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Father	Jacques	Marquette,	a	17th-century	French	missionary,	explores	the	Mississippi	River	by	canoe.	Through	a	series	of	papal	decrees	known	as	the	Doctrine	of	Discovery,	the	Catholic	Church	encouraged	the	European	takeover	of	the	Americas	to	further	spread	Christianity.Photograph	by	Nawrocki,	ClassicStock/Getty	ImagesHISTORY	&
CULTUREEXPLAINERThe	papal	Doctrine	of	Discovery	was	used	to	justify	colonization	in	the	name	of	Christianityand	eventually	became	embedded	in	U.S	and	international	law.Louise	Large	thrashed	and	screamed,	fighting	the	black-robed	nuns	who	held	her	tightly	while	speaking	in	a	language	she	couldnt	understand.	As	she	watched	her
grandmother	walk	away,	the	young	Cree	girl	realized	shed	been	left	at	the	Blue	Quill,	a	residential	school	for	Indigenous	children	in	Alberta,	Canada.	Afterward,	she	said	in	a	2011	testimony	to	the	Truth	and	Reconciliation	Commission	of	Canada,	I	just	screamed	and	screamed	for	hours.Soon,	Large	realized	that	she	must	adhere	to	a	strict	schedule	at
the	school	that	revolved	around	Christianity,	which	she	was	now	expected	to	practice.	The	children	prayed	so	much,	she	said	sarcastically,	that	they	all	got	boarding	school	kneesjoints	turned	callused	and	creaky	because	of	the	schools	forced	prayers.Students	at	Blue	Quills,	a	boarding	school	for	Indigenous	children	in	Alberta,	Canada.	Established	by
Catholic	missionaries	in	the	late	19th	century,	Blue	Quills	was	one	of	many	schools	created	to	convert	Native	children	to	Christianity	and	force	their	cultural	assimilation.Courtesy	of	Library	and	Archives	Canada/Department	of	the	Interior	fondsLarge	was	living	out	the	legacy	of	the	colonization	of	Canada,	whose	government	forced	more	than	100,000
First	Nations	children	to	attend	residential	schools	that	stripped	them	of	their	Indigenous	identities	and	attempted	to	convert	them	to	Christianity.(Residential	school	survivors	reflect	on	a	brutal	legacy.)In	the	21st	century,	the	Truth	and	Reconciliation	Commission	would	uncover	the	history	of	the	schools	and	their	effects	on	Indigenous	Canadians.
Along	the	way,	it	documented	how	a	centuries-old	religious	doctrine	enabled	the	founding	and	operation	of	schools	that	caused	so	much	harm.Ahead	of	Pope	Francis	week-long	trip	to	Canada	that	begins	on	July	24,	activists	and	religious	organizations	alike	have	called	on	the	Catholic	leader	to	revoke	the	doctrine	of	discoverya	series	of	15th-century
papal	decrees	that	laid	the	foundation	for	the	European	takeover	of	the	New	World	and	the	annihilation	of	Indigenous	culture	in	the	name	of	Christianity.	Heres	how	those	decrees	became	the	legal	basis	for	colonizationand	the	legacy	they	have	left	behind.In	1970,	Indigenous	activists	took	over	the	operation	of	Blue	Quills	from	the	Canadian
government.	Now	known	as	Blue	Quills	University,	the	original	red	brick	building	still	stands	today	as	a	First	Nations-owned-and-operated	school.Photograph	by	Amber	BrackenThe	doctrine	has	its	roots	in	the	early	days	of	the	Age	of	Exploration.	Throughout	the	15th	century,	the	Roman	Catholic	Church	responded	to	European	Catholic	nations
ambitions	to	explore	and	colonize	other	regions.	In	a	series	of	edicts	known	as	papal	bulls,	popes	gave	those	nations	the	right	to	take	control	of	other	lands,	subdue	the	people	who	already	lived	there,	and	convert	them	to	Christianity.The	most	influential	of	those	decrees	was	Inter	Caetera,	a	papal	bull	issued	by	Pope	Alexander	VI	in	1493.	A	year
earlier,	in	1492,	explorer	Christopher	Columbus	had	arrived	in	the	Americas	on	an	expedition	funded	by	the	Spanish	monarchy.	Though	the	purpose	of	the	journey	was	to	find	a	westerly	route	to	Asian	trading	centers,	it	also	presented	an	opportunity	for	Spain	to	expand	both	its	kingdom	and	Christianitys	reach.Born	Rodrigo	de	Borja,	Pope	Alexander
VI	ruled	the	Catholic	Church	from	1492	to	1503.	At	the	beginning	of	his	reign,	the	Spaniard	issued	the	infamous	decree	that	encouraged	European	nations	to	colonize	foreign	lands	and	convert	the	people	living	there	to	Christianity.Photograph	by	The	Print	Collector,	Print	Collector/Getty	ImagesAlexander	VI	was	a	Spaniard	with	close	ties	to	the
monarchyand	his	papal	reign	was	marked	with	scandals	stemming	from	his	greed,	corruption,	and	nepotism.	When	Portugal	complained	that	Columbus	and	Spain	were	interfering	with	its	own	ambitions	for	the	New	World,	the	pope	issued	a	document	asserting	that	Spain	had	the	exclusive	right	to	territory	west	of	the	Azores	and	Cape	Verde	Islands	in
the	mid-Atlantic	Ocean.The	encyclical	didnt	just	give	Spain	carte	blanche	to	claim	lands	in	the	New	World.	It	also	linked	exploration	and	colonization	to	Christianity	and	conversion.	Nations	should	make	it	a	priority	to	ensure	that	in	our	times	especially	the	Catholic	faith	and	the	Christian	religion	be	exalted	and	be	everywhere	increased	and	spread,
that	the	health	of	souls	be	cared	for	and	that	barbarous	nations	be	overthrown	and	brought	to	the	faith	itself,	Alexander	instructed.(What	is	colonialism?	Read	more	about	its	history	and	harmful	legacy.)The	popes	reasoning	drew	in	part	on	the	emerging	concept	of	terra	nullius,	Latin	for	empty	land.	Any	place	not	already	occupied	by	Christians	was
considered	free	for	the	taking	by	Christian	Europeansregardless	of	how	many	people	already	lived	there	or	the	advancement	of	their	civilizations.Christopher	Columbus	kneeling	and	holding	a	flag	and	sword	upon	making	landfall	on	the	island	that	he	would	rename	San	Salvador	in	October	1492.	The	Age	of	Exploration	was	fueled	by	religious	doctrine
that	depicted	Christianity	as	a	"civilizing"	force.Courtesy	of	Library	of	CongressAs	explorers	pushed	into	the	New	World,	the	papal	bull	and	the	idea	of	terra	nullius	fused	into	a	legal	concept	known	as	the	doctrine	of	discovery.	The	concept	metastasized	from	the	15th	through	19th	centuries	alongside	the	aspirations	of	Spain	and	other	European
nations.	Eventually,	writes	legal	historian	Robert	J.	Miller,	the	doctrine	had	a	world-wide	application.The	doctrine	was	used	to	justify	everything	from	the	European	takeover	of	most	of	the	Western	Hemisphere	to	the	coercive	tactics	used	by	missionaries	there.	Though	Pope	Paul	III	in	1537	forbade	the	enslavement	of	Indigenous	peoples	and	the
seizure	of	their	property,	the	edict	was	often	ignored.Even	non-Catholic	countries	like	England	found	inspiration	and	justification	in	the	doctrine,	Canadas	Truth	&	Reconciliation	Committee	noted	in	its	final	report	in	2015.	By	combining	the	idea	of	Christianity	as	a	civilizing	force	with	the	concept	that	Indigenous	people	simply	occupied,	rather	than
owned,	the	land,	the	committee	writes,	England,	France,	and	Holland	joined	Spain	and	Portugal	in	a	seemingly	justified	Christian	takeover	of	the	New	World.Over	the	years,	the	doctrine	of	discovery	made	its	way	into	U.S.	national	law.	In	Johnson	v.	MIntoshan	1823	Supreme	Court	decision	related	to	a	dispute	over	a	parcel	of	Piankeshaw	land	in	what
is	now	Illinoisthe	court	found	that	Native	Americans	had	no	land	rights	because	of	the	doctrine.	The	religion	and	character	of	Native	Americans,	Chief	Justice	John	Marshall	wrote,	was	inferior	to	Europeans	superior	genius.Fueled	by	the	doctrine	and	the	legal	justifications	it	offered,	officials	moved	to	convert	Native	people	to	Christianity	and	compel
assimilation.	In	19th-and	20th-century	Canada,	150,000	Indigenous	children	were	taken	from	their	families	and	forced	to	attend	more	than	130	residential	schools	across	the	country.	Around	the	same	time	in	the	United	States,	hundreds	of	thousands	of	Native	American	children	also	were	forcibly	enrolled	in	at	least	367	such	schools	nationwide.
