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IN January 1788 the First Fleet dropped anchor in Botany Bay and 
began disgorging its cargo of convicts, marines, and officials to inaugu-
rate the colonial history of Australia. It arrived in the middle of global 

revolutionary changes that were ushering in the modern world. Britain 
was industrializing, capitalism was beginning to conquer the world, and 
political upheavals flying the banner of popular sovereignty were bringing 
down established regimes across the Americas and Europe. Fundamental 
reconfigurations of space and power were central to these transformations. 
More than ever before, territorial states were taking shape with clear, hard 
outer boundaries and uniform internal sovereignty. And within these states, 
land was being reconfigured as private property. From Thomas Jefferson’s 
Virginia to Napoléon Bonaparte’s expanded France, the absolute rights 
of owners were proclaimed. Political and property boundaries were now 
construed as precise and measurable, with fuzzy and overlapping claims rel-
egated to the past. When it came to Indigenous lands and the processes of 
colonization in the wake of the American Revolution, there was little room 
for ambiguity: once territory entered the settler sphere, it was supposed 
to be fully subject to American sovereignty and a settler property regime. 
Indigenous peoples were utterly excluded.1 

Unlike the Americas, Australia was settled entirely under the auspices 
of the modern, absolutist conception of political and economic space. Its 
history of colonizing was also marked by some further peculiarities: spon-
sorship by a global superpower, an absence of interimperial competition, 
and an indigenous population that was, under these circumstances, militar-
ily weak and lacking in commodities that colonists might be willing to trade 
for. The expansion of settler control, by no means unopposed, advanced 

Allan Greer is a professor of history and Canada Research Chair in Colonial North 
America at McGill University.

1 For an important general study of the advent of modernity, see C. A. Bayly, The 
Birth of the Modern World, 1780–1914: Global Connections and Comparisons (Oxford, 
2004). On issues of space, property, and sovereignty, see Allan Greer, Property and Dis-
possession: Natives, Empires and Land in Early Modern North America (New York, 2018), 
chap. 11.
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rapidly through massacres, forced migrations, and assimilation. Given this 
power imbalance, the invaders saw no need to negotiate treaties of land 
cession. Instead they treated the country as legally empty—terra nullius—a 
striking contrast with North and South America, where the centuries-long 
and highly competitive European invasion had spawned powerful coalescent 
societies such as the Mapuche, the Comanches, and the Lakotas, capable of 
keeping colonization at bay for a long time.2 Australia therefore appears as a 
kind of “ideal type” of modern settler colonialism, a place where Indigenous 
resistance was weak, where the complexities of pre-Enlightenment territori-
ality were absent, and where the brutal logic of appropriation could operate 
on what looked like (but was not) a clean slate. It was with this Australian 
history in mind that Patrick Wolfe first developed his theory of settler colo-
nialism, largely as a response to a postcolonial scholarship focused on col-
onies of exploitation.3 An omnivorous reader with a probing mind, Wolfe 
also engaged deeply with the histories of India, the United States, and Israel, 
among other sites of colonization. But his thinking was strongly shaped by 
the Australian case as the prototypical instance of settler colonialism. 

The most rigorous of the settler colonial theorists in my opinion, Wolfe 
insisted that his subject was not an ideology or a set of ideas but rather 
a logic. “Although predicated on land rather than on human bodies,” he 
writes, “settler colonialism is premised on a cultural logic of elimination 
that insistently seeks the removal of indigenous humans from the land 
in question.”4 The “logic of elimination” is a basic drive to get rid of the 
Indigenous presence by one means or another and to replace it with a new 
society. This approach encompasses material as well as discursive aspects; 
massacre, removal, assimilation, and immigration are part of its repertoire, 
and so too are various forms of racism, legal instruments of dispossession, 
and historical narratives denying violence.5 Heavily indebted to Marxism 
and postcolonial theory, Wolfe grounded his concept in material consider-
ations: the basic distinction between settler colonialism and the “ordinary” 
colonialism of the sort one finds in nineteenth-century India or Africa is 
that the latter depends on the exploitation of native labor while the former 
had no real need for the natives’ work and only wanted their land.6

2 Pekka Hämäläinen, “The Shapes of Power: Indians, Europeans, and North Amer-
ican Worlds from the Seventeenth to the Nineteenth Century,” in Contested Spaces of 
Early America, ed. Juliana Barr and Edward Countryman (Philadelphia, 2014), 31–68.

