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INTRODUCTION

Trevor Burnard and Gad Heuman

“O what a rogue and peasant slave am 1”, William Shakespeare has Hamlet, the doomed
Prince of Denmark exclaim at the end of Act 2 of Hamlet.'! Hamlet is a prince, so is
almost as far removed from an actual slave as it is possible to be. Moreover, neither in
Denmark, where the play is set, nor in early seventeenth-century England, where the play
was performed, was slavery common. But the idea of slavery, as Shakespeare recognised,
was well known even in places where a person would seldom meet a slave, let alone
become a slave oneself. Shakespeare used the imagery of slavery to get at a deeper truth.
To be a slave, or to feel like a slave, was to be in the pit of despair because no condition
could be worse than being a slave. Slavery was a form of exploitation in which one
human was owned by another person, and in which the slave hovered uncertainly
between the contradictory positions of being both a piece of property and also a person.
It was also, as imaginative artists since Aristophanes and thinkers beginning with
Aristotle have realised, a state of mind, a status that affected how one thought of one-
self, if one was a slave, and how others thought of slaves. To be a slave, as Hamlet
imagined himself to be, was to experience helplessness and degradation, even if — as in
this case, but not normally in actual slavery — enslavement was not accompanied by
physical violence. As Betty Wood notes in Chapter 4 of this volume, for Elizabethan
English people, enslavement was dehumanisation: to treat men or women as slaves was
to treat them as beasts.

The 20 chapters in this volume consider not just what it felt like be a slave, but slav-
ery in all its forms, from a means of extracting labour from unwilling people to a means
whereby some people could gain status and others lose it. The essays also discuss how
the existence of slavery in a society affected a variety of social, economic, political and
cultural patterns. In this book, we examine slavery over both time and place: we begin
with the first major slave societies developed in ancient Greece and Rome and then move
on to slavery in Africa and the Indian Ocean World. We focus intently on slavery in the
Americas before it ended in the late nineteenth century, and conclude with a treatment
of slavery as it exists in the twenty-first century. We look at enslavement in its many
different aspects. The chapters in this volume explain how slavery began, how slaves
were moved from one place in the world (from the early modern period onwards mainly
from West and East Africa), and how slavery was legally stopped. We look at enslaved
people as workers and as members of families and cultural groupings. Other essays
examine the religious and cultural beliefs of slaves and the constraints — demographic,
cultural, economic, physical — that enslaved people encountered while trying to shape
viable lives for themselves under extremely trying conditions.
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A major theme of this volume is that slavery was a formal institution but also a
negotiated relationship. Enslaved people formed their own communities, with value
systems and forms of behaviour that differed from the social norms of non-enslaved
people, but these communities were set within larger social groupings that exerted their
own pull over enslaved people’s desires. While the focus in this book is on the individual
and collective experience of enslaved people, that experience was modified and influenced
by their relationship with their owners and with people who were not enslaved. It was
also modified in both the Atlantic and Indian Ocean Worlds by race. Gwyn Campbell
(Chapter 3) makes the important point that we need to move on from a simplistic, black-
and-white dichotomy that does not really work for an Atlantic World where Native
Americans and people of mixed race were enslaved alongside Africans. And such a
model, he argues, makes no sense for an Indian Ocean World where most slaves were of
the same race as their owners and where some slaves, especially female slaves, lived
better than their masters. Nevertheless, race was very important, especially in the
Atlantic World, both in shaping relations between slaves and free people and in provid-
ing an intellectual justification for enslavement.

A noticeable feature of slavery in the period and place on which we concentrate
most — the Americas from the time of the Columbian encounter in 1492 through to the
abolition of slavery in Brazil in 1888 — is that enslaved people were differentiated from
free people by virtue of race. Slaves were either Native American or else African or of
African descent; free people were meant to be persons of European descent (although in
practice a number of free people, as John Garrigus notes in Chapter 14, were either of
mixed race or solely of African descent). Nevertheless, race is a slippery concept ideo-
logically and an even more slippery biological construct. What happened when the
“races” of African, Native American and European mixed? Several chapters describe
the complications that developed in relation to slavery when a class of people emerged
in the Americas who were both mixed race and also free people rather than enslaved.

How enslaved people got their freedom and what freedom meant for ex-slaves is also
a major part of this volume. We are suspicious of tendencies within the historiography
of slavery to treat every disagreement between enslaved people and their owners as a
manifestation of slave resistance. We are also careful to stress how unsuccessful both
individual and collective slave resistance normally was in the face of overwhelming
owner power, buttressed usually by the power of a supportive state. Yet it is undeniable
that enslaved people disliked their condition and often worked actively to try and alter
what they most detested about enslavement. Sometimes, this resistance took the form of
trying to reform particular abuses within the parameters of slavery. At other times, most
notably in the slave rebellion that destroyed the greatest slave society of them all, Saint
Domingue, enslaved people turned to violence to counter the violence that customa-
rily governed their lives as slaves. Two chapters in this volume, by James Sidbury
(Chapter 12) and Gad Heuman (Chapter 13), look explicitly at slave resistance and
rebellion. Other essays focus on how slavery was weakened and then abolished by forces
outside the slave system itself. Laurent Dubois (Chapter 16) stresses the importance of
the Age of Revolution (American, French, Haitian and Latin American) between 1776
and 1825 in changing opinion about the morality of slavery. Christopher Brown explains
in Chapter 17 the intellectual and political underpinnings of this developing abolitionist
campaign, one of the more surprising and undoubtedly more important social move-
ments in human history. We are particularly concerned in this volume to understand
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why social reformers focused so intently on slavery as an especial evil that needed to be
eradicated. We note that these reformers, just like slaves, faced powerful opposition. As
Trevor Burnard argues in Chapter 11 on the planter class in the Americas, and as Tim
Lockley explores in his treatment of the many interactions that slaves had with free
people (Chapter 15), there were large and powerful groups in the Americas who were as
committed to maintaining slavery as a social institution as there were slaves and aboli-
tionists who wanted to make slaves free. The strength of the supporters of slavery was
considerable, even as the moral case in favour of slavery declined: slavery did not end in
the nineteenth or even in the twentieth century. Indeed, slavery flourished, especially in
the first half of the twentieth century, and continues to thrive, as Joel Quirk makes clear
in Chapter 20, in the twenty-first century.

Nevertheless, the intellectual underpinnings that supported the subjugation and
exploitation of certain groups of human beings by other humans came under unprece-
dented attack following the American, French, Haitian and Latin American revolutions.
While the main protagonists in this intellectual tussle against slave owners were
European and white North American abolitionists, slaves and ex-slaves played a sig-
nificant role in their own liberation. More importantly, in their struggles against slavery,
they developed understandings of freedom that were different from the ideas of freedom
that abolitionists imagined for them and which their ex-owners wanted to impose
upon them in the aftermath of the owners’ losing battle to keep slavery intact. Edward
Rugemer (Chapter 19) points out that ex-slaves did not feel any sense of gratitude or
obligation to other people for their emancipation. Moreover, ex-slaves commemorated
their emancipation in highly distinctive ways, in which the main focus was on the role
the enslaved themselves played in their own emancipation.

The gaining of freedom for slaves did not, of course, mean the end of conflict between
ex-slaves and their erstwhile helpers and antagonists. Freedom was forged, as Steven
Hahn explains in Chapter 18, within a maelstrom of expectation on the part of the
recently freed, bitterness on the part of those who had lost their enslaved property, and
racial and class condescension on the part of people outside the slave system — people
who had opposed slavery but had little affection for the people who had suffered under
slavery.

The importance of slavery in the Americas

In this volume, we concentrate heavily on one kind of slavery — that experienced by
enslaved people in the Americas — rather than on slavery in all its forms over place and
time. At the same time, we hope readers will regard the chapters in this volume that deal
with slavery in places other than the Americas both as valuable in their own right, and
as important guides to a rich historiography on slavery that does not take American
slavery as necessarily normative for slavery in other places and times. This volume is
intended to be useful for university classes about slaves and slavery, and the great
majority of these classes in the English-speaking world focus on slavery in the Americas
since the Columbian encounter. Slavery was vitally important in transforming the
Americas into the most economically dynamic part of the world in the early modern
period. Indeed, it is hard to contemplate how the Americas could have developed as they
did without slavery. As Barbara Solow argues, “It was slavery that made the empty
lands of the western hemisphere valuable producers of commodities and valuable
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markets for Europe and North America: what moved in the Atlantic in these centuries
were predominantly slaves, the outputs of slaves, the inputs to slave societies, and the
goods and services purchased with the earnings on slave products.” It is also undeniably
correct, as David Eltis, Frank D. Lewis and David Richardson argue, that the plantation
sector was the most dynamic part of the New World economy before 1800, with rates
of economic growth that corresponded well to rates in industrialising Britain and the
United States and with strong productivity gains, especially in the second half of
the eighteenth century (Solow, 1991: 1; Eltis et al., 2005: 673-74). To understand the
Americas, one needs to understand slavery. Nevertheless, as we insist in this volume, if
we are to understand slavery, we need to appreciate that it had a beginning that pre-
ceded the European discovery of the New World; was developed alongside other forms
of slavery, such as those in Africa and in the Indian Ocean World, that may have affec-
ted considerably more people than was the case even in Atlantic slavery; and did not end
just because it became illegal in the Americas. Indeed, as Joel Quirk points out in his
sobering essay on the persistence of forms of enslavement into the twenty-first century,
the number of people caught up in modern slavery may be as high as 27 million — well
over twice the number of people who, as Trevor Burnard notes in Chapter 11, were
taken from West Africa during the period of the Atlantic slave trade.

Slavery in the New World was not only economically crucial to its development; it
was also different from slavery elsewhere, especially in being based upon understandings
of racial difference. If we are to understand the pernicious effects of race in the making
of the modern world, then we need to understand the workings of slave society in the
Americas. It was in these societies that enslavement became most attached to theories
of biological racism, in which people of African descent were considered biologically
suitable for enslavement in ways that other “races” were not. This scientific racism
reached its intellectual apogee in the US South in the second quarter of the nineteenth
century. But denigration of Africans was apparent from the time when Africans
were first enslaved. We can explain why Africans became enslaved as arising from a
combination of African willingness to sell people overseas, as Paul Lovejoy and Trevor
Burnard note (Chapters 2 and 5), and from the need to acquire labour, as Niall
McKeown, Gwyn Campbell and Betty Wood explain (Chapters 1, 3 and 4). But, as
Wood insists, the sixteenth-century stereotyping by the English of Africans as racially
suited for hard labour on plantations provided an ideological justification for African
enslavement that substantially pre-dated the development of biological racism.

In addition, understandings of gender difference were crucial to explaining the
origins of enslavement and its particular evolution. Betty Wood and Jennifer Morgan
(Chapters 4 and 8) both note the importance of European understandings of proper
gender relations in their consideration of how English settlers came to develop forms of
labour arrangement based on African chattel slavery that were unknown in England,
although well established in Iberian America. Morgan insists that Europeans found it
easy to conceptualise the enslavement of Africans after they had decided that black
women were naturally monstrous and unfeminine, yet somehow ideally suited to labour.
The importance of gender runs throughout this volume. It not only influenced the
process by which slaves became enslaved; it was the most crucial determinant of how
slaves worked. Whereas Europeans thought it inappropriate to use white women in
agricultural work, they had no such qualms about making African women labour as
plantation workers. Planters saw female slaves as workers well before they saw them
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as mothers. Indeed, as Lorena Walsh, Richard Follett and Jennifer Morgan argue
(Chapters 6-8), motherhood was significantly devalued in favour of seeing slaves as
workers. That determination to see female slaves as destined to work in the field per-
sisted in all places and over long periods. Slave owners were prepared to revise their
opinion of the proper work and social role of black men. Yet they were reluctant to do
the same with black women. Nevertheless, if black women were seldom seen through the
prism of motherhood, they were certainly seen through the prism of sexuality.
Europeans saw black women as naturally libidinous and desired them sexually, even
while denigrating them as bestial. For black women, white desire for them was generally
unwelcome, especially when it led, as it often did, to sexual exploitation. But white
sexual desire for black women could occasionally be turned by black women to their
own advantage. As John Garrigus notes, it was no accident that the majority of slaves
who were manumitted tended to be the female companions of male slave owners.

Slavery in the Americas is especially interesting as being both a highly destructive and
also a highly creative force. The Atlantic slave trade and slavery in the Americas
devoured people. Death was the single most important feature of the slave experience in
the Americas, as Richard Follett outlines clearly in Chapter 7.2 Most Africans who were
sent to the Americas, especially those who went to the heartlands of slavery in the
Caribbean and north-east Brazil, lived Hobbesian lives of quiet desperation — nasty,
brutish and short, as Thomas Hobbes memorably described life in a state of nature —
that resulted in an early death with few, if any, descendants to remember their travails.
The demographic statistics are startling: Africans accounted for the great majority of
immigrants into the Americas before 1820. However, they made up a small percentage of
the total population of the Americas in 1900, their numbers swamped by the huge waves
of European migrants who not only moved to the Americas in great numbers from the
mid-nineteenth century, but, crucially, survived and flourished demographically. That
much of the Americas is not demographically dominated by black people in the twenty-
first century is testimony to the physical destructiveness of slavery. Nevertheless, out of
death and despair, enslaved people created new forms of cultural expression that, as
Matt Childs notes in Chapter 10, were based on their African cultural inheritances but
were modified by New World experience into something new, distinctive and valuable.
These new forms of cultural and political expression profoundly shaped the social,
political and, especially, cultural worlds of the Americas. That American culture is
different from that found in Europe, Asia and Africa is in no small measure due to the
influence that enslaved people had on social forms within the regions where they
unwillingly found themselves. Several essays in this volume, notably Sylvia Frey’s on
slave religion (Chapter 9) and Matt Childs’ on slave culture, make a strong case for the
enduring importance of African American enslaved people’s ideas and value systems on
the society and culture of dominant groups in the Americas.

Finally, our modern understandings of freedom are indelibly shaped by struggles over
slavery in the Americas. In this volume, we place a considerable amount of importance
on the transforming effects of the Age of Revolutions in altering not just ideas of
freedom but, as Laurent Dubois insists in Chapter 16, on anchoring and institutionalis-
ing ideas of right and sovereignty that provided a foundation for future struggles over
freedom. This was the case not just for slaves, but also for other subordinate groups
such as women, Jews and the unpropertied. The Americas were the homes not just of
slavery (which paradoxically was often strengthened as an institution as more people
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clamoured for an expansion of their rights), but of democratic thinking as well. In order
to understand democracy and freedom, we have to understand, as Hegel first argued in
the late eighteenth century, slavery and subjugation.’

Definitions

What is a slave? What does enslavement mean? These are crucial questions that are
addressed in various ways in this volume. We know that slavery is, as Paul Lovejoy
notes in his essay on slavery in Africa, a form of exploitation that is common in most
societies and in most historical periods. It usually involves some form of physical
coercion — not many people willingly agree to be the property of another person. It also
customarily involves some form of psychological bullying, as the people who benefit
from having slave property try to imprint upon their human chattels a sense of shame,
inferiority and unworthiness. Historians have shied away from discussions of the psy-
chological impact of enslavement upon the enslaved ever since adventurous but under-
theorised speculations on slave psychology published in the 1950s and 1960s were put to
dubious use in contemporary social policy making, notably in the United States.* But
slavery necessarily has a psychological dimension, as scholars trying to define the
principal features of slavery note in their analyses. For Igor Kopytoff and Suzanne Miers,
slavery can be defined as an institution of “marginality”, where people who are in some
way or another considered marginal to social structures are included within such social
structures on highly disadvantageous terms. Slaves are, almost by definition, political
and social outsiders. They are, as Claude Meillasoux has postulated, alienated indivi-
duals, who become subordinated people within social structures with a status normally
below that of any other people in those social structures. Indeed, conceptualised as
property, enslaved people become similar in status to livestock, a startling equation that
was often manifested in listings of property where slaves (“Negroes and other slaves”)
were generally detailed in ways similar to how livestock were described. The reduction
of slaves to people more akin to beasts than to other people had profoundly dehuma-
nising effects. It is for this reason that Orlando Patterson has described slavery as a form
of “social death”, where the social existence of slaves was supposedly extinguished by
owners in order that a slave might be considered a physical and ideological extension of
the owner. Patterson calls this “natal alienation” and speculates that it served to create
huge psychological crises of selfthood for slaves expected to have no independent identity
separate from the slave owner but who, of course, retained a considerable measure of
their own selfhood (Kopytoff and Miers, 1975; Meillassoux, 1975; Patterson, 1982). It is
important to note, however, that Patterson’s conception of slavery as being a form of
“social death” is highly contested. The contributors to this volume are divided about the
continuing utility of Patterson’s formulation for understanding slavery. As is clear in a
number of chapters, perhaps most notably in Paul Lovejoy’s and Gwyn Campbell’s
essays on slavery outside the Atlantic World (Chapters 2 and 3), to see slaves as socially
dead, or even as categorically distinct from the least privileged categories of free people,
is to take at face value some of the more outrageous assertions made by slave owners
about slaves’ sense of their debasement.

The primary purpose of making people slaves, however, was not to dehumanise them,
but to use them to acquire wealth and greater resources. Slave owners often fantasised
about slaves as being incorporated within elaborate familial hierarchies and thought
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about their interactions with enslaved people using familial metaphors, but slaves were
workers before they were family members. Slavery is a form of labour exploitation
connected to, but significantly different from, other forms of labour exploitation, such as
indentured servitude, family labour, and wage labour capitalism. It is important to note
that mass chattel slavery — the form of slavery that most concerns us in this volume —
was a logical response to various forms of labour shortage, but was far from a universal
response. Slavery has been a universal institution, found in most societies at most times,
from Mesopotamia and China in the distant past to India and Pakistan in the present.
But relatively few societies turned whole-heartedly to slavery as the dominant form of
social and labour organisation. Niall McKeown points out, following the views put
forward by Moses Finley, one of the great theorists of slavery in the ancient world, that
only a few societies — ancient Greece and Rome, the tropical societies of the early
modern and nineteenth-century Americas and West Indies — became what Finley called
“slave societies.” For Finley, slavery was seldom adopted by elites — they tended to
exploit internal labour sources if they could — because the costs of acquiring and main-
taining slaves were exorbitant and, even more importantly, the risks involved in having
to control rebellious slaves were too great for most societies to contemplate (Finley,
1988, ch. 2). Finley makes an important distinction about slavery that has been extremely
influential in slave studies for several decades. Only some societies that had slaves, he
insists, became slave societies in the sense that Frank Tannenbaum meant in his theo-
rising about slavery in the 1940s. “Slave societies”, Tannenbaum argued, were societies
in which the slavery could not be separated from ordinary life, but instead suffused every
aspect of life. In these societies — the subject of most attention in this volume — slavery
was an integral part of social, economic, cultural and political structures. In particular,
slaves were essential to how the economy operated, being both expensive items of
property themselves, and also integral to how wealth was produced through the hard
work they did in extracting wealth and passing it on to their owners.’

Slaves became enslaved in a variety of ways. As Gwyn Campbell notes in his chapter
on slavery in the Indian Ocean World, outside the Americas most enslaved people
became slaves through debt. Generally, getting enslaved through debt was reversible,
which may have been a reason why people often entered slavery willingly as a credit-
securing strategy. Of course, this strategy did not always work, and what started off as a
temporary condition often became an inheritable condition.

Campbell’s useful caution that Atlantic slavery should not be seen as always norma-
tive is an important reminder that slavery varied considerably over space. It also varied
over time. An earlier generation of scholars tended to think of slavery as a constant,
with social patterns and economic imperatives that remained the same from the time
when slavery was established until the time it was demolished. The extensive work
that was done on American slavery in the 1950s and 1960s encouraged historians to
think of slavery as an unchanging and unchangeable institution (Genovese, 1976). Recent
scholarship has tended to correct that picture. Ira Berlin, in particular, has been influ-
ential in showing that slavery was an evolving, constantly changing institution in the
Americas (and by implication elsewhere). The generation of slaves who were the first
plantation slaves in the Americas lived quite differently from their predecessors — they
were what Berlin calls Atlantic creoles (Matt Childs discusses this group extensively
in Chapter 10) — and from their successors: people who helped transform the Age of
Revolutions into a period where the morality of slavery, as Christopher Brown
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emphasises, was challenged for the first time. One of the major themes of this volume is
to take up Berlin’s challenge to see slavery as varied by both time and space. As James
Sidbury notes in his chapter on slave resistance, cultural hybridity and adaptation
by slaves of African descent to changing European cultures was a continuation of the
cultural hybridity and adaptability that characterised the West African cultures from
which they came. Fluidity and constant change — these were worlds in motion, not static
entities — marked slavery at all times (Berlin, 1998).

Imperatives and constraints: work and demography

Slave ownership conferred many benefits, including prestige, and political and social
authority within societies that thought the ownership of slaves important. But people
bought slaves primarily to make them money. Does this mean that slavery was capitalist?
Opinion varies, and has done so since Adam Smith and Karl Marx raised the quest-
ion of slavery as an economic institution in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
It is now generally accepted that slavery, if not exactly the same as industrial capitalism,
was compatible with most forms of capitalist endeavour. As Richard Follett notes,
planters were both slaveholders and thoroughly modern businessmen. Tim Lockley
and Trevor Burnard detail, in their chapters on planters and on interactions between
free people and slaves, the many ways in which relations between slaves and masters
were shaped by economic imperatives, notably slave owners’ desire for slaves to make
them money.

The result for slaves was that they were workers above all else. The work they did, as
Lorena Walsh details, was onerous, tedious and dangerous. Time and place were very
important in determining slaves’ work patterns. Work was particularly intense as new
societies were being formed, as Betty Wood and Jennifer Morgan insist. Observers were
in little doubt that slaves were terribly oppressed, and in ways that were new and dif-
ferent, at least in the Americas, from European experience. The employment of African
slave women as field labourers was especially noticeable. Europeans had strong gender
conventions about what women could and could not do. Those distinctions vanished in
the Americas. Black women laboured in the fields just as men did, and were given little
latitude as mothers. The needs of production took priority over the needs of reproduc-
tion, at least until abolitionist pressure made slaveholders pay some attention to trying
to improve slaves’ demographic performance. The demands of capitalist efficiency and
quickening commerce in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries only sharpened gender
differences between the slave and free populations. In the slave community, men and
women were defined above all else by work, in ways that did not happen among
free people.

Work was always diverse. Slaves cleared land, ran livestock, worked in domestic
service and sailed ships. But most of all, they worked in plantation agriculture. Those
slaves — the great majority of slaves in the Americas — who worked as plantation
labourers drew the short straw. Their work was hard and unremitting and they were
subjected to extremely harsh discipline. Nutrition was poor, as Richard Follett explains,
and not suited to the life cycle needs of slaves. Moreover, slaves, especially in the West
Indies, often had to work not just for planters, but also for their own sustenance, since
in most cases they grew their own food on provision grounds. This kind of production
did allow enslaved people some entry into market relations and gave a few slaves money
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and agency. But the possibility of making money for oneself as a slave was always
compromised by time and energy. Slaves won some small successes but masters won
most work battles. In those battles, masters were guided mostly by economic concerns.
As Lorena Walsh acutely comments, profit almost always won out over humanitarian
impulses.

If plantation workers in general drew the short straw, the worst work and demo-
graphic experiences came to those slaves working in sugar production. Sugar was just
one of many tropical crops — tobacco, rice, cotton and coffee were the principal other
tropical crops produced by slaves — but sugar was the most important, the most profit-
able and the most debilitating for workers. Both Lorena Walsh and Richard Follett point
up the centrality of sugar to enslaved people’s work experience. It was also central to
slaves’ demographic experience. The immorality of slavery becomes immediately clear
when one examines the poor demographic experience of the enslaved. Only in ante-
bellum America did the slave population become both self-reproducing and also demo-
graphically flourishing. In this slave society, slavery was always viable, making it harder
to abolish than in other areas where slaveholders relied on outsiders to get the slaves
they needed to work their plantations. Everywhere except antebellum America, slave-
holders relied on the Atlantic slave trade to replenish diminishing slave populations.
Richard Follett’s penetrating case study of the Codrington estates in Barbados and the
dreadful demographic conditions experienced by the enslaved demonstrates in graphic
fashion just how terrible slave demography was, especially for slaves working in sugar
cultivation. The greatest slave society — eighteenth-century Saint Domingue — provides
evidence of the destructive impact of slavery. Saint Dominguean planters imported
800,000 Africans to the island between 1680 and 1777, yet by the latter date had a
population of only 290,000 enslaved people. Mortality was high and fertility was low.
The result was not only that planters had to rely upon the slave trade to “stock” their
estates, using the phrase that planters employed. It also meant that enslaved people faced
ill-health and the trauma of losing children to disease and death in greater numbers than
in most free populations. It made slave family formation very difficult. Yet slaves did
form families, and these families provided sustenance — emotionally, physically and
financially — for slaves in surprisingly vibrant slave communities. Family life was always
problematic. Slave families were broken up not just by death, but also by owners selling
slaves. Yet families provided the bedrock of slave life and were the means whereby slave
cultural patterns were formed and transmitted to future societies. Unfortunately, it is
difficult to discover how slaves themselves imagined slavery, coped with slavery, and
found alternative sources of meaning outside slavery. As Niall McKeown argues for
classical slavery, and as is true for virtually all slaves in any slave society, the doc-
umentation we have seldom allows the enslaved to talk in their own voices about what
slavery meant for them. Many of the chapters in this volume grapple with this major
evidential problem.

Creolisation, culture and the formation of new societies

One of the most intriguing issues in the study of slavery has been the debate about New
World slave cultures, and the extent to which these cultures were reflections of African
cultural forms. Initially, there were opposing sides to the argument, epitomised in the
work of two early scholars of the Americas, E. Franklin Frazier and Melville Herskovits.
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Both Matt Childs and James Sidbury (Chapters 10 and 12) discuss at length the opposing
arguments of these two scholars and their legacy for our theoretical understandings of
the transmission of African culture to the Americas. Frazier argued that, as a result of
the horrors of the Middle Passage and enslavement, slaves had been stripped of their
African culture. For Frazier slaves, especially in the United States, had no connection
with Africa. On the other hand, Melville Herskovits maintained that enslaved people
had managed to reconstitute their African culture in the Americas. Working extensively
on the Caribbean, Herskovits believed that slave culture in the Americas was closely
linked to African culture (Frazier, 1939; Herskovits, 1958).

In the past several decades, the arguments about slave culture have become more
sophisticated. Two anthropologists, Sidney Mintz and Richard Price, maintained that
enslaved people developed a creole culture in the Americas. Although removed forcibly
from their homes in West and Central Africa, slaves shared a common underlying
African culture. For Mintz and Price, however, the variety of African ethnic groups in
the Americas made it impossible for the enslaved to recreate their African culture.
Instead, the enslaved developed a creolised slave culture, distinct from their masters,
once they arrived in the Americas (Mintz and Price, 1992).

Subsequent research has moved the argument forward. As James Sidbury suggests in
Chapter 12, scholars of slave culture increasingly look to patterns of creolisation in
Africa itself. He is not alone in this view. Matt Childs argues in Chapter 10 that the
cultural changes among the enslaved occurred on the treks prior to the Middle Passage.
Those treks of enslaved people to the West African coast were frequently longer than the
Middle Passage itself. Moreover, slaves were often kept together for significant periods
in the forts along the coast before being transported to the New World. The result was a
diasporic culture that emerged even before Africans had to confront their new masters in
the Americas.

One of the most significant aspects of this diasporic culture was religion. In Chapter 9,
Sylvia Frey discusses the rich history of African Atlantic religions. As Frey points out,
Christianity had a significant history in Africa that had an impact on New World cul-
tures. Central Africans in particular not only had adopted Christianity, but also had
transformed it into an Africanised version of Catholicism. This would have a significant
impact on the development of New World religions such as Brazilian Candomblé, Cuban
Santeria and Haitian Vodun.

Frey argues that Africanised Catholicism arrived largely intact in the Americas. Other
scholars also believe in the cultural continuities between Africa and the Americas for the
enslaved. It may therefore be possible, as both James Sidbury and Matt Childs suggest,
to map the transfer of specific cultures from Africa to particular places in the Americas.
This not only would reinforce Melville Herskovits’ contribution to the debate about
slave culture, but also would highlight further how slaves resisted the imposition of
white culture.

Whether the culture of the enslaved developed independently of whites, it is clear that
blacks and whites often led interconnected lives. This went far beyond master—slave
relationships, although Trevor Burnard’s chapter on the planter class demonstrates
that long-lasting emotional bonds between white men and black women were not
uncommon. There were other areas that brought whites and black together. As Tim
Lockley points out in Chapter 15, whites and blacks sometimes acted as trading part-
ners. Whites also harboured runaway slaves, and white indentured servants and enslaved

10



INTRODUCTION

people sometimes plotted to resist their joint subjugation. Moreover, the brothels
and taverns of the Americas were spaces that were often shared by whites and
blacks. Lockley’s research suggests that the debate about creolisation and culture is far
from over.

Resistance

Resistance was a feature of all slave societies, although it took different forms at differ-
ent times. Although we know most about resistance in the Americas, it is important to
stress that slaves resisted slavery from the moment of their enslavement. There was sig-
nificant resistance in Africa itself: many slaves escaped their captors during the long
marches to the coast. Imprisoned in the forts and barracoons along the West African
coast, enslaved people also managed to flee. On the Middle Passage itself, there
was significant resistance. David Richardson has estimated that one in 10 ships on
the Middle Passage was affected by violence. As Trevor Burnard’s chapter on the slave
trade makes clear, most of the revolts on board these ships failed. Yet the resistance had
a significant impact. The extra costs involved in securing the ships against revolt, and
the fear of slave revolts in particular parts of West Africa, meant that around
one million fewer slaves were shipped across the Atlantic (Rathbone, 1986; Richardson,
2001, 72, 89).

Once in the Americas, slaves continued to resist: some of them ran away from their
masters and formed maroon communities. These autonomous societies, consisting
initially of African-born slaves, date from the earliest European settlements in the New
World. One such community was formed in Hispaniola in the early sixteenth century,
not long after Columbus had established the colony. As James Sidbury notes in this
volume, maroon communities were beacons of freedom: they were communities that
provided an inspiration for other slaves to abandon slavery. By attacking plantations, the
maroons impeded the development of plantation society. Yet, ultimately, these commu-
nities became bulwarks of the slave system. In Jamaica and Suriname, where they
continue to exist today, maroons survived by becoming agents of the state, capturing
runaway slaves and helping whites put down slave rebellions.

Yet when slaves ran away, they did not generally seek to join maroon communities.
The overwhelming majority of runaway slaves did so for relatively short periods. Many
ran away for personal reasons: they were seeking to join partners, children or other
family members. Whatever their motivation, slaves who ran away were resisting their
own enslavement by denying labour to their owners. The majority of runaways were
young skilled males, some of whom were seeking to merge into the free black and free
coloured urban communities of the Americas. While female slaves also ran away, they
did so in fewer numbers than males, largely because of the difficulty of running away
with children. The gendered differences in patterns of running away help to highlight the
importance of slave families.

Although running away was significant, there were often more subtle types of day-
to-day resistance. These could take a variety of forms. James Scott has discussed
the behaviour of peasants in terms of “hidden transcripts”, using “foot-dragging” or
“poaching” as part of an everyday pattern of resistance. In slave societies, this could
lead to tool-breaking or destruction of property; it could also mean, as James Sidbury
suggests, cooperating to slow down the pace of work. Slaves were using the “weapons of
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the weak”, as Scott has referred to them. Although it is clear that masters had ultimate
power over their slaves, it is also the case that slaves’ use of these “weapons of the
weak” led to negotiations over such matters as work times and labour productivity
(Scott, 1990, xiii).

The most dramatic form of slave resistance was rebellion. From Spartacus’ rebellion
in ancient Rome to the Male revolt in nineteenth-century Brazil, rebellions frightened
masters. Only one rebellion in the Americas, the Haitian Revolution, was ultimately
successful. It not only destroyed slavery in Saint Domingue, but also led to the inde-
pendence of Haiti. Yet, curiously, many of the Haitian rebels were not intent on full
freedom; they were seeking a gradual end to slavery and freedom for three days in the
week, in the first instance. Slave rebels therefore had different aims. As Gad Heuman
suggests in Chapter 13, African-led rebellions in the Americas were not necessarily
seeking an end to slavery. Instead, they wanted to end their own enslavement, but envi-
sioned the continued slavery of others. The nineteenth-century rebellions in the Amer-
icas, such as the Jamaica Christmas rebellion in 1831 and the Nat Turner revolt in
Virginia in the same year, were of a different magnitude: they were seeking to abolish
slavery. The amount of force used by masters in putting down rebellions suggests how
worried they were by these violent outbreaks.

Freedom

Freedom was a gradual process. Across the Americas, it was often slow in coming. When
slavery was abolished in the Anglophone Caribbean in 1834, for example, it was followed
by an apprenticeship system. This meant that ex-slaves, although legally free, were
required to work for their former masters for 45 hours per week without pay for up to six
years. Nearly 50 years later in Cuba, the patronato system was comparable: slaves were
classified as apprentices for a maximum of eight years before they could become fully
free. In Brazil, the Free Womb Law of 1871 also delayed emancipation: the law freed the
children of slave mothers, but not the mothers themselves. Gradual emancipation also
characterised the northern states of the United States. Although most of them passed
legislation ending slavery in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, these
states had to pass subsequent legislation decades later declaring the end of slavery.

In Haiti, there was a different problem. Slavery came to a sudden end in 1794 as a
result of the Haitian Revolution. But as Laurent Dubois suggests in Chapter 16, there
were serious problems in the transition from slavery to freedom in Haiti. The leader of
the Haitian Revolution, Toussaint L’Ouverture, sought to keep the plantation economy
working: he wanted to rebuild the economy based on the production of sugar and coffee.
In the process, he instituted a harsh labour regime that denied ex-slaves most of the
rights they had sought.

The enslaved generally had clear expectations about freedom: they wanted to work for
employers of their choice, to move around freely and to reconstitute their families. They
also believed that freedom meant more than the ending of slavery; in the Caribbean,
many of the slaves expected to be given the houses they had built and the provision
grounds they had worked. Land was a particularly potent symbol of freedom but, across
the Americas, ex-slaves were often denied the possibility of obtaining it. Instead, they
were frequently confronted with legislation designed to restrict their movement or limit
their rights (Marshall, 1993).
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Across the Americas, planters and former masters sought to pass laws that would
have continued the subjugation of the ex-slaves. The Black Codes in the United States,
although generally annulled, made it clear that southern planters wanted slavery to
continue in all but name. Similarly, in much of the Caribbean, the planters and former
masters enacted legislation designed to limit the movement of free people and to force
them to continue working on the plantations. In Brazil and in parts of the Caribbean,
the planters imported labourers to compete with the newly freed people. In the case of
Brazil it was European labour, while in the Caribbean it was primarily indentured
labourers from India who were brought to the region. The aim was clear: imported
labourers would have the effect of driving down wages for ex-slaves, making it difficult
for them to resist the terms of emancipation.

Despite these measures, free people were able to leave plantations in significant
numbers. For example, five years after the abolition of slavery in the French Caribbean,
one-fifth of the ex-slaves had left the estates. In Jamaica, the figures were comparable:
60,000 people had established freeholds by 1845, seven years after emancipation
(Heuman, 2006, 101). These frecholds were often small properties, which meant that
many free people also needed to work part-time on the estates. Nonetheless, the flight of
ex-slaves from the plantations demonstrated the desire of free people to farm the land
and work for themselves. Moreover, in some colonies such as Jamaica, freed people were
able to establish free villages, often with the help of European missionaries.

It was not just that many free people were able to leave the plantations; it was also
the case that many women ceased working on them. This was significant, since enslaved
women had often made up the majority of field workers on the plantations, as Lorena
Walsh, Richard Follett and Jennifer Morgan discuss in Chapters 6-8. Rather than
continue on the plantations, many women chose to work on their provision grounds and
to market their produce. This made economic sense: their pay on the plantations was
significantly lower than that of men, and they could earn more money working on their
own account. This also gave women far more control of their lives, an important factor
in light of the regimented and often harsh conditions on a plantation (Brereton, 1999).

Yet in spite of the flight from the estates and the changed conditions of many free
women after emancipation, power continued to remain largely in the hands of the
former slave-owning elites. In the United States, Reconstruction was followed by
Redemption and nearly a century of white power in the South. In the Caribbean and in
Brazil, whites continued to dominate their societies politically, socially and economic-
ally. As Steven Hahn suggests in Chapter 18, slavery ended, but race was even more
significant after emancipation than it had been during slavery. For those in power, race
became a central part of the armoury of control.

Conclusion

The study of slavery is a vibrant historiographical field. The annual bibliographies
printed in the leading journal on slavery, Slavery & Abolition, not only show just how
much work is being done on slavery, but also demonstrate that production is on a strong
upward curve. We know more now about slavery, as well as abolition and emancipa-
tion, than we have ever known before. Doubtless we shall soon know even more, as new
generations of scholars refine the conclusions so ably presented by the writers of the
20 chapters in this volume. We believe that these essays provide an excellent introduction
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to the major issues in the history of slavery, not just in the Americas, but also in the
ancient world, in Africa and in the Indian Ocean World. Each chapter concisely lays out
the major issues that have occupied historians’ attention in the past few decades, while
providing readers with a wealth of necessary empirical information. The chapters con-
clude with a helpful list of major works in the field. We hope that the general reader,
students and academic specialists will all find something useful in this book.

Notes

1 For Shakespeare and his understanding of slavery, see Vaughan and Mason Vaughan (1993).

2 For a persuasive essay on this theme, see Brown (2009).

3 See the discussion of Hegel in Davis (1975), 561-63.

4 We refer here to works such as Elkins (1959) and to the controversy over the Daniel Moynihan
report on the black family (US Department of Labor, 1965).

5 Tannenbaum (1946); for the continuing utility of the Tannenbaum thesis, see de la
Fuente (2004).
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Part 1

SLAVERY AS A GLOBAL
INSTITUTION






1
GREEK AND ROMAN SLAVERY

Niall McKeown

Introduction

When one thinks of the Greco-Roman world, one probably thinks of Alexander the
Great or Julius Caesar. It was also, however, the world of Spartacus, perhaps the most
famous slave in history, and tens of millions of its other inhabitants were also slaves.
There is robust disagreement as to how to reconstruct their lives. This might seem
surprising. Greek and Roman slavery have been studied for over 150 years and com-
paratively little new evidence has been discovered in that time. Historians have an inbuilt
ability to disagree with one another, but one might still have expected increasing con-
sensus. The continuing debate is, however, largely the product of three factors that lend
the study of ancient slavery its distinctiveness and help it to make a very individual
contribution to the general study of slaves.

First, “Greco-Roman” actually covers a number of very different slave systems.
Our evidence allows us only snapshots of some of these, such as Athens between about
450 and 300 Bc, and Roman Italy between about 100 Bc and ap 200. These in turn were
subject to considerable change over time. In addition, slaves fulfilled a great range
of different roles within Athens and Rome. All these differences make generalisations
difficult, but also offer interesting comparisons.

Second, historians of Greek and Roman slavery lack the kind of bureaucratic records
used in the study of more modern slave societies. They are forced to glean information
from a wide range of material, including drama and poetry. Their especial sensitivity to
both the possibilities and the problems of such material is perhaps their most distinctive
contribution to the overall study of slavery. The great variety of potential “readings” of
texts, however, provides a second explanation for continued debate.

Modern geography, curiously, provides the final reason (see McKeown, 2007, especially
ch. 2-4). While there are no “national” schools of thought on ancient slavery, different
areas have developed somewhat different emphases in their work. English-speaking
scholars have tended to emphasise conflict between master and slave. French and Italian
scholars have often taken a similar line, though with a greater willingness to apply
Marxist ideas of class conflict. On the other hand, some German-speaking scholars,
while recognising the inhumanity of slavery, have also asked why slavery was able to
function successfully as long as it did, and have examined how slaves and ex-slaves were
assimilated into the wider society.

If these differences help to explain why the past 150 years have not produced much
agreement, they also explain why historians of Greek and Roman slavery provide
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provocative studies where one can find most of one’s assumptions about slavery
challenged, as well as a variety of very different, though equally sophisticated, ways of
reading evidence. Antiquity, moreover, offers us relatively well documented slave socie-
ties where, unlike many modern examples, neither capitalism nor race was crucial, even
if racism existed and slave owners expected to profit from their slaves.

Early Greek slaveries and slavery in Athens

Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey provide us with a (fictionalised) portrait of early Greek
society of around 700 Bc. Chattel slaves (outsiders bought for cash) and more numerous
“semi-free” dependents served local “lords” and were apparently treated similarly. It has
been suggested that Homeric servitude was a quasi-contractual relationship, with an
expectation of rewards for the “good” servant. While it is certainly significant that the
text emphasised the idea of the “good servant” and “good lord”, the servant’s rewards
were precarious, and slavery was a fate one wanted to avoid. For example, after
Odysseus bloodily regained control of his palace after 20 years away, he hanged 12 of his
maids, apparently for sleeping with other noblemen (Garlan, 1988, 29-37).!

The comparative unimportance of chattel slavery in Homer may represent the norm in
archaic Greece (700-500 Bc). For some states, however, it remained the pattern into the
“classical” period (500-300 Bc). The Spartans, for example, lived off the labour of helots
(Cartledge, 1979, ch. 10). Most historians believe these were the original inhabitants of
Messenia and Laconia, which were conquered by the Spartans, though they may have
been the losers in a struggle within Spartan society. They heavily outnumbered the
Spartans, though the traditional ratio of 7:1 may be exaggerated. Some contemporaries
referred to helots as slaves, but modern scholars usually place them between slave and
free: “communal slaves” or even “serfs”. Helots were owned by the state rather than by
the individuals whose farms they worked. They lived in family units and were allowed
to keep part of their crop. Recent archaeological work suggests that there may have been
sizeable, socially differentiated settlements of helots in Messenia (Hodkinson, 2008).
Unfortunately, most of our evidence about helots comes from non-Spartans writing long
after the events they describe and who had a tendency to sensationalise. Ancient writers
clearly believed, however, that helots were harshly treated, humiliated and sometimes
murdered. Helots responded with rebellions, particularly in Messenia. They had a
common language and identity, and lived separately from their masters in areas that
provided favourable territory for flight and resistance. There have been recent attempts
to downplay the tensions between helot and Spartan. The weight of the evidence,
however, suggests serious conflict. The Messenian helots were eventually able to assert
their independence with the support of Sparta’s Greek enemies after 370/69 Bc, and
helotry seems to have disappeared in Laconia some time after the Roman conquest of the
second century BC.

Some states, notably Athens, chose to use chattel slaves. Little evidence survives to
explain the history of the process that culminated in perhaps a third of the population of
classical Athens being slaves (Finley, 1998, ch. 2; Morris, 2002). Moses Finley argued
that slavery on such a scale was historically unusual because of the problems in con-
trolling slaves and the costs in acquiring and maintaining them. He believed that the
exploitation of internal labour sources (as in Sparta) was the usual choice for most elites
in history. Finley suggested that three preconditions were needed before the rise of mass
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chattel slavery. (1) Large, privately controlled farms — if a ruler could simply appropriate
a farmer’s surplus, or if farmers only produced at subsistence level, there would be little
incentive to buy an extra labourer. (2) The development of market exchange — this
helped to ensure a constant supply of slaves. It also created opportunities to sell any
surpluses they created and made it easier to provision them. (3) Crucially, a lack of
internal sources of labour — Finley believed that democratic structures helped protect
ordinary Athenians from exploitation, most notably when debt-bondage was abolished
in 594 Bc. This forced larger landowners to import external labour to fulfil their man-
power needs.

Finley may have exaggerated the importance of the abolition of debt-bondage. The
development of democracy and of slavery were more probably processes lasting several
hundred years into the fifth century. Indeed, some historians argue that rather than
democracy helping to create slavery, slavery helped the development of democracy by
allowing farmers time to engage in politics. There was also clearly some demand for
chattel slaves even before 594 Bc, and it has been suggested that Finley underestimated
the positive economic attractions of slave labour (such as its flexibility). The infrequency
with which we see slave systems on the Athenian scale, however, suggests that more
than economic factors are required to explain its rise. For the moment, therefore,
Finley’s position still represents the orthodoxy.

By the classical period Athens was the urban centre of a triangle of territory (“Attica”)
approximately 40 miles on each side. At its height, between about 450 and 300 Bc,
modern estimates suggest a free population of 150,000-250,000 with 50,000-100,000
slaves. The figure for slaves is, however, largely an educated guess. Our sources imply
that most slaves came from the Balkans and from Turkey, though some were from other
Greek cities. The market was the main mechanism of acquiring slaves, with warfare,
kidnapping and possibly child exposure the likeliest ultimate sources of those traded.
There is little surviving evidence of slave breeding (or slave families), though it may have
been significant.

The debate about the spread of slave ownership in Athens indicates the problems and
choices faced by historians of ancient slavery. The traditional picture suggested that the
richest few thousand Athenians used slaves to produce the bulk of their wealth. Another
10,000 middling farmers, the hoplites, allegedly owned one or two slaves as well. It was
suggested that a growing population and attendant land division forced hoplites to
intensify production with extra labour. Hired labour was despised and undependable,
and only slave labour allowed farmers the free time required to engage in democratic
life. The remaining 10,000-15,000 poorer citizens also aspired to own slaves, but may
not have been able to afford them.

Some historians have, however, argued that slave ownership was restricted to the rich
(Jameson, 2002). Texts implying that hoplites owned slaves may reflect their wishes
rather than reality. Even if they needed extra labour (and the evidence for a land short-
age and the supposed intensification it necessitated has been questioned), it has been
suggested that extra labour could have been found from family or neighbours or hired
workers (ordinary Athenians may have been more willing to be hired out than aristo-
cratic contemporaries suggested). Computer models of probable farm production also
suggest that it is doubtful whether hoplites could have afforded to buy and keep slaves.
Lastly, it has been argued that the democracy improved the position of smaller farmers,
directly through cash payments and indirectly by preventing exploitation by the rich.
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This, in turn, allegedly removed part of the need to intensify production, the supposed
reason for buying a slave.

This position, however, implies a peasantry so poor that it would have been vulner-
able both to periodic famine and to control by wealthy patrons, even given the benefits
of democracy. Neither phenomenon is very significant in our sources. In addition, the
computer modelling of hoplite farm production has such a wide margin of error that it
cannot rule out the possibility of slave ownership. There are, then, problems with the
argument that slave ownership was restricted to the rich, especially as it also requires
actively arguing away all the literary evidence pointing to hoplite ownership of slaves.
Relatively widespread slave ownership seems likelier.

Up to a third of slaves in Athens may have worked in her silver mines. We know little
about their lives. It has been suggested that expensive inscriptions left behind by some, and
the skilled work seen in the mines, indicate that their life may have been relatively toler-
able. This seems doubtful. Mining in antiquity was often a punishment, and slave rental
agreements involving the replacement of dead miners also hint at low life expectancy.
The surviving inscriptions may well be the product of slave supervisors, not ordinary
slaves, and the high standard of the mining work may simply show effective control.

Most slaves in Athens probably were involved in mixed agricultural and domestic
work, living alongside their masters. One author described slave barracks and an over-
seer on the estate of a very wealthy landowner, but concentrations of more than a
dozen slaves were probably quite unusual, and ownership of just one or two slaves the
norm. In addition, the property of the wealthy was probably generally dotted about the
countryside rather than in single units.

The remaining slaves did mostly artisan work. Some lived separately from their mas-
ters, paying a form of rent. A small number of slaves helped run businesses, including
primitive banks, or acted as commercial agents. There were, finally, some state-owned
slaves serving as record keepers, “civil servants”, street cleaners and even policemen.
A few of these may have led quite independent lives.

Apart from their job, the temperament of their master was probably the other crucial
element in a slave’s life. Comic sources suggest casual violence against slaves, though the
interpretation of such material is problematic, as we shall see. Athenians, however,
unlike the Romans, spent little time discussing abuses committed against slaves. This
could be interpreted optimistically, suggesting the absence of severe abuse, but Athenian
sources generally either ignore slaves altogether or adopt a cynical attitude towards
them. Slaves certainly had little legal protection. A right of asylum existed, but the
fate of slaves who used it is unknown. Killing one’s own slave was an offence against
the gods, but any religious stigma could be removed with purification rites. Killing
someone else’s slave was treated legally as damage to property. To the surprise of con-
temporaries, slaves were technically protected alongside the free from hubris, assault
designed to humiliate. Even if it dated from a time when Athenians could be enslaved
for debt, the law was certainly applied in the classical period. It may, however, have
protected the owner’s honour rather than the slave’s, or been used to discourage mis-
behaviour towards slaves that might later be applied to citizens.

Slaves of both sexes were subject to sexual abuse from their master. There were few
taboos against a male citizen seeking sex outside marriage, and slave prostitution was
also an acceptable part of daily life. The only hint of a limitation on sexual use was an
apparent distaste of the practice of castrating (Greek) slaves.?
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Slaves were barred from pleading in courts, except in some commercial cases in the
fourth century Bc. When slaves testified, they typically did so under torture (Mirhady,
2000). Curiously, we have little evidence of this from surviving court speeches, and many
examples of litigants refusing to surrender their slaves for torture. Some believe that
torture was a legal fiction and never took place. Others have suggested that torture was
common, and regarded as so effective in establishing the truth that it was unnecessary
afterwards to continue with the court case, explaining the absence of references to it in
court speeches. The continued demands to hand slaves over for judicial examination do
indeed make little sense if torture was not a real possibility. In any case, the alleged
incapacity of the slave to speak the truth without physical compulsion, and their physical
vulnerability in law, helped to distinguish slave from free on an ideological level.

