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Introduction

Slavery and Modernity

... [the] plantation is a little world of its own, having its own language, its own
rules, regulations and customs. The troubles arising here are not settled by the civil
power of the state.

Frederick Douglass

The twentieth-century Western mind is frozen by the horror of men selling and
buying others as slaves and even more stunned at the irony of black men serving as
agents for the enslavement of blacks by whites. Shocking though it is, this human
barter was truly the most stark representation of what modernism and Western
capitalist expansion meant to traditional peoples. In the New World, people
became items of commerce, their talents, their labors, and their produce thrown
into the market place, where their best hope was to bring a decent price. The racial
wrong was lost on African merchants, who saw themselves as selling people other
than their own. The distinctions of tribe were more real to them than race, a
concept that was yet to be refined by nineteenth- and twentieth-century Western

rationalists.

Nathan Huggins, Black Odyssey (1977)

Counterfeit is the dominant scheme of the ‘classical’ period, from the Renaissance
to the industrial revolution. . . . The way lies open to unheard of combinations, to
all the games, all the counterfeits — the Promethean verve of the bourgeoisie first
plunged into the imitation of nature before throwing itself into production . . .
There is a strict correlation between the mental obedience of the Jesuits (‘perinde
ac cadaver’) and the demiurgic ambition to exorcise the natural substance of a
thing in order to substitute a synthetic one. Just like a man submitting his will to
an organization, things take on an ideal functionality of the cadaver. All
technology, all technocracy are incipiently there . . . That architectural sauce of
stucco and baroque is a great apparatus of the same kind. All of the above precedes
the productive rationality of capital, but everything testifies already — not in
production, but in counterfeit — to the same project of control and universal
hegemony.

Jean Baudrillard, Simulations (1983)
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Introduction 3

his book furnishes an account of the making of the European systems

of colonial slavery in the Americas, and seeks to illuminate their role
in the advent of modernity. These slave systems were themselves radically
new in character compared with prior forms of slavery, yet they were
assembled from apparently traditional ingredients. They became intensely
commercial, making Atlantic trade the pacemaker of global exchanges from
the sixteenth century to the nineteenth, yet within the plantations money
played an apparently modest — even negligible — role. Slave-grown tobacco,
sugar and cotton facilitated the birth of an expansive new world of
consumption — one that was antithetical to slave rations and self-provision.
The enterprises which battened on slave labour and produce embodied, as
I will try to show, apparently advanced forms of technical and economic
organization.

The acquisition of some twelve million captives on the coast of Africa
between 1500 and 1870 helped to make possible the construction of one of
the largest systems of slavery in human history. The Atlantic slave trade
itself was to become remarkable for its businesslike methods as well as its
scale and destructiveness. Over a million and a half captives died during
the ‘Middle Passage’ between Africa and the New World; an unknown, but
large, number died prior to embarkation; and once in the New World,
between a tenth and a fifth of the slaves died within a year. Those who
survived found their life drastically organized to secure from them as much
labour as possible. The slaves met their own subsistence needs in one or
two days’ work a week, working the remainder of the time for their owners
— a rate of exploitation or surplus extraction with few parallels even among
other slave systems. In most parts of the Americas overwork, malnutrition
and disease took a grim toll, and the slave labour force had to be replenished
by further slave purchases. During the eighteenth century the slaves of
British North America, unusually for any enslaved population, registered a
positive natural growth rate, for reasons to be explored in Chapter XI. The
total slave population in the Americas reached around 330,000 in 1700,
nearly three million by 1800, and finally peaked at over six million in the
1850s, probably exceeding the numbers of slaves in Roman Italy, who were
most numerous in the first century BC.

African slaves were brought to the Americas in the first place at a time
when the indigenous population was suffering a terrible catastrophe.
Thousands of Africans helped to strengthen the colonial apparatus and
perform both menial and supervisory tasks. Once plantation development
was under way, the slavery of the New World battened principally on those
of African descent, with Indians being dispossessed and thrust to the
margins, and Africans becoming highly concentrated in the most arduous
employments. The slavery of the Ancient World had been far more
diversified, both in the pattern of employment and in its ethnic composition,
with Greek slave tutors, Egyptian slave administrators, English slave
servants, German slave labourers and many more (though very few black



4 The Making of New World Slavery

Africans). And while slave status was transmitted by inheritance in the
Ancient World, and in other slave societies, there were two constraints on
this as a source of reproduction of the slave labour force. First, slaves had
few children; secondly, where they did have offspring there was usually a
gradual improvement in the status of their descendants: later generations
acquired some rights, or even benefited from manumission. Manumission
did occur in the New World colonies, though it was most unusual where
plantation development was strongest. So far as the overwhelming majority
was concerned, New World slavery was a curse that even the grandchildren
of the grandchildren of the original African captive found it exceedingly
difficult to escape. This was a strong, even unprecedented, species of
enslavement.

But the slavery of the Americas not only presented many novel features.
Its development was associated with several of those processes which have
been held to define modernity: the growth of instrumental rationality, the
rise of national sentiment and the nation-state, racialized perceptions of
identity, the spread of market relations and wage labour, the development
of administrative bureaucracies and modern tax systems, the growing
sophistication of commerce and communication, the birth of consumer
societies, the publication of newspapers and the beginnings of press
advertising, ‘action at a distance’ and an individualist sensibility. The
Atlantic world of this epoch was subject to rapid, uneven but combined
development. People separated by an ocean were brought into vital
relationship with one another. The demand for sugar in London or
Amsterdam helped to bring into being plantations in the Caribbean, which
in turn were supplied with provisions from North America and slaves from
Africa. The dynamic of the Atlantic economy was sustained by new webs
of social trust, and gave birth to new social identities. It required business
planning and methods for discounting risk; it was associated with distinc-
tive modern traditions of reflexive self-consciousness.

Exploring the many ways in which American slavery proved compatible
with elements of modernity will help to dispel the tendency of classical
social science — from Adam Smith to Ludwig von Mises, Auguste Comte to
Max Weber — to identify slavery with traditionalism, patrimonialism and
backwardness. Weber raised interesting questions, but supplied the wrong
answers: he did not realize that the slave population of North America
became naturally self-reproducing, while he believed that the slave colonies
had made a negligible contribution to European economic advance (these
errors are tackled in Chapters XI and XII).! The colonial slave systems
were closely associated with the mercantilist epoch, and this helped to
nourish the view that they were inherently rigid and dependent on state
patronage. Of course slavery is indeed a very ancient human institution,
but it has also been highly flexible, and a great facilitator of social mobility
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and adjustment or transition. The role it played in the transition to
modernity was not, therefore, out of character.

Anthony Giddens has written that modernity characteristically effects a
‘disembedding’ of individuals and institutions, which tears them away from
their traditional contexts. He sees money, as well as power or ideology, as
a potent lever in this disembedding. Paul Gilroy has urged that some of the
most distinctive structures and mentalities of modernity are already evident
in New World slavery.> The Atlantic slave trade effected a protracted
‘disembedding’ process, plunging the African slave into a new and unex-
pected system of social relations. Slavery existed in Africa prior to the
Atlantic trade, and long continued to have a social meaning there which
was very different to that prevailing in the Americas. In Africa slaves were
often soldiers, for example, or recognized concubines. But the ‘new’ slave
could be sold, a circumstance which permitted a transformation in slavery,
both in the Americas and, eventually, in many parts of Africa too, as the
transatlantic traffic grew in volume. Thus both institution and individual
were disembedded, as they were inserted into a new set of social relations.
The slave trade itself employed a battery of economic devices ranging from
sophisticated patterns of credit and insurance to complex forms of barter.
The New World slave was caught up in systems of social identification and
surveillance which marked him or her as a black, and closely regulated
their every action. The slave’s kinship identity was wiped out, and new ties
to ‘shipmates’, partners and relatives were vulnerable, since the slave could
be sold at any time.

While the slaves were subordinated to a rigid new role, the vortex of
Atlantic economy threw up disruptive new patterns of wealth and power.
Control of the commodities produced by the slaves conferred great econ-
omic power — a power distributed between, and disputed by, states,
merchants, bankers and slaveholders. The slaves were driven to work long
hours and an intense rhythm; the appropriation of the fruits of their labour
required the construction of an elaborate apparatus of supply, supervision,
transport, processing and distribution, much of this engaging free labour.
There was ample scope here for conflicts between different would-be
appropriators, and between exploiters and exploited.

Civil Slavery and the Colonial State

The link between modernity and slavery gives us good reason to be attentive
to the dark side of progress. Modern social powers, as we now have many
reasons to know, can conduce to highly destructive and inhuman ends.
Given the history of the twentieth century, it might seem that this lesson
needs no further elaboration. After the slaughter of the First World War,
the grim record of colonial repression, the horrors of Stalinism and the
genocidal projects of Nazism, there can be few who believe that history is a
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simple forward march. From several points of view the history of the
slavery of the Americas nevertheless merits our attention. We have yet to
slough off all the ideologies and institutions produced in the era of racial
slavery. Then again, the history of New World slavery, as I will try to
demonstrate, shows that civil society, in a modern sense of the term, can
itself powerfully — and, as it were, ‘spontaneously’ — contribute to highly
destructive patterns of human conduct. Writers of quite varied allegiance
have identified the disasters of modernity with a disorder of the state. Such
phenomena as totalitarian violence and colonial war can be traced to the
alienation of the state from civil society, to a fatal conjunction of bureau-
cratic rationality and fantasies of total power. In different ways this has
been argued by the sociologist Zygmunt Bauman and the then Sartrean—
Marxist Ronald Aronson, in analyses of Nazism and Stalinism (Bauman)
or Nazism, Stalinism and imperialism (Aronson) seen as forms of pure state
power. It can even be shown that the most destructive modern famines
have resulted as much — if not more — from state negligence as from the
working out of market forces.?

The tradition of writing about slavery in the Americas, from Adam
Smith to Eric Williams, which associates it with the policies of ‘colonial
mercantilism’ can also encourage a view that it was essentially a product of
state voluntarism. These mercantilist policies owed much to the commercial
principles of the Absolutist states and to the mimetic response of their
commercial rivals. So it could be concluded that the slave systems of the
Americas show, in an early form, the perils of state alienation from civil
society. But the impressive scholarship on American slavery which has
accumulated over the last half-century shows that this would be a quite
misconceived conclusion. The message of this history is, I will argue, that
the spontaneous dynamic of civil society is also pregnant with disaster and
mayhem.

For a considerable time the conjunction of slavery, colonialism, and
maritime power permitted the more advanced European states to skew the
world market to their own advantage. What has been called the ‘European
miracle’ in fact depended not only on the control of intercontinental
exchanges but on the profits of slavery. The latter also helped to furnish
some of the conditions for a global industrial monopoly. The enormous
gains achieved were based on the opportunities opened up by transferring
forced labourers to parts of the globe under European control, and
favourably situated for supplying European markets with exotic produce.
But monopolies decreed from European capitals were of limited efficacy
unless they were backed up by a host of independent merchants and
planters, displaying entrepreneurial qualities.

In the account which follows, it will be shown that the early modern
states bore their share of responsibility for the cruelties of the Atlantic slave
traffic and for the subsequent merciless and inhumane operation of the
slave systems. The Portuguese monarchs promoted and licensed slave
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trading in Africa from the mid fifteenth century. The Spanish authorities
formally regulated the slave traffic via the asiento from the sixteenth
century to the eighteenth. The Dutch, the British and the French all set up
state-sponsored slave trading concerns, with forts and trading posts in
Africa, in the seventeenth century. Once the captives arrived in the Americas
their conditions of life were — supposedly — regulated by public legislation.
Rather more effectively, governments sought to regulate, and profit from,
the commerce in slave produce.

But this state sponsorship of slavery was closely linked to the dynamic
of civil society — and as slavery flourished, so the state was confined to a
more restricted role. It was not based on the abstraction or alienation of
the colonial state from the dominant forces in colonial society. Quite the
contrary. The public authorities were responding, in ways I will explore, to
the insistent and specific prompting of powerful social actors. In Chapter II
the royal regulation of Portugal’s spice trade with the East is contrasted to
the incipiently autonomous plantation and slave trade of the Atlantic. A
recent account argues that the first Atlantic sugar colony achieved takeoff
in the late fifteenth century because of commercial and settler initiative:
‘The plantations of Madeira ... developed independently of Portuguese
national authority.”’ If we turn to Spanish America, the introduction of
some thousands of African slaves each year from the middle of the sixteenth
century was a response to the eagerness of colonial planters, manufacturers
and mine concessionaries to employ them — a process explored in Chapter
III. Referring to the use of African slaves, as well as other forms of labour
not controlled by the colonial state in sixteenth-century Spanish America,
Steve Stern writes:

These relationships had emerged in ‘civil society’, as expressions of ‘private’
relations and coercions relatively free of direct sponsorship by the formal political
structure of the state. ... Slavery, personal lordship and contracted labor ...
bound exploiter and exploited directly to one another. The colonial state, at
various times and in different degrees, legally sanctioned, encouraged, and even
purported to regulate such relationships. But the initiation, internal dynamics
and socioeconomic significance of these relationships reflected private or extra-
official initiative more than state edict.

In Spanish America the colonial state was to play a large and intrusive role,
but — as we will see in Chapter III — this was greatly to cramp the
development of plantation slavery. Matters turned out differently in Portu-
guese Brazil, but here — as I seek to explain in Chapter IV — the state was
less active in ordering colonial society — especially when it came to slavery.
As Stuart Schwartz writes: ‘in the matter of slavery, the state and its officers
are notably absent’.”

The process of colonization itself was to a greater or lesser extent state-
sponsored, and so were some ancillary varieties of enslavement. The
Castilian state acquired a mandate from the Pope to validate its conquest
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of the New World. The Papacy sponsored the Treaty of Tordesillas (1494),
which divided the world beyond Europe into separate spheres of Castilian
(Spanish) and Portuguese colonization. Tordesillas ratified the Portuguese
monopoly of the African slave trade and endorsed Spain’s claim to the
lion’s share of the as yet still barely ‘discovered’ Indies (North East Brazil
was to fall just inside the Portuguese sphere). While the Papacy allowed the
Portuguese to sell African slaves to the Christian kingdoms of Spain, it did
not countenance their sale to Muslims, since enslavement was meant to
lead to conversion. The Spanish doctrine of conquest affirmed that native
peoples who resisted Castile’s divinely appointed role could be condemned
to slavery. However, the scope of enslavement practised by Spanish
colonists was to become the subject of a famous controversy; as we will
see, the monarch and his officials distrusted the greed and rapacity of their
own colonists. Eventually (as is described in Chapter IIl), the Spanish
monarch forbade the enslavement of the native inhabitants (though loop-
holes were left, since rebellious Indians could still be reduced to bondage).
The imperial state also issued licences permitting the introduction and sale
of African captives. If the slave plantation systems of the New World had
been constructed on the basis of a Spanish model, as some have wrongly
supposed, then it would be necessary to acknowledge a much larger degree
of state sponsorship than there actually was. In fact the slave plantations of
Spanish America made only a very modest contribution to Atlantic com-
merce in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. It is true that Brazilian
plantations became major producers in the last decades of the sixteenth
century, and that the Portuguese Crown was at this time united with that
of Spain. But (as is explained in Chapter IV) Brazilian growth was tolerated
rather than promoted by Madrid, and was anyway soon interrupted by a
Dutch invasion which the Spanish connection helped to provoke — circum-
stances recounted and analysed in Chapter V.

The real takeoff of the plantation economies, it will be argued, took
place in the seventeenth century. The New World ambitions of France, the
Netherlands and England challenged the Iberian monopolies, and the Papal
rulings on which they were based, with Protestant captains and colonists
often playing a leading role. Neither France nor Britain could accept the
Papal demarcation made at Tordesillas. Under the terms of the Treaty of
Cateau-Cambrésis in 1559 France, Spain and England made peace in
Europe while leaving open the precise status of territories ‘beyond the line’
— that is, beyond the prime meridian passing through the Azores or South
of the Tropic of Cancer.® While Spain continued to assert its claims, French
and English privateers, many of them Protestant, disputed its commercial
monopoly. By this time a swarm of French adventurers and would-be
colonists were staking their claim to trade or territory in the New World.
The English soon followed. By the 1580s and 1590s the Flemish and Dutch
‘sea beggars’ joined them without even respecting the line. Down to the
Treaty of Ryswick in 1697 the territory ‘beyond the line’ — the whole of the
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Americas and most of the African coast — was to continue to be excluded
from the terms of European peace treaties. The inability of the European
states to come to terms concerning these crucial areas meant that they
remained a battleground, a sort of ‘wild West’ in which traders and
colonists founded a new order, eventually being obliged to defer to one or
other of the colonial sheriffs. Without the tenacity and resources of these
colonial entrepreneurs, little or nothing could be achieved.

The theory of empire which the Portuguese, Spanish, French, Dutch and
English came to expound appealed to God-given rights, but with interesting
differences of emphasis. The Portuguese emphasized their rights as ‘discov-
erers’ not so much of the land as of the sea routes between Europe and the
newly discovered coast; Portuguese captains were required to register
navigational details of their discoveries as well as marking them with a
stone cross. The Spanish monarch claimed to rule the Americas by a God-
given right of conquest, so long as the ceremony of the ‘Requirement’
demanding peaceful submission had been observed. Supposedly the Aztec
and Inca rulers, having failed to respond and having obstructed the
Spaniards’ free movement, had been conquered in a ‘just war’. The French
believed the Spanish ‘Requirement’ and conquest were a mockery of
Christian behaviour and violated the God-given natural rights of the
indigenous peoples. The French, therefore, appeared in the New World as
the friends and allies of the natives, and supposedly established colonies
only with their unforced consent. The Dutch asserted their right not simply
as navigators but principally as traders; in contrast to the Iberian powers,
they believed that there was a God-given natural right of all to sail the high
seas in pursuit of trade, and to the better life that commerce brought with
it. Finally, the English laid stress on the fact that their colonists, as
cultivators or ‘planters’, were making better use of the land than native
hunters-and-gatherers or colonial rivals, and thus enjoyed Divine sanction.

This bare summary simply picks out the most salient feature in each
imperial ideology; in practice the various powers constantly sought to
imitate one another’s successes and learn from their mistakes.” But their
competitive success naturally depended upon the resources and institutions
each could dispose of. While the Spanish approach, at one extreme, was
highly dependent on state initiative and control, the English formula, at the
other, critically depended upon the initiative and competence of the
colonists themselves, albeit within the terms of some royal charter or
bequest. In the various chapters of Part One it will be shown that African
slaves could be introduced to boost each and every one of these colonial
projects, though by far the most rewarding was to be the use of slaves in
plantation agriculture.

The workings of the slave systems were terribly destructive and oppres-
sive, but they came to display the routines of regular business. The slave
traders and their crews, and the slave masters and their overseers, worked
in the expectation of earning a salary or making a profit. They proved
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capable of sadistic ferocity, and sought to crush slave resistance with
displays of exemplary cruelty. But research into the impressively detailed
records which the planters and merchants left behind reveals a convergence
on average rates of profit and standard methods of procedure. The pressures
of commercial competition helped to diffuse new techniques and to
discipline the wayward or self-indulgent planter. While most of the free
employees implicitly consented to the degradation of black people, they did
not have to be motivated by racial hostility. Episodes of gratuitous violence
were far from unknown, because of the vulnerability of the slaves, but the
successful slave systems harnessed coercion to production and the mainten-
ance of order in a systematic way. Handbooks of plantation management
generally stressed that punishment should be meted out in a methodical
and predictable way. The overpacking of the ships in the Atlantic slave
trade, and the inadequate food and water provisions for the captives,
produced much higher mortality rates than were found among free
migrants. But such methods were more profitable, since larger numbers of
slaves could be delivered on each voyage. The average workings of the slave
systems displayed something of the impersonality and functional logic of
modern organization. Yet the slave plantations themselves were based on
the distinctive face-to-face relationship between overseer, driver and slave
crew.

The thoroughly commercial character of most New World slavery
differentiates it from earlier practices of slavery. At the high point of slavery
in the Ancient World — roughly 200 Bc to AD 200 — very large numbers of
slaves were captured by Roman armies, then distributed or sold in ways
that reflected the policy of the state or a particular general rather than the
play of economic forces. One might say that many Roman slaves were sold
because they had been captured, while many African slaves entering the
Atlantic trade had been captured so that they might be sold. Likewise, the
estates of the Roman Empire generally marketed less of their output and
relied less on purchasing inputs than was the case for the plantations of the
Americas. Consequently, accounting methods and financial instruments
were less elaborate. The slaves of Rome also had a much better chance of
ending up in some non-menial job. Roman slavery was highly geared to the
capacities of the imperial state, a point to which we return in the next
chapter; in the New World the colonial states strove to batten upon a ‘civil
slavery’ geared to commercial networks spread across and beyond the
Atlantic — and eventually this civil slavery was emancipated from metropol-
itan tutelage. Despite all this the slavery of Ancient Rome came closer to
the New World experience, for which it furnished important legal formulas
and justification, than did other slave systems outside Europe.®

That the real dynamic of the Atlantic slave trade was not statist or
mercantilist was to be shown in the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, when the instruments of mercantilist regulation were dismantled
or suppressed. The volume of the Atlantic traffic vastly increased as more
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concerns entered it and the official slave trading companies were forced to
the margins. John Thornton writes of the early period: ‘although the states
of the Atlantic persistently sought to direct and control the trade, their
purpose was really more to enhance their revenue by marginally distorting
the market’.’* Thornton’s judgement is intended to apply to both European
and African states which, despite their different capacities, ultimately shared
an inability to dominate the slave traffic in a monopolistic fashion. It was
the private initiative of merchants and planters that led to the successively
larger-scale employment of slaves on the plantations on the Atlantic islands,
in Brazil and in the Caribbean. The formula of American plantation slavery
achieved its most potent expression on the islands of the Eastern Caribbean
in the mid seventeenth century, at a time when none of them was effectively
regulated by the metropolis, as we will see in Chapters VI and VII. At this
time Dutch mercantile skills, Portuguese and Brazilian knowledge of sugar-
making, and the enterprise of English and French planters and settlers
created and multiplied large-scale plantations, relying on African slave
labour and harnessing the latest advances of commerce and manufacture.
Karl Polanyi ascribed the ‘explosion of the slave trade’ to this ‘epochal
event as specific as the invention of the steam engine by James Watt some
130 years later’.’

Recent research shows that even the large chartered slave trading
companies, such as England’s Royal African Company, found that they had
to respect market principles, and learn the precise wants and needs of
hundreds of suppliers on the African coast and thousands of purchasers in
the American colonies. After scrutinizing details of some eighty thousand
transactions recorded in the archives of the African Company, David
Galenson concludes:

This study has provided strong evidence of diligent and systematic behaviour
aimed at profit maximisation by English slave traders and West Indian sugar
planters in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. These traders and
planters were hindered by severe handicaps, yet the evidence shows they
responded to these energetically and intelligently. The evidence of rational
responses to market stimuli comes from both quantitative evidence on aggregate
outcomes in the slave trade and qualitative evidence that affords a rare glimpse
into the internal operation of a large company operating in the late seventeenth
century. What emerges overall is a picture of a series of closely connected
competitive economic markets, in Africa and America, in which large numbers
of traders and planters responded promptly and shrewdly to economic
incentives."?

The trade in plantation goods was somewhat more amenable to regula-
tion, since the route between colony and metropolis was easier to invigilate.
There was probably more smuggling between the colonies of different
powers than between the different metropolitan markets, since most
European states had an apparatus for controlling the latter. Nevertheless,
the trade in tobacco, sugar, rum, cotton and other plantation products had
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a spontaneous momentum that could take the authorities by surprise.
Tobacco smoking became widespread without any official support — and
despite fitful attempts to suppress it.

Once flourishing slave colonies existed, rival colonial states certainly saw
the advantage of controlling them. And since other colonial states consti-
tuted a lively threat, they were able to offer military protection. The
colonial state could also offer to protect the slaveowners against their own
slaves. But American slaveowners, from an early period, aspired to control
their own means of defence, in the form of militia and patrols. Metropolitan
garrisons were sometimes remote and often under strength; their role was
as much to control the wayward impulses of the colonists as to protect
them. The planters’ need to recruit support from free persons without
slaves was to shape the racial structure, as we will see.

The racial character of New World slavery was invented by European
traders and settlers with little prompting from state functionaries. The early
Spanish and Portuguese authorities justified slavery as a means to the
conversion of Africans. European traders and colonists of the early modern
period had few qualms about the enslavement of heathens, whether Native
Americans or Africans or — if they could get away with it — Asians, while
they rarely displayed any eagerness to convert them. But some slaves
converted none the less, putting a strain on both official and popular
conceptions. In the English colonies specific legislation was to be enacted
by the local assemblies stipulating that conversion did not confer freedom
on the slave. A religious sanction for enslavement was available. As we will
see in Chapter I, early modern Europeans found in the Bible sanctions for
the enslavement of strangers, with some believing that Africans, as ‘sons of
Ham’, had been singled out for this fate, even if they became Christians. In
subsequent chapters examples are given of the use of this myth to justify a
system of enslavement that had come increasingly to focus exclusively upon
those of African descent. This doctrine represented one expression of a
burgeoning Christian, European or ‘white’ racial consciousness which both
protected fellow Europeans from the rigours of full slavery and designated
Africans or blacks as its proper victims. The need for such an ideology
became acute in the wake of the plantation revolution, since there were
many more hugely exacting and unpleasant tasks to be carried out.

Shifting Identity and Racial Slavery

In practice, slaves were conceived of as an inferior species, and treated as
beasts of burden to be driven and inventoried like cattle. Yet like all racist
ideologies, this one was riddled with bad faith. The slaves were useful to
the planters precisely because they were men and women capable of
understanding and executing complex orders, and of intricate co-operative
techniques. The most disturbing thing about the slaves from the slavehold-
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er’s point of view was not cultural difference but the basic similarity
between himself and his property. Africans could procreate with Europeans,
and occupied the same ecological niche. As Benjamin Franklin was to
observe, slaves, unlike sheep, could rise in rebellion. The great world
religions all registered the anthropological fact of common humanity. And
while they might aspire to the brotherhood of man and comity of nations,
their attitude to infidels often revealed an awareness of humanity’s greatest
enemy. As Jean-Paul Sartre pointed out:

Nothing — not even wild beasts or microbes — could be more terrifying for man
than a species which is intelligent, carnivorous and cruel, which can understand
and outwit human intelligence, and whose aim is precisely the destruction of
man. This, however, is obviously our own species as perceived by each of its
members in the context of scarcity.!*

The American planter who treated his slaves like subhumans would
typically reveal a fear and surplus aggression towards them which stemmed
from a belief that they could take over his plantation and his womenfolk if
they were given the slightest real opportunity to do so. Sartre’s insight links
up with Foucault’s thesis that racism is an expression of permanent social
war. In his 1976 lectures at the Collége de France, Foucault actually
identified the origins of racial consciousness in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries with popular antagonism to the aristocratic element in the pre-
modern state, itself based on racial conceits (Saxons against aristocratic
Normans in England, Franks against aristocratic Goths in France, and so
forth). In this conception, however, the racial feeling which could challenge
the aristocracy could also be deployed against outsiders. **

Oceanic migration, both voluntary and forced, bringing previously
distant human groups into intimate contact with one another, created the
need to work out new systems of ascribed identity. In the world of Atlantic
exchange and confrontation, the given and fixed quality of all traditional
social identity was threatened by flux and intermixture. Jack Forbes has
shown that even such apparently clear terms as ‘Negro’ were remarkably
labile in the sixteenth century, often referring to those later called ‘Indians’
or to a variety of ethnic mixtures.'® The world opened up by the ‘Discover-
ies’, as Vitorino Magalhdes Godinho has observed, plunged Europeans into
a vertiginous sense of novelty wherever they looked, with new plants, new
fruits, new animals, new customs, new peoples and a new sky at night.'” In
North America in the 1530s the would-be conquistador Nufiez Cabeza de
Vaca, together with his African slave Estevanico and two companions, were
captured by Indian peoples following the foundering of an expedition of
which he was treasurer. His fascinating account of their subsequent fate —
of the Indians’ insistence that they were possessed of the power of healing,
of their travels among a succession of Indian peoples, and of their
disillusioning return to the rapacious and brutal world of Christian slave
hunters — conveyed to a wider public the strange moral reversals which
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could take place at the borderlands of empire and beyond.!®* The Peregri-
nation of the late-sixteenth-century Portuguese seafarer Fernio Mendes
Pinto furnished further astonishing and unsettling stories of this type.

Michael Pietz gives an example of shifting identities in an anecdote
relating to a time and place where they were, perhaps, at their most fluid.
It is told by a Portuguese, and relates to an encounter with the slave of a
friend of his in the Gambia river in 1624:

I met a black Mandinga youth, by name Gaspar Vaz. The black was a good
tailor and button maker. As soon as he knew that I was in port he came to see
me and paid a call on me with great enthusiasm. He embraced me, saying he
could not believe it was me he saw, and that God had brought me there so that
he could do me some service. For this I gave him thanks, saying that I was very
pleased to see him too, so that I could give him news of his master and mistress
and acquaintances, but that I was distressed to see him dressed in a Mandinga
smock, with amulets of his fetiches (Gods) around his neck [com nominas dos
seus feiticos do pescogo[, to which he replied: ‘Sir, I wear this dress because [ am
nephew of Sandeguil, Lord of this town, whom the tangomaos call Duke, since
he is the person who commands after the King. On the death of Sandeguil, my
uncle, I will be inheritor of all his goods, and for this reason I dress in the clothes
that your honour sees but I do not believe the Law of Mohammed, rather I
abhor it. I believe in the Law of Christ Jesus, and so that your honour may know
that what I say is true’ — he took off his smock, beneath which he wore a doublet
and a shirt in our fashion, and from around his neck he drew out a rosary of
Our Lady - ‘every day I commend myself to God and the Virgin Our Lady by
means of this rosary. And if I do not die, but come to inherit the estate of my
uncle I will see to it that some slaves are sent to Santiago and when I have found
a ship to take me I will go to live in that island and die among Christians.’ It was
no small advantage to me to meet him in the Gambia, because he was of service
to me in everything, and what I bought was at the price current among the
people themselves, very different from the price they charge the tangamaos. And
he served me as interpreter and linguist."

While this was evidently a happy accident, the ambivalent identities it
revealed were not those to be required by slaveowning planters who needed
labourers fixed to one spot and one role. Skin colour came to serve as an
excellent and readily identified marker which everyone carried around on
their face and limbs, ruling out any hope of imposture or dissimulation. If
necessary, some systems of racial classification could give importance to
different shades or phenotypes; in other cases skin could be ‘lightened’ by
paying fees to the authorities. But the baseline of this system of racial
classification was simply pigmentation. New World slavery was peculiarly
associated with darker pigmentation or ‘black’ skin. Not every black was a
slave, but most blacks were, and on this assumption every black could be
treated like a slave unless they could prove free status — and even then, they
would still be treated worse than white colonists. In the colonies of the
Catholic and Latin powers the racial hierarchy was a little more complex
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and baroque, in ways to be mentioned below. But skin colour remained a
vital social marker, one highly correlated with enslavement.

Thus, in the racial theory which became peculiarly associated with
plantation slavery, the abstracted physiological characteristics of skin
colour and phenotype come to be seen as the decisive criteria of race, a
term which had hitherto had a more ample sense of family or kind, nature
or culture. The reduction at work met practical tests. It furnished an
identity document in an epoch when many were illiterate. It also corre-
sponded to a fetishistic logic which Pietz’s essay seeks to unravel. The
European traders and travellers believed that Africans were victims of a
strange category mistake and an inability to grasp general concepts; instead
they had their ‘fetishes’, assortments of strange objects which were imbued
with supernatural powers. The word fetish was not taken from any African
language but simply derived from the Portuguese feitico — from the verb to
make, but in this form usually referring to witchcraft.

