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When Worlds Collide: 
The Columbian Encounter in Global Perspective 

By Brion Ferlusoll 
DtpanllVtIl of S«i<>/ov. ~D. tutti CrimiNlI JMJdc~ 

Rou,uJ UlliwTn".N~!.N"",JuJC1 

()Yet the last few yean I hive beeQ investiaatin, tile 
1mp:><1 of ~ u pansioni$lll on indigencu • ...narc. The 
main ,esult of IIllII ;1 • book 1 edited with Neil Whhehclll, 
ailed -W,. in the Tribal Zone", Today I wiU ...., the findinp 
of Lhat book 10 address the qutslion: Ho .. was European u 
pansian in the New World Wlique1 Wllall willuy IDdo is 
skctch 0111 some fWldan>e/lIll dwx!eristies ct, flfSl, "* 
upansianism in,cncnl, indudi~1 dwofNew World JUleS: 
~,wha _~illliodydl$tiDCti¥c aboultbc ronlan. 
n.;es 01 European o.xpansion '" !he New WOOd; and third. 
wtw deYdopmenIS over ~me led 10 !he spread of European 
power over !he I'e$l of the ,1<Ji>e, i.dooing Lhosc ""ionI 
ranainin, be)'Clfld II>c frootie .. 01 the Americas. 

at us stan willi someoftherommon featuresof polilial 
npansioo, aspecu of Ihc: pnXcu which can be observed in 
,,/I 1Llra, New World and Old, andeven in some pre ~ 
polities. rlQl. it is nee"'H)' 10 reco",iu WIt upansionism 
is melyi! C'let I monolidllc process.entirdy diclalCd by Klp 
poliOc:aJ authorities. TypcaIly Ibcm is • CDIlStdIaaion of 
KUn and inI=sI$, and the JPCclroe «wbinaUon d: tlIcsc 
wiD ""pc !he e.pansionilllluua. 

S«oad, dIen: "'" diltcrinllllnlC,ic objocti~el in "'1 
ltaIc ClPlfl$ion. SOOM: .:I>olata makel.his point by d;s~ n' 
.~ishing ICfritorial VI. heaemonie tonlrot; Lhc frumer be in. 
direc1govcmance by the COlI'! tICI'OI1I, the Lalter being indirul 
conunl or infIl>e,"" Ihrouah 101:&1 dienlS. We fOUl>d this 
distin.cUon valid, bul d JimilCd lllillty .... hen looking II 
..oncme rim ·lims, .... here _ rnisture of amitorial gOY' 

emana: and ""gtmOlly _III _rule. 
We ame "p .... illl • diffctalt distinclion .... hich appean: 

valid inmostcasuol Uileupot"ioa' coereion VI.~1ion. 
Rarel, does upansion my 011 fan:e Iionc. USI.I.l!ty • mix of 
plI'ili vc and ,,"plive ~ In employed. .... ith Rate 

."!I.1I1uflctured c..tu and pol itic&l suwon being 1"'0 common 
IInS. European and indigenous upinsioni'l$differed in Lhc 
apecl lies. bul!he principle .... ., thc same: divide and conqua. 
As fer the appticalion of lelll&l. fo<ce.lhc Europeans .... ere in 
Ieneni. _ rulhlea and efficient than iodigenousronquer. 
on. buI there is I t.,e.u of ovtrbp in =lIy. 

Rcprdin. 1tIc: impKl of upondi"l itldigtrlOUS SUles OIl 
_ sw.e pcqIles around lhc:m. Lhc e.ideft;:e remains nuher 
hmilCd. What lhcrc is lugae.sts thai. Lhc uehange nelwooQ 

lhat ~Ie from swc centen.lhe Wie scale "",niCIS IhIt 

SIIIl"OUI>d them, and the utnoc:uve and adminiSlnluve de. 
mands of a dominanl SUIe, all combillC to promote more 
Jluuply distinlluWled CU IIUtIJ divisions or cthn ies among !he 
non Wle peoples around them; and also to promOIe devetop. 
men, 01 politically oohesive un.iu. or tribes. Not tl"I:It uhniu 
and uibes annat eUst in !he absenc:" of a $laIC. but_ 
mae .101 of them. More otIlhiJ Laler. 