Athenian drama is potentially one of the most fruitful sources of evidence for general
attitudes towards slaves (DuBois, 2003, 137-52). At first sight it suggests a degree of
sympathy. Euripides’ plays Hecuba, The Trojan Women and Andromache have as their
heroines slaves who were captive royal women from the time of the (mythical) Trojan
War. It could, however, be questioned how far Athenians associated these mythical royal
characters with contemporary slaves. Indeed, it has been argued that the plays
chiefly allowed Athenian male citizens to express their own fears of enslavement. When
Euripides deals with ordinary non-Greek slaves, he is quite capable of portraying them
as fawning cowards. Even statements that clearly appear positive towards slaves need to
be examined in their dramatic context. For example, a character in Euripides’ lon claims
there was no difference between a slave and a free man.? This is often quoted as an
example of an author questioning the justice of slavery. The character speaking is,
however, a slave who is conspiring with his mistress to murder a fellow servant who
they feel is rising above his place. The passage is, therefore, rather ironic. Even where
slaves are clearly depicted showing an unselfish loyalty to their owners, for example in
Euripides’ Alcestis, this may be done more to throw into relief the actions of a particu-
larly selfish free character than to praise the slaves.

The comic plays of Aristophanes are, unlike tragedies, at least set in the contemporary
world of the audience rather than a mythologised past (DuBois, 2003, 119-25). Slave
characters such as Xanthias in The Frogs and Carion in Wealth are near equals of
their masters. Both characters, however, largely disappear from the action as the plays
reach their climax. Carion is also less noble than his master. Xanthias’ character in The
Frogs can only be understood against the political backdrop of the play. Athenians
sometimes conscripted slaves into their navy and had recently offered some of them
citizenship. Aristophanes appears to have disapproved, and Xanthias’ ability to swap
places with his cowardly master in The Frogs may be a bad-tempered commentary on
Athens’ decision.*

Aristophanes’ comedies are, as noted, full of jokes about casual brutality towards
slaves. Together with the material from the law courts and philosophers, they reinforce
the association of slavery and physical vulnerability. In a grimly funny scene in The
Frogs, Xanthias engages in a rather peculiar contest with his master: they should both
be whipped until one of them shows pain. His master may be a god, but Xanthias
reckons that he has more than enough experience and will hold out longer.’ There is,
admittedly, certainly trust between master and slave in Aristophanes’ comedies (as well
as in Menander’s comedies of about 300 Bc). This trust mirrors some of our evidence
from non-comic sources: for example, in the use of slaves as commercial managers,
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mentioned above. Efforts by some historians to stress the positive elements in drama
may be over-stated, however. Slaves remained secondary characters and their status was
regarded as degraded and vulnerable.

Integration, resistance and anti-slavery thought

Writing around 400 Bc, the “Old Oligarch” complained that Athenian slaves led
relatively privileged lives, refusing to step aside in the street and indistinguishable from
the free, who could not strike them.® Considerable independence was indeed given to a
few slaves, especially those involved in commercial activities. In addition, slaves some-
times allegedly claimed to be citizens. Athenian orators even occasionally claimed their
opponents had slave parentage, and Athens felt forced to make several wholesale checks
on the identity of its citizens. Some ex-slaves were even granted citizenship: they inclu-
ded the bankers Pasio and Phormio, amongst the richest Athenians known. It has been
suggested recently that the dividing line between slave and free may, therefore, have
sometimes been fluid (Vlassopoulos, 2009).

There are, however, reasons to be doubtful. Firstly, the testimony of the Old Oligarch
is dubious. The booklet is a vicious attack on Athenian democracy and the “rule of the
poor”. Its views on the privileged lives of slaves should perhaps be taken with a pinch of
salt. In one law court speech, we hear of a citizen boy sent into a garden to pull up
plants. The speaker’s enemies allegedly hoped that the garden owner would manhandle
the boy assuming him to be a slave, thereby committing assault.” Contrary to the Old
Oligarch, this implies that one could normally differentiate slave from free (and that a
slave could be beaten). Secondly, periodic scares about citizenship lists actually suggest
a continuing Athenian desire to maintain barriers dividing citizen from slave or free
immigrant. While isolated allegations of slaves impersonating citizens indicate that such
cases were conceivable, they do not tell us how often this may have happened: defen-
dants may have been telling the truth when they claimed they were free. Thirdly, Pasio
and Phormio were probably highly atypical in gaining citizenship, which required a vote
of at least 6000 citizens.

Athenians certainly did free slaves, though we cannot tell how often, or why. Freedom
might repay loyalty, and sometimes acquaintances provided a loan for a slave to buy
freedom. Semi-independent artisan slaves were probably more able to buy their freedom
than mining or agricultural slaves, but we can see nothing like Roman peculium, slave
pocket-money. It is possible that ex-masters had some rights to the work of their freed
slaves, but the evidence for this in Athens is poor. Ex-slaves who remained in Athens
became metics alongside free immigrants (Whitehead, 1977). They lacked political rights
as well as the crucial privilege to own land. Athenian xenophobia would not have helped
integration, nor would alleged contempt for the manual trades pursued by many slaves
and ex-slaves. Athenian drama suggests that metics were best advised to remain incon-
spicuous.® When metics fought to help restore the democracy after a particularly bloody
right-wing coup in 404/03 Bc, Athenian citizens were ultimately very grudging in their
thanks (Whitehead, 1977, 154-59). The social mobility of non-citizens, and particularly
non-Greek slaves, should not be exaggerated.

We have no examples of slave rebellions from Athens, and few from the rest of the
Greek world. They may have been under-reported, but Greek writers typically associated
rebellion with helots rather than slaves. In truth, considerable difficulties faced would-be
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slave rebels in Athens. Slaves mostly lived with or near their masters and in small
households. Differences in origins and occupation would also have undermined potential
solidarity. Geographical conditions did not provide places of easy refuge. “Slave
contentment” therefore need not explain the lack of rebellion, as has been suggested.
Similarly, the willingness of Athenians and others to conscript slaves (generally as
rowers rather than as infantry) probably indicates desperation in times of crisis rather
than an expectation of devotion (Hunt, 1998). There are one or two stories of slaves
murdering masters, but it is difficult to tell how major a problem this was perceived to
be. The willingness to execute a whole household when a master was murdered betokens
a horror of the possibility, though it need not imply much about its actual frequency.
Some literary passages have been used to suggest that Athenian slave owners feared their
slaves. Plato wondered, for example, about the fate awaiting an owner marooned with
his slaves.” Plato’s point was, however, that slave owners in Athens were not on the
equivalent of a desert island.

Regardless of the fear of violence, owners still clearly faced other forms of resistance.
While there is no suggestion that Athenians chained the bulk of their slaves, there were
certainly concerns that slaves might run away, as allegedly more than 20,000 did in
wartime after 413 Bc. Greek writers also mention fears of slaves pilfering and gossiping,
the latter of real concern in an honour-based society such as Athens. References in
Aristophanes’ comedies to the tortoise-like back of the slave, hardened by repeated
whippings, may also indicate poor work as a form of resistance. Talking back was an
option allowed fictional comic slaves, though legal and other sources defined slaves
as people who could not say what they wanted to. Ultimately, while some recent
authors have tried valiantly to rescue the story of slave resistance from the silence of our
sources, slaves in Athens were notable chiefly by their incapacity to defend themselves.

Slavery was largely accepted by the free as a fact of life. The philosopher Aristotle
produced a short justification of slavery (Garnsey 1996, ch. 8), suggesting that at least
some criticism of the institution existed, though this was probably directed more at
Spartan helotry than Athenian chattel slavery. Aristotle’s defence rested on four key
assumptions. (1) Racism: Aristotle believed that easterners were intelligent but soft,
northerners being strong but stupid. (2) The belief that some people had to be controlled
for their own good. (3) The perception that slaves looked and behaved “slavishly”,
probably a warped reflection of the roles they were forced to perform. (4) Someone had
to do the work. Aristotle knew that some slaves, notably Greek war captives, did not fit
his criteria of natural slaves, and his justification of slavery has been condemned for its
inconsistencies. Contemporary Athenians, however, may not have noticed them as they
shared his core assumptions. The possibility of one’s own enslavement in times of war
may also further have eased any pangs of conscience. Some fourth-century writers did,
however, begin to question the morality of enslaving fellow Greeks. It is noteworthy that
the mistreatment of a woman originally captured from the Greek town of Olynthus by
Philip of Macedon in the 340s provoked scandal in Athens, a very unusual example of
outrage over the abuse of a slave.'?

Roman slavery

The Roman Empire had approximately 50-100 million inhabitants at its height, 7-14
million of them in Italy. It was, therefore, a vastly larger society than classical Athens.
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It has been argued that 30—40 per cent of the population of Italy were slaves, and
10—15 per cent of the whole empire. These estimates are speculative, however, and the
current trend is to revise them downwards. In general, one would expect Italy, home to
the imperial elite, to have had the highest proportion of slaves in the empire, followed
by wealthy areas in the east, and then the more Romanised areas in the west, especially
northern Africa, southern Spain and southern France. Slavery may have been relatively
restricted in other areas such as northern France.

Slaves came from the children of existing slaves, free children left exposed to die by
their parents and raised as slaves, or individuals purchased or captured outside the
empire. It has been argued that at least 75 per cent of Rome’s slaves must have been
bred, otherwise the sources outside the empire would have been denuded and improb-
ably high numbers of exposed children would have been required from within the empire
(Scheidel, 2005). Whilst criticised, this remains the most convincing picture of Roman
slave sources, if 10 per cent or more of the empire’s inhabitants were indeed slaves.
It implies that few female slaves of child-bearing age were freed.

The orthodox explanation for the massive development of chattel slavery, particularly
in Italy, comes from the work of Moses Finley (1998, ch. 2) and Keith Hopkins (1978,
ch. 1-2). Both stressed the unavailability of indigenous labour. Roman peasants were vital
to the army and had important political rights that discouraged their direct economic
exploitation. Hopkins argued that the profits from the expansion of the empire flooded
into the hands of the elite, allowing them to buy peasant farms which had been under-
mined by their owners’ long absences on military service abroad. The elite also used their
new wealth to buy slaves to work this land. The army and cities — whose populations
grew as peasants left the land — also provided markets for the new slave-run estates.

Increasing doubts have been raised about this model (De Ligt, 2006). (1) Literary
evidence and the results of archaeological surveys suggest that small farms may have
survived on a much greater scale than Hopkins believed. (2) Rather than undermine
small farmers, military service may have helped them by removing surplus labourers at
points in the life cycle of farms. (3) Long-term urban growth in imperial Italy implies a
continuously replenished supply of rural emigrants and therefore a continuing popula-
tion of small farmers. (4) Finally, it has been argued that slavery was not well suited to
grain production, and that only a few hundred thousand slaves (not the two or three
million claimed) would have been required to produce other key Roman crops (notably
olives and grapes).

The critics of the Finley/Hopkins model, however, themselves face difficulties.
Firstly, even if we dramatically reduce our estimate of the number of slaves in Italy
and accept that many small farms survived, slaves were still clearly crucial to key areas
of the Roman rural and urban economy. For example, Roman agricultural writers
assume large farms had permanent slave workforces. Secondly, the only alternative
explanation proffered to the Finley/Hopkins model suggests that slavery developed
because it offered a more flexible and profitable labour force than free workers or
tenants. If this were true, one wonders, as with Athens, why mass chattel slavery has
not been more common historically. Hopkins’ answer at least fits with the surviving
literary evidence.

Who owned the slaves? We know very little about slave ownership among poorer
Romans. It was probably a common aspiration, though slaves probably typically cost the
equivalent of several years of food for a family. The ownership of hundreds of slaves
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does not seem unusual for the elite, consisting of the richest few thousand Romans, and
ownership of thousands is known.

The sheer variety of slave jobs makes generalisation difficult. Most slaves were
probably active in agriculture, domestic work or urban trades, with mining less sig-
nificant than in Athens. A number of Roman authors, including Cato, Varro and
Columella, discuss slaves in agriculture. Individual farms might have some dozens of
slaves. They lived in barracks with a slave overseer, and masters were often absent for
part or all of the year. Some slaves were chained, most probably not. We have little
evidence of any family life for farm labourers except for overseers, though recent work
has suggested that female slaves (and their children) may have been much more
significant than previously believed. Apart from arable farming, slaves were also used in
herding. Here we have a little more evidence of family life and indications of a degree of
independence, perhaps one reason why herders are relatively prominent in the stories
of slave rebellions discussed below.

Our evidence for domestic slavery is heavily biased towards the households of the very
wealthy. The degree of specialisation in such households is striking: male and female
slaves ministered to every physical and mental need of their owners. Romans were happy
to use slaves in jobs requiring a high degree of training, including secretaries and tea-
chers. They were proud of their educated, especially Greek-speaking, slaves. Domestic
work was not, however, the only activity of city-based slaves. Epigraphic evidence indi-
cates slaves engaging in an extraordinary range of trades, and legal evidence shows
masters operating as silent partners in businesses run by slaves or ex-slaves. Slaves and
ex-slaves are particularly prominent in the inscriptions put up by urban workers. It has
been suggested that these indicate a pride in work consciously opposed to the anti-labour
prejudices of the slaves’ masters. Little can be said of the organization of labour, apart
from exceptional cases such as the factory production of pottery at Arezzo, though
businesses were probably generally small-scale. It is clear, however, that many slaves and
freedmen joined trade- and household-based social and funerary clubs known as collegia.

Slaves owned by the state, whether by local municipalities or by the emperor, form a
final important group. As Rome expanded its empire in an ad hoc fashion, aristocrats
were given short-term control of provinces and war zones, and relied on their slave
households for secretarial support. The first emperors took over many of the functions
of the Republican aristocracy and created something close to a professional bureaucracy
staffed by slaves and ex-slaves. We shall see below that some of these could rise to
positions of extraordinary influence. While many state-owned slaves had purely menial
jobs, such as tending to aqueducts or making pipes, both municipal slaves and particu-
larly the emperor’s slaves seem to have enjoyed advantages compared with ordinary
slaves. Slaves owned by the municipalities were sometimes given pay and independent
lodging. The imperial slaves appear to have had a higher chance than ordinary slaves of
forming a partnership with a free woman which could become a legitimate marriage
after manumission.

There is considerable debate over the treatment of Roman slaves, partly because of the
difficulty in assessing the typicality of the surviving evidence (Bradley 1987 and 1994).
The letters of Pliny the Younger and of Cicero, for example, as well as much of the
surviving epigraphic material, suggest a close relationship between some slaves and their
masters. These slaves were, however, predominantly urban rather than rural, and also
often highly trained and especially useful to their masters. They may represent only
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a small minority, though it may still be significant that some owners wished to appear
“good” masters to “good” slaves.

On the other hand, there are also shocking stories of abuse, as in Juvenal’s Satires or
the philosophical work of Seneca. Some women, Juvenal wrote, paid an annual salary
for someone to flog their slaves.!! There is, however, a problem with such anecdotal
evidence. There were indeed professional slave-floggers and torturers. On the other
hand, Juvenal’s text, in common with many other statements about Roman slavery, is
part of a moralising discourse. Juvenal satirises the evil effects of female vanity and
paranoia. Compare the story of how Vedius Pollio attempted to feed to his lampreys a
slave who had broken an expensive goblet: the story is told to indicate Pollio’s meanness
and viciousness.'? His guest, the first emperor Augustus, reacted with fury at his beha-
viour. The episode is often cited, but not always with its original moral.

The problem of interpretation is also very clear with one of our largest sources of
evidence on Roman slavery: legal texts (Watson, 1987). Roman law dealt with slaves
almost exclusively as property rather than as people. We should not, however, exagge-
rate the significance of the lack of recognition of the humanity of the slave in this
material. The vast bulk of surviving Roman law concerns the adjudication of property
disputes between the free, particularly disputes concerning business and inheritances.
The willingness of Romans to use slaves as agents and representatives meant that quar-
rels concerning the consequences of slaves’ actions could become very complicated.
Roman law concentrates on such issues and is, therefore, a potentially rather one-sided
picture of attitudes towards slaves. There are, however, passages mirroring the kinds of
abuses seen in other literature: for example, the possibility that a master might starve his
slaves to death. Of course, the reason we hear of this was a desire to intervene to prevent
it. Roman law attempted, at least theoretically, to protect slaves from some aspects of
abuse by their masters from the first century Ap onwards. For example, the emperor
Hadrian forbad the throwing of slaves to wild beasts in public entertainments without
the permission of a magistrate. Antoninus Pius attempted to check “excessive brutality”
against slaves. Killing a slave “without just cause” was to be punished as severely
as killing someone else’s slave.'> The murder of a slave was, therefore, not taken as
seriously as the murder of a free man. In addition, “excessive” and “just cause” were
doubtless tricky concepts to define, especially as fellow slave owners made the determi-
nation, and death from “justified” whipping was never legally punishable. While we have
every right to be sceptical about the reach of legislation into the lives of most slaves, we
should, however, also recognise that it at least reflected either a desire to establish new
norms of behaviour, or existing ideas of “the done thing”.

The evidence of Roman law, however, clearly conforms to Orlando Patterson’s (1982)
famous definition of slaves as vulnerable, and this is true also concerning their lack of
kin and of honour. Roman lawyers did not recognise any kinship relations between
slaves, except for some prohibitions on incest, though we know from inscriptions that
de facto families did exist. There were occasional qualms expressed about breaking
up family groups, but separations must have been inevitable given Roman inheritance
patterns. Only in the fourth century Ap do we see any legislation attempting to prevent
it. As for honour, protection of slaves from the actions of third parties was, as in
Greece, conceived as protection of the property of the master. There was, however,
potential recourse available with the master’s support for serious assault, and here the
honour of the slave could, at least potentially, be considered.'*

28



GREEK AND ROMAN SLAVERY

There were no legal controls on what a master might do sexually with his slaves, apart
from repeated and apparently unsuccessful attempts to prevent the trade in castrated
slaves.’> There was little discussion of what might constitute the limits of acceptable
sexual behaviour towards slaves before the Christian era and, it has been suggested, even
then (Bradley, 1987, 116-18; Glancy, 2002). Slave prostitution was widespread and there
were no taboos against masters sleeping with their female slaves. Any child produced
was a slave. Slave women were sometimes freed on the condition that they marry their
ex-owner (though the practice was prevented at the very highest levels of society), and
widowers (even emperors) also sometimes took slave or ex-slave concubines: new off-
spring would not then threaten the inheritance of a dead wife’s children. Sexual relations
between masters and male slaves were probably less common than with female slaves,
though poets such as Martial and Statius used erotic language to describe “pets” who
were usually adolescent and pre-adolescent male slaves. Relationships between free
women and slaves were, typically, not socially acceptable, and could face legal sanctions,
though it is difficult to know how far they affected the lowest levels of society.

The slave in literature, particularly in drama, is again the focus of some very interesting
recent work (Fitzgerald, 2000). “Cunning slaves” are often at the centre of the comedies
of Plautus, usually struggling to help their master’s son get the girl of his dreams by
tricking other characters, including their master. Other slaves give speeches stressing their
loyalty, and in one play a “noble” slave saves his master from captivity by switching
places with him. On the other hand, slaves are also called “whipping posts”, and threats
of violence towards them are common. It is not difficult to see how different historians
have used this material to argue both a negative and a positive picture of slave life.

Almost all of the arguments used can be turned on their head. The cheeky but loyal
slave may depict not reality but the upside-down carnival world of comedy, representing
a mechanism by which the young and powerless could mock their elders and social
superiors. Slaves who give speeches about their loyalty almost immediately prove to be
fools incapable of doing what their master wants. The noble slave who saves his master
was, we discover, originally a free man kidnapped as a child and, fortuitously, the son of
the man currently holding him prisoner. Finally, as in Athens, we cannot determine the
reality of violence against slaves simply from the names they are called in comedy.
“Whipping post” may be shorthand for “bad”, and it clearly indicates the possibility of
brutality and punishment, but it tells us little about its frequency. The threat of extreme
violence in drama may be comic in itself, and some characters are criticised precisely
because of their unreasonable violence towards slaves.

The nature of the differing types of evidence on Roman slavery, therefore, allows
great latitude in general attempts to reconstruct slave life. Much is hidden from us. Our
evidence is patchy and potentially unrepresentative of slaves as a whole. One should not
lose sight, however, of the vulnerability of the slave and the clear desire of slaves to gain
freedom. While Romans certainly discussed the point at which the acceptable treatment
of slaves turned into socially reprehensible mistreatment, that could be seen in a negative
light, suggesting higher levels of abuse: one made a son obey, but broke a slave.

Integration, resistance and anti-slavery thought

Securing one’s freedom in Rome seems to have been a result of an emotional bond with
one’s master/mistress or else an economic exchange making use of the peculium
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(Andreav 1993). The peculium consisted of money or goods that an owner allowed a
slave. While it always remained the property of the owner, Romans had good reason not
to take it away arbitrarily. The peculium allowed a form of “limited liability” insurance
when slaves operated independently of their masters in business. It was also a crucial
mechanism in stimulating labour as slaves saved to buy luxuries, including other slaves,
or freedom. We do not know how many slaves had a peculium, though it appears to
have been widespread among urban slaves. Nor can we calculate the chances of a slave
being freed. One throwaway remark implied that slavery might typically last as little as
six years. Given the demographic debate on Roman slavery, this seems an exaggeration,
particularly for female slaves. This remains true even if the first Roman emperor
Augustus felt the need to regulate manumission more closely. After manumission,
freedmen had a duty of respect towards their masters even if some Roman writers
complained that this was not always fulfilled. Masters also had considerable power over
the ex-slave’s right to bequeath property and over the rights of freedwomen to marry.
The freed also often had to complete operae, days of work for their patrons. The state
was prepared to protect ex-slaves from particularly demeaning or inconvenient operae,
but it also defended the rights of the ex-master.

Ex-slaves exercised a degree in influence in at least three ways. (1) They were given
citizenship, though there were political battles about how much weight their vote should
carry. (2) Some were proverbially wealthy, helped by their experience as business agents,
and possibly also by financial support and bequests from their patrons. They also
had considerable success in fields such as medicine and literature. (3) Some wielded great
influence in the imperial bureaucracy, particularly in the first century AD: the aristocrat
Tacitus, for example, supposed that they effectively decided who would succeed
the emperor Claudius.'® It has been suggested that these imperial bureaucrats were still
slave-like in that they were kinless and without honour, though this may over-emphasise
elite contempt of these men. It is probably better to see such slaves and ex-slaves as
examples of status dissonance: scoring high in some status indicators, low in others.

There is some evidence to suggest that at the lowest social levels, slave and free and
freed socialised easily. The stigma of being an ex-slave — or even being descended from a
slave — could, however, be strong in some quarters. Petronius’ satire the Satyricon
describes the fabulously wealthy fictional freedman Trimalchio. His crudity shows us
how not to behave in society; he is the “parvenu who never arrived”. A number of
children of freedmen did gain high political office in Rome, but social advancement was
apparently easier outside the city of Rome: the descendants of ex-slaves were a vital
element in the social elite of Italian municipalities such as Ostia. We should not simply
accept the Roman aristocratic view of such men as tasteless upstarts, but is still clear
that ex-slaves faced prejudice and discrimination. They and their descendants may
nonetheless have constituted a large proportion of the upwardly mobile section of
Roman society.

Rebellions involving tens of thousands of slaves occurred in Sicily in the late 130s Bc,
again in 10401 Bc, and finally in Italy in 73—71 8c (Urbainczyk 2008). They were focused
on the countryside, and initially defeated full Roman armies before ultimate failure. The
Sicilian rebellions allegedly even manifested a level of proto-state organisation. Perhaps
surprisingly, some of the key ancient sources on these events manifest at least a limited
degree of sympathy with the plight of the slaves and qualified admiration for some of the
slave leaders (especially Spartacus).
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A few minor rebellions occurred at other times in Roman history, but the concentra-
tion of the major rebellions within a 60-year period requires explanation. The empire
had taken massive numbers of slaves, from specific areas such as Cilicia and Syria, who
cooperated more easily than slaves of more diverse origin. Rome’s attention was also
distracted by major foreign wars. Finally, contemporaries believed that imperial growth
had brought a flood of cheap slaves and easy wealth, which encouraged some owners to
treat their slaves particularly inhumanely, provoking insurrection. Some modern writers
have downplayed the significance of the rebellions to the history of slavery, stressing
problems with the surviving narratives, possible religious or nationalist causes, and the
participation of free people in the revolts. While some of the details of the events
are indeed questionable, the overall picture probably should not be rejected. There is
little evidence that the religiosity of the slaves differed significantly from that of the
Romans themselves, and Roman writers clearly believed that slaves, not disgruntled
peasants, formed the bulk of the rebels. There is little evidence, however, that the slave
rebellions prompted major change.

Some Roman politicians claimed that their opponents involved slaves in violent
political struggles between citizens, using the collegia clubs where slaves, freed and
free mixed. Such claims may simply be malicious, even if the Roman state was keen to
regulate the collegia. Slave resistance was typically less dramatic than organised violence.
Roman writers expressed horror at the killing of individual masters by slaves. Roman
law declared that a slave household that failed to help a murdered master should be
tortured and executed. The notion, however, that the Romans lived in fear of their
slaves is highly debatable. It is difficult to tell whether murders were anything other than
very exceptional. Most of our evidence implies that the obedience of slaves was expected
and their loyalty hoped for. Romans did not lock their bedroom doors when they went
to bed at night.

Slaves could, of course, resist their owners in non-violent ways. It is impossible to
determine to what degree, though the strong association of slavery and discipline via the
whip is suggestive. Roman law indicates many ways in which a slave could defraud or
cause loss to a master, but such texts again inform us more about the possibility of such
actions than their commonness. Concerns about runaways appear often. Those who
wished to disappear were helped by the sheer size of the empire and the looseness
of bureaucratic control, the relative independence of some slaves, and the difficulties of
differentiating slave and free. Laws from the fourth century Ap indicate that free men
might help fugitives, possibly in order to gain labourers. Overall, however, effective
opposition, including flight, would have been very dangerous and may have been less of
a problem for slave owners than is sometimes implied.

Unlike Greece, Rome saw significant discussion of the morality of slavery (Bradley,
1994, ch. 7; Garnsey, 1996, ch. 9-14). The Stoic Seneca complained about the inhuman
treatment of slaves, most famously in his Moral Letters 47. Stoics argued that men should
be judged by their morality, not their legal status; masters addicted to luxury might be the
“true” slaves, not those who served them. Stoics taught, however, that the troubles of the
world such as slavery were to be endured, not resisted: the test of a man was how he dealt
with his lot. Some early Christian thought was very similar. St Paul argued that in the
eyes of God there was neither Jew nor Gentile, slave nor free, male nor female.'” He was
not thereby implying that slavery be abolished (any more than gender), though he did
suggest that masters should not treat their slaves harshly. Both the early Christians and
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the Stoics have been criticised for reinforcing slavery by undermining resistance among
slaves, especially as Christians quickly moved to tell slaves that they should obey their
masters. The Christian empire of the fourth century onwards certainly fully accepted
slavery. Stoicism and Christianity may nonetheless have had some positive impact. The
legislation protecting slaves in the early empire cannot be traced directly to Stoic
thought, but it is possible that it was prompted by the kind of moralising debates
we saw earlier in Roman literature, and they almost certainly were affected by such
thinking. The legislation was limited, but the social values expressed were nonetheless
significant. Christianity may have brought a little change regarding sexual behaviour,
and perhaps a more positive attitude towards manual work. And if Christians told slaves
to obey their masters, there were at least some injunctions for masters to behave prop-
erly too. Overall, however, Christianity quickly adapted itself to slave society and may
have had less influence on slave life than Stoic-influenced pagan moralising.

The end of ancient slavery

At some point in the later Roman Empire, villa-based direct exploitation of agricultural
slaves in Italy declined in favour of free- and slave-tenant farming. Slaves became
increasingly like the rest of the rural poor as they were given a degree of autonomy and
allowed to live in family units. There has been considerable debate as to why this change
happened. It has been suggested that traditional slave exploitation simply became
uneconomic at some point after 100 aAp. Arguments that the end of Roman expansion at
that time made captives more costly rest, however, on the questionable assumption that
war was the main source of slaves and that breeding was uneconomic. Nor is there clear
evidence, as some have claimed, that increasing supervision costs made slavery unprofi-
table. There is at least some archaeological support for the idea that the export markets
of slave-run farms in Italy were undermined by the development of non-slave production
centres elsewhere in the empire. Slave-run villas may also have been compromised by the
decline of market production in favour of barter in the later empire. One feels slightly
nervous, however, of such an economic explanation of the decline of Roman slavery
when economic theories, as we saw, fail to clarify why slavery in Roman Italy reached
such an unusual magnitude in the first place.

This, of course, brings us back to Moses Finley’s emphasis on the availability of
exploitable indigenous “free” labour, his “default” historical system of exploitation
(Finley, 1998, ch. 4). We saw that Italian peasants initially had important roles as voters
and soldiers. They lost these as the empire first removed their voting rights and then
recruited armies from outside Italy. Increasing economic pressure could therefore be
placed upon them, making tenancy more profitable than directly supervised slaves: the
remaining slaves could simply be converted into tenants. In addition, the decline in the
market economy removed another of Finley’s preconditions for mass slavery.

A third position is possible, however. It could be argued that slavery never actually
declined (Whittaker, 1993, ch. 5). Slaves appear often in our texts up to the end of the
Western Empire in 476 aAp, and also in sixth-century Byzantine law codes. Some med-
ievalists argue for relatively high percentages of slaves in post-Roman societies such as
Anglo-Saxon England, where slaves may have comprised ten per cent or more of the
population. Historians of Roman slavery are, therefore, able to push the “decline” of
the institution beyond the point they themselves study. It should be noted, however, that
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the move from direct agricultural exploitation of slaves to a tenant system requires
explanation. Finley’s argument certainly appears the most attractive explanation in terms
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its simplicity. It fails, however, to explain why Roman peasants had originally man-
ed to gain such military and political influence in the first place and it is therefore
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bate about Greek and Roman slavery.
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2
SLAVERY IN AFRICA

Paul E. Lovejoy

Introduction

Slavery has been known in Africa for a long time — how long is not known because of a
lack of documentation. However defined, slavery has been important in the history of
Africa; indeed there have been major transformations in the political economy of Africa
over the past millennium that can be attributed to slavery. The evidence suggests that
slavery was indigenous, as was also the case elsewhere in the world. The trade in
enslaved people, moreover, was multifaceted. Slavery affected social and political struc-
tures from early times to the present. This chapter examines the nature of slavery, from
enslavement to trafficking, and the impact on Africa of the external trade in slaves across
the Sahara, Indian Ocean and Atlantic. An examination of the uses and abuses of
enslaved individuals demonstrates that the persistence of slavery is a factor in African
history (Lovejoy, 2000a). In addition, this chapter examines how patterns of slavery in
Africa changed over time.

Slavery, no matter how otherwise defined, involved the possibility that individuals
could be bought and sold, with little and usually no consultation with the enslaved.
Should we be concerned about whether or not we can use the term “slavery”? This
philosophical question has challenged history and anthropology to define terms. The fact
that people could be bought and sold affected the ideological context of society, which is
important in understanding the relations of dependence and exploitation that are here
defined as “slavery”. Slavery was ubiquitous both in Africa and in the various parts
of the world where Africans went, but the context varied and circumstances changed,
often influenced by religious, sociological and political factors, and by opportunity.
Slavery involved absolute power over another person, often resulting in psychological
subordination, with intermittent expressions of resistance and attempts at escape. The
relationships inevitably contained tensions that helped to define slavery in each situation.
Language reflected the nature of this relationship, the word for “slave” being different in
virtually every language, attesting to the ubiquity and antiquity of the practice of slavery.
We can translate “slave” into any language in Africa, such as nikla (Tamasheq), bawa
(Hausa), but also bella (Songhay), maccuBe and rimaaybe (Puular), ‘abd (Arabic), jam
(Wolof), among others.

Sometimes, it has been argued, “slavery” did not exist in Africa, but whatever we
are talking about is confused with other social relationships that are better described
through the use of local terminology, which varies widely according to language
and even dialect, as is argued by Joseph Inikori (1996). It could be argued equally
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convincingly, however, that the great variety of terms for “slavery” indicates the anti-
quity of the institution, evolving with each language and the people who spoke these
languages, rather than being borrowed from other cultures or imposed from outside.
Indeed, it is essential to distinguish slavery from other forms of servitude, such as human
pawnship, some forms of marriage, and the status assigned to those freed from slavery.
Usually these social relationships of dominance and subordination were specifically
contrasted with, and referred to through the use of terms different from, slavery. Hence
the descendants of slaves who were considered free were called buzaye in Tamachek,
the language of the Tuareg, so that former slave status was remembered although the
people in question could not be bought or sold legally.

Definitions of slavery in Africa

Slavery is a form of exploitation, whether in Africa or elsewhere, historically or in con-
temporary times. Its definition derives from the idea that slaves are property, and that
slaves are outsiders who are alien by origin or who could be denied their heritage
through judicial or other sanctions. With slaves, coercion could be used at will, and their
labor power was at the complete disposal of the master. They did not have the right to
their own sexuality or, by extension, to their own reproductive capacities and gender
options. Enslaved women separated from their children and eunuchs are examples of
this complete subordination. Slave status was inherited unless provision was made to
ameliorate that status. Slavery was fundamentally a means of denying outsiders the
rights and privileges of a particular society so that they could be exploited for economic,
political, and/or social purposes.

The classic debate over the definition of slavery in the African context has revolved
around efforts to find suitable terminology to allow comparisons with slavery in other
places. On the one hand, Igor Kopytoff and Suzanne Miers (1977) have attempted to define
the practice of slavery in terms of what they have called “institutions of marginality”, in
which individuals are perceived as more or less “belonging” to a society, and the extent to
which acculturation and legal norms have allowed outsiders to be incorporated into the
framework of society. On the other hand, Claude Meillassoux (1975, 1991), among others,
has emphasized the alienation of individuals whose subordination has been reduced to the
same status as livestock, who can be bought, sold, exchanged as gifts, bequeathed or
otherwise disposed of without the consent of the person in question, and whose status
was inherited. This emphasis on slaves as property is reflected in the western Sudan
through the comparison of slaves with chickens. It is often said in Sudan that whoever
owns the hen by right also owns the chickens: that is, the children of slaves are also the
property of the master of the slaves, and as such have a monetary value (Klein, 1998).
Whether the definition of “slavery” emphasizes the marginality of social and political
status, or the property relationship, it is generally agreed that individuals who have been
considered slaves could not be fully incorporated as fully equal members of society.
Among the Akan, for example, matrilineal rules of identity defined individuals according
to their kinship with the family of their mother, so that outsiders could never achieve
legitimate and recognized status within society as free people, since their ties with the
kin of their own mother, usually “outsiders” or alien to Akan society, had been severed
(Lovejoy, 2000a: 123). Thus, what was very important in African slavery was that slaves
were people who, in important ways, did not “belong” within existing social structures.
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Historically, slavery has to be viewed as a common theme in the history of not only
Africa, but virtually everywhere, always in historical context and never as a generalized
and timeless concept applied to different historical situations. This approach is essential
in examining the history of slavery in Africa and the dispersal of enslaved Africans
within Africa, as well as to the Mediterranean via the Sahara, to Asia by caravans or
across the Indian Ocean, and to the Americas and the “Middle Passage” of the Atlantic.
The enslavement of people was intimately associated with the trade in slaves. Africa
“produced” slaves, traded them and consumed its own people. The academic discussion
of this theme in history has now become a major area of research, transcending older
scholarship that ignored the issue, or treated slavery as an anachronism, or was dis-
missed by a colonial perspective that considered “African slavery” benign. Moreover,
scholars have been encouraged to treat African slavery within wider contexts. It is now
widely recognized, for example, that to study slavery in Africa is a way of showing that
African history is not only the history of the continent, but also that of the regions
where enslaved Africans were taken.

As the debate over the meaning of “slavery” demonstrates, usually outsiders have been
perceived as ethnically different from insiders. A person who spoke the same language
as his master, without an accent, who shared the same culture, believed in the same
religion, and understood the political relationships that determined how power was
exercised was far more difficult to control than an outsider and was unlikely to become
enslaved. When differences in culture or dialect were relatively unimportant, the level of
exploitation and the social isolation of slaves were usually limited; such situations sug-
gest that slave holdings were small and that political and economic stratification was
minimal. There are many such examples from societies that were decentralized and not
part of a state, such as along parts of the upper Guinea coast in the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries, or in areas of central and eastern Africa that were relatively isolated
from trading networks and international markets, even as late as the nineteenth century
(Lovejoy, 2000a: 127-32). The most developed forms of slavery, nevertheless, were those
where enslaved individuals were removed a considerable distance from their birthplace,
thereby emphasizing their alien origin. This uprooting was as dramatic within Africa as
was the transport of Africans across the Atlantic or the Sahara Desert, or as tragic as the
seizure of people who lived only 100 kilometres or less from the home of the enslavers.
Both situations helped to define the slave as an outsider, at least in the first instance.
Over time, cultural distinctions tended to blur, so that the extent to which alien origin
was a factor varied, which is why terminology also was different. Those who had been
enslaved in their own lifetime were distinguished from those who were “born in the
house”, that is, had been born into slavery. Among the Hausa, for example, cucanawa
referred to the children of slaves, who were nonetheless also bawa (slaves), and could be
bought and sold just as their parents could be.

In Africa, the status of individuals under slavery influenced what was meant by
ethnicity, which must be understood as a dynamic model of social and individual iden-
tity formation and not as an essentialist, timeless concept of belonging or not belonging
to a group. Ethnicity involved ascription (by self and others), conscription (through
immigration and slavery), and removal (through sale, kidnapping or slave raiding).
A historical consideration of slavery in Africa helps to explain the emergence and per-
sistence of ethnicity, the influence of religion in sustaining social relationships based on
coercion, and the dichotomy between external influences of market demand for human
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labor and internal politics of controlling people and land. In most parts of West Africa,
but to a much lesser extent elsewhere, practices of body and facial scarification
were used as a means of identifying ethnicity, social status, and sometimes occupational
specialization, which also had the effect of distinguishing between slave and free and
protecting those with specific markings from enslavement. Facial and body markings
among the Yoruba, for example, indicated which state or province a person was asso-
ciated with, while among the Igbo of south-eastern Nigeria, the ichi scarification on
a man’s forehead indicated that he was a free person and part of the village or
town council, and therefore was not legally subject to the possibility of enslavement
(Afigbo, 1981).

Methods of enslavement in Africa

Historically, warfare, military raids and kidnapping were the most common means of
enslavement in Africa. In each of these situations, enslavement involved violence,
in which people were killed or wounded, and in which moveable property such as
livestock, food and other goods were seized as well. The violence underlying enslave-
ment needs to be emphasized. As Orlando Patterson has argued, enslavement in effect
was a form of “social death” that severed individuals from their natal societies, elimi-
nated ties with kin, and removed people against their will from their homelands, even
resulting in the destruction of their villages and farms (Patterson, 1982). Whether as a
form of punishment or as a means of acquiring captives for purposes of sale and
exploitation, slavery was integrated into the political economy and social structures of
African societies.

In a letter dating from 1391-92, for example, the government of Borno, an early
kingdom located in present-day Nigeria and Chad, protested that Arab raiders were
seizing its free subjects and taking them as slaves to North Africa. According to Uthman
ibn Idris, the King of Borno, nomadic warriors were raiding across the Sahara for the
purpose of enslaving people.

These Arabs have pillaged our land, the land of Bornu, and continue doing so.
They have taken as slaves free men and our fathers, the Muslims, and they are
selling them to the slave-dealers of Egypt, Syria, and elsewhere, and keep some
for themselves.

(Palmer [1936], 1970: 218)

As this account demonstrates, there was no real division between Africa north and
south of the Sahara, but rather there was continuity across the desert in terms of slavery
and enslavement. In the specific context of this case, Borno was issuing complaints as a
Muslim state against another Muslim state. The Muslim regions of sub-Saharan Africa
were closely intertwined with the Muslim world of North Africa and the Middle East,
which has remained the case until the present. This account chronicles raids across
the Sahara, but slavery and raiding were well established south of Borno. The reference,
rather, shows that sub-Saharan Africa was not isolated or distant. Moreover, lest it be
thought that these trans-Saharan excursions for slaves were only an invasion, it should
also be pointed out that documents from Borno also chronicle the enslavement of people
by the Borno state for its own purposes, including the sale of slaves across the Sahara.

38



SLAVERY IN AFRICA

Even though forms of slavery existed in Africa before the maritime arrival of
Europeans, and long before the emergence of the American slave systems, the European
demand for African slaves had a transforming impact on African societies. The imposi-
tion of a racially defined slavery system changed Africans’ understanding of slavery.
According to William Snelgrave, a slave trader on the coast of the Bight of Benin in the
1720s, “It has been the Custom among the Negroes, time out of Mind, and it is so to this
day, for them to make Slaves of all Captives they take in War ... [to] employ in their
own Plantations.” Now, Snelgrave noted, Africans “had an Opportunity of selling them
to white People”.! Snelgrave understood that the demand for slaves in the Americas
transformed a local method of labor exploitation into an intercontinental system that
was now based on racial categories. In addition, people were enslaved for judicial rea-
sons, enslavement being considered a form of punishment, and many children were also
born into slavery. In the sixteenth century, Jesuit priest Baltasar Barreira learned that
not only were slaves taken in war, but people were enslaved for what were perceived to
be criminal offenses.

There are other ways of enslaving in a legal way, as when it is proved that one
black is a witch, or if he confesses it himself; or that has killed another with
poison; or that he is intimate with any of the king’s wives; or that he is inciting
war against the king; or that he asks for “chinas” — so they call their idols — to
kill the king, in which case if the king happens to fall ill, not only do they kill
the delinquent or sell him outside the kingdom, and confiscate all his posses-
sions, but they also enslave and sell all his relatives, for fear that any of them, in
revenge, also asks the “chinas” to kill him.

(Hair, 1975: 67)

This report also refers to collective punishment for actions and suspicions that were
considered illegal and threatening to the established political order. Enforcement inevi-
tably required violence or the threat of violence. According to the report of Francis
Moore, who was a slave trader in Senegambia in the 1730s,

Since the Slave Trade has been us’d, all Punishments are changed into Slavery;
there being an advantage on such condemnations, the strain for Crimes very
hard, in order to get the Benefit of selling the Criminals. Not only Murder,
Theft and Adultery are punished by selling the Criminal for Slave, but every
trifling case is punished in the same manner.>

References to “trifling cases” indicates that European — that is, foreigner — observers
were often not attuned to the reasons behind punishment and had little understanding
about the nature of alleged crimes. Despite such reservations about the justification for
enslavement, the fact remains that individuals were being enslaved, and this included
delinquent members of society.

Slavery and labor

The central feature of slavery was the virtual lack of choice on the part of slaves. Their
total subordination to the whims of their master meant that slaves could be assigned any
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task in the society or economy. Slavery was fundamentally tied to labor. It was not the
only form of forced labor, but slaves could be made to perform any task in the economy.
They had to do what they were told; hence they often performed the most menial and
laborious tasks and sometimes undertook great risks. In the Kingdom of Kongo in the
late sixteenth century, for example, it was reported that free people did not “cultivate
the ground”, but rather

only slaves labour and serve. Men who are powerful have a great number of
slaves whom they have captured in war or whom they have purchased. They
[even] conduct business through these slaves by sending them to markets where
they buy and sell according to the master’s orders.

(Cuvelier and Jadin, 1954: 135; also see Fage, 1980: 305)

As this account makes clear, slaves not only performed agricultural tasks but also
traded on behalf of their owners, if individual slaves had been assimilated into local
society and could be trusted. Similarly, in the hinterland of Sierra Leone, as observed in
the 1560s, people were taken in war as slaves, “whome onely they kept to till the
ground”.’ In the case of slaves, the concept of labor was not perceived as separate from
the slave as a person. The slave was an instrument through which work could be
accomplished, and coercion could be used to force compliance with particular orders.
The slave was told what to do and, if he or she did not do it, he or she was punished,
often severely.

Masters not only controlled the productive capacities of slaves, but also regulated
their sexual and reproductive capabilities. When slaves constituted a significant propor-
tion of the population, then sexual access and reproduction were strongly controlled.
Women (and men too) were treated as sexual objects; the ability to marry was closely
administered, and males could be castrated. The significance of sex is most strik-
ingly revealed in the market price of slaves. Eunuchs were often the most costly, with pretty
women and girls close behind, their price depending upon their sexual attractiveness.
These two opposites of an engendered perspective — castrated males and attractive
females — demonstrate most clearly the master’s power over sexual and reproductive
functions (Robertson and Klein, 1983). Slaves implicitly lacked the right to engage in
sexual relationships without the consent of their masters. Their children, once slaves
were given the opportunity to have children, were not legally their offspring but the
property of their master. Biologically, they were the offspring of slave parents, but
the right to raise the children could be denied. Instead, slave children could be taken
away, and even when they were not sold, they could be redistributed as part of marriage
arrangements, trained for the army or administration, or taken as concubines.

Moreover, the power of masters over slaves extended to the right of life and death. In
many places, such as among the Igbo, slaves could be sacrificed at funerals of important
individuals, as a sign of wealth and as one form of offering to gods. While in some cases,
slaves of the house might be sacrificed, often individual slaves were bought specifically
for the purpose of sacrifice. Where such practices were common, as among the Igbo,
individual slaves might well fear being sold because the sale might lead to their death.
Similarly, among the Yoruba, slaves could be sacrificed at religious ceremonies and
annual festivals. The most well known public executions of slaves occurred in Dahomey,
where hundreds of captives were killed at annual festivals (Lovejoy, 2000a: 165-86).
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Those born into slavery found themselves in a different position from those who had
been enslaved in their own lifetime, as the initial act of violence became an abstraction.
Parents might tell their children of their enslavement, but this was not the children’s
experience. Children could also learn about enslavement from new captives. The threat
of violence within African enslavement practices was also present. Legally, slaves could
be separated from their parents and sold, even if in practice such separations were rare.
Violence was still a crucial dimension of social control. People who had been enslaved
could not necessarily expect that their children would be incorporated fully into local
society, or otherwise expect emancipation, because the threat of re-enslavement in war
and through raids on rural communities could result in their transfer to distant lands, if
not their death along the way.

For various reasons, slaves tended not to sustain their numbers naturally, and slave
populations usually had to be replenished. One reason for this situation was the
relatively short life span for many slaves. Death could result from particularly harsh
work, while funeral sacrifices and unsuccessful castration operations took their toll.
Travel conditions for slaves destined for distant markets were also a factor, both because
individuals were moved from one disease environment to another, thus increasing
mortality rates, and because rations were often inadequate. Another reason was the
demographic imbalance between the sexes in slave populations. Populations with an
excess number of males led to a general decline in total population, not just slaves,
unless more slaves were imported. When slave women were distributed unevenly, the
general population did not necessarily decline, only the proportion of slaves in the
population. Free men usually took the women as wives or concubines, so that they still
bore children. Because the status of concubines and slave wives changed, often leading to
assimilation or full emancipation, the size of the slave population decreased accordingly.
The children of slave wives and concubines by free fathers were often granted a status
that was completely or almost free. Under Islamic law, this was most pronounced.
Concubines could not be sold once they gave birth, and they became free on the death of
their master. The children of such unions were free on birth. These features of gradual
assimilation or complete emancipation contradict the aspect of slavery that emphasized
inherited status, but were compatible with the master’s power to manipulate sexual and
reproductive functions for his own purpose.

Slavery as but one form of labor

As indicated above, slavery in Africa should be distinguished from other forms of servile
labor and from other patterns of organizing work. There were cases in which people
were tied to the land, such as in Christian Ethiopia before the twentieth century, and
hence were analogous to serfs in Europe, where obligations were fixed by custom.
Elsewhere, however, such relationships were rare or non-existent. Patterns of raiding
and warfare usually meant that people were enslaved and sometimes even re-enslaved so
that “feudal” type arrangements could not develop. Moreover, there were forms of cli-
entage, in which individuals voluntarily attached themselves to political and military
elites that involved services without fixed remuneration. Such was often the case for
people of slave descent, as in most Muslim areas and in regions plagued by warfare, as
was true among the Yoruba in the nineteenth century. People did work for wages, such
as porters who carried goods along trade routes or between the countryside and towns,
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but in many cases these people were in fact slaves who were being allowed to work on
their own account, subject to payment of fixed fees to their masters.

Pawnship was also widely practiced, in which individuals were held as collateral for
debts contracted by their relatives. Pawns were expected to reside with the creditors,
and their labor was at the disposal of the creditor as a form of interest on the debt. In
these cases, labor was redistributed within societies as a means of securing credit and
therefore was closely tied to trade and marketing. Individuals could not be redeemed
until the original debt was fully paid, which meant that pawning arrangements might be
inherited or might become part of marriage contracts. In these contracts, pawned girls
might marry within the household of the creditor as a means of liquidating debts, the
whole process being conceived of as a substitute for marriage payments. Pawnship was
found widely in West and Central Africa (Lovejoy and Falola, 2003). In some places,
such as in Old Calabar and in the trade castles on the Gold Coast, European merchants
accepted pawns as a way of guaranteeing that slaves and various commodities would be
delivered when imported goods had been extended on credit to resident African mer-
chants (Lovejoy and Richardson, 2001). In these cases, however, the terms of repayment
usually involved a time limit on the contract that was based on the date of departure of
ships. Local practices were not normally subject to specific time restrictions. It should
be noted that not only people could be pawned, but also gold, other valuables, and fruit-
bearing trees.

It is important to note that labor was organized on the basis of families, communal
work parties, marriage contracts, and other arrangements. These forms of organization
could involve coercion or more subtle forms of pressure. Financial and labor obligations
associated with marriage contracts often involved arrangements in which future hus-
bands worked for the family of the bride. Men or their kin might be required to make
payments to the bride’s family — often described as “bride price” — to reflect the financial
dimensions of such contracts. These arrangements were usually intended to cement
relations between kin groups and therefore help to secure the longevity of the marriage.
However, whether slaves or not, pawns and clients were involved in these arrangements,
which affected the nature of marriage and introduced other factors of labor mobilization
and control into the equation. These various forms of social and economic structures
demonstrate that slavery was widely recognized as one type of relationship among many
that existed in West and Central Africa.