3 Patrick Wolfe, Settler Colonialism and the Transformation of Anthropology: The Poli-
tics and Poetics of an Ethnographic Event (London, 1999).

4 Patrick Wolfe, “Corpus Nullius: The Exception of Indians and Other Aliens in US 
Constitutional Discourse,” Postcolonial Studies 10, no. 2 (June 2007): 127–51 (quotation, 
147).

5 Wolfe, Settler Colonialism and the Transformation of Anthropology, 4–5.
6 Wolfe was aware that settlers did sometimes rely on Indigenous labor, coerced or 

otherwise, and acknowledged that this practice was at odds with his definition of settler 
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Extending this basic analysis, Wolfe developed a highly suggestive, if 
somewhat schematic, theory of race formation.7 With the United States 
mainly in mind, he argued that the racism directed at African Americans 
and that focused on Native Americans were different species of exclusion. 
Whereas the one had to do with denigrated, unfree labor, the other targeted 
peoples whose very existence stood as an obstacle to the expansion of settler 
society—it was the racism of work versus the racism of land. Wolfe pointed 
to the divergent treatment of African Americans and Indigenous people 
where “race mixing” was concerned, arguing that the “one-drop rule” that 
treated anyone with the slightest African ancestry as black reflected the col-
onizer’s concern to maximize the laboring population, whereas the tendency 
to assimilate people of European and Indigenous ancestry to the white cat-
egory (particularly characteristic of Australian practice) stemmed from an 
impulse to reduce and eliminate the Native population.

All very well where the nineteenth century is concerned, but readers 
of the Quarterly may legitimately ask whether the concept of settler colo-
nialism helps us to understand North America prior to the late eighteenth 
century. Or is Wolfe’s framework stuck in the modern? Is it indeed a theory 
of modernity? Wolfe did have much to say on early America and settler 
colonialism, but insightful though his writings on that subject are, they 
are quite different from the reflections he derived from the Australian case. 
The materialism has faded, replaced by a preoccupation with colonialist 
doctrines and discourses. He emphasized an imperialist legal notion, the 
“doctrine of discovery,” whereby European monarchies supposedly asserted 
both sovereignty and dominium from the moment of contact, reducing 
Indigenous peoples to mere occupants of the land. This he saw as the 
basis for a future physical dispossession and replacement by settlers.8 On 
this point, Wolfe seems to be swallowing the historical fable promulgated 
in the 1820s by Chief Justice John Marshall to justify Indian removal and 
other legal techniques of dispossession. Marshall notoriously propounded 

colonialism. Since the time he wrote on that subject, however, evidence has accumulated 
to suggest that Indigenous slavery (not to mention other forms of coerced Native labor) 
was actually a massive phenomenon in colonial North America. See, among other works 
on the subject, Brett Rushforth, Bonds of Alliance: Indigenous and Atlantic Slaveries in 
New France (Williamsburg, Va., and Chapel Hill, N.C., 2012); Margaret Ellen Newell, 
Brethren by Nature: New England Indians, Colonists, and the Origins of American Slavery 
(Ithaca, N.Y., 2015); Andrés Reséndez, The Other Slavery: The Uncovered Story of Indian 
Enslavement in America (Boston, 2016).

7 Patrick Wolfe, “Land, Labor, and Difference: Elementary Structures of Race,” 
American Historical Review 106, no. 3 (June 2001): 866–905; Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism 
and the Elimination of the Native,” Journal of Genocide Research 8, no. 4 (December 
2006): 387–409, esp. 388; Wolfe, Traces of History: Elementary Structures of Race (London, 
2016), 173–201.

