Enlightened Despotism.”

The Catholicism in the Spanish Caribbean in the latter half of the colo-
nial period has not been intensively studied. It thus becomes difficult to
describe it in the various islands that made up Spanish possessions in that
area. The disasters of the early period of discovery and colonization, espe-
cially European diseases and exploitation, had left the Caribbean area all
but depopulated of native races. As time went on, they were replaced by
African slaves who were imported to work on the sugar plantations. These
Africans tended to retain many of their ancestral religious beliefs and prac-
tices. Because the islands were main ports of entry and exit for Spanish
treasure fleets, they became the objects of attacks by pirates.

In general the area was characterized by great poverty, small popula-
tions, and lack of good priests. The latter had little incentive to migrate to
the islands, where opportunities for advancement were few. The Jesuits and
Dominicans attempted to carry on educational work, often under difficult
circumstances. It is not clear what kind of religious service was given to
slaves. The situation was further complicated by changes in colonial rulers.
The island of Guadaloupe came under French control in 1763, as did the
western half of the island of Espafiola (modern Haiti) in 1697. Jamaica was
confirmed as an English possession in 1670 and Trinidad in 1797.

In Cuba, the Jesuits undertook educational work but encountered many
obstacles. The most notable educational institution in colonial Cuba was
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the Royal and Pontifical University of San Jer6nimo. It was founded in
1728 with authorization from Pope Innocent XIII and King Philip V of
Spain. It had a direct impact on the Church through the number of priests
it educated. The university still exists, although under the name of the
University of Havana. By the mid-eighteenth century Cuba had some 9o
churches, 309 diocesan priests, and 399 religious priests." Most of the
clergy were well educated, the majority of the diocesans having graduated
from the University of San Jerénimo.

NEW SPAIN

Culture and Society

At one time it was common for historians of Mexico to dismiss the late
colonial period as a cultural or intellectual backwater. The derisive phrase
“Colonial Siesta” was used to describe the period from the 1680s to inde-
pendence. Such a view is no longer tenable. New Spain had a thriving
culture, and given the circumstances of the time, it is understandable that
Catholicism played a major role in it.

One of the important musical composers of the time was Ignacio
de Jerusalén, who was born in Italy about 1710 and migrated to New
Spain. He is best known today for his Matins for the Feast of Our Lady of
Guadalupe. Another outstanding figure was Manuel de Zumaya (c. 1678-
1755), @ mestizo, or perhaps of mixed Spanish-Indian blood. He served as
chapel master of the cathedral of Mexico. He was the first person in the
New World to write an opera, Partengpe, unfortunately now lost.

Of literary figures in New Spain in this period, undoubtedly the most
famous was the nun, Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz (1651-95), known as “the
Tenth Muse.” Another notable literary figure was the savant Carlos de
Sigiienza y Gdngora (1645—1700). He was a poet, historian, mathema-
tician, and astronomer. Among his other works was a poem about the
Virgin of Guadalupe, “Primavera Indiana.” The Jesuit Francisco Javier de
Clavijero was a noted historian whose major work was the Historia antigua
de México, still an important source. Not surprisingly, a majority of the
books published at this time were of a devotional or theological nature.
Notable among these was Miguel Sdnchez’s La Virgen Madre de Guadalupe
(1648), which made public for the first time the story of the apparitions

! Figures in Le6n Lopetegui and Félix Zubillaga, Historia de la Iglesia en la América Espariola
desde el Descubrimiento hasta comienzos del siglo XIX (Madrid, 1965), 775.

? Her life and career have been described in the essay by Garcia and Myers earlier in this
volume.
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of the Virgin of Guadalupe. A large proportion of this devotion literature
was published sermons, often given on special occasions or feasts by noted
local preachers.

The outstanding painter of the colonial period was Miguel Cabrera
(1695-1768), a native Zapotec born in Oaxaca. He was an extremely pop-
ular painter, often in demand for his portraits of the rich and upper classes.
He also painted many religious pictures, including a fictional portrait of
Juan Diego, the visionary of the Guadalupe tradition, which was labeled
an authentic portrait (verdadero retrato). He was also noted for his paint-
ings of the various racial groups (castas) in New Spain. He painted sev-
eral versions of the Virgin of Guadalupe and was one of a team of experts
allowed to examine the image. He founded the second academy of painting
in Mexico.

There is a dispute among historians as to whether the economy of New
Spain in the seventeenth century was depressed or thriving. Some have
seen it as a century of depression, whereas others have called it a “silver
age.” The economy was dependent on silver, livestock, commerce (includ-
ing imports from the Orient), and sugar. The Jesuits were known for their
sugar mills (ingenios), which were profitable enterprises.

Wealthy creoles spent large sums endowing churches and paying for
lavish architecture and decorations. One of the most notable examples is
the cathedral of Santa Prisca in Taxco, endowed in 1759 by José de la
Borda, a wealthy silver miner. It was built in churrigueresque style, an
extravagant form of the baroque. Such endowments not only helped to
ensure the patron’s salvation but were a proud status symbol for the foun-
der and the city.

Racial Divisions

New Spain was divided into two “republics,” that of the Spaniards and
that of the Indians. The Spaniards considered themselves to be people of
reason (gente de razon). In Mexico City the Spaniards and creoles, Europeans
born in the New World, were segregated from the Indians and castas by the
traza, which literally meant a drawing or outline, but in this context meant
a boundary. In peaceful times the borders were rather porous, but in times
of civil unrest, the civil authorities enforced them more strictly. Then after
a period of time they would become porous again.

Spaniards born in the mother country stood at the peak of society. They
monopolized the highest positions in church and state, such as viceroys or
archbishops. In general they looked down on the creoles, whom they con-
sidered to be inferior. It was believed that the local climate and proximity
to the sun rendered them feeble, inconstant, and lazy. Despite the fact that
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the only difference between Spaniards and creoles was their place of birth,
creoles were clearly second-class citizens. Very few were ever appointed
archbishops or viceroys of Mexico. On the other hand, they tended to
dominate the lower echelons of the Church, such as canons of cathedral
chapters, university and seminary teachers, chaplains, and similar offices.

The status of the Indian in the last half of the colonial period was fixed.
In Spanish law they were considered to be minors, on their way to incor-
poration into Spanish society, but not yet there. In outlying villages, life
often went on as it had before the conquest. Local government, customs,
and languages remained more or less intact. A basic reality was that the
economy and society of New Spain depended almost entirely on the labor
of the Indian. This often kept them in a subservient position, although
some became artisans and craftsmen of the first order.

The native races have often been pictured as helpless, passive victims.
Recent research, especially into native language sources, is changing that
view. The indigenous peoples negotiated their place in society, especially
through their manipulation of the legal system. In the 1570s the crown
had established the Juzgado general de indios (general Indian court), whose
proceedings were conducted in the native languages. The Indians soon
learned how to prolong lawsuits, often for generations, to their benefit.

The same was true of religion. Here, again, the natives negotiated their
status. Although they were exempt from the Inquisition, they learned
to use that tribunal as a way of ridding themselves of unpopular pastors,
for example, by accusing them of sexual irregularities. Passive-aggressive
techniques were used to retain old customs and practices. Thus, despite
all ecclesiastical prohibitions to the contrary, native dances and songs con-
tinued to be used throughout the colonial period. The Mayas of southern
Mexico in a special way tended to hold on to their old ways, as they still
do today.

There was another class of persons, the castas, persons of mixed ances-
try. In the beginning this referred almost exclusively to mestizos, persons
of Spanish-Indian parentage. This term usually implied a Spanish father
and a native mother, and it carried a connotation of illegitimacy. In the
last half of the colonial period, the system was both more complex and
more fixed. It included mulattoes, persons of white/black ancestry, and
various other groupings. Some of these had their own cofradias or religious
confraternities, which helped to give them an identity and sometimes
financial help.

According to the law of the Church enunciated by the Third Mexican
Provincial Council of 1585, Indians and castas could not be ordained to
the priesthood. The wording of the law was rather garbled, in part because
of objections by Rome, so there were loopholes. Undoubtedly, in practice
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many of these peoples were ordained, but it is impossible to say how many
or what proportion.

Religious Practice

Religion in the last half of the Habsburg reign (1680s—1713) assumed the
form that had begun in the earlier colonial period. Religion in this con-
text, of course, means Roman Catholicism. In New Spain, as in the mother
country, this was primarily local in character. In the larger cities, with a
more educated clergy and laity, religious devotion tended to be more dog-
matic and cultural. In outlying villages, devotion centered around patron
saints. In both places it was often mixed with superstition or mingled with
preconquest practices.

Saints had two functions. One was as models of sanctity to be imitated,
the other as intercessors who pleaded one’s cause before God. As inter-
cessors they were advocates for entire communities as well as individuals.
“The principal function of these celestial protectors was to attend to the
necessities of the faithful united beneath the insignia of a corporation.”?
Among the saints, the predominant one, of course, was the Virgin Mary.
She was venerated under a variety of titles, such as Remedios, Ocotlén,
and Zapopan. The paramount devotion came to be that of the Virgin of
Guadalupe. She was the preferred devotion of the creoles, whereas Remedios
was that of the peninsular Spaniards.

