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Teaching Archeology

explosion may have laid the foundation for 
world-shaking developments such as the 
Industrial Revolution and modern European 
imperialism. 

While corn and potatoes had the greatest 
world historical importance of  the American 
crops, lesser crops made their marks as well. 
In West Africa, peanuts and cassava provid-
ed new foodstuffs. Cassava, a tropical shrub 
native to Brazil, has starchy roots that grow in 
almost any soil. In the leached soils of  West 
and Central Africa, cassava became an indis-
pensable crop. Today, some 200 million Afri-
cans rely on it as their main source of  nutri-
tion. Cacao and rubber, two South American 
crops, became important export items in West 
Africa in the 20th century. The sweet potato, 
which was introduced into China in the 1560s, 
became China’s third most important crop 
after rice and wheat. It proved a useful supple-
ment to diets throughout the monsoon lands 
of  Asia. Indeed, almost everywhere in the 
world, one or another American food crops 
caught on, complementing existing crops or, 
more rarely, replacing them. By the late 20th 
century, about one-third of  the world’s food 

supply came from plants first cultivated in 
the Americas. The modern rise of  population 
would have been slower without them. 

Colonization and the Columbian Exchange 
re-shaped the world. It increased people’s eco-
nomic dependency on a few commodities like 
sugar, rice, and cotton. It also created unequal 
terms of  trade that favored the European 
colonizers resulting in social hierarchies and 
inequality that were institutionalized through 
slavery. 

Much of  the foods people in the United 
States eat on a regular basis are the direct re-
sult of  long complex historical processes. For 
example, what we think of  as “Italian cuisine” 
is in fact very American at its core, because 
it relies on plants, such as tomatoes and bell 
peppers, that were introduced to Europeans 
about 500 years ago. Few of  the ingredients 
from a typical “Italian style” dinner originate 
in Italy, or Europe. These foods are the result 
of  hundreds, and even thousands, of  years 
of  exchange, trade, and movement of  people. 
Food is not only nutrition; it is culture and 
history. 