Just as skin colour and phenotype helped to fix race, so the complex
systems of trade and barter helped to produce a schedule of equivalents,
reducible to gold or silver, or shells or currency, or — as was often to be the
case by the eighteenth century — by notional iron bars used as a numéraire.
Such currencies were general equivalents in terms of which anything, most
especially slaves, could be valued. But slaves themselves were increasingly,
and then exclusively, acquired as a means to the production of other
commodities. To begin with, the Portuguese were mainly interested in gold
dust, spices and modest consignments of sugar; the Spanish were obsessed
with specie, and only tiny quantities of dyestuffs, sugar and chocolate. The
Dutch, the French and the English merchants or planters eventually took
the lead with larger quantities of sugar, rum, molasses, tobacco, indigo,
cotton, and coffee. And in a new Atlantic — indeed, global — dance of
commodities, European and Eastern manufactures moved in a reverse
direction: to the colonies and the African coast.

The elaborate and competitive processes of exchange which led to these
diverse goods being presented in the marketplace helped to obscure their
conditions of production and minimize the sense of social or moral
responsibility of all those involved. Thus the planter or merchant could say
to himself: if I refuse to buy the slave, then someone else will. This logic of
atomization and serialization, in which each feels obliged to mimic the
other in himself, has also been theorized by Sartre.?° Given the manifold
uncertainties and frequent obscurity of the new market society, and the
novel encounters on which it was based, it is not surprising that it bred new
anxieties and truncated perceptions. Thus early modern Europeans, encoun-
tering Native Americans or Africans, believed them to be living outside
culture and morality in some ‘wild’ and ‘natural’ state. This aroused both
phobic fears and fantasies, and utopian longings and projections.?! The
ideologies of enslavement found ways to mobilize the former — though, as
will be argued below, it was by no means clear that it was either prudent
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or profitable to acquire and rely on wild savages, depraved cannibals,
murderous devils, and the like. In fact the identity of the slave had to be
domesticated, normalized or naturalized. Their reduction to the status of a
chattel was a decisive element in this process.

The social relations of unsupervised economic exchange have sometimes
been thought to promote a rough-and-ready equality between buyer and
seller. In fact this was to be the case both on the African coast and in the
Americas, though pointedly excluded from its scope were to be those
captives who were themselves to be traded. In an influential essay on the
origins of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century abolitionism Thomas Haskell
has argued that the new world of long-distance trade promoted a sense of
human interconnectedness, and of the efficacy of long-distance action,
which spontaneously undermined the legitimacy of slavery. On the other
hand Ellen Meiksins Wood argues that the formal equality implied by the
new salience of capitalist relations in the early modern period was more
likely to have exactly the opposite consequences, fostering new doctrines of
race, ethnicity and gender to explain and justify substantive inequality and
exclusion. While the slavery of the Ancient World had not denied the basic
humanity of the slave, the emergent capitalist societies of seventeenth-
century Europe could only recognize the humanity of those who had
something to sell — of the African merchant or monarch, but not the African
captive.??

Thomas Holt has argued that American slavery had its roots in a new
configuration of the everyday, so that the decision of a consumer to buy a
pound of sugar refers us to the global social relations which made this
possible:

A woman buying a pound of sugar ... has a doubled aspect: hers is at once a
simple gesture but one within which are inscribed complex social relations. Her
action not only expresses but makes possible a global structure of imperialist
politics and labor relations which racialize consumption as well as production.??

It is part of the purpose of this book to explore how these structures were
established, and to locate the role of the everyday in their elaboration and
reproduction. At a certain level the consumer did indeed have a critical part
to play. Early modern Europe witnessed the emergence of a cash demand
for popular luxuries, fuelled by the larger numbers of people who now
received rents, salaries and wages. Those with money — who included new
poor as well as new or old rich — had recourse to the market to add sugar
and spice to their existence. Carole Shammas observes:

The changeover made by so many people [to foreign groceries] completely
reorganized trade and promoted colonization and slavery. ... Since Keynes it
has been customary to ask about the impact of the state on consumer demand.
But in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the causal order was the reverse;
consumer demand’s effects on the state.?*
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But Shammas’s consumers are not all sovereigns, since she also identifies
new proletarianized populations separated from traditional sources of food
— the family cow or garden plot — finding in the new sweetened beverages
and confections solace and badly needed calories. The dynamics of civil
society were, in fact, shot through with class as well as racial hierarchies. It
is also clear that the new exotic products could be produced in a variety of
ways. For over half a century tobacco was cultivated mainly by free farmers
and European indentured servants. Most of what became the typical slave
plantation crops — cotton, indigo, coffee and even sugar — could be grown
and/or processed using free or indentured labour. It was merchants and
planters above all who decided how the demand for plantation produce
would be met, and in contexts they had helped to shape. In Chapter VIII I
ask whether they could have chosen any differently. Independent small
producers, native communities, free or indentured migrants generally lacked
much influence on governments or the sort of help or protection that might
have given them leverage against the merchant and planter elite.

One way of securing social inclusion and fixing identity in early modern
Europe was national allegiance. But national sentiment does not fully
explain why some could be enslaved and others not. The traders and the
New World colonists felt their way towards new systems of racial classifi-
cation, inventing not one but several racisms, as we will see, successively
refining the identity of the colonial and slaveholding community as ‘Chris-
tian’, ‘European’, and ‘white’. While national identities came to mobilize
one European people against another, they were not thought to justify the
enslavement of the subjects of another monarch or the citizens of another
state; and under normal conditions the same consideration was even
extended to the subjects of a Muslim monarch. By contrast the new racisms
furnished critical principles of domestic subordination within the civil
society of the colonies. African captives were deemed stateless and acquired
as chattels; they then became part of the slaveholding household. Once a
slave was acquired by a new owner then they also acquired their owner’s
national belonging, becoming, in common parlance, ‘an English Negro’ or
‘a French Negro’. In the early modern period many suffered degrees of
social and political exclusion and only a minority of adult males, together
with a few widows, could exercise the rights of a head of household. The
status of the slave was thus a limiting case of a species of exclusion to
which women, minors, and those with little or no property were subject.
And the racial sentiment animating it can be linked, as Benedict Anderson
suggests in a similar case, to class rather than nation.”

The conjunction of modernity and slavery is awkward and challenging
since the most attractive element in modernity was always the promise it
held out of greater personal freedom and self-realization. The late medieval
communes produced an aspiration to citizenship which gave early
expression to this notion of civic freedom; it was often claimed that the
‘free air’ of the municipality dissolved the bonds of servitude. The Refor-
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mation yielded a religious version of this promise with its notion of the role
of individual conscience. The rise of distinctive ‘nations’, first among
students and merchants and then among wider layers in the population,
gave birth to the idea that the people realized their freedom in the creation
of a national community. National sentiment, promising a notional liberty,
or even share in sovereignty, to each member of the nation, was to be
part of the structure of modernity as it emerged in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries. But property and patriarchy qualified this promise
and effectively excluded slaves from it altogether. Free blacks were inclined
to claim civic rights but when they did so had to contend with white
colonists; the colonial state sometimes deemed it apppropriate or con-
venient to accord at least some rights to free people of colour as a way of
stimulating their loyalty. But the slave was effectively beyond the reach of
the colonial state.

Within the new secular space opened up by modernity, slavery was
thrown into dramatic and negative relief. From some time in the seventeenth
century this word became among the most frequently used in the vocabulary
of social or political agitation. It is therefore all the more puzzling that
slavery was developed to its greatest extent in the New World precisely by
the peoples of North Western Europe who most detested it at home. They
saw in slavery a notion of intense and comprehensive domination that was
the antithesis of citizenship and self-respect. Of course, the notion of the
free wage labourer was at an early stage of development, with many
aspiring to the role of independent small producer or artisan. The labourer
who was able to depend on regular wages to meet all his or her subsistence
costs, and hence able to live without independent means of existence or
other claims to support, represented a particular outcome of a lengthy and
contested social development. In the sixteenth century the hired servant
might have some land or instruments of a trade; on the other hand, they
might owe service for years at a time. The master often had the right to
administer physical punishment; on the other hand, the labourer could
appeal to a variety of customary rights vis-d-vis an employer. The popular
notion of the condition of the slave was one in which he or she was stripped
bare of all customary rights and independent means of existence, and thus
subordinated to the naked, perpetual and comprehensive domination of the
master. In the course of this book it will be shown that this was indeed the
formal statute of enslavement in the Americas, but that other opposed or
different tendencies were also at work, many of them difficult to identify
with the aid of the formal juridical concepts of European chattel slavery.
The African captives brought with them skills and expectations that helped
them to survive, adapt and ultimately challenge or undermine the modern
European notion of enslavement. The innovation of colonial slavery was
launched by European merchants and planters, then ratified by jurists or
statesmen; ultimately, it created new identities and new solidarities which
different jurists and political leaders saw advantages in recognizing.
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The social relations of colonial slavery borrowed from an ancient stock
of legal formulas, used contemporary techniques of violence, developed
manufacture and maritime transport on a grand scale, and anticipated
modern modes of co-ordination and consumption. Slavery in the New
World was above all a hybrid mixing ancient and modern, European
business and African husbandry, American and Eastern plants and pro-
cesses, elements of traditional patrimonialism with up-to-date bookkeeping
and individual ownership. The key crops — maize and manioc as well as
tobacco, sugar, coffee, indigo, and so forth — had been unknown in Europe,
and the means of producing, processing and consuming them had to be
learned from others. These borrowings necessarily involved innovation
and adaptation, as new social institutions and practices, as well as new
crops and techniques of cultivation, were arranged in new ensembles. The
tests of war and market survival brought about a ‘historical selection’ of
social institutions and practices — one which, for a considerable time,
favoured plantation slavery.2¢ The institution of colonial slavery furnished
a potent if unstable momentum to the whole complex — for a while.

The intricate and enforced co-ordination of labour required by the
production of the new plantation staples — the art of sugar-boiling, with
its seven different copper basins — had about it a baroque complexity
and art. The versatility and luxury of white-sugar confections became a
staple of aristocratic display; as plantation production brought down the
price, the consumption of sugar spread to broader layers of the population
while continuing to supply the icing to ceremonial cakes on special
occasions. Polite rituals such as the taking of sweetened coffee, tea or
‘baroque chocolate’ (a brew made with spices) also spread down the social
scale.

Nevertheless, because the new exotic products were associated with the
advent of new popular pleasures, there was also movement in the other
direction. The particular drugs and stimulants that flourished were not
necessarily those approved by the authorities — most of whom disapproved
of tobacco until they tumbled to its revenue-raising possibilities. The taste
for smoking, chewing or snuffing tobacco was brought back to Europe by
seamen and adventurers. It was the first exotic luxury to become an article
of mass consumption. At the same time, the pleasure principle was
seemingly disciplined by a need for self-control. Tobacco, like tea or coffee,
was stimulating without befuddling or numbing the senses. In Chapter VI
it will be suggested that such stimulants were eventually selected because
they were compatible with alertness and control, and allayed the appetite.?”
The plantations also produced cotton and dyestuffs that soon influenced
middle-class and even popular apparel — especially in the Netherlands and
Britain, which were the pacesetters in the new bourgeois world of consump-
tion. Although the new civility often aped the Court, its dynamic spread
the consumption of plantation produce into every crevice of the new money
economy. The growth of capitalism in Europe thus sucked in a stream of
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exotic commodities, which themselves helped to sugar the often bitter pill
of wage dependence.

From the Baroque to the Creole

One term for evoking the ethos and aspirations of early European coloni-
alism is ‘the baroque’. This word, originally referring to a misshapen pearl
and then applied to tortuously elaborate demonstrations in scholastic logic,
became attached to the discrepant, bizarre and exotic features of post-
Renaissance culture. It was finally adopted to evoke those principles of
power and harmony which could reconcile such discordant elements. The
baroque appears in a Europe confronting Ottoman might and discovering
the material culture of Asia, Africa and America. It is first sponsored by the
Jesuits, the Counter-Reformation and the Catholic monarchs and courts in
an attempt to meet the challenge of Puritans, though subsequently some
Protestant monarchs also adopted aspects of the baroque. Xavier Rubert
de Ventos, writing of the consequences of the colonization of the Americas,
observes:

The baroque generally — and more singularly in Spain — seems to be an attempt
to retain the classical ideals in a world in which everything seems to overwhelm
them: a portentous effort to contain elements from overflowing any figurative
perimeter. Against all the odds, baroque artists try to offer a tangible translation
of a world torn apart by Christianity, aggrandised by the Church and disjointed
by the State, disqualified by monetary economy, and thrown off centre by
cosmological and geographical discoveries.?®

In a similar way, Carl Friedrich links the baroque to the world of colonial
slavery:

Looking back upon this period of colonial expansion, it is not difficult to
perceive that the spreading of the Gospel, the lure of gold and silver, strategic
considerations, the need for outlets for surplus population, the search for raw
materials and markets, the effort to increase governmental revenue and naval
training, together with the psychology of adventure and escape, all played their
roles, in fact and in propaganda. The lust for power, the basic motif of the
baroque age, was involved in all of them. But not only the lust for, but even
more perhaps the revelling in, the gorgeous feeling of, power were most
wonderfully at work in this field. If one confronts the slave trader and the
Puritan, the ‘get-rich-quick’ speculator and the Quaker mystic and pacifist as
they sailed the seven seas and expanded Europe until it circled the globe, one
beholds once more the basic polarities of the baroque. Both the search for
inward and outward power propelled the colonial expansion of Europe . . .2°

Expanding the concept of the baroque to embrace also the Puritans and
Quakers gives an undue latitude to the term, since — José Maravall has
argued — the baroque really represented an alternative modernity to that
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associated with the Puritan ethic, and exulted in species of display that the
Puritans detested.

Since the baroque had a special link to the Counter-Reformation, it
loomed larger in Catholic than in Protestant countries, and everywhere it
was associated with royal and aristocratic display, focusing on a utopia of
harmony, a cornucopia of abundance and a diorama of elegance. It is in
baroque painting that the figure of the black page is often found, gazing
gratefully at the master or mistress, or placidly at the viewer. The baroque
favoured a sanitized and controlled vision of civil society. While Louis
XIV’s Code Noir sought to instantiate a species of justice within the world
of slavery, the Portuguese Jesuit — and sometime royal chaplain — Anténio
Vieira delivered a masterpiece of baroque prose denouncing the cruel
slaveowners and exalting their victims. Ultimately the courtly baroque
wished to tame the wilful slaveowner rather than yield him all the power
he craved. While the baroque as spectacle retained a link to the world of
colonial slavery, it exhibited a public entrepreneurship, the positive face of
mercantilism, which contrasted with the private enterprise that was the
driving force behind the New World’s civil slavery. Vieira was also the
architect of the Brazil Company, a chartered body which helped to save the
colony for Portugal.

The planters of the English Caribbean and North America, where slavery
proved most dynamic, were plunged in a workaday world and made fewer
concessions to their subject peoples than the kings of Spain and Portugal.
But they saw themselves as sovereigns of all they surveyed, and occasionally
patronized the diversions of their people. The Great Houses of the planters
received African adornments, while echoing the Palladian mansions of the
English or French aristocracy, the latter in their turn being influenced by
Versailles. Since plantation cultivation destroyed the forests, the planters
had little difficulty finding sites with commanding views. They built not
fortresses or castles but theatres of gracious living. The religion and culture
of the Protestant and Anglo-Saxon slave colonies were resistant to cultural
admixture — though, as we will argue in Chapter XI, this was by no means
absent, even in Virginia. While the planters supplied the necessary ingredi-
ents of the new bourgeois lifestyles, they themselves cultivated the dignity
of gentlemen. There were not a few learned colonial planters, connoisseurs
of Indian customs and artifacts, whose explorations can be seen as projects
of a cultural mastery or, more sympathetically, as efforts to transcend
European models and to discover an American identity.

Tzvetan Todorov has argued that the Spanish conguistadores combined
an ability to enter the world of the pre-Colombian societies, playing
ruthlessly and skilfully on their internal fault lines, with a lust for gold and
cultural arrogance which repressed the basic humanity of the conquered. *°
Typically, the European colonists portrayed themselves as engaged in a
mission of civilization, saving the ‘good’ natives from the ‘bad’ natives who
preyed upon them. In this splitting of the ‘Other’ the bad native was
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inherently vicious, given to cannibalism (a word derived from the name of
the Carib people) and other unspeakable practices; the ‘good’ native, on
the other hand, still required the tutelage as well as the protection of the
Conqueror. The subsequent process of building colonial systems retained
many of the characteristics identified by Todorov, but involved a prolifera-
tion — a baroque proliferation — of identities built up by polyphonic
counterpoint.

The African slave was different from the conquered Indian, and within
both categories many distinctions were made. The Spanish permitted — or
even encouraged — the Indians and Africans of different naciones to parade
in distinctive dress, sometimes an adaptation of Spanish peasant costumes
with Indo-American or Afro-American folkloric elaboration, on royal feast
days. Within the plantation system the planters liked to distinguish different
African peoples, to whom real or imagined skills and temperaments were
attributed. Thus English planters favoured ‘Coromantins’ — their term for
the Akan peoples of West Africa — for their initiative, hardiness and
bravery, but also feared their propensity to revolt. At least twenty different
African peoples were regularly distinguished by French planters in Saint
Domingue, and there were significant differences in the kinds of work
assigned to them.’! These African ‘nations’ were conceived of roughly on
the model of European nations, without registering the complex of kinship
relations, thus actually bringing about the reduction of a complex identity
to a simple one. The mixed or mulatto populations were elaborately
classified: the French planter-philosophe Moreau de St-Méry produced a
table of separate terms distinguishing 128 different categories of mixed
blood. The Portuguese authorities organized the following separate com-
panies of free persons of colour in eighteenth-century Minas Gerais: pardos
e bastardos forros (free mulattoes and half-castes), pretos e pardos forros
(free blacks and mulattoes), pretos e mesticos forros (free blacks and free
mixed-bloods), indios e bastardos (Indians and half-castes). Colonial slav-
ery was thus typically accompanied by a complex hierarchy of Others, and
the stance towards the enslaved Other was that of instrumentalization
rather than simple suppression or exclusion, fates which were reserved for
the incorrigible ‘bad native’.

The category of the baroque illuminates the transitional character of
colonial slavery, allowing it to be seen as an ancient and traditional form
of domination transformed and thrown forward. It helped to propel the
forward movement, while those who contributed the motor energy were
confined to a narrower space than ever before. The slave plantations were
enormously productive, but some of the methods of cultivation were
needlessly laborious. If the planter wished to remain in control, and to
appropriate a prodigious surplus, then everything had to be adapted to the
slave gang or to a labour process that could be easily overseen. On the
other hand, the planters continually relied on the slaves’ craft and skill,
their ability to build with local materials and live on local flora and fauna.
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The baroque sought to address the impact of other cultures upon Europe,
a feature that was particularly pronounced in the Americas. The colonial
baroque generally acquired a syncretistic and popular character by com-
parison with the metropolitan baroque of Versailles or a royal procession
on the Thames, though the public display of power was common to both.3?
In the Andes, Mexico and Brazil, indigenous or African themes were
incorporated in objects of religious devotion; gold and silver were plenti-
fully applied, asserting a primacy of symbolic value over exchange value.
The baroque even promised an aestheticized and transfigured world beyond
that of an oppressive mundane reality.

Those elements of the baroque which implied any restraint on the
commercial dynamic of plantation slavery were gradually whittled away by
the relentless pressure of military and economic competition between rival
slave systems. The slave systems of the late eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries became attuned to more industrial rhythms, losing first their
baroque and then their colonial features. But these processes also brought
into view the informal work of cultural and productive synthesis underlying
the productivity of the slave systems. The colonial version of the baroque
anticipated elements of the creole. The creole mixtures thrown up by
plantation development became increasingly confident and coherent, escap-
ing beyond European forms and models. The African coastal depots, the
Atlantic island reprovisioning points, the American ports, plantations,
marketplaces and backlands were new spaces, and they gave rise to new
languages, new musics, new religions and new laws. They gave birth to the
creole, to mixtures of European, African and Amerindian elements. While
the colonial baroque articulated and qualified slavery ‘from above’, the
creole sometimes did so ‘from below’. The term creole was used of the
American-born, whether white or black or every shade between, though
the emphasis was to shift according to place and period. The word itself
was thus close in meaning to that of ‘American’ as used in England’s North
American colonies. It originated, however, from the Spanish criada, or
nurse, thus implying that the criollo was suckled as well as born in the
Americas, very possibly by an Indian or African nurse. It seems appropriate
that the new forms of life born in the colonies are often called creole, with
the more or less conscious realization that they represented a new synthesis
or mixture, arrived at through the struggles within and between the various
components of the colonial population. Within narrow limits creolization
could qualify slavery. But without some more or less revolutionary eman-
cipation, the creole impulse was caged.

The servitude of the slaves, imprisoned on a tiny patch of soil and forced
to devote nearly all their waking time to furnishing the conveniences and
luxuries of a diverse metropolitan population, was the transatlantic comple-
ment of European economic advance. Captive Africans and their descend-
ants paid with their blood and sweat and incarceration for the phenomenal
expansion of human possibilities in the Atlantic world. This is how it
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happened. But was it the inescapable and ‘necessary’ price of economic
advance? If it was a necessary price, then it might even appear, at this
distance in time, a price worth paying.

The problem with such a view is that the human costs of slavery continue
to be paid in the poisonous legacies it bequeathed. The slavery of the
colonial epoch was associated with a new species of racialization, a
predatory and destructive mode of production and an oblivious and
irresponsible mode of consumption. I believe we must scrutinize all the
various causal links in the chains of American slavery. Their complexity
and counterpoint could have yielded a variety of outcomes. At each moment
in the construction of the slave systems there were forms of resistance,
queries and objections, even proposals that matters be arranged differently.
Because of the fact that these systems of slavery had to provide for the
reproduction of some human resources, as well as wastefully consuming
them, new social subjects were produced in the Atlantic zone, with their
own proposals and forms of life. New sources of productivity were being
tapped, new needs met, and new motivations discovered. Would it not have
been possible to combine these in ways which avoided the systematic,
onerous and destructive coercion of American slavery and the Atlantic slave
trade? The history reconstructed below will on occasion seek to identify
signs and possibilities that other paths of development were considered,
and might have been chosen. Even if some such clues can be detected, we
are left with what happened. Yet some daylight is admitted to the
modernity—slavery couplet by acknowledging the possibility that there
might have been a path to modernity that avoided the enormity of
enslavement and its contemporary legacy.

In pursuing this idea, I will critically refine the work of those classical
and Marxist economists who always stressed the inherent limitations of
slave labour and the projects of ‘merchant capital’. Ultimately merchant
capital, with its reliance on tied labour, was conservative and rigid, and the
slave plantations it sponsored raised output mainly by multiplying units of
production, not by raising labour productivity. In Karl Marx’s Theory of
History, G.A. Cohen urged that unfree labour could not, in the long run,
be compatible with cumulative improvements in the forces of produc-
tion.** Marx fully acknowledged that New World plantation slavery had
played a critical role in exploiting natural monopolies, imposing a new
scale of co-operation and furthering an extended process of ‘primitive
accumulation’. But he saw nothing ‘premature’ in the defeat of the
Confederate South at a time when its planters were still producing the
cotton needed by capitalist industry. The work of such distinguished
historians of slavery as Eugene Genovese, Elizabeth Fox Genovese, Jacob
Gorender and Manuel Moreno Fraginals, influenced by classical political
economy and Marxism, has sought to view the spectacular advances of the
plantations from the standpoint of the longue durée of the modern epoch
taken as a whole. From this perspective the blockages and costs of the slave
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systems appear more clearly than they do in the New Economic History.3*
In Chapter VIII and Part Two I will show that it is possible to reconcile the
classical critique of the slave plantations with a recognition of their
modernity. While I seek to outline new patterns and perspectives it will, I
hope, be clear that the work of synthesis attempted here owes everything to
the multitude of scholars, and smaller number of witnesses, upon whom it
draws.

This book is divided into two parts. In Part One I confront the paradox
that slavery had become marginal or non-existent in Western Europe at the
time of the Discoveries. I then trace, country by country, the emergence of
forms of colonization and enslavement in the course of which a new slave
trade from Africa was developed, the institutions and ideologies of a racial
slavery were established, forms of commercial organization were tested,
and the slave plantation itself was perfected as a productive enterprise. The
period 1492 to 1713 can be seen as one of a ruthless struggle for survival
between early modern states which tested their capacity to tap new sources
of economic and military strength. Britain’s precarious lead in colonial
development in 1713 was the prize of challenges to Spain and the
Netherlands, alliance with Portugal and an arduous and unfinished struggle
with France.

By 1713 plantation slavery had been established on a racial basis in
Brazil, the Caribbean and North America. Statesmen who had always been
preoccupied with gold and silver gradually realized that the plantation
trades could be vastly more valuable. Part Two of the book explores the
prodigious growth of the various slave systems, set in the context of the
eighteenth-century commercial boom and the onset of the Industrial
Revolution. Then, country by country and colony by colony, it explores
how such a destructive system made a vital contribution to industrial and
military success, and accumulated many of the social and political antag-
onisms which were to engulf the Americas and Europe in an age of
revolution.
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to New World Slavery

Si fault de faim périr les innocens
Dont les grands loups font chacun jour ventrée,
Qui amassent 4 milliers et 4 cens
Les faux trésors; c’est le grain, c’est le blée,
Le sang, les os qui on la terre arré
Des pauvres gens, dont leur esperit crie
Vengeance 4 Dieu, vé 3 la seignorie.

(The innocents must starve With which the wolves fill their belly every day, Who
by thousands, and hundreds hoard Ill-gotten treasures; it is the grain, it is the corn,
The blood, the bones of the poor people, which have ploughed the earth And their

souls cry out to God for vengeance and woe to lordship.)

Anon, France, fifteenth century

I refer you to the Grand Pantagruelian Chronicle for the Knowledge of the
Genealogy and Antiquity whence Gargantua is descended unto us. . . . Would to
God that every one had as certain Knowledge of his genealogy from Noah’s Ark up
to the present age.

Rabelais, Gargantua, Book I, Chapter I

About the end of the fifth Year, Grandgousier returning from the conquest of the
Canarians paid a visit to his son Gargantua.

Rabelais, Gargantua, Book I, Chapter XIII

Gargantua was not merely large; he was everywhere. His insatiable appetites
threatened to drain the resources of the kingdom. . . . When Gargantua went to
war he was invincible; his numerous enemies were slaughtered in the most various
manner, and barely managed to inflict losses on the giant’s army. Although
Gargantua took up his military career only after education had transformed him
from an ignorant boor into a temperate sophisticate, we might take the two sides
of his character as simultaneous aspects of the same personality, for he displays as
much excess in massacre as in feasting.

Julian Stallabrass, Gargantua



Jacob Jordaens, Moses and Zipporah (Rubenshuis, Antwerp)
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here are many features of medieval Europe which appear to anticipate

the colonial slavery of the New World; they deserve to be registered,
but with care taken that we are not seduced by a fully fledged myth of
origins into belittling the latter’s novelty.!

The powers which successfully colonized the Americas had their roots in
medieval kingdoms, each of which displayed a propensity for ethno-
religious intolerance and persecution, territorial expansion, colonial settle-
ment, arrogant impositions on subject peoples, and the theological justifi-
cation of slavery, racial exclusion and sordid enterprise. More generally,
late medieval Europeans were prone to stigmatize the infidel and the pagan,
and entertained fanciful notions of ‘wild’ or ‘monstrous’ peoples. Arab
techniques of sugar production were adopted in the Levant, Sicily and
Andalusia, with servile labourers cultivating and processing cane. In much
of Latin Europe there was a theory and practice of slavery itself which
descended from the Roman Empire. Latin Christendom was a vigorously
expansionist force, doubling in land area between the tenth and fourteenth
centuries. Robert Bartlett concludes a powerful account of this expansion
by observing: ‘The mental habits and institutions of European racism and
colonialism were born out of the medieval world, the conquerors of Mexico
knew the problem of the Mudéjars; the planters of Virginia had already
been planters in Ireland.”? In the same vein Charles Verlinden has dubbed
the medieval or early modern sugar estates of the Levant the laboratories
of the New World slave plantations, and asserted, in a formula cited by
David Brion Davis, that ‘“The slave economy of the modern period is purely
and simply the continuation of that of the medieval colonies.”

Yet such observations do not identify what was new and distinctive
about New World slavery. Thus the English seized land in Ireland for their
‘plantations’, and subjected the natives to many harsh impositions; but they
did not, or could not, enslave the Irish. Likewise the Mudéjars and Moriscos
of Spain were sometimes temporarily enslaved, but their eventual fate was
to be either assimilation or expulsion. So far as the sugar estates of the
Levant are concerned, they represent a rather different impulse from that
of either feudal expansion or cultural conquest. They were set up with the
help of merchants from Venice or Genoa to supply Europe’s craving for
sugar, but their scale of operations was limited by the relative shallowness
of demand in late medieval Europe, and by the militarily precarious position
of the Christian outposts in the Levant. The sugar output of Cyprus or
Candia (Crete) or Sicily was to be overtaken by that of the Atlantic islands
in the sixteenth century, then entirely eclipsed by that of the Brazilian and
Caribbean estates in the seventeenth.* Levantine slaves were ethnically
diverse, and evidence for the use of field slaves on the Levantine estates is
anyway very weak, as we will see. It was not until the seventeenth century
that the plantation as an integrated unit was perfected; the rise of this new
type of enterprise itself transformed slavery. Each stage of development was
sponsored by new commercial forces — first Italian, then Dutch, then
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English — since they commanded the necessary resources for constructing
plantations and ensuring access to broader markets. Although the Dutch
republic was ultimately unsuccessful as a colonial power in the New World,
it played a key role in fostering a dynamic Atlantic trade in slaves and slave
products. Yet the Dutch polity and social formation set a new standard of
tolerance and pluralism in its domestic arrangements, rejecting much of the
medieval legacy which might be thought to have paved the way for colonial
slavery. Indeed, the Dutch provinces banned the entry of slaves to the
metropolis, and the great Dutch painters portrayed Africans as individuals,
not stereotypes.

The rise of medieval Christendom coincided with a secular decline of
slavery in most parts of the continent. By the time the New World slave
plantations took off, slavery was extinct in England, the Netherlands and
France, the powers most associated with this takeoff. Slavery had declined
throughout late medieval Europe, despite those elements in medieval
expansionism which did indeed contribute to the later practice of colonial
slavery, as the authors I have quoted rightly maintain. Slavery in the New
World was not based on an Old World prototype. Its bonds were woven
from a variety of materials — ethnic identities, legal codifications, technical
resources, economic impulses, and so forth — and all these together
comprised something quite new.

Rome and the Christian Embrace of Slavery

While the evidence for slavery in the later Middle Ages is scanty and
controversial, this certainly cannot be said for Antiquity, which left behind
— as Frederick Engels once put it — a ‘poisonous sting’, as encapsulated in
what Greek philosophy, Roman law and Christian doctrine had to say
about the legitimacy of enslavement. In Ancient Rome slavery was concen-
trated at the centre, in Italy and Sicily. While slaves certainly discharged
many roles, the bulk of them toiled in the fields, often driven in gangs and
housed in barracks. The slaves themselves were captured from many
outlying regions, and comprised a multitude of ethnicities. Their status was
that of chattels who could be disposed of at the will of their owner, who in
theory had the power of life and death over them. Roman slavery had been
nourished and held in place by the military exploits of Republic and
Empire, the source of large slave hauls. The impressive network of roads
widened the markets available to the slave estates, and allowed military
help to arrive in case of difficulty. The legion’s special discipline and
combination of military and economic capacity furnished elements of a
model for the slave estate.

