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Despite the near constant historical attention, the success of Euro-
pean expansion around the world continues to inspire debate over its mean-
ing, consequences, and, of interest here, its causes and methods. The popular 
acclaim and subsequent academic criticism of Jared Diamond’s Guns, Germs, 
and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies have highlighted the extent to which 
the subject continues simultaneously to fascinate and trouble. Western Euro-
pean states in the early modern era successfully hacked out trading and lim-
ited territorial empires in the Americas, Africa, and Asia, often at one another’s 
expense, but primarily at the expense of the local peoples they encountered. 
The basic outlines of that story are well known, as are the arguments for the 
roles of disease, technology, military technique, and even a basic willingness 
to employ horrific violence. Imperial expansion, however, was not a Western 
prerogative in this period. The Russians, Ottomans, Mughals, Chinese, and 
others also were busily pushing the boundaries of their control, and they, too, 
confronted similar problems in managing the problems of conquest warfare 
in intercultural contexts. Local peoples proved to be essential determinants of 
imperial success or failure. Far from being mere victims, these peoples found 
ways to profit from imperial maneuverings: they could find employment and 
profit as allies, or they might direct the interests and energies of imperial pow-
ers against their traditional enemies. Indeed, imperial “expansion” was very 
often illusory, and Europeans’ ability to project power actually depended 
entirely on local cooperation. In turn, that cooperative process shaped and 
reshaped the warfare and diplomatic practices designed to define and establish 
sovereignty and control, whether local or European. New cultures of power 
and cultures of war were born in the many crucibles of encounter around the 
globe, and this book, Empires and Indigenes, explores these themes and more.
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 The chapters in this book examine the problems of understanding impe-
rial expansion in an early modern world still ruled primarily by organic 
energy.1 Oceangoing sailing ships had harnessed the winds, and mills in 
Europe and elsewhere were using the power of wind or falling water to 
turn. Aside from these exceptions, though, wielding power meant harness-
ing organic energy derived from agriculture, timber, and pastoral products. 
Power required moving goods, feeding troops and animals, and extracting 
the wealth necessary to pay for and equip them. Accordingly, the problem 
of converting energy into military force and, in turn, converting force into 
a claim of sovereignty unifies these chapters.2 The Ottomans and the Por-
tuguese, the Muscovites and the English, all sought in some way to tap the 
labor of men and animals and to convert that labor into wealth. The process 
required asserting control over the space in which that labor was employed, 
and asserting control meant successfully projecting power. This indeed is 
a logical loop: projecting power required harnessing territorial space with 
its wealth and labor, and harnessing territorial space allowed for projecting 
power. One might imagine that “projecting power” meant dispatching a fleet 
or an army from the home country, but in fact, especially given the energy 
costs of early modern forces, it often was far easier to rely on local indig-
enous agents to act on the imperial behalf. It therefore was not always, or 
even mostly, a story of direct “conquest” but, rather, a story of convincing, 
cajoling, and coercing indigenous agents to harness their own resources and 
to project power, either at the imperial behest or at least in the imperial inter-
est. The chapters in this book tell that story, as well as the story of some of the 
consequences of that process.
 Empires and Indigenes is divided into three parts, proceeding from, 
roughly, the general to the more specific. Part I explores the interactive 
nature of imperial expansion from a wide perspective, presenting many of 
the broader themes that recur in the more detailed case studies. Essentially, 
how did intercultural contact, the meeting of empire and local, change dip-
lomatic and military practices and cultures? In her chapter, Jenny Hale Pul-
sipher examines the blending of European and Amerindian diplomatic prac-
tices as both sides sought to find advantage in the other, and she finds that 
for most of this period, the Europeans adapted to Amerindian conventions 
rather than vice versa. Wayne E. Lee asks a similar set of questions about 
Amerindian military adaptation to European techniques and technolo-
gies, and Douglas M. Peers looks at the extent to which South Asian mili-
tary practices determined and shaped British military capabilities there. In 
combination, these three chapters provide a broad synthetic analysis of how 
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imperial “conquest” was complicated by the process of mutual diplomatic 
and military adaptation.
 Part II also works from a broad perspective, but here Virginia H. Aksan 
and David R. Jones provide a comparative perspective on two non-Western 
European continental empires, those of the Ottomans and the Russians. As 
part of their imperial expansion, these two empires also came to recognize 
the necessity of diplomatic adjustment and compromise in order to foster 
intercultural alliances. Although historians specializing in the relatively new 
subfield of “Atlantic history” often compare the European oceanic empires 
with one another, they rarely compare them with continental empires, even 
those from the same era and resting on similar technological foundations.
 Part III returns to the Portuguese, Dutch, and English Atlantic, but here 
John K. Thornton, Mark Meuwese, Geoffrey Plank, and Marjoleine Kars use 
a much more detailed approach, focusing on the problems and potentials of 
employing “indigenous” peoples in the cause of imperial expansion. Indige-
nous “allies” could play many different roles in solving the problem of project-
ing power in an organic economy, and these chapters explore that variability.