Brutal	and	often	deadly,	the	schools	stripped	children	of	their	language,	culture,	and	communities.(A	century	of	trauma	at	U.S.	boarding	schools	for	Native	American	children.)In	modern	times,	though,	resistance	to	the	discovery	doctrine	as	a	legal	concept	has	grown.	Spearheaded	by	Indigenous	activists,	the	movement	to	repudiate	and	eliminate	the
doctrine	has	prompted	lawsuits,	protests,	and	even	a	2013	United	Nations	conference	that	denounced	the	doctrine	as	the	shameful	root	of	the	ongoing	marginalization	of	Indigenous	peoples	worldwide.Church	groups	have	also	joined	the	mounting	movement;	denominations	like	the	United	Church	of	Christ,	the	Episcopal	Church,	the	Mennonite
Church,	the	United	Methodist	Church,	and	the	Anglican	Church	of	Canada	have	all	repudiated	the	doctrine.Yet	the	encyclical	issued	by	Pope	Alexander	VI	centuries	ago	has	never	been	formally	revokedand	only	a	Catholic	pope	can	take	that	highly	symbolic	step.Nor	can	a	formal	annulment	undo	the	effects	of	the	doctrine	it	established.	One	2011
analysis	found	that	the	number	of	Native	Americans	shrank	by	half	within	just	a	few	years	of	Columbus	arrival	in	the	Americas	and	Alexander	VIs	papal	bull.	And	centuries	of	being	treated	as	inferior	have	fueled	countless	disparities	for	Native	people	worldwide.These	religious	ideas	became	the	foundational	building	blocks	of	white	supremacy	and
Manifest	Destiny	that	we	are	dealing	with	today,	said	Syracuse	University	religion	professor	Philip	Arnold	in	an	article	published	in	January.The	Age	of	Exploration	is	over.	But	even	if	the	pope	turns	his	back	on	the	encyclical	that	helped	foment	centuries	of	colonization,	the	discovery	doctrines	destructive	legacy	lives	on.	People	protest	as	Pope	Francis
meets	young	people	and	elders	at	Nakasuk	Elementary	School	Square	in	Iqaluit,	Canada,	last	July.	The	Vatican	on	Thursday	formally	repudiated	the	"Doctrine	of	Discovery."	The	theory	is	backed	by	15th	century	papal	decrees	that	legitimized	the	colonial-era	seizure	of	Native	lands	and	form	the	basis	of	some	property	laws	today.	Gregorio	Borgia/AP
Nearly	500	years	after	papal	decrees	were	used	to	rationalize	Europe's	colonial	conquests,	the	Vatican	repudiated	those	decrees	on	Thursday,	saying	the	"Doctrine	of	Discovery"	that	was	used	to	justify	snuffing	out	Indigenous	people's	culture	and	livelihoods	is	not	part	of	the	Catholic	faith.	The	doctrine	was	invoked	as	a	legal	and	religious	standing	by
Europeans	who	"discovered"	new	lands	and	violently	seized	it	from	people	who	had	been	living	there	for	generations.	It	has	been	cited	in	different	arenas	for	centuries,	including	by	the	U.S.	Supreme	Court	as	early	as	1823	and	as	recently	as	2005.	"The	statement	repudiates	the	very	mindsets	and	worldview	that	gave	rise	to	the	original	papal	bulls,"
the	Rev.	David	McCallum,	executive	director	of	the	Program	for	Discerning	Leadership	based	in	Rome,	told	NPR.	"It	renounces	the	mindset	of	cultural	or	racial	superiority	which	allowed	for	that	objectification	or	subjection	of	people,	and	strongly	condemns	any	attitudes	or	actions	that	threaten	or	damage	the	dignity	of	the	human	person."	Here's	a
brief	guide	to	the	Discovery	Doctrine,	and	why	the	Vatican's	move	is	historic:	The	doctrine	came	from	papal	"bulls"	in	the	15th	century	The	doctrine	was	laid	out	in	a	series	of	papal	"bulls,"	or	decrees;	the	first	one	was	issued	in	1452.	They	authorized	colonial	powers	such	as	Spain	and	Portugal	to	seize	lands	and	subjugate	people	in	Africa	and	the
"New	World,"	as	long	as	people	on	the	lands	were	not	Christians.	Scholars	widely	note	three	bulls:	Pope	Nicholas	V's	Dum	diversas	(1452)	and	Romanus	Pontifex	(1455);	and	Pope	Alexander	VI's	Inter	caetera	(1493).	Later	popes	revoked	the	decrees,	but	the	damage	was	done	The	papal	bulls	"were	not	considered	valid	just	30	to	40	years	after	they
were	first	issued.	They	were	in	fact	abrogated	legally	and	nullified	by	the	Vatican	by	the	late	1530s,"	McCallum	told	NPR.	The	Vatican's	nullification	was	too	late	to	stop	the	destructive	impact	of	colonialism,	McCallum	said,	noting	that	European	expansion	was	fueled	by	a	"sort	of	missionary	sense	that	the	Western	monarchies	had	a	right	to	go	to	these
new	lands	and	to	take	from	them	their	resources	and	if	necessary	to	put	down	people,	including	enslaving	them."	The	doctrine	made	its	way	into	the	U.S.	legal	system	"Back	in	the	in	the	19th	century,	it	was	used	as	a	precedent	which	gave	people	a	sense	of	title	to	land	that	had	not	been	owned	with	an	official	title	in	deed,"	McCallum	said.	So	what
began	as	a	religious	decree	in	the	1400s	then	became	the	basis	for	a	legal	concept	in	the	U.S.,	when	the	Doctrine	of	Discovery	was	invoked	in	an	1823	U.S.	Supreme	Court	ruling	that	Indigenous	people	had	only	rights	of	"occupancy,"	not	ownership,	over	lands	they	had	long	lived	on.	The	land,	then,	was	open	for	the	taking.	"As	a	result	of	this	being
written	into	the	American	property	law,	it	was	actually	considered	a	precedent,"	McCallum	said,	including	citations	as	recent	as	a	2005	case	in	upstate	New	York,	involving	the	Oneida	Indian	Nation.	Indigenous	groups	have	long	sought	the	repudiation	Indigenous	advocates	have	previously	called	on	the	Catholic	Church	to	issue	a	formal	repudiation	of
the	doctrine,	saying	personal	apologies	fell	short,	given	the	magnitude	of	the	policy's	effects.	Last	year,	the	pope	stunned	observers	when	he	personally	apologized	to	Taylor	Behn-Tsakoza,	a	youth	delegate	with	the	Assembly	of	First	Nations	who	lives	in	British	Columbia,	for	the	Catholic	Church's	role	contributing	to	years	of	suffering.	Behn-Tsakoza
welcomed	the	pope's	action.	But	she	also	noted	the	irreparable	harm	done	to	her	culture	by	centuries	of	subjugation	and	to	families	like	her	own	by	decades	of	forced	assimilation	and	she	called	on	Francis	to	renounce	the	Doctrine	of	Discovery.	Months	later,	the	pope	apologized	to	Indigenous	peoples	for	the	systemic	abuse	inflicted	upon	Native
children	at	Catholic-run	residential	schools.	But	he	stopped	short	of	formally	rescinding	the	doctrine.	What	did	the	Vatican	say	about	the	doctrine?	Invoking	the	Christian	mandate	to	respect	the	dignity	of	every	human	being,	the	Vatican	said	on	Thursday,	"The	Catholic	Church	therefore	repudiates	those	concepts	that	fail	to	recognize	the	inherent
human	rights	of	indigenous	peoples,	including	what	has	become	known	as	the	legal	and	political	'doctrine	of	discovery.'	"	The	Church	also	said	it	stands	with	Indigenous	peoples	now	and	strongly	supports	the	U.N.	Declaration	on	the	Rights	of	Indigenous	Peoples,	which	it	says	can	help	protect	Indigenous	rights	as	well	as	improving	living	conditions
and	development	"in	a	way	that	respects	their	identity,	language	and	culture."	The	Vatican	also	invoked	the	pope's	words	from	his	visit	to	Canada	last	year:	"Never	again	can	the	Christian	community	allow	itself	to	be	infected	by	the	idea	that	one	culture	is	superior	to	others,	or	that	it	is	legitimate	to	employ	ways	of	coercing	others."	Priests	welcome