Very significant for the Spaniards was devotion to San Hipdlito, on whose
feast day the city of Tenochtitlan fell to Fernando Cortés. San Nicolds de
Tolentino was invoked against earthquakes, San Bernardo against epidem-
ics, and San Antonio Abad against fires.# In native Catholicism these saints
were often identified with or replaced preconquest deities, such as Tlaloc,
the rain god of the Aztecs.

The Impact of the Council of Trent

The strongest influence on colonial Mexican religion was the Council of
Trent (1545—63). The council had defined Catholic dogma and regularized
devotion and discipline to a remarkable degree. It also imposed a great deal
of uniformity throughout the worldwide Church. It was the inspiration for
the work of the Third Mexican Provincial Council (1585), which adapted

3 Antonio Rubial Garcfa, “Icons of Devotion: The Appropriation and Use of Saints in New
Spain,” in Martin Austin Nesvig, ed., Loca! Religion in Colonial Mexico (Albuquerque,
2000), 50.

4 Ihid., 51.
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its decrees to the local scene. Part of this adaptation was the strengthening
of the diocesan church structure at the expense of the religious orders. By
the late colonial period, the independence of the orders had been severely
limited. In the early seventeenth century there was a bitter dispute between
the bishop of Puebla, Juan de Palafox y Mendoza (1600-59), and the two
orders of the Franciscans and Jesuits. The Franciscans had a strong power
base among the natives and resisted giving up any of their missions to
diocesan clergy. The Jesuits had a strong impact on the intellectual and
academic life in New Spain. In addition they had accumulated great wealth
through their business enterprises. Palafox lost his battle, but ultimately
the state won the war.

Tridentine Catholicism strongly emphasized law. The religious life of
the average person was closely regulated as a means of compensating for
human fickleness. Churchmen of the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries had a low opinion of human nature and human capabilities, and they
sought to compensate through law. It was a highly legalistic age in both
church and society.

Catholicism under the Habsburgs was baroque in character. Baroque art
was inspired in part by the Council of Trent and the Catholic Reformation
as well as by a reaction to the Renaissance. The baroque was exuberant and
emotional. As mentioned previously, this was seen in church architecture,
with its florid embellishments and unrestrained decorations. Ceremonies
were equally elaborate and were sometimes described as the court cere-
monial of a great king. Vestments were ornate and rich, and there was
abundant use of incense. Music was a vital element in worship. Sermons
were long and complex, often using the strained similes and figures of the
literary style known as gongorismo. Pilgrimages played an important role
in popular religion. The whole purpose of the baroque and its offshoot,
the churrigueresque, was to waft the mind and heart to God and to the
supernatural level. Early missionaries in New Spain were wont to say that
Christianity came to the natives through their eyes.

Church and State

In the Spanish system church and state were so closely intertwined that it
can be said that the Church was a department of state. Churchmen some-
times acted as civil officials, and there were instances of bishops, and even
friars, acting as interim viceroys. This did not mean that relations between
churchmen and civil officials were always harmonious. On the contrary,
there was a long-standing antagonism between the archbishops of Mexico
and the viceroys. One cause of this was the overlapping jurisdictions of
the two offices, so favored by the Spanish crown as a form of checks and
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balances. In 1624 the antagonism between Archbishop Juan Pérez de la
Serna and the Viceroy Diego Carrillo de Mendoza y Pimentel, marqués de
Gelves, contributed to a major urban riot in that year.

Financial Support

The financial support of the Church’s mission came from a variety of
sources. Foremost among these was the tithe. This was a tax, theoretically
10 percent, on all produce of the earth. It was collected by royal officials
and then “redonated” according to a complex formula. Withholding these
temporalities was a method of keeping recalcitrant bishops and priests in
line. Other income came from endowed chaplaincies, alms, and fees for var-
ious ecclesiastical services. The Church and its various organizations also
acted as moneylenders in the absence of a banking system.

The Inquisition

From the time of the conquest until 1571, inquisitorial functions were in
the hands of individual bishops. They were called “inquisitors ordinary”
because this authority came with their offices. The Spanish Inquisition was
an entirely distinct tribunal, founded in 1478 by Pope Sixtus IV at the
request of Fernando and Isabel, the Catholic monarchs. Although its higher
personnel consisted of bishops and priests, it was a department of state,
governed by its own supreme council in the Habsburg administration.

This tribunal was not established in the New World until 1571. The
first inquisitor was Pedro Moya de Contreras, later the third archbishop
of Mexico. The new tribunal was a part of a program of centralization and
increasing control of the Spanish dependencies on the part of the crown.
Perhaps surprising to modern readers is that it was not a welcome founda-
tion. It upset a delicate balance of special interest groups and local power
structures. Bishops were unhappy to lose their inquisitorial authority. The
viceroy did not like yielding legal cases to the intrusive tribunal. Diocesan
clergy were angered that Inquisition officials were given canonries for their
support that should have gone to them.

In its early days the Inquisition in New Spain dealt with cases of
English and French pirates. It also regulated publications and religious art.
Toward the end of the sixteenth century, it began to deal with crypto-Jews
or Catholics of Jewish background (conversos) who were thought to be
secretly practicing Judaism. In later years it concentrated on moral lapses
such as bigamy and blasphemy and, among the clergy, solicitation in the
confessional. The Inquisition did not deal with witchcraft (considered a
delusion) and consensual adult homosexuality. The Indians, considered
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minors and incapable of heresy, were exempt from the Spanish Inquisition,
although not from the episcopal one.

In the last half of the colonial period, the picture is not always clear. One
school of thought holds that the Inquisition in New Spain had become
corrupt and inefficient, and even intimidated by local elites and power
structures, such as publishers of books. Another school considers it to have
been active, with a smothering effect on local intellectual life, imposing
an obscurantist worldview on a subservient population. The fact of the
widespread diffusion of Enlightenment thought in New Spain, including
among the clergy, seems to support the first view.

Nuns and Convents

In Spanish society the position of women was defined by convention, law,
religion, and prejudice. There were basically two alternatives: marriage or
a convent. Both required dowries, and the question of providing adequate
dowries was a pressing one. Marriages were usually arranged by families
on the basis of social or financial advantage. In the sixteenth century, the
Church strongly supported the freedom of marital choice, without which
a marriage would be considered invalid. In cases in which young couples
wanted to marry against their parents’ wishes, ecclesiastics often gave shel-
ter and performed their marriages. This situation began to change in the
seventeenth century when civil authorities grew reluctant to enforce eccle-
siastical verdicts, and the weight of convention began to favor parental
authority.

In colonial Mexico the term “convent” (convento) was used for establish-
ments of both male and female religious. Convents of nuns were important
social as well as religious institutions. They had a civic importance because
they added prestige to the cities or towns where they were established.
They were centers of prayer and spiritual uplift, not just for themselves
but for the entire urban area — they were located primarily in cities. The
convents were cloistered, that is, they had no ministries, such as nursing
and teaching. The convents were supported by individual patrons, endow-
ments, and the dowries of the nuns. As their funds increased, they moved
into the purchase of urban real estate. Because there was no banking sys-
tem as such, the convents and other ecclesiastical institutions functioned
as moneylenders, and as such had a significant impact on the local econ-
omies. It was commonly expected that the principal on such loans would
not be repaid, and thus the interest payments constituted a sort of annu-
ity. By the eighteenth century, monasteries and nunneries had come to
dominate the real estate market in Mexico City itself and were a powerful
economic factor.
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Recruitment or commitment to a convent was quite different from
later times. The concept of a vocation as a freely chosen response to a call
from God was not common. Men entered the Church as part of a career
choice or because they were younger children in a family, and women
could enter convents without any real suitability for such a life. However,
stories of upper-class families using convents as dumping grounds for sur-
plus daughters are exaggerated, if only because of the expense of dowries
and subsequent support of the nuns. Some nuns, because of family wealth
or connections, lived comfortably, accompanied by servants or slaves, and
subject to minimal discipline. They were also able to have personal funds
called reservas, which were sometimes invested through legal representa-
tives. Theatrical and musical presentations offered recreation, and the con-
vent often provided the only accessible means of achieving an education.
The majority of nuns were creoles, and there were very few convents that
accepted native women.

Confraternities

Another institution of importance in New Spain was the cofradia or
confraternity. These were organizations of men who shared a trade, craft, or
even, in the case of Indians or blacks, race. Each one had a charter granted
by ecclesiastical or civil authority, which delineated its purpose, nature,
functions, and officers. Among the common functions were arranging
the funerals and burials of its members and giving financial aid to their
widows. Others included financing churches, chapels, and hospitals; the
organization of festivals, especially of patronal feasts; and works of charity.
The members, in turn, enjoyed certain privileges, such as burial places or
indulgences. The cofradias were an important source of group identity and
economic benefits. Like the convents and similar institutions, they were
sometimes quite wealthy and acted as moneylenders, especially to their
members, rather like a modern credit union.