The Spanish Model?

In many ways the Spanish empire set the model to which other European 
powers aspired, and it also supplied the popular historical imagination with 
dramatic narratives of small numbers of Europeans seemingly “conquering” 
vast Amerindian empires.3 Spain’s (and Portugal’s) apparent brilliant and 
enriching success motivated other European powers to try their hand at cre-
ating trading and territorial empires across the oceans. The Spanish story for 
a long time dominated the historical portrayal of the process of European 
expansion. Indeed, for many students and for most of the modern age, the 
Spanish conquest of Mexico and Peru defined the extent of European supe-
riority. More modern scholarship, however, has battered that reputation and, 
furthermore, has begun to integrate fully into the story the (semi-)coopera-
tive relations between the Spanish and the indigenous peoples of the New 
World.4 In essence, we now see more and more clearly the extent to which 
Spanish imperial expansion both depended on extensive intercultural alli-
ances and generated an adaptive exchange of warfare styles, which are the 
central themes of Empires and Indigenes. At the same time, however, Spain’s 
experience turns out not to have been paradigmatic. Crucial aspects of their 
early successes could not later be duplicated, and so this book focuses on 
those empires that came afterward or that struggled for control elsewhere, 
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outside the New World. Before we turn to those other empires, we will briefly 
examine the Spanish experience in the New World to review what was para-
digmatic and what was not and, above all, to begin to discover the nature and 
limits of early modern European power.
 In Empire: How Spain Became a World Power, 1492–1763, Henry Kamen 
argues that early modern Spanish, really Castilian, power derived from the 
efforts and contributions of many ethnicities, states, and peoples. More to 
the point, he notes that even using the word power too often conjures up 
images of troops, ships, and guns, when in fact power is more than “just the 
capacity to apply force.” Power, he contends, derives from

the underlying structures that made empire possible, factors such as 
the ability to supply finance and services. In other words, who gave the 
men, who supplied the credit, who arranged the transactions, who built 
the ships, who made the guns? . . . “Conquest” and power turned out fre-
quently to be of less importance than . . . the ability to marshal resources.5

 Kamen’s thesis of the diffuse sources for Spanish power applies with even 
greater force to their activities in the New World. In 1519, when Hernando 
Cortés marched down out of the mountains into the valley of Mexico and 
approached Tenochtitlan, he brought with him several crucial advantages, 
all of which proved necessary in the ensuing contest. Those same advantages 
accrued to Francisco Pizarro in Peru in 1534 and to the other early conquis-
tadors. First, the Spanish brought diseases, which, however unknowingly, 
proved potent allies in devastating populations and disrupting the normal 
processes of social mobilization and intergenerational cultural continuity.6 
Although the extent of the devastation by disease remains difficult to mea-
sure, it no doubt was worst in those centralized and urbanized states first 
encountered on the mainland in the valley of Mexico and in Peru. Sec-
ond, the Spanish brought horses, steel swords, and a tactical system that 
proved to be remarkably resistant to indigenous methods, especially in the 
first part of the sixteenth century. After the initial shock response to their 
strangeness, firearms lost much of their importance, and unarmored horses 
in small numbers quickly proved vulnerable. But armored Spanish infantry, 
fighting in the close-order style associated with the European warfare of 
that era and armed with steel swords, functioned as a kind of impenetrable 
mobile core from which they could launch cavalry charges, or, more impor-
tantly, around which they could form their third advantage: large numbers 
of indigenous allies.7
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 Amerindians were equally or even more politically fragmented than 
the Europeans. The Spanish, though, had the advantage of arriving from 
the outside (literally) as a fresh variable into a tense system of competing 
indigenous powers. Even if we set aside the supposed material advantages 
of steel or horses, the Spaniards’ strangeness allowed them to maneuver 
into the dual role of catalyst and tipping point. As numerically limited as 
Spanish military power was, it proved capable of mobilizing extant politi-
cal struggles, and in doing so, the Spanish gained thousands of Amerindian 
allies. Certainly, the most famous example is the tens of thousands of Tlax-
calans who joined Cortés in overthrowing the Aztec state. But such aid per-
sisted throughout the next two centuries and across the continent, even to 
the Spanish administrator in northern Mexico in 1693 who complained that 
“the soldiers absolutely cannot take the field without a number of Indian 
friends” and who asked that the salaries of eight Spanish soldiers instead be 
used to pay forty Amerindian fighters.8 This lesson was particularly clear as 
a “model” for other European powers: seek out the divisions between indig-
enous peoples and use them to mobilize allies. The indigenous peoples’ pro-
vision of numbers and intelligence could prove decisive. Later imperial pow-
ers in the New World, although also able to use local political divisions to 
their advantage, lacked the Spanish advantage of shock and surprise, so they 
were less successful at generating the kind of dramatic tipping point effect 
seen at Tenochtitlan.
 There was another “side effect” of the Spaniards’ outsider status. As Mat-
thew Restall points out, Amerindians had the option of surrendering: a 
choice that would protect their families and their homes. To be sure, that 
same motive gave them extraordinary courage in fighting the Spanish, and 
thousands died resisting, but eventually they could choose submission and 
survival.9 But the early conquistadors did not have that choice: if they failed, 
they died. These were men imbued with a crusading ideology, an energiz-
ing greed for hidden mineral wealth, and a profound, ends-of-the-earth, 
succeed-or-die desperation. Moreover, their consciences were fortified by an 
intricate and sustained religious-legalistic framework. As a result, the Span-
ish were pleased to accept native submission, but when resisted, they wielded 
violence swiftly, unhesitatingly, and with extraordinary cruelty. Like the “tip-
ping point,” the power generated by this sense of desperation also did not 
fully carry over to the later oceanic empires, whose explorers and soldiers 
could more reliably fall back to their ships (or coastal forts) and return home 
if necessary. And for the Old World continental empires discussed here, this 
power of desperation did not really apply at all.
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 Beyond the power of desperation and the potential power conferred by 
their outsider status, Restall suggests that the conquistadors’ process followed 
a seven-part “method” that held true for most of the century and persisted in 
part because of deep precedent dating to the reconquista on the Iberian pen-
insula. This process also persisted because it succeeded. The Spanish began 
their campaigns (or entradas) in a quest for precious metals, which they 
framed with legalistic devices and appeals to distant, usually royal, authority 
that, as suggested earlier, fortified their consciences for the rest of their pro-
gram of action.10 Aware of their own vulnerability and local ignorance, the 
Spanish deliberately sought out interpreters and intermediaries, whom they 
then used to parlay Amerindian political divisions into active allies. Finally, 
at crucial moments of conflict, they sought to publicly seize and control the 
chief ruler and combined that act with the use of “display” violence designed 
to terrorize the population into submission (whom they wanted to tap for 
labor, after all, not eliminate).11 To Restall’s framework, I would add that 
appeals to the king’s authority notwithstanding, throughout the seventeenth 
century virtually all these actions were conducted as private-enterprise ven-
tures, although they were increasingly subject to rules set down in Spain—at 
least in theory.12 What is crucial to note here is that this was a methodology 
applied consciously. Even if Spanish accounts later glorified their own role, 
the conquistadors’ patterns of behavior clearly indicate their awareness of the 
necessity for interpreters and allies, as well as the efficacy of display violence 
and decapitation of the leadership.13

