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Long before 1492, Native Americans had dealt with diversities of peoples, places,
languages, and objects. They had made war, made peace, and crafted new alj;.
ances over time. Without doubt, Europeans posed a new and potent presence
but to claim that their advent altered everything may minimize the complexitie;
of Native American history. The second essay, by Joyce Appleby, fixates on how
the Americas helped create new worlds of imagination for Europeans. She sug-
gests that before 1492, Europeans were an uncurious people whose minds had
been circumscribed by the Catholic Church. New land masses, people, animals
and materials pushed them to reconsider the world. Studying the natural envi—,
ronment rose in prominence and radically transformed the West.
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for understanding the three centuries following Columbus’s landfall. Yet a grow-
ing body of scholarship by archaeologists, linguists, and students of Native Amer-
ican expressive traditions recognizes 1492 not as a beginning but as a single
moment in a long history utterly detached from that of Europe....

... [I]ndigenous North Americans exhibited a remarkable range of lan-
guages, economiies, political systems, beliefs, and material cultures. But this range
was less the result of their isolation from one another than of the widely varying
natural and social environments with which Indians had interacted over millen-
nia. What recent scholars of pre-colonial North America have found even more
striking, given this diversity, is the extent to which native peoples’ histories inter-
sected one another.

At the heart of these intersections was exchange. By exchange is meant not
only the trading of material goods but also exchanges across community lines of
marriage partners, resources, labor, ideas, techniques, and religious practices.
Longer-distance exchanges frequently crossed cultural and linguistic boundaries
as well and ranged from casual encounters to widespread alliances and networks
that were economic, political, and religious. For both individuals and communi-
ties, exchanges sealed social and political relationships. Rather than accumulate
material wealth endlessly, those who acquired it gave it away, thereby earning
prestige and placing obligations on others to reciprocate appropriately. And as
we shall see, many goods were not given away to others in this world but
were buried with individuals to accompany them to another....

By the twelfth century, agricultural production had spread over much of the
Eastern Woodlands as well as to more of the Southwest. In both regions, .... more
complex societies were emerging to dominate widespread exchange networks. In
the Mississippi Valley and the Southeast, the sudden primacy of maize horticulture
is marked archaeologically in a variety of ways—food remains, pollen profiles, stud-
ies of human bone (showing that maize accounted for 50 percent of people’s diets),
and in materal culture by a proliferation of chert hoes, shell-tempered pottery for
storing and cooking, and pits for storing surplus crops. These developments were
accompanied by the rise of what archaeologists term “Mississippian™ societies, con-
sisting of fortified political and ceremonial centers and outlying villages. The centers
were built around open plazas featuring platform burial mounds, temples, and elab-
orate residences for elite families. Evidence from burials makes clear the wide sodial
gulf that separated commoners from elites. Whereas the former were buried in sim-
ple graves with a few personal possessions, the latter were interred in the temples or
plazas along with many more, and more elaborate, goods such as copper omaments,
massive sheets of shell, and ceremonial weapons. Skeletal evidence indicates that
elites ate more meat, were taller, performed less strenuous physical activity, and
were less prone to illness and accident than commoners....