the	Vatican	statement	"What	was	significant	today	is	the	way	that	the	statement	repudiates	the	very	mindsets	and	worldview	that	gave	rise	to	the	original	papal	bulls,"	McCallum	said.	"It	renounces	the	mindset	of	cultural	or	racial	superiority	which	allowed	for	that	objectification	or	subjection	of	people,	and	strongly	condemns	any	attitudes	or	actions
that	threaten	or	damage	the	dignity	of	the	human	person."	Bishop	Douglas	Lucia	of	the	Diocese	of	Syracuse,	N.Y.,	said	he	believes	the	statement	will	lead	to	more	dialogue.	"The	call	'to	walk	side	by	side'	is	especially	poignant	in	this	land	of	the	Onondaga	and	Haudenosaunee	where	there	exists	the	'Two	Row	Wampum,'	"	Lucia	told	NPR	via	email.	"It	is
a	1613	agreement	of	how	the	Haudenosaunee	would	treat	the	new	settlers	on	their	land	based	on	friendship,	peace,	and	forever."	With	the	Vatican	taking	a	formal	stance,	Lucia	added,	the	Christian	community	can	acknowledge	its	own	failings	and	work	with	Indigenous	peoples	to	embody	that	1613	agreement.	Subscribe	to	topicSubscribe	to	author
Print	Article	PDF	The	Landing	of	Columbus	by	Vanderlyn	The	Doctrine	of	Discovery	is	a	policy	enacted	initially	by	the	15th-century	Catholic	Church	proclaiming	the	right	of	Christian	nations	to	take	possession	of	the	lands	of	non-Christians	in	the	interest	of	saving	their	souls.	Non-Christians	were	not	recognized	as	legitimate	landowners,	and	any	lands
'discovered'	by	Christian	explorers	were	claimed	as	the	property	of	the	discoverers'	nation.	The	Doctrine	of	Discovery	(also	known	as	the	Discovery	Doctrine)	is	articulated,	first,	by	a	papal	bull	issued	in	1452,	another	in	1455,	and	the	best-known	in	1493,	shortly	after	the	1492	expedition	of	Christopher	Columbus	and	his	'discovery'	of	the	so-called
New	World.	The	1493	papal	bull	made	clear	the	duty	of	Christian	explorers	to	seize	the	lands	of	non-Christians	for	the	purpose	of	Christianizing	the	inhabitants	and	bringing	them	within	the	folds	of	European	Christian	civilization.	Native	Americans	did	not	believe	one	could	own	land	while,	to	the	European	colonizers,	owning	land	was	a	God-given
right.	Shortly	after	the	European	colonizers	first	encountered	the	indigenous	population	of	the	Americas	in	1492,	they	returned	armed	with	the	policy	issued	by	Pope	Alexander	VI	in	1493,	which	claimed	that	any	land,	anywhere,	not	under	the	flag	of	a	sovereign	Christian	nation,	could	be	taken	by	whoever	'discovered'	it,	and	whatever	indigenous
people	found	there	converted	to	Christianity.	The	Doctrine	of	Discovery	deprived	the	Native	Peoples	of	the	Americas	of	their	land	in	the	colonial	era,	was	recognized	as	legitimate	by	the	United	States	Supreme	Court	in	1823,	and	remains	on	the	law	books	in	the	present	day	despite	being	repudiated	by	Pope	Francis	in	March	of	2023	and	challenged	by
modern-day	legal	scholars.	The	Land	Back	Movement,	initiated	and	led	by	Native	Peoples	of	North	America,	is	presently	challenging	the	legality	and	morality	of	the	Doctrine	which,	even	though	recognized	as	unjust	and	racist,	still	informs	the	policies	of	Canada	and	the	United	States	in	their	recognition	of	Native	American	land	rights.	Native
American	&	European	Concepts	of	Land	The	Native	American	concept	of	land	ownership	differed	significantly	from	the	European	understanding	in	that	Native	Americans	did	not	believe	one	could	own	land	while,	to	the	European	colonizers,	owning	land	was	a	God-given	right.	The	Europeans	who	colonized	North	America	beginning	in	the	16th	and
17th	centuries	understood	land	ownership	in	accordance	with	the	biblical	passage	of	Genesis	1:28:	God	blessed	them	and	said	to	them,	"Be	fruitful	and	multiply;	fill	the	earth	and	subdue	it.	Rule	over	the	fish	in	the	sea	and	the	birds	in	the	sky	and	over	every	creature	that	moves	on	the	ground."	To	the	Europeans,	the	land	was	something	to	be	tamed,
cultivated,	'civilized',	for	their	own	benefit,	as	their	God	had	decreed,	but	to	the	Native	Americans,	the	land	was	a	sentient	being,	their	mother,	a	close	relation	to	be	cared	for	and	respected.	The	Native	American	concept	of	the	land	is	explained	by	Cultural	Landscapes	Manager	for	the	Grand	Canyon	Trust,	Talia	Boyd:	The	idea	of	'owning'	land	is	a
foreign	concept	for	Native	peoples.	The	land	is	sentient.	It	encompasses	many	life	forms	and	spaces.	It	holds	immense	energy.	From	a	Native	perspective,	one	cannot	'own'	land,	yet	one	may	live	with	the	land.	Our	regenerative	relationships	to	land	are	based	on	generations	of	deep	interconnectedness	that	have	been	taught	through	our	cosmologies,
ceremonies,	and	languages.	Native	peoples	acknowledge	that	these	on-going	connections	require	responsibilities	to	the	natural	world.	We	provide	offerings	and	prayers	to	the	land	for	its	healing.	Traditional	teachings	instruct	us	to	maintain	deep	respect	for	land,	life,	and	our	four-legged	and	winged	relatives	all	our	relations.	(Boyd,	1)	The	Europeans
who	arrived	in	North	America	had	no	such	understanding	of	the	land	and,	encouraged	by	the	spirit	of	the	Doctrine	of	Discovery,	felt	no	need	to	try	to	understand	how	the	indigenous	population	might	view	land	ownership	in	a	vastly	different	light	from	their	own.	The	European	immigrants	viewed	the	Natives	as	uncivilized,	non-Christian,	savages
whose	beliefs	about	anything	were	inconsequential	and	whose	lands	were	free	for	the	taking.	History	of	the	Doctrine	The	Doctrine	of	Discovery	not	only	justified	the	appropriation	of	the	lands	of	non-Christians	but	also	of	their	persons,	condemning	them	to	"perpetual	slavery"	as	"enemies	of	Christ."	Its	first	appearance	was	in	the	papal	bull	known	as
Dum	Diversas	("Until	Different")	issued	by	Pope	Nicholas	V	on	18	June	1452	to	Alfonso	V	of	Portugal	to	validate	his	appropriation	of	regions	in	West	Africa.	The	bull	reads,	in	part:	[We	Grant]	to	the	aforesaid	King	Alfonso	to	invade,	search	out,	capture,	vanquish,	and	subdue	all	Saracens	and	pagans	whatsoever,	and	other	enemies	of	Christ
wheresoever	placed,	and	the	kingdoms,	dukedoms,	principalities,	dominions,	possessions,	and	all	movable	and	immovable	goods	whatsoever	held	and	possessed	by	them	and	to	reduce	their	persons	to	perpetual	slavery,	and	to	apply	and	appropriate	to	himself	and	his	successors	the	kingdoms,	dukedoms,	counties,	principalities,	dominions,
possessions,	and	goods,	and	to	convert	them	to	his	and	their	use	and	profit.	(Indigenous	Values	Initiative,	1)	Pope	Nicholas	V	then	highlighted	the	policy	in	1455	in	encouraging	Portugal	to	seize	West	African	lands	and	subjugate	the	people	in	the	interest	of	saving	their	souls.	After	Christopher	Columbus'	1492	expedition	to	the	Americas,	a	dispute
between	his	Spanish	sponsors	and	Portugal,	who	had	also	been	engaged	in	colonization	efforts	in	the	region,	resulted	in	the	papal	bull	of	Pope	Alexander	VI	which	established	a	line	one	hundred	leagues	west	of	the	Azores	and	Cape	Verde	islands	and	gave	Spain	the	rights	of	colonization	west	of	it.	Catholic	France	and	Protestant	England,	while	not
acknowledging	the	Doctrine	specifically	(or,	in	the	case	of	England,	repudiating	it	as	having	no	authority	over	them),	still	maintained	the	spirit	of	the	policy	in	claiming	that	Christian	nations	had	a	duty	to	spread	the	religion	to	non-Christians	and,	in	doing	so,	were	granted	the	right	to	seize	non-Christian	lands	in	the	name	of	Christ.	Any	non-Christian