It was a tenet of Roman law that all human beings were free according
to the law of nature, but the unrestrained exercise of this freedom would
be destructive; the status of the slave, like the concept of property, belonged
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to the jus gentium or law of nations, the basis of all civilized living.
Safeguarding private property, including chattel slavery, and furnishing the
principles which could adjudicate rival claims, was a central task for the
legislator. The Emperor Justinian drew up a late Roman legal code which
was to have enduring authority. It summarily announced: ‘Slaves are in the
power of their masters; for we find that among all nations slaveowners
have the power of life and death over their slaves, and whatever a slave
earns belongs to his master.”s If it was true — or nearly true — that ‘all
nations’ had a conception of slavery, the specificity of Roman law was, on
the one hand, the thoroughness with which it codified slaves as private
property or chattels and, on the other, its formal lack of interest in the
slave’s ethnic or racial provenance. The Roman slave became part of the
household of the owner; while slaves might be thought of as Greeks,
Syrians, Britons or Germans, the institutions of slavery and manumission
produced such a mingling of nations that after a generation or two, and
sometimes less, the resulting population was comprised of Roman slaves
and Roman freedmen or women. The combination of slavery and imperial
rule fostered a distinctive Roman cosmopolitanism.®

Greek thought and law had been animated by a stronger sense of the
gulf between Greeks and barbarians; the metic, or resident alien, needed a
citizen sponsor, paid special taxes, and could never become a citizen (as
could peregrini in Rome). Aristotle had developed a doctrine of ‘natural
slavery’ which wrapped together class-like and ethnic features. The ‘natural
slave’, according to Aristotle, was a barbarian whose inclination was to
defer and who was distinguished by brawn, not brain; the ‘natural slaves’
needed the direction of those who were gifted with independence of
character as well as intelligence and civilization. There was something
flexible — not to say circular — about this ‘theory’, since it was admitted that
some captives might display a nobility and intelligence which showed that
they were not natural slaves; but in such a case their fortitude and character
would enable them to bear their condition. Like women and domestic
animals, slaves belong within the household of their owner, and are a
species of property. Referring to animals and slaves, Aristotle observes:

If nature makes nothing without some end in view, nothing to no purpose, it
must be that nature had made all of them for the sake of man. This means that
it is according to nature that even the art of war, since hunting is a part of it,
should in a sense be a means for acquiring property: and that it must be used
both against wild beasts and against such men as are by nature intended to be
ruled over but refuse; for that is the kind of warfare which is just.”

Aristotle’s doctrine of the ‘natural slave’ was long to remain a reference
point of learned discussion, but Geoffrey de Ste Croix argues that many
later Roman writers preferred the Stoic view that enslavement stemmed
from Fortune, and that it could not harm the person of noble character — a
view that was easier to reconcile with Roman cosmopolitanism.?
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The early Christian Church accepted slavery and, by substituting Divine
providence for the dispensation of nature or Fortune, saw spiritual advan-
tages in the slave condition, such that the true Christian was a slave of
Christ, seen as the realization of Christian freedom. In I Corinthians 7: 21
St Paul not only urges believers to accept slavery, if that is their condition,
but writes: ‘Even supposing you could go free, you would be better off
making the most of your slavery.” So far as St Augustine was concerned,
the doctrine of ‘original sin’ meant that all deserved to be slaves. The slave
was fortunate that his or her sinfulness, shared with all humankind, was
receiving earthly punishment; at least the slave of a temporal master was
relieved of part of the burden of enslavement to their own base lusts.
Gervase Corcoran explains St Augustine’s view as follows:

Everyone who is a slave, is justly a slave. From this one cannot conclude that
every master is unjustly a master because he is a sinner too. According to St
Augustine to be a master is a condemnation too, because he is exposed to the
libido dominandi, and the more he acts as a master (i.e. disposes of his inferiors
for his own use), the more he is a slave.®

The early Christian communities were recruited to a disproportionate
extent from freedmen and women. They saw no inherent taint or degrada-
tion in either slave origins or the slave condition.

The Christian Empire upheld and continued the Roman legal doctrine
that the slave was entirely the property of the master in this world — even
if, in the life to come, he or she might be shown to be the master’s equal or
superior. The dominant view within the Church came to be that the Empire
and its secular arrangements themselves had a providential character, since
they facilitated the spread of the Gospel of salvation. It was perfectly licit
for a Christian master to hold Christian slaves, and the Church itself
became a large-scale slaveowner. The period of persecution did not lead
Christians to condemn slavery, and the advent of Christian emperors
confirmed the basic Christian stance of urging the virtues of obedience on
citizen and slave. Believers were described as ‘slaves of Christ’. While
masters were urged not to abuse their slaves, slaves themselves were advised
to see their unhappy lot in this world as a spiritual advantage in preparation
for the next.™

In the later Empire and the Dark Ages, the numbers and condition of
slaves reflected the waning effectiveness of imperial structures and the
incursion of new warrior aristocracies. The decline in the vigour of the
Empire from about the third century onwards was associated with a
gradual mutation in the slave system. The imperial authorities co-opted
semi-Romanized Germanic armies to defend the social order against both
internal threats — such as the Bacaudae slave rebellions of the third and
fourth centuries — and incursions from ‘barbarian’ forces not under their
control. The Germanic military reinforcements helped to maintain the
subjection of slaves and to prolong the life of the Empire, but at the cost of
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increasing warlordism and fragmentation. The disruption of commerce in
the late Roman world restricted the scope for large, commercialized estates.
The Roman state itself had a declining ability to purchase wheat and
supplies from such estates, while the rulers of each province had to be more
self-reliant. From late Roman times the lords often found it more advan-
tageous to cultivate their estates not with slave gangs housed in barracks,
but by means of the colonus, or ‘hutted slave’, given the use of a parcel of
land and expected to furnish tribute in kind or labour. With continuing —
but uninvited — barbarian incursions, this decentralized pattern of power
also proved more secure.'?

In the earlier phases of the development of serfdom and a feudal order
slavery survived as a juridical form and name, while its content was
gradually redefined. In Roman law, as indicated by Justinian, the bundle of
powers claimed by masters could be broken down, allowing slaves to ply a
trade, or be hired out, or work on plots by themselves, but with the master
claiming the resulting earnings. The master’s ability fully to control the
‘hutted slave’ could not be sustained by legal formulas alone. With the
decline of the effective power of the imperial centre in much of Western
and central Europe, the leverage of the servi could be boosted by overlap-
ping jurisdictions or the emerging strength of a village community. The
settled population of serfs gradually became more homogeneous than had
been a slave population replenished by slave hauls. But moderating pressure
from below was not reinforced by the Church, which sought to ingratiate
itself with the barbarian warrior aristocracies, reckoning that their conver-
sion was critical to its survival. When the barbarians of Germany or the
Balkans converted to Christianity, they saw no reason to renounce the
lucrative practice of slave-raiding, which gave them the resources they
needed to buy equipment and luxuries from the merchants.!?

The bishops of the Church, ensconced in their Roman towns, believed
that the barbarian chiefs, not the benighted country folk, should be the
chief target for conversion. Pragmatically adjusting to barbarian military
strength, they could often be indulgent to barbarian pillage and ethnic
conceit. In this context St Patrick’s ministry in Ireland, and his famous
letter to Coroticus and his followers, were quite exceptional. St Patrick
attacked the soldiers of the British or Scottish ruler Coroticus as ‘ravening
wolves® [lupi rapaces] who carried off God’s people, including monks and
nuns, and sold them as slaves to such as the ‘apostate Picts’. Evidently
Coroticus, or at least his followers, regarded themselves as Christians, or it
would make little sense to pronounce them excommunicated. St Patrick’s
fine denunciation is directed also at Christians who condone the enslave-
ment of fellow believers:

I make this earnest appeal to all you men of piety and humble heart, it is not
right to curry favour with such as these nor to take food and drink with them,
nor ought one to take their alms until they make amends to God by gruelling
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penance, with shedding of tears, and free God’s servants and the baptized
handmaidens of Christ.*

St Patrick also points out that in Gaul the more respectful Franks are
willing to accept ransom for Christian captives rather than sell them into
slavery.

Between the sixth and the eighth centuries or later, outright slavery,
including the enslavement of Christian by Christian, persisted, and was
even seen as an instrument for the spiritual education of the peasant mass.
But the Church’s accommodation to the barbarian warrior aristocracies
was challenged by the advent of Muslim conquerors in the eighth century
and afterwards. The slow consolidation of a feudal order in the core areas
of Christendom led to a modification of the practice and theory of
enslavement.’®

The Visigoths are a good example of a barbarian warrior aristocracy
who combined a species of Christian piety with rapacious slave-raiding or,
once they settled down, oppressive slaveholding. In Spain the Visigoths
sought to maintain slave-worked estates, and for a time they succeeded. St
Isidore of Seville was a ferocious defender of slave subordination, seeing it
as a necessary part of the mundane order, a chastisement for sin which was
ubiquitous. He also believed that ancestral sin had perverted entire races of
humankind: ‘Just as among individual races there are certain members who
are monsters, so also among mankind as a whole, certain races are
monsters, like the giants, the Cynocephali, the Cyclops and others.”'® For
Isidore, monsters were not ‘against nature’, as they had been for some
classical writers, but in their very strangeness revealed the divine purpose;
thus a physical flaw could well be the sign of a moral flaw. Pierre Bonnassie
summarizes St Isidore’s position as embracing ‘[t]he divine origin of slavery,
the genetic perversity of slaves and the necessity of servitude as a means for
the redemption of humanity through penitence — these were all ideas which
became commonplace.’’” Isidore prescribed stern discipline and punish-
ments for recalcitrant slaves, yet his very insistence on this point shows that
those who were enslaved contested their role. However, it was unwise for
relatively small groups of invaders to attempt to maintain in complete
slavery a large settled population with some traditions of communal self-
organization and control over means of production. St Isidore’s highly
selective history of the Visigothic Kingdom omits all mention of the
Bacaudae rebellions.’® Subsequently, the swift Muslim advance in the
Iberian Peninsula in 711 was facilitated by the tensions of a oppressive
social order where the servile classes had some history of resistance. The
advance of Tariq, the freedman commander of the Muslim forces, turned
into ‘an unexampled triumphal procession’.!”

Slavery became progressively less important within the Christian king-
doms which held out against the Muslims in the North of Spain until, by
the eleventh century, it may have virtually disappeared. The struggle with
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Islam prompted the beginnings of a new doctrine, partly because there was
no prospect of converting the new invaders and partly because the élan of
the Muslim foe itself owed something to a ban on the enslavement of fellow
believers. But the emergence of a new doctrine concerning the proper scope
of enslavement, later ascribed to Charlemagne, was to be adopted very
unevenly and slowly, and was only one element tending to reduce the
incidence of slavery. The conjunctural pressure of confrontation with Islam
— to be considered below — helped to generate a new approach to slavery
because of the structural possibilities of the emergent feudal order. A
diminishing significance of outright slavery was evident throughout
Christendom as lords established their dominion over settled communities
of serfs — slavery was then left as an institution which had a localized or
temporary importance in frontier zones and in enclaves. Slaves could
sometimes be used to strengthen lordly power, but such slaves or their
descendants would, in time, themselves become retainers or serfs. The
social formula of Latin Christendom began to reproduce serfdom, not
outright slavery; villagers owed tribute in labour or kind or cash to their
lord, and were forbidden to move without his permission. Such serfs could
not be sold separately from the estate. They worked the land in their own
way, and could look to the village community for a degree of protection
from the serflord.

Within the system of feudal social relations, however, pockets of slavery
persisted, for a host of particular reasons. Greater stability and a more
coherent structure of lordly power enhanced the social formation’s capacity
to turn captives into slaves, and — at least for a time — keep them that way.
Holding a few slaves could boost the autonomy of decentred feudal power
and wealth. In the towns rich merchants favoured slave servants, since they
were beholden to neither lords nor guilds. In the countryside the lords
might retain some slaves as permanent labourers on the demesne, the land
reserved for their own direct use. The possession of such slaves available
for work throughout the year may have boosted the lord’s ability to impose
himself on the wider peasantry, where this was still necessary, but this was
not a slave system or ‘mode of production’. The lord’s main source of
agricultural surplus was in the form of produce or labour services or rent.
While the possession of slaves for work on the demesne was still common
in Carolingian France, Saxon and early Norman England, or early medieval
Italy, slavery waned thereafter, and many even of those still called servi
enjoyed rights of possession and usufruct.?

At the time of the Domesday Book (1086) slaves were still reported to
comprise as much as one-tenth of England’s population, with the figure
rising to a fifth in the West Country. From this point on, evidence for true
slaves in England declines sharply. William the Conqueror himself declared:
“We forbid anyone [to] sell a man out of the country.’?! From the standpoint
of the new monarch the export trade in English slaves might enrich the
merchants of Bristol or Dublin, but could only impoverish his kingdom.
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The Norman feudal system also led to an attenuation of the numbers of
English slaves. Those employed as servants or as specialist workers on the
demesne were not reproduced across generations in a fully servile condition.
In England in the eleventh century the slave ploughman was being replaced
by, or converted into, the smallholding bovarius.>> When lords were absent
from their estates, as was increasingly the case in the epoch of the Crusades,
it probably made sense to diminish the size of their demesnes and to settle
any slaves they possessed on land as serfs, and concede some improved
status to their children.

While residual slaveholding could give the lord some leverage over
peasants, other more effective means underpinned the developed feudal
social order of the Middle Ages. In the heartland of Western Europe the
stabilization of lordly power was based on advances in military and
agricultural technique, at a time when wider imperial structures were
ineffective. The lords came to control not only superior means of violence,
underpinned by castle construction, but also horses, ploughs, grain mills
and trade routes. The mounted warrior, allied to the large-scale introduc-
tion of the heavy plough and the water mill or windmill, permitted a more
effective exploitation of the direct producers. The lords in their castles
could offer villagers protection — from one another as well as invaders.
Feudal warfare was directed at the acquisition of land rather than of
captives, though every effort would be made, of course, to attach the
labourers to the land. The castle and ‘banal’ mill gave support to the power
of the lord, enabling him to assert control at a crucial stage of the
production process and to claim a sizeable surplus. While the slave
latifundist had to ensure detailed invigilation of the producer, this was no
longer the case for the feudal lord, whose bailiffs had the more limited task
of ensuring that peasant grain was taken to the lord’s mill. This was one
reason why, as serfdom was consolidated, field slavery declined and even
disappeared. It also explains why the withering away of agricultural slavery
coincided with a loss of rights for some free villagers.??

Slavery’s eclipse in South West Europe is explained by Pierre Bonnassie
as a result of growing solidarity within the rural population in a context of
technical and economic relations of production incorporating grain mills
and horse-drawn ploughs, such that ‘all factors tending to its [slavery’s]
disappearance operated simultaneously’. He writes:

Adherence to Christian beliefs, for long formal and hesitant, became general
amongst the rural population; this carried the seeds of the first ‘popular religious
movements’, and promoted, above all, the spiritual unification of the peasantry
in all its component elements. The technical progress which lightened human
labour became more widely diffused. The expansion of the agrarian economy,
increasingly apparent, necessitated an ever greater mobility on the part of the
rural workers, which required enfranchisement. The state structures broke down
in the wake of new invasions, and with them the whole repressive apparatus
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which depended upon them. There developed everywhere what Giovanni
Tabacco has called for Italy ‘a spontaneous movement of liberation’.**

Bonnassie attributes many of the technical advances incorporated in, and
underpinning, the new social mix to peasant smallholders, but this did not
prevent ‘banal’ lords, claiming a territorial jurisdiction, from battening
upon them. Christianity did not pose any direct challenge to enslavement,
and it was still permissible to hold fellow Christians in bondage, but to the
extent that the whole rural population became incorporated within the
Church, it could furnish an ideal medium within which solidarity could
develop between the free and the enslaved. Both free and servile had cause
to rue the power of the lords, and wish to set some limit upon it by making
slaveholding difficult. If there was a moment of true ‘liberation’ for the
peasantry, it must have been short-lived, as they were soon labouring under
a new regime of power and property. Feudal social arrangements had no
need for outright enslavement to obtain tribute or rent from the direct
producers, since the lords controlled more effective instruments of produc-
tion and violence.

Thus the windmill or water mill potentially raised productivity; if it was
controlled by the lord, it also increased his leverage over the peasants. Of
course, once in possession of such leverage lords might insist on deliveries
to their mill even if the cost to the peasant of hauling grain reduced the real
productivity advantage of the wind- or water-assisted mill to zero, as Pierre
Dockés suggests it often did.?* The spread of mills or of horse-drawn
ploughs was uneven, and did not raise productivity everywhere to the same
extent. But where they occurred, technical advances allowed the resistance
of peasant communities to have a ratchet effect. As the direct domination
of the serflords was pressed back by peasant resistance, the lords discovered
that they could live with — and even contrive to benefit from — the elements
of greater freedom claimed by the peasants, such as communal or private
possession of land in return for labour services. The substitution of money
rents for labour services or tribute in kind could operate in the same way.

Throughout much of Western Europe the villagers gradually established
rights against their lords. In England there were still many unfree peasants
or villeins in the thirteenth century. But while they were formally subject to
the will of the lord, their condition was also regulated by ‘the custom of the
manor’. They were de facto owners of goods; they could buy and sell land
and make wills. They might owe their lord as much as half of the output of
the main arable crop, but if other sources of non-arable output are taken
into account, he received not much more than a quarter of the value of
their gross output.?¢ The field slave in Roman Sicily, or later in the New
World, received much less of the product and was made to work only by
direct physical coercion.
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Christian Resurgence and the Challenge of Islam

I have suggested that the gradual change in attitudes towards slavery in
Western Europe was, like the notion of Christendom itself, deeply marked
by confrontation with Islam. It was only after the Muslim advance to the
heart of Europe that Christian doctrine began cautiously to modify its
acceptance of the enslavement of believers. Charles Verlinden writes:

From the Old Testament came the idea that if the master and the slave were of
the same race and religion, slavery should be barred, but it took centuries for
this concept to penetrate the West. Only in the Carolingian age did it appear in
the idea of Christian society as one in which no member should be reduced to
slavery.?”

This new doctrine became effective only gradually, in a process of compet-
itive selection of social practices. Its spread reflected both social pressures
within Christendom of the sort noted above, and Western Christendom’s
need to transform itself to meet the Muslim threat. Islam was from the
outset a faith which formally barred its adherents from enslaving co-
religionists — indeed, Islamic law went further and prohibited the enslave-
ment of Christians and Jews so long as they were living peaceably under
Islamic rule, and paying a special tribute.
Bernard Lewis points out:

The Qur’an, like the Old and New Testaments, assumes the existence of slavery.
It regulates the practice of the institution and thus implicitly accepts it. ... But
Qur’anic legislation, subsequently confirmed and elaborated in the Holy Law,
brought two major changes to ancient slavery which were to have far-reaching
effects. One of these was the presumption of freedom; the other, the ban on the
enslavement of free persons except in strictly defined circumstances.?*

The Holy Law held that only infidels could be reduced to slavery. This
doctrine could help to create a more intense sense of religious community
and attract persons vulnerable to enslavement. And for infidels who were
enslaved, the institution was meant to serve as a ‘means for converting
outsiders into insiders’.?’ Infidel slaves who converted could not, of course,
expect manumission, but with time it was likely that the situation of some,
generally those given responsible positions, would improve, while that of
menials would remain degraded and lowly, but not wholly bereft of rights.
Those who converted as free persons gained an important immunity.
Charlemagne, whose grandfather had repulsed a Muslim army at Poitiers
and who himself unsuccessfully sought to extend the Christian bridgehead
in Spain, was certainly keenly aware of the military threat posed by the
warrior religion. But the challenge of Islam was ideological as well as
military: it concerned core beliefs and practices of Christianity, disputing
its claim to be monotheistic or to realize the prophecies of the Old
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Testament, or to create a true community of believers. The notion of
Christendom itself was born out of this clash, and was marked in many
ways by it.3°

The possibility that Christians should reduce one another to slavery, or
even sell Christian slaves to Muslim buyers, became the subject of bitter
controversy. In the eighth, ninth and tenth centuries Western Europe had
little to offer foreign traders except slaves, yet its privileged classes craved
the luxuries and exotic goods which could be bought in the East. Muslim
or Jewish traders established in Marseilles and Garde Freinet offered good
prices for slaves. Young, healthy Celts or Anglo-Saxons, captured by
Vikings or purchased by Frisian merchants, were sent to Paris or to Verdun;
also arriving at Verdun for onward transshipment to Spain or North Africa
were Slavs taken prisoner in the East. There was a lively Muslim demand
for castrated slaves, but both Muslim purchasers and Jewish slave traders
had religious scruples about performing the act of castration — at Verdun
Christians, who had no such scruples, were engaged to emasculate the
wretched pagans (if that is what they were). Venice, Lombardy, and even
Rome itself also supplied slaves for Eastern markets.

The Church Councils at Estinnes in 743 and at Meaux in 845 denounced
the sale of Christian slaves to pagans, in the latter case urging that they
should be sold to Christians instead. Charlemagne urged that it was
blasphemous to allow Christians to be sold to Muslims or heretics. In 776
Pope Adrian I was obliged to write to Charlemagne denying that he had
condoned the sale of Christian slaves to ‘the unspeakable race of Saracens’
or to the ‘unspeakable Greeks’. His defence was revealing: ‘We did our
utmost, and call God to witness that we strove mightily to prevent this
scandal. . . . But as we have said many families were sold by the Lombards
at a time when famine was pressing them hard.”*' Although the traffic in
Christian slaves became a source of controversy in the Carolingian epoch,
it was not effectively suppressed because the Empire itself broke up amid
conflict and turmoil. Paradoxically, the absence of a strong central power
both discouraged rural slavery and ruled out regulation of the slave trade.
It also permitted new Saracen incursions into Southern France and Italy,
accompanied by deliberate attempts to incite slaves against their masters.
Reflecting on Saracen conquests abetted by emancipated slaves, the
sixteenth-century political philosopher Jean Bodin observed: ‘Little by
little this forced the Christians to relax servitude and to free slaves,
excepting only certain corvées . . .".>

The vulnerability and fragmentation of Christendom was reflected in the
slave trade which battened upon it. In the early medieval period the Vikings
had conducted a wide-ranging slave trade reaching along the Russian rivers
to the Black Sea, the Adriatic and the Levant, or via the Baltic and the
North Sea to England, Ireland, Iceland and the Atlantic. The Vikings
practised long-distance slave-raiding and slave-trading from the eighth
century to the eleventh. Although they were initially pagan they often found
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Christian purchasers for their slaves, irrespective of the latter’s religion.
The Viking mastery of long-distance maritime and riverine transport was a
vital ingredient in their ability to ‘produce’ and sell slaves. They established
far-flung colonies, sustained by a captive labour force, in the North Atlantic,
and set up the Varangian state in Russia, which allowed them to supply
Byzantium with slaves captured in Eastern and Northern Europe. The
Viking longboat, whose shallow draught allowed it to navigate rivers as
well as oceans, was adapted to a trade in quite small numbers of expensive
slaves; it could not carry more than about twenty or thirty captives at a
time. Within Scandinavia itself slave labour was pendant to a free peasantry
organized in clan communities, with a weak development of private
property. According to one account a typical farm at this period might have
attached to it three slaves, twelve cows and two horses. The presence of as
many as ten or eighteen slaves on one farm would be the upper limit, and
probably unusual. The absolute numbers of slaves absorbed by the Viking
colonies in Iceland and elsewhere were quite modest; in tenth-century
Iceland there were probably around two or three thousand slaves, compris-
ing a third or a half of the population.

Slaves were stigmatized by humiliating stereotypes; swarthy English or
Irish thralls were regarded as unreliable and lazy, and appear with such
names as ‘Lump’, ‘Coarse’, ‘“Thickard’, ‘Noisy’ and ‘Torrent-talker’. The
scale of slavery in these Scandinavian societies was reduced first by military
setbacks which cut off the supply of new slaves and then by the emergence
of more hierarchy and differentiation within the ranks of the free popula-
tion, as the descendants of slaves, if any, were absorbed in the wider
community as tied labourers or tenants. The eclipse of slavery was
accompanied by a diminution in the independence of free peasant villages
and the rise of a local nobility, with more extensive landholdings. These
developments coincided with the completion of a slow process of conver-
sion to Christianity. In the marchlands of Russia and Eastern Europe,
however, slavery remained important.®?

The strengthening of the feudal order in Latin Christendom and renewed
clashes with Islam in Spain and the Levant favoured the resuscitation of the
Carolingian ban on any traffic in Christian slaves, the establishment of
religious orders dedicated to the redemption of Christians held in captivity
by Muslims, and the elaboration of new formulas of colonization. The
strengthening of the privileges associated with being an insider was linked
to an intensified stigmatization of outsiders.

Feudal Expansion and Ideologies of Persecution
Robert Bartlett describes the expansionary formula of European feudalism

from the tenth century to the thirteenth as comprising both a reinforced
aristocracy, deploying an enhanced military technology, and communities
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of free peasants, offered land to cultivate in return for rents or services.
Newly conquered areas would be secured by introducing colonies of free
peasants, accompanied by the forced cultural assimilation of the indigenous
population. The colonists were often attracted by being offered some years
of exemption, or rents rather than labour services. The feudal formula of
consolidation and expansion also critically embraced the establishment of
churches, monasteries, chartered towns and universities. These institutions
were all necessary to the replication of feudal social relations in new
settings. The cultural dimensions of conquest were as important as the
mounted knights, pikemen or archers. They helped to maintain the con-
querors’ identity, and to impose a subject identity on the conquered. As
Bartlett writes: ‘Conquest, colonization, Christianization: the techniques of
settling in a new land, the ability to maintain cultural identity through legal
forms and nurtured attitudes, the institutions and outlook required to
confront the strange and the abhorrent, to repress it and to live with it, the
law and religion’ were all indispensable to the formula of expansion,
enabling the new communities to become ‘autonomous replicas not
dependencies’.**

The imposition of Latin liturgy and laws regulated and defined the social
order. The gens latina and those within the ecclesia had access to rights
that were not available to pagans like the Lithuanians, or to ‘wild peoples’
or ‘primitive Slavs’. Any people which failed to conform to settled agricul-
ture and to the cultural and religious norms of Latin Christendom was
relegated to a rigorously subordinate status; at the limit to slavery. The
greater stress on religious mobilization and solidarity displayed by Latin
Christendom in its period of resurgence and expansion was accompanied
by greater stress on principles of exclusion and correction.

The Christian Europe of the eleventh and twelfth centuries witnessed,
Robert Moore claims, a far more vigilant and ferocious policing of those
who did not partake of the dominant religious, ethnic, corporeal and sexual
regime. Jews, homosexuals (‘sodomites’), lepers, Manichees and other
heretics were deemed to be carriers of a perilous contagion that demanded
a sterilizing punishment and persecution if they were not to contaminate
the social order. Thus the whitened skin and deformity of the leper was
deemed an outward sign of mortal sin. The stigmatized groups were those
which were thought to challenge the spiritual underpinnings and preten-
sions of the new order; standing behind them was the spectre of persons
without a lord, such as itinerant preachers, pedlars, mendicants or lepers,
and of women without a man to answer for them. Thus the followers of
Robert of Arbissel were described in alarm as ‘men of every condition,
women both servile [pauperes] and noble, widows and virgins, old and
young, whores and spurners of men . .. turning away neither the poor nor
the weak, the incestuous nor the depraved, lepers nor the helpless’.>* The
persecution of every type of deviant perfected a will to comprehensive
ideological subordination that did indeed have ominous implications for
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those who came into the path of European expansion. It helped to forge
the identity of Europe. The campaigns against the various types of deviancy
were orchestrated on a continent-wide basis by decisions of the Third and
Fourth Lateran Councils in 1179 and 1215. But while the persecutory
apparatus was designed to exclude and suppress, it also sought to recuper-
ate and include, if possible. Robert of Arbissel was eventually beatified,
long after the ideological threat he had been thought to present had passed.

Following the Lateran Councils, it was more common for the formal status
of the Jews to be defined as one of slavery. They were deemed to be chattels
of the King — a designation with great advantages for the monarch, since it
enabled the Jewish community to be subject to arbitrary royal tallage. The
Jews were held collectively responsible for the death of Christ. While
attempts would be made to convert Jews, the presence of Jewish communi-
ties was thought to furnish a living symbol of the Scriptures, and some held
that it would not be until Judgement Day that the Jews would convert en
masse. Jews themselves were formally forbidden to own Christian slaves,
though various loopholes might allow this rule to be circumvented. The
status of being the monarch’s chattel allowed the Jews to be in, but not of,
medieval Christendom. It permitted monarchs to tax Jews at will, and gave
them an interest in protecting them. Jews were usually required to wear
special markings and to live in designated areas. Although only a minority
of Jews were moneylenders, the Lateran decisions strengthening the Chris-
tian prohibition of usury offered them more openings for this activity than
ever before.

St Thomas Aquinas did not favour harsh treatment of Jews, but he wrote
in a letter to the Duchess of Brabant in 1270 that ‘the guilt of the Jews
caused them to be condemned to perpetual slavery’.>¢ Rulers should protect
their Jews, but the latter owed everything to their sovereign. Thus, as
slavery was being eclipsed in much of Europe, a notion of enslavement still
survived as a part of the social imaginary. Robert Grosseteste, the influential
thirteenth-century Bishop of Lincoln who was to be esteemed by Wyclif
and later Protestant divines as an upholder of the distinctive virtues of the
English Church, urged a radicalization of the notion of Jewish enslavement,
aimed at denying them also all profit from usury — even if the state was to
suffer thereby. Southern summarizes a letter written by Grosseteste to the
Countess of Winchester in 1231 in the following passage:

God condemned Jews to be wanderers and the slaves of all nations, and this
state of affairs would last until the end of history when their redemption would
come. Meanwhile the rulers of the world had the duty to keep them captive —
not killing them but allowing them to live by the sweat of their brow. They were
like the descendants of Cain, cursed by God, given over to slavery. ... Rulers
who receive any benefit from the usuries of Jews are drinking the blood of
victims whom they ought to protect.
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He adds: ‘In this summary I have softened rather than exaggerated the
virulence of Grosseteste’s words.”®” Grosseteste’s more extreme approach
reflected a strong impulse to doctrinal purity, and drew on popular hostility
to moneylenders. Repeated royal tallage of the Jewish community forced
up the rates of interest charged by Jewish moneylenders and pawnbrokers,
and stimulated debtors’ desire to be rid of them. The advice tendered by
Grosseteste led to the expulsion of the Jews from various towns. In 1290
England became the first European kingdom to expel the Jews; by this time
overtaxation had so reduced the financial resources of the Jewish com-
munity in England that the royal exchequer was no longer receiving
significant sums from it.3#

The persecuting impulse could be stimulated by feudal expansion as well
as internal tensions, since expansion posed new problems for the mainten-
ance of identity. The Anglo-Norman and English conquerors of Ireland
argued that the Irish were a species of wild people because of their
pastoralism, distinctive kinship practices and supposed religious irregulari-
ties or laxities. The twelfth-century historian Gerald de Barri observed:

The Irish are a rude people, subsisting on the produce of their cattle only — a
people that has not yet departed from the primitive habits of pastoral life. In the
common course of things, progress is made from the forest to the field, from the
field to the town, and to the social condition of citizens; but this nation, holding
agricultural labour in contempt, and little coveting the wealth of towns, as well
as being exceedingly averse to civil institutions — lead the same life their fathers
did in the woods and open pastures, neither willing to abandon old habits or
learn anything new.*

Of course the ‘new’ habits indicated here were the essential basis for
construction of a feudal order. In 1155 Henry II of England persuaded
Pope Adrian IV to issue the Bull Laudabiliter, encouraging him to go to
Ireland ‘to enlarge the boundaries of the Church, to reveal the truth of the
Christian faith to the unlearned and savage peoples, and to root out from
the Lord’s field the vices that have grown in it’.4°

In the initial phases of feudal conquest and colonization there was
commonly a rigorous ‘judicial dualism’ such that colonists, and those who
had accepted assimilation, would be tried by different courts according to
different laws from those which applied to the newly conquered population.
In Ireland this was known as ‘exception of Irishry’, and meant that there
would be a different, lighter penalty for killing an Irishman than for killing
an Englishman - in one such case the penalty, a fine of 70 shillings, was
payable to the lord of the victim. The Irish could be described as ‘not being
of free blood’, though their condition was meant to be that of a degraded
serf, not a true slave. Such procedures would be defended as rights and
privileges by the colonizers and the assimilated and, if comprehensively
enforced, served as an incentive to assimilation. But the practices of legal
dualism could also be temporarily relaxed as another method of securing
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the social and political integration of a still heterogeneous population.
There were conjunctures when blatantly discriminatory practices could
come to seem inconvenient to the royal power as it sought to consolidate
or extend its authority. Some of the colonizers or conquerors could also
wish to reach a compromise with the conquered. In Ireland some of the
Anglo-Norman lords themselves adjusted to Irish customs, and were to
become the target of later interventions by English monarchs. Sometimes
judicial dualism itself constituted a concession to conquered populations
who, on certain limited matters, were permitted to be tried according to
their own laws and customs.

