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Introduction
This paper attempts to construct a conceptual framework and provide an outline
analysis for the comparative historical study of settler economies. While our primary
focus is on economic history we know that economies cannot be studied in reality as
if they were not actually embedded within societies, cultures, and polities.
The world economic and geopolitical system of the past several centuries has
been one largely determined by European imperialism, European capitalism, and
European migration.

Most of the world was conquered by or at least heavily

influenced by Europeans. Modern settler societies (or ‘Neo-Europes’ to use Crosby’s
1986 term), as they are typically identified, emerged mainly in certain European
colonies where a specific combination of temperate climates; land abundance;
marginalised and sometimes decimated indigenous populations; and large scale
European immigration with their European cultures, laid the foundation for a new
form of economy within a world economic context in the 19th century.
Prominent examples of modern settler societies where large numbers of
Europeans settled and developed their own ways of life, promoting their specific
economic interests, particularly insofar as land and labor were concerned, include the
British colonies in North America and in Australia and New Zealand, the Dutch
colony in South Africa, the Spanish colonies in the southern cone of South America,
the British settler colonies in South Africa and Southern Rhodesia, and the French
colonies in North Africa and the Pacific (Denoon, 1983; Mosley, 1983; Ferro, 1997;
Weaver, 2003). Besides these most prominent examples, we should include in the
broad spectrum of settled colonization also such cases as the Russian settled
expansion into Siberia and Central Asia in the 19th and 20th Centuries, the German
attempts to settle Prussian Poland prior to WWI, the colonization of the German
Templars in Palestine in the 19th and the early 20th Century, and the somewhat
exceptional phenomenon of nationally driven Jewish immigration and settlement in
Palestine in the first half of the 20th Century.1 Many of these areas evolved from older
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Two other possible Asian examples – Taiwan and Singapore – should be mentioned. Benedict
Anderson (2001) has argued that Taiwan, with its mixture of indigenous and settler population from the
mainland after 1949 shares many of the characteristics of the other settler societies. Singapore is also a
society constituted (almost completely) by settlers who arrived from China, SE Asia and South Asia
under British colonial rule. Both of these examples have developed cultures and institutions that have a
genesis in but significant divergences from the dominant founding culture, which is China. Singapore’s
post-colonial nature is a hybrid – of British, Chinese, Malay, and distinctive Singaporean features –
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colonies of free European settlement in temperate and colder zones founded before
the 18th century, as in the cases of Quebec, Newfoundland, New England, the MidAtlantic, the River Plate and pampas area, central Chile, and the Cape, which were
founded with locally-oriented rather than world-oriented agricultural production
systems.
This formation persisted in its basic structural form into the 20th century and
even unto the present in some respects although all zones have now evolved into a
post-settler situation.

While the variations within this general formation were

considerable, depending in part upon, among many factors, geographical
preconditions, colonial culture, administrative regimes, degree of indigenous
resistance, sources and scale of immigration, and local institutional developments, we
believe it is possible to make a comparative world historical study of this formation
and of its significance up to the early 21 st Century. The comparative histories of the
temperate settler regions present a complex pattern of variations on certain delimited
themes of geography, race, labour, investment, immigration, and social relations.
These themes distinguish settler economies from other kinds of European settlements
and their subsequent histories.
Two other broad types of European colonial and post-colonial formations can
be distinguished, each of which, like the modern settler economies that are our focus,
had foundations that strongly influenced their development. Firstly, tropical and subtropical servile-labour colonies, such as in the Caribbean, southern North America,
most of Brazil, and a few islands in the Indian and Pacific Oceans, where imported
slaves or indentured labourers outnumbered indigenes and settlers. Here commercial
plantation or ‘extractive’ agricultural production was for the world market. And
secondly, other tropical colonies where the ethnic composition remained
predominantly indigenous, such as the Andes, Mexico and Central America, South
Asia, South East Asia, and Pacific Islands. The economic systems in this zone largely
reflected this indigeneity in development, in spite of some European immigration,
which marks it as similar to other settler societies, but its geographical and economic structures are
completely different so it doesn’t fit the pattern. Taiwan is closer to the pattern and its recent
institutional development of property rights, democracy, liberalism, and, nationalism, with a complex set
of tensions between indigenies and settlers over these issues, is comparatively interesting.
Demographically, however, the settler proportion is relatively small, and the ethnic and cultural
differences between natives and settlers was small to begin with and has blurred even further. Besides,
Taiwan was never considered by either group after 1949 or by the metropole to be a colony (it had been a
Japanese colony up to 1945) but merely a rebellious segment of the main society. Perhaps the nearest
parallel to a European colony is with Algeria.
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some servile labour zones, and the emergence of enclaves of extractive commercial
connections with the world economy. The indigenous societies and cultures in this
second type remained more or less intact in many places, especially in Asia and the
Pacific; in others, such as the Andean and central American areas, mestizo societies
and cultures developed; and in still others, such as the Caribbean and certain Indian
and Pacific islands, societies and cultures developed among transplanted populations
that came from neither Europe nor the indigenous people.
These two categories plus the modern settler society category do not, of
course, always capture all colonial and post-colonial possibilities equally well. There
were degrees of overlap between them especially with regard to labour control
systems, and there was an evolution from one type to another in some of them. The
point here is to focus upon what was distinctive and determining about the modern
settler socio-economic formation within the world economy context and to see that
formation in comparative and historical perspectives as a distinct kind of colonial and
post-colonial society.
The modern settler societies of the 19th and 20th centuries do seem to share
special features that constitute them as an internally comparable group of economies
and societies. The paths of their economic and social development often proceeded in
parallel as a result of similar dynamic interconnections between waves of
immigration, the marginalization (or worse) of native peoples in many places,
European capital importation, land abundance, free labor (at least after the mid-19th
century), socially-useful political institutions (that is, institutions designed to develop
the economy rather than extract rents for some domestic or foreign elite), and
development of neo-European cultures.
Neo-European

settler

societies

have

been

much

studied

but

not

comprehensively nor with sufficient attention to their world comparative economic,
demographic, and historical characters. Settler societies were last studied in a
systematic fashion in the 1960s to 1980s. Some seminal works from that era were
Hartz (1964) and later Denoon (1983) and the Platt and DiTella (1985) collection of
papers. Some work in the 1970s and 80s concentrated on comparisons between a
small number of settler societies. (eg Platt and DiTella’s concentration on Argentina,
Australia, and Canada, Dingle and Merrett on Argentina and Australia (1985) After
being out of fashion for many years, interest in settler economies and societies is once
again on the rise (eg Engerman and Sokoloff, 1997, 2005; Acemoglu et. al., 2001,
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2002; Davis and Gallman, 2001; Easterly and Levine, 2003). One central interest
today is in the lessons of settler economies for understanding the process of economic
growth and development. The various patterns of divergence and convergence make
comparisons very fruitful.

Among the topics of enduring interest are issues of

property rights, land tenure and distribution of ownership, the legacies of frontier
settlement patterns, immigration policies, demographic patterns, labor and capital
markets, trading patterns and blocs, environmental degradation and management
issues, and relationships between indigenous people and settlers including issues of
reconciliation and the roles of remnant settler populations in certain post-colonial
situations.