Islamic slavery

There was an important distinction in how slavery was established and how slaves were
treated between Islamic areas and areas where Islam was not important or not present.
In an Islamic context, slavery was governed by reference to legal and religious traditions,
which were codified either by reference to the Qu’ran, or in hadiths, and legal schools,
especially Maliki. It was also reflected in legal opinions and commentary, including those
of al-Maghili and Ahmad Baba (Willis, 1985). Hence we need to look for similarities to,
and differences from, other parts of the Muslim world. The influence on sub-Saharan
politics of the Sharifian dynasty in Morocco and the Ottoman Porte should be stressed.
Through pilgrimage and literacy, Muslim scholars were trained in Islamic law, which
began from an early date in West Africa. Far from being isolated from the rest of the
Islamic world, Muslims south of the Sahara were in close contact. Hence the literary and
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legal tradition was extended and expanded through the nineteenth century. Technical
and legal problems were resolved through the issue of fatwa, or legal opinion.

Ahmad Baba (1556-1627), basing his interpretation on earlier scholarly opinions,
wrote in 1614 in his Mi’raj al Su’ud ila Nayl Hukm Majlub al-Sud that:

the reason for slavery is non-belief [in Islam] and the Sudanese non-believers are
like other kafir whether they are Christians, Jews, Persians, Berbers, or any
others who stick to non-belief and do not embrace Islam. ... This means there
is no difference between all the kafir in this respect. Whoever is captured in a
condition of non-belief, it is legal to own him, whosoever he may be, but not if
he was converted to Islam voluntarily.*

Specifically, as most notably argued in his famous treatise, a treatise widely cited as
authoritative in subsequent Islamic texts in West Africa, the jibad leadership opposed the
sale of enslaved people to non-Muslims as being illegal. Ahmad Baba argued that some
people who were not Muslims — and he identified a number of ethnic groups, including
the Yoruba, whom he called by that name — could be enslaved. It is instructive that the
term Yoruba is a Muslim designation that was subsequently adopted as a common name
only in the late nineteenth century. By contrast, he stated that people who had long been
Muslim — specifically Hausa, Songhay, Mandingo, Soninke, Wolof and others — should
never be enslaved. Later generations found it difficult to abide by the legal fatwa of
Ahmad Baba, but even if ignored in practice these fatwa were well known in Muslim
areas of Africa. According to Ahmad Baba, therefore, Muslims were morally and legally
prohibited from selling people to non-Muslims, and especially to Christians.

The discourse surrounding slavery in Muslim regions indicates that the subject was
widely discussed in Africa long before the abolition debate in Britain and elsewhere in
the European world. It is instructive that the problem of “legal” and “illegal” enslave-
ment pervaded many parts of Africa. In the Kingdom of Kongo, to the south of the
Congo River, and in places along the Angola coast, some individuals claimed that they
had been “wrongfully” enslaved, such as in the case of Nbena, a woman seized from
Luanda in the eighteenth century (Curto, 2003). Similarly, two merchants at Old Calabar
were seized and taken to Barbados in 1767, even though they were not slaves, encoura-
ging them to use evidence about their previous status in order to prove that their ensla-
vement was wrong (Sparks, 2004). By doing this, they subsequently secured their release
and returned to Old Calabar. Other cases, too, demonstrate that slavery was a con-
tentious issue whose legitimacy was contested in Africa, as well as elsewhere.

The trade in slaves

The trade in slaves within Africa was an aspect of commerce in general. When indivi-
duals were bought and sold in Africa, there were always many commodities also
exchanged. Hence the slave trade was part of economic life, involving the use of money,
the provision of credit, and the fixing of prices for exchange. In the context of African
history, the interrelationship of internal forms of slavery and servility with the export
trade in slaves is an important consideration, and a topic of debate among scholars. The
trans-Atlantic and trans-Saharan slave trades removed millions of enslaved Africans
from their homelands. This could not have happened unless slaves were being bought
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and sold. The relative impact of external trade in slaves on internal developments within
Africa varied with proximity to the Sahara, the Indian Ocean, and, after the late fifteenth
century, along the Atlantic coast. There were wide-ranging networks that were domi-
nated by Muslim merchants, along the East African coast and from the Red Sea to the
Atlantic shores of the upper Guinea coast, and from these areas far into the interior.
While some of these merchants came from North Africa, the Middle East and India,
there were also many merchants who were resident in sub-Saharan Africa and East
Africa, and who dominated the trade in slaves well before the opening of trans-Atlantic
commerce.” Moreover, trade in slaves was also found in areas beyond Muslim influence,
precisely because enslaved individuals had to be moved some distance from areas and
peoples whom they knew and to which they might attempt to escape. Slavery was based
on control and the threat of repeated violence and coercion, which could best be effected
through removal via commerce.

Most estimates of the numbers of enslaved Africans who were shipped to the
Americas after the early sixteenth century through the nineteenth century range in the
order of 12.5 million people. The numbers of people sent as slaves across the Sahara
Desert, the Red Sea, and the Indian Ocean have been more difficult to establish, but the
scale of this trade was historically very large as well. As reflected in Table 2.1, rough
estimates of the scale of this slave trade suggest that about 17.5 million people were
forcibly removed from Africa between 1500 and 1900, of which more than 70 per cent
went to the Americas and the rest to the Muslim regions of North Africa, the Middle
East and the Indian Ocean world. These estimates do not include the number of slaves
sent into the Muslim world before 1500, which was considerable, or indeed after 1900.
Nonetheless, one feature of slavery in Africa and the relationship of the export trade in
slaves is clear. Until very recent times, Africa suffered from a demographic drain in
population that was not matched by an inward migration of people to Africa. Slavery
meant that economic, social and political development within Africa was constrained by
a loss of population, which under other circumstances would have significantly altered
the course of African history.

Because of the survival of extensive documentation on the movements of slaves to the
Americas, it is possible to estimate the scale and direction of enforced migration of
Africans under slavery and thereby provide as assessment of the impact of trans-Atlantic
slavery on different parts of Africa (Table 2.2). Information on this traffic has been
compiled into an accessible database, which demonstrates that about one out of every
two Africans who went to the Americas came from non-Muslim areas centered in West
and Central Africa, particularly Angola, Congo and the interior, and extending to
Mozambique in south-east Africa. These are areas of Africa which were, and still are,

Table 2.1 Enslaved Africans destined for the Americas and the Islamic world, 1500-1900

Americas Percentage Islamic world — Percentage Total
1500-1700 2,150,000 55.4 1,650,000 44.6 3,700,000
1700-1800 6,500,000  83.3 1,300,000 16.7 7,800,000
1800-1900 3,870,000 77.4 1,130,000 22.6 5,000,000
Total 12,520,000  71.8 4,910,000 282 17,430,00

Sources: Lovejoy (2000a: 26, 47, 62, 142); Eltis et al., www.slavevoyages.org/tast/index.faces
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Table 2.2 Departures from Africa to the Americas by coastal origin, 15001867

Coastal origin Number Percentage
West Central Africa 5,694,600 45.5
Bight of Benin 1,999,100 16.0
Bight of Biafra 1,594,600 12.7
Gold Coast 1,209,300 9.7
Senegambia 755,500 6.0
South East Africa 542,600 4.3
Sierra Leone 388,700 3.1
Windward Coast 336,900 2.9
Total 12,521,300 100.2

Source: Eltis et al., www.slavevoyages.org/tast/index.faces

inhabited by Bantu-speaking peoples. Moreover, a significant number of slaves in the
trans-Atlantic slave trade, about 12 per cent, came from the Bight of Biafra, an area
largely unaffected by the influence of Muslims. These areas were at the heart of the
trans-Atlantic migration. Combined with the region from the Bight of Benin westward,
which also accounted for substantial numbers of enslaved Africans, it can be seen that
the Muslim regions of Africa accounted for only a small proportion of slaves destined
for the Americas, probably fewer than 10 per cent of trans-Atlantic migrants. Africa
was pulled in two directions, one focused on the Atlantic and the development of a
diaspora of Africans in the Americas and the other orientated and largely restricted to
the Muslim world. It seems clear that there was a relatively sharp separation between
the Islamic world of sub-Saharan Africa and the trans-Atlantic system of commerce and
interaction.

The emergence of new states along the Atlantic coast of Africa and in its immediate
hinterland was closely associated with the development of the trans-Atlantic slave trade.
The Bight of Benin and the Gold Coast were dominated by centralized states — the
Yoruba states, particularly Oyo, after the middle of the seventeenth century, the Akan
states, particularly Asante after 1700, Allada until 1724, and Dahomey after 1727 (Law,
1991, 2004). Dahomey emerged as a state whose structure required the enslavement of
people. Slaves were either sold to Europeans to raise essential revenue for the state,
killed in public ceremonies associated with the political power of the Dahomey mon-
archy, or, after the ending of the trans-Atlantic trade in slaves, settled on plantations to
produce palm oil and to harvest palm kernels. The principal point of disembarkation
from the Bight of Benin was QOuidah, from where about one million people left for the
Americas. Lagos emerged as the dominant port in the nineteenth century. On the Gold
Coast, slaves were embarked at Elmina, Cape Coast, Anamobu, and Koromantyn,
whence the name Coromanti, used in the Americas is derived.

For the Bight of Biafra, almost all enslaved Africans left from one of two ports, either
Old Calabar on the Cross River, or Bonny in the Niger River delta. Moreover, a
majority, perhaps a large majority, of these people were ethnically Igbo, with a sig-
nificant minority of Ibibio. Aro merchants dominated the trade of this region; their
commercial network of slave traders was largely responsible for sending slaves to
the coast (Brown and Lovejoy, 2010; Nwokeji, 2010). Whether or not the region was
comprised of small-scale societies that lacked any centralized authority is a subject
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of controversy. The data suggest that the form of governance and politics in this region
was under the umbrella of a network dominated by the Aro, who emerged only in
the late seventeenth century, and who consolidated their grip on the interior in the
eighteenth century in direct response to trans-Atlantic slavery, which is when the vast
majority of Africans left this region.

The formation of Muslim governments in the savanna region of West Africa did not
end slavery, even if the protection of Muslims from enslavement was official policy, but
rather intensified enslavement. Jihad states instituted one significant policy, however.
They attempted to close the trade to the coast.® As with most state policies, efforts to
prevent deportation to the coast were not always successful. The amazing feature is that
there was an attempt to do so at all. Moreover, it is recognizable in the statistics. At the
same time as large numbers of people were being sent across the Sahara and even more
were being kept enslaved within Muslim states, the number of people sent to the coast
barely increased. The impact of jibad is reflected in the figures of the trans-Atlantic slave
trade: the number of people who left West Africa surged with each jibad.

The question is, why were more people not sent out? Could they have been?
Preliminary estimates of the size of the enslaved populations who were retained within
Muslim states suggest that there were probably as many enslaved people in 1860 in the
Sokoto Caliphate, in the interior of West Africa, as the number of enslaved African
Americans who were in the United States at the outbreak of the American Civil War
(Lovejoy and Hogendorn, [1993] 2000). Moreover, Futa Jallon, Futa Toro, and other
Muslim states in the western Sudan appear to have had large numbers of enslaved
people. Hence the reason why relatively few slaves came from these regions had little, if
anything, to do with the ability of these regions to supply enslaved people into the
intercontinental trade. Rather, factors other than market conditions limited the flow of
enslaved Africans to the coast. While not all Muslim merchants respected religious pro-
hibitions, the structure of trade and Muslim society placed severe limitations on the
ability of merchants to circumscribe the rules. Indeed, because of religious restrictions,
virtually no women or children entered the trans-Atlantic trade from these areas, so
virtually the only Muslims to be found in the Americas were young adult males, who
were capable of military service and hence often included enemies of Muslim states,
whether they were Muslim or not. It has been estimated that as many as 80 per cent of
the people from the far interior of the western Sudan were young adult males, while the
proportion of males entering the Atlantic migration from the Central Sudan was perhaps
as high as 95 per cent (Lovejoy, 2007). In understanding the history of slavery, it is
important to distinguish areas that had substantial Muslim populations or that were
under governments that were Muslim.

Slavery and colonialism

The abolition of the British slave trade in 1807 inaugurated a process of change that
undermined the legality and viability of slavery, first in the Atlantic world and then
globally. Inevitably, the resulting campaign affected those parts of Africa that were the
source of enslaved peoples. Haltingly, yet slowly, slavery was restricted and then elimi-
nated in many parts of the world. For Africa, anti-slavery became associated with
European conquest and the establishment of colonial rule beginning in the nineteenth
century. Sierra Leone was founded as a refuge for those freed from slavery by the
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British navy. After 1834, slaves were emancipated in the British colony of South Africa,
although not in the interior of Sierra Leone, which was considered a “protectorate” and
not a colony. Similarly, the French conquest of Algeria undermined the legitimacy of
slavery there. For all European powers after the Berlin Congress of 1884, fighting slavery
became a justification for European partition and colonial occupation (Law, 1995).
However, slavery did not end in Africa as European colonial empires expanded. Indeed,
slavery continued under colonial rule well into the twentieth century. In most colonies,
the enslaved population was not freed, but the legal status of slavery in the colonial
courts was no longer recognized. Instead, enslavement and the trade in slaves were
made criminal offenses punishable by imprisonment. The result was a gradual ending of
slavery that took decades to achieve, as only children born under colonialism were
recognized as being born free.

Meanwhile, those people who were already slaves had to fend for themselves as best
they could. In the confusion of colonial occupation, many chose to run away. Hundreds
of thousands of people fled their masters in the western Sudan in the first decade of the
twentieth century (Klein and Roberts, 1980). A similar migration occurred in northern
Nigeria (Lovejoy and Hogendorn, [1993] 2000: 1). Some fled to the invading colonial
armies; others returned to their homelands; others tried to find employment in the new
colonial economies. Without the support of the courts and no longer in control of poli-
tical institutions, slave masters were forced to renegotiate their relationships with the
enslaved population. Colonial policies of taxation and various types of vagrancy law
were imposed to encourage a transformation in slave—master relations, and in some
places, such as in the Protectorate of Northern Nigeria, slaves were now given the right
to work on their own account and thereby earn money to purchase their emancipation.
Previously, this provision had been a means by which masters had forced slaves to earn
money, part of which had to be paid to the masters, and was at the discretion of the
masters. Now this became a right that individuals could insist upon.

The questions now being asked attempt to understand why it is that in some parts of
Africa, including South Africa, Angola, and scattered locations elsewhere, slavery con-
tinued as an institution. In South Africa, the East African coast, and Angola, slavery
“looked” more like its counterpart in the Americas, with European and mulatto land-
owners attempting to develop plantation agriculture for export, and in the case of
Zanzibar, Pemba, and the Swahili coast, with slave owners coming from Oman and India
as well as from the local elite. In South Africa, British emancipation in 1834 transformed
slaves into “apprentices”, as was the case in other British colonies, but not within British
protectorates. The imposition of this “gradual” emancipation prompted many Afrikaners
(descendants of Dutch settlers) to undertake the Great Trek to escape British rule, found
the breakaway states of the Transvaal and the Orange Free State, and thereby continue
slavery under the name of apprenticeship. In Portuguese-controlled territories, slaves
were declared to be “liberatos”, the only difference being in terminology.

In the twentieth century, colonial officials and anthropologists, often government-
appointed, discovered that slavery was widespread almost everywhere in Africa. Despite
efforts sometimes to describe “slavery” there as something different from slavery
elsewhere in European colonies, especially the slavery in the Americas, it was clear to all
that slavery continued, in modified and reshaped forms, in many places (Miers and
Roberts, 1988). The revelation that, even after the termination of the trans-Atlantic slave
trade and confinement of the trade in Islamic regions, slavery persisted and, indeed,
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its frequency even increased in some locations, indicates that colonial policy was far
from effective in the emancipation of slaves unless individuals took action themselves.
Despite political motivations underlying the reports of the League of Nations in the
1920s and 1930s, slavery was widespread, to such an extent that some colonial regimes
tried to cover up its presence. British administrator Lord Frederick Lugard, who had
previously served in Uganda and most notably in Nigeria, phrased the transition the
“slow death” of slavery, which was expected to last the whole of the twentieth century.
Despite the massive desertion of slaves at the time of the European colonial conquest,
Lord Lugard has been proven to be right. Slavery has persisted, even if its legality has
been ended.

Contemporary African slavery

More recently, since the independence of African countries in the 1960s and 1970s,
slavery has become largely a subterranean force, no longer legal in most countries but
continuing in various contexts, just as slavery has persisted almost everywhere in the
world. Some Muslim countries that include territory in the Sahara, such as Mauretania,
Niger, and elsewhere, have been particularly reticent in ending slavery, and when slavery
has been suppressed, dependent relationships arising from former servitude have per-
sisted, limiting the access of the descendants of slaves to land and other resources (Rossi,
2009). Moreover, in some cocoa-producing areas such as Cote d’ Ivoire, children have
been enslaved in order to harvest crops (Miers, 2003). In some Muslim areas such as
Niger and northern Nigeria, the continuation of concubinage has also sustained the
demand for enslaved women. These contemporary issues highlight the continuation of
slavery in Africa well into the twentieth century, despite apparent colonial and post-
colonial efforts to undermine and eliminate the institution. In these cases, the trade in
enslaved children and women is illegal, but impossible to suppress.

Conclusion

Today, we know more than ever before about the origins of enslaved Africans who went
to the Americas and to various parts of the Muslim world. Moreover, the relationship of
slavery to the history of Africa, and the factors that made possible the establishment of
identifiable communities of enslaved Africans in the Americas, and indeed in North
Africa, the Sahara, and in West Africa itself, is much more clearly understood. As
everywhere, slaves in Africa resisted their bondage as best they could. The methods of
trade and marketing, either by Muslims or non-Muslims, and the impact of slavery on
society and economy more generally, are major themes in the reconstruction of the
African past. The trans-Atlantic slavery was indeed devastating for many parts of Africa,
and the response of Muslims within West Africa, although buffering the region from
trans-Atlantic forces to some extent, nonetheless resulted in the intensification of the
institution within Africa.

The migration through slavery reveals a legacy of violence and insecurity that has
punctuated the African past. Domestically, there were transformations as a result of
population loss in specific places and at specific times through loss of life associated with
wars and enslavement. There were adjustments in social, religious, and communal life
that can be identified as responses to, and protection from, slavery. The formation of an

48



SLAVERY IN AFRICA

African diaspora in the Islamic world and in the Americas each represents the legacy of
slavery, as is the continuing history in Africa of ethnic and religious strife, and indeed
achievement, under colonialism and in the period of independence since then. Slavery has
survived. Distinctions arising from an association with slavery continued through the
colonial and post-colonial eras into contemporary times. A preoccupation with trans-
Atlantic slavery or the African diaspora in the Americas risks losing perspective on the
long trajectory of slavery in Africa. Historically, Africa has witnessed a steady, if varied,
drain in population, an outward emigration that was forced and that was not matched
by an influx of population of comparable numbers, except perhaps in South Africa. The
impact of this demographic loss has to have been considerable, just as the arrival of
Africans in the Islamic world and the Americas definitely affected economic and social
development. This essay is intended to provide an introduction to the study of slavery
in African history. From an African perspective, such a study includes the history of
the victims of slavery and where they were taken, and how they were able to retain
memories and sometimes direct connections with the homeland.

Contemporary slavery is different from the slavery of the past because of its illegality.
We all understand how enslavement differed over time and depending upon location, but
for anyone who is enslaved, such subtle scholarly distinctions hardly matter. The voices
of those who are enslaved are often silenced. What we have to accept is that slavery has
not been abolished in the world today, but it must be. The continuity in practices of
servility in West Africa is a legacy, different from the legacy of the Americas, but no less
real for the people who are affected. We have to increase the level of awareness among
scholars, and indeed the public at large, about the differences and similarities in the
experiences and conditions of the enslaved through history. We have to close the gap in
knowledge dissemination in order to restore or establish the dignity of peoples who have
suffered the experience and legacy of slavery.

Notes

1 William Snelgrave, A New Account of Some Parts of Guinea and the Slave Trade (London:
Frank Cass, 1734 [repr. 1971]), 158; also see Law (1977: 573).

2 Francis Moore, Travels into the Inland Parts of Africa (London: E. Cave, 1738), 42. Also see
Rodney (1966).

3 John Hawkins, as quoted by Elizabeth Donnan, ed., Documents Illustrative of the Slave Trade
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SLAVERY IN THE INDIAN
OCEAN WORLD

Gwyn Campbell

Introduction

In the conventional view, Indian Ocean World (IOW) slavery shared the same essential
features as the Atlantic slave system. Studies, inspired by the Atlantic model, have
concentrated overwhelmingly on the export of East Africans by Arabs to Zanzibar and
the Persian Gulf, and by Europeans to European enclaves in the IOW, notably the
Mascarene Islands and the Cape. At these destinations, imported chattel labour under-
pinned “slave modes of production”.

What is missing from the bulk of these studies is an authentic IOW dimension. This is
generally true even of the few studies of other forms of slavery indigenous to the IOW.!
This contribution is offered as a corrective to conventional views of IOW slavery. It first
defines the term “Indian Ocean World” and discusses its historic significance as the
location of the first “global economy”. It then analyses the meaning and significance in
IOW history of the slave trade and slavery.

In order to distinguish forms of servitude in the IOW from those in the Atlantic
World, it is vital to establish the meaning and historical significance of the IOW — a
concept fundamentally different from that of the “Atlantic” or “Pacific” World. It was
introduced from the 1980s by Asia-centric historians in order to counter Eurocentric
historiography that emphasised Europe as the centre of the first global economy and,
from the “Age of Discoveries”, European domination of the major commodities and sea
lanes of the Indian Ocean arena (Wallerstein, 1974). Instead, Asia-centric historians
posited Asia as the centre of the first global economy, one that developed by at least
AD 1000 — possibly much earlier — and which remained dominant until at least the
mid-eighteenth century. Some historians would argue it remained dominant until
the early nineteenth century.?

These historians’ argument is based on the adaptation of Braudelian concepts
of “oceanic” space to the Asian region. Fernand Braudel, a major French historian in
the post-1945 era, argued that conventional frameworks for historical analysis,
notably territorial entities such as nation states, empires and continents, were inade-
quate because they largely ignored human—environment interaction. Thus, while Paris
exercised political dominance over southern France, the material existence of people
who lived in southern France had more in common with other inhabitants of
the Mediterranean littoral, including northern Africa, being largely shaped by the
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Mediterranean Sea and its climate, than with residents of northern France
(Braudel, 1996).

Braudel’s theories inspired not only the development of the Annales School of histor-
ians in Europe, but also the new Asia-centric school of historians, who highlighted the
role of the Asian monsoons — a complex system of winds and currents governing the
waters of the northern Indian Ocean, the Indonesian Sea, and the South and East China
Seas. Unique to this macro-region, the monsoons both regulated agricultural production
and facilitated the early development of trans-oceanic trade.

The monsoons were critical to the emergence of specialist crop zones in the northern
sector of the IOW. The most basic division was between winter “dry” crop wheat cul-
tures of the Middle East, North India, Central Asia and northern China, where some
irrigation was required if winter rains proved insufficient, and the summer “wet” rice
cultures of Southeast and South Asia (and later of Madagascar) (Chaudhuri, 1985: 23).
The technology of water control and storage techniques associated with economies based
on irrigation emerged during the “Neolithic Revolution”, characterised by a concentra-
tion of population, the development of water conservation techniques and irrigation, and
the domestication of wild food crops and animals.

This agricultural specialisation helped lay the basis for inter-regional trade.
More fundamentally, the monsoons promoted the rise of trans-oceanic exchange. From
April to September, as the Asian land mass heats up, hot air rises producing a vacuum
that sucks in the air from the ocean, creating the southwest monsoon. During the
other six “winter” months of the year, the opposite reaction occurs, creating
the northeast monsoon. The monsoons thus comprise an alternating system of strong
winds that blow from the northeast for six months of the year and from the southwest
for the other six months, permitting the early development of trans-oceanic, intra-
Asian sail. In addition, the monsoons, supplemented by a perennial system of equatorial
winds and southern hemisphere southeast trade winds, offer a potential for regular
trans-oceanic sail and commerce unparalleled in other oceans. As a result, purposeful
two-way trans-oceanic trade emerged during the course of the first millennium ap,
which by about the tenth century connected the major productive areas of Asia, China,
India and Mesopotamia (present-day Iraq) in a sophisticated and durable network
of long-distance maritime exchange of commodities, money, technology, ideas and
people (Abu-Lughod, 1993: 78-79). It is this system that constituted the first “global”
economy.

The TIOW is thus a new conceptual framework. Whereas the Atlantic World is
defined by oceans and land masses, the IOW is defined by the monsoons. Oceanic trade
in the European global economy that developed from the fifteenth century was char-
acterised by mercantilist precepts, reflected in an alliance between the state and the
merchant class. By contrast, maritime exchange in the IOW global economy was,
throughout the macro-region, dominated by littoral mercantile communities that
retained a large degree of political and juridical independence from the centralised land-
based polities in the hinterland. These polities, nevertheless, realised the advantages of
having strong mercantile societies, and in many cases tried to protect such networks
through the use of state power. These mercantile communities were externally oriented,
developing trading networks and diaspora along the coastlines of neighbouring and
overseas regions. They were also closely connected with riverine and overland trade
arteries.
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Enslavement in the Indian Ocean World

It is impossible to discuss bondage in the IOW without reference to forms of enslave-
ment and trafficking in humans. Societies that developed economies based on irrigated
agriculture required unprecedented labour inputs to create and maintain water channel
and storage systems, and to harvest, store and transport the enhanced agricultural
output of “wet” agricultural systems. It also required an extremely large and highly
concentrated coerced labour force, notably in societies located alongside major rivers.
Over time, the demographic growth stimulated by greater agricultural production gen-
erally allowed slave owners to easily acquire the labour they needed. The capture by the
elite of surplus agricultural output, and their control of natural and human resources
required to maintain the system, led to the emergence of highly stratified centralised
hierarchical polities by around 2500 BC in Mesopotamia, Egypt and the Indus Valley
(Ponting, 1993: 43—44, 55-56, 60), and separately in China by about 1750 sc (ibid., 49, 61).
The leaders of such polities placed major restrictions on the geographical mobility of
subject populations in order to ensure vital labour input into agriculture.

From around 2000 Bc, the wealth generated by the water storage and control tech-
nology, along with associated increases in agricultural output and demographic growth,
enabled the major centralised states, such as the Middle Kingdom in Egypt and Babylonia
in Mesopotamia, to form powerful armies and engage in military expansion. As they
pushed forward the frontiers of the state through the conquest of less powerful neigh-
bouring populations, these armies were faced with the problem of what to do with
captives. This resulted in two broad systems of enslavement that were maintained
throughout the IOW up to the end of the nineteenth century. In the first system, most
adult male captives from pastoralists and hunter-gatherer societies were executed, while
female and child captives were enslaved, taken back to the imperial centre, and sold.
The killing of male captives was largely motivated by the expense of enslaving men,
who were more likely to flee or rebel than women or children (Goody, 1980: 32-34;
Campbell, 1991). This system was the reputed origin of slavery in Mesopotamia in the
third millennia Bc (Goody, 1980: 18), and was widely practised throughout the IOW
down to the nineteenth century (Boomgaard, 2004).

In the second system, adult male captives from advanced and settled agricultural
regions were commonly maintained iz situ alongside captive women and children in a
state of community bondage. Some scholars believe this to have been the origins of
praedial servitude in India in the first millennia Bc (Patnaik, 1985: 3). It also seems to
have motivated the emergence of caste-like regulations that, as in India and Imerina
(central highland Madagascar), served to curtail geographical mobility and thus ensured
a permanent agricultural workforce in fertile, conquered regions (Campbell, 1985:
112-33). Such factors made viable the enslavement and surveillance of male captives
(Goody, 1980: 21-22).

Nevertheless, over the long term, the majority of people entering slavery in the IOW
probably did so through debt. Enslavement was legally enforced for defaulting debtors
and their relatives in many IOW regions. In addition, the punishment for certain
crimes was exacted in fines, which often led to indebtedness and subsequent enslavement
(Reid, 1983: 10). Indebtedness was normally expressed in monetary terms, although it
was often incurred in non-cash forms such as food or tools. As enslaved debtors were
from the dominant slave-owning society, however, they generally enjoyed a higher status
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than imported slaves. Once they had paid off their debt, they could regain non-slave
status.

Here, enslavement for indebtedness needs to be distinguished from debt bondage, even
if both systems of enslavement could overlap. Enslavement for indebtedness was invo-
luntary, whereas most people entered debt bondage voluntarily as a credit-securing
strategy. Debt bondage embraced a vast range of people in the IOW, from farmers
mortgaging future harvests and potential grooms borrowing a bride price, to small
traders living off credit from larger merchants, to the ubiquitous rural gambler of
Southeast and East Asia getting into short-term financial trouble, and including opium
addicts in nineteenth-century China (Boomgaard, 2004; Delaye, 2004). Those subject to
debt bondage often outnumbered those conventionally described as “slaves”. For exam-
ple, enslaved people in debt bondage were the most numerous of the social categories in
Majapabhit, in Java, while in central Thailand in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
they formed up to 50 per cent of the total population. Their servitude was generally
taken as paying off interest on the loan they had contracted, to which was added the cost
of their accommodation, food and clothing. Consequently, their indebtedness invariably
increased. Their servitude often became permanent, and sometimes became hereditary —
at which point there was little to distinguish debt bondage from “slavery” (Rae, 2004).

Non-slave servile labour in the [OW was also sold or transferred involuntarily. People
who were sold or transferred to others included “serfs” in Asia and Africa. In Africa,
forms of pawnship were developed whereby children, especially girls, were “pawned” in
return for money or an equivalent value in goods. They became “slaves” if they were not
reclaimed within an established time period. Some were transferred as tribute or ransom.
In open and private markets, people sold family members into temporary and permanent
slavery. Other common forms of entry into bondage were through kidnapping by crim-
inal gangs and through legally imposed enslavement for crime.

Some people entered slavery voluntarily, notably due to natural disasters. The Southern
Oscillation or El Nifio effect, produced every seven to ten years by changes in the pressure
gradient across the Pacific Ocean, often provokes severe droughts throughout the IOW.
Moreover, it tends to be followed in consecutive years by La Nifia — a weather system that
causes unusually heavy rain (Atwell, 2001: 39—40). Flooding that was destructive to
property and harvests also frequently accompanied monsoons and cyclones. Moreover,
Southeast and East Asia were centres of volcanic activity that could wreak both immediate
local destruction and, through cloud veil-induced lower temperatures, years of depressed
agricultural productivity across the macro-region and beyond. When El-Nifio or La Nifia
coincided with sulphur rich volcanism, as in 1641, the effect could be catastrophic.

Natural disasters were frequently accompanied by famine and disease, which inde-
pendently could have catastrophic consequences. For example, the bubonic plague that
erupted in epidemic form in China in 1331 and spread along the main caravan routes of
Asia to reach Crimea and Europe in 1346, killing an estimated 90 per cent of those
infected, had a far greater impact in the IOW than in Europe. It killed some 50 per cent
of China’s population, and was probably as devastating in centres of population in
India, the Middle East and Africa linked to trans-Asian commercial routes (Ponting,
1993: 228-29).

Natural disasters could so impoverish households that in extremis they sold family
members into bondage in order to enhance the chances of survival of both the individual
sold and the remaining family members. In Africa, in times of famine, a kinship group
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might transfer its rights in a kinship member to another lineage in return for goods or
money, children and young adults being the most marketable. If not redeemed, these
transferred “pawns” were retained by the creditor lineage (Kopytoff and Miers, 1977:
10-11). In China, in bad times, fathers often sold their daughters or secondary wives,
though only non-elite households broke the taboo against selling sons. Throughout the
IOW, parents also let their children out for adoption in exchange for money, while
debt bondspeople could sometimes be exchanged, as could other servile people as part of
a marriage dowry or a monastery donation. Even in relatively prosperous times poor
low-status non-slaves occasionally offered themselves for sale to a member of the elite
because of the promise of a higher standard of living and a higher status as the slave of a
powerful or wealthy master. It was for these reasons, for example, that in the nineteenth
century certain Filipino girls became concubines of high-status Sulu males (Warren,
2004; see also Watson, 1980: 227-36; Boomgaard, 2004).

Indian Ocean World slave trades over time

Indian Ocean World slave trades should thus be considered in the context both of the
IOW global economy and of natural disasters. Demand for servile labour generally
correlated directly with economic cycles and with high mortality associated with major
natural disasters, famines and epidemic disease. Long-term economic cycles appear
clear, with sustained peaks from c. 200 BC to AD 200 AD; c. AD 800-1300; and c. 1780—
1910. Records clearly illustrate the disastrous impact of natural disasters in the mid-
seventeenth century. However, much more research is required to flesh out medium- and
short-term economic cycles, other periods of high mortality, and intra-IOW regional
variations in both economic performance and natural disasters.

During sustained economic booms, high demand existed for servile labour for both
directly productive work (agriculture, craft, commerce, transport) and non-productive
work (military and guards, domestic labour, entertainment, sexual services). As periods
of economic prosperity correlated directly with agricultural output and demographic
growth, demand for productive labour was met chiefly by traditional forms of local
servile labour. Consequently, many imported bondspeople, especially women and chil-
dren, became items of conspicuous consumption. Women were deployed as domestics,
wet-nurses, secondary wives, and providers of childcare, entertainment and sexual ser-
vices. Girls were groomed for similar roles, while boys were employed as grooms,
guards and soldiers. In royal circles, enslaved boys, if talented or particularly favoured,
could become bureaucrats or advisers.

At times of economic slowdown, stagnation or regression, demand declined for both
productive and non-productive forms of labour. The fall in demand for imported servile
labour was initially more marked in non-elite circles, where masters might first enter
joint-ownership schemes, and eventually divest themselves entirely of servile labour.
Some elite owners engaged in conspicuous consumption went bankrupt because of
their desire to maintain a vast retinue of unproductive bondspeople. On the supply side,
the quantity and quality of servile labour varied chiefly according to the incidence of
warfare, slave raiding and kidnapping, natural disasters, and indebtedness — factors that
could often, but not necessarily, overlap.

No precise estimates exist of the number of slaves traded in the IOW, chiefly due to
the limited nature of extant records, and the fact that, in contrast to the Atlantic system,
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IOW slaves rarely constituted a specialist cargo. However, it is likely that the cumulative
number of slaves traded in and across the IOW over the centuries far exceeded the 10 to
12 million landed in the Americas. In the nineteenth century, when the IOW slave trade
peaked, possibly 1.5 million slaves were exported from East Africa. Slaves comprised
between 20 and 30 per cent of the population of many IOW societies, rising to over
50 per cent in parts of Africa and in Indonesian ports (Campbell, 1988: 474-75). The
greatest IOW slave traffic was probably overland, notably in Africa, Hindu India and the
Confucian Far East. In India alone, there were an estimated eight million to nine million
indigenous slaves in 1841, double the number of black slaves in the United States in 1865.

Throughout the IOW, markets were supplied with slaves chiefly from neighbouring
regions, because local slaves were cheaper to capture and transport. Consequently, mer-
chants shipping such slaves suffered fewer losses en route than they did when trying to
transport slaves from more distant regions (Arasaratnam, 1995: 200). In the eastern
IOW, China and other centralised states obtained many of their slaves from attacks
against decentralised hill “tribes” and “maritime” communities. Nevertheless, slaves
were also exported from the eastern to the western IOW and further afield. For example,
Indonesians were shipped to Southeast Asia and Cape Town, while in the nineteenth
century Chinese slaves were sent to Singapore and San Francisco.

The bulk of studies of slavery in South Asia focus on imported Africans, mainly due
to an Atlantic bias in the literature (Harris, 1971; Alpers, 1997). Nevertheless, the
majority of the servile population in South Asia were of local origin (Kidwai, 86-8;
Miller2%). Moreover, most slaves imported into India, at least in medieval times, were
probably of Turk and Slavic origin. South Asia also exported bondspeople: Indians,
for example, were exported as slaves to Macao, Japan, Indonesia, Mauritius and
Cape Town.

In the Middle East, Circassians and Central Asians formed a clear majority of
imported slaves until the tenth to thirteenth centuries, when their numbers may have
been equalled by imported Africans, who possibly formed an absolute majority of slaves
there in the nineteenth century (Lewis, 1990). In the early twentieth century, slaves were
also imported into the Middle East from the Makran coast of Iran, Western India,
Indonesia and China (Miers, 120-36).

The long nineteenth century witnessed enormous quantitative and qualitative differ-
ence in demand for servile labour in the IOW. The changes in IOW slavery were shaped
primarily by the new forces of the international economy, by the attempts of indigenous
states to modernise, by secondary imperialism, and by a growing commercialisation of
labour. Much of the growing demand in the West for tropical produce from the mid-
eighteenth century was supplied from the IOW. This demand, disrupted during the
Napoleonic War, revived after 1815 and was sustained at ever higher levels by the indus-
trial consumption of products such as copra, animal and vegetable oils, wax and rubber,
and by an expanding Western taste; generalized for cash crops such as tea, coffee and
sugar; and bourgeois tropical luxuries such as ivory, exotic feathers and animal trophies.

All these commodities needed to be produced or collected, sometimes treated, trans-
ported to docks, loaded onto vessels, and shipped to IOW and external markets,
while the return flow of goods in exchange required shipping, offloading, and overland
transport and distribution. Thus the growing commercial activity in the [OW associated
with the international economy required a huge input of labour. Western scholars have
focused attention initially on African slaves, and increasingly, as British anti-slave
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trade pressure increased in East African waters in the early nineteenth century, on
the millions of Indian and Chinese indentured labourers recruited to work cash crop
plantations across the IOW. By 1900, there were about one million Indians
indentured on European-managed plantations in India. Between 1834 and 1920, two
million Indians were shipped to overseas plantations (Chandra, 1993: 11). Often
overlooked, however, is the fact that indigenous IOW elites also profited from the
commercial opportunities afforded by an expanding international economy. In part, they
profited from slavery designed to meet regional demand. For example, the luxury
market in the Middle East, South Asia and the Far East, particularly for tropical
animal products, was much more varied and dynamic than that of the West. However,
another reason for an increase in slavery in the IOW in the nineteenth century was
to cater for increased demand within the IOW. Thus indigenous IOW demand for
Chinese indentured labour was greater than European-generated demand. Of the
approximately 6.7 million people who emigrated from South China to Southeast Asia
in the period 1851-1901, only about 4 per cent ended up as “indentured” labour on
European estates.’

European warfare and imperialism also led to increased demands for labour in the
IOW. High mortality and sickness in tropical zones among European troops and seamen
inevitably resulted in growing demand for indigenous IOW replacements. Thus the
British in India increasingly attempted to recruit from the Sikhs, Gurkhas, and other
so-called “martial races” to secure and expand their interests not only in South Asia but
also throughout the IOW and beyond.

Demand for female servile labour also increased dramatically in the nineteenth century
so that in the IOW, in direct contrast to the Atlantic slave system, the proportion of
females in servitude increased in the modern era. This was often due to the demand for
sexual services established by men in sexually unbalanced situations, including indigen-
ous and European long-distance traders, soldiers and ships’ crews. Chinese emigration to
Southeast Asia and the creation of Portuguese, French, Dutch and British outposts in the
IOW had, from the early seventeenth century, created a considerable business in hired
and purchased female slaves to serve Chinese and European traders as sexual partners,
domestic servants and commercial agents. By the early nineteenth century, this aspect of
IOW slavery constituted what Anthony Reid terms a large-scale “marriage market”
(Reid, 1983: 26-27).

This demand for enslaved labourers increased dramatically during the nineteenth
century. In part, this was due to the commercial boom associated with the expansion of
the international economy and thus leading to increased numbers of single traders
(European and indigenous) operating in the IOW. Second, there was a massive growth
in the number of military, both indigenous and foreign. Academic research has con-
centrated on the impact of Europeans garrisoned in the IOW, which further stimulated
the trade in females (Chatterjee, 150-68).

Increased demand for female prostitutes also emanated from the rise of mass migra-
tion of indentured labour. Although Indian indentured labour was generally sexually
balanced, nineteenth-century labour migration in the IOW overall led to concentrations of
predominantly male workers. This was particularly pronounced in the case of the millions
of impoverished Chinese men who, between the 1840s and 1890s, emigrated to the new
commercial centres in the Americas, Africa and Southeast Asia since Chinese women were
officially forbidden to travel abroad. For instance, between the 1840s and 1890s, millions
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of impoverished Chinese males emigrated to the new commercial centres in the Amer-
icas, Africa and Southeast Asia. The result was large groups of poor Chinese men in
Singapore and Hong Kong, both places falling under British rule in 1821 and 1842,
respectively (Jaschok and Miers, 1994: 19-20). Chiefly due to male immigration from
south-eastern China, Singapore’s population quadrupled from the 1880s, resulting in a
huge sexual imbalance of fourteen males for every female.

The demand for sexual services among enslaved people was in part met by “voluntary”
prostitution. This trend was most marked as a response to “traditional” demand, from
Muslim markets and from traders. Most “concubines” in the Middle East, free and ser-
vile, enjoyed a better lifestyle than the majority of female peasants (see e.g. Reid, 1983:
25-26). Above all, the greater assimilation of female slaves into the local slave-holding
society meant that, although around three-quarters of slaves imported into the Gulf
region were female, women comprised only one quarter of slaves seeking manumission
from British consular officials.

Demand from traders, and occasionally from European visitors, was met in some
regions voluntarily by indigenous “entrepreneurs” who hired out their services to tra-
ders, often on a seasonal basis. Thus in Madagascar, parents commonly hired out their
daughters to serve as concubines and agents of foreign traders.

In the nineteenth century, however, there was a marked increase in the commerciali-
sation of sexual services, which in turn led to increased involuntary prostitution and
the exploitation of young females. Overlapping with debt bondage, the IOW trade in
females has continued to this day. Wherever war or insecurity becomes endemic, as
recently in the Sudan, it has expanded. Moreover, over the past few decades of rapid
globalisation, it has also become more brutally commercial. An estimated 400,000 girls are
trafficked each year in India alone. Precious little protection is offered to such females,
while traditional possibilities of gaining economic independence have largely been closed
as the trade has fallen increasingly into the hands of male-dominated, mafia-type
structures. The very high risk of contracting HIV and dying young of AIDS has further
stigmatised and sharply reduced the life expectancy and living standards of such women.*

Servitude in the Indian Ocean World

From the foregoing analysis, it is evident that there existed in the IOW complex and
shifting slave trades that started well before the Common Era, remained vigorous into
the twentieth century, and in some areas are still maintained. In all of these trades,
sources, markets, routes and slave functions varied considerably. Thus, with the excep-
tion of a minority of European settlements such as Réunion and Mauritius, the char-
acteristics of IOW slavery contrasted sharply with those of the Americas. In the
American “model” of slavery, 10-12 million African slaves were put to work mostly on
plantations and in mines; they formed large concentrated communities of visibly servile
“foreigners” of African descent, deprived of civil rights, and whose status was heredi-
tary. Moreover, violence against them was intrinsic to the system.

In the IOW, outside the few plantation economies such as Mauritius, slaves rarely
lived in large communities. Moreover, slaves were employed in a vast range of functions,
the range and responsibilities of which were much wider than those encompassed by the
Atlantic model. Slaves may have performed most field labour in Africa and India, but
there, as elsewhere in the IOW, peasant slave owners generally worked alongside their
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slaves in predominantly subsistence production. Slaves also laboured in mines, craft-
work, porterage, fishing, commerce, and, if they were female, in textile production
(Goody, 1980: 21, 32). Some slaves received shelter, food and clothing from their owners;
others were given land, from which they were expected to obtain the resources to sustain
themselves. Yet others were rented out or left free to seek livelihoods. However, in the
IOW most slaves were probably acquired as symbols of conspicuous consumption, to
reflect the power and wealth of their owners.

Outside European-managed plantations, violence was rarely used extensively against
slaves. Slaves represented a substantial capital asset worth maintaining or even enhan-
cing, while maximum slave productivity could be achieved only through acknowledging
the essential humanity of slaves (Klein, 1993: 11-12; Meillassoux, 1991: 9-10). Indeed,
slaves in the IOW generally enjoyed an array of traditional and prescribed rights
unknown on the American plantations. Even in European settlements, outside the
Mascarenes, their treatment was tempered by local economic and political forces. Even
in Korea and China, where the most extreme systems of hereditary slavery were prac-
tised, slaves possessed a legal status and were immune from state corvées, and their
marriages were generally respected.

It is at this point that the application of the simplistic, literally black-and-white
dichotomies of the Atlantic model in IOW slavery studies become nonsensical. The terms
used in languages indigenous to the IOW, and which are conventionally translated as
“slave”, do not derive from a common root, as in most European languages (slav), and
rarely carry the conventional Atlantic connotations of the term. There exist, even within
the same cultures, a variety of terms signifying different levels of servility, the meanings of
which vary according to place and time (Eno, 83-93). Not only do servile statuses often
overlap, they can move up and down in the hierarchy of statuses, and some of those
conventionally described as “slaves” were sometimes also owners of “slaves”. Most slaves
possessed some rights, many that were upheld in law — as in the wide band of Islamic
societies that ran in a wide arc across the IOW. For example, in late eighteenth- and early
nineteenth-century Sulu, banyaga slaves married, owned property and performed wide-
ranging functions on the same terms as non-slaves. Again, most female slaves probably
enjoyed a lifestyle and a respect often superior to that of both male slaves and female
peasants. There are instances of concubines in the Middle East sending for family mem-
bers to join them — albeit as non-slaves. In some cases, as in nineteenth-century imperial
Madagascar, some slaves even refused freedom to avoid being subject to a corvée system
that reduced “free” subjects to comparatively worse living standards and a lower life
expectancy than slaves.

This renders irrelevant the application to the IOW of the conventional dichotomy
between slave and “free” that is central to any analysis of slavery based on the Atlantic
model. The slave—free dichotomy that characterised New World slave societies was
premised on the notion of the absence or possession of individual liberty. This concept
was largely absent in IOW societies, where each person had an allotted status that car-
ried with it a multiplicity of rights and obligations, but which could also overlap with
other status and change position in the hierarchy of statuses, This fluidity makes it
difficult to forge hard-and-fast distinctions between types of servitude, or to contrast
“slave” with “free”. As Anthony Reid underlines, the concept of personal freedom can be
pitched against that of slavery only when all other forms of servitude are subsumed into
a clearly defined category of “slaves” (Reid, 1983: 21).
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The meaning of IOW systems of bondage becomes clearer if conceptualised within a
hierarchy of dependency in which “slaves” constituted one of a number of servile groups.
It was a reciprocal system in which obligation implied servitude to an individual
with superior status, to a kin group or to the crown in return for protection. The highest
status was enjoyed in acephelous societies by a group of elders, and in centralised
societies by a sovereign who theoretically “owned” all those of inferior status: this was
possibly most visible with corvée labour imposed on subjects who, in most IOW coun-
tries, were considered crown “property”. In this sense, it could be argued, corvée fits the
concept of “property” performing “compulsory labour” used by some authors as a
defining characteristic of slavery (see Watson, 1980: 7).

Moreover, in the worldview of pre-industrial societies, there was no division between
the temporal and the spiritual; the supernatural could bless or curse human activities
and so required respect and appeasement from mortals. Thus in most communities the
living and the dead were incorporated into a giant hierarchy of overlapping statuses,
each with associated rights and obligations, in which the concept of bondage trans-
cended temporal life. Kings were considered to be imbued with sacred power, but were
in turn governed by the ancestors or gods. In Islam, for example, all Muslims were
“slaves” of Allah.

Conclusion

To date, most studies of slavery in the IOW have been inspired and informed by the
Atlantic model of slavery, in which there is a clearly distinct black “foreigner” commu-
nity, of permanent and inheritable slave status, deprived of civil rights, and in which the
violence exercised by the white slave-owner community on slaves is pervasive. Historians
have concentrated overwhelmingly on the experience of East Africans shipped as slaves
to European and Muslim settlements and plantations in the Western Indian Ocean.

However, slavery in the IOW cannot be understood outside the context of the IOW
global economy, which arose during the first millennium aAp and lasted into the
nineteenth century, when the forces of the international economy increasingly embraced
the macro-region. The IOW global economy was a sophisticated and durable system of
long-distance exchange that linked China to Southeast and South Asia, the Middle East
and Africa. It established a demand for different types of servile labour, primarily met by
the military and political conquest of neighbouring peoples, but which also gave rise to
complex slave trades involving enslaved peoples of many different origins, cultures and
skin colours. During the history of the IOW slave trade, probably many more slaves
were traded than in the Atlantic system and, overall, black Africans formed a minority
of slaves traded. Moreover, most slaves were probably objects of conspicuous con-
sumption by elites — whose wealth and power they were purchased to reflect. These
slaves, who performed little economically productive labour, enjoyed a status and stan-
dard of living higher than most nominally “free”, yet still servile, peasants.

Notes

1 A salutary exception is William Gervase Clarence-Smith, who, however, concentrates on an
analysis of the Indian Ocean slave trade within the context of the burgeoning international
economy of the nineteenth century, rather than within the pre-1800 global economy (Clarence-
Smith, 1989).
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2 Janet Abu-Lughod considers that a nascent global economy existed by the second century ap.
However, she argues that its core was not Asian economies but the Roman Empire, and that it
failed to survive the collapse of the latter in the third century (Abu-Lughod, 1993: 80).

3 My thanks to Jesse Sayles for this calculation based on information from Adam McKeown,
“Global Chinese Migration, 1850-1940”, paper presented at ISSCO V (5th Conference of the
International Society for the Study of Chinese Overseas), Helsignor, Denmark, May 10-13,
2004.