Over time the consolidation and extension of the social order required a
more even treatment of subjects. In Spain the Laws of Santa Maria de
Cortes in 1182 declared that ‘nobles, knights and Jews and Muslims who
come to settle shall be liable to the same fines and the same judicial regime
as the other settlers’. The Darocca municipality of Aragon likewise prom-
ised that ‘Christians, Jews and Muslims shall have one and the same law
regarding blows and accusations’.** These were concessions offered to
consolidate a new power, and they could be withdrawn once it was secure.
And anyway the non-Christian populations would normally be required to
pay a special tribute — labour for the Muslims, cash for the Jews.

Following widespread anti-Jewish riots in Castile and Aragon in 1381,
there was great pressure on Jews to convert to Christianity. In fifteenth-
and sixteenth-century Spain there was to be a growing wave of intolerant
homogenization afflicting the status not only of Jews or Muslims but also
of those who converted to Christianity or were the descendants of converts.
Those who openly professed the Jewish religion were eventually expelled in
1492. The ethnically Jewish conversos became the target of persecution in
the fifteenth century, on the usually spurious grounds that they were
continuing the clandestine practice of their former religion. The converso
success in gaining royal and professional appointments aroused the envy
and hostility of Old Christians. In Toledo in 1449 the city council
promulgated laws stipulating that limpieza de sangre was a precondition
for office-holders. The category ‘tainted blood’ undoubtedly had a mainly
racial and national content, though bastards of Christian Spanish descent
were also barred from holding office. The pressure to establish the principle
of limpieza de sangre came mainly from plebeian Spaniards who employed
it against what they saw as an aristocratic/converso alliance.

From 1480 the problem of the conversos was dealt with by the Holy
Office or Inquisition. Out of a converso population of around 100,000,
some 2,000 were handed to the secular arm to be burnt at the stake; others
suffered imprisonment and fines; and large numbers were driven into exile;
on the other hand, the persecution of the remaining descendants of
conversos abated after the 1520s. The Inquisition still vetted aspirants to
preferment, but did not organize regular autos-da-fé.

The racial-religious stigmatization of New Christians led to terrible



The Old World Background to New World Slavery 49

results, but not to enslavement. It was designed to exclude them from
advantageous employments; so far as the authorities were concerned, it
permitted special fiscal exactions. While a very few might end up as convicts
(or exceptionally as slaves), it would have been unseemly to subject most
New Christians, many of whom had the manners of gentlemen [hidalgos],
to menial employment. Jews and New Christians were eventually expelled,
killed — or absorbed without trace. The principle of limpieza de sangre as a
condition for obtaining royal or clerical-professional appointment was also
subsequently used to exclude Moriscos and those of Native American or
African descent. While the royal authority simply sought to exploit racial
jealousy, it was pressed to the limit by insecure Hispanic clerics, avid for
professional office and inspired by an ethnically warped religious
integralism.*?

Slavery in Iberia’s Christian Kingdoms

Spain and Portugal, the two powers responsible for the initial European
discovery, conquest and settlement of the Americas, were, of course, heirs
to Christian kingdoms which were prime exponents of the territorial
aggrandizement of Western Christendom. Enslavement, albeit of fluctuating
importance, remained part of the institutional repertoire of the Iberian
powers. The Roman, Byzantine and Visigothic practice of slavery influenced
the legal precepts of Christian Iberia, but so did the centuries of front-line
confrontation with Islam. Following that moment in the eleventh century
when — according to Bonnassie — slavery was extinct in Northern Spain, it
reappeared in the interstices of the Christian kingdoms as they undertook
the Reconquest and participated in the revived Levantine trade of the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. As the free populations were mobilized
for conquest and colonization, they found inspiration in the teachings of St
Isidore of Seville,** but now considered it natural to abstain from enslaving
fellow Christians. In the Reconquest itself slavery played a role, as an
occasional instrument of Christian power and means of forced accultura-
tion. Of course the Christian kingdoms of Spain in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries were by no means single-mindedly bent upon Recon-
quest. They pursued quarrels with one another, engaged in pacific
exchanges with the Muslims, and participated in the growth of Mediterra-
nean trade. These latter activities were as much responsible for the presence
of some slaves in Christian Spain as the crusade against Islam, since the
numbers of permanent slaves acquired by purchase from Levantine mer-
chants could have been as great as those seized in slave-raiding razzias
carried out in the Muslim areas. Those seized in a razzia were usually
offered back to their family or community through the practice of rescate,
the ransoming of prisoners for cash, which seems often to have been more
advantageous than slaveholding or slave trading. Only captives who were
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already slaves would be likely to be kept in that condition. Slaves did not
constitute the fundamental labouring population in any part of Spain. They
were used in domestic and artisanal roles, or for particularly unpleasant
and hard labour.*

The religious justification for holding some Muslim slaves was that
slavery would encourage conversion as well as ensure a proper subordi-
nation of the infidel. The effective ban on Christians enslaving one another
was calculated to raise morale. The ‘Carolingian’ ideal of the Christian
community had suffered setbacks, like the Empire itself, and had only
patchy consequences; Charlemagne’s canonization in the twelfth century
marked a revival. There were Papal Bulls denouncing the lack of religious
scruple in the slave trafficking of the Venetians. In 1206 Innocent III
expressed concern that masters in Spain were becoming alarmed at the
prospect of conversion among their slaves: “When a public baptismal
ceremony is celebrated in your Church, and many Saracens gather for it
eagerly seeking baptism, their owners, whether Jews or even Christians,
fearing to lose a profit, presume to forbid it.”**

The new doctrine did not, as we have pointed out, argue that a slave
would became free upon conversion or at any definite future date; neverthe-
less, it did formally increase the slave’s rights. In the Peninsula as elsewhere
there were socioeconomic developments which, albeit unevenly, diminished
the significance of slavery and furnished a more favourable context for
observance of some restraint in slaveholding. Likewise, respect for a
Christian monarch would prevent enslavement of his subjects. But it is
likely that such factors — to be considered in more detail below — were still
assisted by Latin Christendom’s mixed experience of taking the offensive
against Islam. The vicissitudes of both the Crusades and the Iberian
Reconquista had been calculated to bring home to Latin Christians the
need for greater religious solidarity. The Crusader kingdom of Outre Mer
came to grief in part because of the Crusaders’ harshness towards the local
Christians. The Christian kingdoms of Spain gradually evolved a new
socioreligious ethic, influenced by that prevailing among their Muslim
neighbours. For one Christian to hold another as a slave became less
common and enslavement of fellow believers was excluded.

The celebrated codification of Alfonso the Wise in the thirteenth century,
the Siete Partidas, can be seen as a transitional document, moving towards
a milder slave doctrine than St Isidore had allowed. Where the Partidas did
allow Christians to be slaves, it sought to alleviate the harshness of their
condition and protect their ability to lead Christian lives. The code
permitted individuals, municipal corporations and religious bodies to own
slaves and envisaged several routes to manumission, providing that the
slaves gave good service and displayed religious conformity. Those who
were rightly enslaved comprised (1) those captured in war who were
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enemies of the faith; (2) children of a slave mother; (3) those who had
voluntarily sold themselves into slavery. Two further categories were added
to this basic list: children of priests, who were to become slaves of the
religious institution to which their father belonged; and bad Christians
who sold war matériel to the Moors. Masters were forbidden to treat
slaves cruelly, to starve them or to interfere sexually with their wives or
daughters; a master breaching these rules could be brought before a court
(by whom is not stated), and if the offence was proved, then the slaves
would be sold to another master. A virgin who was proved to have been
raped by her master or hired out as a prostitute would be manumitted by
the court.

No infidel could hold a Christian slave, and any slaveholder indicted as
a counterfeiter would lose his slaves. Slaves who were Christians could
marry one another, with their master’s permission, and he could not
withhold this unless he could prove that his interests were damaged thereby.
Masters could let their slaves ply a trade, turning over a part of their
earnings and eventually buying their freedom. While lack of religious
conformity enhanced vulnerability to enslavement, race was not mentioned.
Notwithstanding the attempts to restrain masters, it was still baldly stated
in the Partidas that slavery was ‘the basest and most wretched condition
into which anyone could fall because man, who is the most free and noble
of all God’s creatures, becomes thereby in the power of another, who can
do with him what he wishes as with any property, whether living or dead’.
A slave’s duty to his master had precedence over his duty to his wife. The
slave’s ability to invoke the protection of the Partidas would be very limited
on a rural estate, slightly greater in towns, if the slave had free relations or
protectors. The stipulations of the Partidas are described clearly as laws,
yet many of them were little more than exhortations — for example, it is
laid down that kings should take great care of their people’s welfare, be
faithful to their wives, and rigorously abstain from bad language.*

The Siete Partidas were the product of a society where slavery was now
mainly domestic and temporary in character, and where the slaves were
usually drawn from some religious outgroup. Yet they did uphold the
lawfulness of slavery, concede wide powers to the master and, under some
conditions, permit the holding of fellow Christians as slaves. In areas
conquered from the Muslims, those who continued to offer armed resist-
ance were indeed to be liable to enslavement. The secular leaders usually
negotiated terms of capitulation, so that the incorporation of the Muslim
ta’ifas, or small kingdoms, involved promises of good treatment to the mass
of Moorish subjects. While most became a subject caste, or left for Muslim
areas, few remained as slaves for long. The Muslim cultivators in the
countryside were often exaricos or sharecroppers: sometimes they owed
tribute to a new lord; their rights contracted and attempts at their forcible
conversion were subsequently made. The essential formula of feudal
colonization was to combine the repopulation of conquered land — that is,
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its settlement by free Christians offered land on attractive terms — with the
forced assimilation of subject peoples, who could retain some reduced
access to land or employment only by conversion. Cultural discrimination
and coercion aimed to prevent the Christian immigrants from going native,
and to promote eventual assimilation. Raids on the Muslim areas continued
to yield a harvest of captives, who were put to menial labour pending
payment of a ransom or a swap for Christian prisoners. The redemption of
captives was organized by alfaqueques who specialized in this work. In
cases where a prisoner raid violated an agreed truce, the royal authorities
might order release without payment.*”

The trading empire of the Catalans and Aragonese in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries brought them into contact with the Levantine com-
merce in slaves and sugar. There were reported to be 2,800 slaves in the
countryside in Majorca in 1328, while by 1400 the slave population of
Catalonia was estimated at 4,375. The Christian kingdoms exported some
slaves to Granada, and imported cotton, sugar, indigo and wood in return.
In Granada, as in Muslim Spain more generally, slaves were found among
administrators and soldiers as well as servants and craftsmen. The first
African slaves in Spain were probably sold by North African merchants to
the Muslim #a’ifas. In the course of the Reconquest some were seized by the
Christian forces. An elite corps of 3,000 African slave soldiers put up a stiff
resistance to forces personally commanded by King Ferdinand at the Siege
of Malaga in 1487; following rendition of the city, a hundred of them were
sent as a gift to the Pope. Other Africans and last-ditch defenders were
distributed as slaves to those who had conducted the siege, or sold to defray
expenses. However, the surrounding Muslim towns and villages swore
allegiance as Mudéjars, Muslim subjects of the Catholic monarchs, in the
hope of conserving their property and status. For the time being this was
accepted. The Capitulations at Granada in 1492 stipulated that captive
slaves in Moorish hands who managed to escape to the territory covered
by the Christian rulers would be free — but specifically excluded from this
clause Canary Islanders or black slaves from ‘the [Atlantic] islands’.
Following resistance or rebellion, those alleged to be involved would be
killed, or could be enslaved, but the remaining Muslims were pressured
either to leave or to convert to Christianity. The aim of the Catholic
monarchs was to disperse the Muslims, not to conserve them as an enslaved
and hostile mass.*®

From the 1440s onwards Portuguese voyages down the coast of Africa
led to the arrival of a stream of African captives, sold as slaves in the
Peninsula. By 1500 about a tenth of the population of Lisbon and Seville
were African slaves. They were owned in ones, twos and threes, generally
working as servants, craftworkers or menials. They occupied the social
roles which for some time had been filled elsewhere in Europe by the so-
called ‘esclavos’ or ‘escravos’. Thus by the sixteenth century Castile’s slave
population was swelled by the purchase of African and Berber captives
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from the Portuguese; like those purchased or captured in North Africa,
they mainly became urban servants. A study of slave inventories in Malaga
in the 1570s reveals a wide ethno-religious gamut, including ‘berberisco
negro cristiano’, ‘berberisco moro’, ‘negro de la nacion de moros’, ‘berber-
isco mulatta’, ‘negro de nacion portuguesa’, ‘cristiana de casta de moros’,
‘negro de guinea’, ‘negro de la India de Portugal’. Out of a total of 493
slaves, 185 were described as Moros and 78 as Christians; one was
described as a Jew and one as a Turk. However, a ‘black of the Portuguese
nation’ meant a black owned by a Portuguese, or speaking Portuguese, or
born in Portugal.*®

In sixteenth-century Spain there was still a large population of Christian
Moriscos, most of them peasants in Valencia and Granada subject to harsh
exploitation, despite their supposed conversion. The Morisco New Chris-
tians rose in revolt on a number of occasions, and were eventually expelled
in 1608-12. This final episode in the eradication of religious and racial
difference affirmed Spain’s national identity and was accompanied by a
new spirit of civic egalitarianism, with a softening of the fierce social
distinctions which had characterized feudal Iberia. Slavery was an insti-
tution which allowed for subordinate or correctional inclusion, not the
total exclusion or suppression that was the eventual fate of the Jews and
Moors. Those Moors who were enslaved were generally not expelled, since
they were regarded as part of their owner’s household. The expulsion of
the Moriscos was undertaken at a time when the royal authorities wished
to compensate for the humiliation involved in agreeing a truce with the
Dutch rebels. The expelled Moriscos themselves were generally not wel-
come in North Africa, and many were killed.*°

The expulsion of the Moriscos, following that of the conversos and the
Jews, highlighted in a striking and terrible fashion ethno-cultural assump-
tions that appear to have been indissolubly wedded to the religious faith of
the epoch. The proceedings against both conversos and Moriscos were
accompanied by repeated and obsessive attempts on the part of the religious
and secular authorities to prove that the accused were guilty of heresy and
deception. It need not, of course, be doubted that pressurized or forcible
conversions were often insincere. On the other hand, before about 1480, it
does seem that many conversos, or their children, genuinely practised as
Christians; this was also the case for at least some Moriscos, or their
children, in the early decades of the sixteenth century. But once the course
was set for persecution and expulsion, the authorities” approach was not to
build on and encourage signs of conversion but, rather, to seize on any and
every real or supposed proof of heresy and apostasy. If a converso or
Morisco refused to eat pork, this was regarded as prima facie evidence that
they were not a real Christian. Failure to speak Castilian was itself taken as
a sign of religious deviancy or treachery. If a converso or Morisco woman
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wore coloured clothes, this again would be suspect. Family get-togethers
coinciding with Jewish or Muslim festivals, or even regular washing, were
also regarded with deep suspicion. To satisfy their religious or secular
critics the conversos and Moriscos were required, in effect, to adopt the
culture as well as the religion of the Christian Spaniards — and sometimes
even that would not be enough.*!

The expulsion of the Moriscos seems to exemplify the sorts of racial
exclusion which produced slavery in the Americas. But in that case, why
were the Moriscos not enslaved and sent to the New World? At the very
time of the expulsions, Spanish Americans were buying tens of thousands
of captive Africans. One reason why Moriscos were not sold in the
Americas was that they were deemed a security threat; the expulsion itself
was partly motivated by the argument that ‘the Moorish-nation of Valencia’
had conspired with the King’s enemies, and was likely to assist Muslim or
Protestant invaders. Moriscos had long been excluded from the New World
on the grounds that they might assist enemies of the Crown. This, however,
was not necessarily a decisive consideration, since African slaves had not
only often rebelled but had also collaborated with English marauders in the
Isthmus. Perhaps the possibility of enslaving the Moriscos and selling them,
if necessary to Muslim purchasers, was also unacceptable to the Spanish
royal authorities, on the grounds that it would have been dishonourable.
Muslims would have purchased the Moriscos only if they were thoroughly
convinced that they were infidels; on the whole, Muslims did regard the
Moriscos as renegades, but the Spanish authorities were the last who could
afford to acknowledge this. The Spanish did not themselves directly
undertake the enslavement of Africans, as they would have to have done in
the case of the Moriscos. Instead they purchased them from Portuguese
traders, who in turn purchased them from traders or chiefs on the coast
of Africa. These commercial processes had a distancing effect — one
which was even, as we will see below, reflected in dominant theological
discourse.

Slavery and the Slavs

The term ‘slave’ in all West European languages refers simply to Slavs, who
were seen as congenitally heretic or pagan. Between the tenth and sixteenth
centuries the Slav lands furnished the Vikings and the Italian traders with
their main source of slaves. The Eastern Adriatic and the Black Sea were
major sources of supply. Eventually the Eastern Adriatic became Europe’s
main ‘slave coast’. Evans has explained this in terms of a ‘crisis slavery’,
that ‘brutal means whereby a region, torn by violence and reduced to
misery, converts surplus population into a resource’.’> The feuding peoples
of the Caucasus or Bosnia, where Latin Catholics were pitted against
Bogomil heretics or those who followed the Greek liturgy, furnished a
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steady supply of supposedly heretical captives. On one occasion a Hungar-
ian girl was able to bring a case against enslavement in an Italian court on
the grounds that she was a Latin Christian; the court ruled that she was not
a full slave, but owed to her purchaser the price he had paid to ‘ransom’
her from her captors, and must serve him until the obligation had been
fully discharged.®®> This convenient formula, which applied primarily to
Latin Christians who lacked a protector, was sometimes also used to
‘redeem’ many held captive by the Moors in the Peninsula, and reduce them
to a new servitude.

The expansion and prosperity of medieval Europe helped to generate
some marginal slavery in the Mediterranean world, in contrast to the North
West. Slaves still nowhere constituted the fundamental labour force, and
were drawn mainly from Eastern Europe and the Levant. The rise of
commerce and of medieval towns stimulated the trade in slaves as house
servants: Venice and Ragusa were entrepdts for slave servants purchased
by the wealthy merchants and landowners of North Italy. Urban artisans
occasionally acquired a slave helper, though some municipalities banned
this. The slave trade from the Caucasus and Black Sea regions was greatly
diminished by the rise of Ottoman power; the Ottomans had their own
need for slaves from these regions as recruits to the corps of Janissaries. But
there was still some supply of slaves from Europe’s ‘slave coast’ on the
Adriatic. Mediterranean pirates would also sell slaves of diverse origins.
Occasionally a “Turkish’ slave might be found in Italy or one of the Italian
colonies, but in general captured Turks would be ransomed or exchanged.
The religion of such captives might not be respected, but their sovereign or
their wealth would be.**

If slavery had largely disappeared from Western and Northern Europe, the
same could not be said of Muscovy, where slaves comprised as much as a
tenth of the population in the late Middle Ages and early modern period.
In Russia slaves were not often used for large-scale agricultural work but,
rather, engaged as menial domestic servants, general labourers, or even, in
a few cases, as stewards, treasurers or bailiffs. Some soldiers were techni-
cally slaves.® The precarious conditions prevailing in the steppes could
make the slave condition attractive, with individuals selling themselves, or
being sold by their parents, into slavery.

The most remarkable feature of Russian slavery is that both slaveowners
and enslaved were of the same ethnicity — though it appears that the sense
of a common ethnicity was weak, with aristocrats cultivating the myth that
they were really Italian, French or German. A weak ethnic identity was
combined with a strong religious identity, so that individuals defined
themselves as pravoslavnye, or Orthodox, rather than as Russians — a
description that would anyway have been inaccurate for many.’® The
Orthodox Church supported slavery, owned slaves and upheld Justinian’s
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slave code. Its Christianity was indeed Orthodox, in the sense that it
remained somewhat closer in its practices to those prevailing under the
Christian empire.

The Eclipse of Serfdom and the Rise of Agrarian Capitalism

The last remnants of slavery in England did not survive the impact of the
Black Death, the Peasants’ Revolt and the Wars of the Roses. These events
also set the scene for a weakening of other forms of servitude, combined
with a strengthening of the role of the market and the effective claims of
the state.

Robert Brenner has pointed out that the severe depopulation in the wake
of the Black Death had quite different results in Eastern and Western
Europe, depending on the outcome of peasant resistance and revolt in the
two areas.”” East of the Elbe peasant resistance was completely crushed,
and the so-called ‘second serfdom’ was imposed. In many parts of Europe
West of the Elbe landlords, facing the same labour shortage as those in the
East, attempted to impose a return to the harsher forms of servitude, but
failed. While peasant revolts were put down, these should be seen as only
the most visible and dramatic expressions of peasant aspirations which also
found outlet in a myriad of local tests of strength, and in the varying ability
of serfs to escape beyond the control of their lord.

The extent and forms of peasant success in checking the serflord offensive
were different in France and in England. In France the peasants not only
won their freedom, but significant numbers acquired control of land. An
independent landholding peasantry established itself, allowing for the
emergence of some rich laboreurs, and a mass of smallholders, side by side
with the seigneurial aristocracy: the figure of Gargantua suggests the
fantasies and frustrations unleashed by this half liberation. In England,
matters were quite different. The peasants were able to assert their freedom,
but the lords retained control of the greater part of the land. The English
serflords became landlords, engaging tenant farmers to work their estates
with the aid of free wage labour. This new social formula led to a market
not only in consumption goods but in means of production. Competition
between different producers encouraged them to look for improved meth-
ods of cultivation, either economizing on labour, which was now an
identifiable cost, or raising yields. The result was the emergence of a
precocious agrarian capitalism which, by the fifteenth and sixteenth centur-
ies, raised rent rolls and widened the internal market. There were increas-
ingly unimportant residues of villeinage, which was never suppressed as a
legal form.

Looking back on this waning of villeinage and slavery, the Tudor
statesman Thomas Smith wrote in 15635:
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Neither of the one sort nor of the other do we have any number of in England.
And of the first I never knewe any in the realme in my time; of the second so
fewe there be, that it is almost not worth the speaking. But our law doth
acknowledge them in both these sorts ... I think in France and England the
chaunge of religion to a more humane and equall sort . . . caused this old kinde
of servitude and slaverie to be brought into that moderation ... and little by
little extinguished it finding more civil and gentle means and more equall to have
done that which in times of gentility (heathenesse) [i.e.pagan Antiquity] servitude
or bondage did.**

Thus the eclipse of slavery by more moderate religious precepts had been
accompanied, in Smith’s view, by new and more effective social arrange-
ments for inducing labourers to work - the latter, presumably, referring to
enclosures, frequently far from ‘civil and gentle’, but leading to a new
regime of exclusive private property and hence to conditions in which free
landless labourers were obliged to sell their labour-power in order to feed
themselves and their families.

In Ireland the same social arrangements were not to be found, and
proved extremely difficult to introduce. English would-be landlords dis-
played great violence and ferocity in their efforts to dispossess the Irish.
The land was in the possession of Gaelic tribes who, under their chiefs,
whether Irish or Old English, clung tenaciously to their lands and way of
life. Smith himself was to be the architect of a colonization plan in Ulster
which aimed to reduce the Irish to servitude, denying them land or rights,
the better to ‘reform so barbarous a nation’.*® Smith’s project of colonizing
the Ards in 1572 ended, like most Tudor attempts to uproot or enslave the
Irish, in a bloody fiasco, and the leader of the expedition, Smith’s bastard
son Thomas, was killed by his own frustrated followers.

As former counsellor to Protector Somerset, Smith had been in a good
position to assess the significance of ‘slavery’ in Tudor England. During his
brief period of power, Somerset sought to address the problems of poverty,
unemployment and vagrancy in what could be seen as the first attempt to
deal with social questions aggravated by the rise of capitalism. Somerset’s
measures have sometimes been applauded, since they seemed to acknowl-
edge that private charity was not enough, and that the state itself had
responsibilities for the poor. However, as part of this novel concept of
social legislation, Somerset also introduced the penalty of ‘slavery’ into his
Vagrancy Act of 1547. Vagrants who rejected offers of gainful employment
would be sentenced to some years of ‘slavery’, during which time they
would be forced to work, deprived of freedom of movement, and obliged
to wear distinctive dress. This measure proved impossible to implement,
being opposed not only by those at whom it was directed but also by
labourers who did not wish to be undercut by convict labour and
magistrates who thought it provocative. There were few takers for the
proposed slave labourers. After two years the Act was abandoned.®°

It is quite possible that the Vagrancy Act had been inspired, in part, by
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Thomas More’s Utopia (1516), where slaves were used for several
unpleasant and morally dubious tasks, such as the slaughtering of animals.
More refers in his preface to the deplorable condition of England and the
need to combat poverty, idleness and discontent. It is as if the very growth
of social freedom itself prompted those in authority to thoughts of a
corrective discipline. More’s supposed informant remarks:

By the way, the slaves that I’ve occasionally referred to are not, as you might
imagine, non-combatant prisoners-of-war, slaves by birth, or purchases from
foreign slave markets. They’re either Utopian convicts or, much more often,
condemned criminals from other countries, who are acquired in large numbers,
sometimes for a small payment, but usually for nothing. Both types of slave are
kept hard at work in chain gangs, though Utopians are treated worse than
foreigners. The idea is that it’s all the more deplorable if a person who has had
the advantage of a first rate education and a thoroughly moral education still
insists on becoming a criminal — so the punishment should be all the more severe.
Another type of slave is the working class foreigner who, rather than live in
wretched poverty at home, volunteers for slavery in Utopia. Such people are
treated with respect, and with almost as much kindness as Utopian citizens,
except that they’re made to work harder, because they’re used to it.*!

The offences carrying the penalty of servitude included adultery, failure to
perform labour, or unauthorized travel. In the preliminary discussion of
non-Utopian societies, a species of slavery is also prescribed as the punish-
ment for theft; such slaves are to wear the same-colour clothing, and to be
available for hire from the public authorities. The severity of the servitude
recommended in Utopia was tempered both by the fact that it was milder
than the death penalty of Tudor legislation and because it was not
necessarily permanent — good behaviour could lead to emancipation:

The normal penalty for any major crime is slavery. They say it’s just as
unpleasant for the criminals as capital punishment, and more useful to
society. . . . But the prospects of those who accept the situation aren’t absolutely
hopeless. If after being tamed by years of hardship, they show signs of feeling
really sorry, not merely for themselves, but for what they’ve done, their sentence
is either reduced or cancelled altogether, sometimes at the discretion of the
Mayor and sometimes by general plebiscite.¢?

More’s utilitarian conception of servitude is complemented by the justifica-
tion offered for the colonial expansion of the Utopians:

If the whole island becomes overpopulated, they tell off a certain number of
people from each town to go off and start a colony at the nearest point on the
mainland where there’s a large area that hasn’t been cultivated by the local
inhabitants. Such colonies are governed by the Utopians, but the natives are
allowed to join in if they want to. When this happens, natives and colonists soon
combine to form a single community with a single way of life, to the great
advantage of both parties — for, under Utopian management, land which used to
be thought incapable of producing anything for one lot of people produces
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plenty for two. If the natives won’t do what they’re told, they’re expelled from
the area marked out for annexation. If they try to resist the Utopians declare
war — for they consider war perfectly justifiable, when one country denies
another its natural right to derive nourishment from any soil which the original
owners are not using themselves, but are simply holding on to as a piece of
worthless property.*?

The supposed justification of English colonization in the Americas was thus
clearly anticipated, with those who cause the soil to be worked or planted
having precedence. No doubt More’s ‘utopia’ reflected claims already made
for the attempted Tudor colonization of Ireland, which aimed to replace
transhumance with permanent cultivation. So far as the Americas are
concerned, More’s ideas, and arguments similar to them, were to shape and
justify the colonizing project.* The first English translation of his Latin
text appeared in 1551, and went through many editions. More challenges
some features of Tudor social relations while endorsing others, displaying
an experimental approach to social arrangements in which servitude or
colonialism would be perfectly justifiable if they promoted the more
intensive use of natural and human resources.

Perhaps aware of the huge problems English power confronted there,
More did not imagine his Utopia in Ireland but precisely ‘nowhere’; in a
just-discovered New World. The attempts of the Tudor gentry to establish
plantations in Ireland failed to achieve the hoped-for cultural and economic
results. Gaelic culture, Irish religious deviancy, the Brehon legal system, the
tribal way of life, and the Irish or Old English aristocracy fought a long
rearguard action. English gentlemen adventurers visited a pitiless repression
upon the recalcitrant Irish, but failed to make their plantations solidly
productive or profitable. Because of these failures the English Crown, for a
while, compromised with Catholic Irish aristocrats and clan leaders who
still owned most of the land. The only half-successful plantation in Ireland
— that in Ulster — was sustained by the Scots, and even there Catholic Irish
tenants yielded better rents than the settlers.

Men like Thomas Smith had hoped that England could repeat in Ireland
the exploits of Spain’s conquistadores, but the results were very different.
There was no swift conquest, there was no gold or silver, and Irish armed
resistance, coalescing around the idea of a Catholic King of Ireland,
continued to flare until 1690-91. Many of the English fortune-hunting
gentry who sought to subjugate Ireland later embarked on privateering
expeditions to the Caribbean and Spanish Main. But they did not export to
the New World a successful model of colonial plantation — partly because
there was no such model, and partly because the privateers lacked the
stamina and economic sinew for the setting up of successful colonies.

The English experience in Ireland certainly influenced those who were to
be successful in colonizing the Americas, and establishing slave plantations,
but as much by negative as by positive example. The English state was to
assert itself in the New World in Protestant and national terms, just as it
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did in Ireland, and its colonists also had recourse to terror and extermina-
tion; in the New World they were largely successful in displacing the
natives, and then introduced captives from another continent. In both cases
race and religion were used as principles of exclusion, but within quite
different structures of oppression. The eventual English colonial regime in
Ireland was made possible by victories in 1649-53 and 1690-91, by which
time Barbados and Virginia were already flourishing. English rule was to
embody the principle of religious and political exclusion (the ‘Protestant
ascendancy’) and economic dispossession, with the mass of the Irish
remaining or becoming propertyless peasants or labourers. In the plantation
colonies the emphasis was increasingly to be placed on race and slavery, a
more intimate, physical and absolute species of bondage, as we will see.
(For a time Irish prisoners were deported to the plantations, but the
experiment was not pursued because of its risks, in circumstances to be
discussed in Chapter VI.) The traits which led to the exclusion and
exploitation of the Irish were their religion and their national identity —
qualities which they had accepted for themselves, and were embodied in
deeply rooted collective institutions, notably the Church. The captive
Africans were held as Negroes and slaves — identities which they often did
not accept and which, to begin with, offered few collective resources. Yet,
different as they were in these and other ways, the Protestant ascendancy
and black slavery were both to be yoked to a capitalist accumulation
process. While the slave plantations would never have come into existence
unless they had been profitable, the English regime in Ireland was to be
gradually adapted until it, too, finally became a paying proposition.5’

Both Thomas More and Protector Somerset envisaged slavery as a correc-
tional device wielded by the state rather than a resource commanded by the
subject, and in this their conception was to be in contrast to the plantation
slavery that was to appear in the Atlantic islands and the New World. The
withering away of slavery in Western Europe reflected political as well as
socioeconomic developments. Medieval towns had long been wont to boast
that serfs or slaves could not breathe their ‘free air’; simply to live for a
year and a day in a town such as Toulouse, after 1226, conferred freedom.
Hilton writes:

When the Commune of Bologna emancipated the serfs of its contado in 1256,
the book called Paradisus, in which the names of masters and serfs were entered,
had a preamble that serfdom was due to the fall of man, freedom being man’s
natural condition, and Bologna the home of freedom.*

City-states and nascent kingdoms found that such declarations attracted
the support of the common people — who, even if they were free themselves,
preferred to live in a polity with other free people, not with masters and
slaves. Sovereigns themselves could easily find irksome the absolute power
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over his chattel claimed by the slaveholder; there was the suspicion that the
slave magnate would make a poor subject.