Colonizing Settlement: Concepts and Early Beginnings
When thinking about settlement in human history, two distinct, though not
independent, notions come to mind. One is that of settling down, and the other, of
settling somewhere else. The first notion refers to the transformation of nomadic into
settled societies, starting in the tenth millennium BC with the great Neolithic
revolution from food gathering to food production. The transition from nomadic to
sedentary way of life has since spread in time and space to turn most of humanity into
settled populations.
The second notion relates to the ever present movements of people form one
habitat to another. While some movements of this nature were undoubtedly
intertwined with the settling down of nomadic tribes in new areas to which they
moved (a notable case would be, for example, the movement of the nomadic Magyars
to, and settlement in, the Danube valley in the 9th Century), the notion of settling
somewhere else refers typically to the emigration of already settled peoples from their
original habitat to new destinations. These movements (being either voluntary or
coerced) have been of various kinds, ranging from the resettlement of entire
populations, to the migration of single families and individuals.
Within this encompassing range, a distinct place has been saved in history for
patterns of settlement on new lands to have become the possession of the settling
peoples and/or their (home country) rulers. Such patterns, characterized in the
historical and social science literature as settler colonization, have been part of human
history since ancient times. They have provided important mechanisms of spatial
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expansion and often, powerful instruments that have been utilized by colonizing
governments for establishing and enforcing control over the newly settled territories.
Settler colonization, which could possibly be traced back in time to the settlement of
the Philistines, the Israeli tribes and other peoples in the eastern Mediterranean in the
13th and 12th Centuries BC, and to the Chinese colonizing expansion from the Yellow
River southward starting in the 9th Century BC, remained a living phenomenon
through history, with the European and European-originating societies – on which our
attention is focused here – playing in it a major role (McNeill, 1992; Bartlett, 1993;
Osterhammel, 1997; Weaver, 2003).
In associating colonization with the expansion of societies beyond their
original habitat, two forms come immediately to mind. One refers to the pushing of
the frontier of settlement, either by extending the settled areas within the existing
borders (however defined) of the society in question or by pushing those borders
outward. In either case the colonized areas are spatially linked to the home base, thus
making for contiguous territorial extension from the settlers' original habitat to their
colonized destination.
The second form is that of colonizing settlement in distant areas, spatially
separated from the settlers' place of origin. Such movements have typically, albeit not
exclusively, taken the migratory settlers overseas, making in most cases their
colonization, at least for some period of time, a kind of colonial outpost of the sending
society.
Both forms of colonizing settlements have been part of the European scene
since antiquity. They are found already in the Mediterranean world of the Greeks and
the Phoenicians, with their frontier-pushing and "offshoots" settlements across the
sea. The Roman urban colonization up to the Rhine and the Danube came next,
extending the northern and eastern edges of the Empire and largely determining its
spatial span of control. The services offered to Rome by non-Roman (barbarians),
who functioned as soldiers and agricultural colonizers along the border (limes),
provided another supporting factor in keeping the Roman frontier intact.
When the Empire lost its power, though, the non-Roman tribes of the North
and of the Eastern steppes began to move southward toward the Mediterranean, partly
as a hedge against possible population-growth-caused famine, thereby reversing the
direction of frontier-pushing settlement in early Medieval Europe. The conquests of
the Saracens in the Mediterranean basin, of the Vikings in Western Europe and in the
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Mediterranean, and of the Magyars in the Danube valley, marked another facet of
colonizing penetrations to the European terrain, bringing the unstable era of the early
middle ages to a close by the 10th Century, and providing a prelude to the expansion
of Europe's Latin Christendom in the High Middle Ages between the 10 th and the 14th
Centuries (Verlinden, 1970: ix-xxi).

Medieval and Modern Settler Colonization: Some Comparative Perspectives
The expansion of the High Middle Ages, which was undoubtedly a decisive factor in
the making of modern Europe, constituted a highly significant phase in the history of
settler colonization. It involved substantial emigration from the core areas of western
and central Europe into new territories, a movement driven by a mixture of
demographic pressure (the population of Europe may have risen from 30 millions in
1000 AD to 74 millions in 1340 AD, Livi-Bacci, 1997: 31) and by related, spatiallylinked, political and economic considerations of peasants and lords of the land,
coupled with the papacy's motivation to spread Latin Christianity (Bartlett, 1993).
While some of the colonizing activity was confined to the core areas
themselves, where new land on the internal frontiers of settlement in countries such as
England, France, and western Germany were cleared and settled, its main direction
was to push outward the external frontiers. Most significant in this respect was the
eastward migration and settlement of Germans in the Slavic areas across the Elbe.
Two other prominent cases of such expansionary migrations were the colonization of
the re-conquered Iberian Peninsula by the Christians, and the settlement of AngloNormans and Flemish people in the Celtic lands of Wales and Scotland (Jiménez,
1989; Lotter, 1989; Bartlett, 1993; Moreno, 1999; Power, 1999; Rady, 1999).
Apart from moving to and settling in spatially contiguous territories, the High
Middle Ages were noticeable also for some of the renowned, pre-modern experiences
of distant colonization. Part of it was located in the North, like, for example, the
settlement of the English in Ireland following the island's conquest in the 12 th
Century, but most of the action was concentrated in the Mediterranean. It started with
the celebrated Crusaders' colonization in Palestine, the Holy Land across the sea –
Outremer, and went on with the establishment of the Frankish states in the eastern
Mediterranean, commercially supporting and supported by the colonial outposts of the
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Italian city states in the Mediterranean basin and on the shores of the Black Sea
(Bartlett, 1993).
Regarding the Crusaders' settlement, Ronnie Ellenblum, in his book on the
Frankish Rural Settlement in the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem, points out that
At the root of Frankish migration to the Levant were the same
reasons which brought eleventh - and twelfth - century
generations to seek a haven and a piece of land somewhere in
Europe. Just as there were people who settled in Sicily or Spain
immediately after they were conquered, so were there people
who elected to settle in the Levant. These settlers wanted to
live, raise families, build homes, acquire estates, and not
merely to die in the name of God. They did not come to the
East only for idealistic reasons. The land and farming claimed
their time and strength, and the hardships of daily life were
their challenge (Ellenblum, 1996, pp. 280-281).