The largest, most complex Mississippian center was Cahokia, located not far
from the confluence of the Mississippi and Missouri rivers, near modern East St.
Louis, Illinois, in the rich floodplain known as American Bottoms. By the
twelfth century, Cahokia probably numbered 20,000 people and contained
over 120 mounds within a five-square-mile area.... One key to Cahokia’s rise
was its combination of rich soil and nearby wooded uplands, enabling inhabitants
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buckets to mounds and palisades often more than half a mile away. The_ volume
and concentration of craft activity in shell, copper, clay, and other materials, both
Jocal and imported, suggests that specialized artisans provided the material foun-
dation for Cahokia’s exchange ties with other peoples.. Although most Cahokians
were buried in mass graves outside the palisades, their rulers were given special
treatment. At a prominent location in Mound 72, the largest of Cahokia’s plat-
form mounds, a man had been buried atop a platform of shell beads. Accompa-
nying him were several group burials: fifty young women, aged 18 to 23, four
men, and three men and three women, all encased in uncommonly large
amounts of exotic materials. As with the Natchez Indians observed by the French
in Louisiana, Cahokians appear to have sacrificed individuals to accompany their
leaders in the afterlife. Cahokia was surrounded by nine smaller mound centers
and several dozen villages from which it obtained much of its food and through
which it conducted its waterborne commerce with other Mississippian centers in
the Midwest and Southeast....
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of people and goods through this network was a system of roads radiating out-
ward from the canyon in perfectly straight lines, turning into stairways or foot-
holds rather than circumventing cliffs and other obstacles....

When Europeans reached North America .... the continent’s demographic
and political map was in a state of profound flux. A major factor was the collapse
of the great centers at Cahokia and Chaco Canyon and elsewhere in the Mid-
west and Southwest. Although there were significant differences between these
highly centralized societies, each ran up against the capacity of the land or other
resources to sustain it....

Such combinations of continuity and change, persistence and adaptability,
arose from concrete historical experiences rather than a timeless tradition. The
remainder of this [essay] indicates some of the ways that both the deeply rooted
imperatives of reciprocity and exchange and the recent legacies of competition
and upheaval informed North American history as Europeans began to make
their presence felt.

Discussion of the transition from pre- to postcontact times must begin with
the sixteenth century, when Indians and Europeans met and interacted in a variety
of settings. When not slighting the era altogether, historians have viewed it as one
of discovery or exploration, citing the achievements of notable Europeans in either
anticipating or failing to anticipate the successful colonial enterprises of the seven-
teenth century. Recently, however, a number of scholars have been integrating
information from European accounts with the findings of archaeologists to pro-
duce a much fuller picture of this critical period in North American history.

The Southeast was the scene of the most formidable attempts at colonization
during the sixteenth century, primarily by Spain. Yet in spite of several expedi-
tions to the interior and the undertaking of an ambitious colonizing and mission-
ary effort, extending from St. Augustine over much of the Florida peninsula and
north to Chesapeake Bay, the Spanish retained no permanent settlements be-
yond St. Augustine itself at the end of the century. Nevertheless, their explorers
and missionaries opened the way for the spread of smallpox and other epidemic
diseases over much of the area south of the Chesapeake and east of the
Mississippi....

As in the Southeast, Spanish colonizers in the sixteenth-century Southwest
launched several ambitious military and missionary efforts, hoping to extend
New Spain’s domain northward and to discover additional sources of wealth.
The best-documented encounters of Spanish with Pueblos—most notably those
of Coronado’s expedition (1540-1542)—ended in violence and failure for the
Spanish who, despite vows to proceed peacefully, violated Pueblo norms of re-
ciprocity by insisting on excessive tribute or outright submission. In addition, the
Spanish had acquired notoriety among the Pueblos as purveyors of epidemic dis-
eases, religious missions, and slaving expeditions inflicted on Indians to the south,
in what is now northem Mexico.