The sixteenth century witnessed the consolidation of a process of state
formation in England, Spain, France and the Netherlands which appealed
to concepts of nationhood and the liberty of the subject. Monarchs had not
infrequently competed with municipalities and parliaments to present
themselves as champions of their subjects’ true rights. The Valois and
Bourbons in France, the British Tudors, the Spanish Habsburgs, and the
House of Orange in the Low Countries sought, in different ways, to
associate themselves with national values and declare themselves the
champions of true liberty. In conjunction with the withering away of
servitude, and in a context of sharp international rivalry, appeals to national
sentiment naturally chimed in with celebration of a notion of civil liberty
which, while still distant from the concepts of modern liberalism, held that
the national soil should not be sullied with slavery. The new type of state,
whether absolutist or bourgeois, found slaveholder claims in Europe
derogatory to its own power.

Jean Bodin, advocate of an absolute sovereignty, attacked slaveholding
in Les Six Livres de la République in the 1570s. The decision of an English
court in 1567 to prevent the entry of a Russian slave, the declaration of the
Parlement of Guyenne in 1571 that France, ‘the mother of liberty’, could
not tolerate slavery, and the decision of Middelburg to free a boatload of
Africans in 1597, all reflected versions of this new ‘free air’ doctrine.®’
There were signs of a popular anti-slavery reflex; Bodin, whose conclusions
were so much at variance with those of other learned men, acknowledged
as much: ‘Lawyers, who measure the law not by the discourses and decrees
of philosophers, but according to the common sense and capacity of the
people, hold servitude to be directly contrary to nature.’®®* Bodin also
expressed a certain ‘common sense’ of ‘slave-free’ areas of Western Europe
that they should remain that way:

. seeing it is proved by the example of so many worlds of years, so many
inconveniences of rebellions, servile warres, conspiracies eversions and chaunges
to have happened to Commonweales by slaves; so many murders, cruelties and
detestable villanies to have been committed upon persons of slaves by their lords
and masters: who can doubt to affirm it to be a thing most pernicious and
dangerous to have them brought into a commonweale; or having cast them off
to receive them again?®®

Popular anti-slavery did not necessarily involve a rejection of ethnic conceit
or xenophobia, as such sentiments did not themselves recommend the
introduction of enslaved aliens. But independent citizens or subjects, like
monarchs, looked with distrust and foreboding on the slaveholder. Even in
Spain, where domestic slavery remained legal, the introduction of new
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African slaves had virtually ceased by the beginning of the seventeenth
century, discouraged both by royal regulations and by more attractive slave
prices in the Americas. Of course even in England, France and the
Netherlands the outlawing of the slave condition was an ad hoc affair,
unsupported by clear general legislation; and it was to have no force outside
the metropolis, where nationals of these states were soon vying to partici-
pate in the Atlantic slave trade. Nevertheless, it is significant that beyond a
scattering of servants in Spain and Portugal, there were very few true slaves
left in Western Europe by the end of the sixteenth century.

Yet in the realm of philosophy, the Renaissance did little to weaken
ideas supportive of the legitimacy of slavery in some universal, non-
ethnocentric, sense. The rediscovery of classical authorities did ‘nothing to
undermine belief in the lawfulness of slavery. Indeed, by diffusing a greater
awareness of the cultural achievement of Antiquity and contributing to a
sense that Christendom was its legitimate heir, the Renaissance could lead
to a sense of shared cultural superiority which dovetailed with the classical
Aristotelian doctrine that barbarians were natural slaves. There was also a
belief that any system of order and subordination had a value of its own,
even if this was heathen, since it would furnish a better basis on which to
establish the Christian message. Likewise, the absence of anything resem-
bling Christian civilization meant that it would be appropriate for a
Christian power to introduce it, if possible. So far as slavery was concerned,
there was a fork here: if the non-Christian order was thought comparable
in some way to classical Antiquity, as some were to claim was the case with
the Aztec and Inca civilizations, then it would be legitimate to adopt the
forms of servitude it had produced; on the other hand, those peoples
thought to be lacking civilized institutions could legitimately be colonized,
and if they resisted they could be punished with enslavement.”

When the Castilians and Portuguese sought to conquer and colonize the
Canary Islands in the fifteenth century, they claimed that this was to
promote Christianity, and sought Papal blessing for the enterprise. King
Duarte of Portugal observed in 1436 that the inhabitants needed gover-
nance: ‘The nearly wild men who inhabit the forests are not united by a
common religion, nor are they bound by the chains of law, they are lacking
social intercourse, living in the country like animals.””* The Papacy accepted
that colonial expansion was justified by reference to a civilizing and
Christianizing mission, but believed that the slave-hunting of rival Iberian
colonizers would damage the work of conversion. The Castilians gained
the upper hand, and in 1579 Portugal and Castile agreed that the islands
should belong to the latter as part of a more general settlement. Now it
was the turn of the Castilian royal authorities to mitigate the ferocity of
their colonists. The latter claimed that native conversions were a sham, and
that only the rigorous tutelage of slavery could bring home to the colonized
the value of a settled life, hard work, Christian marriage, fidelity and the
renunciation of superstition. There was a series of revolts by the natives
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which were suppressed with much bloodshed, with rebels being shipped as
slaves to the Peninsula.

Eventually, however, the cycle of colonization was completed. The
Canarians had been decimated, by unfamiliar diseases as well as slave-
raiding, repression and overwork. But those who collaborated with the
colonial project were eventually absorbed, with women being taken in
marriage by Castilians.” The representations of the Church probably
helped to protect some converts from the greed of the colonists; if the
Papacy had been able somewhat to arbitrate the colonial process, this was
because of the rivalry between the two Iberian powers. Once their respective
spheres of colonization were demarcated by the Treaty of Tordesillas in
1494, allotting the Canaries once again to Castile, this leverage was greatly
reduced. By the beginning of the sixteenth century the remnants of the
indigenous peoples comprised about a quarter of the population; the
enslavement of natives of the islands was replaced, for a while, by the
introduction of Africans.

If the Canarians had been initially condemned for living ‘like animals’,
without law or proper social intercourse, the African slaves introduced to
work the sugar estates were held to be justifiably enslaved for the opposite
reason. They were found living in societies organized in states, with their
own laws, and participating in commerce. The captive purchased on the
African coast was legitimately a slave, some argued, because he or she
had been produced as such by the coastal slave trading or slave-raiding
complex.

The continued currency of ideas supportive of slavery was to combine
the notion that particular traits — seen as flaws of origin or defects of
civilization — justified enslavement and the idea that developed chattel
slavery was itself a sign of civilization. Richard Tuck has drawn attention
to the paradox that the theories of natural rights which emerged in the late
medieval period, and enjoyed widespread influence down to the end of the
seventeenth century, acknowledged the validity of slavery. Thomas Aquinas
had given a certain impulse to rights theory when he launched his critique
of the practice of apostolic poverty by the Franciscan order. He pointed out
that ‘possessions and slavery were not the product of nature, but were
made by human reason for the advantage of human life’.”> The Franciscan
claim not to be holding property was considered to be at odds with their
recourse to personal consumption. As it happened, the medieval philos-
opher most sceptical about the validity of slavery was Duns Scotus, a
Franciscan.” Jean Gerson, chancellor of the University of Paris, developed
Aquinas’s critique in a direction which led to acceptance of the view that a
person was capable of bartering away his natural liberty and, in certain
circumstances, might be presumed to have done so. This Gersonian
approach was developed and radicalized in the course of the sixteenth
century, with results that had a direct bearing on the Atlantic slave trade.
As Tuck observes:
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For a Gersonian, liberty was property and could therefore be exchanged in the
same way and under the same terms as any other property. . .. Once again (and
this is a recurrent, perhaps the recurrent theme in the history of rights theories)
a theory of rights permitted practices which an anti-subjectivist theory prohib-
ited. This theoretical difficulty was important given the murky character of the
events in their own countries which led to the Africans being enslaved. The white
men generally found them already traded as slaves at the coast, and had merely
to be confident that a fairly wide variety of slaveries was in principle permissible
in order to be able to trade in them themselves with a clear conscience.”

The justifications of slavery to which Tuck refers had a general political
logic of recognition of African judicial and commercial processes; they did
not rely upon a stigmatization of particular ethnicities or descent groups.
In Tuck’s view the influence of Gersonian rights theory is clearly present in
the writings of Luis de Molina, Hugo Grotius, John Selden and Thomas
Hobbes, explaining why they all ‘openly endorsed such institutions as
slavery’.”¢

The Bible, Slavery and the Nations of Man

The Reformation was no less broadly supportive of the validity of slavery
than the Renaissance or Catholic theology. Luther and Calvin both
emphasized the necessity of respecting secular subordination and private
property. Luther even urged Christian slaves in Turkish hands not to seek
to steal themselves away from their masters.”” Nevertheless seventeenth-
century Protestants were sometimes to betray unease at the implications of
slavery. While Catholics wished to reassure themselves that captives offered
for sale were really slaves, Protestants had most trouble with the relation-
ship between the slave and the community of believers. At the time of the
Synod of Dordt in 1618, the last united gathering of the Reformed Churches,
there was a discussion of whether slaves born in Reformed households
should be baptized and of whether baptism would free them — with the
difficulty that if baptism did free the slave, it would discourage slaveowners
from allowing it. The Synod took no formal position on this matter,
preferring to leave it to be settled by the individual churches. Though there
was disagreement on the consequences of baptism, all those who recorded
an opinion favoured leaving the discretion on whether to baptize to the
head of household: ‘Baptism, a public imperative for the Catholic church,
became a household choice for the Reformed Christian.’”® Protestantism,
associated with the emergence of a more independent civil society, failed to
produce a critique of the Atlantic slave trade or of colonial slavery despite
the fact that there was, as yet, no significant Protestant stake in either.

That heathens or pagans would benefit from becoming slaves to Chris-
tians was an argument with appeal to both Catholics and Protestants. Some
of the European adventurers and colonists of the sixteenth and seventeenth
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centuries were not particularly God-fearing men. But the privateers and
settlers still considered themselves, whether Catholic or Protestant, bearers
of a new civilized order and representatives of true religion. Notwithstand-
ing religious strife, Christianity still furnished what Michel Certeau has
called ‘the totalising framework of reference’ for early modern Europeans.”
Even those with no pretension to piety would describe themselves as
Christians and non-Europeans as heathens. Both Protestantism and
Counter-Reformation Catholicism laid a new stress on individual con-
science, to be stimulated by regular Bible reading for Protestants, confession
for Catholics, and prayer for both. These spiritual techniques helped to
reinforce an identity which anyway they carried around with them,
whatever their mundane or profane objective. The encounter with different
kinds and conditions of men in foreign climes reminded them of a Christian
identity which was implicitly based on European models. Thus those from
Spain, Portugal and France thought their languages, because of their link to
Latin, to be inherently Christian, whereas other non-biblical tongues were
corrupted and twisted. German, Dutch and English Protestants believed
their own vernaculars capable of expressing the Gospel message, but did
not readily extend similar recognition to other languages, seen as gibberish
and gobbledegook, or at any rate lacking in the capacity to express spiritual
truth. Any characteristic which seemed unchristian in this special sense
rendered a people more vulnerable to colonization or even enslavement,
unless, like Turks or Chinese, they had the means to command respect.
While it was often urged that heathens might benefit from subjugation, it
was not the case that compulsion was ever seen as the only, or even the
most desirable, route to conversion; many Protestants argued that baptism
should be voluntary and conscious. If the acquisition of heathen slaves was
justified on religious grounds then this obliged the slaveholder to furnish
the slave with religious instruction. Since Protestants inclined to assert the
equal condition of believers within the Church, the slave convert, or even
more the slave born into a Christian household, was often thought to be
entitled to manumission. Since slaveholders rarely welcomed such con-
clusions they were motivated to find other justifications.

Both Catholics and Protestants were to find in the Bible and in traditions
of biblical interpretation ideas which justified enslavement, ideas which
could reassure the slaveholder or slave trader if they were pious — and
perhaps even if they were not. The Bible could also be read as furnishing a
genealogy for the peoples comprising the whole of humanity, and, or so
some authors claimed, hints as to which peoples were destined to slavery.

Genesis dramatically asserts the common descent of humanity from
Adam and Eve. But the universalist implications of this belief were
undermined when non-European peoples were blamed for having rejected
the principles of their forefathers. Genesis contains a vivid story which
shows Noah, the primordial ‘good man’, condemning one of his grand-
children to slavery. Taken together with other passages it seems that
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Genesis sanctions not simply slavery in the abstract, as St Paul did in I
Corinthians, but the enslavement of particular descent groups.

Genesis 9 furnishes a list of the immediate descendants of Noah’s three
sons — Shem, Japheth and Ham - concluding: ‘These are the families of the
sons of Noah, after their generations, in their nations: and by these were
the nations divided in the earth after the flood’ (Genesis 10: 32, Authorized
King James Version). This sketch follows closely upon the incident that led
Noabh to curse one of Ham’s sons to perpetual servitude:

And the sons of Noah that went forth from the ark, were Shem, Ham, and
Japheth: and Ham is the father of Canaan. These are the three sons of Noah:
and of them was the whole earth overspread. And Noah began to be an
husbandman, and he planted a vineyard. And he drank of the wine, and was
drunken; and he was uncovered in his tent. And Ham, the father of Canaan, saw
the nakedness of his father, and told his two brethren without. And Shem and
Japheth took a garment, and laid it upon both their shoulders, and went
backward, and covered the nakedness of their father; and their faces were
backward, and they saw not their father’s nakedness. And Noah awoke from his
wine, and knew what his younger son had done unto him. And he said, Cursed
be Canaan; and a servant of servants shall he be unto his brethren. And he said
blessed be the Lord God of Shem; and Canaan shall be his servant. God shall
enlarge Japheth, and he shall dwell in the tents of Shem; and Canaan shall be his
servant. (Genesis 9: 18-27)%°

Ham had committed an offence against his father’s manhood; according to
patriarchal logic, Ham is punished by the servile degradation of his issue.
The King James version renders Canaan’s fate as that of ‘a servant of
servants’, whereas it would have been more accurate to write ‘a slave’, as
did some earlier translations. The resort to euphemism was perhaps
prompted by unease at slaveholding in a society which no longer knew
slavery; however, the original sense was there to those who might wish to
insist upon it. Many early modern Christians thought that this passage
justified slavery, and even furnished the basis of a taint of hereditary
inferiority. This message was reinforced by Leviticus, where it is said that
the people of Israel should practise two different sorts of enslavement
according to the origin of the slave, with the more severe to be strictly
reserved for those who are not themselves children of Israel:

I am the Lord your God, which brought you forth out of the land of Egypt, to
give you the land of Canaan, and to be your God. ... Both thy bondmen, and
thy bondmaids, which thou shalt have, shall be of the heathen that are round
about you; of them shall ye buy bondmen and bondmaids. Moreover of the
children of the strangers that do sojourn among you, of them shall ye buy, and
of their families that are with you, which they begat in your land: and they shall
be your possession. And ye shall take them as an inheritance for your children
after you, to inherit them for a possession; they shall be your bondmen for ever:
but over your brethren the children of Israel, ye shall not rule one over another
with rigour. (Leviticus 25: 38, 44-6)%
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The Old Testament was not unusual in prescribing different regimes of
servitude for insiders and for outsiders. As Moses Finley observes, in the
Ancient World and in most societies slavery has been a fate reserved for
vulnerable aliens.®> But most slave systems have had difficulty perpetuating
slavery down through successive generations; usually the children or
grandchildren of slaves, if any, would begin to acquire the characteristics
of insiders and achieve a partial improvement of their condition. The
conjunction of Noah’s curse and the prescriptions of Leviticus could help
to convert slavery into a hereditary condition; the strangers it referred to
were usually ‘Canaanites’, the previous inhabitants of Israel. Genesis itself
identifies Canaan’s issue with the inhabitants of Sodom and Gomorrah,
whose offences, whatever they were, also recommended them for captivity.
The biblical account of the conquest of the land of Canaan, given in Joshua
and in Deuteronomy 20, makes it clear that the original inhabitants were
deserving only of extermination, subjugation or expulsion.

The biblical genealogies indicate that the sons of Ham peopled the area
we know as North Africa and the Horn, notably Egypt, Libya, the land of
Cush - as Ethiopia was called by biblical writers — and parts of Arabia and
Palestine. ‘Cush’ means black in Hebrew; ‘Ham’ is close to the word for
hot. Many of the Canaanites subsequently expelled from Israel settled in
North Africa at Carthage.®* But did all sons of Ham share in the curse
placed upon Canaan? This was not stated in the Bible, though the reference
simply to Canaan is certainly a case of metonymy — Ham’s son stands in
for all Canaanites, if not all sons of Ham. The descendants of Ham include
many of those who oppress or obstruct the children of Israel — not only the
Egyptians and Canaanites but also the rulers of Egypt and Babylon. It
seems that all those who are black descend from Ham - though some of
these are positive figures, as we will see below. Like many such stories there
was a built-in flexibility, allowing for a broader or narrower interpretation
as convenience might dictate. Ham’s original offence and punishment is
later echoed in the terms of a prophecy, Isaiah 20: 4-5, concerning the
Egyptians and Ethiopians, who will, it is said, be taken prisoner and captive
by the Assyrians, with the ‘Ethiopians’ being dragged away in captivity
‘young and old, naked and barefoot, even with their buttocks uncovered,
to the shame of Egypt’.®*

While the biblical account of Noah’s curse clearly justified a species of
ethnic enslavement, possible links to colour or ‘Africa’ remained to be
developed. When sixteenth- or seventeenth-century Europeans made one or
another of these claims they thought they were explaining the meaning of
Holy Scripture, aided by new translations, or by stories from the Talmud,
or the reported beliefs of Islamic merchants who offered them African
slaves. Titbits found in the Talmud or picked up from Muslims helped
them embroider the biblical story. Rabbinical speculations first set down in
the sixth century AD sought to explain how some of Ham’s progeny had
acquired a black skin, postulating another, prior ‘curse’, but not linking it
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explicitly to slavery. Thus Sanhedrin 108B of the Babylonian Talmud refers
to a story that Ham was ‘smitten in the skin’ because, like the raven and
the dog, he copulated on the Ark, thus violating the injunction of abstinence
laid down by Noabh; this story could link Ham, and his line, to skin colour,
but other interpretations are possible and the story does not mention
enslavement. The Jerusalem Talmud contains speculations that Ham, when
he emerged from the Ark, was ‘charcoal coloured’, and the Genesis Rabbah
refers to Ham’s seed becoming dark.?* The Talmud and Mishnah contain a
vast number of illustrations, conundrums, anecdotes and arguments, usu-
ally presented in dialectical fashion. While ritual purity is an ever-present
concern, and the presence of slaves, including ‘Canaanite slaves’, is taken
for granted, no prominence attaches to the few sparse paragraphs referring
to maledictions pronounced against Ham. In any case, the presence of
anecdotes connecting Africa to the sons of Ham only enlarges upon the
hints which are already present in Genesis itself.

In the early Christian era the Jewish populations of Israel held slaves
who, by this time, would have been ‘Canaanite’ only in a loose or
metaphorical sense.®® The precise ethnic character of slaves held by the
Jews at this time is not clear. The Jews of Israel, or of Mesopotamia, might
have acquired African slaves from Arab or Berber merchants, but there is
no direct evidence for this. It seems likely that the scope of permissible
enslavement came into dispute within the Jewish milieu early in the
Christian epoch, either because Jews were enslaving other Jews or because
Roman legal concepts of chattel slavery jarred with their ethical sensitivities;
the sect of Essenes, according to the Alexandrian philosopher Philo Judeus,
denounced all slaveholding as both impious and contrary to natural
equality. The speculations reported in the Talmud could thus have been
prompted by controversies over enslavement and the contemporary mean-
ing of ‘Canaanite slave’. Bernard Lewis discounts the possibility of a Judaic
origin for the link between blackness and any curse placed on Ham or
Canaan, and suggests instead that the fourth-century Syrian Christian Saint
Ephrem of Nisibis could have been the first to propose it, though he warns
that the only surviving version of St Ephrem’s text is not contemporary,
and could have been embellished.®” At all events, between roughly the
fourth and the eleventh centuries the notion that the curse of Noah applied
to all Ham’s progeny, and that black people descended from Ham, was to
be reported or adopted by a number of Judaic, Christian and Muslim
writers and teachers, many of them based in parts of North Africa or the
Middle East where African slaves were to be found.

Among the early Christian Fathers Origen adopted and spread a version
of the curse of Ham, though he somewhat softened it by contrasting the
virtue of many blacks with the inward blackness (sinfulness) of so many
whites.®® St Augustine had declared: ‘The state of slavery is rightly regarded
as a penalty upon the sinner, thus the word slave does not occur in the
Scriptures until the just man Noe branded with it the sin of his son.”® St
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Augustine saw the Donatists, with their subversive social message, as the
most dangerous heretics facing the Church; many of the most militant
Donatist agitators, the ‘circumcellions’, were Numidians or Mauretanians
and thus ‘sons of Ham’, though not dark in complexion. St Augustine
found significant the fact that the name of Ham, the ‘wicked brother’,
meant that he was the ancestor of those hot with the spirit of impatience,
the ‘tribe of heretics’.”® However, St Augustine, as noted above, did not
single out sons of Ham as uniquely deserving of enslavement; in his view,
all men were miserable sinners and deserving of slavery. The Christians of
the late Empire and Dark Ages continued to hold mainly white slaves but
some entertained the notion, unknown in pagan times, that there was an
affinity between blackness and slavery.”® The Qur’an did not repeat the
story of the curse on Ham’s son, and in the time of Muhammad faith was
held to erase all distinctions of race. Subsequently, however, a number of
Muslim commentators adopted the myth of the curse, citing and embellish-
ing Judaic and Christian sources.”? The version which became current,
though not unchallenged, in the Muslim world was to have a more
consistent stress on the link between Ham, black skin and menial slavery
than was to be the case with medieval Christian writers. Undoubtedly this
was because there were significant numbers of black slaves in North Africa
and the Middle East, while there were few or none in medieval Europe (on
which more below).

Medieval Christians were looking for allies against Islam, not justifica-
tions of black slavery. There were biblical images of black Africans which
associated them with exalted and non-servile roles. Living in the shadow of
Egypt, biblical writers or redactors sometimes had a benign view of the
black Africans to the South, and this had some influence on the Christian
tradition. The Bible describes Moses’ wife, Zipporah, as a Cushite or black
African; when Moses’ sister Miriam objected to the union, Yahweh
punished her: ‘Behold Miriam became leprous, white as snow’ (Numbers
12: 10). The Queen of Sheba, ruler of a kingdom friendly to Israel, was
held to be black as well as beautiful. The Christian belief that one of the
three wise kings, or Magi, paying homage to the infant Jesus was a black
African was a symbol of universalism.

The colour black was often linked to sin by theology, but this did not
rule out the occasional valorization of black Africans. In the fourteenth
century the religious centres of the Holy Roman Empire, such as Magde-
burg, encouraged the study of the sacred texts of the Ethiopian Church and
supported the Emperor’s claim to sovereignty over the Levant and beyond.
During the time of the Emperor Frederick II it came to be believed that St
Maurice, a Theban soldier of legendary stoicism and fidelity, had been a
black African; the cult of the black St Maurice was patronized by the
Hohenzollerns in Brandenburg, and enjoyed support throughout the
Empire.”® Medieval Christians were led to positive evaluations of Africans
by the consideration that they could be strategic allies against Islam,
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whether they were already Christian or simply ripe for conversion. This
notion also played a significant part in the policy of Portugal and the
Papacy in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, as we will see in the next
chapter.

Nevertheless, Latin Christians still often equated the colour black with
the Devil, sin and sexual licence, and subscribed to the notion that the heat
of the tropics degraded the inhabitants. The Devil was invariably seen as
inspiring heathen customs, since the latter had been adopted in preference
to the pure Noachidian code; those under the Devil’s influence were also
often depicted with dark hues. Influential medieval mappamundi designated
the known parts of Africa as the land of Ham’s descendants; St Isidore of
Seville drew up a map with this designation. The mappamundi were
configured in the so-called T-O format, enclosed by a circular sea perimeter,
with Jerusalem at the centre and the letter T formed by a stylized
Mediterranean as the stem, crossed by the Nile and the Don. They
subordinated geographical features, which were anyway only very approxi-
mately known, to a moral mapping of mankind.**

Isidore and many later medieval writers were inclined to draw on
classical authorities, such as Pliny, and their own speculative fancy, in
further defining the characteristics of the world’s peoples. Isidore himself,
following the ancient historian Polybius, attributed differences in skin
colour to climate, not sin; but he also believed that very hot climates
weakened moral fibre, and encouraged the view that Ethiopia was inhabited
by perverse races. The Ebbsdorf mappamundi of 1240 and the Hereford
mappamundi of 1290 depicted the monstrous races as mainly inhabiting
the hot South, though a few were to be found in the cold North East —
where the unclean peoples of Gog and Magog, descendants of Japheth, are
placed by the Ebbsdorf map.” It was often held that the excessive heat of
the Sahel and sub-Sahara regions had a deleterious effect on all organisms.
While there was agreement that many strange beasts were to be found in
the equinoctial zone, there was disagreement concerning its effect on
humans. Vincent of Beauvais was convinced that the heat produced
premature aging, and others alleged that Ethiopians (from the Greek for
burnt skin) were ugly and lazy. However, Albert Magnus argued that heat
stimulated the mental faculties; this explained why Africans were philo-
sophical and inventive. Roger Bacon’s Opus Majus abstained from the
wilder anthropological speculations concerning the ‘torrid’ zone. Following
his mentor, Robert Grosseteste, he believed it likely that there was a
temperate area at the equator, since the hours of sunlight were fewer, but
also described Ethiopians as sons of Ham.*

As for the story of Noah’s curse, in medieval Europe this was often
mobilized to justify servitude and to lend religious sanction to aristocratic
beliefs in the right to rule of Normans, or Goths — who consequently
supplied themselves with genealogies, often via Troy, to Japheth or Shem.®”
Biblical genealogies, which were both complex and vague, could be adapted
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for this purpose. Thus Rigby points out: ‘The estate of labourers was
denounced by the early fourteenth century Cursor Mundi as the descendants
of Ham.””® Friedman and Davis also cite similar attempts at this period to
justify serfdom with reference to Noah’s curse: a thirteenth-century Cam-
bridge bestiary and Andrew Horn’s Mirror of Justices.”® But in the Holy
Roman Empire the link to Ham could have a quite different significance. In
biblical genealogies Ham was the ancestor of great rulers, leading a late-
fifteenth-century Nuremberg genealogist to claim that no less a personage
than the Emperor Maximilian was of Hamitic descent; however, Maximil-
ian’s own vigorous ethno-social animosities are suggested in a reference he
made to Swiss rebels in a public proclamation describing the Helvetic
peoples, heroes of some of the first victories to be won by the commons in
Europe, as ‘an ill-conditioned, rough and bad peasant-folk, in whom there
is to be found no virtue, no noble blood, and no moderation, but only
hatred and disloyalty towards the German nation’.!°® Some of the uncouth
or menacing habits portrayed as being those of the wild and monstrous
peoples — such as ugliness and the waving of sticks and clubs'®! — were
reminiscent also of representations of Saracens, devils and the rebellious
peasant (a word with the same Latin root as pagan). Those who laboured
in the open were seen as crude, menacing, and of a dark and weathered
complexion. The evocation of threat itself justified the idea of restraint. In
early modern Europe flogging and the stocks, burning and dismembering,
were punishments visited on many thousands of witches and heretics,
mutineers and peasant rebels. Those in receipt of poor relief were sometimes
obliged to wear badges, while deviants and offenders could be branded.
Servants would be known by diminutives and nicknames, like pets.

Subsequent stereotypes of black slaves were to recycle the social and
gender prejudices of early modern Europe, portraying them as dangerous if
they were not under control, as incorrigibly wayward, childlike, irrational,
and prone to resentment, as a source of sexual danger, and so forth. And
the argument could also be reversed. In Elizabeth Cary’s play The Tragedy
of Mariam (1613) a male character explains to a woman: ‘Cham’s servile
curse to all your sex was given, / Because in Paradise you did offend’,'%?
though perhaps the author hoped that the spectator would recoil from the
sentiment. The slave plantations and racial stigmatization were to constitute
a highly distinctive version of the modes of power and discipline which
were gathering force throughout early modern Europe.