 Although this “method” was repeated all around the hemisphere and was 
essential to Spanish success, the (in)famous conquests of Mexico and Peru 
were nevertheless not paradigmatic, even for Spain. Although often cited and 
also seen as the most in need of explanation, the victims of both “conquests” 
were complex, hierarchical, even imperial, states. These hierarchical states, 
especially in the shock of their first contact with an alien culture, proved to 
be more brittle and susceptible to overthrow by leadership decapitation than 
were the more diffuse tribal societies that Spain confronted in the rest of the 
Americas.14 Much of the remaining Spanish expansion in the New World did 
not contend with state-based societies. It is true that there were other large 
contemporaneous Amerindian states, but many were eviscerated by disease 
or internecine warfare before full or continuing contact with the Spanish.15 
Furthermore, those tribal societies more distant from the first Spanish entra-
das had time to adjust to European technologies, if not fully adopting them, 
then at least understanding and coping with them. Indeed, even after those 
early spectacular successes in Mexico and Peru, for much of the sixteenth 
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and into the seventeenth century the Spanish presence in the Americas 
remained confined to the fertile coastal zones of the Caribbean and Pacific 
or the urban centers that had formerly been the capitals of the Amerindian 
empires.16 When and where the Spanish presence did expand deep into the 
countryside, it did so through a complex interactive process of administra-
tive reform, missionary work, and small military garrisons, all engaged in 
elaborate and dependent interactions with the indigenous peoples.
 During this long process of Spanish expansion, both Indians and Spanish 
adapted their forms of warfare to suit the new challenges. The seminomadic 
peoples of northwest Mexico and the Plains Indians of the North American 
Midwest and Southwest became famous horsemen and, in the case of the 
Comanches, arguably enabled them to build their own form of “empire.”17 
Under Spanish pressure, the “Araucanian” Indians of Chile revamped their 
society politically, socially, and militarily to strengthen their ability to resist 
the Spanish, something they did successfully into the nineteenth century. 
Even considered from just the military perspective, their adaptations were 
remarkable: they learned to fight in pike-and-shot formations and deployed 
an excellent force of cavalry, superior in many ways to the Spanish cavalry in 
the region.18

