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[G]lobalism (even more than globalization) was a fact of life since at 
least 1500 for the whole world, excepting a very few sparsely settled 
islands in the Pacific. (Frank 1998:340)

 Frank (1998) and Blaut (1993) are among the most ferocious critics of Eu-
rocentrism. They have reinterpreted Western and Eastern historiography in 
the social sciences as mere ideological embellishment of the myth of Europe 
as exceptional and standing by itself to dominate the world. Still, they hold the 
same beliefs about the Pacific and its role in global history as those of tradi-
tional historians: the Pacific enters history only after 1768, that is, when James 
Cook gave it identity through his presence. Cook seems to bring a whole re-
gion into life/history just by being there.
 In my view, this belief persists for the following reasons, among others: the 
Eurocentric view of history that excludes even European actors not stemming 
from northern Protestant Europe; the slow development of Pacific studies, 
above all in countries such as Spain, which have not posed a challenge to this 
situation; and the insufficient account of the role of the local populations in 
the making of early modern history in the Pacific. I will briefly develop these 
ideas in the following pages.

The critique of Eurocentrism that has been developed in the last decades is 
in fact, I argue, a critique of Western European/British Eurocentrism. When 
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critics state that history has been written from a European point of view, they 
mean a Western European point of view. That large parts of Europe are ex-
cluded from the concept of “the Rise of the West” as well as from criticisms 
against it is unsurprising: as Frank (1998:337) puts it, “the original sin of Eu-
ropean ethnocentrism . . . was enshrined in and as social ‘science’ by Marx, 
Weber, and their myriad followers who plod the straight and narrow path of 
‘development’—or even those who rebelled against and bolted from it.” When 
Blaut (1993:4) caricatures the traditional view of civilization as a “westbound 
Orient Express” marching “from ‘the Orient’ (the Bible Lands) to Athens, to 
Rome, to feudal France, and finally to modern England,” he is also defining 
the goal of his criticisms. Authors have been busy trying to explain or to de-
construct the industrial civilized Europe of the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, when the Eurocentric myth was installed. By that time, the “path 
of development” had been set by Western Europe/Britain, leaving behind the 
southern Europeans, notably Iberians, who had already played their role as 
primitive channelers of (American) riches into (northern) Europe, riches used 
by northern Europeans to buy their way into Asia and eventually dominate the 
world.1 In reference to “European preeminence” or “Eurocentrism,” histori-
cal agents unrelated to northern Protestant Europe are not included, because 
Europe has been de facto defined as the “successful” part of Europe that took 
the lead of the world-system in the nineteenth century. This kind of teleologi-
cal thinking is embedded in both paradigmatic and antiparadigmatic works, 
which share the same biases when it comes to southern Europe (and the Pa-
cific, as a corollary).
 “Eurocentrism” is an inclusive and nonqualifying label that serves well the 
probably unintended purpose of hiding these biases. Talking about Europe 
without further qualification creates the illusion of some (geographical) unity 
in the concept, at the same time reproducing Eurocentric arguments, as in 
Blaut’s reasoning about why Europe, not Africa, colonized America—thus 
obtaining access to its wealth. As a geographer, Blaut puts the emphasis on 
geography: “Europeans had one advantage. America was vastly more acces-
sible from Iberian ports than from any extra-European mercantile-maritime 
centers that had the capacity for long-distance sea voyages” (1993:182). He 
refers in particular to the Canary Islands, the jumping-off point for the Ibe-
rian voyages to America. The Canary Islands were certainly not a mercantile-
maritime center comparable to Sofala (his own example) and are certainly 
not European in a geographical sense—they are African. The history of the 
colonial conquest of the Canary Islands, and its links to the fight against the 
Muslim kingdoms of North Africa, is relevant in this story, but it is not purely 
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geographical circumstance. Moreover, the Iberians moved first southward, 
“forgetting” the favorable trade winds to go to America and back that made  
it “vastly more probable that an Iberian ship would effect a passage (round 
trip) to America than would an African or Asian ship in the late fifteenth 
century” (Blaut 1993:182), and Bartolomé Díaz reached the cape of Good Hope 
in 1487, while Vasco da Gama touched Calicut in 1498. But the Spanish could 
not follow the Portuguese route for political reasons, not from geographical 
impediment. Lastly, Iberians shared a maritime orientation with all Atlantic 
Europe. The difference must then be in the varying historical trajectories of 
different Atlantic regions in Europe, and, paradoxically, by failing to recognize 
this, Blaut strengthens (Western European) Eurocentrism. Just as Said’s work 
has been found faulty for its inadvertent tendency to reconfirm the image of 
a monolithic modern and superior West (and an equally monolithic East), 
by maintaining a simplistic binary vision of both regions (Varisco 2007), the 
critics of Eurocentrism, I argue, have reinforced an idea of Europe (good or 
evil) that refers to only part of it.
 The problem tends to be the subtlety or unawareness of the absences in the 
idea of “Europe,” leaving these to be grasped at the margin. One example, of 
many to be found in Blaut (1993), is the way he deals with Latin America as equal 
to Asia or Africa and opposed to Europe and “countries of European settlement 
overseas,” or “Greater Europe” (Blaut 1993:5). But in what sense is Latin America 
not European by this definition? Not in its language, its nation-state organiza-
tion, or its history (i.e., independence was achieved in some countries only some 
30 years after it was achieved in the United States, and in most of them shortly 
afterward; in other words, it is not a region recently decolonized). It rather seems 
that the reason to treat Latin America as “Non-Europe” or “Outside of Greater 
Europe” is first conveyed by (as Blaut wrote) lack of economic success—largely 
due, by the way, to twentieth-century economic “colonialism”—and, more pro-
foundly, to not having been colonized by northern Europeans.
 In sum, the whole discussion of “Eurocentrism,” necessary as it is, leads in 
my view paradoxically to reinforce an idea of southern Europeans or Iberians 
as lacking in Europeanness, if I may put it that way, an idea teleologically 
constructed by Anglophone literature and social science in a very direct (see 
below) as well as an indirect way, for example, in the disciplinary boundar-
ies and definitions with which historians have equipped themselves. Starn’s 
(2002) discussion of the “early modern muddle” shows that there is a marked 
lack of definition in the way Anglo-American historiography deals with Euro-
pean history of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries or the long sixteenth 
century (1450–1640 CE). As Starn (2002:299, 303, 304) puts it,
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[i]n one account early modernity was the half-way house of the modern 
spirit; in the other it was the “merchant capitalist” or “proto-industrial” 
phase that filled the gap between feudalism and capitalism in the em-
barrassing lag-time between the “crises” of the fourteenth and the sev-
enteenth centuries. The early modern field was formed by backfill from 
the debris of the collapsed breakthroughs to modernity that had not 
(quite) come about. . . . The early modern rubric does little, if anything, 
to . . . think clearly about directions of change, and it is hard to detach 
from a particularly insidious “Occidentalism” that not only leaves out 
much of the world but much of Europe besides. . . . While seeming to 
acknowledge the complicating turbulence of history, the idea of early 
modernity vindicates the categorical separateness of the modern by con-
juring up the binary of an archaic, conservative, traditional, or repressed 
opposition. This generates histories caught in a set of oppositions and 
modernizing scenarios that have long since been called into question.2