In all of lhc ab:;we, EIIftIPCI/IOJIpansion in tlw: New W CI1d 
...u notunli4 the home crown variety. Yet European up3ll' 
aionism bad profoundly differtflt I;ODSCQIItfICeS for Naive 
peoples.. Why? A simpl"bute .... ialfaa islll3lEumpe_a 
lang _y ..... y. both CeographicaUy and culturally. By thc 
"'Ie lSill cemury. some EIJfOPfJUI r>alions had both \lit. 
maritime aedtnology and !he politiul economic impulse 10 
push outwards over ...... 1 disllnttS. inctudina ICnlIIS !he 
IonI·l!Indin& barrier 01 Lhc Allant;';. This ltoK.ap/tical and 
cultural dis!m::e meanl lh:at EuropMn upansion would be 
~w-erydiffermlfromany Nllive Americans bad Doom Wore. 

FIfSI and rortmOSt. then! WIS disease. A sua:cssiotI d 
_lilly inltOdueed di",_' killed ~numben:.USUIPy 
lao lhirds CX" more of a populatiol'l. in \he years before and 
afIu dirtcl <;01II;II;1 oxurred Sucb ... ddtn and m",sive 
Iossesbadleniblydisrupti",cOi"lscqlltooo:ramif~in& lhrou,h· 
Oul indigcOOIU soc;ieti.,. This is One h"g~ difference. and it 
is plolmlly the principal fUSQn why C<lfty European e.JWI
lion was so wild!y sox:ecssfuJ in the New World. 

AJcaIDd rwo;Uonof lhc disUncc between E~and the 
Amerir.u is also biotic. EuropIilnS introdllted a di.oniIy of 
planLS and onimals. which Utcnlly ebSed the land to make 
;1 more supponive of European lives. The impKl waJ_ 
pronno ........ in 1bD$e_lll'ith I elinwe Clp;>ble 0I1Uppi)rt. 
ing hi,hly devdoped European pbllt and LIIlimal com ple.>.ea. 
but !he ,Jobal European e.paruion &Iso brout:hl tnnsleno 
from ucpic to tropic. Ecolosical change was 001 ncceswily 
l\eptlve in ilS effecl on Native Americans. One could aral>e 
that !he Great Plains people prcspc:red .... ilh the 1KlrP'. aI. 
lhou,h that prosperilY came (lilly Ifler the advanced Kdcft· 
IIrY peoples of the MlssllSippi h:ad been deci .... oed. 

A lhinl f .. 1iorl1lf disIanc:~ is IlI3I Lropeans broIIgbI 
.... ith them • spectrum 01 teduIoIoCic.s. derived from aD the 
ano:iemtiviliuti(Q oIlhe Old World. w"'do _ a~1 ill 
the Nc ..... SimpleproduclS madeof meur.ll=andd.xh may 
lllve been barely ndeable in the Old World. but in the Ne .... 
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the, found • UT.......s.,. .. demJnd. The$1: and _ tamed 
aaru 'IIfCR! !be primary _ or ~Iion, \he. ,lfu with 
.. hio:h E~ boa,,,, «IIJIIIIic;il)'. 

Europc:allSaIso hadsome ~II: adv..,1J.iQ in ...... 
poru.Lion and 1IIC3pDIlS ICChnolDly, buI u.ae 'IIfCR! lea de/;i
,;~ in ~ rvst cenlUl'ies \han bret. Oq: ... iwionally_ EIW
pea/! mUiwy forees .. = men dfeclive I:illinl....:hinea 
Ihan their Na~ "" UjIJIOiIfCllts. but noc lUff w:ie!!tly 10 10 criumph 
""or i Illlic<=IIOIIS numbon wi tholtlllDi$WICC. And in lhallasc 
aIQ, Europeans did enjoy. considerab It. mil i!;lry advoncage 
by virn>eof boing newoomers: !bey amId pick .idel in lecal 
disptne.! and =ruil indilenous aUies and lu. maries ... hu in 
the early yean: t>SUally did IIIU$I of !be liihtinl. 