The Spanish also affected pattemns of exchange throughout the Southwest.
Indians resisting the spread of Spanish rule to northern Mexico stole horses and
other livestock, some of which they traded to neighbors. By the end of the six-
teenth century, a few Indians on the periphery of the Southwest were riding
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for glass beads, mirrors, copper kettles, and other goods? Throughout N O)"t.h America
since Paleo-Indian times, exchange in the Northeast was the means by which people
maintained and extended their social, cultural, and spiritual horizons as well as ac-
quired items considered supernaturally powerful. Members of some coastal I.ndian
groups later recalled how the first Europeans they saw, with their facial hair and
strange clothes and traveling in their strange boats, seemed like supernatural figures.
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special value on the glass beads and other trinkets offered by the newcomers. Recent
scholarship on Indians’ motives in this earliest stage of the trade indicates that they
regarded such objects as the equivalents of the quartz, mica, shell, and other sacred
substances that had formed the heart of long-distance exchange in North America for
millennia and that they regarded as sources of physical and spiritual well-being, on
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ﬁ:)rof];he}’ received, such as iron axe heads and copper pots, rather than use them
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Hurons. Whether the perpetrators of these dispersals were Iroquois and Huron is a
point of controversy, but either way the St. Lawrence communities appear to have
been casualties of the rivalry, at least a century old, between the two confedera-
tions as each sought to position itself vis-4-vis the French. The effect, if not the
cause, of the dispersals was the Iroquois practice of attacking antagonists who de-
nied them direct access to trade goods; this is consistent with Iroquois actions dur-
ing the preceding two centuries and the century that followed.

The sudden availability of many more European goods, the absorption of
many refugees from the St. Lawrence, and the heightening of tensions with the
Iroquois help to explain the movement of most outlying Huron communities to
what is now Simcoe County area of Ontario during the 1580s. This geographic
concentration strengthened their confederacy and gave it the form it had when
allied with New France during the first half of the seventeenth century. Having
formerly existed at the outer margins of an arena of exchange centered in Cahokia,
the Hurons and Iroquois now faced a new source of goods and power to the east.

The diverse native societies encountered by Europeans as they began to set-
tle North America permanently during the seventeenth century were not static
isolates lying outside the ebb and flow of human history. Rather, they were pro-
ducts of a complex set of historical forces, both local and wide ranging, both
deeply rooted and of recent origin. Although their lives and worldviews were
shaped by long-standing traditions of reciprocity and spiritual power, the people
in these communities were also accustomed—contrary to popular myths about
inflexible Indians—to economic and political flux and to absorbing new peoples
(both allies and antagonists), objects, and ideas, including those originating in
Europe. Such combinations of tradition and innovation continued to shape In-
dians’ relations with Europeans, even as the latter’s visits became permanent.

The establishment of lasting European colonies, beginning with New Mex-
ico in 1598, began a phase in the continent’s history that eventually resulted in
the displacement of Indians to the economic, political, and cultural margins of a
new order. But during the interim natives and colonizers entered into numerous
relationships in which they exchanged material goods and often supported one
another diplomatically or militarily against common enemies. These relations
combined native and European modes of exchange. While much of the scholardy
literature emphasizes the subordination and dependence of Indians in these cir-
cumstances, Indians as much as Europeans dictated the form and content of their
early exchanges and alliances. Much of the protocol and ritual surrounding such
intercultural contacts was rooted in indigenous kinship obligations and gift ex-
changes, and Indian consumers exhibited decided preferences for European com-
modities that satisfied social, spiritual, and aesthetic values. Similarly, Indians’
long-range motives and strategies in their alliances with Europeans were fre-
quently rooted in older patterns of alliance and rivalry with regional neighbors.
Such continuities can be glimpsed through a brief consideration of the early co-
lonial-era histories of the Five Nations Iroquois in the Northeast, .... and the
Rio Grande Pueblos in the Southwest.

Post-Mississippian and sixteenth-century pattemns of antagonism between the
Iroquois and their neighbors to the north and west persisted, albeit under altered
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Meanwhile, the Iroquois were also adapting to the growing presence of En-
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should not obscure their pre-European roots and their importance in shaping
colonial history in the Northeast....