lands	were	therefore	understood	to	have	been	'discovered'	by	whichever	nation	arrived	there	first	and,	by	planting	their	nation's	flag,	the	'discoverers'	claimed	those	lands	for	their	country.	Spanish	Conquest	&	Exploration	in	North	America	in	the	16th	century	Once	the	English	North	American	colonies	had	won	their	independence	from	Great	Britain,
the	Doctrine	of	Discovery	was	invoked	by	Thomas	Jefferson	as	Secretary	of	State	in	1792	who	declared	that	the	policy	which	had	held	when	the	region	was	under	British	rule	was	still	sound	now	that	it	had	become	an	independent	nation.	Jefferson	concluded	this	based	on	his	understanding	of	Native	Americans	as	"merciless	savages",	a	phrase	he	uses
in	the	Declaration	of	Independence	as	one	of	the	reasons	the	colonies	should	be	free	because	King	George	III	of	Great	Britain	(r.	1760-1820)	had	limited	the	colonists'	expansion	west	and	the	further	appropriation	of	Native	American	lands.	The	Doctrine	became	part	of	United	States	municipal	law	in	1823	through	adjudication	of	the	legal	case	Johnson
v.	McIntosh.	Johnson,	who	had	inherited	lands	purchased	from	Native	Americans	prior	to	the	American	Revolution,	sued	McIntosh	who	had	purchased	those	same	lands	from	the	United	States	government	after	the	Revolution.	Chief	Justice	John	Marshall	of	the	United	States	Supreme	Court	ruled	that	legitimate	ownership	of	the	land	was	established
by	discovery	and	possession	as	per	the	Doctrine	of	Discovery,	and	so	no	lands	'sold'	by	Native	Americans	to	white	settlers	were	legitimate	because	the	Natives	had	no	rights	of	ownership,	only	'rights	of	occupancy'	and,	that	being	so,	could	no	more	sell	a	piece	of	land	than	someone	could	sell	an	apartment	they	are	renting	today.	Scholar	Roxanne
Dunbar-Ortiz	comments:	Writing	for	the	majority,	Chief	Justice	John	Marshall	held	that	the	Doctrine	of	Discovery	had	been	an	established	principle	of	European	law	and	of	English	law	in	effect	in	Britain's	North	American	colonies	and	was	also	the	law	of	the	United	States.	The	Court	defined	the	exclusive	property	rights	that	a	European	country
acquired	by	dint	of	discovery:	"Discovery	gave	title	to	the	government,	by	whose	subjects,	or	by	whose	authority,	it	was	made,	against	all	other	European	governments,	which	title	might	be	consummated	by	possession."	Therefore,	European	and	Euro-American	"discoverers"	had	gained	real-property	rights	in	the	lands	of	Indigenous	peoples	by	merely
planting	a	flag.	(Indigenous	Peoples'	History,	199-200)	The	Doctrine	of	Discovery	continues	to	inform	legal	decisions	regarding	Native	American	land	rights	in	the	present	day.	As	recently	as	2005	in	the	case	of	City	of	Sherrill	v.	Oneida	Indian	Nation	of	New	York,	Justice	Ruth	Bader	Ginsburg	writing	for	the	majority,	cited	the	doctrine	as	a	basis	for
ruling	against	the	Oneida.	Text	in	Part	The	following	excerpt	from	the	1493	papal	bull	Inter	caetera	("Among	Other	Works")	is	taken	from	the	History	Resources	page	of	The	Gilder	Lehrman	Institute	of	American	History.	The	main	purpose	of	the	bull	was	to	resolve	the	tensions	between	Portugal	and	Spain	over	trade	and	colonization	in	the	"New
World",	but	it	encouraged	the	appropriation	of	the	lands	of	indigenous	peoples	as	set	forth	in	the	bull	of	Dum	Diversas	from	1452.	Wherefore,	as	becomes	Catholic	kings	and	princes,	after	earnest	consideration	of	all	matters,	especially	of	the	rise	and	spread	of	the	Catholic	faith,	as	was	the	fashion	of	your	ancestors,	kings	of	renowned	memory,	you
have	purposed	with	the	favor	of	divine	clemency	to	bring	under	your	sway	the	said	mainlands	and	islands	with	their	residents	and	inhabitants	and	to	bring	them	to	the	Catholic	faith.	Hence,	heartily	commending	in	the	Lord	this	your	holy	and	praiseworthy	purpose,	and	desirous	that	it	be	duly	accomplished,	and	that	the	name	of	our	Savior	be	carried
into	those	regions,	we	exhort	you	very	earnestly	in	the	Lord	and	by	your	reception	of	holy	baptism,	whereby	you	are	bound	to	our	apostolic	commands,	and	by	the	bowels	of	the	mercy	of	our	Lord	Jesus	Christ,	enjoy	strictly,	that	inasmuch	as	with	eager	zeal	for	the	true	faith	you	design	to	equip	and	despatch	this	expedition,	you	purpose	also,	as	is	your
duty,	to	lead	the	peoples	dwelling	in	those	islands	and	countries	to	embrace	the	Christian	religion;	nor	at	any	time	let	dangers	or	hardships	deter	you	therefrom,	with	the	stout	hope	and	trust	in	your	hearts	that	Almighty	God	will	further	your	undertakings.	And,	in	order	that	you	may	enter	upon	so	great	an	undertaking	with	greater	readiness	and
heartiness	endowed	with	benefit	of	our	apostolic	favor,	we,	of	our	own	accord,	not	at	your	instance	nor	the	request	of	anyone	else	in	your	regard,	but	out	of	our	own	sole	largess	and	certain	knowledge	and	out	of	the	fullness	of	our	apostolic	power,	by	the	authority	of	Almighty	God	conferred	upon	us	in	blessed	Peter	and	of	the	vicarship	of	Jesus	Christ,
which	we	hold	on	earth,	do	by	tenor	of	these	presents,	should	any	of	said	islands	have	been	found	by	your	envoys	and	captains,	give,	grant,	and	assign	to	you	and	your	heirs	and	successors,	kings	of	Castile	and	Leon,	forever,	together	with	all	their	dominions,	cities,	camps,	places,	and	villages,	and	all	rights,	jurisdictions,	and	appurtenances,	all	islands
and	mainlands	found	and	to	be	found,	discovered	and	to	be	discovered	towards	the	west	and	south,	by	drawing	and	establishing	a	line	from	the	Arctic	pole,	namely	the	north,	to	the	Antarctic	pole,	namely	the	south,	no	matter	whether	the	said	mainlands	and	islands	are	found	and	to	be	found	in	the	direction	of	India	or	towards	any	other	quarter,	the
said	line	to	be	distant	one	hundred	leagues	towards	the	west	and	south	from	any	of	the	islands	commonly	known	as	the	Azores	and	Cape	Verde.	With	this	proviso	however	that	none	of	the	islands	and	mainlands,	found	and	to	be	found,	discovered	and	to	be	discovered,	beyond	that	said	line	towards	the	west	and	south,	be	in	the	actual	possession	of	any
Christian	king	or	prince	up	to	the	birthday	of	our	Lord	Jesus	Christ	just	past	from	which	the	present	year	one	thousand	four	hundred	ninety-three	begins.	And	we	make,	appoint,	and	depute	you	and	your	said	heirs	and	successors	lords	of	them	with	full	and	free	power,	authority,	and	jurisdiction	of	every	kind;	with	this	proviso	however,	that	by	this	our
gift,	grant,	and	assignment	no	right	acquired	by	any	Christian	prince,	who	may	be	in	actual	possession	of	said	islands	and	mainlands	prior	to	the	said	birthday	of	our	Lord	Jesus	Christ,	is	hereby	to	be	understood	to	be	withdrawn	or	taking	away.	Moreover,	we	command	you	in	virtue	of	holy	obedience	that,	employing	all	due	diligence	in	the	premises,	as
you	also	promisenor	do	we	doubt	your	compliance	therein	in	accordance	with	your	loyalty	and	royal	greatness	of	spirityou	should	appoint	to	the	aforesaid	mainlands	and	islands	worthy,	God-fearing,	learned,	skilled,	and	experienced	men,	in	order	to	instruct	the	aforesaid	inhabitants	and	residents	in	the	Catholic	faith	and	train	them	in	good	morals.