This observation suggests that while the Crusading idea may have underlain European
colonization in the eastern Mediterranean, as well as the expansion of Latin
Christendom in northern and eastern Europe and in the Iberian Peninsula, material
considerations were instrumental in bringing these activities about. The population
pressure on the land in the European core vis-à-vis the high land to labor ratio in the
periphery led the would be settlers to expect to gain economically and personally from
the move to the new destination areas.
Likewise, the expansionist lords of the land were prompted to match these
expectations, providing adequate incentives for settlement in the outside territories.
This dynamic was particularly noticeable on the internal and external frontiers of the
European core area where settlers were typically granted such privileges as a status of
free hereditary leaseholders (not to be subjected to manorial labor services), land
alienability rights, reduced rents and tithes and even complete exemption from these
dues for a number of years on cleared and newly settled land (Lotter, 1989; Bartlett,
1993; Moreno, 1999).
The people who were induced by these and similar incentives to colonize new
territories had to confront nature and/or the resident populations in the areas they
settled. The need to overcome the constraints of nature was typically present on the
internal frontiers of settlement within the medieval polities, turning moors and forests
into inhabitable land was the main task there. But the major colonization efforts at the
time, those extending the external frontiers into newly conquered or peacefully
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penetrated areas, let alone colonization across the sea, had primarily involved, besides
some struggles against nature as well, encounters with the resident populations.
Considering such encounters, we can detect in the colonization of the High
Middle Ages two basic types of interaction between the settling and the resident
populations. One, which may be identified as absorptive expansion, was characterized
by the colonizers absorbing into their political, religious, social, and cultural realms
both the territories into which they moved and their inhabitants. The substantial, and to
a large extent peaceful, eastward movement of Germans into the Slavic country
(Ostsiedlung), Germanizing and Christianizing the entire area between the Elba and the
Oder, was the most prominent manifestation of this type. Note also that the German
expansion was largely facilitated by materially driven initiatives on a local and regional
basis, capitalizing on the settlers' advantage in technology and organization of
production (Bartlett, 1993; Rady, 1999).
The second type of interaction could be classified as segregated colonization,
referring to those cases in which the settlers enforced themselves on the colonized
territory, mostly as a consequence of military conquest, and remained separated from
its local population. In some instances, the settlers' "sending" polities became the longlasting power governing the settled territories, as was the case in the re-conquered
Iberian Peninsula. The settlement of Christians there on land that was either unoccupied
or previously populated by Muslims, which began already in the 9th Century AD and
intensified in the 12th Century, strengthened the spatial control of the Christian
kingdoms over the re-captured regions. But unlike the Slavs in the Germanized east, the
resident Muslims (and Jews) were left out of and ultimately expelled from the Catholic
polities and societies of Spain and Portugal. Another notable case in point was the
English colonization of Ireland in the 12th Century AD (Jiménez, 1989; Moreno, 1999).
In other instances settlers kept isolating themselves from the local, at least nonChristian, population in territories that they were able to control for only a limited
period of time. The Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem and other areas conquered by the
Franks in the Levant since the 12th Century AD exemplify vividly this dynamic. As
Ellenblum (1996) has shown, the Franks settled in urban localities and in rural areas
that were populated by local (Syrian) Christians, but avoided the areas populated by
Muslims. Moreover, while the Syrian-Christians were incorporated into the feudal or
ecclesiastic hierarchy of the crusaders' colonizing society, in which the Franks occupied
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the highest echelon, the Muslim population remained separated all together from the
Christian socio-political structure.
The different encounters between immigrating settlers and resident populations
as well as the other attributes of medieval expansion that we glanced at here
demonstrate that key "ingredients" of modern settler colonization, both overland and
overseas, or some variations of them, were already present in the High Middle Ages.
This observation refers, among others, to such factors as differential land/labor ratios in
areas of origin and destination, comparative advantages of settlers in organization and
production know-how, economic and personal motivations for settlement in new areas,
and the incentives provided to potential settlers by interested parties.
Taking the patterns of landward expansions, an interesting analogy between
medieval and post-medieval colonization is revealed by comparatively looking at the
German medieval colonization across the Elba and at the major colonizing movement
of Russia into Siberia and Central Asia, staring in the 17th Century and intensifying in
the late 19th and early 20th Centuries. Considering the motivation for settlement,
Russian (mostly state) peasants were willing to settle on North Siberian soil in the 17th
and 18th Centuries largely to escape the harsh manifestations of serfdom. Likewise, the
later day colonization of Kazakhstan and central Siberia was propelled by the rural
population pressure in European Russia aggravated by the peasants' post-emancipation
indebtedness and hunger for land. The Stolypin reforms of 1906-1917, canceling the
emancipated peasants' redemption debts and easing the restrictions on individual land
holdings, provided additional impetus for colonizing migration. All of this resembles
quite closely the German medieval story. Other similarities between these two massive
movements are found in the increased productivity of agriculture and in the relatively,
though not totally, peaceful incorporation (mostly by means of absorptive expansion) of
the colonized areas within the realm of the "sending" societies (Pierce, 1960;
Armstrong, 1965; Demko, 1969).
Other renowned instances of overland expansions in modern times, those of
frontier settlement in North America and Australia were also largely driven by the
settlers' demand for land, to which the respective governments responded positively by
various legislative and administrative means. But unlike the (medieval) German and the
(modern) Russian cases, on the frontier of settlement in the overseas polities of British
origin the encounter of the colonizers with the indigenous people was mostly
confrontational. The indigenes remained at best separated from the settlers, but, as is
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well known, they were more often destroyed by force, dispossession, and/or exposure
to new diseases (Denoon, 1983; McNeill, 1992; Christopher, 1997, Weaver, 2003).
Accounting for the overall picture of landed expansion in medieval and modern
times, it may be generalized that integrating the frontier-extending colonizations into
the political, cultural, and economic structures of the "sending societies" did not allow
for the evolvement of specific settlers' entities that could be distinguished from their
home based societies. In other words, the history of contiguous territorial expansion via
settlement in the western world may largely be characterized as settler colonization
without the creation of settler societies. It was left primarily for the distant colonization
across the seas, in the High Middle Ages and in the post medieval period alike, to
facilitate the formation of distinct settler societies in terms of their own identifying
features and interests.
The most celebrated medieval overseas colonization, evolving into a welldefined settler society, was undoubtedly the Crusaders' Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem,
establishing, for a short period of less than 200 years (1099-1291), an independent
Christian presence in Palestine and its vicinity. The Franks colonizing the Holy Land
developed a locally distinct civilization, mixing western with oriental cultural and
social traits and constituting, as mentioned above, a localized feudal hierarchy led by
the settling Franks and serving their particular political and economic interests (Bartlett,
1993; Elenblum, 1996). In these respects the Crusaders' entity in the eastern
Mediterranean could be viewed as a forerunner of European originated settler societies,
emerging mostly in America, Oceania, and Africa between the 16th and the 20th
Centuries AD.
A major factor in the Crusaders' endeavor to retake the Holy Land from the
Muslims was obviously the religious-Christian drive, which was present, likewise, in
the reconquest cum settlement of the Iberian Peninsula, and – in its missionary form –
in the Germanic eastward movement as well (Lotter, 1989; Bartlett, 1993; Moreno,
1999). While playing a major role in the European colonizations of the High Middle
Ages, the religious component, as a "push" or "pull" factor, was not absent from the
formation of settler colonization and societies in the modern era either. We may think,
for example, of the religious "push" factors inducing the 17th Century Puritans'
emigration from England and their settlement in New England, or those pushing the
Mormons into the American mountainous west and settling in Utah in the mid 19th
Century.
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As for the religious "pull" factor, its role in modern settler colonization is well
illustrated by the renewed interest in Palestine that Christian Europe had expressed
from the 1840s onward. The weakness of the Ottoman Empire and its dependence on
the European powers made for the revival of the Crusade legacy, calling to regain
Christian control over the Holy Land. However, contrary to the military means of the
11th Century, the idea emerging in mid 19th Century Europe, particularly in Germany,
was that of "Peaceful Crusade," aimed at achieving the reconquest of Palestine by a
Christian "army" of scientists, missionaries, and settlers (Goren, 2004).
The

colonization

project

of

the

German

Association

of

Templars

(Templegesellschaft), who purchased tracts of land in a number of locations in Palestine
and established seven settlements between 1869 and 1907, most of them agricultural,
was a vivid illustration of an attempt to pursue the settling part of this peaceful crusade.
It should be noted though, that while the religious mission may have provided the initial
motivation for the settlement of the Templars, it was their modern, primarily
agricultural, economy which provided the impetus for success of their settler society in
Palestine under the Ottoman and British rule (Carmel, 1973; Thalman, 1991).
Another prominent example of the working of religious "pull" factors in modern
settled colonization was their role in the ideology and practice of the Zionist movement,
the pillar of modern Jewish nationality emerging in the late 19th Century. Building
partly on the religious ties between the Jewish people and the land of Israel, it called for
the return of the Jews to their ancient home land. Zionism promoted Jewish
immigration to and settlement in Palestine, creating there a territorially based Jewish
national entity, pretty much separated from, and in continuing conflict with, the
country's Arab population.
The various comparable attributes of medieval and modern colonization and
their continuity in time prompted a number of scholars to view those patterns basically
as a single phenomenon, being carried over from the middle ages to the modern era.
The renowned Belgian historian Charles Verlinden (1970) may have been the most
vigorous promoter of this view. A more complex approach, however, considering the
differences as well as the similarities between medieval and post-medieval colonization
has been offered by Robert Bartlett (1993). He claimed that unlike the settled
colonization of the modern era, which has been typically associated with stately
colonialism and regional subordination (at least in the early phases of settlement in the
new world), the expansionary settlements of the high middle ages, having been mainly
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the making of "eclectic knightly-clerical-mercantile consortia," was, with a few
noticeable exceptions (such as the reconquered Christian areas of the Iberian peninsula,
and the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem), mostly one of integration and replication and not
of permanent political subordination. Following these distinctions, the medieval
expansion could be roughly characterized (but for Ireland), as kind of settled
colonization without colonies in the modern sense of the term (Bartlett, 1993: 306-314).
Having said that, Bartlett makes the following observation, insightfully linking
the colonization of the early modern era to that of the middle ages:
There is no doubt that the Catholic societies of
Europe had deep experience of colonialist enterprises
prior to 1492. They were familiar with the problems
and the promise involved in new territorial settlement
and had confronted the issues raised by contact with
peoples of very different culture. Of course there was
nothing in their experience as dramatically 'out of the
blue' as the contact established in 1492. Both
ecologically and historically the medieval Latin world
was contiguous with the neighbouring cultures and
societies. Nevertheless…Catholic Europe did have a
frontier and, from the tenth century, a frontier that
was moving outwards…The European Christians who
sailed to the coasts of the Americas, Asia, and Africa
in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries came from a
society that was already a colonizing society. Europe,
the initiator of one of the world's major processes of
conquest, colonization and cultural transformation,
was also the product of one (Bartlett, 1993: 313-314).
In this comparative observation Bartlett points to the massive post medieval
colonization of Europeans in distant territories. And indeed, the settled colonization of
the modern era, although taking many forms as shown above, including contiguous
frontier settlement and extension, has been primarily identified with the Neo-Europes,
namely, with Europe's overseas settler societies, enjoying various degrees of autonomy
and pursuing their own economic interests but retaining their European cultural roots,
which had evolved between the 16th and the 20th Centuries.