4 Liz Stuart, “Journey’s End for Trafficked Humans”, Guardian Weekly, 1319 February
2003, 21.
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4

THE ORIGINS OF SLAVERY IN THE
AMERICAS, 1500-1700

Betty Wood

Introduction

The wholesale enslavement by Europeans of West and West Central African peoples
throughout the Americas was neither predetermined, nor was it the outcome of a series
of “unthinking decisions”.! Rather, beginning with the Iberian powers in the early
fifteenth century, at different times in different places, it stemmed not so much from a
backwards glance at the assumed benefits of the various slave systems of the ancient and
medieval worlds of Western Europe as it did from quite self-conscious, pragmatic and
forward-looking assumptions about the likely profits to be derived from the exploitation
of this particular form of labour.? Those assumptions interacted, or more accurately
were conveniently made to interact, with self-serving European assessments of the
human worth — or lack of it — relative to their own of both Africans and the newly
encountered indigenous inhabitants of the “New World”. But these assumptions
also interacted with something else that, until comparatively recently, has been largely
ignored by many historians of slavery in the Americas: the continuing willingness, well
into the nineteenth century in some cases, of many West and West Central African
leaders to fuel the trans-Atlantic slave trade that evolved relatively rapidly during the
course of the sixteenth century.

Over the years, partly because of “Old World” ideologies, and partly because of the
realities posed by the indigenous peoples and the physical environments encountered by
Europeans in the “New World”, the slave systems they introduced came to differ in
degree but not in essential kind. It was during the latter part of the fifteenth century,
albeit in an “unthinking” fashion, that the ideological and pragmatic pieces of the
Western European jigsaw that would culminate in a conscious decision to enslave West
and West Central Africans in the Americas were beginning to slot into place in the
Iberian Peninsula. By this time, the Iberian powers had a close familiarity with African
peoples. Years of North African, or “Moorish”, occupation of large parts of Spain had
been brought to an end. Significantly for the future, the Spanish were willing to enslave
some of those who remained within their midst. If any justification for this process was
required, then it was to be found in the very traditional Western European concept that
being captured in just wars — wars that were waged against non-Christians, usually
Moslems — legitimated the captive’s enslavement. Also relevant was the degree of
unification that stemmed from the marriage of Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella
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of Castile in 1469, something that helped encourage Spaniards to emulate their
Portuguese neighbours. They began to look outwards, towards securing the wealth that
might derive from establishing trading links with parts of the world that were hitherto
unknown — at least to Europeans.?

Iberian precedents

The English and French were latecomers as colonisers compared with the Spanish and
Portuguese, who, by the mid-sixteenth century, had firmly established themselves as the
dominant European powers in South America, the Caribbean basin and the lands sur-
rounding the Gulf of Mexico. This is not to say, though, that they were ignorant of the
natural environments and indigenous peoples of the eastern Atlantic seaboard. Far from
it. Beginning with John Cabot’s trans-Atlantic voyage in 1497, West Country merchants
developed important seasonal trading links, principally in fish and furs, with the peoples
who inhabited the coasts of what the English came to call Newfoundland, Canada and
New England. Those links were a crucial component of the ways in which metropolitan
English people came to regard Native Americans as valuable trading partners.

Spanish power largely confined English trading ventures, and later colonising enter-
prises, to the more northerly reaches of the North American continent. However, the
steady stream of precious metals being shipped back to Spain both reinforced the notion
of the enormous wealth that could be obtained from the New World, and provided a
target for English privateers.

The ways in which the Portuguese in Brazil and the Spanish in the Caribbean basin
were acquiring immense wealth from the production of sugar, a commodity that became
known in some quarters as “white gold”, provided the English with another model for
the exploitation of the Americas. Plantation agriculture relied upon enslaved African
labour as early as the 1530s and 1540s. This dependence made the Atlantic slave trade
important. Initially, the Dutch dominated the trade. They were displaced by the English
in the latter part of the seventeenth century.

The planters who bought captive Africans literally could afford to work their slaves to
death. They were able to replace dead workers with newly imported men and women. In
fact, the average life expectancy of an enslaved worker on the sugar estates of Brazil and
the Caribbean was only around seven years after arrival from Africa. As long as the
trans-Atlantic trade continued, sugar planters showed little interest in exploiting the
reproductive, as well as the productive, potential of African women by encouraging them
to have children. Enslaved women and men struggled against horrendous odds to carve
out for themselves something resembling familiar and secure relationships.

It was, then, an ever-growing European demand for sugar and tobacco that could be
produced in many parts of the Americas that was the prime stimulus for the develop-
ment of the trans-Atlantic slave trade. From the early sixteenth century onwards, that
trade allowed for the continued expansion of racially based systems of bondage. Before
the middle years of the eighteenth century, the main opposition to these processes would
be offered by those being enslaved, whether on the slave ships or after their arrival in the
Americas, rather than by Europeans.

By the middle years of the sixteenth century, when the English began to think in terms
of establishing permanent colonies — as opposed to temporary trading posts — in the
Americas, they were well aware of the different dimensions of the paths blazed by Spain
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and Portugal. Wealth, and what it might mean to individuals, as well as to the English
nation and its standing in Europe, was the driving force of the schemes that got under
way in the mid-1580s with what would quickly prove to be the ill-fated settlement at
Roanoke.

True, Protestant churchmen were keen to spread their version of Christianity in the
Americas, partly through the migration of English people and partly through missionary
work among indigenous peoples. But it was the prospect of untold riches that fuelled the
initial colonising efforts of the English. Despite their knowledge of one route to wealth —
slave-based plantation economies — the founders of Virginia, which eventually proved to
be England’s first permanent colony in North America, rejected this in favour of what
they anticipated would be an even quicker way of making money for themselves and
their investors: exploiting the precious metals that they expected to find in the region of
Chesapeake Bay. The Virginia Company also assumed that trade with Native Americans
would provide another lucrative source of income. Looking more to the future, they
also anticipated that expeditionary voyages along the waterways of Chesapeake Bay
would reveal a secure and readily accessible passage to the untold riches of the Orient
(Mancall, 2007).

Labour relations in the early seventeenth century

Within a very few years of the first settlement at Jamestown in 1607, each of these
expectations had been dashed. The fledgling colony was on the point of collapse.
Diseases of one kind or another ravaged the all-male settlement. Those who survived
were either too weak or unwilling to undertake the agricultural tasks that would enable
them to survive. A cluster of reforms introduced by the Virginia Company during the
1610s, together with its continuing ability to produce compelling propaganda that con-
tinued to attract migrants, ensured the settlement’s survival, at least in the short term.
However, it took something else, over and above the privatisation of land and the
introduction of representative government, to ensure that, beginning in the 1620s,
Virginia would begin to generate the wealth dreamed of by the Virginia Company and
the colony’s first settlers.

It was readily apparent that the environment around Chesapeake Bay precluded the
production of sugar and the wealth known to stem from that commodity. Largely due to
the experiments conducted by John Rolfe during the mid-1610s, however, it became
evident that this region could produce another crop that was much in demand in
Europe: tobacco. The land reforms introduced by the Virginia Company encouraged
private initiative in the introduction and subsequent expansion of a crop that, unlike
sugar, required a minimal investment in capital equipment. All that was needed to make
handsome profits was enough land, occupied by indigenous peoples who greatly out-
numbered the English settlers, and sufficient labour, which could not be supplied by a
migrant population that was still decades away from growing significantly by natural
reproduction.

Following a Native American assault on Jamestown in 1622, which almost wiped out
the settlement, the English did not hesitate to take land from Native Americans by force.
And so began hostilities that would continue for the remainder of the colonial period.
Any notion that Native Americans might have any legal or moral right to the lands they
occupied was simply swept aside by pragmatic, avaricious tobacco planters. But securing
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the lands they needed by force solved only part of the problem: labour, and large
amounts of it, was required to maximise profits from those lands.

Beginning with the tobacco boom of the 1620s, the options available to planters were
clear enough. First, they could have tried to emulate the early Iberian sugar planters in
Brazil and the Caribbean basin by putting captive Native Americans to work in their
tobacco fields. On the face of it, this would seem to have been the cheapest option
available to them because no transportation costs were involved. Had they felt any need
to justify the bondage of Native Americans, then they could have fallen back, as did the
settlers of Massachusetts a few years later, on the longstanding Western European belief
that capture in a just war could result in enslavement. Yet the planters of Virginia did
not turn to Native American workers, and the reason for rejecting this solution to their
labour shortages was pragmatic rather than ideological.

That there were positive English images of Native Americans, which might be said to
have precluded their enslavement on any significant scale, is undeniable. Late sixteenth-
century English portrayals of Native Americans, strikingly evident in the images pro-
duced by John White at the time of the Roanoke venture, depicted peoples who were
organised into tribes or nations, with clear, almost Europeanised social hierarchies.
These nations and hierarchies might fall somewhat short of the English ideal, but they
showed that Native Americans were not wholly irredeemable. These were peoples with
whom sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century English colonisers hoped to trade; these
were peoples whom the Protestant English, like their Western European Roman Catholic
contemporaries, thought capable of being converted to Christianity.

Significantly, and in marked contrast to contemporary English images of West and
West Central African peoples, not for one moment did either the metropolitan pro-
moters of colonisation or the early colonists deny the humanity of Native Americans.
However, positive images of Native Americans were balanced, and in Virginia after the
early 1620s became completely outweighed, by a far more negative stereotyping. In the
aftermath of the attack on Jamestown, the English depicted Native Americans as trea-
cherous, violent and dangerous enemies. Yet, simultaneously, another stereotype
emerged: that of the lazy Native American, especially the Native American man. It
seemed to the English that it was Native American women who did most of the work,
particularly the agricultural work, in their societies. The introduction of alcohol to
Native Americans as part of continuing trading relationships prompted yet another
stereotype: that of the drunken “Indian”. Finally, as elsewhere in the Americas, Native
American health was severely damaged by the Old World diseases imported by European
settlers. All in all, then, it seemed to the Virginia tobacco planters of the 1620s and 1630s
that Native Americans were simply not worth employing as bound labourers. Even if
they could be controlled, they remained dangerous, idle and dissolute. Moreover, the
possibility of them escaping and returning to their tribe was high. All in all, then, Native
Americans scarcely fitted the ideal or practical requirement of being docile, hardworking
agricultural labourers, and so were rejected as a workforce.

Nevertheless, Indian slavery was not absent from the New World. It began with
Columbus and led to one of the most famous set pieces in New World history,
Bartolomé de Las Casas’ fiery denunciation of the Spanish treatment of Indians. The
English, too, fostered slavery, despite their protestations that they were different from
the cruel Spaniards, in what became the Black Legend of Spanish depravity. In King
Philip’s War, New Englanders took at least 400 Indians captive and shipped them to the

67



BETTY WOOD

West Indies. In 1708, Carolina contained 1400 Indian slaves as opposed to 4100 Africans,
while in Louisiana there were 229 Indian slaves in a population that contained 1540
African slaves. Moreover, English involvement in Native American slavery, especially as
slave traders, pre-dated any systematic English trade in African slaves. Indian enslave-
ment may have been minor compared with the enslavement of Africans, but it had
important consequences. The enslavement of Indians often had dramatic effects on
Indian communities, especially communities suffering from other calamities, such as
extensive population decline. It also encouraged Europeans to see Indians as people
physically and culturally separate from themselves. English enslavement of Indians raised
intriguing questions about the status of Indians in civil society. In the eighteenth century,
Britons and Americans were concerned to try and reject the very idea of Indian bondage,
but that rejection did not entail a rejection of the idea of Indian subordination. As
Indians were released from bondage, they tended, especially in the new United States, to
be denied the status of citizen. Those Indians who remained within areas of white
settlement were redefined using categories of “blackness”, which suggests a considerable
overlap between how Indians and African-Americans were viewed by Europeans, and
indicates how the manner in which Native Americans were freed established a way in
which African Americans could be freed but not given civil equality (Chaplin, 2005; see
also Brooks, 2002; Gallay, 2002; Rushforth, 2003).

On the face of it, the Virginia tobacco planters of the 1620s and 1630s needed to look
no further than West and West Central Africans to provide a continuing supply of all
the labour they required. They, as well as other English people, were very well aware of
the fact that this had been the solution adopted by their Iberian rivals elsewhere in the
Americas. Moreover, sixteenth-century English stereotyping of West and West Central
Africans certainly provided an ideological framework — an ideological justification — for
their enslavement. Although English thinking was deeply rooted in the Bible, especially
in the Old Testament, as well as in mediaeval travel accounts, it took on new and potent
dimensions as they first began to encounter these peoples during the first half of the
sixteenth century.

The earliest of these encounters took place in what proved to be the somewhat
contradictory motives behind English voyages to the West African coast. The English
had no interest in establishing colonies there and, unlike their Portuguese and Dutch
contemporaries, displayed no interest in attempting to convert to Christianity the indi-
genous peoples they came across. What the earliest English voyagers to West Africa were
interested in was trade. It was for this reason that in 1555 a trader named John Lok
returned to England with five West African men. He intended that these men should be
trained in the intricacies of English commerce and then returned to Africa to assist sub-
sequent English mercantile ventures. But, almost simultaneously, another side of English
thinking was being revealed by the quite contrary activities of Englishmen such as John
Hawkins.

Not content with trying to take the Spanish galleons carrying precious metals back to
Europe, Hawkins and others saw another way to make money from the Iberian powers
in the New World: satisfying what seemed to be Iberians’ insatiable demand for enslaved
workers. Anglo-Spanish rivalries led to the exclusion of the English from this trade for
another century, leaving it open to the Dutch. However, what these early English
attempts to penetrate the trans-Atlantic slave trade reveal is abundantly clear: not only
willingness to be complicit in the enslavement of West Africans by other Europeans, but
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also the possibility that, should the need ever arise, they too would not demur from the
brutal exploitation of West Africans in any colonies that they might establish at some
future date.

These English voyagers, particularly those who ventured to the West African coast,
returned home with West and West Central Africans. These people formed the nucleus
of a black population, based principally in London and Bristol. What English lawyers in
particular were unclear about was the legal status of this population. The issue was:
could slavery exist under English Common Law? There was certainly no contemporary
precedent for slavery in England. Even serfs had a limited degree of freedom and rights
in terms of customary law and natural entitlements. This is not to suggest that the
English had no understanding of the circumstances under which slavery might exist, or
the grounds upon which it might be justified. They could find justifications in the Old
Testament and cite examples from the ancient world, but there was little guidance in the
writings of English jurists, save for the enslavement of captives taken in war. In fact, the
English Common Law favoured personal liberty, if only because the Christian tradition
could be interpreted to make personal freedom the norm. For the English, enslavement
was akin to the complete loss of freedom, to what amounted to dehumanisation.
Consequently, to treat a man like a slave was to treat him as a beast.

Although the legal status of Africans in sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century
England was uncertain, to say the least, in the present context two points are particu-
larly significant. First, and obviously, there was no unambiguous legal model for colonial
proprietors and colonists, who everywhere enjoyed some degree of self-government, to
follow. Moreover, and in no small measure because of the riches that stemmed from
slavery and the trans-Atlantic slave trade, successive English monarchs and Parliaments
were happy to leave colonial governments to determine the legal status of all members of
their populations as they saw fit. Second, despite the confusion and uncertainty in
England about the precise status of its growing African population, encounters in Eng-
land were instrumental in shaping stereotypes that were firmly in place even before the
first settlers set foot in Jamestown.

Arguably even more important than the first-hand contacts that took place in England
itself were the second-hand reports that English seafarers brought back with them from
their voyages to West Africa. Some of these reports were published as an integral part of
more wide-ranging travel accounts; less accessible are those that became part of an oral
tradition as returning sailors regaled their families, friends, and even strangers with no
doubt heavily embellished tales of the exotic people and places they had experienced on
their voyages. Metropolitan English people who crossed the Atlantic to establish colonies
subscribed to deeply unfavourable stereotypes about West and West Central Africans
that facilitated, but did not necessarily dictate, a move towards racially based systems of
bondage in English America. By the late sixteenth century, the English thought negatively
about West Africans. These thoughts were in marked contrast to the positive thread in
their images of Native Americans.

As far as the English were concerned, three things in particular set Africans irrevoc-
ably apart from themselves and other Western Europeans. First, and arguably most
important of all, was the “blackness” of their skins, a blackness that, for sixteenth-
century English people, was loaded with negative connotations of evil, sin, dirtiness,
danger and the Devil himself. It was a blackness that contrasted with the “whiteness”,
and perceived purity, of the English. Contemporary attempts to explain the blackness of
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West Africans only compounded this negative image. If, as contemporary thinkers
assumed, all humanity derived from a single source, Adam and Eve, held to be white-
skinned, then how could the blackness of Africans be explained? The explanation that
satisfied most acknowledged that Africans were part of the common creation, but were
descendants of Ham, whose curse by his father Noah was not only that he should be
“ugly and dark-skinned”, but also that he would become the “servant of servants”. That
is to say, the blackness of West Africans had originated as a divine punishment for sinful
behaviour.

Yet there was also a strand in sixteenth-century English writings about West Africa
that actually doubted the very humanity of that region’s indigenous peoples. To the
English, Native American culture seemed sufficiently advanced for a mission of civilisa-
tion, grounded in Christianity, to seem at least a possibility. The reverse was true of
their thinking about West Africans. Travel accounts accused them of cannibalism,
female mutilation, and engaging in sexual relations with animals. What these same
accounts singularly failed to acknowledge was the political sophistication and economic
achievements of many West African societies. In effect, the English saw what they
wanted to see: peoples who in every respect were different from, and distinctly inferior
to, themselves.*

Given these highly negative assumptions, together with the fact that they had
long been aware of the racially based plantation economies of Latin America and the
Caribbean, the question naturally arises as to why the labour-hungry Virginia tobacco
producers of the 1620s did not turn immediately to enslaved African workers. After all,
John Rolfe, the same John Rolfe who had been principally responsible for the intro-
duction of tobacco as a commercially viable crop to Virginia, reported the arrival in Port
Comfort of “twenty Negars” who had been “sold” to the colonists by a Dutch man-of-
war. One might have imagined that this would have opened the floodgates to a whole-
sale dependence upon enslaved workers, but it did not. By the mid-1620s, at the height of
Virginia’s first tobacco boom, there were fewer than 100 Africans in the colony; 30 years
later they still numbered fewer than 1000. Moreover, whatever their status might have
been prior to their arrival in Virginia, once there, it was shrouded in ambiguity. It may
well have been that, in terms of their conditions of employment, they were regarded in
the same legal light as English servants. What is clear, however, is that they were not
immediately consigned to perpetual servitude, a status that in a very traditional manner
followed that of the mother, or denied all personal rights. In Virginia, these fundamental
components of slavery would not begin to slot into place until the second half of the
seventeenth century. There is no great mystery as to why this was the case. The answer
lay not so much in the racial attitudes and assumptions of Virginia’s burgeoning planter
class as it did in the colony’s northerly location and the economics of a trans-Atlantic
slave trade dominated by the Dutch.

As far as Dutch slave traders were concerned, there were two obvious American
markets for the human cargoes they shipped across the Atlantic: the sugar colonies of
Brazil and the Caribbean. These long and well established markets enabled the Dutch to
sell their human cargoes, which, depending upon mortality rates on the Middle Passage,
could amount to 400 or 500 people, quickly and usually at a handsome profit. The rela-
tively rapid turnaround time of slave ships optimised the number of voyages per annum.
The Virginia of the 1620s and 1630s had none of these commercial advantages. Tobacco
prices might have been high, and planters able to afford to purchase enslaved workers,
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but this is not how the Dutch saw things. What they saw was not only a population
that numbered just over 1200, but also a population that was becoming ever more
dispersed along the waterways of Chesapeake Bay. Jamestown could scarcely be descri-
bed as a thriving commercial centre, one that had the necessary infrastructure to enable
the rapid sale of enslaved people. Allied with this was the additional time and
expense that it would take slave ships to sail north to Virginia, when it was still entirely
possible that their prospective customers had been wiped out by Native Americans. The
Dutch saw absolutely no point in trying to exploit the Virginia planters’ demand
for labour.

We know that in 1619 the Virginia colonists were willing to recruit “twenty Negars”
into their workforce. What we can never know for certain is how they would have
reacted during the 1620s and 1630s had West and West Central Africans been made
available to them on a regular basis. Certainly, the prices they were receiving for their
tobacco suggests that they could have afforded the prices being charged by the Dutch.
There is no evidence to suggest that they found either the idea or the practice of a
racially based system of slavery unpalatable. Indeed, evidence of English behaviour
elsewhere in the Americas suggests that, had they been offered enslaved workers, they
would have had no compunction in accepting them.

It was in the 1620s that the English acquired their first two possessions in the
Caribbean: St Kitts (also known as St Christopher) and, at the most easterly edge
of the Caribbean basin, Barbados. Both were ideally suited to the production of sub-
tropical commodities, including sugar. In the short term, however, it was Virginian
tobacco that provided the economic model for these settlements. That they would be
willing to employ African workers, and that there were English merchants and shippers
willing to compete with the Dutch and supply them, is suggested by the fact that, as
early as 1626, a merchant named Maurice Thompson landed 60 Africans on St Kitts.
By the mid-1630s, Barbados also was moving rapidly towards an ever-increasing reliance
on African workers, workers whom they had no reluctance in enslaving.

In many respects, Englishmen in Virginia, St Kitts and Barbados before 1640 were
willing to employ African workers as and when they could acquire them. But at this
stage in their development, no English colony was dependent on African labourers.
African labour was useful, but what sustained their emerging and highly profitable
tobacco economies was a fortuitous coincidence of colonial labour needs and the state of
the English labour market. Before its demise in the mid-1620s, the Virginia Company
had been enormously successful in attracting settlers to its colony. The most important
element of its propaganda had been the lure of the freedom that awaited in Virginia, a
freedom that, in contemporary terms, meant a lack of dependence upon others; a free-
dom that meant that in due course the servant could become the master; a freedom that
was rooted in the ownership of land, something that was virtually unattainable by the
vast majority of English people.

For those who could not afford their trans-Atlantic passage, the price to be paid for
this eventual freedom and elevated social status was their labour for a clearly defined
number of years. There was nothing arbitrary about the terms and conditions of this
labour. Either before they left England, or upon their arrival in America, servants and
their masters signed a legally binding contract of indenture. This document clearly sti-
pulated the length of service, what the employer was to provide by way of material
support, and, in many cases, the promise of what were known as the freedom dues to be
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enjoyed by servants at the end of their indenture. During the late 1620s and 1630s, a
similar system evolved in Barbados.

It may have been the attraction of the Americas, or the push of sheer economic
desperation, that encouraged thousands of English people to cross the Atlantic as
indentured servants during the course of the seventeenth century. The demographic,
socio-economic and gender dimensions of this outflow were broadly similar, regardless of
the intended destination. Most were young adults; men outnumbered women by as many
as six or seven to one; and the majority came from agricultural backgrounds. English
commentators may have depicted servants as unruly riff-raff, but this did not matter to the
tobacco producers of Virginia and Barbados. These were youthful workers who could
easily be trained up in the tasks associated with tobacco cultivation. They would provide
the one thing that was absolutely essential to the continuing generation of profits.

As long as sufficient numbers of English people could be persuaded to cross the
Atlantic as indentured servants, the unavailability of African workers was of no great
economic consequence. All of this began to change in the middle years of the century.
The English Civil War was the all-important catalyst that fuelled the transformation of
the labour base of Barbados from a heavy dependence upon indentured servants to an
even greater dependence upon enslaved African workers. Quite coincidentally, another
transformation was also in the process of taking place in Barbados during the late 1630s:
a shift from tobacco to sugar production.

Although tobacco could be produced in Barbados, it was of poorer quality than that
grown in Virginia. In their search for an alternative cash crop, Barbadian planters
looked to Brazil. The Brazilian model showed them not only how to cultivate and pro-
cess cane, but also the cheapest and most productive workforce. The beginnings of what
is often known as the “Sugar Revolution”, and one that within a quarter of a century
would make Barbados England’s richest and most valuable colony, coincided with the
political turmoil of the English Civil War. Trading patterns were disrupted and, just as
seriously for Barbadian planters, the flow of indentured servants began to dry up.
England’s major commercial rivals, the Dutch, were on hand to offer these planters the
two things they desperately needed: a means to get their sugar to market, and the labour
necessary to produce it. Barbados was on the direct route between West Africa, Brazil
and the Caribbean basin, and its demand for labour gave Dutch traders every incent-
ive to shorten their voyages and exploit this new market for their human cargoes.
Unlike early Virginia, mid-seventeenth-century Barbados was capable of absorbing an
entire shipload of enslaved people. Barbadian planters displayed no reluctance in
switching to this new type of labour.

In 1630, there were roughly 200 West Africans in a total Barbadian population of
around 2000; by 1660, the West African component had increased more than a hun-
dredfold to just over 27,000. In that same year they outnumbered the island’s white
residents by about 1000, forming the first black majority anywhere in Anglophone
America. The legal status of these African workers had been clarified in what was
the earliest pronouncement anywhere in English America legitimising slavery and linking
it specifically to ethnicity. In 1636, Governor Henry Hawley decreed that any “Negroes
that come here to be sold [would] serve for life”. His decree went unchallenged not only
in Barbados, but also in England. Neither politicians nor Anglican churchmen saw fit to
intervene and seek to overturn this momentous declaration. On the contrary, in the
decades that followed, influential Englishmen motivated by self-interest would both
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defend and promote a Barbadian policy soon to be emulated by English colonists
everywhere on the North American mainland.’

Mid-century transitions

Beginning with the disruptions caused by the English Civil War, several circumstances
would change, both in England and in the Americas, in ways that together hastened the
development of clearly defined slave systems in England’s mainland American colonies.
The first of these systems emerged in South Carolina during the 1670s. It was a system
that reflected the economic imperatives of Barbadian planters and a heightened emphasis
on both commerce and colonisation in Restoration England.

By the mid-1660s, the relatively small size of Barbados was already severely limiting
both the potential for leading sugar planters to expand their operations, and their scope
to offer a declining number of indentured servants post-indenture opportunities in the
shape of land ownership. They readily grasped a proposal that was being hatched in
England between the King and some of his leading courtiers: to found a new colony on
the American mainland in a region that seemed ideally suited to plantation agriculture.

The entire area to the south of Virginia was claimed by Spain, but that did not
stop the English and their Barbadian allies from establishing a new colony, Carolina.
Barbadian planters would have had no interest in moving to Carolina had it not been for
one thing: a cast-iron guarantee from the English Crown that they would be allowed to
take their slaves with them. Given the revenue it expected from Carolina, the Crown
was only too keen to oblige. In 1669, the Earl of Shaftesbury and his secretary, the
political thinker John Locke, drew up a document entitled the “Fundamental Constitu-
tions” for Carolina in which, amongst other things, the right to hold property in the
form of slaves was legitimated. Carolina would be the only Anglophone American
colony in which a racially based system of slavery was present from the outset.

During the latter part of the seventeenth century, the population of Carolina grew
rapidly, with many of the new settlers making their way there from the Caribbean. It
would take several years, however, before Carolina realised its full economic potential,
not in the shape of sugar, which could not be grown anywhere along the eastern Atlantic
seaboard, but in the form of rice, a commodity that by the 1720s and 1730s was proving
to be a lucrative export crop. Within a few years, rice would make South Carolina the
wealthiest of England’s mainland colonies, a wealth that derived from the often brutal
and completely unapologetic exploitation of enslaved African workers.

Even though it took time to develop Carolina’s rice economy, the colony’s enslaved
population grew rapidly during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. By
1708, for example, with an enslaved African population of around 4000, Carolina was
already half black; during the next 20 years, as rice cultivation became increasingly
important, that percentage soared to around 60 per cent. Out of all of England’s
mainland colonies, only Carolina would have a black majority. The rapid growth of
Carolina’s enslaved population stemmed from the trans-Atlantic slave trade, a trade that
had fundamentally altered during the 1660s and 1670s with England’s defeat of its major
commercial rival, the Dutch.®

England’s victory in the Anglo-Dutch wars not only ensured its dominance in Atlantic
trade, but also secured for it the vast mainland territories of New Netherland, territories
that during the late seventeenth century were carved up into the English colonies of
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New York, Pennsylvania and the Jerseys. The jewel in this particular crown was the
port of New Amsterdam, renamed New York, the best natural port on the eastern
Atlantic seaboard and one that would facilitate all facets of English and colonial com-
mercial activities throughout the Atlantic world, including the lucrative trans-Atlantic
slave trade. What remained largely unremarked, and uncontroversial, in the aftermath of
England’s decisive victory over the Dutch was the fact that in claiming New Netherland
they were also inheriting the slave system introduced by the Dutch earlier in the century.
Unsurprisingly, perhaps, that system would go unchallenged and remain intact for the
English to build upon.

A heightened emphasis on commerce and colonisation, together with the defeat
of their Dutch rivals, enabled the English to enter the trans-Atlantic slave trade on a
significant scale, especially from 1672 with the organisation in London of the Royal
African Company. Although it may be argued that this monopoly restricted opportu-
nities for private English and colonial slave traders, for the first time Caribbean and
mainland American planters were being offered a steady and guaranteed supply of
enslaved African workers. The question was: did they want them, and could they afford
them? In Barbados and Carolina, the answer was clear enough: yes, slaves were wanted
and yes, they could easily be afforded. As the seventeenth century drew to a close,
Virginia tobacco producers, too, were beginning to answer in the affirmative. Circum-
stances had changed in ways that now meant the large-scale employment of enslaved
workers was not only economically advantageous, but also socially and politically
desirable.

During the 1660s and 1670s, Virginia’s tobacco planters began to encounter a new
cluster of difficulties. Partly due to overproduction, tobacco prices were poor. In large
measure this overproduction stemmed from demographic changes. What is usually
known as demographic normalisation was occurring in this part of the mainland,
one crucial outcome of which was that more servants were surviving their term of
indenture. If they could acquire land, which usually meant renting it from wealthier
planters, there was no incentive for servants to return to the indentured labour market.
After all, the prospect of land ownership was what had lured many of these ex-servants
to Virginia in the first place. More tobacco was being produced, which lowered prices
and simultaneously diminished the standard of living.

If this was not enough, elite planter—politicians squabbled over various issues, not
least over the best policies to be pursued regarding Native Americans in the frontier
regions of the colony. All these tensions exploded in 1676 in the shape of Bacon’s
Rebellion, a virtual civil war in Virginia. If a deeply divided planter elite could agree on
anything, it was their horror of armed black workers fighting alongside white servants
and ex-servants for Nathaniel Bacon’s cause. Bacon was defeated and, within a quarter
of a century, Virginia had been transformed into one of the most stable societies
anywhere on the North American mainland. It was no coincidence that this coincided
with another transformation: that from indentured European to involuntary African
servitude.

Neither was it coincidental that, in the aftermath of Bacon’s Rebellion, Virginia’s
planter elite paid careful attention to the intersection between social rank and race.
They became ever more determined to drive a wedge between underclass whites and the
Africans who they were in the process of enslaving. They were in no doubt that, not
least because of what they knew of enslaved peoples’ resistance elsewhere in the
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Americans, the hegemony they sought depended upon enlisting the unquestioning
support of underclass whites.

Regardless of anything else, the Virginia planters of the late seventeenth century
continued to require workers. The demographic normalisation that was under way was
still not generating enough of those workers through natural reproduction. Planters were
still being forced, as they always had been, to look outside Virginia for the labour that
was absolutely essential if they were to continue to make profits. Predictably, the cost
and productivity of their workforce, especially at a time of relatively low tobacco prices,
was a fundamental consideration. In many ways, this situation was the very reverse of
that half a century earlier. Then, tobacco planters had been able to resolve their labour
problems by exploiting the voluntary flow of indentured servants from England. By the
1680s and 1690s, this was becoming a more difficult solution. An economic upturn in the
late-seventeenth-century English economy diminished the prospective pool of migrants
willing to exchange their labour for a trans-Atlantic passage. At the same time, the
colonies created by English interests during the second half of the century, beginning
with Jamaica taken from Spain in the mid-1650s, and followed by Carolina and those
carved from New Netherland during the 1670s and 1680s, heightened the competition
for a diminishing pool of migrants.

Significantly, England’s entry into the trans-Atlantic slave trade, together with
declining rates of mortality in Virginia, began to make African peoples an economically
more attractive type of labour for the colony’s tobacco planters. As far as slave traders
were concerned, Virginia was now attractive as a market in a way that had not been
the case during the 1620s and 1630s. The colony was secure against any Native American
assault that might threaten to overwhelm it, and appeared equally resilient to any attack
that might be launched by England’s European rivals. Crucially, Virginia’s expanding
tobacco economy also meant that now it was possible for slave traders to sell an entire
human cargo at one location.

For their part, Virginia planters knew that in Barbados and South Carolina, as well as
in the sugar economies of Brazil, Africans were being forced to work not for a legally
limited term of years, but for their entire lives. Moreover, any children born to enslaved
mothers were forced to inherit their status. Africans offered the prospect of a perpetual
agricultural workforce in a way that indentured Europeans did not. Not only this but, if
necessary through harsh physical coercion, Africans not only could be made to work
longer hours than indentured Europeans, but also could be maintained much more
cheaply.

The consequences of the transition to enslavement

During the last two decades of the seventeenth century, the African component of
Virginia’s population grew at a rate comparable with that of Barbados 40 years earlier.
In 1680, there were roughly 4000 people of African descent in Virginia; by 1710 that
number had grown to around 23,100. Africans accounted for just over 40 per cent of the
colony’s total population. Simultaneously, the planter-dominated Virginia government
took steps to ensure there could be no doubts whatsoever about the legal status of this
black element.

Although there might have been some ambiguity about the exact status of the Africans
first taken to Virginia in the late 1610s and 1620s, it is clear that the colonists regarded
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them as being both different and also inferior to themselves. This can be seen, for
example, in the use of the label “Negar”, as well as in the separate categorisation of
Africans in a census taken in the mid-1620s. Yet as long as the African component of the
population remained relatively small, and could be controlled in a similar manner to
indentured servants, there was no pressing need to place them in an entirely separate
legal category, one that would define them as property rather than as persons, and
thereby relegate them to a situation beyond the bounds of recognised civil society. But as
the black population began to grow during the middle years of the seventeenth century,
so a racial ideology developed that increasingly concerned itself with defining the ways in
which those who for decades had been identified by the English as being irredeemable
heathen savages could best be controlled. As in Barbados, which increasingly provided a
model for the planter—politicians of Virginia, there were no countervailing forces, either
locally or coming from England, to halt this process. Ironically, the more Africans
resisted this hardening racial ideology, be it on the slave ships or once in the Americas,
the more that confirmed in English and colonial minds the need for the imposition of the
firmest of controls.

The last 40 years of the seventeenth century witnessed a flurry of legislation in
Virginia that confirmed the legal status of slave upon its growing black population. The
first hint that people of African descent might be legally dehumanised came in 1669,
when the Virginia government decreed that Africans formed a part of their master’s
“estate”, that is, a part of their property. Other laws sought, albeit unsuccessfully, to
prohibit interracial sex and marriage, and equally unsuccessful restrictions were placed
on black people’s freedom of movement. In 1705 these laws were codified, leaving no
doubt that Virginia’s growing black population was a population that had been stripped
of all its human rights.

During the second half of the seventeenth century, and in common with their
counterparts in Barbados and Carolinas, Virginia’s legislators had easily dismissed the
one traditional argument that might have prevented the enslavement of Africans, or at
least of those Africans who were willing to abandon their traditional belief systems
in favour of Christianity: the argument that one Christian could not hold another
Christian in perpetual bondage. Like the Anglican planters and churchmen of the other
plantation colonies, those of Virginia took the self-serving position that, provided they
attended to the spiritual needs of those in their service, it was perfectly legitimate for
Christian masters to hold other Christians as slaves. The notion that any freedom
implicit in Christianity was spiritual, not secular, and that the acceptance of Christianity
made absolutely no difference to an individual’s status, was endorsed by the Anglican
authorities in England, and remained its official position through the era of the American
Revolution.

Slavery in New England in the seventeenth century

That economic imperatives embedded in long-held English racial attitudes fuelled
the enslavement of West and West Central African peoples in England’s evolving
plantation colonies seems evident enough. Yet a version of slavery, albeit a very different
version of that institution, developed in parts of English America that were envir-
onmentally unsuited to plantation agriculture. The question is whether a similar
explanation holds true for these more northerly regions and, more especially, in
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New England. The answer is that, in the albeit very different context of New England
and its labour requirements, economic factors also played a role in ensuring the ensla-
vement of the smaller number of African peoples to be found in that region by the end of
the seventeenth century.

The Puritans who began the settlement of New England in the early 1630s under
the leadership of John Winthrop certainly did not eschew the idea of profit but,
unlike their counterparts in Virginia and Barbados, their motivation for migration, and
their blueprint for their colony of Massachusetts, was essentially religious in nature.
They had a very clear idea of the “Godly Society” that they wished to establish. The
guide that they adopted for that society, the Old Testament, provided them with every
justification that they might have needed for the introduction of bondage into that
society.

In 1641, in one of the earliest acknowledgements that slavery might exist in English
America, the Puritans set out the circumstances under which an individual might
be enslaved, circumstances that would have been entirely familiar to their con-
temporaries, and that would not have been unfamiliar to mediaeval English people.
In the Puritan scheme of things, captives in a just war could be enslaved, as could those
“strangers” who chose to sell themselves, or who were sold into, slavery. In an equally
familiar fashion, the Puritans also decreed that Christian masters were obliged to
attend to the spiritual wellbeing of their bond servants, their dependants. Drawing
upon the Old Testament distinction between Jewish and non-Jewish bond servants, and
the rights that attached to each, the Puritans accepted that bond servants should not be
totally denied their humanity, but should continue to enjoy a cluster of rights. Thus it
was that those who came to be enslaved in Massachusetts would enjoy, or endure, the
ambiguous status of being considered both as property and as person in the eyes of
the law.

Significantly, the definitions of bondage set out by the Puritans made no mention of
ethnicity; instead, as their emphasis on just wars signified, they attached rather more
importance to religion — to Christianity or to the lack of it. Yet these self-same Puritans
shared the racial thinking of their English contemporaries and, together with the lack of
Christianity of the handful of Africans brought to Massachusetts from the Caribbean in
the late 1630s, bondage seemed the most appropriate and most convenient, category
in which to place these dark-skinned “strangers”.

True, the mixed family farms of Massachusetts never generated the same demand
for large gangs of workers as did the sugar estates of Barbados and the tobacco fields of
Virginia, something that is reflected in the relatively small numbers of African peoples to
be found in New England during the seventeenth century. In 1660, for example,
there were just over 500 Africans in a total New England population of roughly 33,000.
Fifty years later, Massachusetts’ population of around 61,000 included about 1300
Africans. As their number suggests, these Africans were never as economically sig-
nificant as Africans in the plantation colonies, but even so, they filled important niches
in New England’s agricultural and urban economies. Insofar as New Englanders
derived crucial economic benefit from slavery, then it was from the transportation
of commodities produced by enslaved labour elsewhere in English America, supply-
ing the sugar islands with the various goods they could not or did not produce for
themselves, and, eventually, by their wholehearted participation in the trans-Atlantic
slave trade.”

77



BETTY WOOD

Everywhere in English America, including New England, the racially based slave
systems that emerged during the course of the seventeenth century were rooted in prag-
matism. The English did not begin their colonisation of the Americas with a view to
enslaving West and West Central African peoples, but turned to these peoples — to those
whom they could depict as the Sons of Ham — as irredeemable sub-humans, as and when
they deemed it both possible and in their economic self-interest to do so.

Notes

1 This was the argument advanced by Winthrop D. Jordan, particularly for Virginia, in his
influential White over Black ( Jordan, 1968).

2 For this emphasis on pragmatism, see Morgan (1975) and Blackburn (1997).

3 For Western European voyages of “discovery”, see Abulafia (2008).

4 For a lengthier discussion of these stereotypes, see Jordan (1968).

5 For Barbadian labour systems in the seventeenth century, see Beckles (1989).

6 For an excellent account of the development of South Carolina’s slave system, see Wood
(1974).

7 For slavery in seventeenth-century New England, see Twombly and Moore (1967).
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5
THE ATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE

Trevor Burnard

Introduction

The Atlantic slave trade, which lasted from the mid-fifteenth century until the last
quarter of the nineteenth century, was a distinctive event in both global history and the
history of slavery. There have been, of course, other large coerced migrations in history,
notably in the mid-twentieth century when millions of people in Europe and Asia were
moved from place to place in a very short period of time. Moreover, voluntary migration
has often exceeded the levels of migration recorded in the Atlantic slave trade. Between
1815 and 1930, 51.7 million people left Europe for other destinations, mostly in the New
World, of whom the British alone contributed 18.7 million, or 36 per cent (Richards,
2004: 4-6). As Gwyn Campbell notes in Chapter 3 of this volume, the total volume of
the slave trade in the Indian Ocean World probably equalled and perhaps exceeded the
volume of captives in the Atlantic slave trade.

Yet the Atlantic slave trade was distinctive in a number of important ways. As David
Eltis and David Richardson argue, the Atlantic slave trade was “a new phenomenon in
the human experience”. It was “the largest transoceanic forced migration in history”
whereby “relatively small improvements to the quality of life of a people on one con-
tinent [Europe] ... were made possible by the removal of others from a second continent
[Africa], and their draconian exploitation on yet a third[the Americas]” (Eltis and
Richardson, 2008: 1, 2, 45). As other essays in this volume show, the Atlantic slave trade
was the means whereby the Americas were repopulated by Africans, and made profitable
to Europeans in the process. The repopulation process was demographically very sig-
nificant. Before 1820, about four Africans arrived in the Americas for every single
European. Between 1760 and 1820, this emigrating flow amounted to 5.6 Africans per
one European. By the end of this period, nearly 8.7 million Africans had been taken
against their will to the Americas, as opposed to just 2.6 million Europeans, only a small
proportion of whom came to the Americas voluntarily (ibid.: 45).

Without the Atlantic slave trade, and the continual inflow of forced labour that went
to the plantation societies of the American South, the Caribbean and Iberian America,
the Americas would have been much less profitable, much less quickly than they were.
As Barbara Solow (1991) notes, it was slavery that ensured colonial economic growth:
those areas that had slaves prospered, those that were too poor to be able to exploit
slaves languished. Through the Atlantic slave trade, African chattel slavery was made
possible in the Americas and, in turn, the plantation system was able to succeed. The
disease environment in tropical and sub-tropical regions of the Americas was malign,
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and the work that labourers were forced to do, especially when required to cultivate
sugar cane, proved very injurious to health. Before the nineteenth century, no sugar-
producing region and few plantation areas outside the American South were able to have
a self-sustaining labouring population. In order to keep the plantation system going, a
system that, as Richard Follett argues in Chapter 7 of this volume, devoured human
lives, fresh inputs of labour were always required. These inputs were achieved through
the increasingly more economically efficient transportation of captive Africans from
West and Central Africa in what became known as the triangular trade (ships coming
from Europe, picking up slaves in Africa, and depositing them in the Americas before
returning to Europe). The consequences of this trade were profound for all four con-
tinents involved. It was a primary way in which an Atlantic world was created in “one
of the most ambitious experiments in social engineering of the early modern era: the
establishment of slave plantations” (ibid.; Osterhammel and Petersson, 2005: 47).

Nevertheless, the Atlantic slave trade was more than just an economic event. It was
both a profound tragedy, one of the worst and most sustained crimes committed in his-
tory, and also an arena of dramatic social transformation. The Atlantic slave trade was
the most visible indication in the Atlantic of how the Columbian encounter had opened
up a virtually unconstrained form of capitalism, in which morality was placed below
economic gain, and where slave traders devised new and ingenious ways in which to
reduce everything, including people, to the status of commodities. The commodification
of people was, as Stephanie Smallwood argues, an ultimate expression of the power of
the market to alter social sensibility. The Atlantic slave trade, she suggests, was where
“individual paths of misfortune merged into the commodifying Atlantic apparatus — the
material, economic, and social mechanisms by which the market molded subjects into
beings that more closely resembled objects — beings that existed solely for the use of
those that claimed to hold them as possessions”. At bottom, the slave trade became a
battle for souls, to use the religious language favoured by abolitionists in late-eighteenth-
century Britain, who saw in the slave trade a visible manifestation of original sin. Slavers
tried to deny slaves’ full personhood through the commodification of Africans into
slaves. Africans, as Smallwood states, “tried to restore through her unassisted agency the
pulse of social integration that saltwater slavery threatened to extinguish”. The Atlantic
slave trade, therefore, was crucial in helping to shape African diasporas in the
New World (Smallwood, 2007a: 63, 182, 187).

Why not Europeans?

The Atlantic slave trade is not just distinctive. It is also curious. Certainly, European
settlers in the Americas, especially in plantation regions, needed labour. As Betty Wood
shows in Chapter 4 in this volume, those labour demands could not be met solely by the
exploitation of Native Americans. Nevertheless, one has to ask why Europeans had to
travel to Africa to get labourers when they might have met their labour needs from
transporting and enslaving the lower social strata of European society, strata that caused
European rulers no end of problem, and members of which, when criminals, they had
little compunction in torturing and executing.

David Eltis and Robin Blackburn have raised the idea of a “white Atlantic” without a
trade in slaves between Europe and Africa. Such a “white Atlantic” would have mirrored
what happened after 1820 as European and Asian migration to the Americas picked up.
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Blackburn (1997: 350-63) thinks that development may have been possible without
any form of enslavement. Eltis’s less cheery version makes a counterfactual argument for
the enslavement of Europeans. Eltis (2000: 63—-80) argues that not only would it have
been cheaper for Europeans to stock the plantations with enslaved Europeans, but also
that doing so would have been welcomed by racist planters, uneasy about having to
deal with Africans whose social characteristics they despised and feared. Moreover,
making Europeans slaves might have been beneficial for the rulers of European nations,
solving an American labour problem while transferring to the New World the social
problem of what to do with a rising tide of master-less and potentially criminal men.
He suggests, however, that his counterfactual argument would never have
happened because Europeans had a visceral distaste for enslaving their own people. He
argues that Europeans did not enslave other Europeans because they thought doing so
was taboo: Europeans believed that other Europeans, if not Africans, were members of
their own moral community.

Eltis’s counterfactual raises some powerful and disturbing questions about the rea-
soning behind the making of the Atlantic slave trade. As Seymour Drescher points out in
an important critique, implicit in Eltis’s argument is a claim that, even in the beginnings
of the Atlantic slave trade, Europeans had sufficient doubts about the morality of slavery
to reject it as a condition for themselves, just as Muslims thought it wrong to enslave
fellow adherents of Islam. As Eltis suggests, twice in the history of the Atlantic slave
trade, at its beginning and from around 1770, when the slave trade first came under
concerted attack from British humanitarians, libertarian and psychological inhibitions
carried the day against economic incentives. European squeamishness about enslaving
fellow Europeans shows that European cultural constraints were always at odds against
the rigorous logic of European commercial rationality (Drescher, 2004: 37-38).!

Nevertheless, there are some obvious problems with Eltis’s counterfactual argument.
First, as Blackburn notes, Europeans did not need to turn to slavery in order to work
plantations. They could have continued to use indentured labour, as in the Chesapeake
before the 1670s; or wage labour, as in plantation systems throughout the world after
1850. Second, Eltis probably overstates the supply of available people able to be enslaved
in Europe. Strong, mentally sane and law-abiding young men were in continual demand
throughout Europe and the Americas in the early modern period. More importantly,
these poor people showed repeatedly, as in England during the English Civil War
in the mid-seventeenth century, that they had a considerable capacity for resistance.
Reintroducing slavery into England or France from the sixteenth century onwards would
probably have led to mass popular revolt by poor people, who were as convinced as rich
people that they were entitled to the rights and privileges of free people. European
monarchs may have fantasised about ridding their realms of poor troublemakers and
putting them to productive work in the Americas, but Drescher argues that to implement
such fantasies would have been not just unthinkable but undoable, especially in smaller
European nations such as Portugal. As he states, “any attempt to enslave European
outsiders by one of Europe’s smaller powers would most likely have been a formula for
national disaster”. In Portugal, “Europe’s pluralistic state system guaranteed a step rise
in the frequency, ubiquity and intensity of violence against any attempt to deliver
650,000 European slaves to Brazil in its vulnerable formative period.” Moreover,
Drescher asserts, the policing costs of keeping European slaves in check on ships and in
the colonies would have been prohibitive (ibid.: 47, 52, 60).

82



THE ATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE

Why Africans?

The obvious question we have to ask, then, is why it was not problematic to enslave and
transport Africans across the ocean, when enslaving Europeans would have been close to
impossible except in a permanently authoritarian state? What was true for Europeans
should also be true for Africans. Recent research by historians has made clear that the
key players in determining the shape of the Atlantic slave trade were African merchants
and rulers. Europeans came to Africa upon sufferance and were dependent on local
leaders for access to goods, including slaves. The whole Atlantic slave trade was founded
on the willingness of Africans to sell other Africans to Europeans, and on the ability of
African rulers to conduct such sales without facing local rebellion. The conduct of trade
generally followed African dictates until European colonialism began in earnest from
the late-nineteenth century, by which time the Atlantic slave trade had largely ended
(Law, 1994).

One reason for African willingness to engage in the Atlantic slave trade was their
long experience with slavery within northern and western Africa. Islamic societies were
particularly keen on enslavement. Muslims were prepared to enslave anyone, regardless
of colour, as long as they were people who were not Muslim. In the five centuries before
the start of the Atlantic slave trade, about 5000 slaves per annum were sent across the
Sahara from West Africa. In addition, the nature of political authority in much of West
Africa encouraged slavery. Like other regions where slave trading was common, such
as the Caucasus, the Balkans and pre-Norman England, West Africa was politically
fragmented. The result of such fragmentation was frequent internecine warfare that
often generated captives. Most slaves in West Africa were the unintended by-products of
war. The prevalence of slavery in many West African societies made it easy for Africans
to accept enslavement as natural and legitimate. Europeans were able to tap into existing
slave supply networks, whereas such networks would have had to have been created
afresh in Europe from the fifteenth century.

Moreover, as John Thornton argues, social relations in West and Central Africa were
marked by the objective of controlling labour rather than land, as in Western Europe.
Slaves were thus a source of wealth and a common form of currency. Moreover, and in
distinction from Europe, African merchants seldom saw the victims of the Atlantic slave
trade as their brothers or sisters. They saw them as aliens. Africans generally sold people
they considered foreigners and enemies, although they would make some exception for
countrymen guilty of serious offences (Thornton, 1998: 102).