Guadalupe

By the end of the seventeenth century, devotion to the Mexican Guadalupe
was firmly established. According to a tradition, the Virgin Mary appeared
to an Indian neophyte named Juan Diego at the hill of Tepeyac, north
of Mexico City, in December 1531 and directed him to carry a message
to the bishop (actually bishop-elect) of Mexico, the Franciscan Juan de
Zumirraga. He was to build a chapel at that site where she could show her
love and care for the native population. Juan Diego did as he was told but
met with initial skepticism. He reported the failure of his mission to the
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Virgin, who encouraged him to persevere with his commission. This time
the bishop-elect told him to bring some sign of the truth of his account.
Juan Diego’s uncle was very ill and asked his nephew to bring a priest to
prepare him for death. Juan Diego tried to avoid seeing the Virgin again,
but she accosted him and assured him that his uncle was well. She directed
him to go to the top of the hill and collect the flowers he would find there
as a sign for the bishop-elect. This was at a time when flowers did not
grow there. Juan Diego did as he was told and returned to the bishop’s
palace with the flowers in his cloak. After explaining what had happened,
he opened his cloak, the flowers fell to the floor, and imprinted on the gar-
ment was the picture now venerated at Guadalupe. Zumadrraga, in tears,
asked pardon for his skepticism and began the construction of a chapel at
Tepeyac.

The story is beautiful and poignant and has charmed generations of
believers and nonbelievers alike. It follows closely the standard appari-
tion accounts to be found in Spain and the New World at that time. The
Virgin is a compassionate and loving mother who comes to the aid of the
oppressed and marginalized in society. Therefore it is all the more sur-
prising that the devotion was stronger among creoles than it was among
the natives. Creole interpretations of the tradition saw it as a manifesta-
tion of the special destiny of the Mexican people, or americanos, as they
called themselves. Mexico City was viewed as another Jerusalem or Rome.
Other cities had miraculous images, but only Mexico had one painted by
the Blessed Mother herself. On seeing a copy of the image in 1752, Pope
Benedict XIV is supposed to have quoted Psalm 147, “Non fecit taliter omni
nations” (“he has not done the like for any other nation”), words that even-
tually became the motto of Guadalupe.

The Virgin of Guadalupe was credited with delivering the city from an
epidemic in 1736. In the following year both the civil and ecclesiastical
officials of Mexico took an oath by which Guadalupe became the patron
of the city. After this, the devotion spread beyond the city of Mexico, as
far south as Guatemala. In 1746 Guadalupe was proclaimed the patron
of all New Spain, and in 1754 the papacy recognized the patronage and
granted a special feast day, 12 December, and a proper Mass. In 1750, fol-
lowing years of complex negotiations, the church at Tepeyac was given a
collegiate chapter. In 1757 the devotion was officially spread to all Spanish
dominion.

In recent years the truth of this account has been the subject of intense
historical debate. The fundamental problem is that in the years 1531—
1648, there is no mention of the apparition story or of Juan Diego. The
story was first made known by a Mexican priest named Miguel Sdnchez in
a book published in 1648 called Imagen de la Virgen Maria, Madre de Dios de
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Guadalupe (Image of the Virgin Mary, Mother of God of Guadalupe). The
reaction of his contemporaries was that no one had ever heard the story
prior to his book. In the following year, another priest, Luis Laso de la
Vega, published a more detailed account in Nahuatl, Huey tlamabuicoltica
(By a Great Miracle). The actual narrative of the apparitions is called the
Nican mopobua (Here is recounted), from its opening words. Devotees of
the apparitions seek to date this to the early sixteenth century, although it
clearly was the work of Laso de la Vega and his native assistants.

In 1794 a Spanish priest-historian, Juan Bautista Mufioz, delivered a
strong critique of the traditional account, much to the ire of the creoles. The
devotion became the storm center of a bitter controversy in the late nine-
teenth century. The great Mexican historian, Joaquin Garcfa Icazbalceta,
wrote a letter at the request of the archbishop of Mexico in which he gave
a point-by-point explanation of the difficulties involved. This controversy
was renewed in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries with the
beatification and canonization of Juan Diego.

The Northern Missions

In the late sixteenth century a new form of missionary structure emerged,
the presidio/mission system. It was first used on the northern frontier and
soon established itself as the standard form. It consisted of a mission with
enough soldiers to protect the missionaries. It also used settlements of
indigenous Christians to act as a liaison or leaven with the non-Christians.
This was especially true of the Tlaxcalans, who had been Fernando Cortés’
chief allies in the conquest. This system relied heavily on the mendicants
and Jesuits as missionaries. In a policy called congregaciin, the natives were
brought together in involuntary isolation from the Spaniards and, in addi-
tion to religion, were taught European arts, crafts, and agriculture. In that
age there was no concept of culture shock or the fact that the gathering of
nomadic Indians into larger groups made them susceptible to epidemics.
This system continued throughout the colonial period and is perhaps best
exemplified in the Franciscan missions of Alta California.

By the late seventeenth century the Spanish missionary effort had
expanded to the north, then to the American Southwest, including Texas,
Arizona, and New Mexico. It began as a two-pronged campaign. The
Jesuits and Franciscans were the primary missionaries. While the Jesuits
pushed up through central and northwestern New Spain, the Franciscans
evangelized the eastern and northeastern areas.

Expansion to the north was sporadic and irregular, and so, as a conse-
quence, was the missionary enterprise. Until the mid-sixteenth century, it
was regarded as a desert area, inhabited by nomadic and warlike Indians,
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but unsuitable for Spaniards. This view was changed by the discovery of
large silver deposits in the Zacatecas areas around 1545. It led to a rush
to the new riches and to the settlements of San Luis Potosf, Jalisco, and
Durango. It also brought the Spaniards into contact with the Chichimecas,
who fiercely and successfully resisted the intrusion. The government made
increasing use of the mission-presidio method. The system proved success-
ful, especially with the aid of Jesuit missionaries, and peace returned to the
northern settlements in the early seventeenth century.

From the Chichimeca frontier, the Jesuits moved further northward to
what is present-day Sinaloa. By the early seventeenth century, the process of
conversion was fairly well advanced. By the time the Jesuits were expelled
from the Spanish dominions (1767), there were twenty-one missionaries
working among approximately thirty thousand people. By that time their
missionary work included the modern areas of Guanajuato, San Luis Potosf,
Nuevo Leén, Jalisco, Zacatecas, Nayarit, Coahuila, Durango, Chihuahua,
Sinaloa, Sonora, Baja California, and southern Arizona.

There were two groups of Indians who resisted both Spanish intrusion
and conversion: the Tarahumara and the Yaqui. Because of the unsettled
frontier conditions, work among the Tarahumara did not begin until about
1630, and even then a number of native revolts resulted in the deaths
of missionaries. The missions to the northern Tarahumara in the modern
state of Chihuahua were more successful. After their restoration, the Jesuits
returned to the Tarahumara, and they work among them today. Less suc-
cessful were the missions to the fiercely independent Yaquis. These had
barely begun when the Society was expelled from New Spain.

Kino on the Frontier

The most famous of all Jesuit missionaries in northern New Spain and the
American Southwest was, and probably still is, Eusebio Kino. He was born
in northern Italy in 1645 and joined the Society of Jesus in 1665. He was
ordained to the priesthood eleven years later. In 1678 Kino was part of a
group assigned to the Mexican and Chinese missions. He set out for New
Spain the following year, but because of a delay in Spain did not arrive at
Veracruz until 1681. He served as cosmographer — he was an expert map-
maker — and Jesuit superior on an unsuccessful expedition to explore and
evangelize California in 1683. Adverse conditions forced the abandonment
of the mission in 1685.

Toward the beginning of 1687 his superiors sent him north again, this
time to the Pimerfa Alta, the region with which his name will always be
associated. This area included present-day Sonora and southern Arizona
and was home to the Pima, Papago, Sobaipuri, and (farther north) Yuman

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 04:16:11, subject to the Cambridge

Core terms of use, available at “@%*r‘f(tﬁ?fﬁ@éaﬂEfé?i‘“e%’@fﬁ‘ﬁﬁétma'?ﬁfﬁﬁﬁ’&eiBWOé’r%Wﬁr‘é@b?’f@%é* 871105


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521871105
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Spanish Catholicism: Caribbean, New Spain, Northern Frontiers — 253

peoples. He undertook the evangelization of the Pimas, promoted cattle
raising, and engaged in geographic exploration and cartography. In 1689
he was named superior of the mission, and he arranged for missionaries to
visit the towns that had been only partially evangelized.