 “Spanish” forces adapted as well, vividly visible in the contrasting appear-
ance, equipment, and background of two Spanish soldiers in the North 
American Southwest, one in 1598 and the other in 1663. In 1598, Captain Luis 
Gasco de Velasco presented himself for service equipped with two feath-
ered hats, a suit of blue Italian velvet, eight pairs of cordovan leather boots, 
sword and gilded dagger, a silver lance signifying his rank, three sets of buck-
skin armor for his horse, and a silk standard (flag). In 1663 the Inquisition 
in Mexico City tried Nicolás de Aguilar, variously a field captain, sergeant, 
adjutant, and alcalde (mayor) of the district Las Salinas. As historian Andrew 
Knaut relates, he was a mestizo and accused heretic, “dressed in flannel trou-
sers and woolen shirt and stockings—all crudely woven and in places badly 
frayed—and wearing a cotton neckcloth and buckskin shoes.” In his posses-
sion, he also had some worn-out clothes, a bilingual catechism (Castilian and 
Timuquana), and several herbal cures.19 In part, this process of mutual adap-
tation was carried out through the integration of armies. “Spanish” forces 
were usually more Amerindian than European, and tactics, weapons, and 
techniques were inevitably passed back and forth. Some Amerindian peo-
ples became regular allies of the Spanish, accompanying them far afield on 
their campaigns. In fact, there is evidence that some Mesoamerican peoples 
fought with the Spanish in Peru and even in the Philippines.20 In other cases, 
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local peoples became the defenders of the Spanish “frontier.” As Kamen 
argues, “The ‘peace Indians’ became the principal line of defence against the 
so-called ‘war Indians.’”21

 The existence of “peace Indians” leads to the next issue. Whether on the 
land of conquered Amerindian states or on the land of partially subdued or 
relocated tribal peoples, the Spanish had to create an ordered environment 
from which they could extract wealth and mobilize the population for its own 
defense. This hope, common to all the empires discussed here, required at least 
some territorial control in addition to internal stability. The modern U.S. Army 
refers to this post-“conquest” period as “Phase IV Operations.” Then, as now, 
the most efficient method of consolidating an orderly territorial control was 
through local allies and existing local hierarchies. Even the infamous Spanish 
encomienda, a system of rewarding Spanish conquistadors with the control of 
native labor within a territorial grant, typically worked through agreements 
with local chiefs using existing networks of authority. As Susan Schroeder 
points out, in “Tenochtitlan, the king certainly died, but the four-part socio-
political structure of governance was maintained with the traditional nobles 
as Spanish-styled elected officials in control much as they had before.”22 In the 
long, long, process of making the empire function, steel and disease lost the 
importance they had held during the initial conquest period. Instead, Spain’s 
long-term power depended on exploiting indigenous networks for controlling 
or extracting wealth. That very process, however, also cemented the authority 
and privilege of the Spanish, who had violently positioned themselves at the 
top of the network. As a reward for their service, allied Amerindians might 
be granted certain levels of autonomy, or tax exemption, or regular access to 
Spanish cattle and other goods, but their actions nevertheless funneled profits 
into Spanish hands and thereby strengthened those hands.23

 Some of those profits were funneled all the way back to the king in Spain, 
and the monarchs’ hands were incomparably strengthened by this new 
access to the gold and silver mines of the New World (albeit with unfore-
seen costs).24 In many ways, however, the shape of Spanish control in the 
New World presaged a future period of industrial imperial power, in which 
controlling strategic locations was sufficient to extract wealth, rather than 
an older form of empire, in which power derived from the expansive con-
trol of territory (and its rents, produce, herds, and so on). In one sense, the 
Spanish New World empire (and the trading-post networks of other early 
modern European oceanic empires) was merely a punctuated series of strate-
gic locations from which influence inland was carried by indigenous hands. 
A certain minimal amount of territorial control was required to access the 
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mines, grow food to feed the miners, and then move those resources to the 
ports. But Spain did not export Spanish settlers in the numbers required to 
make their empire demographically “Spanish.” Nor until much later in the 
seventeenth century did the country exercise the kind of territorial control 
traditionally associated with “conquest” in an organic economy, in which the 
products and rents of the land were the reward for success.25

 However un-paradigmatic they were in reality, contemporaries and his-
torians often pointed to the spectacular early Spanish successes in Mexico 
and Peru and the appearance of gaining a vast territorial empire in a way that 
portrayed this experience as substantially different from those of the other 
“empires” discussed in this book. In the sense that those early successes pro-
duced unprecedented access to mineral wealth, the Spanish experience was 
indeed exceptional. Nevertheless, Spanish administrators and adventurers 
confronted the problems of controlling territory, of blending different cul-
tures of war, and of depending on indigenous allies (with the parallel need to 
accommodate those allies politically). Each of those problems had parallels 
in the other empires of the era.