Most importantly, of course, Africans sold slaves because they received valuable goods
in return for them. It should be kept in mind that the trade in slaves did not become the
dominant form of exchange between Europeans and Africans until the late seventeenth
century. Before then, the African trade good most desired by Europeans was gold. This
gold came mainly from the Akan gold-fields of the interior of modern-day Ghana. Palm
oil was also important. Nevertheless, slaves became increasingly important in European—
African trade. By the 1780s, when the Atlantic slave trade was at its apogee, slaves
comprised over 90 per cent of the value of all African exports. The trade was significant
enough to encourage African kingdoms, notably Dahomey, to start wars in order to take
captives who could become slaves. In return for the people they sold to Europeans,
Africans received a variety of goods, the most important of which were Indian cotton
textiles. Africans were highly selective about the kinds of goods they received, and used
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their market power in Africa to extract favourable terms from slave traders, who were
generally under appreciable time constraints, both in trying to load their ships with
Africans so that their cargoes would not become ill, and also in leaving the African coast
at the optimal time to get to the Americas so that profits from slave sales could be
maximised. Over time, African merchants received better and better terms. By 1800,
African traders were getting three or four times the value of goods that they were
receiving in 1700, increasing considerably the price that planters on the other side of
the Atlantic had to pay for their slaves. The Atlantic slave trade was, at all points, a
sellers’ market (Morgan, 2009: 225-29; Thornton, 1998: 72-97).

The organisation of the trade

Few early modern transatlantic trades were as complex as the Atlantic slave trade. It was
inherently risky, as it involved myriad business decisions that had to be undertaken in
combination with a variety of people in several places across the Atlantic world, and
required a great degree of entrepreneurial skill as well as steely nerves. It is often
described as the triangular trade, as ships involved in the slave trade followed a trian-
gular route between Europe, Africa and the Americas. Goods produced in Europe were
placed on ships that sailed to Africa, where these goods were exchanged for slaves.
These slaves were transported to the Americas in the second leg of the voyage, usually
termed the Middle Passage — a particularly risky leg of the voyage for merchants and
ship captains, and a notoriously dreadful experience for traumatised African captives.
On arrival in the Americas, these captives were sold in various forms of auction, with
most captives becoming slaves on American plantations, producing tropical crops such
as sugar, rice and similar goods. The final leg of the voyage saw ships returning to
Europe, carrying either tropical produce or, more often over time, bills of exchange and
specie that had been gained through the sale of slaves. If it all went well for the slave
traders, which it often did not, then the profits that could be made were considerable.
Evidence from Bristol and Liverpool in the 1770s and 1780s suggests that merchants
could expect a rate of return between eight and ten per cent from slave-trading voyages.
Such returns on invested capital were over twice what might be gained from less risky
investments, such as government consols, and justified the risks and long-drawn-out
nature of the voyages (Morgan, 2007: 81).

Europeans faced numerous difficulties in organising this complex trade, a trade, it
should be emphasised, which involved trade cargoes that would be the equivalent of
several millions of pounds sterling in today’s money. Stephen Behrendt has shown how
extraordinarily fine-tuned were the functionings of the transaction cycles of the Atlantic
slave trade, cycles that slave traders had to get right if they were to make a profit from
their merchandise. As Behrendt notes, seasonal transaction cycles shaped the direction,
composition and geographical structure of the trade (Behrendt, 2001).

Even before merchants could enter into these cycles, they had to acquire finance — the
slave trade was an expensive undertaking. Before 1700, slave trading was conducted
mostly under the aegis of government companies that were given monopoly privileges
over trade with Africa. The Dutch West India Company, founded in 1621, and the Royal
African Company, founded in 1672, were two such companies. By the eighteenth cen-
tury, the monopoly privileges of these companies were challenged by private traders,
notably in Britain, where traders in London, Bristol and Liverpool eventually became
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market leaders, and in France, where similar market leadership was taken by merchants
in Nantes. In good times, such as in many years of the eighteenth century, credit could
easily be obtained. But in wartime, credit was squeezed. During the American Revolution,
for example, the tightening of credit, and the extra military costs traders faced in
defending their ships from privateering attacks, led to the volume of the British slave
trade halving, and in 1778-79, when a liquidity crisis added to slave traders’ problems,
dropping by two-thirds.

Climatic concerns and agricultural cycles in both Africa and the Americas shaped
when and how slaves were delivered to plantations. Traders wanted their ships to arrive
in the most profitable markets, notably in the Caribbean and north-eastern Brazil,
outside the hurricane season and during the dry-season harvest (usually between
December and February in Jamaica and Rio de Janeiro), when planters had money to
buy slaves and crops to send back to Europe in payment. There was a considerable
increase in the number of slaves sold in this period in all the regions that specialised in
growing sugar. In smaller, non-sugar-growing regions, planters were comparatively more
likely to buy slaves during rainier months. Even more important, however, were African
ecological patterns. In Old Calabar, for example, the ideal for African merchants and
British slave traders was to buy slaves during the four-month yam harvest and sell them
in the West Indies during the “in-crop” season at the start of the calendar year, when
planters demanded more labourers to harvest sugar. At other places in Africa, with
different ecologies and types of agricultural production, the buying of slaves might be
less seasonal than year-round. Behrendt concludes: “The seasonal regularity of slave-
supply lines from the African interior to coastal inlets to Atlantic ports depended
upon optimal ecological conditions upon land and at sea. Non-optimal precipitation,
temperature, or winds increased the likelihood that merchants and captains would not
deliver slaves at predicted times, to predicted markets.” The British were so successful as
slave traders in the eighteenth century not only because they managed these seasonal
factors very well, but also because they had more sources of supply throughout West
Africa, where they could reduce the risks inherent in a time-dependent trade (Behrendt,
2009: 84-89).

Other factors were also important. Merchants were reliant upon African merchants to
supply them with captives, and these African merchants in turn operated within
the constraints of often volatile African political systems. European traders, in order to
be successful, needed to understand how African political and economic systems
operated, especially as the parts of West Africa most involved with supplying slaves to
Europeans reoriented their social and political systems around the demands of the
Atlantic slave trade. They needed, in particular, to establish close relationships with
African merchants, which they did through paying duties and by giving preferential
prices, as well as through extensive rounds of present-giving. It was only by doing this
that they could evaluate levels of competition among slave buyers and sellers and thus
assess the rates at which African merchants could sell slaves. Different parts of Africa
required different marketing strategies. In general, merchants sent small ships to politi-
cally decentralised coastal markets with intermittent slave supplies, in case it proved
difficult to load captives quickly, and sent large ships to ports or lagoon sites which were
politically centralised and which had the commercial infrastructures that could support
large-scale slave shipments. The Windward Coast was an example of the former; Bonny
and Ouidah were examples of the latter (Behrendt, 2001: 188; Law, 2004: 123-54).
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The ultimate aim for slave traders was to minimise transaction costs and to maximise
profits. Much of that was related to seasonality — when ships arrived in Africa, how
quickly merchants could purchase and load captives, how easy slave voyages were and
how little disease was experienced by slaves, and when and at what places slaves arrived
in the Americas. The key part of the process was in Africa and, if they could, merchants
tried to disperse their slaving voyages among as many African markets as they could in
order to minimise both over-competition and delays in loading. Some European nations
were better at this process than others. The Portuguese drew heavily on their contacts in
Angola and were less likely than other European nations to try and diversify their sour-
ces of supply. In part, this reliance on Angola reflected the long-standing presence of a
Portuguese colony there. It also reflected the ease of the linkages between Angola and
Brazil — the transatlantic passage from Angola to southeast Brazil and Bahia was much
shorter than transatlantic routes between Africa and the Caribbean. In addition, it
reflected the unitary culture of Central Africa, allowing the Portuguese relatively easily
to develop sophisticated delivery systems. One result of this close relationship between
Angola and Brazil, the longest such relationship in the history of the Atlantic slave trade,
was that the African cultures that developed in Brazil, especially in Bahia, were less
hybrid than in other regions. Central African migration into Bahia provided Africans in
this area with a common regional background. Conversely, the British had home man-
ufacturing strengths that allowed them to trade competitively at more than 30 slaving
markets north of Angola. The provenance of Africans purchased by the British was
more diverse than for any other European trading nation, leading to African-American
communities in British America being hybrid and ethnically mixed. What was most
important to British traders was coordinating supply-and-demand cycles. They were not
very concerned about meeting planters’ preferences about what type of Africans they
preferred to have as slaves. Planters were reluctant to be sold slaves from Old Calabar or
from the Gabon River, but these were good markets where slaves could usually be
bought. British merchants ignored planters’ complaints about getting African captives
from these places, knowing that planters’ demand for slaves during the harvest season
was so great that they would buy slaves regardless of the African provenance region
(Miller, 1988; Behrendt, 2001: 199-201; Heywood and Thornton, 2007).

The above discussion suggests how the system was meant to work. But as the slave
trade was an extraordinarily complicated system — what James Field Stanfield, in a long
poem on the brutalities of the slave trade, called “the vast machine” — it was a system
prone to faults. Things could go wrong at every point in the system. It might be difficult
to raise capital in Europe; slaves might not be available at the right time and at the right
price in Africa; the voyage across the Atlantic might be disrupted by slave rebellion or
illness might break out on board; or slave ships might arrive into markets in the New
World that were glutted with slaves. In such cases, the slave ship might become a living
hell for crew and cargo, and the commercial environment might move from profit to
financial disaster. Stanfield, a rare ordinary seaman who wrote about his experiences in
front of the mast, experienced one such voyage when things went badly wrong. He left
Liverpool for Benin on 7 September 1774 on the Eagle, under the command of David
Wilson. The Eagle was old and leaky, and was abandoned at Benin. Stanfield lived in
Africa for eight months waiting for another ship, True Blue, to arrive, which it did
in June 1775. Wilson took command of this new ship and hired 15 sailors, including
Stanfield, to take a cargo of captives to Jamaica. Stanfield portrayed Wilson as
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a monster. Depriving his crew and slave cargoes of food and water, he dined lavishly
himself and flogged mercilessly anyone who offended him. The floggings were not done
just to keep order; they were part of a campaign of terror in which there was a sig-
nificant measure of sado-masochistic delight. Wilson was ill and took to his bed, but
insisted that those flogged be tied to his bedpost so he could “enjoy their agonizing
screams”. If the sailor or slave was not flogged as hard as the captain commanded, the
flogger would himself be flogged. The depravity of Wilson, Stanfield argued, had no end,
even including what must have been a rape of a small girl eight or nine years old. Illness
ravaged the ship, with half the crew dying, forcing Wilson to use enslaved men as sai-
lors. Only four men who had embarked on the Eagle, including Stanfield, made it back
to England on 15 April 1776. Earlier, in December 1775, 190 slaves had been offloaded in
Kingston, Jamaica, out of 233 Africans who had been embarked in Benin. Stanfield noted
how these Africans — “dumb and almost lifeless” — had been hauled onto the deck,
cleaned up, and then subjected to the final indignity of sale, where the ship was rushed
by “dread fiends” who “with impetuous sway, fasten rapacious on the shudd’ring prey”.
The scene was literally hellish, as “frantick mother calls her sever’d child” and as
“one dreadful shriek assaults th’> affrighted sky”.?

The Middle Passage

The most notorious section of the triangular trade was the Middle Passage. It was one of
the worst experiences in human history, where hundreds of traumatised men, women
and children were sent in tightly packed, foul-smelling ships on a four-to-six-week
journey across the Atlantic. Henry Smeathman, a botanist who wrote revealingly about
his time in Africa, has left a vivid impression of its terrors:

Alas! What a scene of misery and distress is a full slaved ship in the rains. The
clanking of chains, the groans of the sick and the stench of the whole is scarce
supportable ... two or three slaves thrown over board every day dying of fever,
flux, measles, worms all together. All the day the chains rattling or the sound of
the armourer riveting some poor devil just arrived in galling heavy irons.?

Few Africans, however, have left any evidence about their experiences of these stinking,
frightful places. The most famous account is by Olaudah Equiano, who wrote a vivid
account about his horror on being in a place where “the closeness of the place, and the
heat of the climate added to the number in the ship, which was so crowded that each had
scarcely room to turn himself”. This led Equiano to reflect that “such were the horrors of
my views and fears at the moment that, if ten thousand worlds had been my own, I would
have freely parted with them to have exchanged my condition with that of the meanest
slave in my own country”. Some doubt, however, has been cast over whether Equiano was
actually transported across the Atlantic. If true, then we would have virtually no direct
testimony on a trade where Africans were stripped of much of their humanity and self-
respect. As if to mirror that spiritual nakedness, most Africans travelled either naked or
with minimal clothing or possessions. They were confined by chains, separated by gender,
deprived of food and wilfully mistreated at every point of the passage.*

Not surprisingly, Africans were made to endure such torments only through the
application of extreme force. The slave ship was a floating prison, full of weapons to
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keep Africans in check, and over-crewed by poorly paid seamen, a large proportion of
whom succumbed to illness at some point of the triangular trade. About 15-20 per cent
of British seaman undertaking service on a slaver in the eighteenth century died at some
point on the several voyages in the Atlantic. This percentage was even higher than that
experienced by Africans. Our best estimate of slave mortality on the Middle Passage is
that 22.6 per cent of slaves died on slave ships before 1700, but that this reduced sig-
nificantly over the eighteenth century, so that between 1801 and 1820 slave mortality
rates were 9.6 per cent. Overall, 11.9 per cent of Africans embarking upon ships going
across the Atlantic did not survive to face disembarkment. Such rates are historically
high. Only 6.6 per cent of British convicts sailing on the much longer voyage from
Britain to Australia perished en route, 1788—1814. Captives departing from ports in the
Bight of Biafra died in disproportionate numbers to other Africans, with 18.3 per cent
dying during the whole period, and a massive 36.8 per cent dying in voyages taken in the
first half of the eighteenth century.’

Slave traders had good reason for over-crewing their ships. Africans did not accept
their captivity aboard ships passively. Historians have discovered that there was much
more resistance on slave ships than previously thought. David Richardson has counted at
least 485 acts of violence done by Africans either on shore or at sea against the captains
of slave ships and their crews, 90 per cent of which occurred between 1698 and 1807.
These figures suggest that around one in ten voyages was affected by violence. Usually
these revolts were unsuccessful and were put down with great force, but a number of
revolts were successful. Africans occasionally forced slave ships to return to shore. Just
as often, their acts of violence led to the total destruction of the slave ship when it
was at sea. The greatest possibility of slave revolt occurred when the slave ship set sail
from Africa. Captives were distraught at leaving African shores, often believing the fate
that was in store for them was to be eaten by their European oppressors. The possibility
of shipboard revolts made ship captains expend a great deal of money on securing their
ships against attack. Richardson speculates that estimates of such costs suggest that if
Africans had been more docile, then another 10 per cent, or one million slaves, might
have been shipped across the Atlantic than actually were shipped. Moreover, higher
levels of slave revolts in some African regions, notably Senegambia, helped to provoke
political instability in these regions and made slaving activities more difficult, with the
result that fewer Africans were shipped from these regions than might be expected.
Thus, even if revolts failed, “they ultimately reduced the numbers of Africans forced into
slavery and thus moderated the impact of the Atlantic slave trade on African societies”
(McGowan, 1990: 21-22; Richardson, 2001: 72, 89).

The risk of revolts on slave ships had a major impact on how the ships were organised.
In particular, it led to a dramatic increase in the number of seamen employed on
ships. These seamen were employed less to sail ships than to keep order. Keeping order
became easier as weaponry, especially small arms, improved substantially during the
latter half of the seventeenth century, occurring alongside similar transformations in
land-based armies. Guns made a great difference: sailors could aim them directly at
humans with some degree of precision, and could also use them to deter potential rebels
(Smallwood, 2007b: 706-8). Moreover, seamen learned on board ship the technologies
of power that were used from the late seventeenth century to subdue plantation slaves on
large estates. It is no accident that the rise of the very large West Indian plantation, with
over 100 slaves, coincided temporally with the transformation of the English slave trade
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in the late seventeenth century and the evolution of more military relationships
among seamen aboard slave ships. Seamen were customarily abandoned when ships
reached their New World destination. A proportion of these abandoned seamen found
positions as overseers on slave plantations, where what they had learnt about how to
dominate slaves physically at sea stood them in good stead among slaves working on
plantations.

The slave ship was a distinctive social place. It was, as Marcus Rediker argues, “a
strange and potent combination of war machine, mobile prison and factory”. All these
functions depended upon the application of violence. The slave ship’s extraordinary
array of cannons and guns made it clear that the ship was able to both wage war on
ships from other nations, and also defend itself from incursions from hostile European
enemy ships or from pirates. Inside the ship, war also raged in a triangular fashion.
Seamen were at war with captains. Rediker sees their conflict as a particularly ugly and
brutal microcosm of the war between merchant capital (represented by captains) and
wage labourers (seamen). The Atlantic slave trade was thus, he argues, part of a larger
drama, the rise and movement of capital in the Atlantic world. Yet seamen were not just
class warriors, trying and usually failing to assert themselves against highly skilled
bosses, licensed to use extreme forms of power and instruments of terror to maintain
proper subordination of both crew and captives. They were also complicit in the tyranny
of life and death on the slave ship. The crew were the subalterns in the “vast machine”.
They were the prison guards who battled slaves with any weapon, physical or psycho-
logical, that they had at hand. But more than this, sailors were essential as “producers”,
keeping Africans alive and healthy if possible, so that they could be sold as labourers in
the Americas. In producing workers for the plantations, sailors also played a crucial role
in producing modern understandings of race. Africans went on board as Africans and
emerged in the New World as “negroes”. Sailors were hired as labourers in Europe, but
became “white men” on the coast of Africa and on board the floating prison of the slave
ship (Rediker, 2007, 9-10, 352; Smallwood, 2007a, 151).

Seamen occupy a curious position within the historiography of the slave trade. They
were at once victims — poorly paid, proleterianised men who took up positions on slave
vessels because they had few other alternatives, and oppressors — capable of horrific acts
of cruelty against African captives. Contemporaries thought them, as Hugh Crow
declared in 1800, “the very dregs of the community”. Seamen themselves hated the trade.
A satirical seaman’s prayer of 1801 asked for good food and wine and “handsome
doxies”, but also that the penitent might be saved from the “Guinea-man and the tender”.
As Emma Christopher comments, “with very high mortality rates ... mistreatment and
slave revolt as well as all the dangers of the sea — only needy or imprudent men would
enlist on a slave ship”. The ill-treatment of seamen became so notorious that alleviating
their plight became an early objective of campaigners against the slave trade in Britain
(Christopher, 2006: 28-29).

Nevertheless, the real victims of the Middle Passage were African captives. It was a
transformative event in their lives, and seldom one that signified improving life
prospects. As Alexander X. Byrd writes, “the men and women who set off from one side
of the Atlantic were not the same men and women who arrived at the other” (Byrd,
2008). They were people who were degraded by the process they had undergone,
“socially dead” people who not only had lost their contacts in their native land, but
whose experience aboard ship involved so much ritual dishonouring that it resulted in
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close to complete disempowerment. Male slaves, for example, were chained so tightly
that they could hardly move and were forced to wallow in their own excrement, being
unable to reach buckets provided to them as toilets. It made observers think them as
beasts and their living environments as hellholes. A British seaman testified before
parliament that “the floor of their rooms was so covered with blood and mucus which
had proceeded from them having flux, that it resembled a slaughter-house ... I was so
overcome by the heat, stench and foul air that I nearly fainted”. The seaman could
always go up on deck; the captives remained chained to fellow captives. It was extremely
hard to preserve dignity in such an environment (Christopher, 2006: 167, 170).

The Middle Passage was a traumatic physical ordeal for Africans, not all of whom
survived the process. It was also an emotional trauma, or ontological crisis of identity, in
which Africans were disoriented by the hellish conditions in which they were placed.
Olaudah Equiano described the slave ship as a “hollow place”, suggesting, Smallwood
argues, that at stake in the Middle Passage was African captives’ “wholeness as fully
embodied subjects”. When Africans entered the ship, they moved from one phase, in
which captives would become slaves in a system of slavery where slaves were conceived
of as socially dead, to another phase, in which slaves had to work out means whereby
they could preserve their humanity in an inhumane setting, where their individual worth
was now assessed by how much money they might fetch at market. The slave ship,
Smallwood insists, was indeed a “hollow place”, distinguished by its many lacks —
material and social misery, cognitive dissonance, and defencelessness in the face of the
supernatural. All that was left was violence, terror, personal self-disintegration and
death, physical and spiritual (Smallwood, 2007a, 125-26).

The Middle Passage was a forced migration, but one that was fundamentally different
from other kinds of forced migration, because what slavers tried to do to captives was
to deny their personhood. The Middle Passage was a kind of purgatory, in which people
were temporarily suspended from being people. It was a limbo period that pre-dated
their full commodification as slaves. We have little evidence as to what African captives
thought about this process of dehumanisation, but we can see its manifestations
in the dry accounting records of slavers, where deaths aboard ship were duly tabulated —
“thin and dyed of a flux”, “fell overboard in the night and was lost”. Only occasionally
do captives as individuals emerge in records, and usually then only in extremis.
One rare example came in the trial of James D’Wolf, a New England slave captain,
accused of murdering a woman suspected of having smallpox and thus likely to infect
other slaves. One of D’Wolf’s sailors testified that D*Wolf “lashed her in a Chair & ty’d
a Mask round her Eyes and Mouth & there was a tackle hooked upon the Slings
round the Chair when we lowered her down on the starboard side of the Vessel”.
Cranston was asked whether the woman made any noise as she was hoisted aloft
(D’Wolf did want to touch her and thus get smallpox) and then thrown into the sea. He
explained that the mask tied around was done so as to “prevent her making any Noise
that the other Slaves might not hear, least they should rise”. The answer was significant.
Slave captains might not see captives as humans, but as commodities that could
be disposed of without ceremony. Nevertheless, they were forced to recognise that
captives were peculiar kinds of commodities because they always remained human
enough that other humans might “rise” when a captive was callously murdered.
Even here, however, the individual slave was silenced, literally in this case (Rediker,
2007: 343—44).
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Volume and distribution

A vexed issue in the history of the Atlantic slave trade is the number of Africans
involved as unwilling migrants. Until the mid-twentieth century, historians could only
guess at the numbers involved, making the Atlantic slave trade similar to that other great
Atlantic imponderable, the extent of demographic catastrophe among Native Americans
following the Columbian encounter. A giant step forward was made in 1969 with the
publication of Philip Curtin’s painstaking reconstruction from primary sources of the
volume of traffic across the Atlantic. Curtin suggested that just over 11 million slaves
were transported to the Americas over four centuries. Brazil received about 4 million of
these slaves, while similar numbers went to the Caribbean (Curtin, 1969). Since Curtin’s
pioneering contribution, historians have worked hard to refine the numbers that he pre-
sented. Foremost among these refinements has been the work of a group of scholars,
headed by David Eltis, David Richardson, Herbert S. Klein and Stephen D. Behrendt.
These scholars published a database on CD-Rom in 1999 that stands as a monument to
the possibilities of collaborative work in the humanities. The database was revised again
and published as a publicly accessible website in 2008. The database lists as much
information as possible about 34,941 slave voyages between 1501 and 1866. It does not,
and never will, list all voyages that set out to obtain slaves, as not all records survive.
But the database does give us a wealth of information that allows for in-depth investi-
gations of this singular historical event. It probably has some details of about 80 per cent
of all slave voyages that took place in the Atlantic slave trade.®

According to their best estimates, the total number of people leaving Africa in the
Atlantic slave trade between 1501 and 1866 was 12,521,336. Of this number, 10,702,656
are known to have disembarked from the ships they were carried on. The slave trade
started slowly, with 44,909 people involved in the first half of the sixteenth century, and
154,376 placed on ships between 1551 and 1600. The trade increased in volume during
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, reaching its peak in the latter half of the
eighteenth century, when 3,440,981 Africans were transported out of Africa. The aboli-
tion of the slave trade by the British and the United States, and the destruction of
Saint Domingue in a slave revolt, reduced the inexorable growth of the trade, but the
development of a flourishing plantation system in Cuba and the continued vitality of
slavery in Brazil meant that over 3 million Africans participated in the Atlantic slave
trade between 1801 and 1850.

The largest European carriers were the Portuguese (and, in the nineteenth century, the
Brazilians). The Portuguese started first in the trade and finished last. They carried
5,848,265 Africans, mostly to Brazil. They accounted for nearly 47 per cent of all slaves
who embarked on slave voyages. Britain was the next biggest European carrier, taking
3,259,440 Africans to the British West Indies and British North America. The British
were most important in the eighteenth century, carrying 964,634 Africans between 1701
and 1750 and 1,580,658 between 1751 and 1800. In that latter half century, the French
joined them as major carriers, taking 758,978 to their flourishing West Indian colonies.
Spain became an important European carrier in the nineteenth century, while the
Netherlands and Denmark also transported slaves to their West Indian possessions. The
United States was involved only for the last quarter century of the eighteenth century
and the first decade of the nineteenth century, but managed to transport 305,326 Africans
out of Africa, of whom 252,653 disembarked in the United States.
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North America, however, was not a principal destination for slave traders.
Only 472,381 Africans arrived in the region that became the United States before
1807. Brazil was easily the most important region of disembarkation, accounting for
5,532,118 or 52 per cent of Africans who survived the Middle Passage. Of these,
2,608,573 went to south-east Brazil, 1,736,308 arrived in Bahia, and 960,475 went to
Pernambuco. Most of the remaining slaves went to the Caribbean. Jamaica had the
most with 1,212,351; but Saint Domingue with 911,142, Cuba with 889,990, and
Barbados with 608,958 were also substantial slave importers. The height of importations
into the Caribbean came in the eighteenth century. Over 2 million Africans were landed
in the British Caribbean in that century. Over 800,000 slaves went to the French
Caribbean, mostly to Saint Domingue, in the last half of the eighteenth century,
with imports in the 1780s particularly high. In the nineteenth century, Brazil once
more became the major destination for Africans: 2,367,329 arrived there between 1801
and 1850.

The Africans transported to the Americas came from a wide range of African
locations. Using the regional classifications employed in the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade
Database, the largest provenance region was West-Central Africa, from where 5,694,574
Africans left over four centuries.” A further 2 million left from the Bight of Benin, while
Biafra and the Gold Coast both accounted for more than 1 million captives apiece. The
importance of different regions changed over time. In the sixteenth century, Senegambia
sent more slaves to the Americas than any other region. But by the seventeenth century,
the most important provenance region was West-Central Africa. This region remained
important into the mid-nineteenth century as a source of African slaves. In the early
eighteenth century, the Gold Coast was an important source of slaves but it was eclipsed
during that century by the Bights of Benin and Biafra. Sierra Leone was a smaller source
of supply than the two Bights, but it peaked as a place for acquiring slaves in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.

Sale in America

The final, and least studied, part of the triangular trade was the sale of captives in
the Americas. The arrival of a slave ship in an American port was hard to escape:
slave vessels were notorious for their stench. Most ships disembarked captives at a
pre-arranged port, but if the port seemed glutted with slaves, they might try to sail to
another port within the same imperial jurisdiction. After duties were paid and sick slaves
(or “refuse”) were unloaded and sold at taverns for whatever slave factors could get for
them, the factor in charge of selling sold slaves, probably by auction. The likely pur-
chasers were either planters or merchants, with merchants becoming more prominent in
the trade over time. By the mid-eighteenth century, at least in Jamaica, a retail trade
in slaves, conducted in merchant pens in Kingston, existed alongside a wholesale trade in
captives, usually conducted on ship or on rooms near the docks. Purchasers tended to
pay by credit, meaning that wealthier purchasers, especially merchants with lines
of credit, were favoured in the auctions through which slaves were sold. In the mid-
eighteenth century, 65 per cent of the purchasers of slaves in Kingston were Kingston
residents, buying 73 per cent of all slaves. The average number of slaves bought per
purchaser was nine. Men received higher prices than women, and although planters
expressed preferences for certain ethnicities rather than others, prices tended to be
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influenced by the quality of individual slaves and the time of arrival rather than by
African place of origin (Burnard and Morgan, 2001).

An analysis of Royal African Company records of slave sales for the late seventeenth
and early eighteenth centuries in Jamaica shows that, although merchants and planters
may have wanted to purchase slaves who came from the Gold Coast and Slave Coast
regions of West Africa, in practice they got slaves from wherever they could. Few
planters stocked their plantations with slaves from just one region of Africa. Of 22 slave
purchasers who bought sizeable parcels of slaves, all bought from more than one general
area of West Africa, with 17 buying slaves from at least three regions. Sir Henry
Morgan, the buccaneer governor, was typical. He bought 67 slaves in the early 1680s,
14 from the Gold Coast, 20 from the Bight of Benin, 28 from the Bight of Biafra and five
from unspecified places in Africa. The end result was that in any plantation of any
size in Jamaica, there would be slaves from a variety of African regions. Moreover, slave
purchasers tended to buy small numbers of slaves from large numbers of slave ship-
ments. It was therefore unlikely that more than four or six slaves on any plantation
would have come from the same vessel arriving in Jamaica. The result was that slave
gangs were ethnically diverse — a function of the dispersed way in which Africans
were sold. We can track the ethnic origins of slaves owned by 11 substantial planters in
one Jamaican parish, St John, in 1680. These men owned 299 slaves, with 128 coming
from the Gold Coast, 81 from Biafra, 54 from Benin, 19 from Senegambia and 17 from
Central Africa. The regional origins of the first African slaves bought by Jamaican sugar
planters in the latter third of the seventeenth century were heterogeneous (Burnard, 2007:
145-51).

One implication of these findings is that the process of sale increased the degree of
social alienation that Africans faced when arriving in the Americas. Commodification
was a psychologically arduous process that left Africans, now slaves, disoriented. That
disorientation was enhanced by how slaves were sold — as individuals or as a set of a
few people, in a several-stage process that encompassed being treated like livestock on
arrival; being conducted to a merchants’ yard, where, Equiano tells us, “we were all pent
up together like so many sheep in a fold, without regard to sex or age”; and then sold,
possibly in a “scramble”;, more likely by individual negotiation between merchant
and planter, and transferred to a plantation where a slave was “seasoned” or “broken”
so that he or she could become a suitable slave. By the last stage in the process, the
commodification and dehumanisation of the African was close to complete. It was not
unusual for Africans to feel completely isolated and alone, probably because they were
lost from their countrymen and countrywomen. Equiano speaks movingly about the pain
of separation and the feelings of isolation and hopelessness he felt as he went through
the several stages of sale and transformation into a chattel slave: “Not saleable among
the rest, I now totally lost the small remains of comfort I had enjoyed in conversing with
my countrymen; the women too, who used to wash and take care of me, were all gone
different ways, and I never saw one of them again.” Within a little time, “only myself
was left ... grieving and pining, and wishing for death”.® What Equiano was feeling was
extreme marginalisation, a kind of social death marked by an absence of kin, a reduction
of personhood as a person became property, and the suffering of social abnegation.
As Smallwood suggests, “If in the regime of the market, Africans’ most socially relevant
feature was their exchangeability, for Africans as immigrants the most socially
relevant feature was their isolation, their desperate need to restore some measure of
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social life to counterbalance the alienation engendered by their social death.”
(Smallwood, 2007a: 189).

Legacies

As the largest forced migration in history, the Atlantic slave trade left an enduring
impact on the Atlantic world. Its impact on Africa continues to be debated, although
there is now a consensus that the larger claims for the slave trade being systematically
responsible for African underdevelopment cannot be substantiated. The relationship
between the slave trade and the development of capitalism continues to be debated
65 years after Eric Williams introduced the question by claiming that the profits of the
transatlantic slave trade and colonial slavery played a crucial role in Britain’s industrial
revolution. The stronger version of Williams’ thesis is no longer sustainable but, as
Kenneth Morgan shows, there were significant links between Atlantic trade in general
and the Atlantic slave trade in particular, and British (and by extension European)
economic development. The linkages were not direct: private fortunes made in the slave
trade, and in plantation produce resulting from the labour of people acquired in
the slave trade, had limited effects on metropolitan capital accumulation. What the
slave trade did do, however, especially in Britain, where business practices were most
sophisticated, was accentuate demand for manufactures and help make more sophisti-
cated and effective business institutions, such as long-term credit, banks and marine
insurance. So too, as Joseph Inikori argues, was the role of West Africa as a market for
European manufactures. The amount of the trade was significant. But what was more
important was the crucial role the West African market played in instigating improve-
ments to manufacturing technologies. In Britain, these developments contributed
considerably to industrial development (Morgan, 2000: 94-98; Inikori, 2002).

The slave trade may also have contributed to cultural development. It played, as Matt
Childs writes in Chapter 10 of this volume, an important role in disseminating African
cultures into the New World. Scholars have been very concerned with correlating specific
streams of African migrants to specific cultural forms in the Americas, such as slave
culture in Bahia, which James Sweet (2003) sees very much as a derivation of Angolan
culture; and the development of rice culture in South Carolina, which Judith Carney
(2003) attributes to patterns of migration to the region that brought people from
rice cultivating areas in Africa to low-country plantations. (For criticism of Carney’s
methodologies, see Eltis et al., 2007.) Tracing such cultural survivals is important, in
part because it suggests that creative elements of Atlantic culture could emerge even
from the slave ship. Nevertheless, it is somewhat perverse to look at the slave ship as a
place of cultural creation when it was overwhelmingly a place of terror and violence
and, for many, a place of death. Joseph Miller has argued, in a magnificent overview of
all aspects of the slave trade, that in the Angolan trade to Brazil so many Africans died
in Africa, in the Middle Passage, and in Brazil that the survivors probably amounted to
about one in three of those caught up in it (Miller, 1988).

Yet some did survive the slave trade and left descendants to wonder about what its
legacies mean. In some ways, it is the musings of these descendants who give us the best
understanding of a trade that, for all its importance, left few first-hand accounts of its
true horrors — we know nothing, really, about life in the darkness below decks, what
Stanfield call the “noisome cave” that from above seemed “rank maw, belched up in
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morbid stream/The hot mist thickens in a side-long beam”. What happened there can
only be reclaimed through imagination. That process of reclamation is difficult, as the
novelist Caryl Phillips shows in two books, one a novel imagining the slave trade,
the other a travelogue with novelistic elements that insists that there is not a historical
disjuncture between the slave trade and contemporary black diasporas; and as Saidiya
Hartman illustrates in her moving, poignant but problematic memoir of her personal
experience as a modern African-American wanting modern Africans to acknowledge
their role in facilitating the slave trade (Phillips, 1994, 2000; Hartman, 2007). Both wri-
ters caution us against seeing the Atlantic slave trade as past and as resolved. For them,
and for historians trying to understand this trade, the ordeal of the Atlantic slave trade is
part of a continuing history of exploitation and resistance in West Africa, Europe and
the Americas that shows the willingness of the rich to victimise and dehumanise the poor
and the lost.

Notes

1 Drescher also makes the point that European distaste for enslaving fellow Europeans was
overcome in the mid-twentieth century as Nazi Germany created a short-lived but extensive
slave society.

2 James Field Stanfield, The Guinea Voyage, A Poem in Three Books (London: James Phillips,
1789).

3 Cited in Miles Ogburn, Global Lives: Britain and the World 1550-1800 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2008), 212—13.

4 Handler (2009); Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano
(London, 1789), ed. Vincent Carretta, 2nd edn (New York: Penguin Putnam, 2003); Vincent
Carretta, Equiano, the African: Biography of a Self-Made Man (London: Penguin, 2005),
XIv—xv.

5 Klein et al. (2001). An especially vivid evocation of the Middle Passage is given in Rediker
(2007).

6 The authors of the database estimate that the total number of voyages that set out to obtain
slaves in the Atlantic slave trade was 43,600, on which 12.5 million captives embarked. Some
problems remain that are an inevitable part of the process by which records were organised.
For example, the database selects, rather arbitrarily, eight provenance regions in Africa from
which captives were obtained, but these regions correspond only imperfectly to Africanists’
understandings of African regions and linguistic groupings (www.slavevoyages.org).

7 These regional classifications are imperfect and reflect more European ideas of African cultures
than African realities.

8 Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, op. cit., 61-62.
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WORK AND THE SLAVE ECONOMY

Lorena Walsh

Introduction

Acute labour shortages prevailed in almost all colonies that Europeans established in the
New World. Given the high costs of transportation across the Atlantic and the reluc-
tance of ordinary Europeans to risk their lives in strange lands, free migrants could not
develop outposts and produce enough profits to sustain colonial enterprises. Europeans
tried to remedy the shortfall by appropriating the labour of Native Americans outright,
or by recruiting and shipping European indentured and convict servants. Portuguese
trade and colonization in Africa opened up possibilities for exploiting a new source of
labour: enslaved Africans. These labourers were captured from rival European ships or
colonies, or purchased as commodities in Africa in a form of commerce in people unre-
gulated by European law or precedent. They were subsequently treated as commodities,
without recourse to the residual rights that European migrants were accorded, or to the
occasional protections European intruders extended to native inhabitants.

Early staple regimes

The labour system that evolved in the first half of the seventeenth century involved
intense and unremitting forced labour. In the frenetic years of first settlement,
when immediate profits were the primary goal and immigrant life spans were often
measured in months rather than years, the full benefits of hereditary slavery were seldom
realized. Enslaved Indians were decimated by European diseases. Transported Europeans
fared only marginally better in unaccustomed New World disease environments.
Africans, too, suffered high death rates, but in the tropics a higher proportion survived
than did Europeans, creating the stereotype that Africans were uniquely suited to
working in hot climates. Where supplies of new Africans were readily available,
however, labour owners were loath to forego immediate profits in order to encourage
future natural increase.

Initially, Africans were set to work clearing land, raising livestock, and growing staple
crops such as tobacco, cotton, and sugar. Labour forces often included a mix of enslaved
Africans, Native American servants or slaves, and European servants. Mixed workforces
proved inconvenient for the labour-owning elite, since the presence of bound workers
who had some minimal legal protections made it harder fully to exploit the unprotected
Africans, and harder to wring maximum profit from their costly investment in slaves.
Consequently, as soon as elites could purchase enough Africans, they assigned them to
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separate quarters where they could more readily cut rations, ratchet up work quotas,
and impose harsher discipline.

Another reason for separating slaves from servants was that the one area in which
slaves had privileges that servants did not was sexual relations and child bearing. A
servant woman was severely punished for depriving the owner of her labour by giving
birth to a child while in service. On the other hand, sex was tolerated among labourers
bound for life, since transgressors could not be punished by adding extra time to their
term. Owners recognized that however inconvenient children might be in the short
term, they might profit in the long run from the sale or labour of surviving children.
Separating slaves from servants thus furthered both profit and plantation discipline. The
next step, which started among the richest tier of planters and later trickled down to
less wealthy planters, was to make a full transition to a system in which all field work-
ers were enslaved Africans, and in which only a few European servants, whose status was
enhanced with special privileges to discourage their making common cause with slaves,
were retained for craft and supervisory positions (Beckles, 1985, 21-45; Walsh, 2010).

Historians of slave work patterns initially devoted most attention to the technological
requirements and cycles of planting, harvesting, and processing dictated by demanding
staple crops such as sugar, cotton, rice, and tobacco, and to the organization and work
patterns required in industrial enterprises such as gold mining, iron mining, and manu-
facturing. These studies have greatly expanded understanding of slaves’ work routines in
major staple-growing regions, where the seasonal rhythms of particular crops shaped the
lives of all residents, enslaved and free. Studies have also looked at other cash crops and
extractive industries — indigo, coffee, cacao, naval stores, cattle-penning, and lumbering,
for example — the labour demands of which similarly shaped the lives of those compelled
to produce them (Berlin and Morgan, 1993: 2-3).

The limitations of staple-centred studies have also become apparent. When lucrative
staple crops were first adopted, most efforts were directed to producing them. Virtual
monoculture was, however, a phase of early development that almost universally gave
way to a more diverse array of cash crops and other income-generating activities.
Whatever the requirements of the primary crop, diversification changed the work that
slaves were forced to do, and was accompanied by increasing uniformity in the number
of days slaves worked per year. Only comparative analyses across crops and regions
can disentangle local innovations and shifts related to changes in the composition of
the enslaved population from widely shared pan-Atlantic patterns (Berlin, 1998;
Morgan, 1998).

Staple-centred accounts also describe generic and, by implication, unchanging work
routines and management decisions. While slave-owners invariably sought to profit from
their investment in, or inheritance of, bound labourers, their willingness to innovate,
tolerance for risk, and levels of attention to business varied. Differing management styles
adopted by planter families affected the nature and intensity of the work performed by
enslaved men, women, and children attached to their estates. Similarly, Africans faced
different challenges of adaptation and acculturation than did native-born workers.
Recent studies of individual plantations or family estates reveal how diversification, the
addition of complementary crops to the primary staple crop, and the adoption of more
elements of labour-intensive Old World agriculture altered and increased the work
required of the enslaved in a way generalized accounts cannot convey. Plantation
histories, informed by evidence about the composition of enslaved workforces, and
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the varying skills, coping strategies, modes of resistance, and material conditions of
Africans and creoles, provide concrete insights into the evolution of slave culture and
communities. Finally, a focus on individual plantations illuminates the unique challenges
posed by local environments, and the kinds of agricultural and self-provisioning exper-
tise slaves developed in particular ecosystems (Walsh, 1997; Higman, 1998; Roberts,
2006; Nelson, 2007).

Gender was the most crucial determinant of slaves’ occupations. Native American and
African women had a more prominent role in agriculture than did women in European
societies in both the Old and New Worlds. New World slave-owners appropriated
the gender conventions of the enslaved to the detriment of women. The reasons are
obscure, as the practice emerged in the sparsely documented first half of the seventeenth
century. Colonists knew about Native American and West African work customs, but
given their sense of ethnic superiority, the Europeans might be expected to have imposed
their own gender conventions on the enslaved rather than to adopt those of other
groups whom they considered culturally inferior. Indeed, in colonies where slavery
remained peripheral, slave-owners followed European gender conventions defining
men’s and women’s work. Enslaved Native American women were present in most
colonies, but seldom in large numbers, and they were most often assigned domestic
duties rather than field labour. Larger numbers of Native American women, however,
were enslaved in the sugar-growing regions of Brazil, where in the late 1500s they were
set to the same field labour as men. When African slavery replaced Indian slavery
in the early 1600s, the sugar growers continued this practice (Schwartz, 1985; Beck-
les, 1999).

Slaveholders in all early European staple-growing colonies probably copied labour
allocation practices developed by Brazilian sugar growers in the first decades of the
1600s, although evidentiary proof of such copying is absent. We do know that African
women were commonly assigned to agricultural labour with work requirements equal to
those of men in Virginia and Barbados in the 1640s, and on Martinique and Guadeloupe
no later than the 1650s. Barbadian and Chesapeake planters also used indentured
European servant women in tobacco, cotton, and sugar fields whenever merchants
transported more women and girls than were needed for domestic service. In the case
of the Europeans, qualms about this violation of gender conventions stemmed mainly
from the adverse effect the practice had on servant recruitment in England. The high
proportion of women in African cargoes, rather than planters’ knowledge of women’s
active role in farming in their homelands, may have been sufficient reason for assigning
most African women to the fields (Beckles, 1985; Brown, 1996; Moitt, 2001; Morgan,
2004). Enslaved males were also forced to perform activities, such as hoeing crops and
winnowing and pounding grain, that the Africans would have considered traditional
women’s work. Imposition of unaccustomed kinds of labour was one method, albeit an
unknowing one, that slave-owners employed to enforce racial supremacy on enslaved
men (Beckles, 1999; Carney, 2001).

Slave-owners’ abandonment of European conceptions about work appropriate
for women helped reinforce stereotypes of African and African-American women as
unfeminine, uniquely suited to hard unskilled labour, brutish in nature, and capable only
of limited emotional and intellectual development. Such stereotypes led to a devaluation
of maternity, with forced hard labour during pregnancy contributing to low fertility,
high infant mortality, and low birth weights, coupled with a disregard for motherhood.

103



LORENA WALSH

Over time, colonists revised their conceptions of enslaved men’s capabilities, but not
those of enslaved women (Beckles, 1999).

Agricultural intensification

As early-settled islands and coastal regions of mainland plantation colonies matured, the
work assigned to slaves was no longer limited to clearing, farm building, and cultivat-
ion of a staple, along with food — and sometimes livestock — for on-plantation
consumption. Having reaped the windfall benefits of farming virgin soils, diminishing
returns set in. Planters averse to change had to be satisfied with smaller outputs of staple
crops per worker or else to establish new quarters where slaves replicated extractive
monocultures on lands further in the interior or on newly settled islands. Otherwise,
planters needed to find technologies that could significantly expand output per worker
(as in tidal rice culture) to counter the periodic gluts in supply and falling prices that
inevitably followed increased output of a new staple (Eltis, 2000; Walsh, 2010). Alter-
natively, they compensated for smaller yields of the primary staple by making slaves
work in other cash crops, or in fishing or lumbering,.

The result was increased slaves’ workload. Common solutions adopted in the first half
of the eighteenth century were raising more livestock and further processing of staple
crops. In Barbados, sugar planters changed from exporting raw muscadavo sugar to
whiter, more refined, clayed sugar. They also began raising more cattle and routinely
setting slaves to manuring cane fields, adding a further work requirement that became
one of the most arduous tasks field workers had to perform. In Virginia, growers of
sweet-scented tobacco had their workers stem tobacco leaves, which added value and
allowed more tobacco to be pressed into a hogshead, thus saving on freight. Throughout
much of the tidewater Chesapeake, planters also began raising surplus corn for market.
Increased outputs were achieved by training slaves to use ploughs to prepare ground for
planting and later for weeding. This technological change got around two bottlenecks.
One was in the spring, when hoe technology alone imposed limits on the numbers of
hills workers could prepare in time for planting tobacco and corn; the other in mid-
summer, when both crops required extensive weeding. As a consequence, slaves had to
spend more time in off-season ground preparation and in making fences to protect larger
fields. In addition, night work began to be imposed for tasks such as stripping tobacco
and husking and shelling corn that could be done by firelight.

South Carolina planters substituted diked tidal irrigation for freshwater swamp
irrigation for rice, overcoming dual problems of flooding and drought. A steady supply
of water drowned weeds, reducing the time slaves spent weeding. Decreased weeding,
however, was more than offset by increased ploughing-under of rice stubble after har-
vest, and by the addition of hated “mud work” — constructing and maintaining
embankments and ditches in winter. Hand processing of the increased volume of rice
also taxed slaves to the limit in the post-harvest season. Until effective water-powered
rice mills were developed in the 1770s, beating rice in a mortar and pestle to remove
hulls was so arduous that stints of pounding at the mortar were imposed morn-
ing and evening, and extended late into the night during the winter (Chaplin, 1993;
Edelson, 2006).

These mid-eighteenth century innovations in staple agriculture were colonial solut-
ions to the problem of declining profits. They were effective because there were few

104



WORK AND THE SLAVE ECONOMY

restrictions on planters’ ability to increase the slaves’ workloads. In the early 1750s,
however, a few elite planters in the Chesapeake and in the British West Indies turned
agricultural “improvers,” rejecting colonial land-extensive, labour-saving methods for
modified versions of “English husbandry” that they considered economically and cultu-
rally superior. In the Chesapeake, improving planters replaced less labour-intensive
rotation of fields for more labour-intensive rotation of crops. In the West Indies, early
improvers also advocated using ploughs to minimize slaves’ work in ground preparation
and weeding. Initially, few of the crusaders’ contemporaries embraced such radical
changes (Sheridan, 1960; Edelson, 2006; Walsh, 2010).

At the end of the Seven Years” War, three developments propelled larger-scale planters
throughout the British Empire into adopting Old World improvement schemes.
First, grain shortages in Europe raised the price of wheat, encouraging planters in the
Chesapeake and South Carolina either to increase acreage devoted to wheat, or to switch
to it entirely. Second, the campaigns of the Seven Years’ War revealed the strategic
weaknesses of colonies with large black majorities, as well as exposing the naked vio-
lence that undergirded the empire’s most valuable colonial possessions. This led to the
first serious questioning of the morality and efficacy of British colonial slavery, both in
the metropolis and in the colonies. Planters throughout the colonies responded to criti-
cisms of their labour system by adopting more elements of English husbandry that they
hoped would make colonial agriculture more profitable, and slavery less exploitative
and perhaps eventually unnecessary. Third, beginning with the 1765 Stamp Act Crisis,
the planter elite on the mainland generated a widespread resolve to diversify crops and
to promote home manufactures so that colonists could better mount an effective cam-
paign of commercial resistance to Britain and reduce the economic vulnerability inherent
in single-staple colonies.

Although many elite planters contented themselves with reducing consumption of
British manufactures and setting a few slaves to making coarse cloth, others concluded
that a total reorganization of agriculture was imperative in order to counter British
tyranny and to achieve economic independence. Chesapeake planters began devising
plans for three- to six-course crop rotations (some including tobacco and some not) on
continuously cultivated fields. By the early 1770s, a few planters had implemented these
ambitious changes. The South Carolina elite turned older rice plantations in the vicinity
of Charleston into grain-and-produce farms, directed more to provisioning and provid-
ing timber and firewood for Charleston than to generating profits from rice and indigo.
Slaves in long-settled areas suddenly found themselves putting in more time on second-
ary than on staple crops. They spent more days ploughing ground for small grains,
making fences to protect expanded corn and wheat acreage, raising fodder or creating
water meadows, caring for livestock and dairying, hauling and digging-in manure, and
growing or harvesting tertiary crops and firewood for sale in urban or regional markets.
The work that enslaved men (and to a much lesser extent enslaved women) were
required to do changed dramatically as planters diversified their crop mix and adopted
more labour-saving technologies (Walsh, 1989; Edelson, 2006).

In British North America, the outbreak of war in 1775 brought an end to non-essential
investments. Within two years nothing was being produced except subsistence crops.
Throughout the American South, slaves were set to raising cotton, a step toward
increased self-sufficiency that was retained well into the 1800s. In the West Indies, the
closing of the provisioning trade after 1776 forced planters to put slaves to raising more
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food crops. On Barbados, slaves grew more food and livestock, and began raising cotton
as a secondary crop. Still, in the 1790s Barbadian slaves spent only one-third of their time
on sugar, dividing the rest of their time between cotton and provisions. Jamaica planters
were less inclined to sacrifice maximum sugar production to grow more provisions, but
some added coffee as a secondary crop to fill in slack periods in the sugar cycle, while
at the same time requiring enslaved workers to raise more food in their own time
(Walsh, 1995; Roberts, 2008).