 Thus, the “Iberian Golden Age,” chronologically framed in that early mo-
dernity and caught up in the Anglo-American early modern muddle, can be 
judged as archaic, conservative, traditional, or medieval (as when anthropolo-
gists and archaeologists dismiss Iberian reports about the Pacific for being 
“unscientific”), very much as Asia as a whole was judged as despotic, static, 
traditional, and backward (see Blaut 1993 and Frank 1998).

In this context, the Iberian ventures into the Pacific in the sixteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries were seen as anecdotic enterprises by particular individu-
als, as opposed to the enlightenment of the (English and French) voyagers of 
the eighteenth century. The opposition serves the purpose of displacing the 
Iberians in the Pacific to Europe’s “remote” history. And because the past is 
another country, to the periphery of Europe as a notion.
 As a result, early European history in the Pacific has been a tale of anecdotic, 
well-known events with little consequence. But just as the neglect of Asia by 
Eurocentric history has blurred our understanding of early modern times to 
the present, the neglect of other historical agents and processes, namely, the 
early European voyagers and voyages into the Pacific, has obscured the history 
of the region and set it apart from the understanding of global history. Some 
historical processes nonetheless might not necessarily differ extremely from 
those that occurred in other parts of the world, and for the same reasons: a 
combination of European presence and local dynamics.