Furthermore,	under	penalty	of	excommunication	"late	sententie"	to	be	incurred	"ipso	facto,"	should	anyone	thus	contravene,	we	strictly	forbid	all	persons	of	whatsoever	rank,	even	imperial	and	royal,	or	of	whatsoever	estate,	degree,	order,	or	condition,	to	dare	without	your	special	permit	or	that	of	your	aforesaid	heirs	and	successors,	to	go	for	the
purpose	of	trade	or	any	other	reason	to	the	islands	or	mainlands,	found	and	to	be	found,	discovered	and	to	be	discovered,	towards	the	west	and	south,	by	drawing	and	establishing	a	line	from	the	Arctic	pole	to	the	Antarctic	pole,	no	matter	whether	the	mainlands	and	islands,	found	and	to	be	found,	lie	in	the	direction	of	India	or	toward	any	other
quarter	whatsoever,	the	said	line	to	be	distant	one	hundred	leagues	towards	the	west	and	south,	as	is	aforesaid,	from	any	of	the	islands	commonly	known	as	the	Azores	and	Cape	Verde;	apostolic	constitutions	and	ordinances	and	other	decrees	whatsoever	to	the	contrary	notwithstanding.	We	trust	in	Him	from	whom	empires	and	governments	and	all
good	things	proceed,	that,	should	you,	with	the	Lord's	guidance,	pursue	this	holy	and	praiseworthy	undertaking,	in	a	short	while	your	hardships	and	endeavors	will	attain	the	most	felicitous	result,	to	the	happiness	and	glory	of	all	Christendom.	Conclusion	The	Doctrine	of	Discovery	is	rarely	mentioned	today	in	conversations	concerning	the	land	rights
of	indigenous	peoples	because	it	is	so	blatantly	racist,	unjust,	and	immoral,	but	it	continues	to	inform	the	policies	of	Canada	and	the	United	States	(as	well	as	Australia	and	New	Zealand)	regarding	the	return	of	lands	appropriated	from	the	indigenous	people.	Dunbar-Ortiz	sums	up	the	effects	of	the	Doctrine:	Sign	up	for	our	free	weekly	email
newsletter!	According	to	the	centuries-old	Doctrine	of	Discovery,	European	nations	acquired	title	to	the	lands	they	"discovered",	and	Indigenous	inhabitants	lost	their	natural	right	to	that	land	after	Europeans	had	arrived	and	claimed	it.	Under	this	legal	cover	for	theft,	Euro-American	wars	of	conquest	and	settler	colonialism	devastated	Indigenous
nations	and	communities,	ripping	their	territories	away	from	them	and	transforming	the	land	into	private	property,	real	estate.	Most	of	that	land	ended	up	in	the	hands	of	land	speculators	and	agribusiness	operators,	many	of	which,	up	to	the	mid-nineteenth	century,	were	plantations	worked	by	another	form	of	private	property,	enslaved	Africans.
Arcane	as	it	may	seem,	the	doctrine	remains	the	basis	for	federal	laws	[in	the	United	States]	still	in	effect	that	control	Indigenous	peoples'	lives	and	destinies,	even	their	histories,	by	distorting	them.	(Indigenous	Peoples'	History,	198)	Increasing	recognition	of	the	injustice	of	the	Doctrine	of	Discovery	informs	the	initiative	to	replace	Columbus	Day	in
the	United	States	with	Indigenous	People's	Day	and	also	informs	the	Land	Back	Movement	in	Canada	and	the	United	States	which	advocates	for	the	return	of	Native	American	lands	in	the	name	of	justice.	Did	you	like	this	definition?	This	human-authored	article	has	been	reviewed	by	our	editorial	team	before	publication	to	ensure	accuracy,	reliability
and	adherence	to	academic	standards	in	accordance	with	our	editorial	policy.	Dunbar-Ortiz,	R.	&	Gilio-Whitaker,	D.	"All	the	Real	Indians	Died	Off"	And	20	Other	Myths	About	Native	Americans.	Beacon	Press,	2016.Dunbar-Ortiz,	R.	An	Indigenous	Peoples'	History	of	the	United	States	.	Beacon	Press,	2015.Gilder-Lehrman	Institute	of	American	History:
Doctrine	of	Discovery	1493,	accessed	11	Oct	2023.Hoxie,	F.	E.	The	Oxford	Handbook	of	American	Indian	History	.	Oxford	University	Press,	2021.Indigenous	Values	Initiative:	Dum	Diversas	-	Doctrine	of	Discovery,	accessed	11	Oct	2023.Land	Back:	The	Indigenous	Fight	to	Reclaim	Stolen	Lands	|	KQED,	accessed	11	Oct	2023.Native	Perspectives:	Land
Ownership	|	Grand	Canyon	Trust	by	Talia	Boyd,	accessed	11	Oct	2023.Townsend,	C.	American	Indian	History:	A	Documentary	Reader.	Wiley-Blackwell,	2009.	World	History	Encyclopedia	is	an	Amazon	Associate	and	earns	a	commission	on	qualifying	book	purchases.	The	Doctrine	of	Discovery	is	a	policy	initiated	by	the	Catholic	Church	in	the	15th
century	authorizing	Christian	European	explorers	to	appropriate	indigenous	peoples'	land,	enslave	them,	and	convert	them	to	Christianity.	The	Doctrine	of	Discovery	was	first	articulated	in	a	papal	bull	in	1452,	authorizing	Portugal	to	take	lands	and	enslave	people	in	West	Africa.	The	Doctrine	was	reiterated	in	1455,	and	its	best-known	version	was	in
1493	regarding	the	appropriation	of	lands	in	the	Americas.	Biblical	justification	for	the	Doctrine	of	Discovery	comes	from	Genesis	1:28	where	God	tells	believers	to	subdue	the	earth	and	rule	over	it.	Yes.	The	Catholic	Church	officially	repudiated	the	Doctrine	of	Discovery	in	March	of	2023.	World	History	Encyclopedia	is	a	non-profit	organization.	Please
support	free	history	education	for	millions	of	learners	worldwide	for	only	$5	per	month	by	becoming	a	member.	Thank	you!	World	History	Encyclopedia	is	a	non-profit	organization.	Please	support	free	history	education	for	millions	of	learners	worldwide	for	only	$5	per	month	by	becoming	a	member.	Thank	you!	Become	a	Member	Donate	Submitted	by
Joshua	J.	Mark,	published	on	11	October	2023.	The	copyright	holder	has	published	this	content	under	the	following	license:	Creative	Commons	Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike.	This	license	lets	others	remix,	tweak,	and	build	upon	this	content	non-commercially,	as	long	as	they	credit	the	author	and	license	their	new	creations	under	the
identical	terms.	When	republishing	on	the	web	a	hyperlink	back	to	the	original	content	source	URL	must	be	included.	Please	note	that	content	linked	from	this	page	may	have	different	licensing	terms.	The	Papal	Bull	"Inter	Caetera,"	issued	by	Pope	Alexander	VI	on	May	4,	1493,	played	a	central	role	in	the	Spanish	conquest	of	the	New	World.	The
document	supported	Spains	strategy	to	ensure	its	exclusive	right	to	the	lands	discovered	by	Columbus	the	previous	year.	It	established	a	demarcation	line	one	hundred	leagues	west	of	the	Azores	and	Cape	Verde	Islands	and	assigned	Spain	the	exclusive	right	to	acquire	territorial	possessions	and	to	trade	in	all	lands	west	of	that	line.	All	others	were
forbidden	to	approach	the	lands	west	of	the	line	without	special	license	from	the	rulers	of	Spain.	This	effectively	gave	Spain	a	monopoly	on	the	lands	in	the	New	World.The	Bull	stated	that	any	land	not	inhabited	by	Christians	was	available	to	be	"discovered,"	claimed,	and	exploited	by	Christian	rulers	and	declared	that	"the	Catholic	faith	and	the
Christian	religion	be	exalted	and	be	everywhere	increased	and	spread,	that	the	health	of	souls	be	cared	for	and	that	barbarous	nations	be	overthrown	and	brought	to	the	faith	itself."	This	"Doctrine	of	Discovery"	became	the	basis	of	all	European	claims	in	the	Americas	as	well	as	the	foundation	for	the	United	States	western	expansion.	In	the	US
Supreme	Court	in	the	1823	case	Johnson	v.	McIntosh,	Chief	Justice	John	Marshalls	opinion	in	the	unanimous	decision	held	"that	the	principle	of	discovery	gave	European	nations	an	absolute	right	to	New	World	lands."	In	essence,	American	Indians	had	only	a	right	of	occupancy,	which	could	be	abolished.The	Bull	Inter	Caetera	made	headlines	again
throughout	the	1990s	and	in	2000,	when	many	Catholics	petitioned	Pope	John	Paul	II	to	formally	revoke	it	and	recognize	the	human	rights	of	indigenous	"non-Christian	peoples."An	English	translation	is	available.ExcerptWherefore,	as	becomes	Catholic	kings	and	princes,	after	earnest	consideration	of	all	matters,	especially	of	the	rise	and	spread	of
the	Catholic	faith,	as	was	the	fashion	of	your	ancestors,	kings	of	renowned	memory,	you	have	purposed	with	the	favor	of	divine	clemency	to	bring	under	your	sway	the	said	mainlands	and	islands	with	their	residents	and	inhabitants	and	to	bring	them	to	the	Catholic	faith.	Hence,	heartily	commending	in	the	Lord	this	your	holy	and	praiseworthy
purpose,	and	desirous	that	it	be	duly	accomplished,	and	that	the	name	of	our	Savior	be	carried	into	those	regions,	we	exhort	you	very	earnestly	in	the	Lord	and	by	your	reception	of	holy	baptism,	whereby	you	are	bound	to	our	apostolic	commands,	and	by	the	bowels	of	the	mercy	of	our	Lord	Jesus	Christ,	enjoy	strictly,	that	inasmuch	as	with	eager	zeal
for	the	true	faith	you	design	to	equip	and	despatch	this	expedition,	you	purpose	also,	as	is	your	duty,	to	lead	the	peoples	dwelling	in	those	islands	and	countries	to	embrace	the	Christian	religion;	nor	at	any	time	let	dangers	or	hardships	deter	you	therefrom,	with	the	stout	hope	and	trust	in	your	hearts	that	Almighty	God	will	further	your	undertakings.