8 Wolfe, Journal of Genocide Research 8: 390–91 (“doctrine,” 390); Wolfe, Traces of 
History, 141–46.
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the view that “discovery” was tantamount to conquest and that the United 
States had inherited Britain’s claim not only to rule but also to own vast 
portions of the continent.9 Wolfe took this breathtaking distortion of the 
colonial past as a description of early modern colonization rather than as 
a more modern ideological justification for contemporary practices of dis-
possession. More generally, he tended to exaggerate the importance and 
misconstrue the thrust of the arrogant pronouncements of sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century imperialists, reading into their vague territorial pre-
tensions a real program for replacing Natives with settlers. Apart from the 
fact that colonial charters and other early assertions of sovereignty were 
more likely to suggest the incorporation than the elimination of Indigenous 
peoples, these expressions of imperialist chutzpah cannot be taken as guides 
to what actually happened, any more than the Epistles of Saint Paul can 
explain the Crusades.

In Wolfe’s wake, a whole school of settler colonial history has arisen 
with the aim of reexamining world history through this lens. This intellec-
tual movement has spawned many valuable studies of modern colonialism, 
notably in applying the concept to the case of Israel as well as to numerous 
other nineteenth- and twentieth-century contexts. Insofar as more remote 
periods are concerned, however, results have been less impressive. A recently 
published handbook attempts to sum up the history of settler colonial-
ism over the millennia and around the world through an array of essays 
on topics ranging from ancient empires to present-day New Caledonia.10 
Readers of the volume learn about the Portuguese settlement of the islands 
of Madeira and the Azores (where there were no indigenous populations to 
eliminate) and about Roman colonia, which reinforced Roman presence on 
the edges of their multiethnic empire but which only pushed aside natives 
from small enclaves. Some of the premodern cases show affinities to settler 
colonialism à la Wolfe, but the contributors generally conclude that the fit 
is partial at best. The scholarship on display is very good but in most cases 
fairly conventional in approach, and it is hard to see what value settler colo-
nial theory adds. In this volume and in other programmatic publications, 
definitions of settler colonialism are rather amorphous, generally lacking the 
theoretical bite of Wolfe’s early writings. 

9 Eric Hinderaker, Elusive Empires: Constructing Colonialism in the Ohio Valley, 
1673–1800 (New York, 1997), 265–67; Stuart Banner, How the Indians Lost Their Land: 
Law and Power on the Frontier (Cambridge, Mass., 2005), 168–90; Lindsay G. Robertson, 
Conquest By Law: How the Discovery of America Dispossessed Indigenous Peoples of Their 
Lands (New York, 2005); Greer, Property and Dispossession, 425–27. 

10 Edward Cavanagh and Lorenzo Veracini, eds., The Routledge Handbook of the 
History of Settler Colonialism (New York, 2017). See also Caroline Elkins and Susan Ped-
ersen, “Introduction: Settler Colonialism: A Concept and Its Uses,” in Settler Colonialism 
in the Twentieth Century: Projects, Practices, Legacies, ed. Elkins and Pedersen (New York, 
2005), 1–20; Veracini, Settler Colonialism: A Theoretical Overview (New York, 2010). 
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 settler colonialism and empire in early america 387

In my own field, attempts to reconceive New France’s history on a set-
tler colonial basis have led to lamentable results. Emboldened by theory and 
unencumbered by substantial knowledge of the topic, Edward Cavanagh 
argues that early New France needs to be understood as a “corporate” 
colony founded on the principle of terra nullius.11 That legal notion had 
long served as a justification for the colonization of Australia, so why not 
New France? Aware of, but undeterred by, Lauren Benton and Benjamin 
Straumann’s demonstration that this phrase was unheard of before the nine-
teenth century, Cavanagh constructs a new, ad hoc definition of the term by 
which it comes to stand for a failure to recognize “Aboriginal title” (which 
is actually a twentieth-century concept) linked to a willingness to settle 
land without purchase or cession. “The practice of terra nullius—whereby 
settlers acquire title, improve, and alienate, in a colonized region where 
no purchases, cessions, or conquests take place—was prevalent in New 
France.”12 In fact, the French never maintained that North America was 
empty; to the contrary, their program of colonization was all about incor-
porating Indigenous nations into their empire. In New France, as in New 
Spain, officials repeatedly proclaimed Indigenous lands inviolable, and the 
layered land tenures of Canada left considerable room for settler-Indigenous 
coexistence. That said, French settlers did indeed dispossess and displace 
Natives (if not on a large scale, given the demographics); however, purchases 
and cessions are neither here nor there. The practice of purchase and ces-
sion, initiated in some of the English colonies in the seventeenth century 
and later enshrined in the Royal Proclamation of 1763, was an instrument of 
unusually thoroughgoing dispossession.13 It was a quintessential settler colo-
nial technique for utterly eliminating Indigenous property, and so the fact 
that the French took a less absolutist approach makes a poor justification for 
equating them with the colonizers of Australia.