The slave was someone entirely in the household of the master, like the
feme couverte, yet like the unprotected or loose woman, the slave was a
source of sexual anxiety. William McKee Evans argues that the myth of
Noah’s curse was particularly congenial to ‘legitimist’ members of the
slaveholder’s family — notably wives and sons alarmed that the impregna-
tion of slave women by the master would produce rival favourites and
successors.'® The notion that the slave was of some congenitally degraded
descent would, from such a standpoint, both discourage the wayward
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slaveholder and furnish a guarantee if lasciviousness triumphed none the
less. As with later racial discourses, the legend of the curse of Noah, as
constructed or reconstructed during the early modern period, was to be
replete with signs that it was linked to sexual anxiety and notions of purity
and danger. As we have seen, one version claimed that Ham had breached
his father’s command that there should be no sexual congress on the Ark,
calculating that an extra son would enable him to claim more land.?*
Towards the middle of the fifteenth century the Portuguese began to
acquire slaves on the coast of Africa for sale in the Peninsula or Atlantic
islands. At this time there were probably already a few black African slaves
in Castile and Aragon, acquired from Muslims. Following the arrival of
many tens of thousands of enslaved Africans in the years 1450-1500,
Christian Europeans began to make a stronger link between slavery and
black Africans, especially since the number of white slaves was diminishing.
It began to occur to some that the new and perhaps disturbing practice of
trafficking in, or holding, African slaves could be explained by reference to
Genesis, perhaps garnished with supposed scraps of scriptural exegesis
taken from Judaic or Muslim sources. However, neither the Papacy nor the
Portuguese Crown chose to dwell on Noah’s curse since they aimed to win
the friendship of African kingdoms, with the aim of fostering trade and
making converts. As will be recounted in the next chapter, the Portuguese
established contact with the Ethiopian Empire and conducted a joint
campaign with it against the Ottomans in the 1530s. Paradoxically Portu-
gal’s pioneering role in the slave traffic, involving as it did the cultivation
of good relations with African royal houses, led to a downplaying of racial
themes. As late as 1607-08 the Portuguese Mesa da Conscencia e Ordens,
a body charged with both colonial strategy and court matters, recom-
mended that the Christian son of the monarch of the African kingdom of
Warri be accorded the status of ‘Old Christian of noble blood’ and
permitted to marry a Portuguese noblewoman of the House of Braganga.!%
Those who challenged Portugal’s African monopoly in the early seven-
teenth century had a quite different approach; relations with African rulers
were to be short-term and commercial. The story of the curse of Noah had
the advantage that it could be offered in explanation of a slave trade and
slavery which some found disturbing. It could serve as a meeting-point
between prejudice and respectable learning. Many of those who were to
lead the colonizing movement had acquired a smattering of biblical learning
as part of their education at Oxford, Cambridge, Paris or Leiden.
Nevertheless David Brion Davis argues that Noah’s curse was not yet of
much significance: ‘I am convinced that the “Hamitic myth” played a
relatively minor role in justifying black slavery until the late eighteenth and
the nineteenth centuries. . .. Before then, for Jews, Christians and Muslims
alike, it was sufficient that blacks were Gentiles, pagans, or infidels, and the
Noachidian curse served as an occasional, if forceful, obiter dictum.’** The
evident flexibility with which the so-called curse has been interpreted
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should certainly induce caution and it is absurd to suppose that traders or
planters ever acquired slaves because they believed that Holy Scripture
obliged them to do so. However, the legend of the curse did play a part,
especially in the Protestant and Anglophone world, in justifying slavery in
cultures that had become allergic to it and in justifying racializing practices
in a milieu formally committed to the common descent of humankind from
Adam and Eve. Moreover, the curse was, if anything, more significant in
the period 1550-1750 than in the subsequent period. If our focus is on the
formative period, the ‘forceful obiter dictum’ added vital reinforcement to
the argument from heathenism. The curse of Noah was more specific than
a justificatory theory which limited itself to such an inherently impermanent
and non-hereditary characteristic as paganism; the new type of slave system
which was to develop in the late seventeenth century had a voracious
demand for labour and proved inimical to traditional conceptions which
allowed several routes to manumission of slaves.'%”

For those who believed in the literal truth of the Bible — as did nearly
everyone in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe — the Noah story
furnished an approach to slavery and genealogy which at least had to be
seriously considered. Even men as rational as Hugo Grotius and Isaac
Newton believed that all mankind was descended from Noah and his sons,
despite the difficulty of fitting the peoples of the New World into the
Noachid formula. In 1646 Sir Thomas Browne described the notion that
black skin was linked to the curse of Ham as a ‘common error’: “There is
another opinion concerning the complexion of negroes that is not only
embraced by many of the more Vulgar Writers but likewise by that
ingenious Traveller Mr Sandys ... and these would have the Blackness of
Negroes an effect of Noah’s curse ratify’d by God, upon Cham.’’*® George
Sandys, an official of the Virginia Company, wrote a travel account, drawn
upon by Samuel Purchas, in which he observed that Africans sold by Cairo
merchants as slaves were ‘descended of Chus, the sonne of cursed Cham; as
are all of that complexion’.’® (The Chus referred to was the Cush of the
King James version, just as Cham was a variant of Ham.) Purchas’s
compilation echoed the influential collection Principall Navigations, edited
by Richard Hakluyt, containing George Best’s A True discourse of the late
voyage of discoverie (1578), in which the author disputes the climatic
theory of skin colour and proposes instead that the most probable cause of
black skin is a ‘natural infection’ which is passed from parent to child; the
original cause of this ‘natural infection’ is, he writes, the ‘curse of Ham’.11°
Even those authors who use a less loaded language than Best still believe
that the ancestors of the newly encountered peoples must have renounced
God, the state of being a pagan representing an abandonment of Noah’s
knowledge of the true God. Samuel Purchas concluded: ‘so by Noah’s curse
it may appear, and by the nations descended from him, that Cham was the
first Author, after the Flood, of irreligion.” However, while he mentions in
a marginal note that some believe that black skin is a sign of the curse, he
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gives more emphasis to a view at odds with crude white supremacism,
namely that the ‘Great Sheepheard’ ‘hath pleased in this varietie to diversify
his works, all serving one human nature’.’"?

Reference to one or another version of the curse was in fact made by
many of those who wrote about a trade in slaves on the African coast — its
earliest appearance is a garbled reference by the fifteenth-century Portu-
guese royal chronicler Gomes Eannes de Zurara. In the late sixteenth and
early seventeenth centuries references begin to multiply, especially among
English writers. It appears in different versions in the works edited by
Hakluyt and Purchas, and in the 1620s report of Richard Jobson to the
Guinea Company. Reference to the curse of Ham (but not black skin) as
justifying slavery is made by Sir Edward Coke in his authoritative Institutes
of the Laws of England (1628). John Selden clearly indicates Africa as the
abode of ‘Cham and his posterity’ in his work on The Right and Dominion
of the Sea of 1662, while a Leiden professor, Georgius Hornius, urged that
African Negroes were Hamites in his Arca Noae (1666).1? Some Spanish
and English writers, such as Buenaventura de Salinas and William Strachey
in The Historie of Travel into Virginia Britannia (1612), urged that the
curse might properly be applied to the natives of America, but this
demonstration of the elasticity of the myth afforded no protection to
Africans and argued the acceptance of a proto-racial notion that the peoples
of the world belonged to distinct, and biblically rooted, descent groups.
The works of the first-century Jewish General and historian Flavius
Josephus were drawn upon by some to embellish the biblical account of
what befell the sons of Noah.!?

In fact no other doctrine of enslavement could be made so clearly to
single out Africans; as noted above, the Bible itself, while not mentioning
colour, makes it clear that Ham’s descendants peopled the lands Europeans
have known as Africa. The notion that matters to do with slavery were
related to Noah’s curse was probably to be more widely diffused in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries than ever before because of the Bible’s
greater availability. The idea that the curse was linked to blackness was
encouraged or confirmed by intercourse with Islam. As contacts with Africa
extended southwards then its population grew blacker, while to Northern
Europeans even North Africans were fairly dark. Several of the references I
have cited are the more forceful as an indication of learned and popular
mentalities precisely because they are relatively casual observations, made
by those with little stake in the matter; thus Sandys was not particularly
concerned to justify the actions of Cairo slave traders, but did think that he
could explain them. Belief in the curse was to be entertained even by clerics
who denounced the inhumane treatment of African slaves, such as the
Spaniard Alonso de Sandoval, who ministered to the slave arrivals at
Cartagena, and the Portuguese Ant6nio Vieira, who preached against the
abuse of slaves in Brazil. Without endorsing it, the English cleric Morgan
Godwyn, author of the Negro’s and Indians Advocate (1680), took the
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legend of the curse very seriously. A 1703 document of the Dutch Church
in South Africa referred positively to the baptism of one of Ham’s
unfortunate African progeny. Reference to the ‘sons of Ham’ sometimes
served to acknowledge the humanity of Africans, to affirm the need for
humane enslavement, and to deny the ultra-racist notion that black slaves
were simply beasts of the field — a notion that was to gain ground, as we
will see, in the plantation colonies.'!*

Richard Jobson, who disdained the slave trade, nevertheless seems to
have been influenced by the legend of Noah’s curse. In the 1620s he was
sent by the Guinea Company to a part of West Africa where Islam was a
presence, to report on commercial possibilities. He writes of the West
Africans: ‘these people sprang from the race of Canaan, the sonne of Ham,
who discovered his father Noah’s secrets’. This does not lead Jobson to
favour slave trading himself. He writes that when offered slaves to buy by
a local chief: ‘I made answer, We were a people, who did not deale in any
such commodities, neither did wee buy or sell one another, or any that had
our own shape.” But he does note what he sees as a resemblance between
the Irish and the Fulbies, since ‘their manner of lives had great resemblance
in following of their cattle, and as they were out of heart in one ground, to
move whole Townes together’. After this it is not so surprising when we
learn: ‘among themselves a prophecy remains, that they shall be subdued,
and remain subject to a white people: and what know we but that
determinate time of God is at hand, and that it shall be His Almighty’s
pleasure, to make our nation his instrument’.’’® Variable as were the
conclusions that could be extracted from the legend of the curse, none of
them favoured those of African descent and most of them boosted the
legitimacy of ethnic oppression.

The Noachid legend was only one strand in Latin Christendom’s
approach to slavery, and — but for the European ‘discoveries’ of the fifteenth
century and subsequent colonial rivalry — might have remained of little
importance. It never bore the sole brunt of explaining or justifying
enslavement. Europeans also often believed that slavery could be the best
fate for heathens, cannibals, the descendants of Cain (sometimes carelessly
conflated with the sons of Ham or Cham), those punished with slavery for
some grave offence by the laws of their own sovereign, and the various
categories mentioned in the Siete Partidas. Once Africans were encountered
they were often condemned under several rubrics, but the reworked
Noachid doctrine directly targeted black Africans, distinguishing them from
other heathens and cannibals whose enslavement proved less satisfactory,
and allowing their descendants to be kept as slaves even if born Christian.
Those who engaged slaves as servants or artisans did not wish to think of
them as cannibals and savages, and the Noachid myth did not require them
to. The linking of slavery and skin colour also proved to be highly
functional, marking the slave population and its intercourse with the free.
This link was already available — latent, as it were — at the time of the rise
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of the plantations. While the first plantations, as we will see, had a mixed
labour force, including free and unfree whites or non-African natives, the
vigorous demand for plantation produce caused a labour shortage which
traders and planters found could most conveniently and profitably be met
by purchasing slaves from Africa. In this context the legend of Noah’s curse
usefully allayed qualms which might be felt by those Christians who found
this disturbing or distasteful.

While ideological justifications are often highly flexible, some are better
adapted to their purpose than others. Irrespective of the details, the slavery-
justifying notions in the Bible helped to keep alive the idea of slavery as a
sort of ‘floating signifier’. There were other aspects of the Bible which could
lend themselves to benign interpretations, such as the notion of humanity’s
common descent, or the rainbow as a sign of Yahweh’s pact with humanity
and other creatures; or the idea of Jubilee, to be celebrated by the cancelling
of the milder species of bondage. Even the story of the curse could have
been recuperated if it was insisted that only descent in the female line
counted, or that the different descent groups had thoroughly mingled at
some point. The sacred roles of the indisputably black Ethiopians — credited
with speaking one of the Ur-languages of Paradise rather than one of the
common corrupted tongues — could have been dwelt upon. If some powerful
universal injunction against any type of slave trading or slaveholding had
been subscribed to by Christians in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
Europe, then perhaps other means would have had to be found to recruit
labour for the plantations. At the very least there would have had to be
more of a struggle over the development of racial slavery.''® In Western
Europe itself, the powerful generally felt obliged to respect the limited anti-
slavery aspirations of the early modern ‘free air’ doctrine; in the colonies
they were to be far less constrained, partly because authoritative religious
ideas were congruent with racial slavery and with the practice of holding
Africans in bondage even when they were born Christians.

The Mediterranean, the Atlantic and Black Bondage

It is not true that sugar can be grown and processed only by slaves. It now
seems that the Mediterranean sugar industry of the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries did not engage many slaves. The type of slavery found in the
Eastern Mediterranean in the twelfth to fifteenth centuries had been mainly
artisanal and domestic. Some specialist slaves may have been used in the
development of sugar plantations in the Levant in the wake of the Crusades,
but most of the ‘honey cane’ was probably grown by serfs. The Crusaders,
and the merchants who accompanied them, learned the new Arab -
originally Indian — methods of extracting sugar from cane by means of a
simple mill and the boiling of the cane juice. The prosperity of feudal
Europe stimulated demand for this much-prized luxury. The Crusader
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kingdom of Outre Mer had helped to introduce sugar to Europe in the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The Crusaders were always on the lookout
for sources of wealth, whether to sustain their enterprise or to make their
own fortunes. They would have had no scruples about either purchasing or
using slaves on their estates. However, they would have found it more
advantageous to use the labour of conquered serfs so far as the cultivation
of sugar cane was concerned. Organizing gangs of Muslim slaves would
anyway have been a dangerous undertaking.!”

With the sponsorship of Venice and Genoa, sugar cultivation was
encouraged in Crete (Candia), Cyprus and Sicily when the Crusaders were
evicted from Syria and Jordan. Control of sugar supplies became a critical
factor in the rivalry between Italian merchants; those who owned sugar
estates, such as the Cornaros of Venice and Cyprus, were people of great
power.''® The processing of the cane required exceptionally skilled, intense
and continuous labour. The Levantine peasantry could grow sugar cane
but may have resisted, or been unsuited to, the labour of the sugar works.
The owners of the sugar factories needed a core of workers trained in the
secrets of sugar processing and able to perform long hours of work. Peasant
farmers offering labour services might perform some tasks, but could not
supply the skilled core or the handful of toilers who kept the mill going in
a long harvest season. There are scraps of evidence indicating that recourse
was made to slave labour for these purposes, including the labour of Syrian
or ‘Saracen’ captives who could occasionally be purchased from the
Levantine pirates. But sugar commanded very high prices, and one docu-
ment referring to those who worked on the Episcopi estate in Cyprus
speaks of labourers being paid wages. In any case, the extraction of sugar
from cane was highly skilled, as we observed above; the artisans engaged in
it, whether free or servile, would have ranked with silversmiths or weavers
of fine textiles. The most probable division of labour would have been a
core group of salaried specialists, plus a few general labourers or slaves,
with the growing and transport of the sugar cane carried out by an enserfed
peasantry.

William Phillips’s study of late medieval and early modern slavery
concludes that the labour force in the Mediterranean sugar industry,
whether Christian or Muslim, included very few slaves: ‘Although here and
there some slaves may have been used, they were unusual. The close
identification of sugar cane and slave labor came later. ...""" This con-
clusion is echoed by Marie Louise von Wartburg, after thorough archaeo-
logical and documentary research. She finds only one unequivocal reference
to the employment of a slave, a Muslim said to be working as a sugar-
maker in 1426. She concludes:

It is without doubt that, in certain cases, slaves were employed in Cyprus to
produce sugar. The sources are nevertheless much too sparse to sustain the
hypothesis that slaves constituted the bulk of the work force. The social structure
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of Cyprus in the middle ages rather suggests that recourse was made to the large
number of serfs (paroikoi) present in the island.'?

Nevertheless, there are other reasons for at least half-endorsing the claim
that these Levantine sugar estates were laboratories for the development of
the plantation. They were usually established through the initiative of
merchants, bankers and ship owners who displayed a new type of entrepre-
neurialism and practised advanced methods of accounting. Double-entry
bookkeeping, commercial partnership and insurance all helped to promote
this early feat of mercantile capitalism.!?' But the precarious conditions
prevailing in the Levant meant that these entrepreneurs were intimately
linked to the political and military order. Furnishing their own means of
coercion, they were also able to exercise monopolistic controls. The
transport of sugar from Cyprus had to be entrusted to a tightly organized
fleet system.'?* The space afforded for the flourishing of free enterprise was
to be even more narrow than that which was later permitted in the
Portuguese, English or French colonial empires. The relatively modest levels
of output reflected not only shallow demand but also the monopolist’s
instinct that small quantities meant high prices and higher profits. This
began to change in the last decades of the fifteenth century and the early
sixteenth century with the spread of sugar cultivation to the Atlantic islands
— a development encouraged by Italian and Flemish merchants, we will see
in Chapter II. African slaves came to comprise about half of the labour
force on the islands, but many more were brought as servants and menials
to Portugal or Spain, where they were bought by nobles, clergy and some
craftsmen.

The overwhelming majority of Africans in Iberia in the sixteenth century
were slaves, though some would have been trusted and responsible servants.
There were a few freedmen or free children of partly African parentage.
Just occasionally African nobles would be brought to Lisbon as part of the
monarch’s diplomatic, commercial and religious projects. Portugal’s sudden
prosperity in the aftermath of the Discoveries allowed it to set a fashion for
Renaissance courts, where the presence of a few African retainers was
thought to lend distinction. African musical skills were particularly
esteemed. Thus a small group of Africans were attached to the Court of
King James IV of Scotland, including a drummer (‘taubonar’) and a
choreographer who devised a dance for twelve performers. In 1507 the
King took the part of the black knight championing the cause of a black
lady, played by an African woman, in a Court spectacle. These Africans
received various payments, and at least one of them, a ‘more las’, was
christened. Quite possibly they were not slaves. Henry VII of England also
had a black musician at his Court.'”® So far as Northern Europe was
concerned, the link between Africans and slavery was, as yet, somewhat
notional, but white Europeans took themselves as the norm and supposed
that deviations, especially in something so obvious as skin colour, must be
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a sign of a defect and God’s displeasure. Moreover, it was known that in
the Mediterranean and North Africa the blacks were often slaves. By the
Elizabethan and early Stuart period the arrival of sugar from the islands,
and gold and spices from Africa, was beginning to set up its own chain of
associations. A taste for the exotic was whetted. References to blacks or
Africans in Elizabethan England combine repugnance, ambivalence and
curiosity. There would be no tragedy in Shakespeare’s Othello if there was
not nobility in the Moor, yet this construction was itself portrayed as a
reversal of a received stereotype. As the baroque epoch dawned, represen-
tations of African slaves or servants increasingly came to adorn precious
objects, and black pages act as a foil in portraits of aristocratic ladies or
gentlemen: the black has become an object of value, an adornment and an
exotic pet.'** In these pictures everything is under control, most particularly
the black pageboys, while the resplendently domineering manner of the
military man or merchant is itself emphasized by dark hues. Thus blackness
is subject to dialectical inversion. It is the colour not only of sin but of
power, seriousness and sobriety; melancholy itself — the darkest of the four
humours in Galen’s theory — was now revalued by Burton and others. But
positive though some of these re-evaluations were, they gradually replaced
the notion of a proper alliance of equals against Islam, such as had
nourished the search for Prester John.

Africans and the Islamic Slave Trade

Before 1440 Christendom had no direct access to an African slave trade.
For some centuries, however, Islam had acquired slaves from black Africa,
and such slaves were common in the provinces of the Ottoman Empire and
in the North African kingdoms. While the Prophet himself had prominent
black aides, and asserted that his message could be received by all
conditions of men, Muslims were permitted to own, buy and sell slaves —
with the important proviso, as we have seen, that they were infidels, or had
been when they were first enslaved. By the tenth century an association
between blackness and menial slavery had developed in the Muslim and
Arab world: the word ’abd, or black, became synonymous with slave. As
early as the seventh century black Africans were regarded as desirable
slaves in Arabia and its dependencies; a treaty or capitulation entered into
by the Christian kingdom of the Nubians as early as the year 31 (AD 652 of
the Christian calendar) stipulated that the latter would supply three
hundred slaves annually to the Caliphate. Although it was subject to
reinterpretation, this baqt was observed for some six centuries.'>* Slaves
were also acquired from East Africa in the eighth and ninth centuries to
work in the salt marshes, and on sugar, cotton and indigo estates, in Lower

Iraq. However, this precocious slave system was shaken by the great revolts
of the Zanj led by Mahommed Ali in 255-69 (aD 869-83).'2¢ This
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sustained revolt helped to precipitate a crisis of the Abbasid Kaliphate, and
discouraged subsequent attempts to resort to large-scale gang slavery.
Popovic writes that henceforth ‘the normal and preferred labour system in
Islamic sugar production was the compulsory labour of indigenous peasants
—a sort of corvée’.'?”

Subsequently, African slaves continued to be selected, on a prudently
smaller scale, for employment in North Africa and Syria. In the eighth
century the Ibadi Berber traders of North Africa also secured trans-Saharan
sources of supply for black slaves. From the tenth century to the fifteenth it
has been estimated that an annual average of some five thousand slaves a
year were dispatched across the Sahara from West Africa. They were
destined to become gold or copper miners in West Sudan, porters or sugar
workers in Egypt, or domestic servants and menials throughout the Arab
world. In the Maghreb African slaves sometimes became soldiers, while in
the Middle East this was less common.'® Islamic societies were quite
prepared to enslave anyone, of any colour or race, so long as they were
initially infidel. The extensive use of enslavement to recruit soldiers had no
West European counterpart — Spain and France used galley slaves in their
naval forces, but they never enjoyed positions of command. The religious
and racial code of the Ottoman Empire, the major Islamic formation of the
time, was distinctly more tolerant and pluralist than that of Europe’s new
Absolutist regimes.

The trade in African slaves nevertheless contributed a racial element to
Islamic slavery, with the curse of Noah being widely invoked to justify it.
The spread of Islam in and beyond the African Sahel and savannah
furnished more secure conditions for a steady flow of black slaves.
Individual African peoples may have adopted Islam in part as a way of
insulating themselves from the slave traffic, but often without success. A
fourteenth-century King of Bornu — today part of Northern Nigeria — wrote
to the sultan of Egypt complaining that Arab raiders had ‘devastated all
our land ... they took free people among us captive, of our kin among
Muslims . . . they have taken our people as merchandise’.?*

There can be little doubt that this was a general pattern. It aroused the
concern of some Muslim clerics in the afflicted lands, notably Ahmed Baba
of Timbuktu (1556-1627), who produced a legal treatise, or Mi’raj, aimed
at this indiscriminate slave-raiding. Ahmed Baba’s work cited earlier
Muslim writings on wrongful enslavement of Africans, including a critique
of the curse of Noah by Ibn Khaldun. In his general writings the great
historian praised the redemptive function of Islamic slavery, and speculated
on why black Africans were suited to the condition. But — perhaps because
as a Berber he was himself a ‘son of Ham’ — Khaldun objected to any
extension of the curse of Noah:

Because they were unaware of the nature of creatures, some of the genealogists
believed that the Sudan (that is the children of Ham, son of Noah) were
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distinguished by black colour due to a curse against Ham from his father, and
that the effect of the curse appeared both through colour and through slavery
which befell his descendants. Now the pronouncement of Nuh [Noah] is in the
Torah and in it there is no mention of black colour. It only mentions that his
children will be slaves to the children of his brothers and nothing else.?*

Baba himself urged:

The origin of slavery is unbelief, and the black kafirs are like the Christians,
except that they are majus, pagans. The Muslims among them, like the people of
Kano, Katsina, Bornu, Gobir, and all of Songhai, are Muslims, who are not to
be owned. Yet some of them transgress on the others unjustly by invasion as do
the Arabs, Bedouins, who transgress on free Muslims and sell them unjustly, and
thus it is not lawful to own any of them. . .. If anybody is known to have come
from these countries, he should be set free directly, and his freedom
acknowledged.!™!

Such representations, which strangely parallel some arguments made by
a few Portuguese and Spanish clerics (see Chapters II and III), had little
effect on the activities of the slave-raiders and traders. Portuguese mer-
chants in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century West Africa began by tapping
into already established trade routes at the mouths of the larger rivers.
Slavery was probably at least as widespread in West Africa at this time as
it had been in Domesday England or in medieval and early modern
Muscovy. Metalworking appears to have developed in West Africa between
the third century BC and the third century Ap. The more intensive forms of
agricultural cultivation this made possible would have increased the num-
bers of potential slaves with agricultural skills; the European traders were
well aware that hunter-gathering peoples made poor field slaves and were,
additionally, more prone to run away and live in the wild.

West Africa shared with other regions where slave trading was common
— the Caucasus, the Balkans, the Russian steppe of medieval times, and pre-
Norman England - a relatively high degree of political fragmentation.
Internecine warfare generated captives and destroyed those forms of
regional solidarity that might inhibit slave exports. The European traders
on the African coast generally treated the authorities with whom they dealt
with respect. Indeed, they usually cultivated a special relationship with one
or another of the rulers of the African coastal states. But the bulk of the
captives they purchased had been subjects of some other ruler, often
unknown to the traders; anyway, the latter supposed that the captive’s
former sovereign was incapable of — and uninterested in — extending the
sort of protection which, say, even an Anatolian peasant could expect from
the Sublime Porte.

John Thornton has urged that the West African states of the early
modern period were by no means wholly at a disadvantage in their dealings
with European traders.’** The forts established by the Europeans simply
offered a measure of protection to the trading posts, with their warehouses
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and provision grounds. Such posts flourished only when they were on good
terms with the local rulers. On the other hand, the Europeans did enjoy an
effective monopoly of sea transport, and this must have given them more
leverage than Thornton allows. The willingness of European traders to buy
large numbers of captives eventually stimulated slave-raiding in the interior
and encouraged African chiefs to distort judicial sanctions which led to
enslavement. But the traders usually found it most advantageous to leave
their suppliers to obtain slaves in whatever way they thought best. The
purchase of slaves was anyway easier than their capture; this practice
entailed fewer risks and seemed to many early modern Europeans to come
with its own commercial justification.

Thornton advances, as a further general reason for the prevalence of
slavery in West Africa, the view that the social relations of the region were
marked by the objective of controlling labour rather than the landholding
that was becoming typical of much of Europe.!®® Slaves in West Africa
were the major form of wealth; as potential soldiers they were a factor of
power; and female slaves could bear children as well as till the field. Land,
by contrast, was relatively plentiful, and could be worked and secured by
those with enough slaves at their command. Thornton himself stresses the
potential for diversity among the several hundred states and kingdoms in
West and Central Africa, so there was evidently much scope for variations
on this theme — and, no doubt, beyond it. At various times — some to be
noted in subsequent chapters — particular African states withdrew from the
slave traffic, but in so doing they diminished their ability to acquire the
bars of iron, horses, cutlasses, firearms, and so forth offered by the slave
traders, thus weakening their position in conflicts with other states.

The ability of the European traders to offer an impressive range of trade
goods for slaves was also a fundamental circumstance permitting the rise of
the trade; it reflected slave prices in the New World, and the productivity
advantage of mining and agriculture in the Americas compared with West
Africa.’® In any event, traditional African slavery was something quite
distinct from the plantation slavery that was to be constructed in the New
World, though it was itself to be transformed by the pressures of the
Atlantic slave trade, especially once the plantation boom got under way.
The diversity of the slave condition in Africa was to be replaced in the New
World by an overwhelming concentration of slaves on field work and cash
crop production. While slaves in Africa were often of alien origin, they
were not destined to become part of an inflexible racial hierarchy such that
they and their descendants through many generations would remain
outsiders and slaves, as was to happen in the New World.
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Conclusion

I have argued that slavery underwent a secular, though not uninterrupted
or uniform, decline in Western Europe between the eighth and fifteenth
centuries. Neither high feudalism nor early agrarian capitalism required or
reproduced slavery, though both proved compatible with pockets of
slaveholding. The clash with Islam eventually encouraged Christians to
follow the Muslim lead in barring the enslavement of fellow believers, while
retaining it for those who were, or had been, non-believers. The expansion
of Latin Christendom was accompanied by a battery of persecutions which
sought to impose ever greater religious and ethno-cultural homogeneity.
The decline of serfdom in Western Europe did little or nothing to weaken
the vitality of doctrines supportive of enslavement. Jurists throughout the
continent repeated the endorsement of slavery by the Roman jus gentium,
or law of nations. Neither the Renaissance nor the Reformation attacked
the legitimacy of slavery. Nevertheless, a marked popular prejudice against
slavery, even the slavery of others, encouraged rulers to pose as the
champions of their subjects’ civil liberty. However, piecemeal limitations
on the proper scope of slavery were accompanied by a continuing, even
increased, willingness to enslave religious and racial outsiders.

The printing of the Bible in the vernacular put in wider circulation the
myths of Noah’s curse or curses. Judaism, Christianity and Islam have
each, in their different ways, made a huge contribution to the moral
advance of humanity, but in the early modern period these systems of belief
were tolerant of slaveholding. Their universalism was shadowed by ethno-
religious notions which riveted together descent and servile status.

All these developments took on a more ominous significance with the
growth of an increasingly independent realm of commercial consumption
and with related notions of capitalist private property. The demand for
sugar and spices reflected the growing purchasing power of those who were
drawing larger rents from the countryside, and of an urban milieu headed
by master manufacturers and merchants. By the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries the spread of capitalist social relations in the towns and country-
side of North West Europe began to create elements of mass demand. The
plantation revolution of the seventeenth century, traced in subsequent
chapters, was intimately linked to this development. The notion of a moral
economy that rejected slave trading was to be overwhelmed by the rising
tide of commerce and raison d’état. And the notion of private property was
to gain greater independence and wider scope.
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The First Phase:

Portugal and Africa

Vasco da Gama on the Coast of Angola

... it was no less demonstrably a miracle to all of us, a thing to strike terror in our
hearts, to see the clouds drinking up, as though through a long spout, the waters of
the ocean. First a thin smoky vapour formed in the air and began to swirl in the
breeze; then out of it there took shape a kind of tube stretching right up to the sky,
but so slender that one had to strain one’s eyes to see it — made, as it were, of the
very stuff of clouds. Gradually it grew and swelled until it was thicker than a
masthead, bulging here, narrowing there as it sucked up the water in mighty gulps,
and swaying with the ocean swell. At its summit a thick cloud formed, that bellied
heavier and heavier with the mass of water it absorbed. Sometimes a beast,
drinking rashly from an inviting spring, will pick up a leech that fastens on its lip
and then slakes its thirst with the animal’s blood: it sucks and sucks, and swells
and swells. In the same way this mighty column waxed ever mightier and with it
the black cloud that crowned it.

... looking up I saw my men returning with a black-skinned stranger in their
midst, whom they had taken by force as he was gathering honey-combs on the
mountain-side. His face betrayed his alarm in such a predicament. A savage more
uncouth than Polyphemus, he could not understand us, nor we him. I showed him
samples of gold, silver, of spices: they made no impression on him whatever. Then
I bade the men produce baubles of no value, glass beads, tiny tinkling bells, a
bright red cap; and it was at once clear from his signs and gestures that these
delighted him greatly.

Luis Vaz de Camdes (Camoens), The Lusiads, Canto V
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he Portuguese initiated the Atlantic trade in African slaves in the mid

fifteenth century, and for the next century and a half they virtually
monopolized it. Portuguese princes obtained a species of Papal sanction for
the trade, and the monarch established a Casa dos Escravos to tax and
regulate it. They drew on the most advanced astronomical and mathemat-
ical thinking, ignoring the religious animosities of fellow Christians, in
order to facilitate and replicate the voyages of discovery. They established
colonies of settlers and imported slaves on a string of Atlantic islands; with
help from Italian and Flemish merchants they turned these islands into
producers of sugar, cotton and dyestuffs as well as wheat and cattle
products. These institutional innovations were to have a major influence on
the European colonization of the New World. They were the work of a
kingdom and people at the cutting edge of Christendom, linked to commer-
cial centres and possessed of a culture whose Latin matrix incorporated
Muslim—Arab and Jewish components.

The Portuguese Reconquest was earlier and swifter than that of Spain;
Lisbon was captured in 1147, and the last Muslim stronghold fell in 1249.
The kingdom of Portugal had its origins in an earldom established around
Oporto by Burgundian knights; the capture of Lisbon was accomplished
with the help of English Crusaders, and in the years leading to the capture
of the Algarve Italian ecclesiastics and French knights wielded influence.
Merchants from all these lands accompanied the Crusaders; for all con-
cerned, Portugal seemed a far more promising project than the Crusader
kingdoms of the Levant, which it otherwise somewhat resembled.

