
The Untold Story of Quakers, Native
Americans, and Settler Colonialism

When discussing the history of colonial America, traditional narratives often focus
on the actions of European settlers and their interactions with Native American
tribes. However, one group that played a pivotal but often overlooked role in
bridging the gap between settlers and indigenous people was the Quakers.

The Quakers: A Different Approach

The Quakers, also known as the Religious Society of Friends, were a religious
group that emerged in England during the 17th century. Led by their core
principles of peace, equality, and social justice, the Quakers held beliefs that
stood in stark contrast to the prevailing attitudes and actions of other European
settlers.
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Quakers and Native Americans: Building Relationships

As Quaker settlements began to flourish in colonial America, they recognized the
importance of establishing respectful and equitable relationships with the Native
American tribes who had inhabited the land for centuries. Unlike many other
settlers who viewed the indigenous people as obstacles to be conquered, the
Quakers sought to engage in peaceful coexistence.

Quakers believed in the inherent worth and dignity of every individual, regardless
of their race or culture. They recognized the Native Americans as equals and took
steps to build understanding and trust through dialogue and negotiation.

Conflict Resolution and Mediation

One of the most significant contributions of the Quakers to the relationship
between settlers and Native Americans was their involvement in conflict
resolution and mediation. Quaker members acted as intermediaries, working to
resolve disputes and prevent violence between the two groups.
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Their emphasis on non-violence and peaceful resolution helped to prevent
numerous conflicts from escalating into bloodshed. By fostering dialogue and
promoting understanding, the Quakers played a critical role in maintaining
stability and reducing the suffering experienced by both settlers and Native
Americans.

Quaker Efforts for Native American Rights

Beyond their immediate interactions with Native American tribes, the Quakers
also advocated for the rights of indigenous people on a broader scale. They
fought against discriminatory policies and actively worked to address the
injustices inflicted upon the Native Americans by the colonial government.

Quakers recognized the importance of land rights and fair treatment,
acknowledging the historic and ongoing injustices perpetrated against Native
Americans. Through their activism, they pushed for reforms and initiated
conversations about the need for justice and reconciliation.

The Legacy of Quakers and Native Americans

The positive impact of the Quakers on the relationship between settlers and
Native Americans cannot be understated. While conflicts and injustices persisted
throughout colonial history, the Quakers' actions and beliefs set an example for
respect, equality, and justice that continues to resonate today.

Their efforts laid the groundwork for future movements and initiatives aiming to
promote the rights and well-being of indigenous communities. Without the
Quakers' commitment to peaceful coexistence and justice, the history of settler
colonialism in America might have taken an even darker course.



Quakers may not be the first group that comes to mind when discussing the
complex history of colonial America and its interactions with Native Americans.
However, their unique approach to settlement, their emphasis on dialogue, and
their commitment to justice make their role indispensable in understanding the
complexities of this period.

By recognizing the contributions of the Quakers, we gain a more complete
understanding of how different groups navigated the challenges of colonial
expansion and how they sought to build bridges between cultures instead of
tearing them down.
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Quakers were one of the early settler colonist groups to invade northeastern
North America. William Penn set out to develop a “Holy Experiment,” or utopian
colony, in what is now Pennsylvania. Here, he thought, his settler colonists would
live in harmony with the Indigenous Lenape and other settler colonists.
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Centering on the relationship between Quaker colonists and the Lenape people,
Finding Right Relations explores the contradictory position of the Quakers as
both egalitarian, pacifist people, and as settler colonists. This book explores
major challenges to Quaker beliefs and resulting relations with American Indians
from the mid-seventeenth century to the late nineteenth century. It shows how the
Quakers not only failed to prevent settler colonial violence against American
Indians but also perpetuated it. It provides historical examples such as the French
and Indian War, the massacre of the Conestoga Indians, and the American Indian
boarding schools to explore the power of colonialism to corrupt even those
colonists with a belief system rooted in social justice.

While this truth rubs against Quaker identity as pacifists and socially conscious,
justice-minded people, the authors address how facing these truths provide ways
forward for achieving restitution for the harms of the past. This book offers a path
to truth telling that is essential to the healing process.
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