Unarguably, there are places and periods in the early modern history 
of North America where the “logic of elimination” was operative in both 
its material and its discursive aspects, where Natives were massacred and 
pushed aside to make way for colonists who proclaimed the land rightfully 
and exclusively theirs. For readers of this journal, it is hardly necessary 
to enumerate the sites along the Atlantic coast where colonists displaced 

11 Edward Cavanagh, “Possession and Dispossession in Corporate New France, 
1600–1663: Debunking a ‘Juridical History’ and Revisiting Terra Nullius,” Law and His-
tory Review 32, no. 1 (February 2014): 97–125.

12 Cavanagh, Law and History Review 32: 99 (“Aboriginal”), 124 (“practice”); Lauren 
Benton and Benjamin Straumann, “Acquiring Empire by Law: From Roman Doctrine 
to Early Modern European Practice,” Law and History Review 28, no. 1 (February 2010): 
1–38.

13 Allan Greer, “Dispossession in a Commercial Idiom: From Indian Deeds to Land 
Cession Treaties,” in Barr and Countryman, Contested Spaces of Early America, 69–92; 
Greer, Property and Dispossession, chap. 5.
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Indigenous peoples and established jurisdictions, sovereignties, and property 
regimes for themselves, for the basic outlines of this story of appropriation 
and dispossession have long been familiar to historians. It is not entirely 
clear that labeling it an instance of settler colonialism adds much to our 
understanding of the phenomenon. More importantly, it is not obvious 
that settler colonial studies have much to contribute to the study—central 
to current work in the field—of the broader, continental context in which 
North American colonies took shape. 

The European invasion of America was extensive and variegated; settler 
colonies were but one dimension of the larger process and, until the nine-
teenth century, not the most spatially significant. North of New Spain and 
east of the narrow English and French settlements lay the vast bulk of the 
North American continent, Indigenous country that was neither conquered 
nor colonized. Yet even in the absence of the eliminationist workings of set-
tler colonialism, it was strongly affected by the European presence, more so 
in some periods and regions than in others. Consider, for example, the large 
southeastern region often referred to as the “shatter zone,” where waves of 
violence and disease succeeded one another, beginning with Hernando de 
Soto’s entrada of 1539–42 and continuing through successive slave raids and 
the rise of militaristic coalescent societies that Robbie Ethridge and others 
have tracked.14 Trade with South Carolina, especially of guns for slaves, 
was the main driver of this destructive upheaval, and so, of course, coloni-
zation was centrally implicated. Something generally similar was occurring 
in the southwestern borderlands due to the presence of the colony of New 
Mexico.15 Only in a settler national narrative of the most providentialist sort 
could the emergence of these regional shatter zones be seen as simply paving 
the way for settlement and colonization.

Further north, the Great Lakes region was similarly shaken by more 
than a century of wars and migrations following Haudenosaunee and 
French intrusions that started in the 1660s. This was a site where French, 
and later British, intruders played a transformative role through trade, 
religious evangelism, diplomatic negotiation, sex, and war. They did not 
conquer or rule—and they certainly did not settle, except in the tiniest 
enclaves—but they did exert influence and claim imperial sovereignty.16 
Coming to terms with French sovereignty claims to the Great Lakes and 

14 Robbie Ethridge and Sheri M. Shuck-Hall, eds., Mapping the Mississippian Shat-
ter Zone: The Colonial Indian Slave Trade and Regional Instability in the American South 
(Lincoln, Neb., 2009); Ethridge, From Chicaza to Chickasaw: The European Invasion and 
the Transformation of the Mississippian World, 1540–1715 (Chapel Hill, N.C., 2010).