After the American Revolution, the nature of slaves’ work changed again. In the
Chesapeake, the closing of continental tobacco markets at the onset of the French
Revolution prompted most tidewater planters to abandon tobacco. Only in the Virginia
Piedmont and Southside and on Maryland’s lower western shore did slaves regularly
tend tobacco after 1792. In the rest of the region, slaves were put to European-style
mixed farming with wheat as the primary cash crop. The improving planter elite pro-
moted wheat as a less arduous, less destructive, and morally superior crop. Moreover,
planters who favoured gradual slave emancipation argued that the lesser toil associated
with wheat would contribute to a decrease in the size of workforces and to increased
manumissions. This might have been the case if wheat were the only crop slave-owners
raised. A study of work logs at Mount Vernon in the 1790s reveals that George
Washington’s enslaved field hands spent only a fifth of their time working in wheat.
Growing corn and caring for and raising food for livestock each required more hours
per year than did the cash crop. When other chores and crops are added in, Mount
Vernon and other grain-farm slaves worked almost as many hours a year as did sugar
hands on Barbados. Wheat enthusiasts routinely glossed over the many hours slaves had
to spend producing forage crops and ploughing in the volume of green and animal
manure required just to maintain yields. The further work of marling or plastering to
remedy overly acidic tidewater soils still lay in the future (Walsh, 1989; Roberts, 2008).

On the western frontier of the United States, in contrast, slaves were uprooted
from homes in the east to clear land and to raise tobacco, cotton, and sugar with older
colonial-style labour-saving methods on the more fertile soils of the interior. Production
expenses were lower and profits higher in the newer region, leading to further export of
slaves from older, declining areas. As these regions matured, however, the same changes
in crop mix and work requirements that had been adopted earlier in the east were
repeated. In the 1830s and 1840s, south-western planters began diversifying crops and
instituted more concerted campaigns to expropriate as much daily and year-round
labour as possible. In the mid-nineteenth-century US cotton south, slaves spent only
about one-third of their time growing and processing the cash crop. The remaining two-
thirds was allocated to raising food crops and livestock, pursuing crafts, and other
miscellaneous farm and service activities (Smith, 1997; Follett, 2005).

The work assignments of enslaved Africans and African-Americans in regions where
staple crops could not be grown, in urban areas, and in crafts and industries not unique
to the New World, have received less attention than has been given to work patterns of
slaves growing tropical crops. The work of slaves in places where slaves were a minority
in the total workforce, for example, New Spain after 1640, Cuba until the last decades of
the eighteenth century, and the North American northern farm colonies, often was not
very different from the work pattern of non-enslaved labourers. Rather than being
directly involved in producing for the export economy, slaves’ ordinary work in fields
and houses allowed other members of slave-owning households to pursue professions or

106



WORK AND THE SLAVE ECONOMY

to engage in inter-colonial trade. Nonetheless, slaves in these places were assigned work
quotas that exceeded those later imposed on free wage, peonage, or convict workers,
were forced to work on religious holidays, and were subjected to more violence than the
government tolerated for other groups. Slaves were always worked harder than other
groups of labourers (Hodges, 1999; Proctor, 2003; Bergad, 2007).

African contributions to colonial agriculture

The contribution enslaved and maroon Africans may have made to the development of
New World staple crop regimes, especially in respect to rice cultivation, is a contentious
topic. Judith Carney argues that Africans from rice-growing regions of West Africa
transferred “an entire cultural system, from production to consumption” not only to
rice-growing areas in South Carolina, but also to Surinam and Brazil. Types of seed,
sowing skills, irrigation technologies, and processing techniques were among the exper-
tise enslaved peoples contributed to wet-land rice farming in the New World. She con-
tends it was Africans who “tutored planters in growing the crop,” and that slave buyers’
“pattern of selecting ethnic groups experienced in cattle herding was repeated with rice
cultivation as planters in the early colonial period learned of the ethnic groups and geo-
graphical areas of West Africa specialized in growing rice on wetlands,” and especially
about the women who had gendered knowledge of sowing, milling, winnowing, and
cooking the grain (Carney, 2001: 2, 81, 89).

On the whole, slave-owners valued Africans’ agricultural expertise in inverse propor-
tion to their numbers in the workforce. In Spanish America, Africans were valued for a
variety of skills rather than simply for forced labour. In the 1610s, English settlers on
Bermuda turned to Africans captured from Spanish colonies to teach them to grow and
process tobacco. In the 1640s, Virginia Governor William Berkeley consulted Africans
when experimenting with rice. French slavers were instructed in the 1710s to procure
captives with rice-growing skills to help start an industry in Louisiana. Once European
settlers developed the basics of the various staple crop and industrial regimes, however,
slaveholders ceased to recognize African contributions (Hall, 1992; Bergad, 2007;
Walsh, 2010).

Arguments for significant African agency based on planter preferences for Africans
from rice-growing regions are problematic. Studies based on the recently assembled
Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database (www.slavevoyages.org) demonstrate that the
mix of labourers delivered to any New World locality “depended on a combination of
African supply, winds and ocean currents, and strategies of competing European ship-
pers,” and that any preferences buyers had for particular ethnic groups “were subject to
trends beyond their control.” In the cases of South Carolina, Amazonia, and Surinam,
the proportion of slaves brought from rice-growing areas of Upper Guinea did not differ
significantly from the proportion of slaves from this region delivered to other colonies
producing different staples. Half or more of new Africans entering South Carolina after
1750 came from rice-growing areas, but by then South Carolina planters had already
developed a distinctive Carolina rice complex based mostly on European and colonial
technologies. Moreover, the discount at which enslaved women sold in South Carolina
does not support the hypothesis that rice planters were willing to pay a higher premium
for female workers from Upper Guinea with expertise in rice-growing than were planters
elsewhere (Eltis et al., 2007).
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Although the search for connections between the arrival of Africans with specific
kinds of agricultural and technical expertise and the development of New World staple
crop regimes appears increasingly unpromising, nonetheless the issue of specific African
agricultural “survivals” — or more accurately adaptations — is far from settled. In the
case of South Carolina, even the most severe critics of the “Black Rice” hypothesis
acknowledge that African sowing, winnowing, and processing techniques were incorpo-
rated into tidal rice culture. It is also widely recognized that, in their own time, slaves
raised African food crops that proved more suitable than European ones to tropical
climates. Similar connections between African expertise and New World crops and
industries have been posited for tobacco, indigo, gold mining, and cattle herding, while a
generalized expertise is claimed for slash-and-burn clearing. On Saint Domingue, sugar
and coffee planters purchased Africans from different ethnic groups to work the two
crops, decisions that may have been influenced by their perceptions of differing expertise.
Planters also assigned slaves from particular groups to privileged positions on the basis
of perceived ethnic traits (Geggus, 1993).

Our understanding of the range of skills brought to New World agriculture by forced
African migrants is rudimentary, given a lack of information about the multiple low-
technology, labour-saving, gender-specific strategies prevailing among both West
Africans and Native Americans in the early modern period. Slash-and-burn clearing,
long fallowing, and hoe-and-hill culture were techniques that Europeans accustomed
only to ploughing and the culture of small grains had to learn. How they learned these
techniques, and from whom, is frustratingly vague.

The staple crop regimes that emerged in the sixteenth, seventeenth, and early
eighteenth centuries derived from a combination of indigenous, African, and European
technologies. These regimes were unambiguously structured by “the capital, entrepre-
neurship, organizational capacity, and drive for profit of European and European-
American merchants and planters.” The unintended or coerced contributions of both
indigenous residents and transplanted Africans remains a topic open for further research.
Studies of techniques used today in sub-Saharan Africa have potential for providing new
insights into earlier practices. While present-day developing-country practices have
likely changed from those used in past centuries, studies of low-technology, long-fallow
agriculture remain especially valuable for understanding the kinds of gendered expertise
that women may have introduced, skills that planters habitually overlooked or devalued
(Eltis et al., 2007, 1353).

Improving agriculture, diversification and gender

As colonial economies matured and diversified, the scope and scale of occupat-
ions assigned to enslaved men increased. More men and boys were trained in crafts
previously reserved for indentured servants or free whites. Expanding commerce afforded
more work for carters, watermen, pilots, and sailors. Slave men also more often worked
in industries such as iron forges and furnaces and shipyards, some rising to posts invol-
ving considerable skill and responsibility. By the last quarter of the eighteenth century,
the majority of craft work in the West Indies and in the Lower and Upper South was
done by enslaved men and boys. In sugar, rice, and indigo, male sugar boilers, irrigation
trunk minders, and indigo makers occupied positions of privilege. Diversified agriculture,
especially work associated with various forms of “English” husbandry, also increased the
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number of skilled posts assigned to enslaved men, as men were trained in ploughing
and ditching, and in sowing and cradling European grains (Carr and Walsh, 1988;
Berry, 2007).

Although slave-owners in some regions favoured native-born and mixed-race males
for skilled positions, widespread agricultural diversification and quickening commerce,
rather than the emergence of a sizeable creole population, is the best explanation for
changing work patterns for enslaved men. Everywhere after 1750, the most significant
increase in occupational opportunities for enslaved men in rural areas was in agricultural
management, transportation, and domestic service rather than in crafts, and was most
pronounced on large plantations. By the last quarter of the eighteenth century, one in
ten male slaves in the Chesapeake and in Georgia were tradesman or drivers, a higher
percentage than on sugar plantations on Barbados, where about one in twelve were
skilled. The proportion was even higher in South Carolina, where white craftsmen were
seldom available and where Charleston offered more work for skilled slaves than
did smaller West Indian and Chesapeake towns. By the end of the eighteenth century,
one in four enslaved men in South Carolina had escaped field labour.

Although enslaved craftsmen were usually accorded a lower status than white arti-
sans, regardless of the level of their skill, they began to do jobs recognizable in European
labour systems such as carpentry, coopering, and masonry. Enslaved women, on the
other hand, remained overwhelmingly as field workers. Females were regularly assigned
arduous tasks such as carrying heavy loads of manure to cane fields and grubbing
swamps in winter. Planters who adopted new technologies began to associate long-used
farm hand implements — hoes and baskets — with women; and craft tools and newer,
more efficient agricultural tools — ploughs, spades, and cradles — with men. Slave-owners
trained men and boys in the use of the new implements on the newly formed assumption
that African and African-American males, like European males, possessed greater
manual dexterity and were better learners than women (Carr and Walsh, 1988; Ward,
1989; Morgan, 1998; Roberts, 2008).

In the United States in the 1790s, unprecedented urban growth further expanded the
occupations of enslaved men. Rapidly growing cities such as Baltimore, Richmond,
Norfolk, and New Orleans offered opportunities for slave-owners to hire, apprentice, or
sell for a term skilled slaves. They also often agreed with enslaved people that slaves
could hire themselves out in return for some proportion of enslaved people’s earnings.
City employers had to pay a premium over what slaves could earn for their owners in
agriculture. Urban slaves could thus make considerable amounts of money when hired
out. The money they earned was used to purchase freedom for themselves or other
family members. In towns, as on the plantation, enslaved women did not have the
advantages that men had. Opportunities for marketing provisions and for domestic ser-
vice increased, but women seldom possessed skills that commanded wages high enough
to negotiate self-hire arrangements (Whitman, 1997).

Intensity, duration and physical effects of work

How hard did slaves work? This question has been controversial ever since Robert Fogel
and Stanley Engerman argued in the mid-1970s that slave labour was more efficient than
free labour (Fogel and Engerman, 1974). Today, most scholars concede that the labour
appropriated from the enslaved was generally more efficient and more profitable than
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free labour. Debate continues, however, over why this was so. The most widely accepted
explanation is not that slaves worked longer hours, but rather than that, during the
hours they worked, they worked more intensely. Throughout the British colonies, slaves
worked approximately 280 days a year, with Sunday being a day of rest and with three-
day holidays at Christmas, Easter and Whitsuntide. Few days anywhere were lost to
bad weather; conditions had to be severe indeed to halt plantation work altogether.
Nonetheless, economic historians estimate that many free northern farmers worked
longer days than did southern slaves. Around 1860, for example, northern dairy farmers
worked more than 3000 hours each year (Olsen, 1992).

Given the relatively abrupt transition between light and dark in regions close to the
equator, the work day in West Indian fields was closely confined to the hours between
sunrise and sunset. (During harvest, however, sugar mills ran around the clock six days a
week, and workers were required to put in a three- to six-hour additional shift following
a full day of field labour.) The assumption some economic historians have made, that on
the mainland the slaves’ work day similarly ran from sunrise to sunset, is debatable,
especially in more northerly latitudes. Scattered evidence from the eighteenth-century
Chesapeake suggests a customary dawn-to-dusk regimen of 13 to 15 hours from
April through September. By the mid-nineteenth century, planters used clock time to
extend the start of the working day into pre-dawn hours, forcing slaves to rise as early
as 3:30 a.m. so that they were in the fields at first light. Work logs show that in the
1790s, slaves on sugar plantations worked longer hours (3288 hours per year on Jamaica,
2973 on Barbados) than did those on Chesapeake grain farms (2919). The hours worked
on lower South cotton plantations (2800) in the mid-nineteenth century were even fewer.
However, the figure for cotton farms may underestimate the length of the work day and
overestimate the amount of time allowed for meals and rest during the day (Smith, 1997;
Roberts, 2008).

Studies of skeletal remains are another source that contributes to understanding of the
impact of heavy work on enslaved bodies, as well as health, nutrition, and the intensity
of labour. “Skeletal changes associated with demanding physical labour were ubiquitous,
as shown by arthritic changes at the major joints and by the early onset of vertebral
degeneration,” as can be seen in the remains of South Carolina and Maryland slaves
(Rathbun and Steckel, 2002). Stiffened spines were stressed by years of wielding heavy
hoes or axes. The upper arm bones and shoulder bones of men and women, both young
and middle-aged, were robust and showed exceptional muscle development, evidence of
upper body strength built by repeatedly doing tasks such as pounding grain in a mortar
and pestle or hauling buckets of water and washing clothes by hand. The backbones
of enslaved South Carolina and Maryland women also provide evidence for retention of
the African work technique of carrying considerable weights on the head (ibid.;
Walker, 2009).

A project comparing health indicators from over 12,000 skeletons from North and
South America from before 1000 BC to the early twentieth century ranked slaves
from South Carolina among the least healthy of the historical populations examined.
These slaves were in the same range as “pre-Columbian populations facing extinction or
demographic disaster.” Childhood stress and anaemia caused by poor diets and heavy
parasite loads appeared in over 60 per cent of the remains. Skeletal analysis confirms
documentary evidence that slave children were exceptionally short (and, by inference,
poorly nourished), but experienced catch-up growth in early adolescence when entry into
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the workforce was accompanied by an increase (typically a doubling) of meat rations.
The skeletons also reveal that females of all ages, along with older males, ate less
meat than did prime-age adult men (Rathbun and Steckel, 2002).

A newer form of analysis, that of stable carbon isotopes that are absorbed by bones
when people consume green plants, not only supplies information about diet, but
in some cases provides clues to a person’s birthplace and to how long he or she had been
in the New World. The bones of people who ate a corn-based diet have different carbon
isotopes from those of people whose diet was based on small grains or other starches.
It takes about 20 years for a bone’s carbon content to be completely replaced by a pro-
nounced dietary change. Since many migrants to tropical climates did not survive as long
as 20 years, the length of time they spent in the New World can be estimated. To date,
most carbon isotope analysis has involved European migrants. The carbon signatures of
common historical West African diets require further research, but the technology offers
significant potential for differentiating the remains of Africans and native-born indivi-
duals, and consequently for comparative analysis of health, nutrition, and work-related
stresses between generations (Walker, 2009).

Comparative rates of sickness are also pertinent in assessing the work experience of
the enslaved. The meaning of sick days recorded in plantation work logs is ambiguous,
however, as identification and treatment of illness was always an area of tension and
negotiation. On one hand, slaves feigned illness as a form of resistance to work
demands. On the other, slave-owners so feared losing labour to malingering that those
claiming to be sick were often incarcerated in the hospital (if there was one) or forced to
stay indoors and to take a course of owner-prescribed “physic.” Hence many slaves did
not plead illness until they were so sick they could no longer work at all, since treatment
often became a form of control, discipline, and punishment. Justin Roberts’ analysis of
work logs found that in the 1790s, slaves on Jamaica (who were primarily Africans)
missed more than 40 (15 per cent) of possible work days. Adult field hands were even
sicker, missing almost 20 per cent of work days, especially during the wetter months
when the labour of holing, dunging, and planting cane was heaviest. Sick days declined
in periods of lighter work such as weeding. Slaves on Barbados (who were mostly native-
born) averaged about 20 days lost to illness, half the rate for Jamaica. Virginia slaves
(also mostly native-born) were healthier, missing only 6 per cent (or a median of 12)
possible work days per annum, primarily in winter (Roberts, 2008). Late-eighteenth-
century Virginia planters were seldom chronically short-handed, as sugar planters often
were, so owners were less willing to sacrifice slaves’ health in order to make a crop.
Cold weather that affected older slaves (who accounted for a high proportion of the sick
days) most adversely was the primary cause of illness. Despite having low survival rates
as infants and poor health as children, the greater immunity the native-born possessed to
local diseases contributed to better health as adults.

The productivity debates

Overall, the number and length of work days and skeletal evidence suggest that slaves
were more productive than free labourers because they worked more intensely. Although
slaves toiled for long hours, their work days were about ten per cent shorter than those
of free northern farmers. Initially, economic historians attributed the productivity
difference to slaves doing synchronized work in organized gangs under a driver’s whip.
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The alternative task system protected the principle of slaves having time of their own. It
did not preclude redefinition of tasks or expansion of work demands that reduced
private time. When indigo was introduced as a new crop in the mainland low country,
where tasking was the customary arrangement, for example, it was usually raised by
gangs. By the mid-nineteenth century, the distinction between the two systems became
increasingly blurred, as some steps previously undertaken by gangs were turned
into tasks. In most cases, slaves preferred tasking because it allowed them more auton-
omy. Masters became more willing to make these tactical concessions because tasking
usually reduced supervision costs. The skeletal evidence suggests that what affected
productivity levels most was not whether slaves worked in gangs or in task work, but
how much they had to operate in work speedups, where they needed to expend greater
physical effort per hour (Morgan, 1988; Coclanis, 2000).

Better organization of work also contributed to productivity increases by meshing the
complex seasonal requirements of two or three staple crops, and by utilising off-season
labour in preparing and manuring fields, clearing land, and fencing. Slaves could cut
timber in winter when field chores were few. Slaves were also engaged in short-term
activities such as seine fishing. The labour of young, old, and partially disabled slaves
was turned to spinning thread and weaving cloth; helping with processing crops such as
coffee, corn, and tobacco; and picking cotton, all tasks that did not require strength.
Planters found that they could minimize the cost of maintaining the workforce by
incorporating more self-sufficient activities — for example, on Barbados raising more
provisions to reduce expensive food imports, and on Chesapeake grain farms and lower-
south cotton plantations raising and processing cotton, flax, and wool. These tasks could
be fitted, in whole or in part, into slack periods in primary staple cultivation cycles, and
much of the labour was assigned to slaves too young, old, or sick to perform efficiently
in the fields (Metzer, 1992).

Nonetheless, where overall productivity per worker (as measured by outputs of major
cash crops or gross agricultural revenue) rose, increased labour inputs accounted for
most of the gains. With the exception of tidal rice culture (which involved elaborate
systems of dikes, water-control devices, and pounding mills), of cotton ginning, and of
the Cuban sugar industry in the later nineteenth century, where large, capital-intensive,
mechanized mills were introduced, the contribution of increased capital investment in
the form of better tools or machines, improved livestock, and specialized buildings was
minimal in regions where slavery predominated.

Slave-owners in the seaboard southeast realized rising profits from diversified planta-
tions into the 1810s, after which period production levels stagnated. Contemporaries and
some modern-day historians have placed most of the blame on inefficient and unmoti-
vated slaves. Some of the more pronounced failures — that of tidewater Chesapeake grain
farms, for example — were nonetheless primarily due to environmental factors and the
climate of the US south. Agricultural improvers looking to England and to the Northern
United States did not fully appreciate that, because of environmental factors, systems of
continuous cultivation were poorly suited to the region (Helms, 2000).

Slavery and improving agriculture could be compatible, as can be seen in an exam-
ination of farming practices in Maryland’s Upper Eastern Shore, in the portions of
the Shenandoah Valley and western Maryland settled by eastern slaveholders, and in the
Bluegrass region of Kentucky. In these areas, planters cultivated a high percentage of their
land, and enslaved workers implemented integrated grass, grain, and livestock husbandry.
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The flat topography of the Eastern Shore and the fertile limestone soils of the western
areas enabled slave-owners fully to adopt intensified farming. Moreover, employing
slaves in southern industries was always profitable. Some historians, however, have
argued that problems inherent in using either all-slave or mixed-race workforces cur-
tailed industrial development and the adoption of new technologies. In the iron industry,
which in the United States was manned almost entirely by slaves, bondspeople were
sometimes able to turn initially established work quotas into customary tasks, thus
impeding efforts to increase outputs and to change technologies. On the other hand, the
high rates of absenteeism and worker turnover that hampered northern ironworks posed
fewer problems for managers of enslaved labour forces. In industries such as chemicals,
and in various crafts that employed enslaved people, free blacks, and free white labour-
ers, the refusal of whites to accept equal or subordinate status to blacks, whatever their
degree of skill, discouraged the advanced training of slaves and free blacks. The main
reason for limited employment of slaves in southern industries, however, was that in
urban industrial settings, free workers were readily available. In staple agriculture,
on the other hand, slaves could be forced to be markedly more productive in work that
free whites refused to do. Consequently, whenever staple prices rose, enslaved workers
were shifted out of industries and back into the fields (Dew, 1994; Bezis-Selfa, 1999).

Internal slave economies

How slaves worked for themselves is an important topic. Whether land was abundant or
scarce, whether labour was organized according to the task or gang system, whether
essential food crops were raised as part of regular work requirements (and whether these
were sufficient to meet at least basic caloric requirements) or whether the slaves had to
produce or procure them in their “leisure” time, all affected the nature of the internal
economy. During the phase of early settlement, when land clearing was crucial and the
culture of staple crops was just getting under way, raising sufficient corn or other star-
ches (and, on the mainland, livestock for minimal rations of meat) to feed plantation
workers was normal. As staple production intensified, the time labour-owners allocated
to cultivation of provisions was often minimized and was sometimes abandoned entirely
(Berlin and Morgan, 1991; McDonald, 1993; Hudson, 1997).

The extreme case was sugar. Slaves working in sugar were allotted provision grounds
on inferior parts of plantations, of small size on islands where land was scarce, and
larger but often at a distance from dwellings on islands where land was more abundant.
In the Chesapeake, as in societies where slaves were a small proportion of the popula-
tion, small garden plots were the norm, since the slaves received at least minimally
adequate corn and meat rations raised on the owners’ land and time. Masters might
impose other restrictions, such as prohibiting slaves from raising livestock other than
poultry and from growing the region’s staple crop. Some masters discouraged or pro-
scribed selling of produce to anyone other than the owners’ family through fear that
trading in provisions might serve as cover for trading in stolen goods, or that slaves
would procure too much alcohol (Walsh, 1995).

The greatest constraints on slaves’ independent production, however, were time and
energy. In regions where the gang system prevailed, slaves could work for themselves
only on Sundays and occasionally on Saturday afternoons. The task system theoretically
made more time available for enslaved people to work on their own account. Daily work
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quotas in tasking, however, were sometimes set so high that weaker workers were hard
pressed to complete them by nightfall. Under both systems, those with the most surplus
energy could make the most of the opportunities the internal economy afforded. Those
who benefited most were slaves with a spouse living on the same plantation, extended
families that included several members of productive age, and artisans exempted from
gang labour. By the mid-nineteenth century, slaves in the lower mainland south and in
Louisiana sometimes were able to accumulate stocks of hogs and cattle, and other
property, that they passed on to heirs. On the other hand, those who were sick, weak,
old, or not connected to an extended family were sometimes barely able to raise enough
food to sustain themselves, much less to earn money with which to purchase a few
non-essentials.

Occupations assigned in the master’s economy also played a central role in slaves’
standing within the internal plantation hierarchy. Those with privileged occupations
often received better rations, housing, clothing, larger allocations of provision grounds,
freedom from gang labour, and more chances for travel off the plantation. These privi-
leges enhanced status and allowed them to maintain their family better. More access to
the master’s or manager’s family offered better chances of having their children trained
for similar positions, thus transmitting status across generations. Ordinary field hands
were conversely disadvantaged in terms of time, energy, and chances for improving their
own or their children’s standing (McDonald, 1993; Hudson, 1997).

Garden plots and provision grounds offered slaves a chance to supplement meagre
rations with additional calories, and with fresh vegetables and fruits. They could raise
rice, yams, cowpeas, and okra that were not part of owner-provided rations. They also
adopted unfamiliar crops such as Irish potatoes that provided additional calories with a
minimum of labour. Archaeologists have demonstrated, through analysis of faunal
remains, that slaves improved a diet low in meat by hunting and trapping small game
animals, by catching fish in waterways near their quarters, and by harvesting shellfish.
More infrequent analyses of botanical remains demonstrate a similar heavy reliance on
wild fruits and vegetables used both for food and for medicine (Berlin and Morgan,
1991; Carney, 2001).

Slave-owners and slaves continually fought over how much time slaves could spend
working in their own time, and over what enslaved people could do with the fruits of
their own labour. When prices fell, slave-owners tried to cut out-of-pocket costs
by shifting more responsibility for self-provisioning onto the slaves. When prices rose,
they sought to increase profits by forcing slaves to work more hours to make bigger
crops. Some Virginia slaves, for example, were required in the mid-eighteenth century to
sell enough produce every year to buy cloth for a second shirt. In late-eighteenth-century
Jamaica, if bondspeople did not voluntarily raise enough food to provision themselves,
they were compelled to work provision grounds on Sundays in labour gangs supervised
by a driver (Morgan, 1998).

Trade disruptions during the American Revolution changed the work routines of
slaves throughout the British Empire. On the mainland, planters drastically cut back on
production of staple crops or dropped them altogether. To compensate for the absence
of imported manufactures, slaves in the Upper and Lower South raised cotton, produced
cloth, and made shoes and salt. Some slaves in the West Indies were ordered to raise
cotton, and, more critically, almost all were set to raising food crops, since the cut-off of
the provisioning trade with the mainland could (and sometimes did) lead to starvation.
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The average size of provision grounds was nearly doubled. Owners sought to compen-
sate for inadequate clothing allotments or food rations by allowing slaves more time to
work their gardens and to engage in hunting, gathering, and income-producing crafts
such as basket- and broom-making. In a time when owners were most vulnerable, slaves
were able to expand their rights to produce and to market independently. After the war,
internal economies on the mainland grew dramatically, stimulated in part by unprece-
dented urban growth that raised demand for the vegetables, poultry, fish, shellfish, and
wild fruits that slaves could most readily raise or gather. Trading quickly shifted from
barter to a cash basis, which further facilitated exchanges and increased bondspeoples’
ability to purchase small amenities in country stores (Walsh, 1995; Roberts, 2008).

In the nineteenth century, slave-owners increasingly endorsed the internal economy as
a means of encouraging bondspeople to develop habits of “industry,” and as means of
reconciling them to slavery by urging them to buy into the system. Slaves were some-
times allowed to raise staples, such as cotton, that were marketed along with the
owners’ crops. They were more often paid for articles crafted in their leisure time or
for working on Sundays or holidays, and given cash rewards for good performance. By
mid-century, earnings in the informal economy in the American South were substantial.
Increased use of tasking in at least some steps in cultivation and processing of cotton,
coffee, and even sugar afforded more slaves time to participate in income-generating
activities (McDonald, 1993; Hudson, 1997).

Determining how far self-produced subsistence and earnings from the internal
economy improved slaves’ health and material culture is difficult. Documentary sources
tend to exaggerate the gains from independent production, and to gloss over those
who refused to participate or who lacked time and energy to raise enough to survive.
Demographic and anthropometric measures such as natural population increase and
height reveal an inverse correlation between health and high levels of self-subsistence.
The Digital Archaeological Archive of Comparative Slavery (www.daacs.org), a web-
based, consistently classified and measured database of artifacts and of the contexts
in which they were found on slave sites in the Chesapeake, the Carolinas, and the
Caribbean, offers another measure for comparing kinds and amounts of consumer goods
found in slave quarters, and of the various elements of slaves’ diets. Early results com-
paring sites in Virginia and Jamaica find higher levels of material amenities on mainland
sites, corroborating other types of evidence for inverse relationships between arduous
work in staple monoculture accompanied by requirements for high self-subsistence, and
comparatively better health and material comfort.

Conclusion

The work slaves did in the master’s economy was profoundly shaped by the require-
ments of the tropical and semi-tropical staples they raised. Work routines were far from
unchanging, however — as plantations matured, emphasis shifted from land-clearing
and virtual monoculture to greater diversity in both cash and subsistence crops. The
pan-Atlantic shift towards agricultural improvement initiated by large-scale planters,
beginning in the latter half of the eighteenth century, resulted in longer work days, work
speedups, and more encroachments on slaves’ free time. Profit almost always won out
over humanitarian impulses to ameliorate slavery. Modest technological innovations
redefined the nature and status of enslaved men’s work. Enslaved women experienced
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few benefits. Most enslaved women continued to be relegated to unremitting field
labour. But at the same time as slaves were forced to work harder to maintain or
increase their owners’ profits, they also managed to work more intensively and effec-
tively for themselves. Between 1750 and 1850, the internal economy expanded dramati-
cally, evolving from barter to a cash basis, and increasingly responding and connected to
changes in the formal economy.
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7
THE DEMOGRAPHY OF SLAVERY

Richard Follett!

Introduction

The winding road to Codrington College climbs the steep cane-covered hills to the oldest
Anglican seminary in the New World. Within earshot of the eighteenth-century college
buildings, Atlantic waves crash into Conset Bay on Barbados’ rugged eastern coastline.
Christopher Codrington bequeathed his Barbadian estates in 1710 to the Society for the
Propagation of the Gospel. At his death, he empowered the Society to establish a mis-
sionary seminary on the Codrington estates, and to manage his large sugar plantations
and the 300 enslaved people upon them. Codrington’s wishes, however, were only partly
fulfilled. While the buildings rose, the slave population of the Codrington plantations
underwent massive decline. Low birth rates, infant and adult death, and widespread
disease so debilitated the slave population that, despite purchasing 450 additional slaves
from 1712 to 1761, the total number of slaves on the Codrington plantations numbered
190 in 1760. Every year, the Society bought dozens of Africans from slave traders in
Bridgetown, but the number of births and new acquisitions failed to keep pace with
death on the plantation. Young and old, African and creole succumbed to tropical
disease and to the physical rigors of New World slavery (Bennett, 1958: 1-3, 52, 61).
The experience of the enslaved population on the Codrington plantations was
replicated on thousands of estates throughout the Caribbean from the seventeenth to
nineteenth centuries. Death defined plantation America, and its omnipresence encour-
aged slaveholders to be callous about life. Planters and slaves lived on the “threshold of
death” and, as Vincent Brown observes, “in one of history’s greatest episodes of creative
destruction”, the vibrant, profitable economies of New World slavery ultimately “con-
sumed its inhabitants”. On the Codrington estates, as elsewhere in tropical America,
frequent death winnowed the slave population, particularly among the newly arrived,
but the slaveholders’ predilection for males also ensured an unnaturally small population
of women. There were accordingly fewer babies, and those infants faced a range of
infections that killed regularly. Children who survived their infant years embarked on a
life where the slaveholder’s lash drove them to toil long hours in desolate conditions.
That labor was undertaken with a diet inadequate in nutrients, minerals, and calories to
ward off infection or to fuel the basic energy requirements of cane work. Death, disease,
and destruction dictated life, and only frequent acquisitions from the Atlantic slave trade
sustained the population. With mortality ranging between 5 and 7.5 per cent on mid-
eighteenth-century sugar estates, Barbadian planter Henry Drax calculated that to
maintain an estate of 200 slaves required the acquisition of between 10 and 15 new
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hands annually. In no small measure, it was the persistent annual and daily fatalities
within the slave populations that spurred the volume and longevity of the Atlantic slave
trade (Brown, 2008: 57-58; Amussen, 2007: 96).

By 1761, the Society recognized the crippling financial cost of replacing the slave
population with new acquisitions. Having purchased hundreds of enslaved Africans,
the slave population was more than a third smaller than that bequeathed by Codrington.
As Archbishop Thomas Secker observed, “I have long wondered and lamented that the
Negroes in our plantations decrease, & new Supplies become necessary continually.
Surely this proceeds, from some Defect, both of Humanity, & even of good policy.”
Secker’s point was well made; the Society’s policy of acquiring two males for every
female was culpable for the slave population’s incapacity to grow by natural means, and
the reliance on “unseasoned” African imports ensured that, on average, one in every two
new recruits died within the first three years of Caribbean slavery. Slaveholders recog-
nized the expense of child-rearing (the reduction in physical labor when relatively more
women were acquired, the loss of field-labor by mothers, and the cost of raising children
to maturity, many of whom would die in childhood), though once the price of slaves
began to rise sharply in the 1760s, planters saw a potential cost advantage in encoura-
ging child birth among the enslaved rather than buying new African slaves. From 1780 to
1807, the cost of purchasing a male slave within the British West Indies rose by
141 per cent, almost three times the relative increase in the price of the primary export,
raw sugar. Planters responded in kind, ameliorating conditions and encouraging
population growth. As the Surveyor General William Senhouse observed of the planters’
new-found enlightened self-interest, “the owner’s humanity will in a few years be amply
rewarded by a valuable increase in his property”. Senhouse proved prescient in his
commentary. Slightly improved food, medical treatment, and care of the new-born on
the Codrington estates soon paid dividends as the number of infant mortalities decreased
and the gender balance of slave population gradually stabilized. By 1792 women were
in the majority, and by the turn of the century births surpassed deaths. After 70 years
of Society management, the slave population on the Codrington estates was finally
growing by natural means (Bennett, 1958: 89, 96; Eltis et al., 2005: 680; Handler and
Lange, 1978: 84).

The demographic transition experienced on the Codrington plantations was early
within the context of West Indian slavery. It was not, however, exceptional. Across
the Caribbean, though at different times and rates, population dynamics shifted from
low fertility and high mortality toward relative demographic stability from the late
eighteenth to mid-nineteenth centuries. At the same time, the slave populations became
increasingly creolized or American-born. This in turn had a positive long-term effect on
birth rates, as the creole born gradually equalized the imbalanced sex ratios of the
eighteenth century. Since American-born slaves tended to have a relatively stronger
immunological response to New World tropical diseases than newly arrived Africans,
mortality rates also began to fall. In Barbados, this demographic transition was well
advanced by 1800, but the abolition of British slave trading from 1808 forced West
Indian planters to pay greater attention to child-births and natural increase. Progress,
however, advanced unevenly and sporadically. In fact, between 1807 and 1834, the slave
population of the British West Indies declined from 770,000 to 665,000. The expansion
of cane sugar plantation agriculture through the first three decades of the nineteenth
century in Jamaica, and particularly in the newly acquired cane colonies of Trinidad,

120



THE DEMOGRAPHY OF SLAVERY

Tobago, and Demerara-Essequibo, hampered the prospects of demographic growth in
the British Caribbean. No other crop was produced under such physically exhaust-
ing conditions as sugar. Long shifts, gang labor, and night work characterized life on a
sugar plantation and distinguished it from the relatively less demanding regimes asso-
ciated with coffee, cotton, pimento, cocoa, or food provisioning. Although the rate of
natural increase rose on those estates where material or laboring conditions improved,
the erosive effect of high adult and infant mortality on the cane estates (particularly
in the “new” sugar colonies) undermined the positive effect of amelioration long
into the nineteenth century. Thus, despite the introduction of pro-natalist policies
and the increased number of women within the slave population, it was not until the
1840s (a full decade following emancipation) that the black population of Jamaica
finally began to show positive growth. The demographic histories of Jamaica and
Barbados differed, but the gradual rise in the number of women and creole born
within the slave labor forces created a pattern of marginal (though positive) natural
growth for the nineteenth-century slave populations (Higman, 1984: 72-78, 307-78;
1995: 134-35).

If gradual demographic stability characterized the last decades of British West Indian
slavery, the most striking aspect of the eighteenth-century slave systems was their failure
to create self-sustaining populations. The combination of low natality and high mortal-
ity bequeathed a devastating demographic legacy throughout tropical America. Almost
one in four Africans sold into slavery, nearly four million people, were destined for
Brazil from 1700—1850, yet Brazilian planters counted just 1.5 million slaves in the 1872
census. Cuba, an island economy that converted to cane sugar and coffee monoculture in
the 1790s, imported some 780,000 slaves between 1790 and 1867, but in 1862 just 370,000
slaves resided on the island. Neighboring Jamaica and Saint Domingue fared no better.
Jamaica imported over one million slaves, mostly between 1700 and 1807, but by 1832
just 312,876 were registered on the colonial returns. In Saint Domingue, almost 800,000
slaves were imported from 1680 to 1777, though the slave population numbered no more
than 290,000 by the end of that period (Bergad, 2007: 96-97; Bergad et al., 1995: 38;
Higman, 1995: 54; Hall, 1971: 14).

The United States, however, stood apart. Before Congress prohibited American
involvement in the Atlantic slave trade in 1808, some 360,000 slaves were imported to
the United States and its colonial antecedents. Less than 4 per cent of the entire volume
of the Atlantic slave trade entered the United States, but by 1860, 3.95 million slaves
lived in the American South. The rate of population growth was exceptional. In 1810,
some 1.1 million slaves resided on American soil, but by 1825, the US was the largest
slaveholding nation on Earth. Slavery in the American South was exceptional on several
levels: the nineteenth-century slave population grew swiftly (without reliance on
the international slave trade), practically every slave in 1860 was creole born, and
the growth of US slavery underpinned the rapid emergence of American cotton, culti-
vated by native-born African-American slaves from the Carolinas to Texas. It was, in
turn, the value of their cotton and slaves that made American slaveholders stalwart
defenders of chattel bondage. The American slave population boomed because of even
sex ratios, comparatively low infant and adult mortality, a substantially higher birth
rate than death rate, and high levels of per capita food consumption (a scenario
shared with the British Bahamas, where the slave population also expanded naturally).
Conditions elsewhere in the tropics nonetheless remained dismal, irrespective of the
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pro-natalist policies exhibited in the British West Indies and in Cuba (Eltis, 2001: 45;
Fogel, 1989: 123-32).

As Charles Pennell, the British Consul in Salvador, Bahia noted in 1827, “the annual
mortality on many sugar plantations is so great that unless their numbers are augmented
from abroad the whole slave population would become extinct in the course of about
twenty years”. The proprietors, Pennell concluded, “act on the calculation that it is
cheaper to buy male slaves than to raise Negro children”. By 1832, the rate of decline
within the Brazilian slave population stood at 5 per cent per year, ensuring that if no
additional purchases were made, the slave force would be reduced to half its size in
seven years. The factors eroding the slave population’s capacity to expand were not
dissimilar to those on the Codrington estates a century earlier. There was a high
proportion of males to females, exacerbated by male-orientated gender ratios within
the international and inter-regional slave trade. In addition, crude birth rates hovered
at about 34 per 1000, while death rates of between 47 and 65 per 1000 were not
uncommon in the plantation belts of Bahia, a prime location for newly arrived Africans
for the first half of the nineteenth century. Infant mortality and the death of recently
imported Africans, furthermore, contributed to the demographic phenomenon Pennell
described. Indeed, so high were the prospects of morbidity among Brazilian slaves
that life expectancy at birth was 18.3 years for males, almost half of that of US slaves
(35.5) in 1850 (Schwartz, 1985: 365-71; Eltis and Engerman, 1993: 310-12; Graham,
2004: 299).

Sugar and slavery

Of the New World plantation crops (sugar, coffee, tobacco, rice, and cotton), the
cultivation and manufacture of cane sugar was the most extensive and demographically
destructive. From its northerly outcrop in Louisiana to its southern extremes in Brazil,
sugar, suffering, and death were synonymous terms. As Clement Caines of St Kitts
observed, “the excess of toil, which our field slaves are obliged to ensure, brings on
premature infirmity and decay”. One former slave in Louisiana’s sugar belt put it more
bluntly, “it like a heathen part o’ de country”. Physical labor was common to all slave
systems, but it was the intensity of labor required to harvest cane that made the sugar
colonies so dreaded. Throughout the Caribbean, harvest lasted for five to six months,
commencing in December and culminating in May. During that period, enslaved work-
ers toiled from early morning to evening, cutting the cane and transporting it to the
sugar mill, where operators (mostly male slaves) ground the canes, expressing the juice
from within the sucrose-rich shoots and collecting the syrup. This was then reduced in a
series of open kettles and finally transferred to coolers, where the molten sugar granu-
lated and drained. The production process was sequential and relied on speed, discipline,
and team work. Since practically every sugar estate possessed both milling and manu-
facturing facilities on one self-contained site, the intense pattern of harvest work was
replicated both island-wide and regionally. Crop over, the enslaved conducted plantation
maintenance, cultivated the growing canes, and dug cane holes for planting new sugar
canes in October and November (Goveia, 1980: 234; Follett, 2005: 46).

The intensity of sugar work reached its nadir in the nineteenth-century sugar colonies,
where high labor:land ratios were employed to maximize output, and where steam-
powered sugar mills introduced a semi-mechanized cadence to plantation life. In Cuba
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and Louisiana, planters rationalized the practice of night work, introducing labor shifts
that ensured the mills never stopped turning and the evaporation kettles kept simmering.
As John Wurdemann observed on his tour of the nineteenth-century Cuban sugar fields,
the slaves were permitted but five hours sleep daily, their bodies appearing as “mere
skeletons” from overwork. They were quite simply “worn out”, one commentator
recalled. On the Mesopotamia Estate in western Jamaica, hard labor in sugar increased
mortality appreciably. Between 1736 and 1762, absentee planter Joseph Foster Barham
purchased 168 new people, mainly Africans, to labor on his large sugar estate. But by
1762, most of these men and women were dead. In fact, almost 290 slaves had died
during that period, or more than 11 per year. Others survived, but only just. One quarter
of the adults inventoried in 1762 were described as non-working invalids; there were not
even enough prime-aged slaves (in their twenties to thirties) for effective sugar produc-
tion. Although some of the Africans died from tropical diseases contracted during the
first two years in Jamaica, the frequency of early fatalities and broken health suggests
that the managers of Mesopotamia were driving their slaves to death. Women probably
fared the worst. As one recent study of fecundity (the biological capacity for reproduc-
tion) among slave women in Louisiana’s cane belt indicates, the sugar regime exacted a
serious toll on the capacity of slave women to conceive and carry births to term.
Extreme physical labor and inadequate nutrition prompted delayed menarche, irregular
menstrual cycles, amenorrhea, and weight loss. This in turn depressed the number of live
births, as even modest weight loss contributes to ovarian dysfunction. In all probability,
slave women also suffered from luteal phase progesterone deficiency, itself triggered
by heavy labor. Progesterone deficiency ensures that the womb is unsupportive for the
successful implantation and sustained growth of the fertilized egg. At Mesopotamia,
progesterone deficiency may have been partly culpable for the high number of mis-
carriages recorded. From 1762 to 1831, almost the half the recorded pregnancies ended in
miscarriage, stillbirth, or the death of infants within a few days of birth. Facing a lethal
combination of overwork, physical punishment, and dietary deficiencies, and quite pos-
sibly wishing to save their unborn children from the horrors of bondage, some women
committed abortion. However culturally significant self-induced abortion was for slave
parents, it is improbable that it made a substantial impact on slave population growth.
Far more significant was the material nature of sugar work and the epidemiological
conditions that contributed to the low natality recorded among Caribbean slave women
(Hall, 1971: 18; Fraginals, 2001: 287; Dunn, 2007: 46—47; Follett, 2008: 54-78; Morgan,
2006: 248-51).

If the sugar regime impaired the reproductive capacity of women, it was the persis-
tently high death rates among sugar-working slaves that stopped populations from
increasing naturally. In nineteenth-century Cuba, for instance, death rates remained
high, with more than 5 per cent of active workers dying annually. Although fertility
rates improved (once slaveholders began to import substantial numbers of slave women),
the gross death rate was, Manuel Moreno Fraginals observes, “the logical end-product of
the work system on the plantations”. It was, moreover, high enough to erase the pro-
natalist policy in Cuba. In neighboring Jamaica, on the eve of emancipation, the sugar
regime continued to be deadly. There were 22.7 births per 1000, yet 35.1 deaths per 1000
on the island’s sugar estates, a natural decrease of —12.4. Elsewhere, there were 25.1
births to 23.3 deaths, giving a modest increase of 1.8 on Jamaican coffee farms and 25.9
births to 23.8 deaths (an increase of 2.1) on pimento estates. Sugar, however, was so
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dominant in the island’s economy that, irrespective of positive population growth in
other crop-combinations, the Jamaican slave population shrank by —8.6 from 1829 to
1832. The odds of survival for slaves laboring on sugar estates were also lower than
for slaves of any other type of plantation. In nineteenth-century Trinidad, the odds of
survival for an adult male slave on a cotton plantation were twice those for a sugar
estate and 1.7 times greater than on a cocoa farm (Fraginals, 1977: 193-97; Higman,
1995, 123; John, 1988: 116).

Even when compared with European cities, where chronic ill health plagued
the poorest residents, the demographic experience of the Caribbean sugar islands is
striking. Mortality rates in industrial Europe were high, but much lower than those
on Jamaican cane estates. By the 1870s, death rates in Manchester and Liverpool
reached 28.4 and 26.1 per 1000 and surpassed 30 per 1000 in the first decade of the
twentieth century. Elsewhere in Europe, birth rates (35-40 per 1000) outstripped death
rates (23-28 per 1000) by a considerable margin. Death rates in industrializing Bremen
were thus no worse than a West Indian coffee plantation, but were compensated by
buoyant birth rates. On Caribbean sugar estates, by contrast, death rates were dreadful,
as were the feeble birth rates. Indeed, had the slave population of the United States
ultimately mirrored the devastating losses of the West Indian sugar regime, it is probable
that of the one million slaves in 1800, no more than 180,000 would have been alive
at the start of the nineteenth century. In Europe (and among American slaves too),
relatively buoyant birth rates sustained population growth, but in the Caribbean, low
birth rates and high death rates combined to produce demographic decline (Vogele, 1999:
86, 89; Livi-Bacci, 1986: 435; Lee and Marschalk, 2000: 379-86; Fogel and Engerman,
1974 29).

Sex ratios and demography

Although the demands of labor placed a heavy burden on slaves, the imbalanced sex
ratios associated with the Atlantic slave trade and New World sugar production imposed
a further demographic restraint on population growth. From the late seventeenth to
nineteenth centuries, the demand for male African labor by Euro-American planters
created a slave population characterized by sexual imbalance, a relatively small number
of women, and low fertility rates. At the outset of the plantation revolution in the
late seventeenth century, slave traders dispatched relatively gender-balanced cargoes of
Africans to the Americas, but as staple-crop production intensified in the early
eighteenth century, so too did the planters’ reliance on male labor. From 1715 to 1792,
males outstripped females by 179:100 in the French slave trade, and this pattern was
replicated elsewhere. Between 1764 and 1788, for instance, British slave traders to
Jamaica shipped 165 males per 100 females, while Portuguese officials in north-eastern
Brazil recorded sex ratios of 166:100 between 1756 and 1788. By the close of the century,
Spanish vessels en route for Havana trafficked sex ratios of 2.2 enslaved males for every
female. The number of children sold into Atlantic slavery oscillated by African region,
the slave trader’s nationality, and chronology, but throughout the eighteenth century,
children represented between 20 and 30 per cent of all slave crews. A typical French slave
ship in the eighteenth century, sailing from the Bight of Benin or Loango on the coast of
Congo to the sugar plantations of Martinique and Saint Domingue, carried beneath its
decks a frightened, alienated, and diverse cargo. Almost half (47.4 per cent) of the
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enslaved on that vessel were men, 26 per cent were women, and 26.6 per cent were
children (Geggus, 1989: 23-29; Eltis and Engerman, 1992: 237-57; Nwokeji and Eltis,
2002: 202).

Planters demonstrated their broad preference for men by paying a 10 to 20 per cent
premium for male slaves. That price differential closed once planters began to emphasize
the reproductive possibilities of acquiring females, but even in New Orleans in 1859, the
average price of a male aged 16-20 was US$1596, compared with $1395 for a similarly
aged woman. Driven by sugar planters’ preference for male slaves, the price of male and
female labor in the lower Mississippi valley reflected the continuing effect of age and
gender selectivity on population dynamics even as late as the mid-nineteenth century.
Throughout the Louisiana sugar belt, planters privileged youth, brawn, and reproductive
potential, with young men constituting approximately 60 per cent of all adult sugar
workers in the cane fields. By 1860, adult males outnumbered females (age 15-49) in the
leading sugar-producing parishes by 28,205 to 19,946. To supply this highly gendered
and age-distorted demand, traders transported thousands of slaves from the upper to the
lower South, selling males aged 25 and women aged 22 at a premium. The impact of
such gender-selective purchasing in Louisiana led to slave populations with relatively few
women and children. High levels of mortality associated with the rigors of the sugar
regime thinned the ranks of slave population still further, ensuring that the region’s
plantations suffered natural decrease of about 13 per cent per decade. Thus, in contrast
to the rest of the USA, where in 1860 there were 1320 enslaved children (aged 0-9 years)
per 1000 women (aged 15—49), there were 922 children per 1000 females in the sugar
region. The impact was demographically disastrous. In fact, had Louisiana’s slave
population broadly mirrored that of the rest of the American South (with its equitable
sex ratios and high fertility rate), there would have been 13,500 more children living in
the sugar parishes in 1860. By contrast, there was a relative dearth of children. In the
sugar-growing parishes that follow the snaking course of the Mississippi River, males
outnumbered females by 13,565 to 10,677 in 1860. There were 7792 children aged 0-14,
or 32 per cent of the entire slave population. In Dallas County, Alabama, by contrast
(located within the cotton belt), the slave population numbered 12,907 males and 12,853
females. In this population there were 10,752 children, or approximately 42 per cent of
the county’s enslaved population. The imbalanced sex ratios associated with sugar work
in Louisiana and elsewhere thus compromised fertility rates and lowered the total
number of children born, while overwork-induced miscarriage and high levels of infant
death additionally cut into the slave population’s capacity to increase? (Higman, 199S:
192; Bergad et al., 1995: 71-73; Tansey, 1982: 167; Kotlikoff, 1992: 34, 42—45; Tadman,
2000: 1549-50).