A linal consicIention which dUtin,uid>cd European from 
Native upansiunisrn Is!hei, demand far llaves and UIhu 
fOfll\lt ul f<X=1labur. Ccruinly, _ 1ft Columbian poIi. 
Ues loot and kept captives in .... _ or whun> could M 
ailed "$laves". But the IClle otEunlpun demand dwarfed 
anylhinl tlW e1is1l:ll Iftvioudy. With some aQjur 1tKCp- · 
tians narthem North America far 0IIe the EuropearIs' ealy 
spread thruut;huut ~ hemisphere depcndod directly 011 

uPLoitinl ""free labar. The dfecc of thit uploillltion was 
multiplied by the fact dw Native labarm died oery quicldy 
from disease ar abuse and had 10 M replar;cd. To «KtSidc, jus! 
!he dem:and for sLoves alor>!:. the impact ofElII'Ope was more 
ckvaslal"'i on peoples of lowland South America, Ihan Willi 
the late, II':iIns Atla:.tic slave ode on the peoples of West 
Africa. 

To this poinl' have been foc tlSl/l, 0<1 ~ earlier yean: of 
Europe.In c.pansion. E.lpansian is • Ionl process. IlOl an 
CYOII. OYCl' thec:enwrics,aspcgsorE~QlluneYdvcd 
.. hich COnIribwed II> its cominuinc expansion OVQ" the l1li'

flU of the New WO'Id. These padllli ehanca also drove 
EwQpc:'s toaquests in Asia and Al'ric:a ... ~ fO' cenwries 
EutOPWlS bad remained mOSlly 1./lId(rs, DOt ruJen. 

Above CY"Cf)'thing. then: is the eYOlution of eapitalisra. 
Thit lIN been 10 \bun:ltJ&hly dUcuurd by oIhcn IIw il is 
necessary hue OIly 10 IIOIe ilS eUs!ellCe IIlI the rnCllot which 
has ""shed Europe 10 all comenof~ WOfId. Hand in ilo"" 
with Ibe CIIphalisl economy Is evolvini indtlSlriaiism. The 
conc:om ilanll.r.Lnsformation of the ""titt! WOI Id InlO Europe'. 
martel Jndlor WOlkhouse meanll buie re5U1JCltlrinl of non· 
European socielies. be they lribes or empirea. 

Two spec i rIC areas of tedlllOloJ cal advance merit special 
consideration: nansportatlon MId ImLImenu. SlUIlUhipl. 
outboard motOIS.and bolialplm haveexpanded Europc:allS' 
JCOPC of low cost movanent, aIlowi", them 10 inhabil pro
pUSive' y more feII>OIe ~ RiII.d barrels. madoine JUIlS. 

and I;1\IGc missiles have cadi in their wm Ii""" Eun:lpeM 
Irmles. qllliioo"'l: ir orlClllnlllSiIOry ad'IJRIICe OYCI'_ 

Eoropean enemies. 
SpQkinl of tile military. &uopcan armed for=!: MpII 1 

formidable evolution just around ~ time 01 CoIumblts. 
.. hicll eulmil\JU:d in the developmelll of recoanirabl, mod-

an armies. wdl disciplined and drilleICI. aound the stan or ~ 
181b ccnWfy.ll....,.only then o..lbcy wuelblc 10 ~ 
the _ies of~ .... powder empire(' of the Old World. La 
but _least.. aoodIer impoowtl but lIiihJy 'I'ariabk aspea ( 
Eumpeaa expansion over ti .... ;. !he micralion ul bq 
numbm of Europeans 10 dilTereni paN or Ibc wOOd. Ar. 
tIIai eoncl tides the diSCIWian of ...n.ues of &We ex]J3llSiot 

"'" I would IlUI Ille I) Laik .boal ... hau heilhtened ~I 
aition of lbe im~1 ofWes:lI:m c.pansioniUII means for O! 
eoncepltaaliuoon of I II !he non stale axi.ues wltic:Il hav 
been desc:riMd by literale ob$enen. ~ implic:ation is IhI 
we blYe 10 chop the IIOllon of !he elbnojJaphi<: JnSC"IIhI 
bypothetical momenl between I cui QIrC' I "discovery" by Ih 
outside o.uld and Ibe Miinninc of its ac:c:ulunoo... Cer 
cainly in !he New World, disease, fIlUIociCll intmdt.ll;lion: 
and WCAef1I _ufllttund Coodi !ypicIlly spud d>n:Ja& 
indiC-llClworU. far oa!plCini Iny faa 10 face ecntat: 
by ubsa .as. 0Iangc precetlcd reporUlC, 

