
It brought riches to Bri tain and many other Euro pean na tions; played a ma jor role in en -
slav ing more than 10 mil lion Africans; and cre ated the �rst global mar kets in cot ton, to -
bacco and sugar. But now colo nial ism has been ac cused of hav ing an even greater in �u -
ence. It is claimed that it changed the Earth’s very makeup.

This is the view of two UK sci en tists who be lieve the im pact of colo nial ism was so pro fou…
it can be de tected in Earth’s air and rocks, an idea re vealed in The Hu man Planet: How We
Cre ated the An thro pocene, by Si mon Lewis and Mark Maslin, pub lished last week.
The two re searchers, who are based at Univer sity Col lege Lon don, de scribe the colonis ing
of the Amer i cas and other lands as “a planet-wide hu man-driven evo lu tion ary ex per i -
ment” which be gan in the 16th cen tury and “will con tinue to play out in de�  nitely”.
Most sci en tists ac cept that hu man ity is now in �u enc ing our planet in ways that match ge -
o log i cal forces such as tec tonic plate move ments. We are min ing the planet’s sur face,
acid i fy ing our oceans, cre at ing new rock lay ers laced with plas tic; and ex ter mi nat ing many
species. The con se quences of all these ac tions will be de tectable in rocks for mil lions of
years. This new epoch has been named the An thro pocene.
How ever, sci en tists dis agree about the date on which the An thro pocene be gan. Some say it
started with the ex plo sion of the �rst atomic bombs, events that trig gered a tech no log i cal
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rev o lu tion while also leav ing ra dioac tive records in Earth’s rocks. Oth ers say it is more re -
cent in ori gin and point to plas tics that now cover the planet and which, mixed with rocks,
are form ing their own dis tinct ge o log i cal lay ers. Ei ther way, the An thro pocene’s ori gins
are viewed as be ing rel a tively re cent.
But Lewis and Maslin dis agree. They point to a far ear lier event: the coloni sa tion of the
New World by Euro pean ex plor ers, soldiers and set tlers in the 16th cen tury.
“The ar rival of Euro peans, in par tic u lar the Bri tish and Span ish, had a pro found im pact on
cen tral and south ern Amer ica,” Maslin told the Observer. “They car ried germs for small -
pox, measles, �u, ty phoid and many other dis eases that led to the deaths of more than 50
mil lion Amer i cans – who had no pre vi ous ex po sure to these pathogens – within a few
decades. So ci ety in Amer ica col lapsed and sub sis tence farm ing there was wiped out.”
Forests re turned to land that had been aban doned by hu mans. “We can de tect this in
Antarc tic ice cores,” added Maslin. “These pro vide a his tory of the at mos phere for thou -
sands of years and show car bon diox ide lev els reached a dis tinct min i mum around 1610
be cause forests, which are much bet ter than farm crops at ab sorb ing car bon diox ide, were
now cov er ing vastly in creased ar eas of the Amer i can land scape – thanks to the erad i ca tion
of the peo ple who had once farmed there.” This e� ect con tin ued for decades un til Amer -
ica’s pop u la tion of hu mans was re stored.
This is the marker – in 1610 – that re ally de �nes the An thro pocene, ar gue Lewis and
Maslin. And it was not just the move ment of pathogens by colo nial ists that trig gered the
event. So did plants and an i mals.
Within decades of the dis cov ery of Amer ica, Euro peans were eat ing its po ta toes and toma -
toes, while China and In dia were con sum ing its pep pers. These im ports also had a pro -
found im pact. “In China, for ex am ple, the ar rival of maize al lowed drier lands to be
farmed, driv ing new waves of de for esta tion and a large pop u la tion in crease,” say the au -
thors.
The colonis ing of Amer ica re sulted in a trade tri an gle: man u fac tured goods from Europe
were sold to Africa for slaves, who were trans ported to the Amer i cas to grow cot ton and
to bacco for Europe. For the �rst time, the world was bound into a sin gle global eco nomic
sys tem. Glob al i sa tion had be gun and its im pact on the planet has since been vast. One re -
sult has been the ho mogeni sa tion of life on Earth. Rats and other pests car ried on ships
have over run the habi tats of iso lated species, while more and more land has been turned
over to agri cul ture.
“A good ex am ple is pro vided by the earth worm,” said Maslin. “In the US, most of the
earth worms you will �nd there are ac tu ally Euro pean. They are bet ter at com pet ing for nu -
tri ents. So they have taken over the soil in North Amer ica since Euro peans brought them
across the At lantic in the 16th cen tury. That is not some thing you can un pick.”
This last point is summed up by the two au thors: “The An thro pocene be gan with wide -
spread colo nial ism and slav ery; it is a story of how peo ple treat the en vi ron ment and how
peo ple treat each other.”
Just how the An thro pocene will change and a� ect our planet is less clear, they ad mit. “We
have be come a new force of na ture, dic tat ing what lives and what goes ex tinct. Al though in



one cru cial re spect we are un like any other force of na ture: our power, un like plate tec ton -
ics or vol canic erup tions, is re �ex ive – it can be used, mod i �ed or even with drawn.”
‘We have be come a new force of na ture, dic tat ing what lives and what goes ex tinct’ Mark
Maslin, sci en tist


