
2018, Updated February 2026 

Cultural Conflict during Contact between 

Civilizations on Turtle Island 
 

• Europeans assumed that they were superior to Indigenous civilizations, viewing them 
through their own lens. Thomas King provides some context in his Massey Lecture The 
Truth About Stories: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

▪ Context: Many European Nations were in the midst of the Protestant 
Reformation, a traumatic period of history in which Christians’ 
relationship with the church, and how that church would be structured, 
was being questioned.  

 
• Whatever technological advantage the Europeans had over the Indigenous Peoples the 

environment of North and South America rendered many of them redundant (useless). 
Successful Europeans had to adopt Indigenous technologies and ways of knowing to 
survive in North America. 

 
• First encounters were largely conducted using hand gestures and body language which 

was problematic:  
 

▪ Hugging, kissing, and touching various body parts carry different 
connotations in different cultural groups. 

 
• Dealing with completely different languages was very complicated. Concrete objects 

(knife, rock and tree) could be learned through pointing, but abstract ideas (love, 
family, friendship, weather) were much more difficult. Gradually, pidgin languages 
developed (a hybrid of two or more different languages).  
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Example: During the fur trade a pidgin language developed that merged French, Gaelic, 
English, Cree and Anishinaabemowin.  

 
• Indigenous civilizations had different governance structures, often without the 

hierarchies common throughout European civilizations (example: the Haudenosaunee 
Confederacy). 
 

• Indigenous Peoples practiced war according to different rules than those employed in 
Europe, where institutions of church and state went to war for ‘reasons of state.’  

 
▪ Indigenous Peoples, with their own independent agendas, were not vassals 

of European monarchs – rather they were allies.  
 

• Indigenous and Europeans civilizations had much different relationships with the land 
– the English and Dutch brough with them ideas of private property ownership that 
were developing in Europe (replacing notions of common land and tradition rights to 
land). Most Indigenous civilizations had relationships which were intimately tied to 
the land.  

 
• Formal religious ceremonies were not readily apparent to Europeans. 

 
 

• That some Indigenous Peoples had no permanent buildings, no clerical hierarchy 
(apparent to the Europeans), disoriented the Europeans. Even though Europeans were 
undergoing a religious crisis (Catholic verses Protestant) they agreed that Indigenous 
worldviews were less-than, or even evil, and in many cases needed to be absorbed or 
eliminated.  
 

o That Europeans could not agree on what form of Christianity was right confused 
Indigenous Peoples (who encountered both Catholics – French, Spanish, 
Portuguese – and Protestants – Dutch, English, Swedish).   

 
 

Europeans were trying to define Indigenous Peoples using a European cultural lens – 
something that ensured that their understanding of Indigenous culture would prove 
impossible.   
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