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Challenging the Frontiers of Colonialism

C H R I S T I N E  D.  B E AU L E

The archaeology of colonialism has, perhaps more than most specialties in 
the discipline, had a strongly interdisciplinary character for many decades. 
However, as scholars are increasingly recognizing, we remain constrained by 
our intradisciplinary regional and temporal specializations. Specialties within 
academic research reflect communities of practitioners working on related 
questions about some area of the human experience or natural world. Within 
archaeology, those boundaries have tended to be regional, with Mesoameri-
canists or China specialists largely writing for, working with, and responding 
to the arguments of their regional colleagues. We are often further specialized 
by cultural group (Nahuatl, Zapotec), chronological period (Formative Period, 
Postclassic Period), methodological specialty (lithic analysis, remote sensing), 
or theoretical tendency (Marxism, postprocessualism). This does not preclude 
reading about, borrowing from, or actively engaging with scholars in different 
subspecialties, but it is rare indeed that a scholar of Roman settlement patterns 
might engage significantly with a specialist in Mesopotamian ceramics.
 In part, this natural tendency to specialize afflicts every discipline of 
knowledge production, and may simply reflect the exponential proliferation 
of expertise and publication venues. But these theoretical divides can also 
be a hindrance to the fruitful cross-pollination of ideas, methodologies, and 
ways of interpreting patterns. As an Andean Late Formative Period household 
archaeologist, I have a sizable community of Andeanists to draw upon, but 
I may also benefit from new models and new approaches that my colleagues 
working in historic Vietnam have to offer. This is not a call to ignore regional, 
methodological, or other kinds of boundaries, of course, but to consider what 
we may be inadvertently cutting ourselves off from when we attend the same 
regionally specific symposia at conferences, peruse the same journals and 
book series that publish the research of colleagues working in the same spe-
cialty, and ignore the rest.
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 The central objective of this edited volume is to call critical attention to two 
particular intradisciplinary boundaries and their dampening effect on fruit-
ful cross-cultural and cross-temporal comparison. Archaeologists are hindered 
by the self-imposed boundary between historic and prehistoric archaeology 
and by assumptions about different rates and kinds of cultural continuity and 
change before and after the arrival of Europeans. This is especially relevant to 
studies of colonialism in history and archaeology, where scholars wrestle with 
case studies of states and empires that may be interregional or international in 
scale. Did, for example, the Spanish Empire truly do something unprecedented, 
something that had never before been accomplished in human history? Was 
it simply the fact that to establish and maintain colonies, the Spanish had to 
cross first the Atlantic, and then the Pacific? Did that make for a qualitatively 
different kind of empire than, for example, that produced by the Qing or Ak-
kadians? Archaeologists working on examples of historic European colonialism 
make rare use of scholarship on non-European or prehistoric colonialism. The 
chapters in this volume collectively challenge those self-imposed theoretical 
frontiers in our discipline. The European/non-European and prehistoric/his-
toric frontiers between archaeologies of colonialism are the frontiers we seek to 
call attention to and, where possible, blur.
 Smith makes a similar point in the introduction to her edited volume on an-
cient cities (2003:3–4): “While analysts of modern cities often use the configura-
tions that they see as indicators that the Industrial Revolution brought irrevers-
ible and substantial changes to the phenomenon of concentrated populations, 
archaeological evidence indicates that these same types of transformations are 
visible in the premodern world.” Like debates about ancient and modern forms 
of globalization (Appadurai 1990; LaBianca and Scham 2006), the compara-
tive archaeology of colonialism allows us to challenge those assumptions. The 
premodern/modern divide is commonly and colloquially used to draw a line 
between the non-Western civilizations that dominated their respective regions 
before the sixteenth century, on the one hand, and the European-driven em-
pires that developed afterward, on the other. But turning a critical gaze onto 
these dividing lines reveals the imprecise and variable meanings of all of the 
major conceptual pieces of these schema: “modern” (and its corollary, premod-
ern), “European” (and non-Western), and “states” (and empires) are neither 
fixed nor clearly defined.
 As the chapters in this volume reveal, many of the features we associate with 
colonialism may not be present at all, or may only appear in very different forms 
than we expect. The effects of colonialism and colonization in local contexts 



proof

3Challenging the Frontiers of Colonialism

are highly variable. By including several regions (e.g., the Philippines, Pacific, 
China, and Egypt) alongside better-known cases of colonialism (e.g., Meso-
america, the Andes, North America, and Britain), that heterogeneity may take 
surprising directions. This unusual set of case studies extends existing scholar-
ship on colonialism by encouraging archaeologists to seek comparative paral-
lels in untapped scholarship on other regions and time periods. Crossing our 
intradisciplinary theoretical frontiers can only enrich the power of explanations 
for aspects of the heterogeneous local impacts of colonialism. Part of the effect 
of this tendency to work mostly within our regional and temporal silos is that 
key concepts such as colonialism, cross-cultural contact, and colonization are 
defined quite differently, increasing the danger of our talking past each other 
about these critical terms. The following section reviews some of these defini-
tional debates and advocates for a specific set of working definitions.