In 1691 Kino was joined by an almost equally famous missionary, Father
Juan Marfa Salvatierra. An Italian like Kino, Salvatierra had come to New
Spain in 1675 and later to the Primerfa Alta as a Jesuit visitador. He and
Kino quickly became a formidable missionary team. Salvatierra’s presence
helped to ensure the permanence of a mission threatened by native upris-
ings. One of the most dangerous of these occurred in 1695, sparked in part
by harsh Spanish reprisals for the murder of a missionary. The Pimas rose
in rebellion and destroyed several of the mission centers. Kino strove to
restore peace, which was finally accomplished in August 1695. He rode
horseback to Mexico City, some 1,200 miles, to prevent the abandonment
of the mission.

Kino was responsible for the return of the Jesuits to Baja California in
1697, when Manuel Dfaz, joined by Salvatierra, began missionary work
in the area of present-day Guaymas. In 1700, eight years after Kino first
explored the area, he established the famous mission of San Xavier de Bac
outside the present city of Tucson. In 1702, in two more expeditions, he
attempted to reach Alta California by land but was unsuccessful.

Kino died at the mission at Magdalena in 1711. By the time of his
death, the missions of Sonora and the Pimeria were already suffering,
partly because of economic problems caused by war in Europe. There
were also conflicts with civil authorities, some of whom were more inter-
ested in their own personal wealth than in the good of the natives. More
and more mission outposts were abandoned or remained static. Dolores
itself, Kino’s headquarters, had no missionaries after 1738. Jesuits con-
tinued to work in the area, and even farther north, until the expulsion of
1767, but the enterprise lacked its former vigor and extension. After the
expulsion, the Franciscans took over the missions of both Baja and Alta
California.

Kino was, and still is, a controversial figure. He found himself in conflict
with some of his superiors who did not understand either his missionary
situation or his lifestyle. Accusations of hasty baptisms and failing to live a
proper religious life were leveled against him. He and his neophytes were
remarkably successful as ranchers and shipped large quantities of livestock
to various missions and villages. He was also responsible for introducing
the cultivation of wheat into the area. Kino was regarded by many, includ-
ing fellow Jesuits, as individualistic and unrealistic. Their view was that
the area was desert, sparsely populated by hostile natives, and a poor mis-
sionary prospect.
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The Franciscans in Northern New Spain

The Franciscans, for their part, concentrated on the eastern coast. At the
end of the sixteenth century, Francisco Urdifiola established a colony of
Tlaxcalans at Saltillo in order to stabilize the frontier and help in con-
versions. The real missionary work began in the latter part of the seven-
teenth century, when the Franciscans entered Nuevo Leén and Coahuila.
The Indians of that area, still called Chichimecas by the Spaniards, were
warlike and fierce. The Franciscan work was helped by the establishment
in that century of missionary colleges in Querétaro and Zacatecas, which
prepared missionaries for work that made different demands than the chal-
lenges previously undertaken.

An outstanding figure in the history of this missionary work was Fray
Juan Larios, who is sometimes called the Founder of Coahuila. He was
born in Jalisco in 1633 and joined the Franciscans at the age of eighteen.
He was ordained to the priesthood in 1657. Although his actual stay in
Coahuila was brief — only three years between 1673 and 1676 — he accom-
plished a great deal. The crown had tried to evangelize and pacify the area
with Tlaxcalan Indians, but they had been massacred. Larios entered the
hostile territory, which had already cost some Franciscan lives, and appat-
ently explored as far north as the Rio Grande. He earned a reputation as
a defender of the Indians. He died in 1676. Unfortunately, neither Larios
nor the Franciscan missions in northeastern Mexico have been given the
historical study they deserve.

NEW MEXICO

The Spanish conquest of New Mexico tended to bypass the areas between
Mexico City and New Mexico. There were a number of reasons for this. The
missionaries who had accompanied the Coronado expedition (1540—42)
were impressed by the receptiveness and character of the Pueblo Indians.
The area also seemed to hold promise of mineral wealth. The crown autho-
rized an expedition as early as 1583, but there was no follow-up. Finally,
Juan de Ofiate, a member of a leading Zacatecas mining family, was
appointed to lead an expedition to New Mexico in 1595.

The difficulties of the colony and the bickering of the colonists caused
Ofiate to resign in 1607. Two years later Pedro de Peralta was named
governor of New Mexico. He moved the capital to Santa Fe in order to be
closer to the Indian population centers. Tlaxcalan Indians were brought
from New Spain at an early date to help with the physical labor of con-
struction and to advertise the benefits of Christianity and European life.
Although such use of the Tlaxcalans was common in New Spain — they
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had been Fernando Cortés’ staunchest allies in the conquest — this appears
to be the only incident of it within the borders of the present-day United
States.

The Spanish presence grew gradually, and even though towns soon
dotted the area, they were sparse. As late as 1670 there were only 2,800
Spaniards in the colony, mostly in the area of Santa Fe. The Franciscans’
missionary efforts, by contrast, were more successful. By the 1630s there
were 25 missions, serving 50,000 Indians. As in other mission areas, there
was a great deal of conflict between the friars and the civil authorities,
mostly over control of the Indians.

The Spanish settlement and evangelization of New Mexico came to a halt
with the ferocious revolt of the Pueblo Indians in 1680. New Mexico was
never really prosperous and depended on agriculture and livestock, espe-
cially sheep. Because of their precarious situation, the Spaniards increased
their demands on the Indians. The Franciscans seem to have lacked some
of the fire of their predecessors in New Spain. In addition, as throughout
all New Spain, later generations of Franciscans did not learn the native
languages or become closely identified with the natives. Ironically, one
reason for this was pressure from the Spanish officials who feared that the
Franciscans’ identification with the Indians weakened royal control. At the
same time, pre-Hispanic religious ideas were not dead; many Indians found
mission life confining, and the native medicine men were agitating against
the Christians. One of them, Popé, devised a plan to purge the entire region
of the intruders, and he won a large number of chiefs to his side.

The uprising was carefully planned to begin in the entire area at the same
time. The Indians had the advantage of surprise and caught the Spaniards
totally off guard. At least 400 Spaniards, including 32 friars, were killed —
21 Franciscans in one day. The Indians laid siege to Santa Fe and cut off
its water supply. Taking advantage of Indian complacency, the Spaniards
were able to escape. The Indians seemed content to let them go and did not
make a serious attempt to exterminate the survivors. Approximately 2,400
refugees fled to El Paso del Norte on the Rio Grande (present-day El Paso,
Texas), where they laid the basis for a civilian sectlement in what had been
until then a military garrison.

Subsequent attempts to probe or reconquer New Mexico were unsuccess-
ful. Finally, in 1688, Diego de Vargas, a farsighted and diplomatic man,
was named governor. He began the reoccupation in 1692. With a total
force of only one hundred, including three Franciscans and forty profes-
sional soldiers, he won over the Pueblos with a combination of diplomacy,
psychology, and firmness. By the end of the year, he secured the allegiance
of the majority without bloodshed. By the time he set out with a larger,
colonizing expedition in 1693, however, the Indians had again become
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restive. Vargas decided that only a military venture would succeed, while
at the same time trying to use diplomacy. The ensuing war was sporadic
and slow. By 1696 most of New Mexico had been recovered, although the
Zuiii and Hopi continued to be both independent and hostile.

Far from the capital, New Mexico tended to develop in relative isolation.
As a result there was a continuity in family generations that was lacking
elsewhere and a greater sense of relationship to the past. To this day, a sig-
nificant part of the Hispanic population of New Mexico regards itself as
Spanish, not Mexican. Even more noteworthy is the fact that some of the
original families came from converso or crypto-Jewish backgrounds. They
fled to the farthest reaches of New Spain to avoid the Inquisition in more
populous areas.

The missionary enterprise in northern New Spain and the borderlands
proved more formidable and trying than it had to the south. Conditions
were harsher, and the natives more hostile and tenacious of old ideas. The
distances were enormous, and only the hardiest missionaries, like Kino,
Salvatierra, and Larios, could cope with the challenge. Despite numerous
setbacks, the missionaries did have a measure of success. In some places,
like New Mexico, this required the support of Spanish arms. In others, like
the Pimeria Alta, there was less reliance on force.

A Change of Dynasty

At the conclusion of the War of the Spanish Succession (1701-13), a new
dynasty came to the throne of Spain, the French Bourbons. They brought
with them a drastically different approach to government. Under the influ-
ence of the Enlightenment, they liberalized the economy and reformed
the inefficient forms of government. Whereas Spain under the Habsburgs
was a corporate state consisting of competing special interest groups, the
Bourbons centralized authority in the monarch. It was a system that came
to be called “benevolent despotism.”

The Bourbon attitude toward religion was also influenced by the
Enlightenment. There was an attempt to suppress baroque religious prac-
tices and curtail the independence of the cofradias and religious orders. The
vows of religion were regarded as unnatural, and the orders themselves
were effectively tamed. Under the Habsburgs, the Church was a depart-
ment of state, but it was an important voice and influence in society. The
Bourbon monarchs retained control over the Church but sought to lessen
its public and even private role. In a later context, their policies would be
called anticlerical.