Intercultural Alliance, Imperial Expansion, and Warfare

Like Spain, all the empires discussed in this book depended on intercultural 
alliances to make their expansion work, and in so doing, they evolved new 
forms of warfare. Within these titular themes are a number of common con-
cepts and terms. One of the most important has already been used in this 
introduction rather indiscriminately and perhaps needs some clarification. 
That term is indigenous. The Ottomans and Muscovites discussed here by 
Aksan and Jones, for example, almost never dealt with indigenous people, as 
that term is usually defined. But worries over whether any one people were 
truly autochthonous is less the issue here than the nature of the relationships 
generated by an expanding state-based society moving into the territory of 
a people with generations of experience with the local climate, terrain, and 
subsistence system. Even this definition is inadequate, however, as it might 
describe almost any conquest situation (for example, the Normans over the 
Saxons). So to that basic understanding of “local,” we must add that the two 
societies operated according to different cultural systems, often set by the 
different scale of their social organization and especially by their use of dif-
ferent forms and even meanings of warfare.26

 In most circumstances, it was this very difference in warfare styles that 
first attracted an imperial power to the task of recruiting indigenous allies. 
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They wanted “ethnic soldiers,” meaning soldiers or warriors recruited for 
the skills they possessed as a part of their lifestyle and their regional or cul-
tural form of warfare. In other words, they were recruited for who they were 
(or, at least, who they were perceived to be), rather than what they could 
become through training.27 Jones shows that the Muscovites hoped to tap the 
remarkable military power provided by steppe horse archers through their 
diplomatic and alliance process with the steppe khanates. Aksan describes 
an Ottoman state less interested in specific military skills of the conquered 
(except for those of individual technicians) than in their local knowledge 
and therefore local mobility. Desert peoples and mountain peoples proved 
difficult to control, and so the Ottomans instead co-opted parts of their tra-
ditional leadership and used their skills within their own home territories. 
Kars’s and Meuwese’s studies provide valuable narratives of the details of how 
the Dutch gained and kept (and, in Brazil, later abandoned) ethnic soldiers, 
as well as the varying kinds of services that they could provide. Plank’s chap-
ter offers a slightly different viewpoint, one in which the British considered 
whether “ethnic soldiers” far outside their home territory could be valued for 
their inherent qualities, much as the Spanish deployed their Mesoamerican 
allies as far away as the Philippines. Indeed, it is fair to ask whether the Scots 
he discusses were a kind of hybrid of ethnic soldiers and indigenous people 
who merely served as a demographic pool for adding recruits to a uniformly 
trained army—something that Aksan sees as the Ottomans’ eventual choice.
 Kars’s and Meuwese’s chapters also highlight the many different ways in 
which indigenous allies could aid state power. Dutch military forces found 
it difficult to penetrate the interior of Berbice, or Brazil, and their campaigns 
were defined by the course of rivers or the shape of coastlines, places where 
they could project naval power, a term in this case meaning merely vessels 
carrying artillery and supplies. In the early modern era, European armies 
were increasingly designed around a combination of infantry, cavalry, and 
artillery, all supplied by animal-drawn four-wheeled wagons. Almost by defi-
nition, their armies and logistical systems depended on road-width paths. In 
Europe those roads existed because farmers moved their goods to market on 
the same form of wagon; that is, the vast network of local roads was a natural 
by-product of European subsistence and marketing practices. The Romans 
had built a strategic network of roads in part because the organic local ver-
sions did not yet exist. Only late in the early modern era (somewhat ear-
lier for the Ottomans) were roads deliberately built by the state. In contrast, 
New World societies moved goods by canoe and porter. Although Europeans 
could use packhorses in a roadless environment, packhorses proved poorly 
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suited to early modern artillery. In this context, native allies not only pro-
vided the porters (sometimes enslaved), canoes, and knowledge necessary to 
directly aid European movement, but more usually they operated indepen-
dently as military forces within the interior, indirectly aiding Dutch power. 
Understanding this logistical context suggests even more clearly that the fact 
the Spanish were able to penetrate so much of the interior of two continents 
speaks more to their success harnessing Amerindian power and labor than 
to their own inherent abilities.28