Environment, Land Regimes and Institutional Structures in Modern Colonization
A key factor in the settled colonization of modern times is the initial colonizing country
for that effected, among other things, the development of institutions of property
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(especially land ownership) and the success or failure of the evolution towards liberal
institutions. Iberian, British, French, and Russian colonial regimes all varied
significantly in terms of the social, cultural, and institutional arrangements that were
transplanted and developed in their colonies. But the grabbing of land either by
imperial authorities or private individuals and organisations, was a central thrust of
most settler colonization processes. As Weaver has shown at length (Weaver 2003),
land grabs and indigenous dispossessions on a massive scale characterised the era of
European overseas expansion right from the start in the late 15th Century. A crucial
interconnected set of factors arose out of the resulting relationship of landed property
rights to state power, the relative size of land holdings, the relationship of landed estate
holders to unfree laborers, tenants, and free laborers, and the labor control system.
There were several evolutionary paths in this nexus after the various initial colonizing
moments.
An identifying feature of one of the major Neo-European forms, those of British
origin in North America, Australia, New Zealand, and southern Africa, was that their
land regime, initially one of an imperial or company “grab”, became by the 19th
Century largely based on the emerging concept of private property rights within a
market economy. This departure from the old "grant economy" land regime and class
structure, which predominated earlier and remained important in Hispanic colonies, in
favor of a "democratic" capitalist market-oriented system, was obviously one of the
novelties of modern settler colonization, distinguishing it from its medieval predecessor
and its early modern form in many places (Denoon, 1983; Lloyd, 1998; Weaver, 2003).
The establishment of private landed property, including small family farms, especially
in the British settler colonies, came about as a consequence of local historical
circumstances and was not something that necessarily arrived with the settlers. The
nature of the land regime was a key variable that differentiated settler societies.
The development of legally well-defined property rights in land served a dual
role in the settler colonies of the modern era. On the one hand it provided the colonists
with self-proclaimed justification for their differential treatment of the indigenous
people's customary land rights or, most often, for their complete rejection, thus legally
supporting the separation of the indigenes from their land. On the other hand it enabled
relatively easy access to land ownership by settlers of modest means (Singer, 1991;
Tully, 1994; Kymlicka, 1995; Levy, 2000; Weaver, 2003, Metzer and Engerman,
2004).
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Modern property-rights-enforcing and government-constraining institutions
have long been claimed by some prominent economic historians and economists to
have induced investment in physical and human capital and to have contributed to
efficient allocation of resources and high income levels and growth. In recent years a
notable strand of the literature on comparative economic development has attempted to
examine this claim empirically, using the versatile record of modern European
colonialism as some kind of a laboratory (see Engerman and Sokoloff, 1997, 2005;
Sokoloff and Engerman, 2000; Acemoglu, Johnson, and Robinson, 2001, 2002;
Easterly and Levine, 2003).
The basic distinction made in this literature is between different types of
colonies and their resultant institutions. The settled colonizations, in which a substantial
number of Europeans settled on largely empty or depopulated land, have been
recognized to be at the one end of the range, and the "extractive" colonies of the
Caribbean, Latin America and Africa, having been a source of extracting wealth from
species and cash crops and not a destination for settlement, at the other end.
Unlike the major Neo-European settler societies, which adopted and largely
even formulated the "bundle" that consisted of widely representative governance
institutions, secure private property rights, and the rule of law, the "extractive" colonies
(primarily in the Caribbean and Latin America) pursued a different institutional path.
That path was dominated by land rights as concessions that were granted by rulers to
colonizers within a hierarchical class structure. Such an institutional environment did
not guarantee the security of property rights or provide protection against government
expropriation, and was obviously not development-supporting. The old land granting
regime had been largely overcome in the Anglo temperate settler colonies.
Engerman and Sokoloff (1997, 2005), concentrating on the Americas, have
argued that the soil and climate conditions of the Caribbean and parts of Latin America
provided for economies of scale in the production of cash crops and for the creation of
a power-concentrated plantation and mine-owning elite. Once established, this elite
created institutions aimed at perpetuating its political and economic hegemony by
limiting voting rights and access to education and by restricting immigration and the
distribution of publicly held land. The north American soil, on the other hand, made for
a regional comparative advantage in grain production devoid of noticeable scale
economies. The abundant land in the north thus facilitated the creation of a relatively
egalitarian and open – immigration-encouraging – society based on family farm
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agriculture, and of an institutional structure supporting it. According to Engerman and
Sokoloff it was the restrictive and excluding institutional environment which hindered
development via industrialization in Latin America, while the open and inclusive
institutions of North America contributed to its fast industrial growth, with the slave
holding colonies and future states of the US presenting an in-between case.
Acemoglu, Johnson and Robinson (2001, 2002), examining the global spectrum
of European colonialism have reached similar conclusions. They based their analysis on
the feasibility of settlement, suggesting that Europeans were deterred from settling in
tropical regions where the disease environment, as measured by the high mortality rates
they were facing, was not favorable to them. The colony type of choice for those
regions was the "extractive" one.
Using this distinction, and hypothesizing that the legacy of the colonial
institutions have persisted ever since, they employed the mortality rates facing
Europeans across their colonies at the colonization time as an exogenous instrument for
isolating the effect of the different institutions (of "settled" or "extractive" legacy) on
current economic performance. Their findings indicate a strong effect of the "quality"
of institutions – taken to be negatively correlated with these mortality rates – on current
per capita income across the successor countries of the European colonies.
The implications of these findings, as well as of the hypothesis put forward by
Engerman and Sokoloff have been supported lately by Easterly and Levine (2003).
They demonstrate that the environmental factors, be they either the Engerman and
Sokoloff "crop" type, the Acemoglu et. al. "germ" type, or the "tropics" as measured by
latitude, have all affected economic performance across the colonies' successor
countries via their impact on their colonial-originated institutions.
Viewed thus we may conclude that the origins of present day unequal
comparative development and economic wellbeing of former colonies are at least partly
related to the decisions made by Europeans between the 17th and 20th Centuries about
where to found and develop their colonies and the sorts of environmentally-influenced
cropping systems, labor systems, property rights, and other institutions that emerged
within them. The uneven economic development of colonies and the comparative
success of many of the settler economies should be seen in this global historical
context.
But even within the Settler group there were significant economic and
institutional divergences between, for example, Southern South America and Northern
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and Western North America, both of which have similar climatic and soil conditions,
and experienced similar indigenous-frontier situations of conflict in the 18 th and 19th
Centuries. Similarly, a comparison of Australia and Argentina in the crucial early 19th
Century is instructive for highlighting the significance of the historically contingent
interplay of colonizing background and culture, imperial influence, and local class
development in influencing the events that reformed, cemented, or prevented
fundamental institutions of the crucial “bundle” mentioned above.

The role of

liberalism in the 1820s and 1830s played out differently in those two cases in spite of
the power of similar oligarchical landed interests.

In Australia the power of the

atavistic landed classes was defeated by urban, commercial and liberal interests and
representative democracy and land reform emerged by mid-century. (McMichalel
1984) In Argentina the urban liberals were defeated in the 1820s by frontier oligarchs
and then the militarised rural interests retained their supremacy and controlled the state.
(Rock, 1984) The role of imperial power in Australia’s case was crucial in cementing
liberalism and reform against the interests of the landed elite, many of whom wished
for independence in order to preserve their oligarchical power.

Other Key Variables in the Nineteenth Century
In addition to the influence of the temperate environment on the agricultural regime,
other key forces of transplanted institutional and cultural kinds came into play in the
comparative histories of the modern settler societies from the 19th Century onwards. A
key variable was the indigenous population – in terms of size, relative organisational
strength, and economic complexity – at the time of the settlement and subsequently.
This varied even within the various groups of settler societies. For example, within the
Anglo group, the indigenous populations of North America and Australia were mainly
hunter-gatherers with some agricultural development in a few places, sparsely
populated, prone to European diseases, and so offered little military resistance to the
invaders. The settlement process swept them aside. The survivors became socially and
economically marginalised.
In Argentina and Uruguay, on the other hand, a series of major frontier wars
vanquished the indigenes and their mestizo allies and they too became marginalised,
insofar as they survived, but not before the frontier militarization had significantly
effected the political and institutional development of those countries.

Wars –
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independence, civil, and inter-colonial – of the southern cone region in the 19th Century
bolstered the militarization of institutions and state power.

In New Zealand the

indigenous resistance was greater again and significant accommodation of the settlers
with indigenous populations had to be affected in order to establish a modus vivendi,
which remains very significant to this day.

But the resulting military-political

connections in those two zones was quite different, which reflects in part the different
cultures of the founding countries and the different degrees of imperial control and
liberalisation in the 19th century. Even though the Maori Wars of the 1860s was
perhaps the largest military engagement of the British army between the Crimean and
Boer Wars, New Zealand did not become a militarized, illiberal, society.
Why the contrast with South America and North America? In all the African
cases the settlers were never in a majority and in those post-colonial settler societies the
ongoing capacity to retain fundamental aspects of the settler type in the face of
indigenous resistance and demographic strength is increasingly problematic. Siberia has
certain features in common with the New Zealand and southern South American
situations because of the troubled relationship between settlers and indigenes but in that
region settler populations were always in a minority. In Central Asia the continuation
of elements of the settler type is very doubtful even though the Russian settler
component of the populations of the Soviet successor states is often more than 20% and
they remain the economically-dominant population. The rising tide of Islamic and
nationalist re-awakening after the collapse of the Soviet Union makes the continuation
of the viability of the Russian (Christian) settlements problematic.2
The original and evolved situation of the indigenous peoples within the settler
zones has been a formative influence on a second key variable: the labor regimes that
emerged. One of the distinguishing characteristics of settler societies has been the
relative lack of incorporation of indigenies into the mainstream societies and
economies. This distinguishes them sharply from the three other types of European
colonies in the imperialist era in which either indigenous people or their mestizo
descendants

were

demographically,

culturally,

and

economically,

if

not

administratively, dominant; or imported servile workers from Africa and Asia and

2

In the case of Palestine-Israel, the ethno-national divide between the settling Jews (prior to Israel's
statehood) and the indigenous Arabs, turned - following the establishment of the State of Israel and the
aftermath of the 1948 war - into a national-political conflict between Israel and the Palestinians over
territory, people and their habitat, which needs still to be resolved.
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Melanesia provided the labor force and post-colonially became the dominant ethnic
groups.
In many of the settler colonies and states the modern free wage labor system
was not important until the early 19 th century and in some it remained undeveloped in
the substantive rather than formal sense. There was a crucial divergence between
different settler zones in this respect. In order to see this evolution we must understand
that capitalism was not the emergent or dominant economic system before the early 19th
Century in many places. Capitalism in its most developed form requires the creation of
a free labor force and the availability of sufficient finance and fixed capital to employ
those workers in agricultural, mining, industrial, and service enterprises.