One important aspect of this was an intense hostility toward the Jesuits.
This had begun in the seventeenth century, even before Bourbon rule. The
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Society had become wealthy and powerful. In addition to their educational
and missionary work, they were involved in various commercial transac-
tions, especially sugar production. Their independence of established civil
and ecclesiastical authority made them suspect in the eyes of officials in
both church and state. In addition, they were often involved in politics,
particularly in their roles as royal confessors. The Bourbons were deter-
mined to put an end to what they considered to be a state within a state.

In 1766 the Jesuits were blamed for a series of riots in Spain against an
unpopular minister. In the following year, secret orders were sent out to all
the Spanish dominions that the Jesuits were to be expelled. This was done
suddenly and with ruthless efficiency. They were deported to the Papal
States and other parts of Europe. The impact on the Church’s mission was
devastating. Missions and schools had to be abandoned or given to oth-
ers. The northern missions were transferred to the Franciscans, but that
did little to blunt the damage. Partisans of the Society rioted against this
attack, not only on the Church, but also on criollo society. These riots were
brutally suppressed.

THE AMERICAN SOUTHWEST

Texas

One of the northern areas that Spain now sought to protect was Texas. As
in other areas, the method used was to be a combination of missionary
work and military force. The first move into the area was at the end of the
seventeenth century to counter the threat of French expansionism from
Louisiana. In 1689 an expedition led by Alonso de Leén left Monterrey
for Texas to locate the French intrusion. With it went a Franciscan, Father
Damidn Massanet, who left an account of the expedition. It was discov-
ered, however, that the settlement the French had made in Texas had been
destroyed by the Indians. Massanet attempted to work among the Hasinai
Indians but found them too hostile. Another expedition in 1690 went to
northeast Texas and established two missions on the Neches River. Texas
was made a frontier province the following year, but because there were no
further signs of French intrusion, it was abandoned in 1693.

The French threat was renewed in the early eighteenth century when
the French governor of the lower Mississippi Valley initiated expeditions
to the west, partly in hope of opening up trade with Spanish settlers. The
Spaniards reacted with alarm and in 1715 made plans to occupy east Texas.
An expedition was launched in the following year with eight Franciscan
priests and three lay brothers from the missionary college of Querétaro.
The friars were under the leadership of Fray Isidro Félix Espinosa and Fray
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Francisco Hidalgo. The latter had worked among the Hasinai when Texas
was still the short-lived frontier province. These friars were later joined by
one of the greatest of the borderland missionaries, Fray Antonio Margil
de Jests.

Margil (1657-1726), who had joined the Franciscans in Spain in 1673,
was ordained to the priesthood in 1682. He came to New Spain in 1683
and in the following year assumed direction of the missionary college of
Querétaro, which had been founded the year before by Antonio Llinds. Its
purpose was to train mobile missionaries to work with Indians who were
dispersed over a wide area and to bring new methods to bear on the task.
Margil also developed two other missionary colleges, Cristo Crucificado in
Guatemala City (1701) and Our Lady of Guadalupe in Zacatecas (1708).
He also worked personally on missions in New Spain and Central America.
He was famed for his holiness and zeal, and the cause of his canonization
has been introduced.

The Spaniards established a presidio along the Neches and then four
mission stations. The Franciscans soon added two more among the Adai
and the Ais, both tribes that were close to the farthest limits of the
French penetration. In 1718, at the suggestion of Fray Antonio de San
Buenaventura Olivares, who was impressed by the location and the docil-
ity of the Indians, a mission and presidio were established at San Antonio.
The Franciscans worked zealously in east Texas, but progress was slow, pri-
marily because the Indians were nomadic. The Spaniards were not strong
enough to enforce congregacidn, and the results remained meager for the
next century.

Alta California

Alta California was the last major area to be colonized and evangelized
by the Spaniards. Again, the reasons were based on military as much as
religious motives. The Russians were beginning to establish posts in the
Northwest, and the British were showing interest in the area. In 1769
José de Gilvez, the visitor-general of New Spain, ordered the occupation
of California to forestall these intrusions. Gaspar de Portold was appointed
captain and Fray Junipero Serra (1713-84), a Franciscan from Mallorca,
was appointed the president of the future missions. In 1769 a presidio and
mission were founded at San Diego, although the establishment remained
precarious for a number of years because of illness and the difficulty of
bringing supplies. Within a year another expedition was sent from San
Diego to lay claim to Monterey Bay and to protect it from Russian or
British intrusion. Soon after, a land party discovered a magnificent bay to
the north, where in 1776 Juan Bautista de Anza established the mission
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and presidio of San Francisco. Spanish expansion to the north eventually
ran into a determined wall of British resistance.

The Franciscan missions in Alta California were classic examples of
the mission system first devised by the friars in the sixteenth century. It
required all natives to live in the missions. Those who refused were forc-
ibly congregated, whereas those who ran away, a not infrequent occurrence,
were brought back and punished. The regimen was paternalistic, and in fact
in 1773 Viceroy Antonio Maria de Bucareli decreed that the Franciscans
held the place of parents over the natives. There was also a military pres-
ence, centered in the presidios of San Diego, Monterey, San Francisco, and
Santa Barbara. This often hindered the missionary endeavor, because of the
behavior of the soldiers toward the natives. Serra and his successors had
difficulty in controlling bored soldiers and intrusive bureaucrats, and as a
result conflicts were frequent.

Serra died in 1784 and was beatified by Pope John Paul II in 1988, a
move that aroused a great deal of controversy. He is, of course, the best
known of the mission founders, but his successor, Firmin de Lasuén (1736—
1803), may be equally important. Born in Vitoria, Spain, he joined the
Franciscans in 1751. A volunteer for the New World missions, he served in
a variety of places in New Spain, Baja California, and Alta California. He
personally founded nine missions, bringing the total to eighteen. During
his administration the missions of Alta California reached a high point in
numbers and effectiveness.

The California missions have been romanticized far more than any other
Spanish enterprise. They came at the end of Spanish expansion and evan-
gelization. They were a very small part of the overall picture and were
fewer than those that the Spanish had once had in Texas and the American
Southeast. Recent controversies surrounding the beatification of Serra have
also added to the isolated view of these missions. Unfortunately, they have
also overshadowed the work of Lasuén, who deserves as much credit as
Serra for the work of the California missions.

THE AMERICAN SOUTHEAST

In the sixteenth century the term “Florida” included not only the modern
state, but also most of Georgia, Alabama, and North Carolina. Both mil-
itary conquest and missionary activity were slow because of the warlike
nature of the native tribes. The first missionaries were Jesuits, who founded
ten mission stations between Miami and Jamestown in modern Virginia.
After numerous setbacks, the Jesuits abandoned the mission, and because
the area produced no precious metals, the Spanish lost interest. In 1573
the Franciscans inaugurated their own missionary effort, but it was very
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precarious. Spain almost abandoned Florida in 1607, but at the pleas of the
Franciscans decided to remain.

The most productive period of the Franciscan missionary activity was
between 1612 and the end of the seventeenth century. The situation, how-
ever, was not stable. Some of the native tribes proved very resistant to
Christianity, and there was a smoldering discontent with Spanish rule. The
English presence to the north of Florida began to have an impact. The
English were able to exploit the natives’ hostility to the Spanish. The Treaty
of Paris (1763), which ended the Seven Years War, transferred Florida to
English rule. Most of the Spanish population left, and Catholicism in
Florida effectively came to an end. The return of Florida to Spanish rule
after the American Revolution did not alter the situation.

Although these missions seemed to be models of successful evangeliza-
tion, this success was superficial. The natives had no genuine attachment to
Catholicism, and most abandoned it at the first opportunity. The oppres-
sion and exploitation of the Spanish authorities and settlers exacerbated an
already unstable situation.

THE ACT OF CONSOLIDATION

The wealth of the Church and organizations such as convents, confraterni-
ties, and religious orders rather naturally aroused the greed of secular offi-
cials. After the expulsion of the Jesuits in 1767, the crown confiscated their
extensive holdings. Bourbon government was particularly hostile to the
confraternities, “frowned upon as being economically retrograde, perhaps
politically questionable, certainly overfond of ostentatious fiestas.”>

In the period of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic wars, the
Spanish crown desperately needed money for pay for these wars. In 1804
it sequestered all ecclesiastical funds, netting some forty million pesos.
Most of these were in the form of loans and mortgages on which it was
thought that the principal would never be paid. “The measure was, in
effect, a massive foreclosure, which required the Church’s debtors (mostly
landlords, miners, and merchants) to pay off outstanding loans over a ten-
year period.”® The act had a devastating impact and fostered a dangerous
discontent among the creoles, including the clergy.