 Indeed, in many ways we might explain European successes and failures 
entirely as an issue of logistics or, better, how well they succeeded in using 
indigenous aid to overcome the logistical challenges. Thornton’s chapter 
shows the difficulty the Portuguese had in West Africa asserting almost any 
kind of territorial control. In this case, the particular challenges of tropical 
West Africa affected everyone, including the local Africans. Campaigns of 
conquest in West Africa seemed to have had a limited range, and whatever 
success the Portuguese did have reflected their ability to play the political 
alliance game by African rules. Their style of warfare only marginally affected 
regional African tactics, which already combined a heavy core of profes-
sional infantry with a larger crowd of missile-armed skirmishers. Horses in 
that environment simply died. As a result, the Portuguese became merely 
another regional power, although their possession of artillery and eventually 
the modern European artillery fortress may have given them a kind of ulti-
mate security, as they were difficult to force out of the region militarily.
 In one sense, the Portuguese failed to convert their local allies into effec-
tive projectors of power. One route to imperial “control,” as suggested by the 
preceding discussion of Spanish and Dutch experience, was to avoid the costs 
of direct state-funded or state-directed forces or administration and instead 
to claim an indirect but comprehensive sovereignty through the more direct 
sovereignty claims of indigenous peoples, who at least appeared to act as 
imperial clients.29 Pulsipher’s chapter shows how the French and English in 
North America sought that result by conforming to Amerindian diplomatic 
practices. Both European powers learned to acknowledge the power of kin-
ship (real and fictive), exchange, and ritual as part of the process of managing 
trade but also as a means of asserting a broader “secondary” claim of sover-
eignty via Amerindian agency. Within the English colonies by the middle of 
the eighteenth century, the military necessity to work through such indige-
nous agents declined as European settlers and European subsistence systems 
penetrated the continent. As they did so, they naturally generated the food 
supply and road networks necessary to move European-style armies, and 
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Amerindians found those armies increasingly difficult to resist. Jones’s dis-
cussion of Muscovite diplomacy provides a neat parallel. The Musovites had 
a long history of accommodating steppe diplomatic systems, and although 
they needed European-style military systems to deal with their enemies to 
the west, expanding their coercive control over the steppe required steppe-
style forces, at least until well into the eighteenth century.
 Jones’s essay thus joins Thornton’s examination of West Africa and Peers’s 
study of the British in South Asia as exemplars of the limits of the early mod-
ern “military revolution” in regard to enabling European expansive power.30 
Peers’s is perhaps the most important in that respect because by the time of 
the period he examines (mid-eighteenth century), the British were using 
fully fledged, volley-firing, bayonet-equipped infantry in combination with 
cavalry and relatively mobile artillery. Even so, Peers does not find this par-
ticular tactical combination especially decisive, in part because of the logisti-
cal limits just discussed. Lord Wellington and his ilk instead adopted Indian 
logistical techniques and parlayed Britain’s more developed financial capaci-
ties to successfully tap the local military labor market, a market, incidentally, 
with a long history of producing disciplined troops.
 Nevertheless, European technological capabilities, not least the broadside-
armed sailing ship and the bastioned artillery fortress, advanced their expan-
sion. European firearms and artillery appealed to indigenous peoples, and 
this attraction, plus long experience as enemies and allies, led to a cultural 
blending of war practices. Wayne Lee’s chapter focuses on how the input 
of new European technologies into North American Amerindian societies 
changed not only the way they fought but also aspects of their social organi-
zation. For all the arguments about the inadequacies of seventeenth-century 
firearms (for example), they proved irresistibly attractive and apparently use-
ful to Amerindians, who adopted them at some cost to their security and 
cultural continuity. Technique transfer, however, was a two-way street. Peers 
demonstrates that a long history of “orientalizing” South Asians has down-
played and obscured the extent to which British forces in India incorporated 
local techniques and practices into their military system. Thornton and Jones 
similarly document the process of mutual adaptation in the Portuguese–
West African and Muscovite-Nomad environments of confrontation and 
cooperation.
 It is in this variety of approaches and perspectives that Empires and Indi-
genes has its greatest value. This volume provides not only comparative impe-
rial studies but also comparison at the level of microdetail and synthetic 
overview. The complexity of the mechanics of intercultural interaction, 
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mobilization, and adaptation are described here in both detailed narrative 
and theoretical structure. Imperial powers, for good or ill, successfully man-
aged those complexities and mobilized indigenous power to their own bene-
fit. Having placed themselves at the top of a co-opted network, they then used 
indigenous power to reinforce their own. Over the long term, they were able 
to assert a more direct and centralized form of control, which did not begin to 
break down until the twentieth century. Once again, Western military com-
manders now find themselves trying to mobilize local hierarchies and net-
works, perhaps without the same expansive imperial intent, but surely with 
strategic locations and security calculations in mind. It remains to be seen 
if they can master those complexities and adapt their own forms of logistics 
and warfare practices to fit indigenous needs, demands, and expectations.

Notes

1. This conference was conducted under the auspices of the British Asia–British 
Atlantic Network, directed by Huw V. Bowen, Elizabeth Mancke, John G. Reid, and Emily 
Burton and sponsored by the Gorsebrook Research Centre, Saint Mary’s University and 
the Milton F. Gregg Centre for the Study of War and Society, and the University of New 
Brunswick. See http://www.smu.ca/partners/baban/welcome.html. The authors of this 
book are grateful for their sponsorship and encouragement in publishing this volume. 
Cynthia Radding and John Thornton have been very helpful in guiding my discussion 
of Spanish colonization in this introduction but are surely blameless for its errors and 
inevitable omissions.

2. This discussion of preindustrial organic economies and their relationship to force 
and power was greatly influenced by John Landers, The Field and the Forge: Population, 
Production, and Power in the Pre-Industrial West (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2003), which I modified here to apply it to the expanding imperial context of oceanic 
empires. I deal with this topic in more detail in my “Subjects, Clients, Allies or Mercenar-
ies? The British Use of Irish and Indian Military Power, 1500–1815,” in Britain’s Oceanic 
Empire: Projecting Imperium in the Atlantic and Indian Ocean Worlds, ca. 1550–1800, ed. H. 
V. Bowen, Elizabeth Mancke, and John G. Reid (forthcoming).