Private

property in land, finance, labor capacity, and industrial enterprises is essential to the
ongoing dynamism of the system. All conditions are necessary and historically there is
a close correlation between capitalist development and economic dynamism. Wherever
other forms of labor control were dominant, especially in the original agricultural and
mining sectors, including prior to industrialization and urbanization from the mid-19th
century in all of these colonial areas, economic development was slow to take hold.
There is a clear divergence here between the Anglo “New Worlds” group and
all the others, from the early-to-mid 19th century.

Labor shortages for capitalist

agriculture in either the large-enterprise form, or the family-farm form, both with
secure property rights, ensured that wage rather than servile labor took root in those
zones to the virtual exclusion of all other forms of production that were either
employing servile labor or were essentially peasant, semi-self sufficient, production
systems. In the absence of an indigenous peasantry or an indigenous wage labor supply
on a large scale or imported servile labor, the labor had to be supplied by European
immigrants at high wages. The extension of the suffrage from the 1860s in most of
these areas meant that there could be no significant going back to a servile system that
undermined workers wages and rights.
Servile labor was never important in the northern United States or Canada or in
New Zealand. In Australia servile convict labor lost significance from the 1840s and
attempts to reintroduce it or significant numbers of indentured Asian and Islander
laborers were relatively insignificant. In the Latin American cases the large-scale land
holdings (estancias) remained central and they employed either share cropping or rentpaying tenants with limited or no property rights, or semi-servile, quasi-feudal labor
forces with no rights of collective bargaining or representation.

Relative labor
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abundance meant that the rural labor market remained underdeveloped and the urban
immigrant labor market was flooded from the late 19th Century with unskilled labor
from southern Europe. In some places, especially Chile, a very impoverished and
marginalised indigenous peasantry also survived. But in African zones, indigenous
peasantries remained a central form alongside the emergence of some “New World”
style capitalist and family farming systems although the labor supply on these capitalist
enterprises was extremely low paid and verged on servility. A very segmented labor
and agricultural production system developed, which was later reflected in urban areas.
Likewise, in the mining sector, which was economically significant throughout
the Settler zones by the mid-19 Century because of the stimulus of industrialization in
the North Atlantic area and the corresponding growth of world trade, the “New World”
group diverged from the others. There large-scale mining involved the use of European
immigrant wage labor (relatively well paid) from the beginning. Southern Africa was
quite different for whereas the mining there was very large-scale and capital-intensive
from the late 19th century, there was a large pool of semi-servile indigenous labor to be
exploited at impoverishment wages into the 20th Century. Chilean mining and that of
other Latin American areas also exploited the pool of impoverished indigenous labor.

Twentieth Century Overview – Convergences and Divergences
By the late 19th Century the settler economies were well integrated into the
world economy (Davis and Gallman 2001). Indeed, the main settler zones in North
America, Southern South America, Australasia, Southern Africa, and North Africa
were absolutely vital to the emergence of and development of the world economy that
was focused initially on British industrialization.

These zones were the main

destinations of European overseas investment and European emigration.
The golden age of settler societies coincided with the long Nineteenth Century
(1815-1914) as the world system forged into being around first British and then North
Atlantic industrialization. In the Twentieth Century the fundamental issue for these
societies has been of how to effect the transition from settler society to some form of
post-settler structure and the various trajectories and degrees of success that the process
has produced. This transition had to happen for the world economic and geopolitical
conditions have not remained favourable to settler economies. The economic, social,
cultural, racial, and demographic, conditions have shifted and the transition has
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required major institutional and policy adaptations that have occurred with varying
degrees of success through the Twentieth Century. The problem of path dependency
flowing from the initial historical conditions of geopolitics, cultures, environments,
demographics, and economic structure and institutions, imposed a powerful set of
constraints. As with all societies, transitions to new structures are never easy. The
evolution of societies often occurs in sudden shifts and in response to powerful shocks.
The adaptation had to begin during and immediately after the First World War for
that was a sudden and catastrophic shock to the whole system and every part of it. The
massive disruption to trade, capital, and labor flows during the war, the misguided
attempts to re-establish financial stability after the war, and the great shifts that had
occurred in debtor and creditor status across the North Atlantic, altered greatly the basic
nature of the world economy. The long-term shifts were masked for a few years by the
booming commodity prices in the early 20s but thereafter the conditions for the settler
primary exporters and their capital suppliers began to shift as the world headed for the
precipice of depression.

The collapse of world trade again in the 30s and the

emergence of even higher trading barriers and preferential blocsplunged the settler
zones into the great depression. Geopolitical contexts now became more important
than ever. The old open globalizing world economy of the late 19th and early 20th
century was dead. War, depression, war again, and then Cold War, all prevented the
pieces from being put back together. Still, the postwar recovery of the 1950s and 60s
were relatively favourable years for many of the settler zones.

World economic

conditions under the Bretton Woods umbrella favoured those areas that could
industrialise sufficiently so that they could escape to some extent the settler trap of
commodity-dependence. Outcomes varied from the success of Canada, the relative
success of Australia, the rather limited success of New Zealand with its very small
internal market and greater reliance on agricultural exports, to the less fortunate
Southern South American zone that struggled to make a transition.

Cultural and

political conditions had already worsened greatly in the zones that were less closely
identified by the ‘pure’ settler model, notably in southern and northern Africa. Civil
and Independence wars in these areas broke in the 1950s and 60s. In the 1970s revolts,
civil warfare, and repression spread through South America.

Greater divergences

between the Anglo New Worlds group and all the others opened. The Anglos were
able more or less to succeed in their transition strategies of industrialization and
diversification as the Century went on. The Hispanic and Froncophone zones became
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more or less mired in strife and economic difficulty. Much of the erstwhile settler
population emigrated from North Africa.

Theories and Explanations
Explanatory themes on the history of European imperialism, the world economy,
economic history, and economic development, including the founding and development
of colonies of settlement in new worlds, owe much unto this day to the cumulative
influence of the classical ideas of Adam Smith, David Ricardo, Johann von Thünen,
and Karl Marx, as well as to more recent work in new institutionalism, social choice,
demography, and spatial/environmental theory. The concept and relevance of Smithian
growth – the idea of expansion of economic frontiers by the addition of new inputs
rather than through productivity growth – continues to be debated with regard to the
development of New World economies in the 19th century and later.

Ricardian

concepts of specialization and trade within an emerging international market and von
Thünenian ideas about the spatial distribution of production under the influence of
transport developments, are still relevant to contemporary analyses. Marxian ideas of
the evolution of modes of production via revolutions within the system of relations of
production and the necessity to understand the world economic context of modes of
production owe a strong debt to older ideas of Smith and Ricardo while overcoming
some of their limitations and influencing some recent theorising. The debate over the
nature and development of modern settler economies and the world historical context in
which European colonialism generally has had its history continues to flourish with the
classical tradition as its root and continuing influence.
The first specific attempt to construct a general theory of settler colonialism
within the era of capitalist agriculture and the emerging world economy of the 19 th
Century seems to have come from the philosophic radical E.G. Wakefield in the 1820s,
who attempted in his Letter From Sydney (1829, actually written from an English
prison) to develop an understanding of socio-economic and political structure and a
more systematic approach to colonisation, partly on the basis of Smithian and utilitarian
principles. (Wakefield 1967, Groenewegen and McFarlane 1990) He argued that what
we would now understand as settler colonization could only succeed if it constructed a
social structure appropriate to capitalist development; and thus he constructed a policy
prescription for orderly migration and settlement that would ensure an appropriate class
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structure in the new free soil colonies in the Antipodes. Marx pointed out in Capital
Vol.One that Wakefield had significant insight but he failed fully to realise the
importance of relations of production to the dynamics of socio-economic development.
In Marx's theory, the process of the origins, development, and dynamism of
capitalism as a mode of production was one in which there was a contractual rather
than coercive relationship of capitalist to wage labourer. Each needed the other. Wage
workers were not only more efficient, they supplied the important consumer demand
within the colony and the world market generally. In the Antipodean colonies of recent
settlement there was a shortage of labourers willing to work for capitalist landowners
because of the abundance of cheap land.