OVERVIEW
The Spanish missionary enterprise in the New World was one of unprec-

edented magnitude and scope. At its height it extended from the tip of

> Alan Knight, Mexico: The Colonial Era (Cambridge, UK, 2002), 265.
6 Ibid., 24s.
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Argentina to northern California. Such an undertaking demanded enor-
mous resources in personnel and finances. In approaching this daunting
task, the missionaries had little tradition or experience to fall back on.
The first missionary endeavors were improvisations, creative responses to
peoples, languages, and cultures that were entirely new to the missionar-
ies. That they were able to develop programs, pursue language and eth-
nographical studies, and achieve what success they did is a tribute to their
zeal, intelligence, and creativity. These programs were not universally
successful. The results of the missionary endeavor varied widely from one
geographical area to another and from one people to another.

One lasting contribution of Roman Catholicism in the areas studied
in this article was in the field of education. Even today some of the uni-
versities founded by churchmen and religious orders are still functioning.
Unfortunately, the beneficiaries of this educational system were mostly
Spaniards and creoles. For the most part the natives and the castas remained
outside the system, at least for the period of this study. As has been seen,
New Spain was not an intellectual and cultural backwater.

Another unhappy reality is that by the seventeenth century the human-
itarian and pro-Indian movement, if not entirely dead, had certainly run
out of steam. The place of the natives in colonial society had become fixed,
especially under the Bourbons. Their seething resentment would explode
in the revolution of 1810.

In the light of recent events, an important and controversial question is
that of the impact of the missions and missionaries on the natives. The mis-
sion system, once romanticized, is now criticized for uprooting the native
cultures and exposing the natives to European diseases. Likewise the sys-
tem has been criticized for exploiting native labor and for the use of harsh
punishments.

Although the level of these criticisms has been intensified by the polit-
ical correctness of modern times, it is beyond doubt that to a great extent
they are justified. Europeans, especially Spanish Christians, were convinced
of the innate superiority of their culture and religion. The missionaries
sincerely believed that without Christianity the natives were condemned
to eternal damnation. Europeans of that age were oblivious to the impact
of culture shock and the disruption caused by the jolting transfer from one
society to another.

An additional factor was a change in the missionaries themselves and in
Spanish colonial policies. In sixteenth-century New Spain, the Franciscans
had dedicated themselves in a special way to the study of native languages
and cultures. In the following century, the Jesuits took the lead in these
studies. One result was that the missionaries often came to have a deep
sympathy and understanding for the natives’ outlook and cultures. The
picture was different in the late seventeenth century and until the wars

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 04:16:11, subject to the Cambridge

Core terms of use, available at “@%*r‘f(tﬁ?fﬁ@éaﬂEfé?i‘“e%’@fﬁ‘ﬁﬁétma'?ﬁfﬁﬁﬁ’&eiBWOé’r%Wﬁr‘é@b?’f@%é* 871105


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521871105
https://www.cambridge.org/core

262 Stafford Poole

of independence. The Bourbons were hostile to the missionaries’ use of
native languages because of their perceived sympathy with the natives.
The Franciscans in New Mexico and Alta California either did not know or
made little effort to learn the native languages, in part because they were
too numerous.

At the same time, it must be remembered that the natives, at least in cen-
tral New Spain, proved adept at adapting to the new society and religion.
They negotiated their place in both and manipulated the legal system to
their own benefit. The idea of native victimhood is coming more and more
under revision by contemporary scholarship. It should be kept in mind
that for the Indians in independent Mexico, the worst period was under the
liberal government of the mid-nineteenth century and even more under the
rule of Porfirio Dfaz (1872—80; 1884—1911). In 1910 “the millions of rural
Mexicans who found themselves in dying villages or subsisting as peones on
the nation’s haciendas were worse off financially than their rural ancestors a
century before.”” For the natives in Alta California the decline began with
the arrival of gold-hungry Americans after 1848. They left the missions,
but without having a place to go or a support system to sustain them.
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I2

SPANISH CATHOLICISM IN THE CARIBBEAN,
NEW SPAIN, AND THE NORTHERN FRONTIERS

STAFFORD POOLE

The story of Spanish Catholicism in the Caribbean and New Spain from
the 1680s to the end of the colonial period falls easily into two clearly
distinguishable parts. The first runs to 1713 and is characterized by the
perfection and consolidation of the Habsburg system of church-state rela-
tions. The second begins with a change of dynasty, the Bourbons replacing
the Habsburgs, and the introduction of a far different form of government.
Strongly influenced by the ideals of the Enlightenment, the new rulers
completed the state’s domination of the Church and centralized their rule
as a form of “Enlightened Despotism.”

The Catholicism in the Spanish Caribbean in the latter half of the colo-
nial period has not been intensively studied. It thus becomes difficult to
describe it in the various islands that made up Spanish possessions in that
area. The disasters of the early period of discovery and colonization, espe-
cially European diseases and exploitation, had left the Caribbean area all
but depopulated of native races. As time went on, they were replaced by
African slaves who were imported to work on the sugar plantations. These
Africans tended to retain many of their ancestral religious beliefs and prac-
tices. Because the islands were main ports of entry and exit for Spanish
treasure fleets, they became the objects of attacks by pirates.

In general the area was characterized by great poverty, small popula-
tions, and lack of good priests. The latter had little incentive to migrate to
the islands, where opportunities for advancement were few. The Jesuits and
Dominicans attempted to carry on educational work, often under difficult
circumstances. It is not clear what kind of religious service was given to
slaves. The situation was further complicated by changes in colonial rulers.
The island of Guadaloupe came under French control in 1763, as did the
western half of the island of Espafiola (modern Haiti) in 1697. Jamaica was
confirmed as an English possession in 1670 and Trinidad in 1797.

In Cuba, the Jesuits undertook educational work but encountered many
obstacles. The most notable educational institution in colonial Cuba was
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the Royal and Pontifical University of San Jer6nimo. It was founded in
1728 with authorization from Pope Innocent XIII and King Philip V of
Spain. It had a direct impact on the Church through the number of priests
it educated. The university still exists, although under the name of the
University of Havana. By the mid-eighteenth century Cuba had some 9o
churches, 309 diocesan priests, and 399 religious priests." Most of the
clergy were well educated, the majority of the diocesans having graduated
from the University of San Jerénimo.

NEW SPAIN

Culture and Society

At one time it was common for historians of Mexico to dismiss the late
colonial period as a cultural or intellectual backwater. The derisive phrase
“Colonial Siesta” was used to describe the period from the 1680s to inde-
pendence. Such a view is no longer tenable. New Spain had a thriving
culture, and given the circumstances of the time, it is understandable that
Catholicism played a major role in it.

One of the important musical composers of the time was Ignacio
de Jerusalén, who was born in Italy about 1710 and migrated to New
Spain. He is best known today for his Matins for the Feast of Our Lady of
Guadalupe. Another outstanding figure was Manuel de Zumaya (c. 1678-
1755), @ mestizo, or perhaps of mixed Spanish-Indian blood. He served as
chapel master of the cathedral of Mexico. He was the first person in the
New World to write an opera, Partengpe, unfortunately now lost.

Of literary figures in New Spain in this period, undoubtedly the most
famous was the nun, Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz (1651-95), known as “the
Tenth Muse.” Another notable literary figure was the savant Carlos de
Sigiienza y Gdngora (1645—1700). He was a poet, historian, mathema-
tician, and astronomer. Among his other works was a poem about the
Virgin of Guadalupe, “Primavera Indiana.” The Jesuit Francisco Javier de
Clavijero was a noted historian whose major work was the Historia antigua
de México, still an important source. Not surprisingly, a majority of the
books published at this time were of a devotional or theological nature.
Notable among these was Miguel Sdnchez’s La Virgen Madre de Guadalupe
(1648), which made public for the first time the story of the apparitions

! Figures in Le6n Lopetegui and Félix Zubillaga, Historia de la Iglesia en la América Espariola
desde el Descubrimiento hasta comienzos del siglo XIX (Madrid, 1965), 775.

? Her life and career have been described in the essay by Garcia and Myers earlier in this
volume.
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of the Virgin of Guadalupe. A large proportion of this devotion literature
was published sermons, often given on special occasions or feasts by noted
local preachers.

The outstanding painter of the colonial period was Miguel Cabrera
(1695-1768), a native Zapotec born in Oaxaca. He was an extremely pop-
ular painter, often in demand for his portraits of the rich and upper classes.
He also painted many religious pictures, including a fictional portrait of
Juan Diego, the visionary of the Guadalupe tradition, which was labeled
an authentic portrait (verdadero retrato). He was also noted for his paint-
ings of the various racial groups (castas) in New Spain. He painted sev-
eral versions of the Virgin of Guadalupe and was one of a team of experts
allowed to examine the image. He founded the second academy of painting
in Mexico.

There is a dispute among historians as to whether the economy of New
Spain in the seventeenth century was depressed or thriving. Some have
seen it as a century of depression, whereas others have called it a “silver
age.” The economy was dependent on silver, livestock, commerce (includ-
ing imports from the Orient), and sugar. The Jesuits were known for their
sugar mills (ingenios), which were profitable enterprises.