3. In a volume that includes discussion of South Asia, “Amerindian” seems the most 
acceptable generic term for the indigenous inhabitants of North and South America.

4. A crucial starting point for this literature is Laura Matthew and Michel R. Oudijk, 
eds., Indian Conquistadors: Indigenous Allies in the Conquest of Mesoamerica (Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 2008).

5. Henry Kamen, Empire: How Spain Became a World Power, 1492–1763 (New York: 
HarperCollins, 2003), xxiii–xxiv.

6. The following analysis relies heavily on Matthew Restall, Seven Myths of the Spanish 
Conquest (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 140–45; Michel R. Oudijk and 
Matthew Restall, “Mesoamerican Conquistadors in the Sixteenth Century,” in Indian 
Conquistadors: Indigenous Allies in the Conquest of Mesoamerica, ed. Laura Matthew 
and Michel R. Oudijk (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2008), 28–64 (and the 



14 | Wayne E. Lee

other essays in that volume); John F. Guilmartin Jr., “The Cutting Edge: An Analysis 
of the Spanish Invasion and Overthrow of the Inca Empire, 1532–1539,” in Transatlantic 
Encounters: Europeans and Andeans in the Sixteenth Century, ed. Kenneth J. Andrien and 
Relena Adorno (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), 40–69; Ross Hassig, “War, 
Politics and the Conquest of Mexico,” in War in the Early Modern World, 1450–1815, ed. 
Jeremy Black (Boulder, CO.: Westview Press, 1999), 207–35; and Ross Hassig, War and 
Society in Ancient Mesoamerica (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992).

7. John K. Thornton, Cultural Encounters in the Atlantic World, 1400–1823 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, forthcoming), chap. 5; Guilmartin, “The Cutting Edge.” John 
Thornton discussed his theory of this “armored core” with me, and I am grateful for him 
sharing his work in progress. Both he and Restall are somewhat dismissive of the power of 
cavalry, but for men on foot unaccustomed to them, horsemen could be a potent generator 
of fear. Thornton does not think cavalry could kill as many men as the sources credit them 
with doing, but battles are lost when armies run, not when they are killed while resisting. 
Generating panic wins battles, and then much of the killing occurs in the pursuit.

8. Kamen points out that the seizure of Atahualpa in Peru was unique in that Pizarro 
at that moment was not aided by Amerindian allies, but the longer-term conquest of the 
Incas did require such allies. See Kamen, Empire, 108, 110. See also Oudijk and Restall, 
“Mesoamerican Conquistadors,” 32–37; and Susan Schroeder, introduction to Indian 
Conquistadors Indian Conquistadors: Indigenous Allies in the Conquest of Mesoamerica, ed. 
Laura Matthew and Michel R. Oudijk (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2008), 
16. Quotation is from Report of Joseph Francisco Marín, 15 June 1694, in Charles Wilson 
Hackett, Historical Documents Relating to New Mexico, Nueva Vizcaya and Approaches 
Thereto, to 1773 (Washington, DC: Carnegie Institution of Washington, 1926), 2: 375–77 
(my thanks to John Thornton for pointing me to this source).

9. Restall, Seven Myths, 144–45.
10. Restall does not assert the problem of “conscience” explicitly, but it is part of 

Patricia Seed’s interpretation of the value of the “Requirement” (requerimiento), which 
stated the legal and religious authority for Spanish actions. See Patricia Seed, “Taking 
Possession and Reading Texts: Establishing the Authority of Overseas Empires,” William 
and Mary Quarterly, 3d ser., 49 (1992): 204.

11. Restall, Seven Myths, 19–25, 91–92. The role of interpreters and “go-betweens” is a 
growing subject of interest in European-indigenous interaction. Pulsipher’s chapter in this 
book deals with that literature for North America. For the Spanish regions, see Juliana 
Barr, Peace Came in the Form of a Woman: Indians and Spaniards in the Texas Borderlands 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007); Alida C. Metcalf, Go-Betweens 
and the Colonization of Brazil, 1500–1600 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2005); and 
Yanna Yannakakis, The Art of Being In-Between: Native Intermediaries, Indian Identity, and 
Local Rule in Colonial Oaxaca (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008).

12. Kamen, Empire, 84, 95; David J. Weber, The Spanish Frontier in North America (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1992), 69, 81.

13. Cortés, for example, deliberately constructed a narrative designed to shine the 
light on him while downplaying his weakness and failings during the months before 
the Spaniards’ (temporary) expulsion from Tenochtitlan. See Inga Clendinnen, “‘Fierce 
and Unnatural Cruelty’: Cortés and the Conquest of Mexico,” Representations 33 (1991): 
65–100.