In the Southwest, the institution of Spanish colonial rule on the Rio Grande
after 1598 further affected exchange relations between Pueblo Indians and
nearby Apaches and Navajos. By imposing heavy demands for tribute in the
form of corn, the Spanish prevented Pueblo peoples from trading surplus pro-
duce with their non-farming neighbors. In order to obtain the produce on
which they had come to depend, Apaches and Navajos staged deadly raids on
some pueblos, leaving the inhabitants dependent on the Spanish for protection.
In retaliation, Spanish soldiers captured Apaches and Navajos whom they sold as
slaves to their countrymen to the south. From the beginning, the trading pueblos
of Pecos, Picuris, and Taos most resented Spanish control and strongly resisted
the proselytizing of Franciscan missionaries. From the late 1660s, drought and
disease, intensified Apache and Navajo raids, and the severity of Spanish rule
led more and more Indians from all pueblos to question the advantages of Chris-
tianity and to renew their ties to their indigenous religious traditions. Spanish
persecution of native religious leaders and their backsliding followers precipitated
the Pueblo Revolt of 1680, in which the trading Pueblos played a leading role
and which was actively supported by some Navajos and Apaches.

When the Spanish reimposed their rule during the 1690s, they tolerated tra-
ditional Indian religion rather than trying to extirpate it, and they participated in
interregional trade fairs at Taos and other villages. The successful incorporation
of Pueblo Indians as loyal subjects proved vital to New Mexico’s survival as a
colony and, more generally, to Spain’s imperial presence in the Southwest during
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.

As significant as is the divide separating pre- and post-Columbian North
American history, it is not the stark gap suggested by the distinction between
prehistory and history. For varying periods of time after their arrival in North
America, Europeans adapted to the social and political environments they found,
including the fluctuating ties of reciprocity and interdependence as well as ri-
valry, that characterized those environments. They had little choice but to enter
in and participate if they wished to sustain their presence. Eventually, one route
to success proved to be their ability to insert themselves as regional powers in
new networks of exchange and alliance that arose to supplant those of the Mis-
sissippians, Anasazis, and others.

To assert such continuities does not minimize the radical transformations en-
tailed in Europeans’ colonization of the continent and its indigenous peoples.
Arising in Cahokia’s wake, new centers at Montreal, Fort Orange/Albany,
Charleston, and elsewhere permanently altered the primary patterns of exchange
in eastern North America. The riverine system that channeled exchange in the
interior of the continent gave way to one in which growing quandties of goods
arrived from, and were directed to, coastal peripheries and ultimately Europe. In
the Southwest, the Spanish revived Anasazi links with Mesoamerica at some cost
to newer ties between the Rio Grande Pueblos and recently arrived, nonfarming
Athapaskan speakers. More generally, European colonizers brought a complex of
demographic and ecological advantages, most notably epidemic diseases and their
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The Europeans’ New World
JOYCE APPLEBY
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free of the church’s venerable injunction against asking questions about nature.
Men and women in China and Muslim Spain’s Cérdoba had demonstrated a
much stronger inquisitive spirit. In Europe, isolation and religious disapproval
had curtailed curiosity for over a millennium.

Today, plying incessant questions to nature is one of the strongest features
of the modern West. The stirring of Europeans’ interest in the physical world
began at the end of the fifteenth century with the discovery of two continents
lying between them and the Orient. Like most profound cultural changes,
there were layers of habits and convictions to work through before Europeans
could engage fully with the natural world. They had to break with the
church’s prohibition of intrusive questioning about God’s domain—the phe-
nomena of his created universe. The assumption that they already knew every-
thing worth knowing had erected another barrier to the investigative spirit, as
well as the predisposition to look backward to biblical or classical times for
guidance and knowledge. The designation New World suggests the dimension
of their surprise....

The Catholic Church had succeeded for a thousand years in keeping curios-
ity in check out of fear of probing questions about cosmic events like eclipses
and comets. Such inquiries were deemed vain, a petty challenge to God’s all-
encompassing knowledge. Of course the church couldn’t suppress all curiosity,
certainly not a child’s endless queries about what and why. But even the spirits
of children will be dulled if the answers they hear are always “because God.
willed it so0.” The campaign against curiosity began with Augustine, who lived
when Christianity was becoming the dominant religion in Europe....