Anocherimplicalion is !hat ""'~ lOm:ansidu!he ide: 
olafrcnlieras MlnlllinearquaUwi""hral:be!wunIStllt 
and non JIlII: peoples. Neil Whilebead and Iltave coined tht 
term "llibal zone" 10 refer 10 the space .'~"'i oocwarr 
from slale C(lllLo<:I poinlS, where then: uists . demonsnbk 
impact from the nearby SlaIC. '"""" ",nucnces which$pftl( 
in advancc of ... y fmlllie, "" ,,1.,,11 led 10 widesptCld ""UIi 
cal ccooomic onsfonnatioas. One or Ihe mosl OOn"l'ic:uou; 
prndUC:1S of Ibis procCSl DC the poIlUcally bounded In< 

unifIed IrouP! we all tn"bcl;. Their prominence Is wh) 
Whilehcadand ' CIIU lbislbeuibalzone.I ..... 11O SlrCSS,how· 
ever. iItat in my opinion this ra::oa;nilioo does IIOf JlCpIC Iht 
poaihilityof tWnl ~icQllC.llOmakc emiutiOftlr} 
QOIIIparisorts althcu&h we do need 10 bcco:Dc more hisInri· 
cally I"""" &bout the eases. 

Anocher aiel w~ we .... y have: 10 n:thillk the t.siQ is 
in aurundemlndin, or aibLI warfare. War in the IribaI zone 
is invariably uansformed, frequently intensifoed. and oflerI 
senemed hy the faneacllinl elTects of a pro.imlle state. Not 
IIw there Willi no war Mf"",. but JCncnony !he Ii&hting seu 
""OI"SC before any ptOCC$S of ~ilicalion begins. ThIs I cal! 
"warriIication". Ind , hope 10 ckmonstnle some of'lS more 
subtle manifestations in I book l ha~ wrillClllXI the hiSlOfy 
ofYaoomami warfare.llbinl:!hal all sweupansilXlismmly 
ha~ this eITee ~ bul Europe' I peculiarly dlsrupUve c""'-cIU 
made it panio;uwly dcanlCtive In ibis _. 

Bul il will not do 10 devall: .Eun:>pQn UpansKln inIIl 
_thinl IOlalJy ...,;qtJe.. All SlIltes have !old ibeir Irit.J 
tones.. If we i0oi: II !NIp! of the ID;Xnl world, and dliak 
lbout ho .. far _wards nde. migration. and poIiUcal mili· 
tary shocb can 0""', it ~ Uw. for lUI state pcopIa 
Over !he past severalllloou$and )'eat$, Ii ..... in !he shadow 01 
states may M mote the rule \han U«pCioII. EYe!! withoul 
states. dliddorns hi .... ihelr own _ of ir>nuencc. For thai 
mauer. we are now comini lO,pp<ecWc tltateven reJaiivd, 
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ep~~JIC'lPIes.., frequenllycnmeshtdin broader,o/len 
wry complex social nctworts. 

So anacher e1ht"""apbic diestnulllw mil)' M'I'e to JO Is 
the idea tIw any laciety. 110 mailer "" .. "simple", c.. be 
undersIood by whit can be obsco .cd wiIhiD one millS"- As 
~baeoJooII>de:arfyCOl1mctreponsidl ... man:oboatlhese 
aflClellt systems of In!egraOOn. we I'll)' come III .:cqrt that 
citl,whti.,dlanp is man: nonnaIlhao swill. m thatal. 
h_ socieOel III" .. equal amotIIIL of hIsIory behind 
1lIem. Perhaps ironicaUy. wil/l thisrul~ the dWiDCtioa 
of pre and PJSt CCIIIZI situations may itself Jose salience. as 
M come to IJ'Iftclate tile uislence of .... hole ... ~ d. 
lOC:ictal interactioa ,m ... ;.... 

