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The Scottish theologian John Mair achieved celebrity as a writer 
and teacher at the Collège de Sorbonne in Paris. In 1510, he 
wrote In Secundum Sententiarum, a work that considers the 
legitimacy of Christian rule over pagans. Here, in his commen-
tary on the second of Peter Lombard’s Sentences, Mair draws on 
Aristotle’s Politics (a text that was little known at the time) to locate 
Native Americans within a moral and theological framework.
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These people [the inhabitants of the Antilles] live like beasts on either side of 
the equator; and beneath the poles there are wild men as Ptolemy says in his 
Tetrabiblos. And this has now been demonstrated by experience, wherefore 
the fi rst person to conquer them, justly rules over them because they are 
by nature slaves. As the philosopher [Aristotle] says in the third and fourth 
chapters of the fi rst book of the Politics, it is clear that some men are by 
nature slaves, others by nature free; and in some men it is determined that 
there is such a thing [i.e., a disposition to slavery] and that they should ben-
efi t from it. And it is just that one man should be a slave and another free, 
and it is fi tting that one man should rule and another obey, for the quality 
of leadership is also inherent in the natural master. On this account the phi-
losopher says in the fi rst chapter of the aforementioned book that this is the 
reason why the Greeks should be masters over the barbarians, because, by 
nature, the barbarians and slaves are the same.
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