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Native Peoples’ Perceptions of Europeans 
 
Reconstructing native peoples’ perceptions of Europeans is a difficult task. Much 
of what scholars know comes from archeological evidence of native societies and 
the written accounts of Europeans. The latter poses a significant problem, 
because the reactions and perceptions of native peoples are filtered through the 
worldview of Europeans, which is different from native peoples’ worldviews. 
Nevertheless, the evidence shows that Europeans encountered multicultural and 
hierarchical societies, each with distinct languages and customs that interacted 
with one another through exchange networks of trade, alliances, and 
communication.  
 
European accounts of first encounters with native peoples vary from place to 
place. In the region of modern day Mexico, the Aztec people viewed the Spanish 
as companions of the Aztec god Quetocoatal. Fitting the arrival of fair-faced 
humans into their own cosmology, the Aztec initially believed the leader of the 
Spanish garrison, Hernando Cortés, was Quezocoatal. This belief shaped the 
encounter between Cortés and the Aztec King Moctezuma, allowing Cortés to 
penetrate the latter’s palace, and assisted in the conquering of the Aztec capital 
Tenochtitlán. In the region of the St. Lawrence River, however, native peoples 
viewed the French newcomers as inferior humans, observing their excessive 
amount of body hair and deeming them ugly. Nevertheless, natives’ 
understanding of the world shaped encounters. Native peoples accepted the 
goods Europeans offered as part of their own modes of exchange. Gift giving 
was a primary means of establishing and maintaining social relations. In most 
early encounters throughout the Americas, goods that Europeans offered, which 
they saw as trinkets of little value such as glass beads, enhanced the status of 
those who accepted them. Even the goods that Europeans valued, such as 
cooking pots, were often initially worn, or displayed, for their status value instead 
of being used for the purposes they were meant. Native peoples neither 
understood nor appreciated the European notion of personal property and the 
accumulation of goods to increase wealth. Eventually, however, native peoples 
gained an appreciation for and attraction to the utilitarian aspects of European 
technology, represented by goods such as knives, hatchets, awls, and later, 
firearms. Thus, in their dealings with European newcomers, native societies were 
guided by self-interest and Europeans had to adapt to the rituals of gift giving of 
the peoples they encountered. 
 
Rituals existed for each part of the lifecycle in most native societies. European 
written accounts suggest that their appreciation of and willingness to participate 
in these rites aided in establishing relations with native societies. This was 
especially the case in the regions of North America, where the French traveled. 
Natives could appreciate European rituals, too, but were suspicious of the 
religious symbols that accompanied these rituals. Throughout the Americas, 
evidence suggests that native peoples admired the way Europeans cared for the 



Saylor URL: www.saylor.org/hist321 Sub-subunit 2.1.1 
 

The Saylor Foundation Saylor.org 
 Page 2 of 2 

	  

sick and what they believed to be the healing powers of European religion. 
Native admiration was advanced by European survival of diseases that were 
devastating native populations and proved a decisive factor in conversions of 
native peoples to Christianity. 


