
 
 

Because of and in Spite of: 
The Doctrine of Discovery, The White Racial Frame, and Whiteness 

 
The excerpt, below, an English translation of the Doctrine of Discovery, gives the words and imagery 
used to authorize and justify the claiming of lands, resources and inhabitants of the New World not 
already claimed by a Christian king. It further sanctioned and authorized the conquest and enslave-
ment of non-Christian peoples of Africa and the Americas. The Doctrine of Discovery is a document 
authorizing domination in the name of God understood through Christian teachings of the 13th and 14th 
centuries. In the excerpt we see the foundations of the White Racial Frame and contemporary Chris-
tian theo-politico religion of dominance.   
 
The white racial frame (Joe R Feagin 2013) is a way of framing reality—a frame or template through 
which (or in terms of which) we make sense of the world. The white racial frame, in its origins, is an 
“interested” or “invested” system of naming the world from the perspective, context, and interests that 
serve white enterprise (economic exploitation) and white social-economic purposes. It involves a way 
of seeing, knowing, valuing, interpreting, and emotionally responding. It is embedded in beliefs, as-
sumptions, and worldview beholden to notions of white superiority and the inferiority of non-white 
people. 
 
The white racial frame, a mindset, is an offshoot of the history and relations constructed in the Era of 
European colonization. Key to that history and system of relationships is the Papal Bull of the Doctrine 
of Discovery, 1493. In the Doctrine of Discovery, through the instrumentation of Pope Alexander VI, 
international boundaries were set and jurisdiction over lands, peoples, and resources not already un-
der the control of a Christian power. They were assigned to Spain as a faithful, Catholic nation. The 
key element here is a European force (the Pope—center of Christian, Roman civilization) understood 
itself to have “certain knowledge”—“certain” as divinely sanctioned knowledge, absolutely truthful, 
founded on Christian scripture and Apostolic tradition) allowing it to deny New World, Indigenous 
Peoples innate, autonomous claim to their own personhood, lands, and resources. These peoples and 
the Saracens and heathens had no claims that needed to be recognized by European Christians.   
 
Through the Papal Bull of the Doctrine of Discovery, we see the emergence of understandings and as-
sumptions of Christian, European humanity authorized to define, rule, control, and own without re-
striction. European Christians begin to conceive themselves as invested with power, authority, merit, 
and virtue to be lords (owners) of the Earth (Biblically authorized). This self-understanding is founda-
tional to the notion of the “white racial frame.” 
 
The white racial frame is an “interested” or “invested” system of naming, developed in the period of 
the Enlightenment that followed upon the heels of the Doctrine of Discovery—the era of exploration, 
invasion, exploitation of lands and people, and colonization.  The white racial frame is the collective 
creation of European intellectuals (travelers, writers, scientists, politicians, theologians, and philoso-
phers), who named the world from the perspective, context, and interests that served their economic 
exploitative enterprise and social-economic purposes.  
 
By the 17th century the intellectual elite coined the word “white” to name themselves, distinguishing 
themselves from the darker skilled peoples of Indigenous America and peoples of Africa and Asia.  
Setting forth the idea of “white” (Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson), these European-Euro-
American elite distinguished themselves from the not-white Other, attributed negative, stereotypic civ-
ilizational characteristics to the Other—positive ones to themselves. And, based on European Chris-
tian biases and interests, lifted themselves up as superior—the Other as inferior. Thereby, they distin-
guished between those deserving and fit to rule and own and those not. All this came with the domain 



 
 
of the White. “Whiteness” was the digest of the ideas, representations, rationales, and social patterns 
that embodied their race-oriented perspectives. 
 
And so, up to today, the white racial frame is a particular instrument for organizing experiences, giving 
a cognitive map—a way of knowing (epistemology) the serves Euro-American, Christian domination. 
The white racial frame operates as a fixture defining who has entitlement to land, natural resource and 
governance, and whose norms and cultural ways constitute "civilization," proper behavior, and moral-
ity. All who live in terms of America (US laws and culture) experience each other in a social system 
wherein race is the central organizing principle. The operations of the white racial frame tell them 
how to navigate the US cultural context. That is, they learn how to behave in the context of white peo-
ple’s innate virtuousness, merit, entitlement, rightful claim for recognition and attention, and the pri-
macy of white people’s rights and needs (safety, security, wellbeing).  
 
In a word, the idea of “the white racial frame” is that we all see the world, make sense of the world, 
through the lens or framework of the culture of which we are a part. That culture arises out of the social 
world founded in the racist social relations conditioned by the Papal Bull of the Doctrine of Discovery 
authorizing Christian (white European) domination.  
 

1493 Doctrine of Discovery (Excerpt, bold highlight added) 
 
Wherefore, as becomes Catholic kings and princes, after earnest consideration of all matters, espe-
cially of the rise and spread of the Catholic faith, as was the fashion of your ancestors, kings of re-
nowned 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 apos-
tolic 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 dispatch this expedition…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 re-
quest 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 domin-
ions [country, people, land], cities, camps, places, and villages, and all rights, jurisdictions, and ap-
purtenances, all islands and main-lands found and to be found, discovered and to be discovered to-
wards the west and south… 
 
Moreover, we command you in virtue of holy obedience that, employing all due diligence in the prem-
ises, as you also promise—nor do we doubt your compliance therein in accordance with your loyalty 
and royal greatness of spirit—you 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. 