Louisiana’s demographic record mirrored that of the eighteenth-century Caribbean,
where imbalanced sex ratios closely reflected the gender-specific nature of the inter-
national slave trade and the planters’ desire for male labor. These factors were structural
impediments to population growth. First, the importation of men exacerbated the pro-
blem of low fertility. Second, mortality (particularly among African imports) remained
so high that populations declined, irrespective of slave acquisitions. And third, it was the
continual restocking of plantation communities with newly enslaved African males
that slowed the emergence of a creole-born population. At Mesopotamia, Jamaica, only
the acquisition of some 423 African- and Jamaican-born slaves between 1762 and 1831
sustained the population. Between those years, estate officials recorded 410 live births
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(from 504 females), but 749 fatalities forced Joseph Foster Barham II, the absentee
proprietor, to buy slaves in Kingston. The owners of Worthy Park, another Jamaican
sugar plantation, similarly watched their slave population wither from the now familiar
combination of low birth rates and stubbornly high mortality. When Rose Price assumed
management of the estate in 1791, the population of Worthy Park numbered 357.
The preceding decade, however, had seen deaths surpass births by almost 2:1. Only the
acquisition of 225 slaves from 1792-93, at the cost of £13,472, enabled the slave force to
expand. Yet despite massive investment, death rates soared to 5.7 per cent. The newly
acquired Africans, especially the Congolese, succumbed to dysentery and a range of
newly acquired infections that flourished among the enslaved. By 1793, after three years
of “seasoning”, Price calculated that almost one-quarter of the new African slaves had
died. All told, 115 slaves had perished on the estate during his residency. Had Price
looked to the 174 slave women who had reached or passed their child-bearing years by
May 1795, the slaveholder would have found little cause for comfort. Only 89 of the
women had given birth in recent years, but of these, 70 had lost one or more children
to miscarriage or early death. Of the 352 pregnancies recorded on Worthy Park,
live births totaled 275, indicating a miscarriage rate of 1:4.6 births. In addition to the
77 miscarriages, 116 of the offspring were dead by 1795, leaving just 159 children alive
on Rose Price’s register. The low birth rates at Worthy Park thus derived from
the relatively small number of women engaged in childbearing, persistent miscarriage
(and there are probably many more unrecorded incidences of early fetal loss), infant
death, and possibly lower levels of fertility among newly acquired African women.
Relatively widespread syphilis might account for the high numbers of stillbirths, but
above all, it was the combination of low fertility and high mortality that suppressed
growth at Worthy Park (Dunn, 1987: 797; Craton and Walvin, 1970: 130-34; Craton,
1978: 87; Jacobi et al., 1992: 145-58).

Skewed sex ratios and low fertility compromised the capacity for population growth,
but in areas where women equaled the number of men, and where a creole population
of native-born slaves emerged, the conditions for natural increase improved. In the
North American colonies, sex ratios in the Chesapeake and South Carolina reached
parity by 1700 and with that, the number of children also began to increase. In
Maryland, child:woman ratios rose from 106 (children per 100 women) in the 1680s to
140 in 1700. Further south in Virginia, the slave population began to grow naturally
by the 1720s. Sex ratios among newborns were roughly equal, ensuring a stable demo-
graphic base for the next generation. Equally significant, many of these children survived
into adulthood. Even in South Carolina, where a large number of African males were
imported in the 1730s and in the 1750s and 1760s, the rate of natural increase reached
1.5 per cent by the 1770s. Such demographic growth ultimately enabled American
planters to be less reliant on the international slave trade than their compatriots in the
Caribbean sugar islands. In colonial North American slave societies, the role of native-
born bondswomen proved central to demographic growth. These bondswomen lived
longer, were healthier, and were more likely to have children at a younger age than their
African parents. Creole women usually conceived their first child in their late teens, had
relatively short birth intervals, and could expect to bear eight or nine children. Recently
enslaved West Africans, by contrast, began child-rearing later than the creole-born, they
breastfed for longer (availing of the contraceptive effect of breastfeeding), and thus
experienced birth intervals of between 36 and 48 months. African-born women
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accordingly had smaller families than their creole-born counterparts (Morgan, 1998:
80-95; Klein and Engerman, 1978: 368-71).

Creolization and greater gender equity, however, did not guarantee population
increase. On the Mesopotamia Estate, plantation managers addressed the skewed
gender imbalance by acquiring Jamaican-born family units. By 1809, over 80 per cent of
Mesopotamia slaves were creole-born. Despite Barham’s attention to pro-natalism
(women were in the majority in every age group above 14 and especially in the prime
childbearing age, 20-29), birth rates were feeble (18.9 per 1000) while death rates
averaged 34.5 per 1000. Once again, low fertility was a result of working in sugar. As
elsewhere in the late eighteenth-century Caribbean, bondswomen at Mesopotamia were
relegated to unskilled manual labor. Women conducted two-thirds of the field work on
Barham’s estate, toiling through the four-month harvest, and conducting the burdensome
task of cane holing (whereby slaves prepared the soil for cane planting) by hand. Slave
women did the heaviest manual labor conceivable and this, in turn, compromised their
fecundity. Of the 200 women who lived on this estate from 1799-1818, about 55 per cent
had children, and those who did so had relatively small families. The reasons for this
were many. Women on Mesopotamia lived relatively short lives (at age 17 a female
could expect to live until 31), they may have practiced African child-rearing habits
(longer birth intervals), and they suffered from chronic malnutrition (with associated
fetal, neonatal, and infant death). On Mount Airy, a Virginia plantation raising wheat
and corn, the picture was almost entirely reversed. There the birth rate was 39.8 per
1000, while the death rate of 20.6 per 1000 was considerably smaller than that of
Mesopotamia. Slave women at Mount Airy could expect to live to 39, two-thirds of all
women had children, and those mothers had an average of 6.4 births. Mesopotamia
mothers, by contrast, had on average 3.1 live births. The actual percentage of women on
Mesopotamia was in fact slightly higher than on Mount Airy, but what fundamentally
distinguished the two plantations was the nature of labor. At Mesopotamia, it was sugar
work, conducted mainly by women, that physically debilitated slaves; while at Mount
Airy, the less onerous duties associated with mixed farming fell mainly on males.
Elsewhere in the Caribbean, where women were the majority or near majority of the
population by the 1780s, populations did not grow naturally. On the La Barre plantation
in Saint Domingue, for instance, where women became a majority of the population
between 1790 and 1796, improvements in birth rates were negligible. At Galbaud du
Fort, a sugar plantation on the Léogane plain in western Saint Domingue, where the
slave population rose from 120 to 190 over the course of the eighteenth century,
the number of births remained depressingly low: just two to three per annum. The
contrasting experience of Virginia and Caribbean slave women forcefully underscores
the impact of crop type on slave demography. Even in the sugar islands, the age—sex
profile of the increasingly creolized population should have created robust positive
increase. But it did not. The slave population at Mesopotamia ultimately declined from
364 in 1799 to 309 in 1818; the reasons were multi-causal, but the hard labor associated
with the cultivation of sugar lay at the axis of demographic decline (Dunn, 1977: 4146,
54, 57; Moitt, 2001: 32, 91).

Significantly, in locations where cane sugar was not the primary crop, slave popula-
tions increased, particularly when balanced sex ratios and creole majorities existed. Such
were the conditions in the Minas Gerais region of Brazil, where the economy shifted
from gold mining (performed by males) to a diversified economy based on mixed
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farming, ranching, coffee, and domestic textiles (conducted by men and women) in the
nineteenth century. In this location, sex ratios narrowed from 201 males per 100 females
in 1786 to 135:100 in 1855. The number of African-born within the slave population
similarly declined to 7.6 per cent in 1872, despite the maintenance of international slave
trading until mid-century. Creolization and improved sex ratios created the basis for
population growth, but relatively high fertility rates ensured lots of children. Even by
1820, the number of enslaved children (aged 0-9 years) per 1000 women (aged 15-45)
was 1230, slightly fewer than the 1482 in the American South, but significantly higher
than the 560 children (aged under 10) to women (aged 15-49) in three Sio Paulo slave-
holding districts where coffee cultivation expanded and the importation of male slaves
continued apace in the 1820s. The relatively high slave fertility rates documented in the
Minas Gerais sharply distinguished the region from the specialized mono-crop export
economies of the Caribbean or Bahia, where sugar held sway and where laboring and
living conditions were very harsh. By contrast, in the Minas Gerais, the slave population
grew by natural means and without reliance on the African slave trade. The demo-
graphic history of the Minas Gerais was among the only cases in Latin America and the
Caribbean where the slave population expanded in ways not dissimilar to that of the
United States (Bergad, 1999: 105-7, 142—44, 219; Barickman, 1998: 155-61).

Sugar cultivation reaped a grim harvest, but the epidemiological conditions on
Caribbean plantations made life short, miserable, and deadly. Sickness was not confined
to the “hott-houses” or plantation hospitals. As estate manager Thomas Thistlewood
discovered, semi-permanent ill-health defined life among the living, too. On Egypt
Plantation in western Jamaica, where Thistlewood worked in the 1750s and 1760s, one-
third of the slaves were either ill or disabled. At Galbaud du Fort in Saint Domingue,
between 20 and 25 slaves in a workforce of between 160 and 180 were similarly hospi-
talized through ill-health. In much of tropical America, the general health of the slaves
was abysmally low. At least one in ten were sick, though these figures rose particularly
after the exertions of the harvest season. Even in the climatically and epidemiologically
mild American South, slaves complained of tooth decay, rickets, skin lesions, syphilis,
tuberculosis, and pneumonia. Bio-archeological investigation of the osteological remains
of slaves in Jamaica, Barbados, and Maryland confirm the physical stresses of slavery.
Chronic periodontal disease associated with severe vitamin D, C and calcium deficiency
plagued slaves. Males and females showed evidence of anemia and osteomyelitis
(bacterial infection of bones), while tibial bowing (due to poor childhood nutrition) and
arthritis affected many. Diarrhea (exacerbated by vitamin A and thiamine deficiency)
weakened the enslaved still further, as did geo-helminths such as the intestinal round-
worms and threadworms (Ascaris and Trichuris), which instigated the coughing
and bronchial complaints (caused by worm larvae passing through the lungs) and the
stomach pains and bouts of diarrhea that slaves so frequently complained of. Lymphatic
filariasis (or elephantiasis, a disorder of the lymphatic system with associated swelling)
was known as “Barbados leg” and was transmitted to humans by mosquitoes carrying
the larvae of parasitic worms. Leprosy and yaws similarly afflicted slaves, as did con-
genital syphilis, which may have affected one in ten enslaved people. Chigoe fleas made
working barefoot a dangerous occupation. The fleas burrowed into feet, causing ulcers
and the loss of toes that made the slaves, James Grainger MD clinically observed,
“less useful upon a plantation”. Many of these illnesses were not fatal in themselves,
but they so debilitated enslaved Africans that they frequently fell prey to more
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lethal infection. Grainger labeled the Caribbean “the Torrid Zone”, and for those inca-
pacitated by the rigors of slavery, life was both torrid and distressingly painful (Burnard,
2004: 182; Debien, 1974: 319; Wood and Clayton, 1985: 100-102; Savitt, 1978: 49-80;
Corruccini et al., 1987: 183; Armstrong and Fleischman, 2003: 55-61; Kiple, 1984: 71-74,
95-102; 136—43; Hutson, 2005: 16, 19).

Diseases and diets

The misery slaves endured was made more taxing by the plethora of infectious diseases
they faced. On practically every New World plantation, three separate disease environ-
ments (tropical Africa, temperate Europe, and the American tropics) collided, facilitating
a rapid exchange of infection. Native Americans suffered in the first instance, their
population being decimated by Euro-Asian smallpox and measles, but the Europeans and
Africans who settled on the tropical and semi-tropical American lowlands had little
immunity to the epidemiological infections they now encountered. Chronic illnesses that
Africans brought with them, such as malaria and yellow fever, proved deadly to colonial
settlers and Amerindians alike. The stock British émigré to the colonies, “Johnny
New-Come”, quickly succumbed to tropical infection, dying at rates that occasionally
surpassed those of the enslaved. By the mid-eighteenth century, recent arrivals in
Jamaica could not expect to survive more than 13 years in the tropics. Their lives were
short, fragile, and punctuated by high infant mortality. Death and dislocation so ravaged
the white population that more than 50,000 European migrants were needed to increase
the white population of Jamaica by 5000. Those migrants also transported bacterial
pneumonia to the New World. Africans lacked immunity to these unfamiliar infections,
and in the crowded plantation huts respiratory illnesses and whooping cough pro-
liferated among the enslaved. Since immunity is, in most cases, acquired (through repe-
ated exposure) and not inherited, newly arrived Africans and Europeans faced especially
acute risks of mortal infection upon their arrival. Dysentery or the “bloody flux”
(characterized by bloody diarrhea) particularly afflicted those who had recently endured
the Middle Passage or who died soon after their arrival in the colonies. Both bacillary
and amebic dysentery were present in tropical Africa, the former killing many on the
slave ships, while the latter reached epidemic proportions on Caribbean estates, leading
to intestinal hemorrhage, peritonitis, and death. Between 25 and 50 per cent of newly
imported Africans died during the initial two to four years on the tropical American
plantations, euphemistically called the “seasoning” period. As many as half of these
deaths occurred during the first year, approximately 30 per cent of which were deaths
from amebic dysentery. Slaveholders replaced those who perished with new African
imports who, in turn, possessed little immunological resistance to the fevers that raged
on a New World plantation. The acquisition of creole-born slaves helped break the cycle
of seasoning deaths, but the low birth rates exhibited by slaves throughout the sugar
islands ensured that most planters relied on African imports (and not creoles) to sustain
their losses. Africans who boarded the slave ships were generally malnourished, and
within their bodies they transported a high degree of latent amebiasis to the Americas.
The low protein—high carbohydrate diet consumed by the enslaved, and the unsanitary
conditions aboard slave ships, exacerbated the spread of amebic dysentery, which, after
25-90 days’ incubation, surfaced on the plantations with devastating losses. The
slave and migrant trades accordingly functioned as disease vectors, transporting
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immunologically unprotected Africans and Europeans to the New World along with
the infectious parasitic diseases they carried with them. The scale and longevity of the
slave trade enhanced the communication of disease across the Atlantic, ensuring that for
several centuries, gastrointestinal and bronchial infections afflicted Afro-Caribbean slave
communities (Brown, 2008: 17; Burnard, 1994: 63-82; Sheridan, 1985: 1-11, 209-10;
Kiple, 1984: 59, 65, 71-73; Kiple and Higgins, 1992: 323-27).

At Worthy Park, the principal killers were dysentery, flux (diarrheal diseases),
yaws, and dropsy. Eighteenth-century medics commonly misdiagnosed the cause of death
and illness on many estates, but the overcrowding, poor sanitation, and proximity of
drinking water and earth closets (let alone the animal pens) enhanced the risks of para-
sitical infection. Dropsy, or fluid retention within the body, was also a significant cause
of reported death. One in ten slaves on Worthy Park died of the dropsy, a poorly
understood term that described hypertension but also wet or cardiac beriberi, a disease
that thrives among thiamine-deficient peoples. Yaws was similarly blamed for nine
deaths at Worthy Park, but these were possibly misdiagnosed cases of advanced, life-
threatening pellagra (including delirium and extreme physical wasting) or were mistaken
as leprosy (where bone or joint lesions occur). Africans were particularly susceptible to
pleurisy, tuberculosis (consumption), and various pulmonary infections to which they
had little immunological resistance. On Worthy Park alone, 15 slaves succumbed to
consumption, while on Newton Plantation in Barbados, one in eight deaths were tuber-
culosis-related. Smallpox proved a major killer until inoculation suppressed the disease,
but typhoid fever raged throughout tropical America and, along with pneumonia, it
was responsible for many of the slave “fever” deaths. During the nineteenth century,
cholera ravaged the Caribbean, killing 19,000 blacks and 4000 whites in the Havana
district in 1836. In 1855, cholera similarly struck Puerto Rico, killing 12 per cent of the
island’s slave population. Africans possessed some, though by no means complete,
immunity to falciparum malaria, yellow fever, and hookworm disease (the principal
afflictions of whites), but what made the Caribbean such a morbid location for the
enslaved was the combination of infectious and parasitic disease, heavy workloads,
and associated fatigue. These factors combined perniciously on sugar estates, where
tuberculosis, dropsy, and diarrheal disease contributed to unsanitary living conditions.
Overcrowded plantation villages similarly brought the slave population and their highly
contagious infections into physical proximity, but it was the poor and unvaried quality
of the slave diet and the epidemiological consequence of malnutrition that proved
lethal to generations of slaves (Craton, 1978: 19, 123-33; Kiple, 1984: 96-100, 138—46;
Figueroa, 2005: 74).

Slave diets were monotonous and unhealthy. On most estates, slaves received half a
pound of animal protein daily (salted fish, jerked beef, and pork) and a pint of cereal
(cornmeal or rice). Slaves supplemented this diet with plantains, yams, and vegetables
cultivated in their own provision grounds. This tedious diet sufficed for raw caloric
intake (approximately 3000 calories) but lacked nutritional balance. The beef—cornmeal
or fish—rice diets provided scarcely enough protein to maintain good health (83 or
88 per cent of the recommended daily allowance), the high salt content in the fish
or meat contributed to hypertension, and the fat content of the diet was chronically
low (especially for fish eaters), ensuring low intake of fat-soluble vitamin A. Despite
cooking in iron pots, slaves were also iron-deficient, and although vitamin C-rich
fruits were readily available, the slow cooking of meals destroyed most vitamin C.
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These inadequate nutritional intakes prompted poor health: diarrhea and night blindness
are symptomatic of vitamin A deficiency, anemia is related to low iron intake, while
bruising, slow wound recovery, loss of appetite, and scurvy indicate vitamin C defi-
ciency. Slaves also consumed inadequate levels of thiamine (particularly those consuming
rice), niacin and riboflavin (notably those eating corn), and calcium. The common dental
complaints among slaves derived from low calcium intake. Pellagra thrives among
niacin-deficient peoples, while beriberi is caused by thiamine deficiency. Most of the
vitamin and mineral deficiencies were not fatal, but in the case of pellagra and beriberi,
which were commonly misdiagnosed as yaws, leprosy, or dropsy, nutritional deficiencies
unleashed major killers. Even at non-life-threatening levels, pellagra would have led
to diarrhea, dermatitis, and dementia, while beriberi can either strike quickly (cardiac
failure) or slowly rob an individual of the energy required to conduct even the most
basic of tasks. At the very least, thiamine and niacin deficiency prompted fatigue, irrit-
ability, weight loss, depression, insomnia, and bowel complaints. They also made slaves
highly susceptible to typhoid fever (Kiple, 1984: 62, 76-103, 125-33, 145; Sheridan, 1985:
162-78).

Diets improved in the nineteenth century (leading to increases in the height of slaves,
notably in the USA and Cuba), but food supply in the eighteenth-century Caribbean was
intermittent and was marked by periods of scarcity and hunger followed by abundance.
Indeed the period from July to November was known as “the hungry season”, when
semi-starvation led to fatigue, body wasting, irritability, apathy, and introversion.
Whatever scant nutritional reserves the body could draw on were also shared by intest-
inal worms that grew restless without sufficient food, prompting abdominal pain,
swelling, and diarrhea among their hosts. For slave women, malnutrition additionally
led to amenorrhea, irregular menstrual cycles, and higher rates of miscarriage. When
combined with hard physical labor, maternal undernutrition slows fetal growth, harms
the development of the child’s immune system, and augments fetal, neonatal, and infant
mortality. Even in the nineteenth-century USA, where slaves were comparatively well fed
(4200 calories daily but lacking in key vitamins and nutrients), bondswomen delivered
children weighing 5.10 pounds at birth. American slave newborns were small com-
pared with the poorest populations of the developing world in the mid-twentieth cen-
tury, and it is probable that slave women on Caribbean sugar estates gave birth to still
smaller infants. Undernourished slave women, moreover, produced nutritionally inferior
(calcium- and thiamine-deficient) milk, and inadequate quantities of it (Fraginals, 2001:
310-14; Fogel, 1989: 132-38; Steckel, 1986: 182; Follett, 2003: 527-28).

The nutritional debt was thus transferred from mother to child, even before birth.
During their first year, infants were exposed not only to the nutritional deficiencies of
their mother’s milk, but to lethal infections that killed between one-third and half of
those born. In some cases, infant mortality increased to 65 per cent, wiping out any
gains accrued from an already negligible birth rate. At Codrington College, 10 of the
23 children born from 1743-48 had died by 1748, most perishing in their first year.
Infantile beriberi (prompted by maternal thiamine deficiency) and neonatal tetany
(triggered by depleted calcium reserves among nursing mothers) killed many newborns,
but it was lockjaw or neonatal tetanus (stemming from infection of the umbilical cord
stump) that was the primary cause of infant death during the first weeks of life.
Whooping cough, croup, and diphtheria similarly spread among the very young. Con-
genital syphilis among children kills between 25 and 50 per cent of those infected; given

131



RICHARD FOLLETT

the high level of infection in adults, it is probable that the broad medical terms used by
planters to describe childhood illnesses (consumption, dropsy, yaws, convulsions) actu-
ally masked syphilis. Malaria, too, represented a major danger to infants, for immunity
is acquired only by repeated exposure to the disease. Africans, of course, possessed some
inherited immunity via the genetic modification of red blood cells and the production of
sickle-shaped corpuscles, which are less readily parasitized by the malarial plasmodium.
Only one in four or five Africans possessed the sickle-cell trait (the same proportion
gaining malarial protection from G6PD deficiency), but when both parents of a child
possess the sickle-cell trait, then the odds are one in four that the child will develop
sickle-cell anemia, a life-threatening disease whose symptoms (fever, acute chest pain,
swelling, fatigue, jaundice) usually appear at about four months. Approximately one-
third of children who face an acute sickle-cell crisis die from stroke, others from
hypovolemic shock. Sickle-cell anemia victims are also highly susceptible to meningitis
and pneumonia (Moitt, 2001: 92; Bennett, 1958: 55; Jacobi et al., 1992: 154-55; Kiple,
1984: 14-17, 120-32, 148).

Slave infants who survived their first months faced still greater risks in weaning. The
cessation of breast milk and the lactose intolerance to bovine milk deprived slave chil-
dren of calcium, inducing tetany-related convulsions, shortened breath, and larynx and
joint spasms which afflicted babies during teething. Calcium- and vitamin D-deficient
children also suffered from rickets, while post-weaning stress arrested teeth development.
The high-carbohydrate and low-protein diet consumed by children triggered protein-
energy malnutrition and relatively mild cases of kwashiorkor, characterized by distended
or “pot” bellies, muscle wastage, and diarrhea. At this point in their lives, slave children
would also have acquired worms, which proliferate quickly among young children, par-
ticularly vitamin A-deficient individuals. Worms afflicted adults and infants with
abdominal pains, lethargy, and diarrhea, but malnourished children infested by worms
suffered from anemia, stunted growth, and lowered immunity to infection. High levels of
infant mortality were not uncommon throughout the nineteenth century, of course. In
the poorest neighborhoods of industrial Sheffield, 27.9 infants died per 100 births in
1903, but even these indices were half that of the Caribbean sugar islands. As previously
indicated, the number of slave births was problematically small for most of tropical
America, but what compounded the problem of demographic decline was the erosive
effect of high infant mortality and the grim reality that fewer than half of those born
would reach adulthood (Kiple and King, 1981: 17-20, 96—118; Vogele, 1999: 89).

For those who survived, bodily and nutritional harm was matched by the psychologi-
cal stress of enslavement. The prospect of sale from family and friends haunted slave
communities, but it was the frequent use of corporal punishment and the prospect of
forced sex with their owners that terrorized the enslaved. The Jamaican slave owner
Thomas Thistlewood, for example, wielded the whip forcefully against those who
challenged his authority. Slaveholders like Thistlewood well understood that they were
surrounded by hundreds of people who would kill them if given the opportunity.
Eighteenth-century slaveholders employed every weapon in their arsenal to intimidate
slaves, especially in areas such as Westmoreland Parish, Jamaica, where blacks (mostly
male and recently enslaved) outnumbered whites by 12:1. Some of the methods used
were sadistic. Thistlewood whipped slaves, rubbing salt, lime juice, or pepper into their
wounds; he made one slave defecate in another’s mouth and then gagged him; he forced
slaves to urinate in each other’s eyes; he cropped the ears and slit the nostrils of those

132



THE DEMOGRAPHY OF SLAVERY

who ran away; he chained others in “bilboes” or stocks (occasionally coating the
prisoner in molasses to attract flies); he branded slaves with his initials; and he decapi-
tated fugitives only to display the head on a pole for all to see. He forced slave women
to have sex with him and, although he possessed a black mistress, Thistlewood’s sexual
exploits extended to 138 bondswomen over almost 40 years. In this violent and volatile
world, slaves responded accordingly, launching revolts, escaping to maroon commu-
nities, hampering operations by acts of sabotage, or just unhappily getting along as well
as they could. Others killed themselves (87 per cent of reported suicides in Cuba 183946
were committed by slaves). As with other episodes of suicide and infanticide among
slaves, those who took their own lives possibly hoped that their soul would journey back
to Africa. The majority of nineteenth-century slave masters did not employ the brutal-
izing tactics adopted by Thistlewood, but the psychological harm and clinical depression
associated with plantation slavery should not be underestimated. Slaves were physically,
emotionally, and psychologically abused. Under such circumstances, it is hardly surpris-
ing that slaves fell ill so regularly and perhaps, once afflicted, they lacked the physical
and emotional resources to recover (Burnard, 2004, 149-51, 156, 178; Hall, 1989: 72-73,
124, Hall, 1971: 21-22; Barcia, 2008: 71-83).

Conclusion

Slave populations declined for many inter-related reasons. The multi-causal factors
included low natality and high mortality, uneven sex ratios among adults and a corre-
spondingly small number of children, the slow process of creolization, chronic ill-health
among adults and children alike, and severe malnutrition. Added to these endogenous
factors was the fundamental role of the slave-plantation regime. The brutal working
conditions associated with sugar dictated the lives of the bondspeople; it led to physical
exhaustion, it severely impinged on the slave woman’s biological capacity to bear chil-
dren, and it was central to the high mortality rates recorded on the Codrington estates
and elsewhere in the Caribbean. The frequency of death on the sugar estates cheapened
the lives of the living and bequeathed a precarious and frenetic tenor to West Indian life.
In short, the sugar islands were a “demographic disaster area”. Where slave populations
increased, however, sugar was conspicuous by its absence. Most notably in the American
South, balanced sex ratios, early creolization, and relatively high fertility rates ensured
population increase. But even there, adult and infant mortality ravaged the slave quar-
ters. And nowhere more so than on Silver Bluff Plantation (Dunn, 1973: 334).

Located on the banks of the Savannah River, a dozen miles from Augusta, Georgia,
Silver Bluff was the home to 147 slaves and James Henry Hammond, Governor, US
Senator, and leading proponent of the pro-slavery cause. Hammond believed slavery to
be a positive good, a gift of Providence, in fact. But for slaves on Silver Bluff, the picture
was not quite so rosy. Adults and children alike perished in staggering numbers
from “fevers”, pneumonia, and intestinal parasites. Even Hammond was shocked by the
frequency and regularity of death. “One would think”, he disdainfully observed, “that
I was a monster of inhumanity”. After ten years of plantation management, Hammond
noted shamefacedly in September 1841, “it is most melancholy to record that my
negroes have in that period actually decreased in the course of nature. There have been
73 births and 82 deaths”. Of the children, 72 per cent died before their fifth birthday.
Hammond nevertheless attempted to stem the population decline. He followed
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mid-nineteenth-century medical advice, he introduced sanitary regulations, and he
believed stable family life was essential for the smooth running of a plantation. Such
sentiments, however, did not preclude Hammond’s own sexual exploits within the slave
community. As he confided in 1856, Hammond had fathered several of the children on
the estate. Putting aside Hammond’s personal contribution to the slave population, his
interventions in sanitary and medical care steadily reduced child mortality on Silver Bluff
to 26 per cent in the 1850s. More significantly, the crude death rate of Hammond’s
slaves more than halved. By purchasing young men and women, and encouraging family
formation, the ratio of births to deaths on Silver Bluff improved from 0.7 (1832-36) to
2.09 (1857—61). This in turn contributed to a 40 per cent increase in the number of
children (aged under 10) to women (aged 15 to 49). Hammond grumbled that slaves
were “demoralized” by the high levels of morbidity, but the growth of the slave popu-
lation at Silver Bluff stood in signal contrast to the demographic history of enslaved
peoples throughout the Americas. For those in “miserable slavery” as Thomas Thistle-
wood accurately rejoined, death was omnipresent, an exhausting labor regime taxed the
reserves of the very strongest, the distortions of age- and gender-selective purchasing led
to low natality, while chronic malnutrition contributed to systemic population decline
(Faust, 1982: 75-87; Hall, 1989: 80).

Notes

1 The author expresses his gratitude to Trevor Burnard, Robert Cook, and Rhiannon Stephens
for their comments and editorial suggestions on this paper.

2 US Census data for Ascension, St James, St John the Baptist, and St Charles Parishes, LA;
Dallas country, AL. http://fisher.lib.virginia.edu/collections/stats/histcensus
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8
GENDER AND FAMILY LIFE

Jennifer L. Morgan

Introduction

African women were more important to the project of constructing the Americas — both
literally and symbolically — than historians have been willing to acknowledge. Four-fifths
of all women who migrated to the Americas before 1800 were African. During the same
period, the numbers of enslaved forced migrants outnumbered European migrants by
almost three to one (Eltis, 2000: 97; Morgan, 2007: 122). We know, of course, how this
came to pass. The trans-Atlantic slave trade set in motion a massive transformation of
the Atlantic world — arguably, the trade itself created the Atlantic world — setting in
motion structural, material, cultural, and demographic changes with which historians
continue to grapple. Recently, historians and scholars of the Atlantic have exhibited a
new appreciation for the multiple ways in which the trans-Atlantic slave trade produced
and mobilized gendered articulations of power. In the context of this circulation of
commodified bodies, African women emerge and disappear from the historical record in
ways both predictable and also startling. Racial slavery produces them as both brute
and sexualized labour. Contemporaries relied upon Old World ideologies of gender and
difference in order to articulate a natural order in which black women’s bodies were
especially degraded. By giving birth to children, women were the natural reproducers of
hereditary racial slavery. Thus women’s involvement in family life was always imbri-
cated with the racial logic on which their enslavement rested. For women caught in the
circuits of trade and exchange that characterized slavery in the Americas, family life was
always problematic. As European traders put the trans-Atlantic slave trade into motion,
they simultaneously constructed images of African people as enslavable in ways that
situated women’s bodies and reproductive possibility as a fulcrum upon which racial
difference depended.

Gender and racial difference

In a collection of essays published in English in 1587, Richard Hakluyt showed how
England was ready to engage in the trans-oceanic trade that Iberia had dominated for
almost a century. Deeply concerned by both the economic and the religious implications
of Spanish ascendancy in exploration and colonization, Hakluyt deployed his editor-
ial skills to construct an England that must engage in overseas trade or else lose its
Protestant legitimacy (Bartels, 1992: 517-38; Griffin, 2002). Many of the narratives
collected by Hakluyt were concerned with exploration and trade. He was especially
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interested, for example, in discussions of navigable rivers, and was full of advice about
which local peoples were in possession of valuable mineral wealth. For Hakluyt, what
was at stake was imposing an “English” system of human geography upon Africa. In the
aftermath of Queen Elizabeth’s defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588, the relationship
between England and Spain would be increasingly marked (on the English side) by an
ethnically or racially coded notion of Spanish immorality. But in this relationship,
accusations of racialized impurity became enmeshed in sexuality. In 1590, for example,
Edward Daunce reminded English readers that “the Mores in eight monthes conquered
Spaine ... and ... the Spaniards were eight hundred years before they recovered that
losse: during which time, we must not thinke that the Negroes sent for women out of
Aphrick.”! Such a characterization shows us that careful attention to racial and sexually
coded difference is crucial to understanding the gendered experience of enslavement.

In the early modern European imagination, it was in Africa and Asia that oddities and
monsters, such as anthropophagi, troglodytes, and pygmies, had their home (Burke,
2004: 27). It was a relatively short step for European commentators to equate the
Africans they saw in Africa with the monsters that they imagined lived there. In
the process, naked human savages were transformed into commodities. Literal monsters
became figurative ones. This kind of short-hand indication of savagery shifted as the
planting of the Americas intensified. Europeans increasingly justified enslavement by
reference to the strangeness of African bodies, paying particular attention to female
bodies (Morgan, 2004: 12—49). As Kim Hall has written, “blackness begins to represent
the destructive potential of strangeness, disorder, and variety, particularly when
intertwined with the familiar, and familiarly threatening, unruliness of gender” (Hall,
1995: 28).

Hall’s assertions notwithstanding, there was not a singular trajectory from the strange
to the racist. Europeans’ shifting interests in African souls and bodies mean that their
responses to Africans were different depending on the various stages of their involvement
with Africa. For example, French missionaries in the Antilles heaped more vitriol upon
Africans in the 1630s, when Africans were scarce in the French West Indies, than they
did 20 years later, as increased sugar cultivation meant that priests had the possibility of
making thousands of African converts to Catholicism (Peabody, 2004). Nevertheless, as
the degree to which enslaved Africans were degraded changed in response to how useful
various European nations found them, their enslavement was made increasingly natural.
Moreover, gender assumptions were an important part of this process of naturalization.
Europeans expressed increasingly derogatory views about the bodies of female Africans
in order to justify African enslavement.

These derogatory views became more prevalent as the plantation system took hold in
Barbados and Virginia. English propagandists, for example, argued that an African
woman’s work was interrupted neither by childbirth nor childcare — her distended
breasts allowed for an imaginary perfection at hard labour. English thinkers hardly
gendered African women as female, for their descriptions of African female bodies
severed the connection between childrearing and the domestic sphere. What was crucial
in the English imagining of African women was that African women, unlike European
women, could leave the home to work even while nursing children. Such descriptions
and images were crucial components of early racial ideology. Long before scientific
racism emerged in the mid-nineteenth century, Europeans had begun to conceive of the
African body as inherently both distinct and also diminished. An absence of pain in
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childbirth meant that African women, having sidestepped the curse of Eve, were not of
the same genus as Europeans. African women who were enslaved in the Americas had
to try and fashion social and familial identities for themselves in the face of these wide-
spread corporeal images, mobilized in conjunction with a commercial imperative to
exploit African labour.

These visual and literary images were necessary because, before the legitimacy of the
slave trade and Atlantic slavery became established, some Africans had to be marked
both as significantly different from English people and also as people in need of trans-
formation. Thomas Herbert’s 1637 description of a Hottentot woman suckling over her
shoulder is a striking example of how racialist logic was made visible in the strange
bodies of African women.

For the claim ultimately was not that enslaved Africans were not human, but rather
that their humanity was so strange and deformed that it was Europeans’ duty to help
lead African into useful, or civilized, patterns of social interaction. Images and descrip-
tions of African women giving birth without pain, suckling newborn children over their
shoulder with distended breasts, and needing no recovery time after public and indiffer-
ent births, all situated African women well outside European gender conventions.
Africans’ principal purpose as humans was to work, and to work hard. It is important
to note also that had European observers been able to see these women outside the lens
of commodification, they might have understood something about the centrality of West
African women to local economies. The imperative to extract value from the American
colonies, however, displaced other ways of seeing. These images of African women then,
even those not immediately identifiable as derogatory, produced a body marked for
slavery.

Gender and the slave trade

From its inception, European observers embedded their descriptive language of the slave
trade in their gendered notions of humanity and of the family. Gomes Eannes de Zurara
described the first large shipment of Africans to Lisbon in 1444 as follows:

... though we could not understand the words of their language, the sound of it
right well accorded with the measure of their sadness. But to increase their
sufferings still more, there now arrived those who had charge of the division of
the captives, and who began to separate one from another, in order to make an
equal partition ... and then was it needful to part fathers from sons, husbands
from wives, brothers from brothers. No respect was shewn either to friends or
relations, but each fell where his lot took him ... And who could finish that
partition without very great toil? For as often as they placed them in one part
the sons, seeing their fathers in another, rose with great energy and rushed
over to them; the mothers clasped their other children in their arms, and threw
themselves flat on the ground with them, receiving blows with little pity for
their own flesh, if only they might not be torn from them.?

For de Zurara, the pathos of enslavement was best evoked by the thwarted ties of

family, the wrenching of parent—child bonds, and ultimately by a mother’s willingness to
sacrifice herself in an effort to protect her child. In 1444 he could articulate the violation
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of parental bonds without grappling with its importance. As opposed to slavery in the
classical world, slavery in the Americas, rooted as it was in a commodified biological
inheritance, made the family life of the enslaved problematic. The enslaved mother was
simultaneously rendered impossible (as the child was wrenched from her grasp) and
crucial (as her womb marked the child as a product legitimately offered onto the Atlantic
market). The institution was founded on the constantly recurring process of subverting
the parental bond in favour of the commercial link. Regardless of sex ratios and disease
environments that would, far more often than not, leave enslaved women incapable of
conceiving children, as noted by Richard Follett in Chapter 7 of this volume, an African
woman whose maternity was either potential or actualized was crucial to the enterprise
of perpetual racial slavery. Whether she appears in the archives as an effort to dismiss or
to proclaim the humanity of the African slave, a figure of black maternity is central to
the claim that blackness actually exists.

We need to stress that there were significant numbers of women caught in the trans-
Atlantic slave trade and put to work in the fields and industries of the American colo-
nies. While there has been promising growth in scholarship on women and slavery,
gender continues to be an acknowledged but largely under-theorized area in slavery
studies or in studies of early modern racial formation; as a result, women still tend to
disappear from broad assertions of what slavery was and whom it affected.

Significantly more males than females were exported from the various regions of
Africa. Over the entire 400-year history of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, the ratio was
approximately 179 males to 100 females (Eltis and Engerman, 1993: 256). Nevertheless,
women and girls were always present in the slave trade, even when they were fewer in
number than men and boys. Moreover, male majorities were not uniform. The impera-
tive to pay close attention to differences in slavery over time and space is, perhaps,
nowhere more fully rendered then around questions of sex ratio, family formation, and
labour in slave economies throughout the Americas. Over the course of the entire period
of the Atlantic slave trade, adult men — although they were the largest group of persons
transported — constituted less than half of the total number of adults and children
brought to the Americas. Women, boys, and girls combined outnumbered them in the
trade. In the last four decades of the seventeenth century, overall, women constituted
almost 40 per cent of those who crossed the Atlantic, men constituted 50 per cent, and
children made up the remainder. During the eighteenth century, the proportion of
children (those thought by slave traders to be under the age of 15) was 20 per cent,
women were 30 per cent of all captives, and men were half of all those transported
across the Atlantic. North American import patterns were different in that the sex ratios
tended to be lower: 158 males to 100 females. By the end of the eighteenth century,
import patterns to North America mirrored those to the Caribbean in the seventeenth
century, when traders brought relatively even numbers of males and females to the
regions. Elsewhere in the Americas, it was not until the nineteenth century that the
proportion of women would fall to almost 15 per cent.

These sex ratios become part of the process of ethnogenesis that was initiated
throughout the Atlantic as dispersed peoples worked to craft both new and also rooted
identities. In the seventeenth century, for example, ships leaving the Bight of Biafra
carried 20-25 per cent fewer men than those leaving the Upper Guinea Coast or West
Central Africa. Indeed, during the entire period of the slave trade, the Bight of Biafra
was the port of origin for more enslaved women than any other. Ugo Nwokeji argues
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that the distance from the Saharan slave market (where slaveowners paid high prices for
women) and the relative marginality of local female slavery helped to explain the high
rate of female captives sold for transport to the Americas from the Bight of Biafra
(Nwokeji, 2001: 47-68). Despite the broad truth that the Bight of Biafra sold the highest
proportion of women into the trade, here too, particularities matter. The slave trade
shaped life across the Atlantic in many ways, linking identity with ethnicity in ways
interdependent with the power and dislocation of the trade in human beings. Women
designated “Ibo” by New World slave traders may have experienced some discomforting
resonance. The term signified “Stranger” prior to the eighteenth century in the areas
from which they were captured (Byrd, 2006). Once in the Americas, first generations of
enslaved Africans tended to organize themselves around their ethnic identity — choosing
marriage partners and kin from among those who shared a common original location,
if not a shipboard confinement (Mintz and Price, 1976 [1992]: 42-51; Bennett, 2003:
79-126). For women who may have understood their enslavement as the result of cate-
gories of exclusion that were mobilized by people to whom they were now linked by
language and place of origin, the experience of endogamy — marrying within a social
group — must have been rife with contradiction. It couldn’t have been otherwise.

The trans-Atlantic trade was ultimately an attempt to create an entirely new category
of people. The women and men who supplanted those categories of social despoilment
and commercial value with meaningful relationships and powerful assertions of their
complex humanity in turn crafted new categories of social and cultural meaning in the
Americas (Smallwood, 2007). For women and men on board slave ships, the process of
rejecting the categories that legitimated their capture and transport sometimes happened
even before the ships left the African coast. Female captives were often granted more
mobility on board slave ships than were men. This mobility facilitated crewmen’s ability
to sexually assault captive women, but it also meant that women were frequently at the
heart of plotting and executing shipboard revolts. In 1721 on board the Robert, anchored
offshore of Sierra Leone, a woman was hung by her thumbs and whipped to death for
leading a plot that ended in the death of three crew members. Women on board the
Thomas in 1797 stole weapons from the ship’s armoury and passed them to the men
below. When faced with the unthinkable — that a starving crew would feed off the body
of a dead African child — women on board the Thomas rebelled and killed three crew
members (Taylor, 2006: 85-103). For most female captives, of course, their efforts at
resistance on slave ships were thwarted, but what is important is seeing how from the
very start of the enslavement process women were prepared to use collective action to
change their situation.

Once in the Americas, the common experience for slave women was that work and
reproduction were central to their lives. Work is dealt with in detail by Lorena Walsh
and Richard Follett in Chapters 6 and 7 of this volume. There is a singular experience of
demography among those enslaved in North America — entwined with birth and infant
mortality rates — which meant that, for better or worse, children born to enslaved
parents tended to survive their infancy and grow to adulthood. It was only in
North America that slave populations increased naturally (they began to do so in the
Chesapeake from the 1740s and in the Lowcountry from the 1760s). In North America,
by the mid-eighteenth century, women found themselves parenting children whose
survival enriched the holdings of slave owners: on the sugar islands, pregnancies were
thwarted by the death toll meted out by sugar cultivation. But it is here, in the work that
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slave owners made these women perform, that one finds the alchemy of race and gender
most powerfully illuminated.

Gender before the plantation

Early in the development of slave societies in the Americas, sex ratios in the slave trade
were relatively equal. Enslaved women tended to do the same types of work as men.
European and African gender conventions of appropriate work clashed as African
men found themselves performing the women’s work of agricultural labour, and as
slave owners put women to work building colonial roadways, which was men’s work in
Africa. The social logic of labour was transformed for both the enslaved and the free.
In an effort to fully comprehend what the parameters of this change might have meant,
some scholars have suggested that this transformation was akin to “de-gendering”.
They have argued that the violation under way was so profound that to express the
extent of the violation, we need to evoke the unthinkable, an un-gendered body.? It is
perhaps evidence of the limits of our own imagination that we turn to gender as a
metaphor for this kind of violent disembodiment. Much of the scholarly work on the
history of slavery is, indeed, a search for metaphor. But, given the extent to which
early modern formulations of the racial difference that enables such violence draw on
and deploy gender as means of conveying difference, it seems inadequate to suggest
that the ultimate manifestation of racialized violence could be felt in an imaginary
vacuum created by the absence of gender. It is difficult to speculate as to how this shift
in notions of work was experienced — in the context of the brutality and disorientation
of forced transport to the Americas, perhaps the old cultural meanings assigned to the
work one was now performing in such a new context would seem a relatively mean-
ingless violation. On the side of the slave-owning class, these newly inscribed parameters
of work became part of the fabric of racial logic; for the enslaved, forced labour became
the lived environment through which efforts to form families and establish kin ties
were made.

English law articulated settlers’ understanding that work had a strong gender dimen-
sion, modified by race. The essential difference between black and white women lay,
according to a 1643 Virginia statute, in the different kinds of work each did. In this first
act in the English context to legislate racial difference, black women’s work was defined as
permanently taxable — tithable regardless of any change in their status from slave to
free — while white women’s could be free of tax (Brown, 1996: 116-20). This legislation
happened well before the colony of Virginia moved firmly over to slavery on a large
scale. In the 1640s, the enslaved population in Virginia was negligible. The turn to full
reliance on enslaved labour in the Chesapeake was almost 50 years away. Nevertheless,
the spectre of black freedom was alarming enough to encourage lawmakers to craft
legislative boundaries where what blacks could or could not do was spelled out. Such
clarity around the criteria of women’s work helps to illuminate the process by which
racial differences become naturalized in the interplay between notions of work and
shifting hierarchies of gender difference. Difference that had formerly been tautological
was redeployed along newly intensified lines of race and work. These redeployments
happened throughout the Atlantic littoral at different times and places but, collectively,
they signalled a process that had been well under way by the time the Virginian legisla-
tors penned their distinction about black women’s fieldwork.
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Legislative efforts to regulate racial purity on the North American mainland similarly
testify to the centrality of gender as a tool for crafting racial logic in early American
life. Slave-owning assemblies in Maryland and Virginia initiated drawn-out statutory
processes of regulating contact between slave and free over the course of the seventeenth
century, interventions that would ultimately be borrowed by planters in other New
World slave societies. By the eighteenth century, the laws of slavery, especially those
relating to gender differences, were similar in every Anglo-American slave society. But
just because the final outcome turned out to be the same, we still need to look at the
process by which slave owners came to regulate slave women and came to control their
behaviour, because these processes show how anxieties about connections between
black, brown, and white bodies were a central concern of those in positions of power.

The 1662 Virginia Act that defined that all children born of the bodies of black
women were slaves, even if their fathers were free and white, made gender a central
component of an emerging discourse of race. Faced with children born from women
whose humanity could not be questioned, economic concerns trumped those of pater-
nity. A similar kind of process occurred in French American slave societies. Although the
1685 Code Noir allowed for interracial marriage, in fact seventeenth century Martinique
planters passed legislation convicting white men of crimes for fathering mulatto children.
Those children could be purchased but were ordered to be freed at the age of 21.
In Guadeloupe, in 1680, the island’s legislators passed a law that echoed the 1662 posi-
tion of Virginian slave owners in which the condition of a child followed that of its
mother, at least if that mother was black. The association between blackness and forced
labour was now legally complete. In 1664, Maryland passed a law that decreed that
“whatsoever free-born woman shall intermarry with any slave. ... shall serve the Master
of such slave during the life of her husband; and that all the issue of such free-born
women, so married shall be slaves as their fathers were.”* Punishing white women for
giving birth to black babies rendered the apprehensions of the colony’s slave owners
transparent; for even as racial categories came into focus for white settlers, interracial
sexual and social contact were a constant reminder that claims of immutable racial dif-
ference had to be constantly bolstered by the law. But if the spectre of white women
engaged in sexual acts with African men was one area of concern for legislators, it
was white men’s sexual access to black women that was a more significant problem.
Ultimately, the logic of paternity would have to be entirely set aside in the context of the
chimera of racially distinct bodies. Statutes passed by both French and English colonial
assemblies suggest that colonial slave owners saw questions of racial constancy as
critical. They highlight the intensity of efforts to establish legal boundaries between
white men and the people they enslaved. These laws also remind us that the dividing line
between the realms of labour and family were essentially rendered non-existent by the
ideologies of racial dominance. Slaves who tried to have families stumbled into a quag-
mire of racial meaning, the outcomes of which indelibly marked one’s future and that
of one’s child. The concerns about sexual liaisons made explicit by the Chesapeake leg-
islators were the implicit foundations for laws that conflated racial identity and
forced labour, and which imposed significant barriers for slaves in trying to create viable
family life.

The Virginian statutes, moreover, occurred in the absence of a fully developed slave
society. These legislators were not, in other words, looking out the windows of
the Assembly over fields filled with black labourers. Indeed, through much of the
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seventeenth century, settlers in British North America only aspired to the level of slave
ownership that planters in the West Indies had achieved by mid-century and that the
Latin American colonies had experienced since the early sixteenth century. But through-
out the Atlantic, as Europeans devised strategies to rationalize the alchemy of race,
work, and intimacy that was at the heart of slave societies in the Americas, gender and
family life remained crucial. In mid-seventeenth-century Martinique and Guadeloupe, a
significant proportion of slave owners had invested in female-only or in female-majority
holdings (Moitt, 2001: 13). They probably did so intentionally in order to breed a labour
force rather than build a slave force through purchase from the slave trade.