I N~ been 1aIlin,!Iboutlhc hQtory of the ....-Idsystcm. 
I """,Jd Lit.e to c:ono:ludc with some spo::culaUoa """'" Its 
fuwrt. LootinC bact In Ii-, .... ery stale or emp~ iIw has 
UJlllrded • ..ttinwely has collapscd. Whit _ up, _I 
down. flow about lIS, !lOW? Five or six hf.>ndmI yean for the 
modem world system Is • fJIlber lon, """as tl\inp &i>- WID 
this Ii .... be dirrcrc:nt1ls this one pennancnl? o r _ DO 
one knows. There ~ however. some su&F$tions thaI the 
mnim urn ,lobalspICld of IDYcmance by disa'eu: .... II:S, the 
post colonial .....Jd of mid IWelllielh cent..,.. may be EOinI 
inao dccliDe. Lisrea ID Ihese m:ml headli.""", "Coavoy of 
Diploma!! FIcc:s Afghm CapiW~. "Tea Orowc:n Plan o.m 
Anny inNorth India-, 'V.N. Ur&<:S WNIotdsIOOpenSoPlaU 
Pt."t", The next decade may sec. rul transfonnation of 
alobal milmv,.",IadoM.. lhe(CIIU'S adaJ!Cs to lCOtbpse 01 
IheptanewynetworkoflO""'l'f'lC"w..tministnlionsf<qed. 
an.:. World W. n. !be Non/I, the TrDd of JIIJIaI!. WcstmI 
Eumpo and NonlI Americ:a, $CeI1Is to ltaY'C' sharply dimill· 
ishcd ;n=1 in maintaining the smbility of the underdevel
oped wcdd as. nwht.and Ihe Gulf War Us deu.ousuated 
• capacity 10 deal ';111 My real lima! 10 the supply of critical 
r:soun:es. With \he axnpclitim 0111 ofbusinca,1hat is. ",illl 
communism no Ionacr lIIr=r.:ning capitalism ",illl ... alter
native international o;:ononIiI;: or:\er, !be nonhcm po'OlCf! 
seem unwillin, 10 poy !be a)SlS of conaol, 

Will dc'tclopinc thlrd...orlel industrialistJ try 10 _ forti 
10 pn:>IeQ their growln, IIlICmItiooaJ ecanamic inr.:cau7 
Will ne'" ~el'l>elJe between commc:rc:e and non liar.: 
ormcd forces.. with !be cco;airx: caru:I u one model? Wha( 
lindr of poIiUca1 SIrIJCURS will eu:n 1Oi/w kinds of ronttoI1 
no.. fir CIndie U.N, SO 10 estabIisIl order, and en wIIar. 
tmns7 And..tlal will be !be mate upof!be U.N.? The maps 
oJ. !be f!llllte are a real question, not wbore !be lines will be, 
but whM WuU oflinel will be drawII.. 

Thetc is l1li possib1c milil8ry IDhuioo 10 !be f undammtal 
problem 01._ worIcI rillcd with anaon1inary ....... bcq of 
JnlIumaDly poor people. These affiil;:ted mllS$Cll may not 
....... II nUll immedia1C military threat 10 ibe world', tli~, 
but e¥ell !be IUJIC" riI;b have 10 live (III this pIancl. an:! IhiI 
muc:b poovert)' ;. • pIanewy problem. The North may <;on
_ banien 10 boep d>c rest of ibc world 00., bat ihere is 
liUk reuoo toapect llIese will be moresUttessf III llIan in the 
past. MigrwltS ",ill contin.., 10 floe their b:Incrs: ibc end< 
IIliOk ""'y be only a hatbinacr of. deeperlin, globII povuty 
conncctioII. The continuing sugnJlion ... decline of living 
condilioiu in !he Third World will conuibu1C 10 llobal 
ecoIolical problems, Ind ill misenblc sanitary md hcllih 
conditiool are breedina: pounds r... more kihal po!liogens. 
EcoIo&Y and disease conuibulcd 10 ibc WOiId SJlIem', CJ,. 

p;msion. They could c:oncn'bwe 10 ill con,.,.., as well 
Apin, world S)'SIem collapse is only ... idea. Bill I 

wuest IhaI anthropolosists might focus our cross cul.W'Il 
paspe:<:li¥e 011 \hose diverse areas "'hich were Lhc most 
~Ily integraRd ililO Lhc ioll~maOOnal order of modem 
.<1,,","- WII3I is happeninJ; M Ibc fringe ofLhc ....,..ldol states? 
There may be genora' inllions wonh formulatinl, hypotlleses 
wonIi 1eSlin1.1 kno", ilia! such scientism KICIIIS old fashioned 
10 some. BUI I see immspection and ICRcxivicy as luxuriCi 
wben yow house ""'y be burning down. 

Nola 
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