And,	in	order	that	you	may	enter	upon	so	great	an	undertaking	with	greater	readiness	and	heartiness	endowed	with	benefit	of	our	apostolic	favor,	we,	of	our	own	accord,	not	at	your	instance	nor	the	request	of	anyone	else	in	your	regard,	but	out	of	our	own	sole	largess	and	certain	knowledge	and	out	of	the	fullness	of	our	apostolic	power,	by	the
authority	of	Almighty	God	conferred	upon	us	in	blessed	Peter	and	of	the	vicarship	of	Jesus	Christ,	which	we	hold	on	earth,	do	by	tenor	of	these	presents,	should	any	of	said	islands	have	been	found	by	your	envoys	and	captains,	give,	grant,	and	assign	to	you	and	your	heirs	and	successors,	kings	of	Castile	and	Leon,	forever,	together	with	all	their
dominions,	cities,	camps,	places,	and	villages,	and	all	rights,	jurisdictions,	and	appurtenances,	all	islands	and	mainlands	found	and	to	be	found,	discovered	and	to	be	discovered	towards	the	west	and	south,	by	drawing	and	establishing	a	line	from	the	Arctic	pole,	namely	the	north,	to	the	Antarctic	pole,	namely	the	south,	no	matter	whether	the	said
mainlands	and	islands	are	found	and	to	be	found	in	the	direction	of	India	or	towards	any	other	quarter,	the	said	line	to	be	distant	one	hundred	leagues	towards	the	west	and	south	from	any	of	the	islands	commonly	known	as	the	Azores	and	Cape	Verde.	With	this	proviso	however	that	none	of	the	islands	and	mainlands,	found	and	to	be	found,
discovered	and	to	be	discovered,	beyond	that	said	line	towards	the	west	and	south,	be	in	the	actual	possession	of	any	Christian	king	or	prince	up	to	the	birthday	of	our	Lord	Jesus	Christ	just	past	from	which	the	present	year	one	thousand	four	hundred	ninety-three	begins.	And	we	make,	appoint,	and	depute	you	and	your	said	heirs	and	successors	lords
of	them	with	full	and	free	power,	authority,	and	jurisdiction	of	every	kind;	with	this	proviso	however,	that	by	this	our	gift,	grant,	and	assignment	no	right	acquired	by	any	Christian	prince,	who	may	be	in	actual	possesssion	of	said	islands	and	mainlands	prior	to	the	said	birthday	of	our	Lord	Jesus	Christ,	is	hereby	to	be	understood	to	be	withdrawn	or
taking	away.	Moreover	we	command	you	in	virtue	of	holy	obedience	that,	employing	all	due	diligence	in	the	premises,	as	you	also	promisenor	do	we	doubt	your	compliance	therein	in	accordance	with	your	loyalty	and	royal	greatness	of	spirityou	should	appoint	to	the	aforesaid	mainlands	and	islands	worthy,	God-fearing,	learned,	skilled,	and	expeienced
men,	in	order	to	instruct	the	aforesaid	inhabitants	and	residents	in	the	Catholic	faith	and	train	them	in	good	morals.	Furthermore,	under	penalty	of	excommunication	"late	sententie"	to	be	incurred	"ipso	facto,"	should	anyone	thus	contravene,	we	strictly	forbid	all	persons	of	whatsoever	rank,	even	imperial	and	royal,	or	of	whatsoever	estate,	degree,
order,	or	condition,	to	dare	without	your	special	permit	or	that	of	your	aforesaid	heirs	and	successors,	to	go	for	the	purpose	of	trade	or	any	other	reason	to	the	islands	or	mainlands,	found	and	to	be	found,	discovered	and	to	be	discovered,	towards	the	west	and	south,	by	drawing	and	establishing	a	line	from	the	Arctic	pole	to	the	Antarctic	pole,	no
matter	whether	the	mainlands	and	islands,	found	and	to	be	found,	lie	in	the	direction	of	India	or	toward	any	other	quarter	whatsoever,	the	said	line	to	be	distant	one	hundred	leagues	towards	the	west	and	south,	as	is	aforesaid,	from	any	of	the	islands	commonly	known	as	the	Azores	and	Cape	Verde;	apostolic	constitutions	and	ordinances	and	other
decrees	whatsoever	to	the	contrary	notwithstanding.	We	trust	in	Him	from	whom	empires	and	governments	and	all	good	things	proceed,	that,	should	you,	with	the	Lords	guidance,	pursue	this	holy	and	praiseworthy	undertaking,	in	a	short	while	your	hardships	and	endeavors	will	attain	the	most	felicitious	result,	to	the	happiness	and	glory	of	all
Christendom.	Subscribe	to	topicSubscribe	to	author	Print	Article	PDF	The	Landing	of	Columbus	by	Vanderlyn	The	Doctrine	of	Discovery	is	a	policy	enacted	initially	by	the	15th-century	Catholic	Church	proclaiming	the	right	of	Christian	nations	to	take	possession	of	the	lands	of	non-Christians	in	the	interest	of	saving	their	souls.	Non-Christians	were
not	recognized	as	legitimate	landowners,	and	any	lands	'discovered'	by	Christian	explorers	were	claimed	as	the	property	of	the	discoverers'	nation.	The	Doctrine	of	Discovery	(also	known	as	the	Discovery	Doctrine)	is	articulated,	first,	by	a	papal	bull	issued	in	1452,	another	in	1455,	and	the	best-known	in	1493,	shortly	after	the	1492	expedition	of
Christopher	Columbus	and	his	'discovery'	of	the	so-called	New	World.	The	1493	papal	bull	made	clear	the	duty	of	Christian	explorers	to	seize	the	lands	of	non-Christians	for	the	purpose	of	Christianizing	the	inhabitants	and	bringing	them	within	the	folds	of	European	Christian	civilization.	Native	Americans	did	not	believe	one	could	own	land	while,	to
the	European	colonizers,	owning	land	was	a	God-given	right.	Shortly	after	the	European	colonizers	first	encountered	the	indigenous	population	of	the	Americas	in	1492,	they	returned	armed	with	the	policy	issued	by	Pope	Alexander	VI	in	1493,	which	claimed	that	any	land,	anywhere,	not	under	the	flag	of	a	sovereign	Christian	nation,	could	be	taken	by
whoever	'discovered'	it,	and	whatever	indigenous	people	found	there	converted	to	Christianity.	The	Doctrine	of	Discovery	deprived	the	Native	Peoples	of	the	Americas	of	their	land	in	the	colonial	era,	was	recognized	as	legitimate	by	the	United	States	Supreme	Court	in	1823,	and	remains	on	the	law	books	in	the	present	day	despite	being	repudiated	by
Pope	Francis	in	March	of	2023	and	challenged	by	modern-day	legal	scholars.	The	Land	Back	Movement,	initiated	and	led	by	Native	Peoples	of	North	America,	is	presently	challenging	the	legality	and	morality	of	the	Doctrine	which,	even	though	recognized	as	unjust	and	racist,	still	informs	the	policies	of	Canada	and	the	United	States	in	their
recognition	of	Native	American	land	rights.	Native	American	&	European	Concepts	of	Land	The	Native	American	concept	of	land	ownership	differed	significantly	from	the	European	understanding	in	that	Native	Americans	did	not	believe	one	could	own	land	while,	to	the	European	colonizers,	owning	land	was	a	God-given	right.	The	Europeans	who
colonized	North	America	beginning	in	the	16th	and	17th	centuries	understood	land	ownership	in	accordance	with	the	biblical	passage	of	Genesis	1:28:	God	blessed	them	and	said	to	them,	"Be	fruitful	and	multiply;	fill	the	earth	and	subdue	it.	Rule	over	the	fish	in	the	sea	and	the	birds	in	the	sky	and	over	every	creature	that	moves	on	the	ground."	To
the	Europeans,	the	land	was	something	to	be	tamed,	cultivated,	'civilized',	for	their	own	benefit,	as	their	God	had	decreed,	but	to	the	Native	Americans,	the	land	was	a	sentient	being,	their	mother,	a	close	relation	to	be	cared	for	and	respected.	The	Native	American	concept	of	the	land	is	explained	by	Cultural	Landscapes	Manager	for	the	Grand