Regardless of the desires of slave owners, however, enslaved women and men in these
early moments in the history of American slave societies established families for their
own reasons. On the first sugar island in the Americas, Hispaniola, Spanish settlers
began to enslave African labourers in small numbers beginning in 1504, turning more
intensely to African labourers by 1529 — the date of the first African slave revolt that
Christmas. The Spanish Crown suggested that each African slave be accompanied to the
West Indies by “his wife” in order to stop slave rebellion (Guitar, 2006: 51). In 1626,
Dutch settlers imported the first 11 Africans to serve as slaves to the Dutch West India
Colony. They were all male. The company imported three women two years later for
“the comfort of the company’s Negro men”. Outnumbered almost four to one, these first
women enslaved to the Dutch West India Company in New Amsterdam experienced an
isolation that later dissipated when slave imports became more sex-balanced. By the final
year of Dutch settlement, Peter Stuyvesant dispatched a “lot of Negroes and Negresses”
to the highest bidders. Of those who purchased more than a single labourer, only one
did not buy enslaved women. A few months later, the St Jacob arrived in the colony
with 160 men and 140 women — an imbalance, to be sure, but one that supplied slave
owners with labouring women and men. Here, as elsewhere in the colonies, enslaved
women were seen as a natural part of the work force. They were neither relegated to the
last chosen and least desirable part of the cargo, nor were they put to work only in
domestic spaces. Indeed, for women of African descent, the connection between female-
ness and domesticity was effectively severed by the beginning of the seventeenth century
by the racialist ideology circulating in the Atlantic.

In the hands of slave owners and others benefiting from the new structures of labour
in the colonies, domesticity became part of the technologies of slave ownership.
Domesticity is an important lens through which we can view both the violence and the
strategic resistance of the enslaved. It is not only in the wrenching depiction of families
torn asunder in an Iberian slave market that marriage existed as part of the fabric of
racial slavery. In the 1660s, Peter Stuyvesant sold an enslaved man whom he recognized
as married and then “urged” the purchaser to buy the man’s wife as well. He wielded the
marriage as a moral imperative for the buyer — though this was an imperative he failed
to recognize as the seller.

Stuyvesant and the enslaved men and women labouring in New Amsterdam thought
quite differently about marriage. In February 1644, a group of enslaved Africans
petitioned for a change in their status. Pleading that they had faithfully served the Dutch
West India Company for the past 18 years, the petitioners argued for their freedom. In
doing so, they argued that “they are burthened with many children so that it is impos-
sible for them to support their wives and children, as they have been accustomed to
do, if they must continue in the Company’s service”. In response, the Council of
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New Netherlands conferred what historians have called “half-freedom” upon the named
petitioners “and their wives”.> These women were appendages to the petition and, pre-
sumably, were the same to the petitioners. It is hard for a historian to know what to
make of them. However, they were absolutely central both to the logic of the petition
and to the Dutch West India Company’s efforts to maintain control of petitioners. In
exchange for freedom, the petitioners were required to make an annual payment to the
Dutch West India Company in the form of wheat and a hog valued at 20 guilders, and to
accept that “their children at present born or yet to be born, shall be bound and obli-
gated to serve the Honorable West India Company as Slaves”. The mothers of these
children understood what this meant. Children born to freed parents would produce
profit by their work; but their real importance to the colony lay not in what they could
carry or grow or build or clean, but rather in their ability to fix their parents as docile
and willing workers. Dorothe Angola, the adoptive parent of an orphaned Anthony
(child of half-free parents), and Maria Portogys, who apprenticed her daughter as a
household servant to a Dutch family, for example, both became historical actors by
leaving records in which they tried to protect their children by getting them formalized
apprenticeships (Harris, 2003: 26).

Both Dutch and English colonial slave owners in New York paid careful attention to
the reproductive lives of enslaved women in order to try and maximize their investment
in slave property. Crowded urban conditions meant that in most slave owning house-
holds there was only one enslaved person. Natural reproductive increase proved difficult
to achieve. One slave owner advertised a woman for sale, noting that “she had been
married for several years without having a child”. Another wrote “to be sold, a likely
barren Negro Wench” (Foote, 2004: 75). It seems that colonial slave owners looked upon
the children or potential children of the women they enslaved as burdensome and
potentially dangerous. Natural increase among the enslaved in New York did not
commence until the 1740s and 1750s, despite the early achievement of balanced sex ratios
in the slave population.

Despite the hostility of slave owners to women having children, enslaved women did
bear children in colonial New York City. Recent work on African burial grounds in
lower Manhattan indicates that 30 per cent of the examined remains belonged to infants
under the age of 2, while 10 per cent were children between the ages of 2 and 12. The
children buried were likely to have suffered from malnutrition, and the mortality rate of
young persons of African descent was considerably higher than that in the slave-owning
class (Blakey, 2001: 412). Children were, clearly, being born but they were dying young
after much mistreatment. It is difficult, of course, to know or to speculate about the cost
of their suffering, both that borne by themselves and by their parents.

Slave owners did acknowledge an enslaved person’s right to a family life and asso-
ciated freedom with family circumstances. In a petition submitted to Holland, Protestant
settlers in New Amsterdam protested the enslavement of free black children, saying that
the West India Company enslaved these children “though it is contrary to the laws of
every Christian people that anyone born of a free Christian mother should be a slave and
compelled to remain in servitude”. In response, the Dutch West India Company argued
that they had not separated children from parents. Children were ideologically essential
in another arena addressed in the Protestant petition. Between 1639 and 1655, some 57
African converts were baptized in the Dutch Reformed Church — of those, 49 were
children. Accused of neglecting the spiritual life of adults, church officials responded that
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adults come to the church out of “worldly and perverse aims ... they want nothing else
than to deliver their children from bodily slavery without striving for piety and Christian
virtue” (Foote, 2004: 49). In other words, slave owners and their critics alike mobilized
conventional notions of family ties to mitigate the denial of those same family ties under
slavery. Thus reproduction, family, and racial slavery come together under a rubric of
demography and religion, and in the process crafted a kind of painful intimacy that
augured no kind of respite from racial violence.

As slave societies came into full fruition, the alchemy of race, hereditary slavery, and
intimacy became increasingly complicated. As Trevor Burnard has shown in the case of
eighteenth-century Jamaica, a slave owner such as Thomas Thistlewood could live in
extremely close proximity to the women and men he enslaved without conced-
ing that they shared anything approaching civil space. For the enslaved women under
Thistlewood’s control on the Egypt plantation in Westmoreland Parish, Jamaica, this
translated into incessant danger of rape at the hands of a man who carefully recorded
most, if not all, of his close to 4000 sexual acts meted out on the bodies of enslaved
women. Their work in the fields, their pregnancies and miscarriages, and their efforts to
protect themselves from Thistlewood all speak to the ways in which sexual vulner-
ability — intimate violence — defined female lives under slavery (Burnard, 2004: 133).

Southern frontiers of plantation: postscript

My interest thus far in charting a set of ideologies crucial to, yet distinct from, plantation-
based economies is to place both women and gendered ideologies of intimacy within
the ground of racial slavery. It is in the example of plantation work that the idea that
women were ungendered by labour holds the most powerful sway. The notion that brute
labour is fundamentally male leads to the presumption either that women did not
perform such labour or that, if they did so, they lost their gendered identity in the
process. Instead, [ argue that as an analytic category as well as an experiential one,
gender retained its definitional power for women and men under slavery. Well before
South Carolina turned to rice, or before the West Indies became a sugar-producing
region, slave owners made women work in agricultural labour. In the Americas, women
performed plantation work alongside men. Indeed, the entire system of hereditary racial
slavery depended upon slave owners’ willingness to ignore cultural meanings of work
that had been established in England and to make Africans work in ways that the
English or the Spanish or the French could not conceive of working themselves. Once
slave owners received almost equal numbers of African men and women from slave
traders, they inverted the gender ideology that they applied to white women and work.
As more and more enslaved persons were brought to the Americas, African women and
girls increasingly found themselves in the fields. Such practices were solidified by the
mid-eighteenth century on plantations like Roaring River in Jamaica, where, for exam-
ple, 76 per cent of enslaved women were field workers compared with only 33 per cent
of enslaved men. These women, it should be noted, were also the parents of 43 boys and
36 girls; most of whom were too young to work at the time of the plantation’s inventory
in 1756 (Sheridan, 1974: 257). In the sugar plantations of the French Antilles, as early as
the seventeenth century, women were the majority of the field gangs: both in the so-
called ‘first gangs’ of strongest workers and in the ‘second gangs’ — the latter mistakenly
associated with women’s work, as they were the site for weaker, sick, young workers
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and women who were pregnant or nursing. Moreover, once cane was harvested, the
business of feeding the stalks into the mills — a job whose obvious dangers were
mitigated by the ready presence of a sharp bill to sever the hand or arm of the unfortu-
nate sleepy worker found caught in the grindstones — was women’s work (Moitt,
2001: 40, 49).

The importance of women’s labour to the cultivation of rice in the South Carolina
Lowcountry has attracted much historical interest. Given the centrality of the field to the
lives of the enslaved, work would acquire a pressing influence much larger than its
bounded confines. Slave work was about more than work; it was also a form of cultural
expression. African women, for example, played a particular role in the harvesting and
processing of rice. In order to make rice edible, the indigestible outer husk must be
removed while keeping the inner kernel whole. This involves a delicate balance of
strength and finesse. Harvesting rice was undertaken completely by hand until the advent
of mechanized threshing in the 1760s and 1770s. Rice was among the most onerous and
labour-intensive food crops cultivated by slave labour in North America, and the dura-
tion of the growing season and the dangerous and repellent nature of the work placed it
at the extreme end of any continuum of forced agricultural labour in the early Atlantic
world.

The demands of rice cultivation ultimately increased the risks associated with child-
birth for enslaved women. Women tended to conceived children during periods when
they had relatively less onerous work and more abundant caloric intake. The result was
that children were most often born in the late summer and early fall, months when work
demands were at their highest and when the disease environment was at its most
debilitating (Cody, 1996: 69). Cultivating the crop over the duration of its 14-month
growing season involved clearing the land of trees, bushes, and shrubs in January
and February; planting acres of seeds by hand and foot; weeding constantly with hoe and
hand; spending weeks in knee- and waist-deep water scaring birds away from the
ripening crop; harvesting and stacking the rice over the course of three to four weeks;
and finally threshing, winnowing, and pounding the rice to remove the kernel from the
husk. Runaway numbers peaked during the hoeing and weeding seasons of June through
early August, as enslaved men and women stole away in search of respite from the
“laborious and tedious” task of hand-picking grass from around the rice shoots that had
taken root.

The pounding of the harvested rice was especially arduous and dangerous work. The
constant work of lifting a 10-pound pestle over one’s head for hours a day was
exhausting, so much so that the task was often divided into two separate sessions in the
mornings and evenings. The act of pounding the rice required not only physical strength
but acumen as well. If the rice was pounded too strenuously, it resulted in less valuable
broken rice that displeased planters interested in maximizing profits. The information
necessary to cultivate and harvest rice drew heavily on the experience of women
from places such as Senegambia, where rice cultivation had long been practiced. These
women found they had to teach men in Carolina how to perform this task efficiently and
carefully. The skills needed to cultivate rice successfully were then transferred from
Africans to Englishmen, and from women to men to women again (Carney, 2001).

Rice culture in South Carolina differed from staple crop cultivation elsewhere in the
New World not only because of the gruelling demands of the crop, but because of
the relationship between indigenous African female knowledge and rice cultivation.
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Women’s expertise was important at every stage of the crop’s cultivation in the West
African rice region — from seed selection, to the use of the long- and short-handled hoe,
to the use of the mortar and pestle, to the construction and design of the fanner baskets
for winnowing and, finally, to cooking. Enslaved women and their families might even
have relished the familiarity wrought by the steady rhythmic cadences of the mortar and
pestle at the start of the day. But as South Carolina slave owners wrested the crop from
household use and applied it to plantation agriculture, the cadence of the mortar and
pestle resonated differently.

Work, then, was attached to ethnicity and to the emotional lives of the enslaved in
ways that are not always immediately visible. For some Senegambian women who found
themselves enslaved in South Carolina rather than elsewhere in the Americas, the crop
that debilitated them, that was the source of malaria in the summer and killingly brutal
labor in the fall, also evoked home. Fundamentally, of course, crops meant wealth for
slave owners and exploitation for the enslaved but, in the interstices, something else
altogether could emerge.

In the antebellum period, Frances Kemble argued that fieldwork destroyed women’s
habits as “mother, nurse, and even housewife” by reducing them to “hoeing machines”.®
Leslie Schwalm has suggested that the hoe itself might be considered the “universal
implement of slavery”, one with particular significance for women across the Americas
(Schwalm, 1997: 21). If the hoe is the universal implement of slavery, it is an implement
that women wielded constantly. We must remember that, even in places where males

I3

were in the demographic majority, female majorities in the fields were normal. On the
St Domingue Breda Plantation in 1789, 40 per cent of enslaved men were field workers
compared with 88 per cent of enslaved women. Moreover, while mortality rates fore-
closed parenting to many, Bernard Moitt has shown that for mothers of surviving
daughters, fieldwork was an unchanging, generationally carried burden that left mothers
like Felice on Guadeloupe watching, perhaps with a numbed sense of horror, as each of
her seven daughters trailed behind her in the cane fields (Moitt, 2001: 43—44).

An over-determined connection between women and domestic work still dominates
the ways in which we think about women’s work. The very phrase “women’s work”
conjures the domestic — cleaning, childcare, food preparation — and inevitably leans in
the direction of the family. Images of enslaved female house servants tend to populate
the collective imaginary with as much tenacity as do gentle-hearted mammies. But as
slave owners perused the bodies of their newly purchased human property, they quickly
made decisions about the kind of work each was capable of performing. In almost
all cases, they put women to work cultivating land. The rhythm of fieldwork was
punctuated by family life, but slave owners understood motherhood to conform to the
specific contours of the field. Failure to cede family to the field resulted in severe pun-
ishments, such as whipping a nursing mother if she exceeded the allotted time during a
break to feed her child (Camp, 2004: 22). To be exempted from the field in favour of the
house happened to very few enslaved women, particularly in the colonial period, when
the luxury of large houses and the niceties of china, silver, and fine furniture were purely
part of the slave owners’ imaginary future rather than their tangible present. And for
those who did labour in houses, their work lives were always dictated by the interpretive
frame of slave owners. Fieldwork in a plantation-based society defined even the lives of
those who escaped its demands: Mary Ann, a house servant in Charleston, found herself
exiled from town and put to “as hard lauber and coarse food as is on the plantation”
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until she relinquished her affection for a “rascally fellow” of whom her owner
disapproved (Chaplin, 1993: 125).

Mary Ann’s presumption that she could autonomously consort with any “rascally
fellow” she chose was explicitly interrupted by fieldwork. For many others, the inter-
ruption was simply part of daily life, as identities as spouses, as mothers and as
labourers overlapped. To build affinity between parents and children was a dangerous
gesture in a slave society. In North America, the growth of the plantation south fuelled
an internal slave trade that wreaked havoc on family life — separating parents from
children and spouses from one another, and introducing the threat of that separation
throughout the enslaved population (Tadman, 2004: 131). Elsewhere in the Americas, the
toll taken on family life was meted out in the epidemiology of sugar production. Alone
in North America, women and men enslaved in the sugar fields of Louisiana found their
potential for family formation violently thwarted by the “distorting intensity” of the
sweet crop (Follett, 2005). Mortality rates were so high that the birth and survival of
infant children was anomalous. The intimate lives of the enslaved were expanded
primarily through the constant arrival of newly enslaved African men and women, either
from Africa or, in the nineteenth century, from the Chesapeake, who were themselves
extremely vulnerable to the mortality associated with sugar. The result was extremely high
infant and child mortality. In Jamaica, when Abba’s son died at the age of six in 1771, she
was “quite frantic and could hear no reason” (Hall, 200: 184-85). In the context of these
death rates, family ties became even more valuable as death and rites around death
increasingly came to signify the ties that wove black communities together. As Vincent
Brown has recently argued, in the midst of the constancy of death, “the living regularly
reached over the threshold to draw potency from the afterlife” (Brown, 2008: 56).

Conclusion

The economic expansion of territories throughout the Caribbean and the Americas
depended upon planters’ willingness to devastate black families. It is no surprise then,
that in the face of this wrenching of private life into the service of public gains, we
should understand that family was no private matter under enslavement. Rather, family,
like labour, was transformed by the terms of enslavement. In the context of a slave
society based on claims of heritable racial difference, the ties of affinity between kin
functioned on myriad levels. Those ties were the source of subjection and suffering. But
family could also be a place from which to refute the slave owners’ claim that ties
among Africans and their descendents were either facile or easily thrown down. Like-
wise, slavery saturated those places where ties of kin and community were affirmed.
Strategies of self-protection were also about pleasure: about love, and music, and faith,
and a commitment to the notion of a future. Crafting family life and maintaining it in
the face of economies of loss became part of the arsenal in the fight against slavery;
intimacy and private life were forced into a new and radically public sphere. Maintaining
affection and fighting separation become strategies for the preservation of individual
families, but they also disrupted the racial logic of the slavery system. As women
and men responded to their enslavement, their family life was indelibly marked by the
terms of racial slavery. What emerged was saturated by the violence of a system that
transformed reproduction into a commercial act, but also imbued family and its
constancy with profound meaning.
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Notes

1 Edward Daunce, A Brief Discourse of the Spanish States (London, 1590), 31.

2 Gomes Eannes de Azurara, Crénica dos Feitos da Guiné, trans. in Robert Edgar Conrad, ed.,
Children of God’s Fire: a Documentary History of Black Slavery in Brazil (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1983), 5—-11, 10.

3 I am drawing here on Spillars (1987); see also Moitt (2001: xiv, 34).

4 “An Act Concerning Negroes and other Slaves,” in Willie Lee Rose, ed., A Documentary
History of Slavery in North America, (reprint edn, University of Georgia Press, 1999), 24.

5 For a discussion of “half-freedom” see Higginbotham (1978: 105-9).

6 Fanny Kemble, Journal of a Residence on a Georgian Plantation in 1838—-1839 (New York:
Harper & Brothers, 1864), 121.
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9
REMEMBERED PASTS

African Atlantic religions

Sylvia R. Frey

Religious patterns: 1400-1551

The history of African Atlantic religions is an epic story of continuous creation. It
cannot be simply told because it is multilayered and moves through multiple transfor-
mations. In order to understand the bewildering complexity of African Atlantic religions,
it is best to consider them in successive stages. Stage one begins in Africa, whose rich
and multiple religious traditions animate African Atlantic religions to this day. The
second stage begins in the Americas, with the establishment of the Luso-Hispanic
Catholic world from roughly 1500 to 1700. Although there is no neat dividing line, the
third stage begins with the period of massive African imports and extends well
into the nineteenth century. Within each stage there are marked variations in the his-
torical trajectory of different groups as local circumstances shaped religious expressions
in distinctive ways. There are also deep patterns that bear the unmistakable signature of
Africa.

Geographically and historically African Atlantic religions begin on the continent of
Africa, with its mix of traditional religions, Islam, and Christianity. The overwhelming
majority of Africans adhered to traditional religious forms, although by the time Islam
and Christianity arrived indigenous religions had already experienced substantial change
in response to massive transformations in communication and commerce. Despite great
variations among different societies, certain unifying elements defined traditional
cosmologies: a developing concept of a supreme being or ultimate power who controlled
the universe; and a pantheon of subordinate deities, many of whom had a dual nature
that recognized female participation in the divine, and each of whom had a cult with its
own priests and priestesses, societies, and religious activities. Ancestral spirits occupied a
special place in the spiritual hierarchy. Endowed with power to do good or harm,
ancestral anger was appeased and their mercy implored through ritual objects and
ceremonies, which were universally condemned by missionaries as fetich or grisgris.

The great majority of Africans adhered to traditional religions, but communities of
black Jews, Muslims and Christians had existed in antiquity. Islam had made deep
inroads on the continent, arriving in Africa through two gateways. Commercial net-
works established as early as 780 by Muslim merchants from the Arabian Peninsula
formed the basis for the spread of Islam from the coastal towns of modern Somalia and
Mozambique. Although Islam became a majority faith between 1200 and 1500, until the

153



SYLVIA R. FREY

nineteenth century it remained largely confined to the coast. In North Africa, Berber
Muslims were the first practitioners of Islam. Camel caravans engaged in the gold trade
crossed the vast Saharan desert with the riches of Africa into the states of Ghana, Mali,
Songhay, and Kamen, introducing Islamic influences into West Africa.

In West Africa, the long process of Islamization developed in stages, and was closely
linked to urbanization and to the work of Muslim scholars who travelled with the car-
avans. An early account of the conversion of the king of Mali points to the importance
of rulers as early recipients of Islam, and to its nominal acceptance by common people.
Assailed by droughts and a series of calamities, the king asked a Muslim guest of his
kingdom for help. Throughout the night the Muslim led the king through a series of
Muslim rituals and prayers. When dawn broke and rain fell, the king converted and
“ordered the idols to be broken and expelled the sorcerers from his country. He and his
descendants as well as his nobles were sincerely attached to Islam, while the common
people of his kingdom remained polytheists” (quoted by Levtzion, 2007: 65). The devel-
opment over centuries of Muslim religious and communal institutions such as Mosques
and Qurani’c schools, the institution of public prayer and Islamic festivals, and the
introduction of Islamic commercial law encouraged the conversion of the literate and
commercial classes of West African towns such as Timbuktu, by the fourteenth century
one of the great centers of Islamic learning. Nevertheless, the expansion of Islam into the
countryside among the peasants was a slow process. Mystic poems written in vernacular
languages were the medium through which the largely illiterate rural populations learned
about Islam, but pre-Islamic beliefs and customs persisted among the rural populations
of West Africa until the jihads of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries achieved
conformity and orthodoxy.

Islam had been established in West Africa for perhaps 500 years before Portuguese
caravels brought Christianity to the African Atlantic coast. Flourishing Christian chur-
ches existed in Egypt, Ethiopia, and Nubia from the sixth century, but the modern phase
of Christian activity in West and Central Africa began after the “reconquest” of the
Iberian Peninsula by Christian armies. Expeditions to “cause injury to the Moors”
established small Portuguese enclaves on the Atlantic islands of Sio Tomé and Cape
Verde and in a few coastal towns in Senegal and on the Gambia River. In the 1570s, the
Portuguese established a toehold in the Niger Delta kingdom of Warri. Christianity’s
greatest impact, however, was in the West-Central African kingdom of Kongo, where
Catholicism was embraced by King Nzinga a Nkuwu, baptized Jodo da Silva. Jodo’s
son, baptized Afonso, established what John Thornton and Linda Heywood describe as
“one of the most ambitious bilateral cultural programs in the period of European
expansion” without resort to conquest or forced coercion (Heywood and Thornton,
2007: 62-63).

The engagement of Africans with Christianity is inextricably linked to the history of
African Atlantic religions, and more broadly to Atlantic cultures and the roles played by
Africans in shaping those cultures. Ira Berlin’s argument that West Africans who lived in
close proximity to Europeans had already incorporated European cultures and religious
ideas before they were enslaved, and further that the cultural predisposition of these
“Atlantic Creoles” was a critical influence in shaping African American cultures and
religions in the formative period of North American slavery, has been broadly influential
(Berlin, 1996; Law and Mann, 1999). While not denying the importance of cultural con-
nections between Africa and the Americas, recent studies challenge Berlin’s thesis on the
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grounds that he exaggerated the extent of cultural creolization in West Africa and
the numerical significance of Atlantic Creoles among exported slaves. Recent work by
African scholars has produced a more nuanced concept of Atlantic Creole cultures
that emerged along the coasts of West and West Central Africa during the seventeenth
century.

What they suggest is that different African Creole cultures — defined by language,
religion, clothing, foodways, and music — developed in relation to their principal
orientation: the Gold Coast (present-day Ghana) had links to Protestant Britain,
Denmark, and the Netherlands; the Bight of Benin was overwhelmingly oriented toward
Britain. Despite Dutch Calvinist penetration, Central Africa had continuous contacts
with Portugal and with Catholic Christianity throughout the seventeenth century. The
flood of new religious ideas created endless chances for complexity as some ideas were
absorbed into and through traditional religions. The early history of African Creoliza-
tion in Central Africa is the best documented, and can serve as a model of the process. A
recent study by Linda Heywood and John Thornton (2007) defines two core areas of
Atlantic Creole culture, Kongo and Portuguese Angola, where Catholic Christianity was
voluntarily embraced. Anchored at one end by traditional religion beliefs and practices
and on the other end by Catholic beliefs and rituals, the Kongolese variant of Catholic
Christianity that emerged in Central Africa was rooted both inside and outside of
European Christianity.

As ruler of the most highly centralized state in Central Africa, King Afonso estab-
lished Catholicism as a royal cult under his direct control. In a pattern repeated else-
where in Africa and later in the Americas, missionary culture and ritual were imported
into the kingdom, and selective elements of Christian faith were incorporated into local
beliefs and practices in such a way as to mutually enrich and inform both religious tra-
ditions. For example, to accommodate Kongolese belief that salt warded off evil, priests
consented to “salt” baptism, which involved placing a small amount of salt on the
tongue of the baptizand. Well versed in Catholic theology, Afonso and his advisors
translated Christian terminology into Kikongo so that, for example, the “house of idols”
became a church, a priest a nganga a ukisi.

If originally Kongolese Catholicism was state-sponsored, its expansion into rural areas
was primarily an indigenous activity. Missionaries, hampered by language barriers,
relied heavily upon native teachers, interpreters, and translators to prepare people in
remote villages for baptism, a model successfully adapted by Moravians in the Dutch
Caribbean and by evangelical Baptists and Methodists in the British Caribbean and
North America. By 1516, Afonso had established a network of schools taught by Kon-
golese priests and teachers. Kongolese missionaries established a second center of
Christianity in Angola in the early 1500s and in Loango in the 1580s. By the end of the
sixteenth century, Kongo was a Christian country, Angola was a center of Christianity,
and Ndongo and Matamba were influenced by Christianity but essentially adhered to
traditional religions.’

The crucial question is, of course, how thorough was African conversion? Skeptics do
not deny the existence of an Africanized Catholic Christianity, but they maintain that it
existed in parallel fashion and in separate spheres with traditional religions so that
Kongolese are more accurately described as “bi-religious”. They point out that only a
limited number of Africans were Christian, and the majority of them were converted in
mass baptisms without benefit of religious instruction, one example being the 5000-6000
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Mbundus baptized in Angola in 1582. Rural villagers shared in the new African religious
culture even while retaining many of their older traditional beliefs, including reverence
for local deities and local nganzas and the power of amulets to ward off evil, and they
continued to resist Christian marriage (Sweet, 2003: 112-150).

Central African Christianity was not orthodox, as Heywood and Thornton empha-
size, but an Africanized version of Catholic Christianity. In the early modern world the
practice of dual religious participation was a widespread phenomenon. A classic African
example was Doiia Beatriz Kempa Vita, who was both part of the process of change and
a catalyst of change. Born of noble parentage in 1684, Beatriz was, like many of her
social rank, baptized Catholic, probably by a mulatto, Father Luis de Mendoga. She was
taught the basic elements of Catholicism from a catechism, first published in Portuguese,
later translated into Kikongo. Growing up in a period of tumultuous civil war, Beatriz
established a Christian religious movement dedicated to bringing peace between con-
tenders for the Kongolese throne and to reuniting the Kingdom of Kongo under one
king. Her leadership was based on her claim that she was possessed by St Anthony, a
simultaneous borrowing from traditional religion and a continuing identification with
Catholicism. She preached a radical version of Catholic history, claiming, for example,
that Jesus and Mary were Kongolese and that in Heaven “no one has any color”. She
conducted Mass, distributed statues of St Anthony to replace the Cross and other
symbols of Christianity, attempted to create an order of nuns, and commissioned “Little
Anthonys” to spread her message. Ironically, although she tried to eradicate witchcraft,
she was convicted of witchcraft and was burned to death in 1706.

Beatriz’s followers and thousands of others were caught up in the civil war of 1708—09
and the wars of 1714 and 1715. All told, perhaps as many as 12,000 of them ended up
enslaved in the Caribbean, the Spanish Indies, and North America (Thornton, 1998b: 17,
28, 110, 120, 124-25, 148). The military skills of veterans of the wars and memories of
Catholicism, particularly Kongolese veneration of the Virgin Mary, appear to have
influenced the timing, shape, tactics, and form of the Stono Rebellion of 1739 in South
Carolina (Thornton, 1991; Smith, 2001). Directly or indirectly, Beatriz’s followers and
millions of other Africans caught in the dark undertow of slavery bequeathed to suc-
ceeding generations in the Americas an ability to imagine and generate new religious
ideas and practices. Along the way, as they embraced what was useful and abandoned
what was not, they remade rich and multiple variations of religious practices, all of
which were connected by an attachment to an ancient cosmology.

Transmission to the Americas: 1519-1700

The slave vessels that transported no fewer than 11 million men, women, and children
into the abyss of slavery in the Americas were carriers of spiritual matter as well as
people. What scholars do question is the impact of African traditional religions and
Africanized versions of Islam and Christianity on slave societies in the diaspora. What
was transmitted? What survived and in what form; to what extent, if any, did African
religious forms influence the shaping of African American religions? The first waves of
enslaved men, women, and children to arrive in the Americas were relatively few in
number, and many of the early arrivals were “creolized”. Whether people were adherents
of traditional religions, Africanized Islam or Africanized Christianity, most clung to the
religious beliefs and practices of their African past. They carried with them certain
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cosmological constants and a cultural memory that allowed disparate religious elements
to co-exist.

Traditional religions are a case in point. There is convincing evidence that core beliefs
and ritual practices persisted in relatively pure forms that are clearly visible in divina-
tion, healing rituals, and conjure. Statistical quantification of the slave trade makes it
possible to link specific ritual practices to particular regions and in some cases to specific
African ethnic groups. Torn away from their roots and thrown into the buffeting winds
of history, Africa’s sacred specialists had neither the time nor the opportunity to gather
the regalia and implements of their practices as they were herded aboard slave ships,
but they carried the knowledge of the rituals with them into Atlantic slave societies.
Take divination, for example. A form of spiritual intervention, divination was widely
practiced not only in Africa but throughout early modern Europe to explain disasters,
disease, death, and social conflict. The first generations of Africans to arrive in Atlantic
slave societies would have encountered the strong presence of magic and divination
among European populations. Until occult practices began to fade under the combined
influence of Enlightenment philosophy and English Protestant opposition, African
religious specialists were probably able to perform their religious ceremonies in public,
sometimes in the presence of and with the approval of whites, especially when white
judicial systems proved inadequate instruments to control restive enslaved populations.

In Central Africa, divination operated as a form of trial to determine the guilt or
innocence of suspected criminals. Descriptions of the ordeal of a hand in boiling water
ceremony in Bahia and a needle ceremony on a small coastal island link the Brazilian
rituals to a Central African trial of jaji, both in form and function. The benne seed ritual
among South Carolina’s Gullah people is reminiscent of Poro-Sande culture. Reading
objects or cosmograms to establish the cause of illness are also of clear Kongolese
origins. Mina slaves, who began arriving in Brazil near the end of the seventeenth cen-
tury, discovered divinatory messages in a pan of water, or used snakes, idolized among
the Ewe, Fon and Yoruba as deities, to help them interpret omens. Spirit possession, in
which a diviner or medium was taken over by ancestral spirits, was a religious form used
to determine the cause of illness or death, to resolve social conflicts, or punish the pos-
sessed. Although the settings and contexts were different, the broad contours of spirit
mediumship functioned in a similar fashion in all slave societies in the Americas. Forms
derived from Central Africa were common in Brazil, where it was known as calundu
(Sweet, 2003: 12026, 129-30, 139-52). A seventeenth-century depiction of a calundu in
which Africans possessed by ancestral spirits danced to the beat of drums contains some
of the core elements of the possession-inducing Myal dance reported in early nineteenth-
century Jamaica, where it later became the Cumina cult, and in the possession of female
dancers in Dutch Surinam (Frey and Wood, 1998: 58—59; Sweet, 2003: 150). The invo-
cation of ancestral and supernatural powers persists in almost all former slave societies
in modified form later known as voodoo and hoodoo.

Instead of using possession rituals to determine the cause of illness, Mina religious
specialists in colonial Brazil relied on ancient remedies and herbal cures. Sacks or baskets
filled with herbs, roots, powders, and various objects imbued with spiritual powers were
their preferred instruments of divination (ibid.: 156-57). North American slave societies
lack the Inquisition records that provide detail about African religious practices in Brazil
and Mexico, but archaeologists are unearthing finds that connect religious practices with
West African roots. What appears to be a divination bundle discovered recently in
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Annapolis, Maryland is believed to have arrived directly from Africa around 1700,
presumably carried by a recent African immigrant. X-rays reveal that the bundle con-
tains about 300 pieces of metal compacted in clay and a stone ax. Because divination was
common among many different African cultures, it is difficult to link it to a particular
ethnic group. But its most striking component, the stone ax, suggests an association with
Yoruba practices related to Shango, god of thunder and lightning, or with Angolan spirit
mediums, for whom the ax sometimes functioned as a visual representation of the spirit
of a powerful warrior.?

Africanized Islam and Africanized Catholicism also arrived intact in the Americas,
where their histories are so closely intertwined it is impossible to separate them. In the
Luso-Hispanic Catholic world, religious transmission unfolded against a background of
centuries of conflict between Christianity and Islam reaching back to the Crusades
and culminating in the expulsion of the “moors” from Spain in 1492. It is difficult to
gauge the number of African Muslims in the Americas and the Caribbean. One estimate
suggests that 2.25-3 million Muslims from Islamized West Africa were enslaved in
Mexico, Jamaica, Brazil, Trinidad, Cuba, and Central and North America (Diouf, 1998:
46-48). Until the trade shifted to Angolans between 1615 and 1640, the majority of
enslaved people in Spanish America came from the Senegambia, Sierra Leone, and the
Bight of Benin, which means that few of them were familiar with Catholic Christianity.
Many, however, were potential Muslims. The first wave of 156,000 enslaved Africans to
arrive in the Americas during the second half of the fifteenth century came from the
Senegambia and Upper Guinea, areas heavily influenced by Islam. But the faith did not
develop uniformly. There was a Senegambian and potentially Muslim presence in Costa
Rico and Panama in Central America, in New Spain (Mexico), and in Spanish Puerto
Rico and Cuba from the sixteenth century. By the end of the sixteenth century, the
number of Moorish slaves in Mexico was negligible, while Muslims in Brazil and
Trinidad had influence out of all proportion to their actual numbers. The explanation
lies in the demographic distinctiveness of Mexico and in the institutional strength of the
Spanish church.

Mexico and Peru were the two largest importers of slaves in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries. Between 1521 and 1639, Mexico imported over 110,000 Africans. For a
brief period between 1545 and 1556, the enslaved population was predominantly
Senegambian, which means that numbers of them were possibly Muslim. Clustered in
urban centers along the coast, their distinctive dress and dietary habits and their cor-
porate expressions of faith made them highly visible and led to efforts to ban or exile
Muslims from Spanish America in 1501, 1530, 1532, 1543, and 1577. As a minority in a
sea of Catholics and non-Muslim Africans, Muslims in New Spain (Mexico) had to
create new ways to observe the Five Pillars of Islam, for example, by resorting to private
worship instead of common prayer, by inventing new ways to observe zakah or alms-
giving, by the quiet observance of dietary rules and Islamic feasts, and ultimately,
perhaps, by abandoning all hope of the pilgrimage to Mecca, where the Prophet
Muhammad is said to have received the first words of the Koran.®> The shift in the trade
from the Senegambia to Angola in the seventeenth century led to a steady decline in the
number of Muslims in Mexico, and by the end of the century they had effectively dis-
appeared.

The growth of sugar and the opening of silver mines led to a spectacular rise in slave
imports after 1650, the vast majority of them from Central Africa, principally Angola,
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an important center of Africanized Catholicism for 200 years. The Church had no
distinct conversion policy for Africans, but after his election as emperor in 1519, Charles
V granted permission to transport bozales, Africans imported directly from West Africa,
to Spanish territories on condition that “they be Christians” or that they “become
Christians on reaching each island”. Although canon law forbade forced conversion and
some Spanish theologians like the Dominican priest Francisco de Vitoria insisted that
“faith must be received voluntarily” or it would be “empty and ineffective”, a precedent
for the conversion of “unbelievers” by “violence and the sword” existed in the forced
baptism of Muslims in Spain and the expulsion of those who refused to accept Christian
baptism. Moreover, the legitimacy of the monarch’s power seemed to find affirmation in
Papal bulls (proclamations) granting dominion (dominium) over New World lands, and
by implication over peoples, to Spanish and Portuguese monarchs.*

Historians of Latin America have not been especially concerned with how the clergy
introduced Christianity to bozales, but anecdotal evidence hints at mass conversion as
hundreds were baptized even as they were herded aboard slave vessels in Luanda or
upon landing at the debarkation ports of Cartagena and Vera Cruz (Bennett, 2003: 11,
41-42, 47-48; Sweet, 2003: 196-7). A royal order of 1697 required slaves to be baptized
at African ports and provided with religious instruction on the slave ships, but slaves
continued to arrive in Bahia unbaptized (Gudeman and Schwartz, 1984: 51). Beginning in
1524, a more systematic approach was put into place in response to perceived challenges
to Catholic sovereignty following the Protestant Reformation. The process began in
Hispaniola as part of the effort to convert indigenous populations. Known as congrega-
cion, it separated the population into two parts, indigenous people on one side, and all
others, including bozales and ladinos, or creoles, on the other. In Mexico, for purposes
of administration people were assigned to residential neighborhoods and placed
under the supervision of regular clergy and staff attached to a cathedral and its bishop.
Technically, at least, this meant that Africans received the same instruction in matters of
faith as Spaniards. Standing apart from the enslaved population, but interacting with it,
was a large and partially creolized ladino population. Clustered together in distinct
barrios, descendant Africans began to create an elaborate social network based on ethnic
affinity and ties forged during the transoceanic voyage. By the early seventeenth century,
an urban free black population began to outnumber the enslaved population; by
mid-century, Mexico had the largest freed and free creole population in the Western
Hemisphere. Although they represented only 2 per cent of the vice-regal population,
African descendants made up a majority of Catholics in Mexico (Bennett, 2003: 26).

It was through the Mexican Inquisition that the Catholic Church insinuated itself into
the lives of Mexico’s African descendant population. The advent of the Protestant
Reformation and the flight of European Jews and Muslims to the New World to escape
the Spanish and Portuguese inquisitions created new anxieties over threats to
Catholic orthodoxy, and led to the establishment of an arm of the Inquisition in the
New World to reassert religious orthodoxy. The operation of the inquisitions in
the New World offers an important perspective on differences in the structure and the
character of Spanish and Portuguese orthodoxy and, more importantly for this chapter,
on the vast differences in the curve of conversion in the religious landscapes of African
Atlantic communities.

In Spanish America, branches of the Inquisition were set up in 1569 in Mexico,
Cartagena, and Lima. Technically established to suppress heresy, most of the time the
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tribunal in Mexico was occupied with the enforcement of a distinctive form of Spanish
Christianity anchored in the patriarchal family. The Inquisition tribunals and ecclesias-
tical courts imposed orthodoxy through various mechanisms of control, the preferred
form being the spectacle of the auto-de-fé. The first auto-de-fé in Mexico in 1574
signaled the opening of the Catholic offensive against Protestant “enemies of God”. It
consisted of the public humiliation of persons charged with heresy. After being tortured,
the hapless victims were dressed in yellow “fooles coats” and, with nooses tied around
their necks, were paraded to the central plaza to be garroted and burned to death.
Although the initial targets were Protestants and conversos, descendants of baptized
Jews, nearly 50 per cent of the proceedings of the Mexican Inquisition involved persons
of African descent, who in 1571 outnumbered Spaniards by 11,645 to 9495.°

The intended purpose of the Inquisition in Mexico was to control the behavior of the
expanding African population by imposing conjugality on bozales. But the Creole and
enslaved populations transformed it into a weapon to subvert the authority of the master
by appropriating the instruments originally meant to control them. As Christians,
Africans were entitled to the same right to marriage as Spaniards, but subject to the
same obligation of monogamy. The embrace of the Christian moral code represented a
departure for descendant Africans, but the large ladino population, which was the first
target of the Inquisition, quickly acquired the cultural dexterity to appreciate the
advantages of formal marriage ties. Thousands of petitions for marriage licenses
contained in tribunal records reveal the ease and frequency with which they navigated
the judicial system to secure the right to marry without the owners’ consent, win regular
conjugal visits, and protect their families against forced separation. The conscious
choice to marry within the same ethnicity calls attention to the existence of a cohesive,
self-conscious people. Based initially on the trauma of the transoceanic voyage and
reinforced by residence in distinct barrios, the redefinition of social identity was facili-
tated by the shared experience of religion (Bennett, 2003: 72, 78, 89-91, 94, 98, 101, 109,
129, 150-51). As the demographic balance began to shift in favor of a Creole as opposed
to an African-born enslaved population, Afro-Mexican Catholic culture ceased to be
recognizably “African”, although it retained certain African elements.

The “Africanness” of Brazil’s bewildering diversity of religions stands in marked
contrast to Mexico. How this process occurred is complex, but it is clear that demo-
graphics and the Inquisition played key roles. It is not by accident that Catholic Brazil
had the most complex and diverse religious universe and the largest African Muslim
presence in all of the Americas. The slave trade to Brazil did not begin until the 1560s,
decades after the first slaves arrived in Spanish America, and Africans were not imported
into the Amazon in significant numbers until the mid-eighteenth century. There was,
however, a constant influx of Africans, the great majority from Central Africa. Although
they shared a common ethnic origin with enslaved Afro-Mexicans, they were dispersed
through different regions of Brazil to provide labor for the expanding sugar and mining
industries in Northeast and Southeast Brazil and in Bahia, instead of being clustered in
coastal towns where they could organize their lives as a community.

Brazil had no tribunal or resident officials and instead relied on occasional tribunals
called wvisitas and the local religious establishment. Until the early seventeenth century,
the temporary courts depended on familiares, local informers who reported on such
mundane transgressions as smoking tobacco or wearing clean clothes on Saturday.
Persons charged with more serious “crimes”, including blasphemy, practicing Islam or
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Judaism, Lutheranism or Calvinism, witchcraft, superstition, or pacts with the devil, had
to be sent to the Lisbon tribunal. Up until the middle of the eighteenth century, the
targets were overwhelmingly Judaism, bigamy, witchcraft, and heresy. In contrast to
Mexico, where Africans were involved in almost 50 per cent of cases, very few cases
involving Africans or Indians were brought to full trial by the Bahian tribunal.®
The absence of intense supervision by church authorities made it possible for the small
Islamic community to survive and for African-based religions not merely to endure,
but to live.

Religious transformation: 1700-1800

As the seventeenth century drew to a close, the vast majority of Atlantic Africans
remained outside institutional Christianity. A century later, the religious landscape had
changed more radically than at any time since the Protestant Reformation. A complex
combination of forces distinct from, and sometimes opposed to, one another coalesced
to radically transform the religious landscape of the African Atlantic. As the century
advanced, African religions entered a new phase, characterized in some cases by a fusion
of different religious traditions, in others by entirely new inventions, and by the gradual
disappearance of others. The dynamics of change were not the same everywhere. They
depended on a number of factors: the shift in the demographic balance in favor of
creoles as opposed to those of African origin in some places and alternatively the rapid
growth of African imports in others; the entry of creolized Africans into mainstream
churches and the simultaneous reinvigoration of traditional religious beliefs and prac-
tices; a movement toward the creation of socio-religious organizations within institu-
tional churches and the incorporation of both re-Christianization and re-Africanization
tendencies.

The immediate triggers were the international slave trade and international revivalism.
The ramifications of these two globally connected developments do not form a single
narrative, but rather split and change in time and in space. Over the course of
the eighteenth century, the Americas experienced a massive demographic transition as
the international slave trade reached its peak. Over 100,000 Africans, most of them
captured in raiding expeditions, were carried into slavery before international bans
on the trade by Britain and the United States limited its growth. Supplied to British,
Dutch, and French traders principally by the West African kingdoms of Oyo (Yoruba),
Dahomey (Benin) and Asante (Gold Coast), the shift in the locus of trade brought in
over 45 ethnic groups, the majority to Brazil and the Caribbean, giving new life to tra-
ditional beliefs and practices. Warfare and slave raids that transformed human beings
into commodities changed the meaning of some traditional religious practices in the
diaspora. Belief in witchcraft was common throughout the early modern Atlantic world
although its meaning and purpose varied. To early modern Europeans, witchcraft was
inextricably associated with the devil, which triggered some of the most notorious
episodes in Virginia in 1626 and in Salem’s 1692 witch trials. Most Africans, on the other
hand, conceived of witchcraft as a religious power used to balance the forces of good
and evil. Some scholars believe that the African association of witchcraft with malevo-
lent human agency developed under the impetus of the slave trade and that the coin-
cident rise of witch-finding divinations such as the poison ordeal was a means to resist
slavery (Shaw, 1997: 856-76; Sweet, 2003: 161-71).
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The growing presence of African “witches” in the diaspora and their tendency to use
their powers to take revenge on white masters coincided with the decline in the occult
among Europeans, and contributed to the linkage of the most pernicious images of
witchcraft with Africans. In traditional society, the Mandingo viewed sorcery as a neu-
tral force, but under slavery they used their occult powers against slave-owners. In Cuba
and the Spanish Caribbean, it gave birth to a new word in the slave-holders’ lexicon,
mandinga, to denote sorcery for evil purposes (Diouf, 2003: 145). After the abolition of
the British slave trade in 1807, the British Royal Navy “liberated” Africans on ships
bound for Spanish and Portuguese plantations. Thousands were resettled in British
colonies such as Trinidad and the Bahamas. The fresh infusion of African religious tra-
ditions revived or reinforced traditional religions. Rada, for example, was carried to
Trinidad by 8000 Africans from Dahomey in the 1860s. Settled in Belmont Valley Road,
they practiced their ancestral religion in spite of persecution as Obeahmen (Brereton,
1981: 134).

The increase in the traffic in slaves paralleled the rise of evangelical Protestantism,
an international movement that successfully implanted itself in the British Caribbean
and North America. Ultimately the shift in the trade and the spread of international
revivalism generated a crucial transition in the socio-religious landscape of the African
Atlantic. The religious metamorphosis can be refracted through the lives of two black
evangelical leaders.

Rebecca Freundlich, a young ex-slave woman, was a member of the Moravian mission
that launched international revivalism. As the earliest known black Protestant mis-
sionary, Rebecca’s itinerant mission from Germany to the Danish island of St Thomas
and from there to the Gold Coast of Africa broke the rules of female travel and estab-
lished an enduring pattern of female agency in religious conversion. Unable to commu-
nicate with the Creole spoken by most Africans on the Dutch islands, Moravian
missionaries turned to black “helpers” whose genealogy can be traced to the Capuchins
in Central Africa. From St Thomas, the movement established infant missions in
Jamaica in 1754, Antigua in 1756, Barbados in 1765, and Salem, North Carolina
in 17727

The missionary techniques pioneered by the Moravians were adopted by other
evangelical groups and applied with notable success in the British Caribbean and North
America, where the subjects of proselytization became themselves proselytizers. The
spiritual passage of George Liele, one of the first converts, is an extension of the arc of
religious change represented by Rebecca Freundlich. Enslaved in Virginia, Liele was
taken by his master to Georgia. After a lengthy conversion experience he was ordained a
New Light Baptist. Liele’s success in preaching to enslaved people up and down the
Savannah River puts him in the vanguard of continental revivalism. The First African
Baptist Church of Savannah, established by Andrew Bryant, was also the model for
dozens of independent black churches that sprang up across the country. Before it was
interrupted by the American Revolution, bi-racial, ecumenical revivalism stretched
across the young republic, challenging racial and gender conventions and implanting
distinctive expressions of black evangelical Protestantism. Although women had no
formal leadership roles, they discovered unprecedented opportunities to speak and to
exhort. As charismatic leaders, they played a leading role in exuberant revivalism.

The emergence of popular Protestantism in the Caribbean and its spread to the
United States unleashed a powerful wave of black evangelism that resonated around the
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North Atlantic. The ending of the American Revolution precipitated a sizable exodus
of African Americans and the circulation of black forms of Protestantism to the
Caribbean, where Licele laid the foundation of the Baptist mission in Jamaica; to Nova
Scotia and West Africa, where David George, one of Liele’s converts, formed the first
permanent black Baptist Church; to the Canadian Maritimes, where Moses Wilkinson, a
black Methodist preacher and a Huntingdonian, John Marrant stamped their own ver-
sions of radical evangelicalism on the landscape. In Jamaica, the revivalistic, egalitarian
tradition of black evangelical Protestantism metamorphosed into the Native Baptist
movement, a more Africanized form of Christianity. In North America, the connect-
ion with black radical theology found concrete expression in the nineteenth-century
rebellions led by Gabriel Prosser in Virginia and Denmark Vesey in South Carolina
(Frey, 2004).

If African descendants were attracted to the radical promise of evangelical Protes-
tantism and the opportunity to play leadership roles, the adaptability of the pantheon of
saints, the elaborate visual and aural rituals, and the tendency to extend rights and
protections to all baptizands, made Catholicism amenable to growing numbers in the
French and Iberian worlds. Outside of Mexico, until the eighteenth century few Atlantic
Africans were affected by Catholicism. Over the course of the eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries, growing numbers adopted and translated Catholicism to suit their
own religious and social needs. The way they organized their religious and social worlds
bears several of the hallmarks of Afro-Mexican Catholicism, specifically the ability to
maximize the advantages of the hard hand they had been dealt in life, which passed
virtually intact from Mexico as an ethnic and cultural legacy of Africa.

The power of cultural patterns is strikingly clear in baptism, the ritual occasion for
entry into the spiritual community, and the rights and protections it afforded. In keeping
with the Catholic practice of infant baptism, the Code of Canon Law mandated that
infants must be sponsored by an adult or adults in consideration of their inability to
speak for themselves. Much as their Kongolese ancestors had used the spiritual power of
salt baptism to protect the converted, or as Afro-Mexicans used the sacrament of mar-
riage to preserve family integrity, enslaved and free people of color co-opted the ritual
practice to achieve a deeply pe