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The early modern era was a moment of decisive change for the understanding of disasters, as 
a growing historiography is beginning to recognise. This paper adds to that body of 
scholarship by examining how negotiation and confrontation between the indigenous 
peoples of the Americas and colonial settlers helped to spur transformations in disaster 
knowledge. The indigenous peoples of the Caribbean and of Latin America had long 
experience in dealing with hurricanes and earthquakes, and colonial Europeans were able to 
draw upon that fund of knowledge to advance the emergent natural sciences in the late 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. At the same time, since calamitous events held a 
central place both in Christianity and in indigenous religions, missionaries and church officials 
saw indigenous disaster beliefs as a source of rivalry. One particularly troubled epistemic 
contact zone consisted of discussion about the natural signs warning of imminent disaster: 
indigenous knowledge offered some forecasting ability, but also anchored insurgent 
prophetic traditions that threatened European rule. Those opposing forces led to complex 
negotiations, which turned the colonies into contested laboratories for disaster science. 
These intellectual developments took place within a fraught context of tenuous governance 
and the threat of violent confrontation. Disasters brought tremendous insecurity and anxiety 
to colonial settlements, and it was at these times that settlers' fears of indigenous 
insurrection loomed largest. Behind that anxiety lay a shared realisation: both groups knew 
that disasters were full of moral and political meaning, and that they were capable of altering 
the future of societies. 
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