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People of European descent form the bulk of the popula-
tion in most of the temperate zones of the world — North
America, Australia, and New Zealand. The military suc-
cesses of European imperialism are easy to explain; in many
cases they were a matter of firearms against spears. But as
Alfred Crosby explains in this highly original and fascinat-
ing book, the Europeans’ displacement and replacement
of the native peoples in the temperate zones was more a
matter of biology than of military conquest. European or-
ganisms had certain decisive advantages over their New
World and Australian counterparts. The spread of Euro-
pean disease, flora, and fauna went hand in hand with the
growth of population. Consequently, these imperialists be-
came proprietors of the most important agricultural lands
in the world.

Now in a new edition with a new preface, Crosby revisits
his now classic work and again evaluates the global historial
importance of European ecological expansion.

Alfred W. Crosby is Professor Emeritus in American Stud-
ies, History, and Geography at the University of Texas
at Austin, where he taught for more than 20 years. His
previous books include America’s Forgotten Pandemic: The
Influenza of 1918 (2nd edition, Cambridge, 2003), Throw-
ing Fire: Projectile Technology through History (Cambridge,
2002), and The Measure of Reality: Quantification and West-
ern Sociery, 1250—1600 (Cambridge, 1997). The Measure of
Realiry was chosen by the Los Angeles Times as one of the
100 most important books of 1997.
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THE DISCOVERY OF AMERICA, and that of a passage to the

East Indies by the Cape of Good Hope, are the two greatest and

most important events recorded in the history of mankind.
—Adam Smith, Wealth of Nations (1776)

YET, IF WE WIELD THE SWORD of extermination as we
advance, we have no reason to repine the havoc committed.
—Charles Lyell, Principles of Geology (1832)

WHEREVER THE EUROPEAN HAD TROD, death seems to
pursue the aboriginal. We may look to the wide extent of the
Americas, Polynesia, the Cape of Good Hope, and Australia, and
we find the same result.

—Charles Darwin, The Vovage of the Beagle (1839)

THE DISCOVERY OF AMERICA, the rounding of the Cape
opened up fresh ground for the rising bourgeoisie. The East
Indian and Chinese markets, the colonization of America, trade
with the colonies, the increase in the means of exchange and in
commodities generally, gave to commerce, t0 navigation, to
industry an impulse never before known, and thereby, to the
revolutionary element in the tottering feudal society, a rapid
development.
—Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels,
Manifesto of the Communist Party (1848)
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Preface to the
new edition

EAcH GENERATION of scholarly historians has not a uni-
versal but at least a common and characteristic way of
looking at the past — a paradigm, if you will, but that is
too ponderous a word for me. Let’s call it a scenario.

The scenario a century ago of historians, nearly all of
them Europeans or Euro-Americans, about modern impe-
rialism and the industrial revolution was simple. The Euro-
peans had conquered or at least cowed nearly everyone else
in the world because the Europeans were the best people in
the world. This phenomenon was especially clear in what
I call the Neo-Europes — the United States, Argentina,
Australia, and the like — where historians were sure there
had never been many indigenous humans and the few sur-
vivors were obviously obsolescent.

The industrial revolution had happened first in Europe
because everything important started there, as it always

Xv
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PREFACE TO THE NEW EDITION

had since — oh — Aristotle. White people were better at
machines, administration, and business than other people.

It is easy — even fun — to criticize the historians of the
Victorian era, but they did nothing more contemptible
than to draw their conclusions from the evidence they
had at hand. Native American populations from the
Arctic to Tierra del Fuego, along with those of Australian
Aborigines and New Zealand Maori, seemed to be plung-
ing to extinction, while European and Neo-European pop-
ulations were exploding. Their factories were smoking
away in Manchester, the Ruhr, and Pittsburgh. Their
railroads spanned North America, there were plans for
Trans-Siberian and Cape-to-Cairo equivalents, and the
sun couldn’t set on the British empire no matter how hard
it tried.

Then came the world wars, Gandhi, Lenin and Mao
and the Marxist evangelists, innumerable colonial upris-
ings — and the need for a new historical scenario. That sce-
nario rocketed to notoriety in the trying times of the 1960s
and soon achieved the status of “political correctness.”
Its theme was that European imperialism had succeeded
because of European brutality, superior military technol-
ogy, and capitalist encroachments. And, oh yes, the in-
dustrial revolution was a capitalist scam and an ecological
disaster.

We have, guided by this scenario, learned a great
deal about our pasts that we had never known or at
least consciously acknowledged. I learned that, as one
of my T-shirts from Chicago’s Field Museum proclaims,
“Columbus didn’t discover America; He invaded it.” 1
learned that more Africans than Europeans came to the
New World in the first three post-Columbian centuries.
I learned that the industrial revolution was so unhealthy
for most of those it supposedly benefited that for several
generations they were literally shorter than their peasant
ancestors.