A very powerful and pervasive institution, the church claimed the authority
to discriminate between legitimate and illicit knowledge, between permitted and
prohibited questions, even between accepted and forbidden methods of acquir-
ing knowledge. After the Reformation, Protestant leaders revived the attack on
curiosity in the sixteenth century. John Calvin associated it with the deadliest of
deadly sins: pride. King James I of England pointed to Eve for evidence of how
curiosity could harm someone.

Europeans were little exposed to the larger world through travel. Religion
had stirred crusades to the Holy Lands in the tenth, eleventh, and twelfth centu-
ries, but after that, the crusaders’ descendants stayed put. Overland trade with
Asia was cut off for decades at a time. Still, there were some venturous souls.
Merchants in Genoa and Majorca began visiting the islands off Africa. The
Vivaldi brothers of Genoa set sail west to India, but were never heard from again.

When that most celebrated traveler, Marco Polo, retumed to Europe in
1294, he landed in a Genoese prison. Fortunately for thousands of future readers,
his cell mate happened to be a writer. To him, Polo recounted the details of his
Venetian merchant family’s twenty years in the Orient and how his father met
Kublai Khan, the grandson of Genghis Kahn. He described their encounters as
diplomats and traders at the great Mongol court at Karakorum and the high
drama of their escape from their possessive host in a perilous two-year voyage.
Most Europeans got their first impression of China, India, and Japan from this

travel journal.
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the way for others to reach the East Indies. A generation of sailors from the ports
of Italy and the Iberian Peninsula could now follow where the geographic pio-
neering of Henry had pointed.

With prospects for great success, the Portuguese king had no compunctions
about rejecting appeals for support from a Genoan named Christopher Columbus,
who had a different idea about reaching the Indies. Discouraged, Columbus
tumned to Spain, where Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand had just joined their
kingdoms to form a united monarchy in Spain. As rivals of Portugal, they sought a
different route to the fabled riches of the Orient and offered to sponsor
Columbus’s expedition. Even more important to the devout queen than catching
up with the Portuguese was the possibility of extending the realm of Christendom
in Asia. Columbus shared this goal. He extracted promises from them to receive
10 percent of all the goods found in the lands. His son wryly noted years later
when the family was fighting over what they thought was due their father that
the monarchs had probably not expected him to get back alive. But he did, after
a seven-month round trip to the Caribbean.

News of the discoveries in the Western Hemisphere arrived when
Europeans were still absorbing the philosophy of ancient Greece and Rome.
After being cut off from these stores of knowledge and wisdom for a millen-
nium, scholars acquired access to them through the libraries of the Muslims in
Cordoba. The rebirth in the term “Renaissance” refers to the flowering of
art and literature in response to this recovery of classical texts. After the Turks
took Constantinople, many Greek scholars moved to Italy, bringing with them
a thorough understanding of the Greco-Roman writers whose worldly per-
spective was so different from the spiritual otherworldliness of medieval
Europe....

Ancient writings brought in a questioning attitude that startled with its intel-
lectual insouciance. They bristled with inquiries, hypotheses, and stratagems for
proof. To read them was to reassess what one thought one knew. The freshness
of this engagement has to be measured against the medieval obsession with doc-
trine, form, and faithfulness to sacred texts. An appreciation of the Greek and
Roman philosophers, like news of the voyages of discovery, moved from the
fifteenth-century preserve of classicists to a wider group of educated readers
with the publication of translations of the texts....

Europeans began studying the recovered works of Ptolemy, the first-century
Greek who had collected in one volume all the geographic knowledge that had
been acquired in his Greco-Roman world, just as the discovery of the New
World was making more salient than ever how little they actually knew about
the planet they lived on. With an old text and a new map, they began delving
into just those subjects that Augustine had excoriated, Even Spanish churchmen
who followed in the wake of the explorers became curious. They justified this
new intellectual trait on the grounds that none of their authorities—biblical or
ancient—knew anything about these strange continents accidentally discovered
on the way to the Orient.