Wakefield's 'systematic colonization'

alternative to servile labour was aimed at preventing free working class immigrants
from acquiring land too easily thus forcing them to remain as landless workers. But
wages had to be sufficient to act as an incentive to hard work and thrift in order to
become landowners eventually. Large-scale free immigration of such people served a
purpose in both metropole (undergoing an agricultural and industrial revolution) and
settler colony.

Wakefield implicitly and Marx explicitly believed that an ordered

capitalist socio-economic structure was the essential precondition for economic growth
and development.
The availability of free land on the frontiers of settler societies exercised the
imagination of metropolitan policy makers, potential emigrants, and existing settlers
in the Neo-Europes. Furthermore, the Ricardian idea of factors of production gave
rise in the early 19th century, once industrialization had set in, to the idea of colonies
as producers of raw material staples rather than just as destinations of dangerous and
surplus populations. Thus an explicit global division of labor emerged within British
colonial policy as well as in the settler regions within and outside the British Empire,
as evidenced by Wakefieldian principles. The ideas of frontiers and staples came
together as a hybrid concept that formed an intellectual context for colonialist thought
in the 19th Century. (McCarty, 1973, Cowen and Shenton 1996) Land ownership and
control in the Ricardian universe was crucial and in the Marxian universe labour
control via relations of production was added. The contrasts between the United
States, Australia, New Zealand, and Argentina are instructive here. (Sharp 1955,
Winn, 1983) The United States frontier in the 19th Century was the site for a threefold struggle over land ownership between, firstly, the native population and the
government; secondly, between quasi-peasant family farmers and large-scale
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capitalist interests; and thirdly, between Northern republican/capitalist interests and
the Southern slave-owning oligarchy. This struggle was won, by and large, through
the Civil War and latter 19th century by the alliance of the small farming class and
northern republicans with very important consequences for culture, democratic
politics, and economic policy.

Both atavistic plantation society and large-scale

capitalist agriculture were defeated with a reinforcement of a very substantial smallfarmer democracy. Large-scale capitalist agribusiness became important again in the
late 20th Century.
Australia and New Zealand did not have a frontier in strong geographical or
demographic senses. Settlement in Australia did not move in a great wave across the
continent but began at many points around the coast and penetrated into the harsh
interior a relatively short distance. Governments never really lost control of the
hinterland as they did in the U.S. and in parts of South America although in the 1830s
there was a strong movement towards the entrenching of an oligarchic land-owning
class, which was defeated in the 1840s and 50s. (McMichael, 1984) Instead of a
frontier Australia had the bush or the outback, which became important in mythology
and iconography but not politically or socially. Few people ever lived there for it was
not primarily a realm of democratic economic enterprise except in the 1850s gold rush
era and that is the important exception that proves the rule.

The pre-existing

impetuses to capitalism and liberalism were strengthened by the gold rushes rather
than deflected by them. From the 1860s a long struggle over land reform began that
lasted well into the 20th Century, which destroyed the power of the large land-owning
class.
In Argentina there was a similar set of struggles but with important differences.
The frontier was much more lawless and the state's writ did not run until into the
late19th Century. Instead there was a struggle between the native/mestizo populations
and various private armed European groups who competed violently among
themselves for the control of the frontier resources. The winners were an atavistic,
quasi-feudal, large land-owning oligarchy who locked up the land and came to
dominate militarily the city, the state, and the economy. (Rock, 1985)
In New Zealand, the struggle for land ownership similar to that in Australia
resulted in a victory for small, independent farmers in the 1890s who then ushered in
a social and political revolution under the guise of liberalism. It was only later that
the labour movement reached the level of power attained in Australia.
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So, the usefulness of the 'frontier’ concept for many settler societies is less
important than that of 'economic staples' for it was capitalist investment in staple
extraction and production that better helps explain the economic history. (McCarty
1976, Di Tella 1982, Schedvin, 1990, Altman, 2003) The economic linkages that
these staple industries developed are of key interest for it was the financial, transport,
and final demand linkages that were of most significance in the 19th century rather
than those to manufacturing. The wealth generated by wool, gold, wheat, meat, dairy
products and so on, flowed to the commercial cities through which the staples passed
and into high profits and high wages, for the most part. By l890 GDP per capita in
most of the settler societies was the highest in the world. Industrialisation began
partly with capital from resource wealth and on the basis of high domestic consumer
demand and import substitution rather than exports. Industrial protection was then
viewed as essential for economic diversification, the absorption of more immigrants,
and the maintenance of an urban society on the old world model.
Louis Hartz made what is probably the first attempt to comprehend globally the
whole range of “new world” societies in his magisterial book on the Founding of New
Societiesˆ(1964) While being a work of original intelligence and insight, the attempt by
Hartz and his collaborators has to be seen, nevertheless, against the background of the
de-colonisation movement of the 1950s and 1960s in which many new states were
being founded, often violently, out of the unraveling European empires and through the
ambiguous role being played by the United States in its Cold War stance in this
process. Hartz’s fragment thesis contained the fundamental insight of the great longrun significance of initial cultural and geopolitical conditions. The fragments of Europe
that the settler societies represented carried the initial conditions of their birth as their
basic determination for the rest of their lives.

While much criticized for its

applications, this insight cannot be ignored.
The Cold War and western hegemony of the US was also the context for the
development of dependency theory by a group of economic development theorists in
Latin America (eg Frank 1978). They employed a version of core/periphery and
informal imperialist analysis to argue that states and firms located in the core of the
world economy dominated economic activity throughout the system, condemning, via
the comprador class of local collaborators, certain areas of the periphery to a
dependent relationship. Dependency theory argues that a prerequisite as well as a
consequence of core capitalist development with free wage labour is often unfree or
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semi-free labour, economic underdevelopment, and socio-political backwardness in
the periphery. Peripheral societies, of which Latin American states were seen as the
chief examples, were dependent on the core, unable to develop a modern economy yet
also unable to break free from the stifling grip of international capital that seeks
extraordinary profits from exploitation of cheap, servile, labour.
The significance of ‘dependence’ varies, however, with the particular
relationship of the colony to the metropolitan power as well as on the rural property
relations in the dependent state (Lloyd, 1987). A more comparative and nuanced
framework would have enabled the Latin American dependency theorists to see that
dependence of a different sort in the 19th Century in North America and Australasia
was not a barrier and may have been an aid to development. The imperial governance
framework of Liberalisation and specialisation on capitalist primary production were
comparatively beneficial in the British settler colonies . Efficient family with high
terms of trade placed them at an advantageous position in world markets. Latin
American landowning and socio-political structures, while not very important
problems whilever commodity prices boomed on the agricultural heartlands, became a
significant problem as time went on.
World-System Theory (Wallerstein 1974-89) builds on and goes further than
Dependency Theory in developing the core/periphery model. The fundamental tenet
here is that as the capitalist world economy developed from the 16th Century onwards
and especially in the 19th the core capitalist zone in Western Europe and North
America dominated the rest of the world with the effect of locking much of it into
peripheral or semi-peripheral status as zones of exploitation with cheap, often servile,
labour. Backwardness, dualism, and dependency on the rich core were consequences
of the penetration of capitalism from the core. A global class structure emerged in
which the exploitation, poverty, and immiseration of the Third World working class
made possible the virtual liberation of the working class of the core areas. According
to this theory, certain settler societies, notably Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and
perhaps parts of Western North America, became semi-peripheral zones, integrally
tied to British capital, rather than peripheral, marginalised zones, as in South America.
The availability of and conditions of labor employment were crucial to the
differentiation that emerged in the 19th Century.
Geopolitical, cultural, and economic imperialisms were not the whole story of the
emergence of a world system from the late 15th Century. Of equal significance was the
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emergence of a global ecological system. Alfred Crosby’s pathbreaking work (1986)
elevated to central significance the world-wide and local impacts of the merging of
biotas consequent upon the Europeanisation of the world. The initially unintended then
intended transferal of European temperate agricultural systems and species to the
temperate colonies was a crucial component of the forging of neo-European societies
and economies. And the transferral was not simply one-way. New World species and
their products along with tropical products flowed back to Europe in great quantities
and were distributed around the world.