Projecting Power | 15

14. Tzvetan Todorov is the most articulate on the role of culture shock in the early 
conquest, and although he has been rightly challenged on overplaying cultural difference 
as a source of impotence, there is still explanatory power in how strangeness and fear 
can be debilitating. See his The Conquest of America: The Question of the Other (New York: 
Harper Torch, 1992). Some historians and anthropologists prefer to avoid the descriptor 
“tribal,” believing that it has acquired connotations of incivility or primitiveness. It nev-
ertheless accurately conveys a relatively small society organized and mobilized through 
a broadly consensual political process nominally led by chiefs whose power was, at best, 
only partially hereditary.

15. For one example, see Grant D. Jones, “The Lowland Mayas from the Conquest 
to the Present,” in The Cambridge History of the Native Peoples of the Americas, vol. 2, 
Mesoamerica, ed. Richard E. W. Adams and Murdo J. MacLeod (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), 358–60.

16. Kamen, Empire, 96, 115, 122; Thornton categorizes European presence as one of 
conquest, colonization, or merely contact, reflecting different levels of European demo-
graphic presence and direct administrative control. He also points out that the category 
was at least in part determined by the nature of the indigenous people they faced, whether 
initially a state or a “free association” or a tribal society. See Thornton, Cultural Encoun-
ters, chap. 5. The Spanish in urban Mesoamerica or the high Andes did achieve a kind 
of “conquest,” but much of the rest of their empire was more of a contested, interactive 
“contact” zone until at least the late seventeenth century. See also Daniel R. Headrick, 
Power over Peoples: Technology, Environments, and Western Imperialism, 1400 to the Present 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2009), 131–32.

17. See especially Pekka Hämäläinen, The Comanche Empire (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2008); Frank Raymond Secoy, Changing Military Patterns of the Great 
Plains Indians (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1953, 1992).

18. Kamen, Empire, 116–17; Robert Charles Padden, “Cultural Change and Military 
Resistance in Araucanian Chile, 1550–1730,” Southwestern Journal of Anthropology 13 
(1957): 103–21; Thornton, Cultural Encounters, chap. 8; G. V. Scammell, The First Imperial 
Age: European Overseas Expansion, c. 1400–1715 (New York: Routledge, 1989), 73.

19. Andrew Knaut, The Pueblo Revolt of 1680 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 
1997), 137–39. John L. Kessell provides another good discussion of the blending of military 
traditions, partly through intermarriage in the Mexican Northwest and the American 
Southwest, in his Spain in the Southwest: A Narrative History of Colonial New Mexico, Ari-
zona, Texas, and California (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2002), esp. chap. 3.

20. Oudijk and Restall, “Mesoamerican Conquistadors,” 37.
21. Kamen, Empire, 257.
22. Kamen, Empire, 122; Schroeder, introduction, 12 (quotation).
23. For examples of what Amerindians gained from their aid to Spain, and Span-

ish attempts to provide some political reward, see Kamen, Empire, 124, 256; Schroeder, 
introduction, 17, 20, 22–23.

24. Paul Kennedy famously documented the temptations of “imperial overstretch” 
funded by bullion that eventually undermined Spanish power, in his The Rise and Fall 
of the Great Powers: Economic Change and Military Conflict from 1500 to 2000 (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1987).

25. Landers, The Field and the Forge, 6–7.



16 | Wayne E. Lee

26. Specifically excluded here are African slaves used as military auxiliaries in the New 
World. They were neither local nor indigenous, but from different cultural systems and 
warfare systems and acting as props to empire. For their use as military auxiliaries, see 
Peter Michael Voelz, Slave and Soldier: The Military Impact of Blacks in the Colonial Ameri-
cas (New York: Garland, 1993); Christopher Leslie Brown and Philip D. Morgan, Arming 
Slaves: From Classical Times to the Modern Age (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
2006). Whether the Ottomans’ use of slave soldiers in the Janissary corps is considered 
using “indigenous allies” is dealt with in Aksan’s essay.

27. This differs from Cynthia H. Enloe’s use of the term in her Ethnic Soldiers: State 
Security in Divided Societies (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1980). Neil L. Whitehead 
uses the term to include almost any form of recruitment of a native people into imperial 
service; see his “Carib Ethnic Soldiering in Venezuela, the Guianas, and the Antilles, 
1492–1820,” Ethnohistory 37 (1990): 357. Part of the argument here is that “soldiering” is 
not “ethnic” unless the soldiers fight in their indigenous style. A generalized belief that 
certain peoples are fierce (that is, are a “martial race”), and likely to make good soldiers, 
and are then trained to fight in the European manner, represents a kind of hybrid of eth-
nic soldier with a uniform recruit. See Plank’s chapter in this book, and Heather Streets, 
Martial Races: The Military, Race and Masculinity in British Imperial Culture, 1857–1914 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2004).

28. Oudijk and Restall point out that providing porters to one’s overlord was standard 
practice among Mesoamerican Amerindians. See their “Mesoamerican Conquistadors,” 38–42.

29. Lee, “Subject, Clients, Allies, or Mercenaries?”
30. The literature on the military revolution is extensive but is amply discussed in 

Peers’s, Jones’s, Thornton’s, and Lee’s chapters and does not need additional citation here.