Wealthy creoles spent large sums endowing churches and paying for
lavish architecture and decorations. One of the most notable examples is
the cathedral of Santa Prisca in Taxco, endowed in 1759 by José de la
Borda, a wealthy silver miner. It was built in churrigueresque style, an
extravagant form of the baroque. Such endowments not only helped to
ensure the patron’s salvation but were a proud status symbol for the foun-
der and the city.

Racial Divisions

New Spain was divided into two “republics,” that of the Spaniards and
that of the Indians. The Spaniards considered themselves to be people of
reason (gente de razon). In Mexico City the Spaniards and creoles, Europeans
born in the New World, were segregated from the Indians and castas by the
traza, which literally meant a drawing or outline, but in this context meant
a boundary. In peaceful times the borders were rather porous, but in times
of civil unrest, the civil authorities enforced them more strictly. Then after
a period of time they would become porous again.

Spaniards born in the mother country stood at the peak of society. They
monopolized the highest positions in church and state, such as viceroys or
archbishops. In general they looked down on the creoles, whom they con-
sidered to be inferior. It was believed that the local climate and proximity
to the sun rendered them feeble, inconstant, and lazy. Despite the fact that
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the only difference between Spaniards and creoles was their place of birth,
creoles were clearly second-class citizens. Very few were ever appointed
archbishops or viceroys of Mexico. On the other hand, they tended to
dominate the lower echelons of the Church, such as canons of cathedral
chapters, university and seminary teachers, chaplains, and similar offices.

The status of the Indian in the last half of the colonial period was fixed.
In Spanish law they were considered to be minors, on their way to incor-
poration into Spanish society, but not yet there. In outlying villages, life
often went on as it had before the conquest. Local government, customs,
and languages remained more or less intact. A basic reality was that the
economy and society of New Spain depended almost entirely on the labor
of the Indian. This often kept them in a subservient position, although
some became artisans and craftsmen of the first order.

The native races have often been pictured as helpless, passive victims.
Recent research, especially into native language sources, is changing that
view. The indigenous peoples negotiated their place in society, especially
through their manipulation of the legal system. In the 1570s the crown
had established the Juzgado general de indios (general Indian court), whose
proceedings were conducted in the native languages. The Indians soon
learned how to prolong lawsuits, often for generations, to their benefit.

The same was true of religion. Here, again, the natives negotiated their
status. Although they were exempt from the Inquisition, they learned
to use that tribunal as a way of ridding themselves of unpopular pastors,
for example, by accusing them of sexual irregularities. Passive-aggressive
techniques were used to retain old customs and practices. Thus, despite
all ecclesiastical prohibitions to the contrary, native dances and songs con-
tinued to be used throughout the colonial period. The Mayas of southern
Mexico in a special way tended to hold on to their old ways, as they still
do today.

There was another class of persons, the castas, persons of mixed ances-
try. In the beginning this referred almost exclusively to mestizos, persons
of Spanish-Indian parentage. This term usually implied a Spanish father
and a native mother, and it carried a connotation of illegitimacy. In the
last half of the colonial period, the system was both more complex and
more fixed. It included mulattoes, persons of white/black ancestry, and
various other groupings. Some of these had their own cofradias or religious
confraternities, which helped to give them an identity and sometimes
financial help.

According to the law of the Church enunciated by the Third Mexican
Provincial Council of 1585, Indians and castas could not be ordained to
the priesthood. The wording of the law was rather garbled, in part because
of objections by Rome, so there were loopholes. Undoubtedly, in practice
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many of these peoples were ordained, but it is impossible to say how many
or what proportion.

Religious Practice

Religion in the last half of the Habsburg reign (1680s—1713) assumed the
form that had begun in the earlier colonial period. Religion in this con-
text, of course, means Roman Catholicism. In New Spain, as in the mother
country, this was primarily local in character. In the larger cities, with a
more educated clergy and laity, religious devotion tended to be more dog-
matic and cultural. In outlying villages, devotion centered around patron
saints. In both places it was often mixed with superstition or mingled with
preconquest practices.

Saints had two functions. One was as models of sanctity to be imitated,
the other as intercessors who pleaded one’s cause before God. As inter-
cessors they were advocates for entire communities as well as individuals.
“The principal function of these celestial protectors was to attend to the
necessities of the faithful united beneath the insignia of a corporation.”?
Among the saints, the predominant one, of course, was the Virgin Mary.
She was venerated under a variety of titles, such as Remedios, Ocotlén,
and Zapopan. The paramount devotion came to be that of the Virgin of
Guadalupe. She was the preferred devotion of the creoles, whereas Remedios
was that of the peninsular Spaniards.

Very significant for the Spaniards was devotion to San Hipdlito, on whose
feast day the city of Tenochtitlan fell to Fernando Cortés. San Nicolds de
Tolentino was invoked against earthquakes, San Bernardo against epidem-
ics, and San Antonio Abad against fires.# In native Catholicism these saints
were often identified with or replaced preconquest deities, such as Tlaloc,
the rain god of the Aztecs.

The Impact of the Council of Trent

The strongest influence on colonial Mexican religion was the Council of
Trent (1545—63). The council had defined Catholic dogma and regularized
devotion and discipline to a remarkable degree. It also imposed a great deal
of uniformity throughout the worldwide Church. It was the inspiration for
the work of the Third Mexican Provincial Council (1585), which adapted

3 Antonio Rubial Garcfa, “Icons of Devotion: The Appropriation and Use of Saints in New
Spain,” in Martin Austin Nesvig, ed., Loca! Religion in Colonial Mexico (Albuquerque,
2000), 50.

4 Ihid., 51.
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its decrees to the local scene. Part of this adaptation was the strengthening
of the diocesan church structure at the expense of the religious orders. By
the late colonial period, the independence of the orders had been severely
limited. In the early seventeenth century there was a bitter dispute between
the bishop of Puebla, Juan de Palafox y Mendoza (1600-59), and the two
orders of the Franciscans and Jesuits. The Franciscans had a strong power
base among the natives and resisted giving up any of their missions to
diocesan clergy. The Jesuits had a strong impact on the intellectual and
academic life in New Spain. In addition they had accumulated great wealth
through their business enterprises. Palafox lost his battle, but ultimately
the state won the war.

Tridentine Catholicism strongly emphasized law. The religious life of
the average person was closely regulated as a means of compensating for
human fickleness. Churchmen of the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries had a low opinion of human nature and human capabilities, and they
sought to compensate through law. It was a highly legalistic age in both
church and society.

Catholicism under the Habsburgs was baroque in character. Baroque art
was inspired in part by the Council of Trent and the Catholic Reformation
as well as by a reaction to the Renaissance. The baroque was exuberant and
emotional. As mentioned previously, this was seen in church architecture,
with its florid embellishments and unrestrained decorations. Ceremonies
were equally elaborate and were sometimes described as the court cere-
monial of a great king. Vestments were ornate and rich, and there was
abundant use of incense. Music was a vital element in worship. Sermons
were long and complex, often using the strained similes and figures of the
literary style known as gongorismo. Pilgrimages played an important role
in popular religion. The whole purpose of the baroque and its offshoot,
the churrigueresque, was to waft the mind and heart to God and to the
supernatural level. Early missionaries in New Spain were wont to say that
Christianity came to the natives through their eyes.

Church and State

In the Spanish system church and state were so closely intertwined that it
can be said that the Church was a department of state. Churchmen some-
times acted as civil officials, and there were instances of bishops, and even
friars, acting as interim viceroys. This did not mean that relations between
churchmen and civil officials were always harmonious. On the contrary,
there was a long-standing antagonism between the archbishops of Mexico
and the viceroys. One cause of this was the overlapping jurisdictions of
the two offices, so favored by the Spanish crown as a form of checks and
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balances. In 1624 the antagonism between Archbishop Juan Pérez de la
Serna and the Viceroy Diego Carrillo de Mendoza y Pimentel, marqués de
Gelves, contributed to a major urban riot in that year.

Financial Support

The financial support of the Church’s mission came from a variety of
sources. Foremost among these was the tithe. This was a tax, theoretically
10 percent, on all produce of the earth. It was collected by royal officials
and then “redonated” according to a complex formula. Withholding these
temporalities was a method of keeping recalcitrant bishops and priests in
line. Other income came from endowed chaplaincies, alms, and fees for var-
ious ecclesiastical services. The Church and its various organizations also
acted as moneylenders in the absence of a banking system.

The Inquisition

From the time of the conquest until 1571, inquisitorial functions were in
the hands of individual bishops. They were called “inquisitors ordinary”
because this authority came with their offices. The Spanish Inquisition was
an entirely distinct tribunal, founded in 1478 by Pope Sixtus IV at the
request of Fernando and Isabel, the Catholic monarchs. Although its higher
personnel consisted of bishops and priests, it was a department of state,
governed by its own supreme council in the Habsburg administration.