The ecosystems of many colonies were

radically transformed, sometimes with great social and environmental devastation as
the cases of Ireland, Australia, and New Zealand testify.
Theoretical overdetermination can rob nations, regions, and localities of their
true histories.

Settler society theory and research should investigate the great

institutional and economic complexity of the emerging world economy in the
nineteenth century for its continuities, commonalities, and divergences. Geopolitical
empires, world-system trading relations, international cultural constellations,
demographic movements, and local events, characteristics and experiences, all
overlapped and impinged on the development of particular societies. By the 1980s
and 90s, comparativist approaches to the history of settler societies that incorporated
these

multi-dimensional

perspectives

of

economic,

social,

political,

and

environmental perspectives had built on earlier ideas and the empirical research of the
prior decades. Several significant works that took an interdisciplinary approach can
be mentioned. Donald Denoon (1983) has done much to map the domain of settler
capitalism as a socio-economic and political formation, at least in the southern
hemisphere, and to attempt to construct a theoretical framework for the analysis of its
various manifestations. As such, his book is a significant alternative to staple theory
and world-systems-dependency approaches to constructing a framework for
explaining settler societies. What Denoon and other defenders of this general concept
have provided is some of the foundations for a framework of comparative
interdisciplinary enquiry into settler societies in general and for examining each of
these societies. Their work shows the greater power of such foundations compared
with earlier forerunners, such as Hartz, McCarty, Frank, and Wallerstein.

The

complexity of and differences between settler societies is not well captured by seeing
them just in an imperial/non-imperial context or as frontier societies, or in a worldsystem, centre/periphery dependency context.
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Denoon's book is a good example of a work that tries to transcend the
explanatorily distorting boundaries between branches of the social studies.

He

combines theory drawn from economics, politics, sociology, and historiography with
a constant concern for evidence of particular actions, events, processes, and structural
changes. While the comparative settler capitalism approach of Denoon and others
made a significant advance on earlier work, including the emphasis given to
geographical determination in the trajectories of settler societies, there was
insufficient attention to technological change, especially in transport, in helping to
bring into being the world economic system in the 19th Century in which all regions
increasingly found themselves enmeshed and economically determined.

Settler

societies have to be seen in this world context, and are of course by many scholars,
but how the system as a whole operated must be fully grasped in order to explain any
part of it.

Thus comparative settler capitalist theory needs a bigger and more

encompassing framework in order to realise its explanatory potential. Neo-Marxist
world system and dependency theories and some forms of Ricardian neo-classical
theory do operate on this level but the settler capitalist theory rejects their overdetermining structuralist approaches. Alternative frameworks have been provided
recently Schwartz (1994 ) and Cowen and Shenton (1996) (cf also Senghaas 1985).
Schwartz has developed a framework that gives a central place to Johann von
Thünen's early 19th Century spatial economic theory of the production circles that
arise from differential costs of transportation of commodities to central markets.
Schwartz’s book on States Versus Markets is about ‘how markets create distinct
spatial patterns in what was produced and how states attempted to influence their
distribution of production’(p. 6). The transformation of the world consequent upon
the British industrial and transport revolutions brought into being an international
political economy which was about
how market pressures cause a constant relocation of productive activities in a
global space, and how states try to bend those market forces when it hurts them
and allow them to work when it helps. Markets constantly change the
distribution of production in geographic space. States intervene to help or
hinder this market-driven redistribution, but often with unintended results. ...
Before 1914 trade grew rapidly, based on complementary flows of goods
between exporters of agricultural goods and exporters of manufactured goods.
Roughly 120 million people moved overseas either voluntarily or involuntarily.
European settlers and colonial governments transformed the ecology of entire
continents in their search for more food and raw materials. Market forces
dictated the general location of these new agricultural zones. Competent or
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lucky states seized the opportunities before them; incompetent ones fumbled the
future. (p. 4)
In the mid-19th Century the local Australian ‘state’, for example, unlike Argentina’s,
proved strong enough to break the power of the squattocracy, end coerced (convict)
labour, suppress frontier revolts, and maintain Wakefieldian systematic colonisation
(p.125). Together, these enabled the Australian colonies to boost output of raw
materials and food because of the consolidation of efficient family farming. Greater
output meant greater exports, thus greater imports, hence greater customs duties and
foreign borrowing capacity by states, enabling greater infrastructure building(p.125).
There developed the possibility of agricultural-led industrialization on the basis of
prosperous family farming and the (protected) home market. The advent of family
farming was crucial in many places.
Family farming also constituted a circuit breaker between the state and the
restive working class in the dominions. These new small property owners
evidenced a potential for upward mobility, and also created a solid mass of
voters for conservative parties. ... The shift ... to relatively more intensive
production of grains, dairy, and meat products also created an opportunity for
the first stages of industrialization in the dominions. More farmers meant
broader demand for daily necessities. Construction, food processing for local
and export markets, and light industry emerged in all the dominions at this time.
(p.125)
A similar situation with regard to industrialisation on the basis of demand for
farm machinery occurred in the American Midwest and Great Lakes region from the
late 19th Century.
Schwartz combines elements from world systems theory, neo-classical growth
theory, Gerschenkronian backwardness theory, and the class theory of Robert
Brenner, with the spatial concepts of von Thünen. Each has important relevance to
explaining aspects of the process whereby a complex division of labour arose and
evolved in the world system and thus enabled (indeed necessitated) that a dynamic
systemic structure should operate and that each part should play a peculiar role.
Whereas NCE [Neo-Classical Economics] does not expect the world market to
produce any kind of pattern of rich and poor areas, WST [World Systems
Theory] asserts that the world market determines both the kinds of goods and
the kinds of production systems that emerge in specific geographical locales. A
von Thünen analysis shows that neither is quite right. Urban cores do exert
market pressures that distribute economic activity in a definite pattern around
them, but these pressures do not necessarily determine development, its
absence, or its opposite. Peripheral areas may be fated to produce low-value-
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added goods by virtue of their location in terms of transportation costs, but von
Thünen’s model suggests that, even so, development and rising incomes are
possible. Once a town emerges in the periphery, agriculture will redistribute
itself in a new pattern around that town.
…. This analysis in turn confirms the importance of Gerschenkron’s and
Brenner’s insights about the role of local classes and states in ultimately
determining a given economic zone’s relative position in the world economy.
The market does distribute areas (which are not, however, always contiguous
with states!) into different zones with different productive potentials. But
distance is not destiny, and local actors can modify the consequences of market
forces by changing the way production occurs.(pp. 60-61)
This is clearly what happened in many settler societies. Nationalist coalitions of
capital, labour, and liberal elements coalesced to varying degrees before the First
World War around protectionist consensuses that favoured local manufacturing and
heavy industry, infrastructure provision (railways, ports, and dams) and sometimes
welfare redistribution, that had the effect of extending local markets.

But the

efficiency and wealth of primary exports, economic symbiosis with Europe in terms
of capital, labour, and commodities flows, and later trading bloc preferences or their
absence, all remained crucial determinants of development.
The great value, then, of a comprehensive approach such as Schwartz’s, which
builds upon the main pre-existing approaches to historical political economy, is its
power to explain the structure of the world system and its components at several
levels.

No attempt to theorise and explain any country’s socio-economic and

institutional evolution can afford to ignore this kind of approach for it is able to grasp
the structuring institutional and economic processes occurring within local, national,
and international areas.
With this kind of comprehensiveness in mind, a large body of work has been
conducted recently from within what could be described broadly as New Institutionalist
and Social Choice economic history, notably by Acemoglu, Engerman, Sokoloff, Davis
and Gallman, Bertola, Robinson, and others, some of which was discussed in previous
sections. Their generation and use of large data sources has enabled a new level of
precision and analysis to be factored into arguments about comparative development
over the long run.

The significance of the institutions of property rights, land

distribution, financial organization, governance, and political representation, has
loomed large in their analyses.

Davis and Gallman’s exhaustive examination. for

example, of the financial developments and interconnections of Britain with USA,
Canada, Argentina, and Australia, has provided an new quantitative basis for
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understanding how the core flows of investment between the chief exporter and the
chief importers of capital organized these fundamental arrangements at the heart of the
settler economic system in the years before the First World War.

Much work remains to be done!