The new kingdom of Portugal corresponded roughly to the old Roman
province of Lusitania, conquered by Julius Caesar and thereafter colonized
by Roman soldiery. Five centuries of Roman rule left the country with a
strongly Latinate vernacular language, with only a few Celtic survivals.
During some four centuries of Muslim rule the language remained Latin-
based, but Arabic words were adopted for a range of technical terms
relating to agriculture, irrigation and navigation. The late Roman period
and subsequent Visigothic interlude had Christianized much of the popula-
tion; a few Christian chiefs held out in the Northern hills following the
Muslim conquest in the eighth century. The Muslim rulers tolerated a
significant Christian minority in the towns, and a smaller Jewish com-
munity. When the knights of Portugal undertook the Reconquest of Lisbon
and the Algarve, it was blessed as a Crusade and received decisive backing
from the military religious orders as well as foreign Crusaders. The South
was colonized, and slowly Christianized, in the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries, with small pockets of urban Jews and rural Muslims resisting
conversion. Having drawn on support from several parts of Christendom
to accomplish the Reconquest, Portugal’s rulers kept alive these links as a
guarantee of independence vis-a-vis the formidable kingdom of Castile.
Indeed, there were times when their relations with Granada were better
than those with their Christian neighbour. But as Castile also thrust



98 The Selection of New World Slavery

southwards, Portugal shared with it an ethos which combined crusading
pillage with feudal expansion, religious zealotry with pragmatic borrowings
from the material culture of the Muslims, and Latin languages with Arabic
accretions. Slavery was an accepted but marginal institution; Muslim
agriculturists were generally reduced to serfdom, not slavery. However,
Muslims who refused to yield could be enslaved. Sometimes Christian
knights would raid the areas still controlled by the Muslims and seize
hostages, in the hope that they would then be ransomed. Muslims captured
on such raids would be subject to a kind of temporary slavery. Finally, the
rich and powerful could buy slave domestics — usually heretics from the
Black Sea or Bosnia. But although there was a labour shortage in the South,
there was no recourse to large-scale slavery but, rather, an attempt to
replicate the familiar formula of feudal expansion, with free Christian
colonization and forced assimilation of the newly conquered population.

In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries neither Portugal nor Castile
had a strong mercantile class or navy of their own. Italian and Flemish
merchants took a lively interest in helping them to digest the rich new lands
that had fallen to them, and in marketing the salt of Setubal and the wool
of Castile, two crucial commodities in medieval and early modern com-
merce. The monarchs of Portugal and Castile were perennially short of
cash. They had conferred tax exemption and generous land grants to those
prepared to take the field against the Muslims. Special military-religious
orders of monks and knights — of Avis, Santiago and Christ in Portugal; of
Santiago, Calatrava and Alcantara in Spain — played an outstanding part in
the Reconquest, and could also claim exemptions and land. Thus the fruits
of the Reconquest in both kingdoms were garnered by a military aristocracy
and the Church, leaving a comparatively modest portion for the royal
domain. These circumstances help to explain the characteristic thirst for
specie of the Iberian monarchs, and their willingness to consider money-
making projects of exploration and colonization.

In 1382-83 a succession crisis in Portugal led to a clash between
Castilian and Portuguese pretenders in which the latter prevailed, with
backing from the Cortes of Coimbra and the guilds of Oporto and Lisbon.
The new King, Jodo I, master of the military order of Avis, defeated the
Castilian forces in 1395; his line subsequently helped to foster a preco-
ciously national mystique based on military and mercantile exploits,
undertaken as a crusade for the true faith. English bowmen played a role in
the victory over Castile; Jodo I was married to the granddaughter of
England’s Edward III, and concluded a ‘perpetual alliance’ with the English
in 1396. When the English were distracted by their own conflicts, Portugal’s
rulers looked to Italy or France for help.! When Jews were driven from
Aragon or Castile they were admitted to Portugal, where they contributed
scientific and commercial skills.

The crusading goals of the Reconquest recommended projects of
invasion of North Africa, where Muslim power was seen as vulnerable. In
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1415 the town of Ceuta on the North African coast was captured by a
Portuguese expedition, and turned into a fortified strong point. This event
was hailed throughout Christian Europe. Over the next century or more
the Portuguese seized, held, or sometimes lost a string of forts and small
enclaves on the North African coast, including Algericas and Tangiers. Not
all the Portuguese raids were successful, but booty and captives could be
seized, the latter often exchanged for ransom. Portugal was variously
encouraged and abetted in these raids by Castile, Aragon, Genoa and
Venice, which all wished to see Muslim power challenged and the activities
of the North African corsairs curbed. The Portuguese enclaves in North
Africa also served as convenient conduits for trade, a circumstance of
special interest to Genoa and Venice.

Portugal was not strong enough to make substantial inroads into North
Africa, despite the instability of the Marinid rulers of Morocco and the
gaps in their control of the North West of the continent. Whereas Portugal
had a population of only a million, Morocco had a population of around
six million, who could be mobilized in a jihad against Christian invasion,
or any too-accommodating policy towards the Christians by local rulers.
The trans-Saharan gold trade was controlled by the Sharifa of Morocco, or
his vassals, in the North, and by the Muslim empires of Mali or Songhai in
the South. The Portuguese found defending North African outposts an
arduous and costly business. However, it brought prestige, kept alive the
hope of eventual advance into North Africa, and furnished some possi-
bilities for trade and commercial intelligence.

Exploring the African Coast

Portugal’s ruling house remained critically short of financial resources,
despite the glory it had won in North Africa. In Ceuta the Portuguese learnt
details of the gold routes of the Sahara, of the wealth of Timbuktu and of
the great river which flowed through it. One of Jodo’s sons, the Infante
Henrique, sponsored a succession of Atlantic expeditions to the South and
West from 1419 until his death in 1460. The primary aim of these
expeditions was to outflank the Muslim power and find maritime access to
the gold routes. But the prevailing winds and currents on the West African
coast were a major obstacle — several who sailed down the coast never
returned. The Infante Henrique, dubbed ‘Henry the Navigator’ by an
English nineteenth-century historian, did little or no navigation himself,
visiting North Africa only briefly three times in the course of a long life.
However, the expeditions sponsored by Henrique led to impressive results:
the setting up of trading posts and connections far down the African coast
and the settlement of a series of islands, some of them well out into the
Atlantic. Henrique contrived to be on the winning side of family conflicts,
so that he always received backing from the King or Regent. However, he
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based himself at Sagres in the Algarve, and gave opportunities to the
merchants and corsair captains of the local port of Lagos. The spirit he at
first adopted has recently been described as ‘The chivalrous ideology of
“honourable robbery” and the superiority of armed force over the spirit of
enrichment through pacific commerce.”? Nevertheless, as a royal prince he
was perfectly prepared to combine raids on the African coast with the
systematic work of island colonization.

Prince Henry encouraged his mariners to draw on the most advanced
mathematical thinking and map-making of the time. The son of the Jewish
map-maker Abraham Crespes found sanctuary in Portugal when he was
driven out of Aragon. Iberian Jewish astronomers and mathematicians were
conversant with the achievements of Muslim scientists, and extended the
application of trigonometry to navigation. The Portuguese royal authorities
shrouded the work of exploration in secrecy. Other Europeans might know
that the Portuguese had discovered some new source of gold or spices down
the African coast, but without the necessary charts and instruments they
could not replicate their voyages.> While trigonometry and the astrolabe
had been used to establish the direction of Mecca by Muslim savants, and
celestial calculations used by Jewish savants to confirm the date of the
Passover, the Portuguese princes encouraged the application of these
techniques to celestial navigation and map-making. The settlement of a
string of islands gave the Portuguese experience and staging posts for
exploration.

Madeira was settled from 1419, the Azores in the years 1427-50, the
Cape Verde Islands in 1450-60. These islands were previously uninhabited,
unlike the somewhat closer Canary Islands. The costs of settling the new,
uninhabited islands could be met by the introduction and culling of
livestock, which multiplied rapidly in semi-wild conditions; by harvesting
honey, by felling trees for wood — hence the name Madeira, which means
‘wood’ in Portuguese — and by fishing. Subsequently the islands proved
suitable for the production of wheat, olive oil and wine. Early wheat yields
were high, but the colonists were keen to find other cash crops. With
varying success attempts were made on every island to cultivate sugar cane,
Italian and Aragonese merchants supplying both the incentive and an
element of expertise. Urzela and other dyestuffs were also produced.
Enough of what was produced could be marketed to sustain a growing
commerce with the metropolis. As more knowledge was gained of the
complex wind systems and currents of the Atlantic, the islands also served
as bases for trading and raiding further down the coast of Africa, with gold
and spices acting as the lure.

The Portuguese and Aragonese were beginning to use a new vessel, the
three-masted caravel, which, by using a lateen rig, could sail closer to the
wind than other European ships of the time. This vessel represented a
fusion of the nautical traditions of the Mediterranean, with its Arabic
influences, and that of the Atlantic and Northern seas. It was an ‘artisanal’
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craft, smaller and cheaper to build than the merchant ships of Genoa or
Venice. The caravel made possible reliable round trips to the Atlantic
islands to the West and South. Although Henrique undoubtedly sponsored
persistent attempts to reach down the African coast, some voyages may
have been undertaken by freelance traders. At Henrique’s initiative a school
of navigation was set up in Lisbon. While they preserved as much secrecy
as possible, mariners and scientists sought to adapt celestial navigation to
the skies of the southern hemisphere, and to improve the daytime readings
of the astrolabe. Each voyage of discovery was registered with portolans,
or navigation routes enabling it to be reproduced, backed up by mathemat-
ical formulas relating to latitude and distance.*

After Henrique’s death in 1460, the royal authorities opted to license
nautical expeditions to contractors who received commercial rights to
exploit their discoveries in return for paying a fee and bearing the costs of
exploration. The results of Portuguese expansion were to be dramatic, but
in the mid fifteenth century its rhythms were gradual and experimental,
advancing a few hundred leagues each decade. Portuguese rulers hoped to
find a route to the East, to outflank the Muslim world, to find Christian
allies, to acquire land and glory; but expeditions that paid dividends were
best of all, and easiest to repeat. Early Portuguese accounts — like those of
Zurara, to be considered below — played down the fact that trade with
Muslims proved one of the most profitable activities. As they reached
further down the Atlantic and African coast, the Portuguese captains found
that they could exchange European or North African textiles or metalware
for gold, malaguette pepper or ivory. They also discovered that the large
‘Barbary horses’ from North Africa were much prized, as they did not
reproduce naturally in the West African savannah region.

So far as the royal authorities were concerned, the overriding preoccu-
pation was to secure a supply of gold on advantageous terms. The
Portuguese currency had been repeatedly devalued in the first part of the
century, reflecting the monarchy’s inadequate sources of revenue. To begin
with the voyages netted modest amounts of gold dust, but at prices which
dropped as the Portuguese advanced down the coast. Cape Bojador was
turned in 1434, Senegal reached in 1444, the Cape Verde Islands in
1461-62. Finally the ‘Gold Coast’ was reached in 1470-71. In the 1480s
and 1490s a string of forts, the best known of which were El Mina and
Axim, were established on the Gold Coast. Remittances of gold to Lisbon
rose dramatically. Jodo II, who ascended the throne in 1481, was attentive
to the message of gold receipts and sponsored exploration further down the
coast of Africa. Diogo Cio reached the Kongo, and Bartolomeu Dias the
Cape of Good Hope, planting stone crosses claiming their landing points
for their monarch. Finally, in 1497-99, Vasco da Gama sailed beyond the
Cape to India with an impressive expedition of 2,500 men, its costs
underwritten by the profits of the Africa trade.
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The Beginnings of a Slave Trade

In 1441 a Portuguese expedition on the West African coast captured two
nobles; some gold was acquired by handing them back, as in the traditional
Iberian practice of rescate or ransom. In 1444 a cargo of 235 captives,
comprising both ‘whites’ (Berbers) and ‘blacks’, were seized in another
Portuguese raid on the African coast, and taken for division and disposal
to Lagos in the Algarve. However, the Portuguese captains soon discovered
that they could, with less trouble and expense, also buy slaves and sell them
to those involved in settling the islands, or to Portuguese or Spanish
purchasers who wished to acquire an African servant or labourer.

West Africa was already a well-established source of slaves for the trans-
Sahara slave trade at the time of the first Portuguese expeditions. The
caravan traffic across the Sahara had developed strongly from about the
ninth century with the exploitation of the gold mines of Western Sudan and
the growing demand in the Mediterranean and Levant for African products;
the slaves were a doubly convenient form of merchandise, since they walked
and could carry other goods. The peoples of West Africa had practised
settled agriculture and metalworking for well over a millennium before
this; such skills, of course, made them more desirable as slaves. The
expansion of Islam in the whole circum-Sahara region had helped to
regularize the Saharan trade networks.

On the other hand, West Africa was still afflicted by fragmentation and
endemic warfare, conditions that favoured enslavement and were exacer-
bated by the rise of the Islamic empires in the medieval period. The armies
of Mali, Great Fulo, Kokoli, Mane, and Songhai undertook wars and
expeditions in which large numbers of captives were taken. The empires of
the savannah could have a devastating effect on the smaller communities of
the forest zone, but were less effective against Moroccan troops. The
marauding empires supplied captives and other merchandise to the Muslim
merchants who organized long-distance trade. The smaller states of the
coastal region were able to resist incorporation into the inland empires, and
gradually to acquire the means to strengthen themselves through the sale of
gold, pepper, provisions and captives.*

The first Portuguese feitorias, like that established by the Infante
Henrique at Arguim, on the Mauretanian coast, were sited to divert gold,
spices and slaves from the Saharan trade. The missions of Diogo Gomes in
1446-62 led to trade agreements with the African rulers of the coast,
covering both gold and slaves. The Portuguese would offer the ruler regular
presents or tribute in return for the right to trade. The merchants in their
turn would pay Infante Henrique — or, after 1460, the Portuguese monarch
— a fee for the licence to trade on these coasts, or risk being seized if they
failed to do so. Occasional Castilian or Italian interlopers notwithstanding,
such arrangements helped to establish Portuguese hegemony on the coast.
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The Portuguese trading posts had provisioning and storing facilities, and
could supply some protection.®

Along the Mauretanian coast opposite their island base at Arguim, the
Portuguese found slaves easier to acquire than gold, though this usually
meant dealing with Muslim traders. Slaves could be bought on good terms
for Flemish or English cloth, copper, brass utensils, glass beads from Italy,
salt, and horses.

The Portuguese were to be less secretive about their slave trading than
about their search for gold, since they gave it a religious gloss. Bringing
African or Berber captives to the Atlantic islands or to the Peninsula could
be represented as entirely consonant with the objective of winning souls for
Christ. In the 1440s and 1450s the Infante Henrique sought the Pope’s
approval for the colonization of Madeira and the Azores, and for the
trading activities undertaken on the African coast. Since these islands,
unlike the Canaries, were uninhabited and there were no rival claimants,
and since the requests were made by a Portuguese princely Crusader,
approval was forthcoming in a series of Papal Bulls issued between 1442
and 1456, the most comprehensive of which were Romanus Pontifex and
Inter Cetera. The Bulls conferred on Henrique the task of spreading the
faith by colonizing the islands and establishing trading and missionary
posts on the African coast. He was appointed commander of the Order of
Christ, a body which was to receive institutional privileges; on Henrique’s
death this title was to be assumed by the kings of Portugal. The Infante
could claim a monopoly on the African trade, and offer spiritual as well as
material incentives to those involved in his ventures. From 1442 onwards
Henrique’s expeditions were deemed a crusade, which covered raiding
infidels and making captives. Romanus Pontifex (1455) declared that
captives could be purchased so long as arrangements were made to win
them for Christ; they could even be bought from Muslims, since the profits
could be contributed to crusading activities and because pagans could be
saved from the infidel and introduced to the Gospel message. However,
Portuguese traders were not to offer firearms or war matériel for captives,
since this would strengthen Muslim or pagan power. Those whom it was
permissible to acquire were described as ‘nigri’ and inhabitants of Guinea.”

These Papal Bulls undoubtedly influenced official Portuguese accounts
of what they were doing on the African coast. Writing in around 1453-54,
when the slave trade was thriving but not yet endorsed by Romanus
Pontifex, the royal chronicler Zurara compiled an account of the events of
1444 which stresses the overall religious justification for acquiring pagan
or Muslim captives, while implying reservations about slave-hunting.

The capture:

[T]hese two captains made preparations, and they took five boats manned by
thirty men, six in each boat, and set out at about sunset. Rowing the entire
night, they arrived about daybreak at the island they were looking for. And
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when they recognised it by signs the Moors had mentioned they rowed for a
while close to the shore, until, as it was getting light, they reached a Moorish
village near the beach where all the island’s inhabitants were gathered together.
Seeing this our men stopped for a time to discuss what they should do. ... And
after giving their opinions, they looked toward the village where they saw that
the Moors, with their women and children, were leaving their houses as fast as
they could, for they had seen their enemies. The latter, crying the names of St
James, St George, and Portugal, attacked them, killing and seizing as many as
they could. There you could have seen mothers forsaking their children, husbands
abandoning their wives, each person trying to escape as best they could. And
some drowned themselves in the water; others tried to hide in their huts; others,
hoping they would escape, hid their children among the sea grasses where later
they were discovered. And in the end our Lord God, who rewards every good
deed, decided that, for their labours undertaken in His Service, they should gain
a victory over their enemies on that day, and a reward and payment for all their
efforts and expenses.

Reporting to the Prince:

The caravels arrived at Lagos ... and the next day, Lancarote, as the man who
had the main responsibility said to the Prince: ‘Sir! Your grace knows full well
that he must accept a fifth of these Moors, and of everything we took in that
land, where you sent us in the service of God and yourself. And now these
Moors, because of the long time we have been at sea, and because of the obvious
sorrow in their hearts at finding themselves far from their birthplace and held in
captivity, without possessing any knowledge of what their future will be; as well
as because they are not used to sailing in ships; for all these reasons they are in a
rather poor condition and sickly; and so it seems to me useful that you will order
them removed from the caravels in the morning and taken to that field that lies
outside the city gate, and there divided up into five parts according to custom,
and that Your Grace go there and select one of the parts which best suits you.’
The Prince said that he was well pleased . . . but before doing anything else, they
took the best of the Moors as an offering to the Church of that place, and
another little one who later became a friar of St Francis they sent to Sdo Vicente,
where he always lived as a Catholic Christian.

The division of spoils:

On the next day . . . those captives, placed together in that field were a marvellous
thing to behold, because among them there were some who were reasonably
white, handsome and genteel; others, not so white, who were like mulattoes;
others as black as Ethiopians, so deformed both of face and body that it seemed
to those who guarded them that they were gazing upon images of the lowest
hemisphere. But what human heart, no matter how hard, would not be stabbed
by pious feelings when gazing upon such a company of people? For some had
their heads held low and their faces bathed in tears, as they looked upon one
another. Others were moaning most bitterly, gazing towards heaven, fixing their
eyes upon it, as if they were asking for help from the father of nature. Others
struck their faces with the palms of their hands, throwing themselves prostrate
on the ground; others performed their lamentation in the form of a chant,
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according to the custom of their country, and, although our people could not
understand the words of their language, they were fully appropriate to the level
of their sorrow. But to increase their suffering even more, those responsible for
dividing them up arrived on the scene and began to separate one from another,
in order to make an equal division of the fifths; from which arose the need to
separate children from their parents, wives from their husbands, and brothers
from their brothers. Neither friendship nor kinship was respected, but instead
each one fell where fortune placed him! Oh powerful destiny doing and undoing
with your turning wheels, arranging the things of this world as you please! Do
you even disclose to these miserable people some knowledge of what is to
become of them, so that they may receive some consolation in the midst of their
tremendous sorrow? And you who labour so hard to divide them up, look with
pity upon so much misery, and see how they cling to each other, so that you can
hardly separate them!. ... And so with great effort they finished the dividing up,
because, aside from the trouble they had with the captives, the field was quite
full of people, both from the town and from the surrounding villages and
districts, who for that day were taking time off from their work, which was the
source of their earnings, for the sole purpose of observing this novelty. And
seeing these things, while some wept, others took part in the separating, and
they made such a commotion that they greatly confused those who were in
charge of dividing them up. The Prince was there mounted upon a powerful
horse, accompanied by his retinue, distributing his favours, like a man who
wished to derive little material advantage from his share; for of the forty-six
souls who belonged to his fifth, he quickly divided them up among the rest, since
his main source of wealth lay in his own purpose; for he reflected with great
pleasure upon the salvation of those souls that before were lost. And his thoughts
were certainly not in vain. ... I who have brought this history together in this
volume saw boys and girls in the town of Lagos, the children and grandchildren
of those people, born in this land, Christians as good and true as though they
were descended from the beginnings of Christ’s law, through the generation of
those who were first baptised.®

At some points the vividness of these accounts belies the martial and
religious comforts offered by the chronicler. Contrary to the portrayal of
blacks in Italian and German paintings of the time, he insists here that they
are essentially ugly — as he points out when he first mentions blacks, this is
a sign of the curse of Noah.® But the account of enslavement remains
disturbing, and the conclusion could be drawn that the objective of winning
souls for Christ could be better accomplished by purchasing those already
captive and in the hands of infidels or pagans. But at the same time the
episode Zurara recounts protects the Prince from any charge of mercenary
motives. Lancgarote, a ruthless colonial entrepreneur, appears in the noble
guise of a crusading captain. The figure of the wheel of destiny concedes
the mutability of all human affairs. Zurara also urges further reflections on
enslavement, arguing that it benefits body as well as soul, since many
Africans live ‘like beasts’, not only unilluminated by the holy faith but also
‘not knowing what bread is, or wine, or decent clothing or housing; and
what is worse, an ignorance of who they are, having no knowledge of what
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is right, and living in beastly idleness’.!® African captives could thus,
through enslavement, be introduced to a useful life. It was to take Portugal
and Christian Europe time and effort to construct for itself a justification
of the Atlantic slave trade, but Zurara was already making headway, and
doing so in terms that could be reconciled with the Papal Bulls. The
chronicle’s description of the reaction of the common people — some of
whom wept and others, perhaps, protested the division of the captives —
combines with the abruptly pious ending to mark the fact that the
Portuguese were not yet fully inured to their new role as slave traders.

One of the more important branches of the early Portuguese slave traffic
scarcely lent itself to religious justification, since it involved selling the
slaves back to African traders or princes. This trade helped to boost gold
receipts from the feitoria at El Mina. The goods which had been acceptable
on the upper parts of the coast needed to be supplemented if the most was
to be made of gold trading on the Mina coast. The traders found that to
acquire gold at Mina on favourable terms, they also needed to be able to
offer slaves as well. There were, in fact, no mines at El Mina, which was
instead an outlet for the gold produced in the Akan forest region to the
North. If slaves could be offered at El Mina, the African traders there could
use them to carry other goods to the interior, where the gold was actually
mined; some of these slaves were probably then employed mining gold. The
result was swelling gold receipts at El Mina.

In fact, the Portuguese discovered for themselves that slaves were a
flexible resource, serving some of the functions of money and making
possible the holding of convenient patches of territory. Slave labour was
used to fortify Arguim in 1455 and El Mina in 1480-82, and to maintain
a supply of provisions for visiting ships. The slaves needed for trade at
El Mina could be acquired on the Benin coast, which the Portuguese
reached in the 1470s. The islands of Sio Tomé and Fernando P6 were
settled by the Portuguese in the 1470s and 1480s, for use as a trading and
slaving base; the labour of slaves was itself used to build fortifications,
warehouses and churches. The Portuguese were able to control the coastal
trade in slaves because of the efficiency of their caravels, and because
maritime transport was far easier and more secure than land transport.
While sailing ships, with their guns and raised decks, could usually defend
themselves against African canoes, their dependence on the wind could
expose them to danger. The Portuguese sent galleys to the Gold Coast,
manned partly by local allies and slaves, to give them a flexible defence
capability. These galleys were particularly useful for dealing with French or
English interlopers.

Portuguese monarchs played down their trade in gold as much as
possible, to discourage interlopers, but found this increasingly difficult once
large and regular shipments began arriving. The surge in Lisbon’s gold
receipts reflected the success of a trading complex which drew on the profits
of trading between the islands and the coast, as well as a gain on the
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exchange of Portuguese or European goods for the precious metal. The
growing traffic in slaves not only contributed to these profits but also
helped to meet the labour demands of the entrepreneurs of island
settlement.

As the trade grew, the monarch raised the price of trading licences and
introduced special taxes. In 1469 Ferndo Gomes had leased the trade of all
Guinea south of Sierra Leone for the modest sum of 200,000 reis a year —
no more than 1,000 ducats — by promising to explore the coast to the
South. He had developed the Gold Coast trade and established the first
trading post at El Mina in 1572. In 1490 Bartolomeo Marchionni paid
1,100,000 reis — or about 5,000 ducats — for the trade of just the Rios dos
Escravos region. The post of El Mina sent back about 58,000 ducats a year
to Lisbon during this decade. In the 1480s a Casa dos Escravos was set up
in Lisbon under the royal authority to organize the slave traffic to the
islands and Peninsula, and to levy two taxes which comprised 30 per cent
of the value of the slaves. Merchants purchased a contract to buy and sell
slaves on a given coast or island, for a stipulated period; slave numbers
were reckoned in terms of pegas, or pieces, with each ‘piece’ being
equivalent to an adult male slave, aged approximately fifteen to thirty and
in good health; children or older slaves would be reckoned at a proportion
of a peca, with taxes adjusted accordingly. On the islands female slaves
were usually worth less than male slaves.

The Casa da Mina in Lisbon, chartered by the King and with its office in
his palace, supervised the Mina trade, receiving the royal fifth on all gold
transactions. By about 1500 a caravel would leave El Mina every month
with gold worth more than 10,000 ducats. The Portuguese cruzado or
ducat, once plagued by devaluation, was now acceptable throughout
Europe. As we have seen, the gold sent to the Casa da Mina, or otherwise
smuggled to Lisbon by sailors, had often not been directly acquired with
Portuguese goods but represented the profits of Portuguese traders on the
African coast, whether officially sponsored or not. Once Portuguese traders
had a licence, they engaged in quite diverse trading activities. They
employed local pilots and interpreters, and established local agents who
often married into African trading families. The remittances of gold from
El Mina and Arguim also reflected the profits of these activities.

Contracts for the slave trade with West Africa, excluding Mina and
Arguim, remitted 4.2 million reis, or over 10,000 ducats, in the years 1511
and 1513. The King’s total income from contractors in the slave trade and
from the sale of the ‘King’s slaves’ in around 1511 to 1513 is assessed by
Saunders at 7 million reis a year, or some 18,000 ducats, a useful addition
to the larger profits made on the Mina trade. The spice trade to the Indian
ocean was worth 400,000 ducats at this time — however, the heavy expenses
of the India trade reduced net receipts to 35,000-40,000 ducats in 1506;
in that year the Mina traffic yielded 120,000 ducats, or 48 million reis,
before expenses, the latter running at some 30,000 ducats, so that net
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receipts, at 80,000 ducats, were actually twice as large as those yielded by
the fabulous trade of the East.!!

The Casa dos Escravos organized a steady slave trade to the Peninsula —
Spain as well as Portugal — since in both there was a demand for African
captives. The captives were brought to Lisbon, where they were publicly
auctioned. African slaves were thought to be more reliable than Moriscos,
and more open to conversion to Christianity. They were, therefore, acquired
as servants as well as labourers. There were already a few thousand African
slaves in Seville in the 1470s; their well-being and control were entrusted to
a city steward, the Juez de los esclavos, in 1475. There were repeated
complaints at the Africans’ turbulent behaviour, including those festive
occasions when they drank, gambled or danced. But in the context of
Spanish hostility towards and fear of the Muslims and Moriscos, the
Africans were seen as a providential aid. While many were to be brought to
the Peninsula, their numbers did not become so large as to be themselves
threatening. They did not object to Christianity, and some even formed
small religious brotherhoods. And with no hope of escape, they could be
made to work hard. The cultivation of sugar cane spread in Valencia,
conditions there being more secure than in the Eastern Mediterranean. The
relatively brief prominence of Valencia in sugar-making is not well docu-
mented, but sugar-making skills were probably acquired from Sicily, and it
is possible that some of the 2,500 African slaves who entered the port of
Valencia between the years 1482 and 1516 were purchased for the
demanding toil of the sugar works — though others will have been purchased
as servants.’? By this time, however, the lead in sugar production, and its
attendant slave trade, was being taken by the Atlantic islands.

The Atlantic Islands

The Infante Henrique sponsored sugar production in Madeira, an island
whose colonization had been granted to him and to the Order of Christ, of
which he was governor. Keen to find a way of paying for his explorations
and for further acts of conquest, he saw the sugar industry as a key to
profitable colonization. Cane and processing equipment were brought from
Sicily in 1446, and sugar masters from Valencia were engaged. The making
of sugar was a complex and expensive business, and the growth of capacity
was slow. As a dedicated monopolist Henry may have aimed at marketing
a small, highly priced crop, using his contacts with Italian merchants. As
the ‘donatory’ Henry granted large tracts of land to a few ‘captains’ who
were charged with attracting settlers; this in turn could be done only by
offering land on good terms to those willing to undertake the arduous tasks
of preparing it for cultivation. The Portuguese settlers [moradores], while
they were content to cultivate food crops and cane, were averse to the
appalling toil of tending the sugar-boilers and mill, unless in some well-
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paid supervisory capacity. In 1456 there were said to be only 800 people
on Madeira, of whom 150 were moradores or householders. The Order of
Christ set up a sugar mill and produced 6,000 arrobas of sugar in the same
year, equivalent to about eighty tons or a tenth of the sugar output of
Cyprus. This was a modest beginning, but financially more advantageous
than constructing another fort on the Moroccan coast. Enslaved Africans
contributed to the labour force on the island, together with the Portuguese
and Valencian specialists. Romanus Pontifex singled out for eulogy Prince
Henry’s successes in the work of colonization on this island.??

After Henry’s death in 1460 sugar output developed rapidly in Madeira
and the other islands, helped by a growing slave trade and a relaxation of
Henry’s privileges. Commercial prompting, with Genoese and Flemish mer-
chants anxious to encroach on the Venetian near-monopoly of Levantine
sugar production, played the crucial part in this development. Clearing,
irrigating and planting land with cane was laborious. Equipping a sugar mill
and staffing it with salaried sugar masters and slaves was costly. Both foreign
merchants and Portuguese slave traders figured among those who owned
mills. In 1480 Madeira’s sugar trade attracted 20 large ships and 40 smaller
ones to the island. Output rose to 80,000 arrobas, or over 1,000 tons, in
1494; four years later a decree sought to limit production to 120,000
arrobas, presumably in the interests of maintaining prices, but it was flouted
by the producers. The island had now overtaken Cyprus as a supplier of
sugar, and conducted a direct trade with Northern Europe and the Mediter-
ranean. In around 1500 there were 2,000 slaves in Madeira, mostly engaged
in sugar-making (though probably some servants as well), out of a total
population of 15,000-18,000, including a large number of foreigners.'*

The initial process of colonization had employed land grants to religious
orders and feudal donatories, but there was no native peasantry to divide
up. The expansion of sugar production was sponsored by merchant capital,
and engaged a mixed labour force — Portuguese or foreign paid workers,
African or Canarian slaves — with smallholding moradores supplying some
of the cane for the mills. Around 1500-10 Madeira had 211 producers,
but four-fifths of the crop of 120,000-220,000 arrobas was produced by
84 medium-sized producers, with an output of between 251 and 2,000
arrobas, the great majority of whom had their own sugar mill. About 130
smaller producers had to negotiate the milling of their cane with the owners
of the mill. Two-thirds of the sugar estates were owned either by foreigners,
especially Genoese and Florentines, or by New Christians. After 1521
Madeiran production dropped below 100,000 arrobas and never regained
its former level. Undoubtedly it was hit by competition from Sdao Tomé and
the Canary Islands. Madeira’s proximity to the Peninsula was a major
advantage, facilitating both the arrival of settlers and the dispatch of crops,
but cane did not thrive on the upper slopes of this volcanic island.*®
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The Canary Islands had been fought over by rival conquerors — Norman
French, Aragonese, Castilian and Portuguese — since the mid fourteenth
century. The native inhabitants successfully defended several of the princi-
pal islands down to the latter half of the fifteenth century. The Portuguese
engaged in piecemeal trading and settlement of the Canaries wherever it
proved possible, but did not undertake a comprehensive plan of conquest.
Following a war between the kings of Portugal and Castile in 1476-79, the
peace treaty allotted the Canary Islands to the latter. This marked the
beginning of a protracted Castilian conquest and ‘pacification’ of the
archipelago, to which reference was made in Chapter 1. Dofia Beatriz de
Bobadilla, seignorial tenant of the island of Gomera, argued that the
Gomerans required enslavement because they refused baptism, used non-
Christian names, did not wear clothes and practised polygamy.