This tribunal was not established in the New World until 1571. The
first inquisitor was Pedro Moya de Contreras, later the third archbishop
of Mexico. The new tribunal was a part of a program of centralization and
increasing control of the Spanish dependencies on the part of the crown.
Perhaps surprising to modern readers is that it was not a welcome founda-
tion. It upset a delicate balance of special interest groups and local power
structures. Bishops were unhappy to lose their inquisitorial authority. The
viceroy did not like yielding legal cases to the intrusive tribunal. Diocesan
clergy were angered that Inquisition officials were given canonries for their
support that should have gone to them.

In its early days the Inquisition in New Spain dealt with cases of
English and French pirates. It also regulated publications and religious art.
Toward the end of the sixteenth century, it began to deal with crypto-Jews
or Catholics of Jewish background (conversos) who were thought to be
secretly practicing Judaism. In later years it concentrated on moral lapses
such as bigamy and blasphemy and, among the clergy, solicitation in the
confessional. The Inquisition did not deal with witchcraft (considered a
delusion) and consensual adult homosexuality. The Indians, considered
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minors and incapable of heresy, were exempt from the Spanish Inquisition,
although not from the episcopal one.

In the last half of the colonial period, the picture is not always clear. One
school of thought holds that the Inquisition in New Spain had become
corrupt and inefficient, and even intimidated by local elites and power
structures, such as publishers of books. Another school considers it to have
been active, with a smothering effect on local intellectual life, imposing
an obscurantist worldview on a subservient population. The fact of the
widespread diffusion of Enlightenment thought in New Spain, including
among the clergy, seems to support the first view.

Nuns and Convents

In Spanish society the position of women was defined by convention, law,
religion, and prejudice. There were basically two alternatives: marriage or
a convent. Both required dowries, and the question of providing adequate
dowries was a pressing one. Marriages were usually arranged by families
on the basis of social or financial advantage. In the sixteenth century, the
Church strongly supported the freedom of marital choice, without which
a marriage would be considered invalid. In cases in which young couples
wanted to marry against their parents’ wishes, ecclesiastics often gave shel-
ter and performed their marriages. This situation began to change in the
seventeenth century when civil authorities grew reluctant to enforce eccle-
siastical verdicts, and the weight of convention began to favor parental
authority.

In colonial Mexico the term “convent” (convento) was used for establish-
ments of both male and female religious. Convents of nuns were important
social as well as religious institutions. They had a civic importance because
they added prestige to the cities or towns where they were established.
They were centers of prayer and spiritual uplift, not just for themselves
but for the entire urban area — they were located primarily in cities. The
convents were cloistered, that is, they had no ministries, such as nursing
and teaching. The convents were supported by individual patrons, endow-
ments, and the dowries of the nuns. As their funds increased, they moved
into the purchase of urban real estate. Because there was no banking sys-
tem as such, the convents and other ecclesiastical institutions functioned
as moneylenders, and as such had a significant impact on the local econ-
omies. It was commonly expected that the principal on such loans would
not be repaid, and thus the interest payments constituted a sort of annu-
ity. By the eighteenth century, monasteries and nunneries had come to
dominate the real estate market in Mexico City itself and were a powerful
economic factor.
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Recruitment or commitment to a convent was quite different from
later times. The concept of a vocation as a freely chosen response to a call
from God was not common. Men entered the Church as part of a career
choice or because they were younger children in a family, and women
could enter convents without any real suitability for such a life. However,
stories of upper-class families using convents as dumping grounds for sur-
plus daughters are exaggerated, if only because of the expense of dowries
and subsequent support of the nuns. Some nuns, because of family wealth
or connections, lived comfortably, accompanied by servants or slaves, and
subject to minimal discipline. They were also able to have personal funds
called reservas, which were sometimes invested through legal representa-
tives. Theatrical and musical presentations offered recreation, and the con-
vent often provided the only accessible means of achieving an education.
The majority of nuns were creoles, and there were very few convents that
accepted native women.

Confraternities

Another institution of importance in New Spain was the cofradia or
confraternity. These were organizations of men who shared a trade, craft, or
even, in the case of Indians or blacks, race. Each one had a charter granted
by ecclesiastical or civil authority, which delineated its purpose, nature,
functions, and officers. Among the common functions were arranging
the funerals and burials of its members and giving financial aid to their
widows. Others included financing churches, chapels, and hospitals; the
organization of festivals, especially of patronal feasts; and works of charity.
The members, in turn, enjoyed certain privileges, such as burial places or
indulgences. The cofradias were an important source of group identity and
economic benefits. Like the convents and similar institutions, they were
sometimes quite wealthy and acted as moneylenders, especially to their
members, rather like a modern credit union.

Guadalupe

By the end of the seventeenth century, devotion to the Mexican Guadalupe
was firmly established. According to a tradition, the Virgin Mary appeared
to an Indian neophyte named Juan Diego at the hill of Tepeyac, north
of Mexico City, in December 1531 and directed him to carry a message
to the bishop (actually bishop-elect) of Mexico, the Franciscan Juan de
Zumirraga. He was to build a chapel at that site where she could show her
love and care for the native population. Juan Diego did as he was told but
met with initial skepticism. He reported the failure of his mission to the
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Virgin, who encouraged him to persevere with his commission. This time
the bishop-elect told him to bring some sign of the truth of his account.
Juan Diego’s uncle was very ill and asked his nephew to bring a priest to
prepare him for death. Juan Diego tried to avoid seeing the Virgin again,
but she accosted him and assured him that his uncle was well. She directed
him to go to the top of the hill and collect the flowers he would find there
as a sign for the bishop-elect. This was at a time when flowers did not
grow there. Juan Diego did as he was told and returned to the bishop’s
palace with the flowers in his cloak. After explaining what had happened,
he opened his cloak, the flowers fell to the floor, and imprinted on the gar-
ment was the picture now venerated at Guadalupe. Zumadrraga, in tears,
asked pardon for his skepticism and began the construction of a chapel at
Tepeyac.

The story is beautiful and poignant and has charmed generations of
believers and nonbelievers alike. It follows closely the standard appari-
tion accounts to be found in Spain and the New World at that time. The
Virgin is a compassionate and loving mother who comes to the aid of the
oppressed and marginalized in society. Therefore it is all the more sur-
prising that the devotion was stronger among creoles than it was among
the natives. Creole interpretations of the tradition saw it as a manifesta-
tion of the special destiny of the Mexican people, or americanos, as they
called themselves. Mexico City was viewed as another Jerusalem or Rome.
Other cities had miraculous images, but only Mexico had one painted by
the Blessed Mother herself. On seeing a copy of the image in 1752, Pope
Benedict XIV is supposed to have quoted Psalm 147, “Non fecit taliter omni
nations” (“he has not done the like for any other nation”), words that even-
tually became the motto of Guadalupe.

The Virgin of Guadalupe was credited with delivering the city from an
epidemic in 1736. In the following year both the civil and ecclesiastical
officials of Mexico took an oath by which Guadalupe became the patron
of the city. After this, the devotion spread beyond the city of Mexico, as
far south as Guatemala. In 1746 Guadalupe was proclaimed the patron
of all New Spain, and in 1754 the papacy recognized the patronage and
granted a special feast day, 12 December, and a proper Mass. In 1750, fol-
lowing years of complex negotiations, the church at Tepeyac was given a
collegiate chapter. In 1757 the devotion was officially spread to all Spanish
dominion.

In recent years the truth of this account has been the subject of intense
historical debate. The fundamental problem is that in the years 1531—
1648, there is no mention of the apparition story or of Juan Diego. The
story was first made known by a Mexican priest named Miguel Sdnchez in
a book published in 1648 called Imagen de la Virgen Maria, Madre de Dios de
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Guadalupe (Image of the Virgin Mary, Mother of God of Guadalupe). The
reaction of his contemporaries was that no one had ever heard the story
prior to his book. In the following year, another priest, Luis Laso de la
Vega, published a more detailed account in Nahuatl, Huey tlamabuicoltica
(By a Great Miracle). The actual narrative of the apparitions is called the
Nican mopobua (Here is recounted), from its opening words. Devotees of
the apparitions seek to date this to the early sixteenth century, although it
clearly was the work of Laso de la Vega and his native assistants.

In 1794 a Spanish priest-historian, Juan Bautista Mufioz, delivered a
strong critique of the traditional account, much to the ire of the creoles. The
devotion became the storm center of a bitter controversy in the late nine-
teenth century. The great Mexican historian, Joaquin Garcfa Icazbalceta,
wrote a letter at the request of the archbishop of Mexico in which he gave
a point-by-point explanation of the difficulties involved. This controversy
was renewed in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries with the
beatification and canonization of Juan Diego.

The Northern Missions

In the late sixteenth century a new form of missionary structure emerged,
the presidio/mission system. It was first used on the northern frontier and
soon established itself as the standard form. It consisted of a mission with
enough soldiers to protect the missionaries. It also used settlements of
indigenous Christians to act as a liaison or leaven with the non-Christians.
This was especially true of the Tlaxcalans, who had been Fernando Cortés’
chief allies in the conquest. This system relied heavily on the mendicants
and Jesuits as missionaries. In a policy called congregaciin, the nativ