15 Ned Blackhawk, Violence over the Land: Indians and Empires in the Early Amer-
ican West (Cambridge, Mass., 2006); Pekka Hämäläinen, The Comanche Empire (New 
Haven, Conn., 2008).

16 Richard White, The Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and Republics in the Great 
Lakes Region, 1650–1815 (Cambridge, 1991); Gilles Havard, Empire et métissages: Indiens et 
français dans le pays d’en haut, 1660–1715 (Sillery, Quebec, 2003).
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 settler colonialism and empire in early america 389

Upper Mississippi requires us to recognize a more complex, less fully ter-
ritorialized and exclusive concept of political authority than the modern 
definition that dominates Wolfe’s thinking on the subject. French imperial 
sovereignty here was a matter of infiltration rather than full takeover; cer-
tainly it had nothing to do with eliminating the Native, for it was entirely 
dependent upon that Indigenous presence. As was the case in the Southeast, 
there was a colony in the picture, in this case French Canada on the Saint 
Lawrence River, the source of commercial supplies, missionaries, coureurs 
de bois, and military officers. The whole pays d’en haut phenomenon 
was unimaginable in the absence of this European settlement (and vice 
versa). Consequently, it would be problematic to isolate the colonized col-
onies from the interior zones of influence and subject them to analysis as 
instances of settler colonialism. Canada and the pays d’en haut were inex-
tricably connected. In this respect, New France was exceptional only in the 
scale of its imperial hinterland. All across the trans-Appalachian interior in 
the eighteenth century, Indigenous territories were affected by direct and 
indirect Euro-American infiltration, without conquest or real colonization. 
Settler colonial theory seems ill-equipped to deal with the complexities of 
these commercial/imperial incursions except as a prelude to settlement.

To take full account of the larger continental field and the upheavals 
occasioned by European intrusion, we need to think about empires as well 
as settler colonies—or rather we need to consider settler colonialism as an 
aspect of early modern imperialism. Recent work on the history of empires 
underscores the wide variety of spatial practices employed in the creation of 
overseas empires in the early modern period, the nodes and networks, the 
reliance on sea-lanes and interior waterways to extend power and extract 
wealth.17 Colonial settlements were one element of a broader pattern of 
imperial expansion, especially prominent in the British American Empire. 
Settler colonial theory, valid and useful though it may be in certain settings, 
has the effect of isolating processes of colonization from larger processes of 
imperial penetration. It also has the effect of flattening long-term historical 
change by assimilating early modern colonialism to patterns of settlement 
and dispossession more characteristic of the nineteenth century. 

That said, let me acknowledge one of the important contributions of 
settler colonial theory to the practice of history. Regardless of the period 
we study, historians inhabit the modern world (call it postmodern if you 
prefer; it makes no difference to the present point), and many of us are 
non-Indigenous residents of settler colonial countries. Since, as Patrick 
Wolfe never tired of repeating, settler colonialism is “a structure not an 
event,” we are the beneficiaries of eliminationist practices that continue to 

17 Lauren Benton, A Search for Sovereignty: Law and Geography in European Empires, 
1400–1900 (New York, 2010). See also Jane Burbank and Frederick Cooper, Empires in 
World History: Power and the Politics of Difference (Princeton, N.J., 2010).
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victimize Native peoples.18 As citizens and as scholars, we should be mindful 
of our subject positionality in this respect. And surely that means scrutiniz-
ing the past for differences and transformations, not for pieces of evidence 
taken out of context to suggest an eternal always-already condition.

18 For Wolfe’s repeated phrase, see Wolfe, Settler Colonialism and the Transformation 
of Anthropology, 2; Wolfe, Journal of Genocide Research 8: 388. See also Lorenzo Veracini, 
The Settler Colonial Present (Basingstoke, U.K., 2015).
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