States, Empires, and Colonialism: Definitions and Variability

Historians (Coronil 2007; Jones and Phillips 2005; Perdue 1998) have challenged 
the tendency to call European colonial powers “empires,” while non-European 
examples retain the lesser label of “states.” Coronil (2007:254) defines “empire” 
as a category subsuming different forms of centralized rule over populations in 
usually adjacent territories, especially in premodern cases. Its root is the Latin 
term “imperium,” which referred to “systems of authority of strong political 
centers over peoples generally located in contiguous territories. In the modern 
period, ‘empire’ came to be associated with European political systems based 
on strong states that exerted control over distant populations, propelled in part 
by the expansion of trade and industry” (254). States are regional polities, and 
they are smaller and presumably simpler than empires.
 Modern empires, beginning in the West with the Spanish conquest of Latin 
America and cemented by Spain’s colonial outposts in the western Pacific 
Ocean, differ in scale as well as the intensity and nature of cross-cultural in-
teraction. At least three traits differentiate them from earlier, smaller conquest 
states. First, empires require the construction of ideologies of justification, such 
as the civilizing mission at the heart of anthropology and archaeology’s colonial 
ancestry (Gosden 1999; Mendy 2003; Thomas 2000). Second, empires neces-
sitate the organization of new, imposed socioeconomic hierarchies that sub-
sume previous cultural, linguistic, political, and regional distinctions (e.g., the 
invention of the “Indian” in the Americas). Third, the vast geographic distances 
between colonial nations and colonized groups require an administrative and 
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military complex that far exceeds the needs of powers that conquer and admin-
ister territorially contiguous lands and populations.
 Geographers, like historians, have tackled the conceptual difference between 
empires and colonial powers. Jones and Phillips (2005:142) define imperialism 
as “unequal economic, cultural, and territorial relationships based on domina-
tion and subordination.” Colonialism is a form of imperialism that includes 
“the establishment and maintenance of rule and/or the tangible settlement of 
people and the displacement or subordination of others.” The two are both in-
terrelated and overlapping, and hence difficult to compartmentalize. This rec-
ognition of colonialism as one form of imperialism is a good first step, but a 
more comprehensive conceptual framework comes from Coronil (2007).
 Colonialism is one of five modalities of imperialism that also include (Coro-
nil 2007:242) polities that accord full membership status to conquered subjects, 
absorb them within the home polity, attempt to wipe out the conquered, and iso-
late indigenous populations socially and geographically. A mix of these strategic 
relationships between imperial home and subject groups may be found within 
an empire or over the course of a polity’s history. But colonialism involves a par-
ticular set of features, which I outline below. For the moment, it is important 
to conceptually distinguish between imperialism, as a form of state territorial 
expansion, and colonialism, which is one way that that expansion may occur.
 The project of defining colonialism is further complicated by the need to sep-
arate colonialism from colonization. Stein’s work (2002a, 2002b, 2005a, 2005b; 
see also Domínguez 2002) conceptually teases apart the two phenomena, and in 
so doing it allows for relationships between colonizers and local populations to 
be arranged along a continuum. The need to distinguish between processes of 
colonialism and the establishment of archaeologically recognizable colonies is 
apparent even in Stein’s reworked definition of a colony. Colonies are implanted 
settlements of foreigners, socially and spatially distinct from local communities 
(which makes them archaeologically visible), that may or may not be controlled 
by the metropole or core power. Thus, a group of colonists whose presence is 
merely tolerated and who do not dictate the terms of trade with locals may 
function more like a trading post or ethnic enclave than a center of colonial 
control over a conquered people. Colonists, in other words, are not necessarily 
in charge of local affairs.
 How are we to distinguish then between a transplanted group of foreigners 
and a center of colonial administration? When we identify a site as a colony, 
we need to be careful to avoid assumptions about power dynamics, what (or 
who) caused notable changes in material culture, whether (or not) intensified 
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subsistence or craft production constitutes economic exploitation, and the hier-
archical nature of relationships between representatives of a foreign power and 
local peoples. Their transplantation and continued ethnic identity with a more 
powerful, distant homeland alone does not make a group colonists. Coloniza-
tion is a state-driven process with particular objectives (e.g., labor exploitation, 
direct resource extraction, tribute collection, religious conversion). Colonies 
are the groups of individuals charged with carrying out those missions.
 In this sense, a transplanted group of fisherman or farmers in lowland Peru 
from Tiwanaku (Goldstein 2005), though far from regional administrators in 
their scope or power, represent a colonial presence comparable to the Dutch in 
Indonesia. The danger, of course, is that the term “colony” carries heavy con-
ceptual baggage in the form of a strong association with the exercise of political 
power and economic extraction. So those Tiwanaku colonists may very well 
have extracted local resources (crops unable to be grown on the high, dry Bo-
livian altiplano), but there is no real evidence of territorial domination, of cul-
tural assimilation or conversion, or even of intensive interaction and exchange 
with local Moquegua populations (Goldstein 2005; Janusek 2008; Williams and 
Nash 2002). “Diaspora” is a more flexible term than “colony,” when those larger 
political relationships of centrally directed exploitation and control simply do 
not exist (as in chapters 10 and 12, this volume). (The literature on diasporas is 
extensive and is not well integrated into the archaeology of colonialism. Given 
limited space, I leave it to chapter authors to describe as needed.) In this sense, 
the comparative archaeological study of colonialism offers a crucial counterpart 
to the overreliance on historical texts. We more often see the daily habitus of 
colonies’ inhabitants and local neighbors, and that long-term perspective on 
material culture allows us to see correlations between rapid changes in political 
contexts and daily life. Those patterns receive relatively little attention in the 
historical record, compared to the concerns of empires, or the Histories writ 
large by those in charge.
 Some of the chapters in this volume challenge the conceptual frameworks 
of state, empire, and colonialism. Chapter 4 critically assesses postcolonial ap-
proaches to research on the Romanization of indigenous peoples in Britain. His 
discussion of empire, colonialism, and colonies offer a richly textured frame-
work that should be thought-provoking to scholars working on questions of 
assimilation, resistance, identity formation, and conquest elsewhere. Similarly, 
chapter 8, which discusses the impact of European colonialism on Pacific inter-
island/inter-archipelago conflict puts indigenous Pacific Islander societies front 
and center. Their cross-cultural trade, wars, raids, and long-distance voyag-