Canyon	Trust,	Talia	Boyd:	The	idea	of	'owning'	land	is	a	foreign	concept	for	Native	peoples.	The	land	is	sentient.	It	encompasses	many	life	forms	and	spaces.	It	holds	immense	energy.	From	a	Native	perspective,	one	cannot	'own'	land,	yet	one	may	live	with	the	land.	Our	regenerative	relationships	to	land	are	based	on	generations	of	deep
interconnectedness	that	have	been	taught	through	our	cosmologies,	ceremonies,	and	languages.	Native	peoples	acknowledge	that	these	on-going	connections	require	responsibilities	to	the	natural	world.	We	provide	offerings	and	prayers	to	the	land	for	its	healing.	Traditional	teachings	instruct	us	to	maintain	deep	respect	for	land,	life,	and	our	four-
legged	and	winged	relatives	all	our	relations.	(Boyd,	1)	The	Europeans	who	arrived	in	North	America	had	no	such	understanding	of	the	land	and,	encouraged	by	the	spirit	of	the	Doctrine	of	Discovery,	felt	no	need	to	try	to	understand	how	the	indigenous	population	might	view	land	ownership	in	a	vastly	different	light	from	their	own.	The	European
immigrants	viewed	the	Natives	as	uncivilized,	non-Christian,	savages	whose	beliefs	about	anything	were	inconsequential	and	whose	lands	were	free	for	the	taking.	History	of	the	Doctrine	The	Doctrine	of	Discovery	not	only	justified	the	appropriation	of	the	lands	of	non-Christians	but	also	of	their	persons,	condemning	them	to	"perpetual	slavery"	as
"enemies	of	Christ."	Its	first	appearance	was	in	the	papal	bull	known	as	Dum	Diversas	("Until	Different")	issued	by	Pope	Nicholas	V	on	18	June	1452	to	Alfonso	V	of	Portugal	to	validate	his	appropriation	of	regions	in	West	Africa.	The	bull	reads,	in	part:	[We	Grant]	to	the	aforesaid	King	Alfonso	to	invade,	search	out,	capture,	vanquish,	and	subdue	all
Saracens	and	pagans	whatsoever,	and	other	enemies	of	Christ	wheresoever	placed,	and	the	kingdoms,	dukedoms,	principalities,	dominions,	possessions,	and	all	movable	and	immovable	goods	whatsoever	held	and	possessed	by	them	and	to	reduce	their	persons	to	perpetual	slavery,	and	to	apply	and	appropriate	to	himself	and	his	successors	the
kingdoms,	dukedoms,	counties,	principalities,	dominions,	possessions,	and	goods,	and	to	convert	them	to	his	and	their	use	and	profit.	(Indigenous	Values	Initiative,	1)	Pope	Nicholas	V	then	highlighted	the	policy	in	1455	in	encouraging	Portugal	to	seize	West	African	lands	and	subjugate	the	people	in	the	interest	of	saving	their	souls.	After	Christopher
Columbus'	1492	expedition	to	the	Americas,	a	dispute	between	his	Spanish	sponsors	and	Portugal,	who	had	also	been	engaged	in	colonization	efforts	in	the	region,	resulted	in	the	papal	bull	of	Pope	Alexander	VI	which	established	a	line	one	hundred	leagues	west	of	the	Azores	and	Cape	Verde	islands	and	gave	Spain	the	rights	of	colonization	west	of	it.
Catholic	France	and	Protestant	England,	while	not	acknowledging	the	Doctrine	specifically	(or,	in	the	case	of	England,	repudiating	it	as	having	no	authority	over	them),	still	maintained	the	spirit	of	the	policy	in	claiming	that	Christian	nations	had	a	duty	to	spread	the	religion	to	non-Christians	and,	in	doing	so,	were	granted	the	right	to	seize	non-
Christian	lands	in	the	name	of	Christ.	Any	non-Christian	lands	were	therefore	understood	to	have	been	'discovered'	by	whichever	nation	arrived	there	first	and,	by	planting	their	nation's	flag,	the	'discoverers'	claimed	those	lands	for	their	country.	Spanish	Conquest	&	Exploration	in	North	America	in	the	16th	century	Once	the	English	North	American
colonies	had	won	their	independence	from	Great	Britain,	the	Doctrine	of	Discovery	was	invoked	by	Thomas	Jefferson	as	Secretary	of	State	in	1792	who	declared	that	the	policy	which	had	held	when	the	region	was	under	British	rule	was	still	sound	now	that	it	had	become	an	independent	nation.	Jefferson	concluded	this	based	on	his	understanding	of
Native	Americans	as	"merciless	savages",	a	phrase	he	uses	in	the	Declaration	of	Independence	as	one	of	the	reasons	the	colonies	should	be	free	because	King	George	III	of	Great	Britain	(r.	1760-1820)	had	limited	the	colonists'	expansion	west	and	the	further	appropriation	of	Native	American	lands.	The	Doctrine	became	part	of	United	States	municipal
law	in	1823	through	adjudication	of	the	legal	case	Johnson	v.	McIntosh.	Johnson,	who	had	inherited	lands	purchased	from	Native	Americans	prior	to	the	American	Revolution,	sued	McIntosh	who	had	purchased	those	same	lands	from	the	United	States	government	after	the	Revolution.	Chief	Justice	John	Marshall	of	the	United	States	Supreme	Court
ruled	that	legitimate	ownership	of	the	land	was	established	by	discovery	and	possession	as	per	the	Doctrine	of	Discovery,	and	so	no	lands	'sold'	by	Native	Americans	to	white	settlers	were	legitimate	because	the	Natives	had	no	rights	of	ownership,	only	'rights	of	occupancy'	and,	that	being	so,	could	no	more	sell	a	piece	of	land	than	someone	could	sell
an	apartment	they	are	renting	today.	Scholar	Roxanne	Dunbar-Ortiz	comments:	Writing	for	the	majority,	Chief	Justice	John	Marshall	held	that	the	Doctrine	of	Discovery	had	been	an	established	principle	of	European	law	and	of	English	law	in	effect	in	Britain's	North	American	colonies	and	was	also	the	law	of	the	United	States.	The	Court	defined	the
exclusive	property	rights	that	a	European	country	acquired	by	dint	of	discovery:	"Discovery	gave	title	to	the	government,	by	whose	subjects,	or	by	whose	authority,	it	was	made,	against	all	other	European	governments,	which	title	might	be	consummated	by	possession."	Therefore,	European	and	Euro-American	"discoverers"	had	gained	real-property
rights	in	the	lands	of	Indigenous	peoples	by	merely	planting	a	flag.	(Indigenous	Peoples'	History,	199-200)	The	Doctrine	of	Discovery	continues	to	inform	legal	decisions	regarding	Native	American	land	rights	in	the	present	day.	As	recently	as	2005	in	the	case	of	City	of	Sherrill	v.	Oneida	Indian	Nation	of	New	York,	Justice	Ruth	Bader	Ginsburg	writing
for	the	majority,	cited	the	doctrine	as	a	basis	for	ruling	against	the	Oneida.	Text	in	Part	The	following	excerpt	from	the	1493	papal	bull	Inter	caetera	("Among	Other	Works")	is	taken	from	the	History	Resources	page	of	The	Gilder	Lehrman	Institute	of	American	History.	The	main	purpose	of	the	bull	was	to	resolve	the	tensions	between	Portugal	and
Spain	over	trade	and	colonization	in	the	"New	World",	but	it	encouraged	the	appropriation	of	the	lands	of	indigenous	peoples	as	set	forth	in	the	bull	of	Dum	Diversas	from	1452.	Wherefore,	as	becomes	Catholic	kings	and	princes,	after	earnest	consideration	of	all	matters,	especially	of	the	rise	and	spread	of	the	Catholic	faith,	as	was	the	fashion	of	your
ancestors,	kings	of	renowned	memory,	you	have	purposed	with	the	favor	of	divine	clemency	to	bring	under	your	sway	the	said	mainlands	and	islands	with	their	residents	and	inhabitants	and	to	bring	them	to	the	Catholic	faith.	Hence,	heartily	commending	in	the	Lord	this	your	holy	and	praiseworthy	purpose,	and	desirous	that	it	be	duly	accomplished,