XV1
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And so on and so on. For historians the closing decades
of the twentieth century were chilly, and we found that
the best way to keep warm was to maintain a furious tirade
against our society’s and profession’s founding fathers. (No
founding mothers, of course.)

But all scenarios, including this one, have weaknesses
and omissions. Yes, European imperialists were egomani-
acal about themselves, their religions, and their customs,
and they had short tempers and long swords, but why were
they so much more successful in the Americas and the Pa-
cific than in Asia or Africa? Why, for instance, had Native
American resistance been so ineffective?

Yes, the Europeans had joint-stock companies and banks
with international connections, but they also had numer-
ous and mutually injurious wars, and the Protestants hated
the Catholics and the Catholics hated the Protestants and
they both beat up on the Jews. Who would have looked at
England under Cromwell or at Germany at the end of the
Thirty Years War and predicted their industrializations?

Yes, the Europeans had specific advantages, but other
peoples had theirs, too. How is it that the Europeans’ ad-
vantages enabled them to soar to world hegemony? And
how is it that their advantages led to zke industrial revolu-
tion while previous imperialist thrusts had never produced
such revolutions but only more empires?

We historians have not been sitting on our hands. We’ve
been at our computer keyboards day and night and are
framing a scenario that answers or at least faces up to those
questions, a scenario for the twenty-first century.’

In 1492 and for at least the next two centuries,
and probably three, the societies of humanity’s several

T The clearest exposition of the new scenario that I have come across
is Kenneth Pomeranz’s The Great Divergence: China, Europe, and
the Modern World Economy (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2000).
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civilizations were each materially incapable of achieving
world hegemony. They didn’t have the capital or markets
to drive and support a true and permanent industrial rev-
olution. All but a few of their people were engaged in pro-
ducing the bare necessities — food, fuel, shelter — and if they
went off to do something else, stark poverty and famine
would follow. There wasn’t sufficient nonfarm population
to staff the factories, if they ever did appear.

At least one of the aforesaid societies would have to
somehow enormously increase its productivity. That quan-
tum jump would have to be made before the various scien-
tific, technological, agricultural, and industrial revolutions
on which our post-quantum-leap world rests. It could only
be accomplished by exploiting the ecosystems, mineral
resources, and human assets of whole continents outside
the lands of the society making the jump.

Western Europe did just that by means of its brutal-
ity and guns and, more important, by geographical and
ecological luck. The Europeans made the oceans into
highways, arrived in America with guns for conquest and
with infectious diseases for decimating indigenous popula-
tions, and opened whole regions for immigrant settlement
and exploitation, i.e., for making the New World into an
enormous and varied adjunct to European societies and
economies.

Years ago I spent several happy months as a Fulbright
Fellow in New Zealand. There I heard the Kiwis’ mildly
self-disparaging (and today anachronistic) nickname for
their country: “Britain’s off-shore farm.” Europe’s first off-
shore farm was the whole New World.

The Europeans arrived there with crops and livestock
pre-adapted to American environments. For example, the
sugarcane plantations of Brazil and the West Indies be-
came moneymaking machines for the imperial institutions,
public and private, and important sources of calories for
Europe’s populations. The Europeans returned home with

Xviii
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American crops — maize, potatoes, etc. — that did well in
European soils, and with American treasure, especially sil-
ver, to stimulate economies and fuel global trade.

Other societies had poised at the starting line of industri-
alization but had been held back by ecological factors. As
conditions had promoted accumulation of capital, they had
also stimulated population growth, leaving societies with
no greater surpluses proportionally for investment than be-
fore. As industries had grown, they had leveled forests for
construction materials and fuel, and all the while farmers,
hard pressed to produce more, were destroying the fertility
of their soils. No society seemed to have enough ecological
assets at home to manage the quantum jump.

Western Europe was able to make the jump using the
New World the way that a pole vaulter uses his pole. Early
industrial Great Britain, for instance, drew much and then
more and more of its wood and food and almost all of
its cotton for inexpensive clothing from the New World.
No longer was it necessary for nearly every British citizen
to remain on the land to supply the necessities of life. A
growing number were available to work in the new mills,
and the excess could migrate to the New World and, after
a while, to the Pacific colonies. In the colonies these extra
people prospered and formed markets for European goods.

Great Britain made the quantum jump no later than
1850 or so. Others followed their example, the United
States, Germany, and Japan most successfully. The United
States had a built-in hinterland for exploitation. Germany
and Japan, lagging behind Britain imperialistically, tried
to seize hinterlands that were already occupied by people
of broad immunological and military experience, with un-
pleasant consequences for all.

Today the Third World nations, most of them stuck with
the dead-end job of supplying the First World with raw ma-
terials, want to industrialize but are starting late with very
large populations, already weary ecosystems, and, most of

X1X
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them, with little in the way of hinterland. They have to
depend on infusions of foreign capital and on the produc-
tivity of scientific agriculture, if and when they acquire ex-
pertise in that field. I wish them well.

That, I think, is the new scenario, and I am proud to have
contributed to it. I wonder how long it will suffice.

XX
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