32

REFERENCES
Acemoglu, Daron, Johnson, Simon and Robinson, James A. 2001. "The Colonial Origins of
Comparative Development: An Empirical Investigation." American Economic Review,
91:5, pp. 1369-401.
Acemoglu, Daron, Johnson, Simon and Robinson, James A. 2002. "Reversal of Fortune:
Geography and Institutions in the Making of the Modern World Income Distribution."
Quarterly Journal of Economics, 117:4, pp. 1231-1294.
Altman, Morris. 2003. ‘Staple Theory and Export-led Growth: Constructing Differential
Growth’, Australian Economic History Review, 43, 3, 230-255.
Anderson, Benedict. 2001. ‘Western Nationalism and Eastern Nationalism: Is There a
Difference That Matters?’ New Left Review, 9: 31-42
Armstrong, Terence. 1965. Russian Settlement in the North. Cambridge and New York:
Cambridge University Press.
Bartlett, Robert. 1993. The Making of Europe: Conquest, Colonization, and Cultural Change
950-1350. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Carmel, Alex. 1973. German Colonization in Palestine in the Late Ottoman Period.
Jerusalem: Israel Oriental Society, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem (Hebrew).
Christopher, A. J. 1997. "Spatial Aspects of Indigenous Lands and land Claims in the
Anglophone World." Department of Land Economy, University of Cambridge.
Cowen, M.P. and Shenton, R.W. 1996. Doctrines of Development, Routledge: London.
Crosby, Alfred W. 1986. Ecological imperialism: the biological expansion of Europe, 9001900. Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press.
Davis, Lance, and Gallman, Robert. 2001. Evolving Financial Markets and International
Capital Flows. Britain, The Americas, and Australia, 1865-1914, Cambridge and New
York: Cambridge University Press.
Demko, George J. 1969. The Russian Colonization of Kazakhstan 1896-1916. Bloomington:
Indiana University.
Denoon, Donald. l979. 'Understanding Settler Societies', Historical Studies, 73.
Denoon, Donald. 1983. Settler capitalism: the Dynamics of Dependent Development in the
Southern Hemisphere. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press.
Di Tella, G.1982. 'The Economics of the Frontier', in C.P. Kindleberger and G. Di Tella (eds),
Economics in the Long View, Vol I, Macmillan, London.
Dingle, A.E. and Merrett, D.T. (eds.) l985 Argentina and Australia; Economic History
Society of Australia and New Zealand Occasional Papers No.l, Clayton.
Duncan, Tim and Fogarty, John. l984 Australia and Argentina; Melbourne University Press,
Melbourne.

33
Easterly, William and Levine, Ross. 2003. "Tropics, Germs, and Crops: How Endowments
Influence Economic Development." Journal of Monetary Economics, 50:1, pp. 3-39.
Ehrensaft, P. and Armstrong, W. l978. 'Dominian Capitalism: a First Statement', Australia
and New Zealand Journal of Sociology, Vol.l4, No.3.
Ellenblum, Ronnie. 1996. Frankish Rural Settlement in the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem.
Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press.
Engerman, Stanley L. and Sokoloff, Kenneth L. 1997. "Factor Endowments, Institutions, and
Differential Paths of Growth among New World Economies," in How Latin America
Fell Behind. Heber S.H ed. Stanford Ca.: Stanford University Press.
Engerman, Stanley L. and Sokoloff, Kenneth L. 2005. "Colonialism, Inequality, and Long
Run Paths of Development." National Bureau of Economic Research, Working Paper
11057.
Ferro, Marc. 1997. Colonization: A Global History. London and New York: Routledge.
Fogarty, J.P. l98l. 'The Comparative Method and the Nineteenth Century Regions of Recent
Settlement', Historical Studies, 76.
Frank, Andre Gunder. 1978. Dependent Accumulation and Underdevelopment, Macmillan,
London.
Goren, Haim. 2004. ""The Peaceful Crusade" in Germany: Plans for a Peaceful Reconquista
of the Holy Land in the Ninetheenth Century." Abstract of Presentation at a Conference
on "The Cross and the Sword, Crusades around the Mediterranean Basin in the Second
Millenia" Mishkenot Sha'ananim, Jerusalem.
Groenewegen, Peter and McFarlane, Bruce.
Thought, Routledge, London.

l990.

A History of Australian Economic

Hartz, Louis. l964. The Founding of New Societies, Harcourt, Brace, and World: New York.
Jiménez, Manuel, Gonzalez. 1989. ""Frontier Settlement in the Kingdom of Castile"," in
Medieval Frontier Settlement. Robert Bartlett and Angus Mackay ed. New York and
Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Kymlicka, Will. 1995. Multicultural citizenship: a liberal theory of minority rights. Oxford &
New York: Oxford University Press.
Levy, Jacob T. 2000. The multiculturalism of fear. Oxford & New York: Oxford University
Press.
Livi Bacci, Massimo. 1997. A Concise History of world Population. Malden, MA: Blackwell.
Lloyd, Christopher. 1987 'Capitalist Beginnings in Australia', Arena, No. 81.
Lloyd, Christopher. 1998. "Australian and American Settler Capitalism: The Importance of
Comparison and its Curious Neglect." Australian Economic History Review, 38:3, pp.
280-305.
Lotter, Friedrich. 1989. ""The Crusading Idea and the Conquest of the Region East of the
Elba"," in Medieval Frontier Settlement. Robert Bartlett and Angus Mackay ed. New
York and Oxford: Oxford University Press.

34
Marx, Karl. 1976. Capital, Vol.One, Penguin Books, Harmondsworth.
McCarty, J.W. l973. 'Australia as a Region of Recent Settlement in the Nineteenth Century',
Australian Economic History Review, l3, 2.
McMichael, Philip. l984. Settlers and the Agrarian Question; Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge.
McNeill, William H. 1992. The Global Condition: Conquerors, Catastrophes, and
Community. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Metzer, Jacob and Engerman, Stanley L. 2004. "Some Considerations of Ethno-Nationality
(and other distinctions), Property Rights in Land, and Territorial Sovereignty," in Land
Rights, Ethno-Nationality, and Sovereignty in History. Stanley L. Engerman and Jacob
Metzer ed. London & New York: Routledge.
Moreno, Eduardo, Manzano. 1999. ""The Creation of Medieval Frontier: Islam and
Christianity in the Iberian Peninsula, Eighth to Eleventh Centuries"," in Frontiers in
Question. Daniel Power and Naomi Standen ed. London: MacMillan Press.
Mosley, Paul. 1983. The settler economies: studies in the economic history of Kenya and
Southern Rhodesia, 1900-1963. Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University
Press.
Osterhammel, J. 1997. Colonialism: A Theoretical Overview. Princeton: Markus Wienner
Publishers.
Pierce, Richard A. 1960. Russian Central Asia 1867-1917. Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of California Press.
Platt, D.C.M. and Di Tella, G. (eds.) (l985) Argentina, Australia and Canada; Macmillan,
London.
Power, Daniel. 1999. ""Frontiers: Terms, Concepts, and the Historians of Medieval and Early
Modern Europe"," in Frontiers in Question. Daniel Power and Naomi Standen ed.
London: MacMillan Press.
Rady, Martyn. 1999. ""The German Settlement in Central and Eastern Europe during the
High Middle Ages"," in The German Lands and Eastern Europe. Roger Bartlett and
Karen Schonwalder ed. London: Macmillan Press.
Rock, David. 1985. Argentina 1516-1982, University of California Press, Berkeley and Los
Angeles.
Schedvin, Boris. 1990. ‘Staples and Regions of Pax Britannica’, Economic History Review,
XLIII, 4, 533-559.
Schwartz, Herman. 1994. States Versus Markets: History, Geography, and the Development
of the International Political Economy, 2nd edition, St. Martin’s: New York.
Senghaas, D. 1985. The European Experience, Berg: Leamington Spa.
Sharp, P.F. (l955) 'Three Frontiers: Some Comparative Studies of Canadian, American, and
Australian Settlement', Pacific Historical Review , Vol. 24.

35
Smith, Adam. 1976. An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (general
editors R. H. Campbell and A. S. Skinner) Clarendon Press, Oxford University Press:
Oxford.
Sokoloff, Kenneth L. and Engerman, Stanley L. 2002. "Institutions, Factor Endowments, and
Paths of Development in the New World." Journal of Economic Perspectives, 14:3, pp.
217-32.
Thalman, Naftali. 1991. "The Character and Development of the Farm Economy in the
Templar Colonies in Palestine 1869-1939." Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, The
Hebrew University of Jerusalem (Hebrew).
Verlinden, Charles. 1970. The Beginning of Modern Colonization. Ithaca and London:
Cornell University Press.
Wakefield, Edward Gibbon. l968. Collected Works, ed. M.F.L. Pritchard; Collins, Glasgow.
Wallerstein, Immanuel. 1974-89. The Capitalist World-System, 3 vols., Academic Press,
New York.
Weaver, John C. 2003. The Great Land Rush and the Making of the Modern World, 16501900. Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queens University Press.
Winn, G. l983. 'Settler Societies in Geographical Focus', Historical Studies, No.80.