 
 
 
And we make, appoint, and depute [deputize] 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 [December 
25, 1492], is hereby to be understood to be withdrawn or taken away. 
 

https://www.gilderlehrman.org/content/doctrine-discovery-1493 
 
Interpretation: 
On the basis of certain knowledge [above all questioning and doubt], through the lordship of Jesus 
and acting as vicars of Jesus [representative/deputy, vested in the Papal apostolic line] and on behalf of 
the interests of God [the propagation of the Catholic faith], the Papal Bull of the Doctrine of Discovery, 
confers power and authority and gives, grants, and assigns all the peoples, cities, camps, places, vil-
lages (as identified in the Bull) to the Spanish King. The Bull places the king and his envoys and cap-
tains Lords over all lands and peoples with rightful claim to all resources and wealth, with full power 
to make decisions and laws, and to freely rule and govern.  
 
 
The mindset that allows for a doctrine of discovery: 
• Certain knowledge (absolute certainty of the correctness and virtuousness of worldview, 

assumptions, values and beliefs) 
• Resident power to force one’s will upon the Other even in the face of opposition 
• Authority—sense, claim, and the recognition of legal or moral right to use of power to 

achieve the desired ends (enforce one’s will) 
• Moral obligation and responsibility (not just right and privilege but Christian duty, a call 

greater than self-interests, call to serve Christendom/kingdom of God) 
 
Key components of this “Discovery” mindset: 
• Certitude of values, beliefs, and actions as virtuous and authorized (e.g. exceptionalism, 

manifest destiny) 
• Supremacy in the right to define (set boundaries), give, grant, claim, control and rule in the 

service of one’s self-interests 
• Personage and Interests favored by nature and God as preeminent, rendering the colo-

nizer a “Lord” who, as the fully Human One, rules by natural right, answers to none, DOMI-
NUS—master or owner, dominator 

• Delimitation of Humanity. Only those who descend from Greco-Roman civilization are 
fully human (civilized: culture falsely understood as innate—given in the blood, not socially 
constructed). The uncivilized are not fully human (defined by Christian standards) 

• Moral obligation and legitimacy to enforce one’s beliefs, values, and ways of knowing 
upon the Other for the Other’s benefit. Must obey by call of baptism (nationalism, the Flag); 
duty to follow divine Order 

 
Apparent motivating factors: 
• Desire to bring under sway (exert controlling influence over) mainlands, islands, residents, 

and inhabitants 
• Desire for, and legitimacy to possession and own—land, peoples, resources (gold, trade, 

bodies), right to rule in ways that serves one’s self interests 



 
 
• Glory of God as Supreme Dominus – acting as vicar of God as dominator/subjugator, de-

stroyer of all that is “not of God”—i.e., not of the One, True God and “His” One, True 
Church 
 

Apparent benefits from acting according to this worldview: 
• Furtherance of the interests of Catholic world powers over Protestant world powers—

bringing inhabitants to the Catholic faith, instructing and training the inhabitants in ways 
to further the interest of Church and State 

• Furtherance of the interest of Christendom over the Saracens (Islamic world) and heathens 
(Hindus, Africans, and Indigenous Peoples as “Indians”—Wild, beasts of prey, Bastias) 

• The conquest and possession of lands, resources, and peoples serve the interests of State 
(“as becomes Catholic kings and princes”)—geo-political interests 

• Ownership of (lordship over) the life, bodies, minds, aspirations, productive and reproduc-
tive capacity of the peoples of the dominions.  

• Merit and glory: Praiseworthy in fulfilling one’s duty to equip and go forth on an expedi-
tion of conquest 

 
Extension: 
• Where today do you see the Doctrine of Discovery, colonizer mindset in worldview, per-

spectives, values, assumptions, and patterns of behavior?  Evident in what forms?  Found 
where? Practices, institutions? 

• On that ground is our home, apartment, college, church, office located on? Who were the 
original people of this land?  How we or others come to lords (owners) of this land. To have 
the right to occupy and use the land? What laws authorized the transfer of the ownership to 
us or to the church, college, or other institution? 

• After we have done an extensive search, unfolding layer after layer, we shall discover the 
ultimate, final authority for the taking of the lands from the Indigenous original owners is 
the Doctrine of Discovery! 

• The mindset that allowed for the Doctrine of Discovery (Christian domination—Lord-
ship/Ownership) continues with us today.  



 
 
Expression of Legacy of White Christian Dominance in 2018 
 
Excerpt from NY Times, April 24, 2018:  
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/24/us/politics/trump-economic-anxiety.html 
Trump Voters Driven by Fear of Losing Status, Not Economic Anxiety, Study Finds 
 
White, Christian and male voters, a study given in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 
April 23, 2018, suggests, turned to Mr. Trump because they felt their status was at risk. 
 
“It’s much more of a symbolic threat that people feel,’’ said Diana C. Mutz, the author of the study and 
a political science and communications professor at the University of Pennsylvania, where she directs 
the Institute for the Study of Citizens and Politics. “It’s not a threat to their own economic well-being; 
it’s a threat to their group’s dominance in our country over all.” 
 
While economic anxiety did not explain Mr. Trump’s appeal, Dr. Mutz found reason instead to credit 
those whose thinking changed in ways that reflected a growing sense of racial or global threat. 
 
In both cases, the findings revealed a fear that American global dominance was in danger, a belief 
that benefited Mr. Trump and the Republican Party. 
 
Her survey also assessed “social dominance orientation,” a common psychological measure of a per-
son’s belief in hierarchy as necessary and inherent to a society. People who exhibited a growing belief 
in such group dominance were also more likely to move toward Mr. Trump, Dr. Mutz found, reflecting 
their hope that the status quo be protected. 
 
“It used to be a pretty good deal to be a white, Christian male in America, but things have changed, 
and I think they do feel threatened,” Dr. Mutz said. 
 
Trump support was linked to a belief that high-status groups, such as whites, Christians or men, 
faced more discrimination than low-status groups, like minorities, Muslims or women, according to 
Dr. Mutz’s analysis of the NORC study. 
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