An avid appreciation for ancient philosophers created a whole new
category—that of the humanists, who cultivated classical ideas and styles through
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Canaries, which lay some 1,200 miles from Cadiz, winning for the Spanish a
key station in the Atlantic. From the Canaries Spanish sailors could catch the
best winds to carry them west. By the end of the fifteenth century, monarchs
and financiers were ready to open up their purses to expeditions that would
explore the world by sea.

Like Prince Henry, Columbus studied navigation. He made maps to depict
his conjectures of what the globe really looked like. He also got in touch with
Paolo de Pozzo Toscanelli, a Florentine astronomer and geographer of note,
who had come into contact with writings long lost to Western Europe. Lorenzo
the Magnificent had summoned an ecumenical council in 1439. The thirty-one
Greek bishops who attended this extraordinary gathering brought with them the
knowledge of ancient philosophy that had been preserved in the Byzantine
Empire. They knew the speculations and experiments of the inquisitive Greeks.
Toscanelli talked to these bishops in Florence, reigniting his zeal to figure out the
shape of the earth.

It was one thing to know that the world was not flat and another to have an
accurate idea of its size and shape. Europeans had neither. Worse, their heads
were full of hideous pictures of what lay beyond the waters that lapped at their
shores. Only with the great persuasive powers of a prince of the realm had
Henry the Navigator got his sailors to press farther down the west coast of Africa.
Most people believed that fantastic creatures inhabited the Ocean Sea, as they
called the Atlantic. Others were sure that the bottom teemed with sinners who
were bumning in a molten mass that could suck in vessels that sailed out too far.
Access to the writings of Strabo, a first-century Greek, dissuaded Toscanelli of
the existence of these terrors. Strabo insisted that there was one world and it
was habitable and its landmasses were joined by the Ocean Sea. Toscanelli
went further and said that it would be possible to sail from Europe to India along
the same parallel.

Men with grand visions like those of Columbus had existed before; he suc-
ceeded in implementing his plans because financiers, merchants, and monarchs—
usually given to caution—responded positively to his outsized ambition. Columbus’s
plan contained two errors: he calculated that Japan was 2,400 nautical miles from
the Canaries when it was actually over 10,000. As problematically, he did not an-
ticipate there being a landmass between Europe and Asia! With the confidence of
ignorance, he departed in August 1492 with some 120 men dispersed among two
little caravels, the Nifia and the Pinta, and the larger Santa Maria.

Ardor for heroic adventures may have helped suppress the fear of Co-
lumbus’s seamen for what lay beyond the coastal waters. His sailors were
lucky that Columbus knew about the clockwise circular wind patterns of
the Atlantic, which would get them back home before exhausting their
food supply. Elated by his success in making a landfall after nine weeks, Co-
lumbus sailed home convinced that he had found a landmass not far away
from Asia whose store of riches he had read about in his favorite text, The
Travels of Marco Polo. )

In 1497 the king of Portugal commissioned Pedro Alvares Cabral to
strengthen contacts with Asian merchants, sending him off with a fleet of
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The engagement with natural phenomena involved Europeans in an in-
quiry about sex and sexuality. The nude bodies of the Amerindians provoked
questions about the meaning of nakedness. Innocence and barbarity competed
as answers. When explorers encountered willing sexual partners in the New
World, their reports led to a new discourse about sexuality. Nor were sexual
questions confined to humans. Botanists would use reproductive organs to cat-
egorize plants, and the sexual exclusivity among animals became the way nat-
uralists defined species. Reproduction and the incorporation of new traits in
the lineage of living things would form the basis of Darwin’s explosive expla-

nation of human origins, bringing to a climax the four-century examination of

matural phenomena that the discoveries of the world outside of Europe
provoked.

No one had any idea of what would happen if ships sailed west across the
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