and	that	the	name	of	our	Savior	be	carried	into	those	regions,	we	exhort	you	very	earnestly	in	the	Lord	and	by	your	reception	of	holy	baptism,	whereby	you	are	bound	to	our	apostolic	commands,	and	by	the	bowels	of	the	mercy	of	our	Lord	Jesus	Christ,	enjoy	strictly,	that	inasmuch	as	with	eager	zeal	for	the	true	faith	you	design	to	equip	and	despatch
this	expedition,	you	purpose	also,	as	is	your	duty,	to	lead	the	peoples	dwelling	in	those	islands	and	countries	to	embrace	the	Christian	religion;	nor	at	any	time	let	dangers	or	hardships	deter	you	therefrom,	with	the	stout	hope	and	trust	in	your	hearts	that	Almighty	God	will	further	your	undertakings.	And,	in	order	that	you	may	enter	upon	so	great	an
undertaking	with	greater	readiness	and	heartiness	endowed	with	benefit	of	our	apostolic	favor,	we,	of	our	own	accord,	not	at	your	instance	nor	the	request	of	anyone	else	in	your	regard,	but	out	of	our	own	sole	largess	and	certain	knowledge	and	out	of	the	fullness	of	our	apostolic	power,	by	the	authority	of	Almighty	God	conferred	upon	us	in	blessed
Peter	and	of	the	vicarship	of	Jesus	Christ,	which	we	hold	on	earth,	do	by	tenor	of	these	presents,	should	any	of	said	islands	have	been	found	by	your	envoys	and	captains,	give,	grant,	and	assign	to	you	and	your	heirs	and	successors,	kings	of	Castile	and	Leon,	forever,	together	with	all	their	dominions,	cities,	camps,	places,	and	villages,	and	all	rights,
jurisdictions,	and	appurtenances,	all	islands	and	mainlands	found	and	to	be	found,	discovered	and	to	be	discovered	towards	the	west	and	south,	by	drawing	and	establishing	a	line	from	the	Arctic	pole,	namely	the	north,	to	the	Antarctic	pole,	namely	the	south,	no	matter	whether	the	said	mainlands	and	islands	are	found	and	to	be	found	in	the	direction
of	India	or	towards	any	other	quarter,	the	said	line	to	be	distant	one	hundred	leagues	towards	the	west	and	south	from	any	of	the	islands	commonly	known	as	the	Azores	and	Cape	Verde.	With	this	proviso	however	that	none	of	the	islands	and	mainlands,	found	and	to	be	found,	discovered	and	to	be	discovered,	beyond	that	said	line	towards	the	west
and	south,	be	in	the	actual	possession	of	any	Christian	king	or	prince	up	to	the	birthday	of	our	Lord	Jesus	Christ	just	past	from	which	the	present	year	one	thousand	four	hundred	ninety-three	begins.	And	we	make,	appoint,	and	depute	you	and	your	said	heirs	and	successors	lords	of	them	with	full	and	free	power,	authority,	and	jurisdiction	of	every
kind;	with	this	proviso	however,	that	by	this	our	gift,	grant,	and	assignment	no	right	acquired	by	any	Christian	prince,	who	may	be	in	actual	possession	of	said	islands	and	mainlands	prior	to	the	said	birthday	of	our	Lord	Jesus	Christ,	is	hereby	to	be	understood	to	be	withdrawn	or	taking	away.	Moreover,	we	command	you	in	virtue	of	holy	obedience
that,	employing	all	due	diligence	in	the	premises,	as	you	also	promisenor	do	we	doubt	your	compliance	therein	in	accordance	with	your	loyalty	and	royal	greatness	of	spirityou	should	appoint	to	the	aforesaid	mainlands	and	islands	worthy,	God-fearing,	learned,	skilled,	and	experienced	men,	in	order	to	instruct	the	aforesaid	inhabitants	and	residents	in
the	Catholic	faith	and	train	them	in	good	morals.	Furthermore,	under	penalty	of	excommunication	"late	sententie"	to	be	incurred	"ipso	facto,"	should	anyone	thus	contravene,	we	strictly	forbid	all	persons	of	whatsoever	rank,	even	imperial	and	royal,	or	of	whatsoever	estate,	degree,	order,	or	condition,	to	dare	without	your	special	permit	or	that	of	your
aforesaid	heirs	and	successors,	to	go	for	the	purpose	of	trade	or	any	other	reason	to	the	islands	or	mainlands,	found	and	to	be	found,	discovered	and	to	be	discovered,	towards	the	west	and	south,	by	drawing	and	establishing	a	line	from	the	Arctic	pole	to	the	Antarctic	pole,	no	matter	whether	the	mainlands	and	islands,	found	and	to	be	found,	lie	in	the
direction	of	India	or	toward	any	other	quarter	whatsoever,	the	said	line	to	be	distant	one	hundred	leagues	towards	the	west	and	south,	as	is	aforesaid,	from	any	of	the	islands	commonly	known	as	the	Azores	and	Cape	Verde;	apostolic	constitutions	and	ordinances	and	other	decrees	whatsoever	to	the	contrary	notwithstanding.	We	trust	in	Him	from
whom	empires	and	governments	and	all	good	things	proceed,	that,	should	you,	with	the	Lord's	guidance,	pursue	this	holy	and	praiseworthy	undertaking,	in	a	short	while	your	hardships	and	endeavors	will	attain	the	most	felicitous	result,	to	the	happiness	and	glory	of	all	Christendom.	Conclusion	The	Doctrine	of	Discovery	is	rarely	mentioned	today	in
conversations	concerning	the	land	rights	of	indigenous	peoples	because	it	is	so	blatantly	racist,	unjust,	and	immoral,	but	it	continues	to	inform	the	policies	of	Canada	and	the	United	States	(as	well	as	Australia	and	New	Zealand)	regarding	the	return	of	lands	appropriated	from	the	indigenous	people.	Dunbar-Ortiz	sums	up	the	effects	of	the	Doctrine:
Sign	up	for	our	free	weekly	email	newsletter!	According	to	the	centuries-old	Doctrine	of	Discovery,	European	nations	acquired	title	to	the	lands	they	"discovered",	and	Indigenous	inhabitants	lost	their	natural	right	to	that	land	after	Europeans	had	arrived	and	claimed	it.	Under	this	legal	cover	for	theft,	Euro-American	wars	of	conquest	and	settler
colonialism	devastated	Indigenous	nations	and	communities,	ripping	their	territories	away	from	them	and	transforming	the	land	into	private	property,	real	estate.	Most	of	that	land	ended	up	in	the	hands	of	land	speculators	and	agribusiness	operators,	many	of	which,	up	to	the	mid-nineteenth	century,	were	plantations	worked	by	another	form	of
private	property,	enslaved	Africans.	Arcane	as	it	may	seem,	the	doctrine	remains	the	basis	for	federal	laws	[in	the	United	States]	still	in	effect	that	control	Indigenous	peoples'	lives	and	destinies,	even	their	histories,	by	distorting	them.	(Indigenous	Peoples'	History,	198)	Increasing	recognition	of	the	injustice	of	the	Doctrine	of	Discovery	informs	the
initiative	to	replace	Columbus	Day	in	the	United	States	with	Indigenous	People's	Day	and	also	informs	the	Land	Back	Movement	in	Canada	and	the	United	States	which	advocates	for	the	return	of	Native	American	lands	in	the	name	of	justice.	Did	you	like	this	definition?	This	human-authored	article	has	been	reviewed	by	our	editorial	team	before
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a	policy	initiated	by	the	Catholic	Church	in	the	15th	century	authorizing	Christian	European	explorers	to	appropriate	indigenous	peoples'	land,	enslave	them,	and	convert	them	to	Christianity.	The	Doctrine	of	Discovery	was	first	articulated	in	a	papal	bull	in	1452,	authorizing	Portugal	to	take	lands	and	enslave	people	in	West	Africa.	The	Doctrine	was
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