Those responsible for colonizing the Canary Islands were granted
encomiendas by the Castilian Crown — these grants entrusted stretches of
land to the leading colonists. The labour of the Canarian peoples was
divided up among the estates by the parallel institution of repartimiento.
Disease, enslavement, overwork and forced assimilation drastically reduced
the native population. The Crown interceded in 1485, seeking to protect
the Canarians from abuse and decreeing emancipation of those who had
been taken in slavery to Castile. But controlling the settlers was difficult,
especially since the Canarian peoples stubbornly continued resistance,
though doomed by Castilian power and their own divisions. The numbers
of native Canarians dropped from more than 10,000 in the middle of the
fifteenth century to barely a thousand in 1500, but by this time the
proprietors of estates in the Canary Islands were also producing sugar, and
had the resources to attract free settlers and to purchase some slaves from
Portuguese traders.'®

By the early sixteenth century there were about thirty sugar ingenios on
the Canaries, and output rose to about 70,000 arrobas. As on Madeira,
mercantile sponsorship assisted this growth. The Welsers, the German
banking family, at one point owned four sugar estates in the Canaries. One
of the merchants of Tenerife is recorded in 1508 as having advanced 4.5
million maravedis (about 12,000 ducats) to enable landowners to build
sugar mills. The owner of a sugar mill would engage sugar masters at high
salaries, and often purchase the cane from other cultivators. Slaves were
sometimes acquired for the skilled and unremitting labour in the boilers
and mill of the ingenio. One large mill in the Canaries employed 23 slaves,
of whom 20 were Africans. Smaller cane cultivators, who owned few or no
slaves themselves, evidently disliked the terms offered by the mill owners
and induced the municipality to set up its own communal mill on Tenerife;
although this project failed, it suggests the commercialized and competitive
milieu associated with sugar cultivation and processing.

Altogether about a thousand African slaves laboured at this time in the
Canaries, but the labour force was quite heterogeneous, including free
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workers, native tied labourers, those of mixed Spanish and native descent
(sometimes called mamelucos), immigrants from the Peninsula, and Berber
or black African slaves. For a short time even Native American slaves were
brought to work in the Canaries. Many of the smaller producers were
Portuguese. Comparing the Canarian system with the later slave plantations
of the Americas, Ferndndez-Armesto writes: “The Canarian system evokes
far more the methods of the Old World, and the equal sharing of produce
between owners and workers is most akin to the farming a mezzadria,
which developed in late medieval northern Italy and in some parts is still
practised today.”*”

The Azores had too temperate a climate for sugar cultivation, and no more
than about 20,000 arrobas annually were ever produced, but slaves were
engaged in the production of cotton and urzela, a purple dye. The westerly
location of the Azores made them particularly useful as a way-station on
the return trip to Lisbon and a staging post for North Atlantic fishing; these
functions gave employment to some slaves and freedmen. The Cape Verde
islands, lying in the tropics close to the African coast, were also used as a
stopping point, and developed some slave-based agriculture. Too dry for
successful sugar cultivation, they could nevertheless raise provisions and
grow cotton; by the mid sixteenth century the latter was worked into cloth,
most of which was traded for slaves on the coast.'®

The southerly islands of Sio Tomé and Principe, lying close to the
equator in the Gulf of Guinea, were to develop into major suppliers of
sugar in the sixteenth century, their plantations readily stocked with slaves
from the mainland. There were sixty sugar mills on S3o Tomé in 1522, and
the large planters were said to own up to 300 slaves each, probably
employed in cultivation as well as processing. By 1552 output had grown
to 150,000 arrobas, or 2,150 tons, by which time it had long overtaken
that of Madeira.’ While slaves were part of the labour force on the other
sugar islands, they were certainly not the only — and perhaps not the main
— element. Here at last we find slave plantations that really are precursors
to the pattern which subsequently developed in the Caribbean. However,
the composition of the slaveowning elite was very different. Some 2,000
Jewish New Christian children had been deported to colonize the island in
the 1490s. These involuntary settlers later intermarried with Portuguese
traders, tangomdos, and aristocratic women from the kingdom of the
Kongo.?°

Sdo Tomé’s Afro-Jewish, Luso-Catholic planter class was not able to
sustain its commanding position in the supply of sugar for long. The well-
watered volcanic soil of S0 Tomé was well suited to cane cultivation, and
slaves could be cheaply purchased, but other circumstances were to inhibit
its sugar industry. It took three to six months for ships to make their way
back to the Peninsula. The island’s role as a way-station in the transatlantic
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slave trade created a demand for provisions which was a rival claim on its
agriculture. Another inhibiting factor was the presence of large numbers of
‘raw’ slaves in transit; the revolt and flight to which they were prone proved
disruptive. For a combination of these reasons Sao Tomé’s role as a sugar
producer was eventually to be eclipsed by the rise of Brazilian plantations —
but the cultivation and processing of sugar in Brazil began slowly and
hesitantly in the 1540s and, because of organizational and labour problems
of its own, remained modest until it effected a takeoff after 1570 (discussed
in Chapter IV below).?!

The commercial style of the Portuguese monarchs still reflected the
typical mentality of feudal business, with its preference for smallish
quantities, high prices and a commerce that was visible and taxable. The
traffic in Asian spices fitted-well with such an approach. The Portuguese
Crown deployed its special agents, feitores, fortified trading posts and
monopoly system to engross the maritime spice trade until, in the last
decades of the sixteenth century, Dutch and English interlopers broke into
it. In Asia as in Africa inter-local freelance trading activities — cabotage —
constituted a wide basis which helped to finance the more restricted
intercontinental trade. But the critical profit was reaped by the dispatch to
Europe of a handful of galleons laden with spices — often no more than two
or three a year. The Atlantic sugar trade was bulkier, and in some ways less
easy to supervise. Royal officials could, of course, monitor the expensive
equipment of the engenhos de agiicar, and the numbers of slaves engaged.
But the trade in sugar, slaves and other ancillary goods involved a relatively
large number of quasi-autonomous commercial agents and undertakings; it
had developed a scale and momentum that pressed against the limits of
feudal business. Northern merchants were permitted to visit Madeira or the
Canary Islands to purchase wine, and were eager to acquire sugar as well.
And while gold or silver was needed to purchase Asian spices, the
entrepreneurs of the islands needed to buy European clothing, tools and
provisions, so trade with them had a reciprocal dynamic. There can be no
doubt that this was the beginning of the Atlantic slave complex.

African Slaves in the Peninsula

The overall slave population of the Atlantic sugar islands must have ranged
around 10,000 during most of the sixteenth century. Philip Curtin has
estimated that the trade in slaves from the African coast to Europe and the
Atlantic islands totalled 175,000 in the century-and-a-half between 1450
and 1600. Of this total, he thinks, about 50,000 went to the Peninsula and
other parts of Europe, which seems low in the light of the build-up of the
slave population in Portugal alone. José Ramos Tinhordo estimates that
between 136,000 and 151,000 slaves were brought to Portugal and its
islands in the shorter period 1441 to 1505.22 By 1550 there were 9,500
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African slaves in Lisbon, comprising nearly 10 per cent of the total
population, and — according to Saunders’s careful and conservative count —
32,370 slaves and 2,580 freedmen in Portugal as a whole. These African
slaves were clustered in Lisbon, Evora and the Algarve, but employed in
ones, twos and threes by a wide range of corporations and individuals,
including hospitals and government offices, nobles, priests, the servants of
nobles, lawyers, shoemakers, goldsmiths, lavradores (rich farmers), shep-
herds, locksmiths, barbers, and in a wide range of other professions and
trades — including the service of prostitutes, who were not allowed to hire
free servants. Female slaves were nearly as numerous as male, a very
different pattern from the norm on the islands.

Portugal had experienced commercial prosperity and otherwise retained
a Mediterranean type of economy, based on wine, oil, some wheat, some
fruits and vegetables, and certain special products, such as cork. Saunders
suggests that an economy of this type, if an exception is made of those
enriched by commerce and government, could absorb only a limited number
of slaves, rising at most to 10 per cent of the labour force. Slave prices rose
steadily in the sixteenth century — from an average around 12.5 cruzados in
1500 to 20 in 1520, 37.5 in 1540 and over a hundred in 1552, falling back
to the range 37.5-75 cruzados in later decades. This rise reflected both
general economic conditions and demand from the Americas. While small
numbers of slaves could be worked hard in Portugal as artisanal helpers,
there was little or no gang slavery. Before 1530 slaves destined for the
Americas were meant to be brought to Lisbon or Seville, but from that year
the Portuguese King permitted a direct slave trade with America.??

Notarial records for Seville, Granada and Cérdoba for the years 1500-15
give details of 623 slaves owned by 443 owners. Nineteen nobles owned a
total of 71 slaves, forty-five merchants a total of 66 slaves, and one hundred
and seventy-eight artisans a total of 149 slaves, with others held by a
scattering of professions and institutions.?* By 1565 there were 14,500
African slaves in the bishropric of Seville, where they constituted 3.5 per
cent of the population; in the city of Seville, where the proportion of
African slaves rose to 7 per cent, they still worked as servants to the
wealthy, as assistants to artisans or in the harsh environment of the soap
works. While some of the domestics were female, the artisans and menial
labourers were mostly male. Slaves were generally denied the opportunity
to find partners or have children; to the extent that some few did, their
descendants were probably thought of as servants or dependants. The
numbers of African slaves declined rapidly in the last quarter of the
sixteenth century. The demand for slaves in the Americas had raised prices
on the African coast. In 1570 an African slave could be bought for around
22 ducats in Africa and sold for 64 ducats in Spain; by 1595 the cost of a
slave in Africa had risen to 60 ducats, while the selling price in Spain was
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only 80 ducats — around this time such a slave could be sold in the New
World for 150 ducats.>

In 1556 Castile’s director-general of mines requested permission to
acquire a hundred African slaves for employment in the silver mines at
Guadalcanal. He argued that with an annual mortality rate of 5-6 per cent,
such slaves would cost 17,676 maravedis compared with 19,264 maravedis
for a free worker; the latter, rather well-paid German workers, had
responded to an attempt to lower their wages by going on strike. The
Africans had to work long hours in atrocious conditions; to make this
possible, those put to the hardest work received a daily ration of over two
pounds of bread, one pound of meat and a litre of wine, plus vegetables
and other items. Through one contract in 1560, 88 African men and 12
women aged between eighteen and thirty were purchased for 72 ducats
each; other slave purchases brought the total to 125. Four years later only
73 slaves were still alive, despite the fact that two more had been bought.
Slave numbers dropped to 26 — 21 men and 5 women — in 1570, and to
just 5 when the mines were closed in 1576: American silver production had
rendered exploitation of the Spanish mines uneconomic. Five children born
to the female slaves had been sold off. The employment of slaves had been
more expensive than planned, but in this special branch of economic
activity the investment had been recouped; moreover, in such mining there
were some tasks that were so unpleasant and risky that free workers would
shun them whatever the pay.?¢

The Atlantic islands absorbed an average of just under a thousand slaves
a year, in Curtin’s view. Sio Tomé would have been the largest purchaser,
and was to remain a slave society. Because few female slaves had been
bought, and because of the hard toil in the mills, the slave populations of
the Atlantic islands did not reproduce themselves. Sio Tomé’s estates,
whether they produced sugar or provisions, could be built up by further
purchases, or worked by slaves awaiting shipment to the Americas.?” But
on the other, northerly, Atlantic islands slavery was on the wane by the
close of the sixteenth century, if not before.

Imperial Portugal, Africa, and Atlantic Civilization

The monarchs of Portugal had discovered the potential of commercial
colonialism long before they were able to make good their claim to Brazil.
As early as the beginning of the sixteenth century, royal revenue deriving
from overseas commerce (African gold, slaves and spices; Asian spices
brought by the Cape route; and Atlantic island sugar, dyes and cotton)
comprised no less than two-thirds of the Crown’s total income. In 1515,
when the Asian spice trade was still young, Crown revenues from these
sources comprised 68 per cent of the total.?® About a third of all voyages in
the latter half of the fifteenth century and the early part of the sixteenth
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were directly sponsored by a member of the Royal Family, Dom Manuel I
(1495-1521). Manuel maintained the outposts in North Africa, but gave
primacy to organizing the new trade of the islands and of Sub-Saharan
Africa, and to establishing a direct trade with the East.

The monarch could use commercial profits to turn members of the
nobreza militar and the military orders into royal employees and pension-
ers. In principle, however, the noble-born retained fiscal privileges and
exercised a monopoly over positions of command. Thus the captain of a
Portuguese galleon would have to be a fidalgo, whether or not he had any
skill as a seaman; in fact all matters relating to navigation were reserved to
commoner pilots. Likewise those to whom land was granted for coloniza-
tion were also expected to be fidalgos, though the latter might subcontract
to commoners. Flemish, Italian and German merchants made some invest-
ment in the effort to develop the islands and long-distance trade, but they
were not averse to letting the Portuguese King and his gentleman adventur-
ers take much of the risk. When sugar mills were established some owners
enjoyed special privileges, thanks to their relationship to a donatory or
their rights as a religious order. This was still a regulated form of feudal
business but the royal authorities, their subjects and their foreign partners
found that it had a generally expansive character because of the buoyant,
European-wide markets to which they catered.

Portugal’s role in the trade of the Atlantic and Asia helped to increase
the size of its mercantile community, but this community retained a
decidedly cosmopolitan composition. Portugal itself was too small to
furnish a major market. Italian and Flemish merchants supplied the outset
capital and could market the return cargo. In 1492 Portugal’s trading
community had been strengthened and enlarged when the King agreed to
admit many of the Jews who had been expelled from Castile. Only those
who agreed to Christian conversion were permitted to remain, but — at
least as far as the wealthy and well-connected were concerned — this
requirement was weakened by an understanding that the genuineness or
otherwise of conversions would not be investigated. Portugal’s so-called
‘New Christians’ were a vital force within a maritime empire that was on
the brink of an extraordinary expansion, working as savants in Portugal or
as feitores and independent traders in Asia, Africa or the sugar colonies. In
the 1480s the Jewish astronomer Abraham Zacuto had drawn up a
Regimento do Astroldbio which enabled latitude to be determined from
any part of the globe. Jewish learning continued to inform the work of
navigation, and Jewish commercial networks went on funding voyages even
though Jews were subject to intermittent persecution. In Bruges or Antwerp
most members of the ‘Portuguese nation’ — as Portugal’s mercantile
contingent was known — were New Christians.

The monarchs of Portugal were not keen to see the development of a
strong, and hence self-assertive, Portuguese mercantile community. Such an
entity would have threatened their monopolistic commercial practices, and
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might well have challenged the moves towards royal Absolutism which
were a feature of the reigns of Jodo II and Manuel I in particular. These
monarchs were to find it convenient that Portugal’s mercantile wealth was
largely in the hands of a vulnerable community of New Christians, whose
special status was never erased and which depended on royal protection.
While Jewish commercial success derived from superior know-how, and
far-flung networks of trust, it attracted the envy and resentment of some
Portuguese. The kings of Portugal appeased this sentiment by restrictions
which, echoing the categories of the Spanish Inquisition, reserved official
posts to those who could prove their ‘purity of blood’. The main benefici-
aries of employment in posts of potential gain in the colonies were fidalgos,
usually members of the quite numerous petty nobility. But the vicious
notion of ‘purity of blood’ potentially offered some prospect to any
Christian Portuguese who could prove he had no Jewish — or Morisco —
ancestors.*

In the 1530s the eminent historian and royal counsellor Joio de Barros
wrote that the Africa trade was the Crown’s most dependable source of
revenue:

I do not know in this kingdom any yoke of land, toll, tithe, excise or any other
royal tax which is more certain in each yearly return than is the revenue of the
commerce of Guinea. It is, besides, so peaceful a property, quiet and obedient,
that without our having to stand at the touch-hole of the bombard with lighted
match in one hand, and lance in the other - it yields us gold, ivory, wax, hides,
sugar, pepper, and it would produce other returns if we sought to explore it
further.?

Barros neglected to mention the slave traffic, about which he may have
been uneasy, yet he was otherwise right to stress the diversity of the Guinea
trade — a category that included receipts from Sio Tomé, Principe and the
Cape Verde islands. As it happened, the gold trade was to enter a decline
from about this time, and Portugal’s enjoyment of its colonies was to be
increasingly challenged. Yet the sugar and slave trades compensated for the
decline in gold, and gave Portugal every reason to defend itself against the
interlopers.

In the second half of the sixteenth century, Africa-related and island-
related trade came to loom even larger in Portuguese exchanges because of
problems in Asia and the Ottoman success in serving as a participant in,
and conduit for, East—West trade. By this time Portugal’s African gold trade
suffered from a revived trans-Saharan traffic, from New World production,
and from foreign interlopers. In around 1560 the Mina trade was worth
14.1-18.7 million reis, or about 40,000 ducats, annually; while the slave
trade, and other West Africa trade, reached a value of 34.7 million reis, or
nearly 90,000 ducats. The buoyancy of this commerce reflected the success
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of sugar cultivation, the continuing trade in pepper and, most significantly,
the growing trade to America.*

Slavery and the slave trade had turned out to be crucial to the whole
enterprise of colonization in the Atlantic world. Quite apart from the direct
trade in African slaves there was their critical contribution to gold trading,
the maintenance of the coastal feitorias and the success of sugar-making.
Then, from around 1520, Portugual supplied growing numbers of slaves for
Spanish America, initially delivered to Seville. The fact that large numbers
of slaves were brought to Lisbon for exhibition and sale suggests a brazen
approach. Nevertheless, Manuel and his successors sought to protect them-
selves from charges of religious neglect in the conduct of the trade. In 1513
he obtained permission from the Pope to allow captains of ships sailing for
Lisbon to administer baptism to mortally ill captives, and to erect a font in
Lisbon exclusively for the baptism of slaves. Between 1514 and 1521 the so-
called Ordenagées Manuelinos comprehensively regulated the lives of the
slaves and the conduct of the slave trade. Thus a royal edict of 1519 made
provision for the baptism of slaves in the islands and coastal factories. Rules
were laid down for their accommodation and feeding on board the ships
(though no effective sanction ensured that they were obeyed). There were
also regulations for the baptism of slaves prior to embarkation, though the
provision of religious instruction was seen as a problem. While the spiritual
and material welfare of the captives was the ostensible object of royal
concern, so was control: the decree stipulated that slaves arriving in Sdo
Tomé should be branded with a cross (later changed to a G, the marca de
Guiné), and a tax was payable on each slave. Manuel’s laws were to
constitute a slave code, systematizing previous legislation and reconciling it
with Portugal’s religious and military duties, and diplomatic objectives.>

The Manueline legislation on slavery was part of an attempt to construct
a coherent stance towards the Portuguese role in Africa and the Atlantic.
Portuguese embassies to African rulers were instructed to sound out the
possibility of converting them to Christianity. If such rulers, as sometimes
happened, expressed an interest in acquiring firearms, it was explained that
such a supply could be arranged only for firmly Christian allies. The ruler
of the Kongo accepted baptism in 1491 as Jodo I, but was inclined to
reserve the powerful mysteries of Christianity for his own exclusive use; his
son Afonso I (1506-43) was eventually persuaded to declare Christianity
the official religion of his realm. Young Kongolese princes were sent for
education to Portugal, and one of them was consecrated as a bishop in
1518, with the Pope graciously waiving his reservations at this elevation of
a twenty-four-year-old. The religious bond strengthened military and
commercial ties: a letter from Afonso I to Manuel of § October 1514 spoke
of military assistance received, of slaves sold to the Portuguese, and of other
commercial possibilities.
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In 1514 the ruler of Benin sent an envoy to the Portuguese King
requesting a Christian mission and the dispatch of firearms, and complain-
ing at the slave trading activities of the Portuguese on Principe and Sdo
Tomé. He died before these negotiations could get anywhere. Subsequently
the ruler of the small neighbouring kingdom of Warri accepted conversion,
and offered facilities for Portuguese slave traders, but the recalcitrance
of the Beninois was to remain a problem. The Portuguese authorities
and clergy expended much effort in following up conversions, seeking to
ensure that they were genuine and permanent. This in turn put some
pressure on Portugal to enhance the theological justification for such
actions.*?

In 1513 Manuel received an embassy from the Empress of Ethiopia
promising ‘mountains of provisions and men like unto the sands of the sea’
for the common fight against the infidel. The Portuguese monarch
responded warmly. Protracted and difficult negotiations ensued, including
an unsuccessful attempt to arrange a dynastic alliance. Eventually, in the
1540s, the Ethiopian Emperor Geladewos again asked for Portuguese
assistance in repelling an Ottoman-backed occupation of much of his lands;
a Portuguese expedition of 400 musketeers commanded by Cristovdo da
Gama, son of Vasco, helped the Christian ruler to confront the invaders.
After an initial reverse, in which da Gama was killed, the Christian forces,
skilfully commanded by Geladewos, emerged victorious at the Battle of
Woina-Dega in 1543. The Ottoman move had been blocked, and the
Christian position in the Horn retrieved. Until the early seventeenth century,
when the Jesuits secured a brief and disastrous conversion to Catholicism
of a later member of the Solomonic dynasty, Portuguese hopes continued
to be invested in securing some sort of alliance with the Empire, but the
problems of communication were considerable.>*

Portugal’s only real success with religious colonialism was the kingdom
of the Kongo, and here serious tensions were to develop, stemming from
the pressure of the slave trade and a Portuguese refusal to allow their
Kongolese acolytes more than a token margin of autonomy. The rulers of
the Kongo repeatedly complained at what they saw as the disruptive
activities of Portuguese merchants, breaching their royal monopoly and
failing to respect the Kongolese conception of the legitimate scope of the
slave trade. Afonso wrote to Jodo III in 1526 complaining that the
Portuguese traders who swarmed over his country were robbers and men
of bad conscience: ‘“They bring ruin to the country. Every day people are
enslaved and kidnapped, even nobles, and even royal kinsmen.”**

The Portuguese authorities themselves disapproved of freelance traders
who escaped their own fiscal exactions, many of whom operated from
Luanda, to the south of the Kongo, but in the end the monarchs of both
Portugal and the Kongo found it convenient to tolerate the traders, however
undisciplined or disreputable. The Portuguese found the Pombeiros essen-
tial for the supply of slaves for Sao Tomé or the Atlantic trade, and Afonso
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found that the freelance traders slightly reduced his stifling dependence on
the Portuguese authorities in his relations with the wider world. Thus the
Kongolese King sought to acquire a ship, but was continually fobbed off
with one excuse or another as to why this was impossible or inappro-
priate. Likewise Afonso and his successors wanted the power to appoint
their own bishops, and to have direct relations with the Holy See, but the
Portuguese authorities frustrated and delayed this. Evidently African con-
version was really welcome only if it was subservient to Portuguese
temporal interests and power. In the 1560s the Kongo kingdom was
invaded by the Jagas, a predatory military formation whose war culture,
David Birmingham suggests, may have been shaped by the slave trade. The
Portuguese successfully mounted an expedition to restore the kingdom,
leaving it, for a time, more dependent on Portugal, its traders and clerics
than ever.?¢

From the patriotic piety of Camdes’s Lusiades to the picaresque saga of
Ferndo Mendes Pinto’s The Peregrination, it is clear that in this era the
Portuguese felt that their country’s destiny, its mission to spread the faith,
rendered permissible many a bloody or sordid undertaking. While both
authors, despite their many differences, were impressed by the nobility of
China’s celestial kingdom, in a world menaced by Muslim intrigue they
thought Portugal was justified in resorting to what, in another context,
would be simple piracy. And from Mendes Pinto there is the further implicit
defence that life was a lottery in which the captain must be prepared to
become a slave, just as the slave may hope to become a captain. Despite
their impressive literary qualities, neither the adventurer’s philosophy of
Mendes Pinto, nor Camdes’s more elevated celebration of Lusitanian
courage and virtue, straightforwardly addresses the mundane realities of
the slave trade. Near Angola Camdes’s heroes witness the awesome
spectacle of a gigantic whirlwind sucking up the ocean, but at Sdo Tomé
they simply note with satisfaction the worthy name it bears; during a brief
landing on the African coast the only person kidnapped is a member of the
Portuguese crew, taken by a crowd of Africans.

The Peregrination does address enslavement and abuse, but through the
device of reversal. Mendes Pinto himself is twice enslaved in the opening
chapters. On the first occasion French pirates seize his ship and propose to
sell him to the Moors in North Africa; they are deflected from this only by
the capture of a ship from Sdo Tomé, laden with sugar and African slaves,
which they judge will be most advantageously disposed of in France. On
the second occasion the author is captured by Muslims and auctioned in a
public slave mart in Mocha, later to be sold back to the Portuguese at
Ormuz by a Jewish trader. A popular compilation of accounts of ship-
wreck, many on the African coast involving treks back to a Portuguese
trading post — the Histéria Tragico-Maritima (1535) — showed that Mendes
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Pinto’s notion of enslavement as simply another turn of fortune’s wheel
was no singular conceit. In Portugal’s precocious national drama, snatches
of dialogue allude to the offence of racial stigmatization, but most pieces
simply relayed patronizing stereotypes of blacks.

Yet sixteeenth-century Portugal also produced a trenchant denunciation
of the slave trade in Fernao Oliveira’s Arte da Guerra do Mar (1555).
Oliveira damned his countrymen for being ‘the inventors of an evil trade’
which involved ‘buying and selling peaceable free men, as one buys and
sells animals’, subjecting captives to every species of indignity. He insisted:
‘And in this connection it is no excuse to say that they sell one another,
because he who buys what is wrongly sold is still guilty, and because the
laws of this land and others condemn him. If there were no buyers there
would be no wrongful sellers.” While Oliveira’s treatise was mainly con-
cerned to instruct the Portuguese in better methods of naval warfare, he
considered it necessary to preface this with a denunciation not only of the
slave trade but also of any unprovoked aggression against ‘Moors, Jews or
gentiles who wish to be at peace with us.... To seize lands, to prevent
their cultivation, to capture their people . . . is manifest tyranny.”?”

It is not, perhaps, surprising that the man responsible for this indictment
was soon in trouble with the Inquisition. More puzzling is the publication
of the book in the first place. At this time Oliveira was the newly appointed
director of the University Press at Coimbra. A curious mixture of scholar
and adventurer, he had already been in trouble with the Inquisition for
making remarks critical of the Church and favourable to England’s
Protestant monarchs.*® His knowledge of English, French and Algerian
naval methods seems to have recommended him to Portuguese patrons who
found his unconventional views disturbing. The Arte da Guerra do Mar,
the first published work on the topic, argued for a thoroughgoing profes-
sionalization of Portuguese warships, warning against aristocratic dilettan-
tism and stressing the exacting skills and commitment required of the naval
captain. In this work, and in a later treatise on naval construction, Oliveira
argued that the training, morale and initiative of the crew was also a vital
consideration, and denounced the French galleys, manned by slaves, as
monstrous and ineffective.

At the time when Oliveira wrote, as we have noted, ships of the
Portuguese royal squadron had to be commanded by members of the
nobility, with questions of seamanship delegated to a subordinate pro-
fessional seaman.?® By the 1550s there was good reason to re-examine the
principles governing Portugal’s vital maritime communications, because of
heavy losses at sea. In the years 1541 to 1549 the Portuguese had lost an
annual average of 18 ships to French pirates, a figure which rose to 28
ships annually in 1550 and 1551. During a period when the Crown’s
maritime revenues averaged 500,000 cruzados a year, losses at sea averaged
213,000 cruzados: from piracy, shipwreck, and regular naval engagements.
It is likely that Oliveira won a hearing, despite his unconventional views,
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because he had the knowledge and experience needed to address this
situation. His books served to instruct the Portuguese in the naval tech-
niques of some of their most dangerous foes — the English, French and
Algerians.*® Oliveira’s arguments against the slave trade were to be taken
up by a Spanish cleric, Martin de Ledesma, in his Secunda Quartae (1560),
also published by the University of Coimbra.*! The writings of these two
men feed into a minority tradition of Dominican — and later Jesuit —
questioning of the slave traffic, as subsequent chapters will show.

In the Age of Discoveries Portugal had circumnavigated the globe and
brought its continents into regular communication for the first time. The
Africa and island trade was only a small part of this but, quite unintention-
ally, it began to create elements of a new culture which overflowed the
colonial project. There are increasing references to Fala de Guiné which, at
first, seems to be no more than pidgin Portuguese. This is the language of
many Portuguese seamen, who include black freedmen, of the descendants
of the Portuguese lancados on the African coast, of many inhabitants of the
islands and of the black population of the metropolis. There is already
evidence in the sixteenth century for creole languages on the islands,
representing a fusion of elements of Portuguese, Bini, and Kongo, with
other Bantu lexical contributions. In this new cultural world a diffuse
Christianity mingles with African beliefs, and new dances are referred to —
the mangana, the guinéo, the ye ye, the zarambeque, and so forth. A well-
known slave trader was noted for his rendition of the mangana, a slow, sad
dance. Portuguese municipal legislation begins to regulate or sanction the
festas de negros, seeing in them disorderly possibilities. Workmen and
slaves are prohibited from playing ball games during the working day —
slaves risk a whipping, and whites a double fine if they are caught playing
with blacks. As might be expected, there is black or Afro-Lusitanian song
and music, and the absorption of African words into Portuguese.*?

In architecture and the plastic arts the Manueline period was notable for
a clarity and strength, with a new openness towards Asian or African motifs,
and the depiction of exotic flora and fauna (pineapples, elephants, and the
like), with a profusion of gold leaf — the resulting decorative discordance
has been called Manueline pre-baroque. The early-sixteenth-century Jerony-
mite monastery in Lisbon is a striking and sublime monument to this
style.*

The Portuguese imperial project, kingdom and dynasty were plunged
into crisis in 1578 when the childless young King Sebastido led his forces to
a stunning defeat in North Africa at Alcicer-Quibir, resulting in the death
or capture of a good proportion of the military nobility. The succession
passed to the elderly and childless Cardinal Henrique, and immense sums
had to be raised to redeem the woebegone crusaders in Muslim hands. The
Portuguese House of Avis and the Spanish Habsburgs had long practised a
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courtly species of matrimonial roulette, marrying one another in the hope
that their descendants would inherit the other’s realm. When news arrived
of Sebastido’s death, it seemed that the Habsburgs had won. On the death
of the Cardinal King in 1580 the main claimant to the throne was Philip II
of Spain, a grandson of Manuel, posing a profound threat to Portugal’s
independent existence.

There were mobilizations in Portugal and its possessions against Philip’s
succession and in favour of Don Anténio of Crato. Don Anténio was the
recognized son of Prince Luis de Beja, a brother of Jodo III, and Violante
Gomes, a New Christian, though their union had never been publicly
celebrated. Don Anténio was a Knight of Malta who had fought at the
Battle of Alcdcer-Quibir; managing to make an early escape from his
captors, he had returned to Lisbon to popular acclaim in October 1578.
His candidature was backed by a number of urban, mercantile and colonial
interests, but his followers could not prevent Philip’s forces entering the
Portuguese capital, though Anténio did not leave Portugal until eight
months after the entry of a Spanish army commanded by the Duke of Alba.

In both Portugal and the islands, blacks were noted as taking part in
resistance to the succession of the Spanish King, some of them slaves who
were offered their freedom; some accounts say that Ferndo Oliveira rallied
to Don Anténio. Support for Don Anténio was strong in the Atlantic
islands, and forces loyal to him held out in the Azores until July of 1583.
However, although Don Anténio also received the backing of England and
France, he could not prevent Philip consolidating his hold on the kingdom.
Portugal’s ruling powers, including the religious and military orders with
their investments in the islands, secured guarantees at the Cortes of Tomar
in 1581 that their interests and institutions would be protected by Philip.
With this endorsement armed expeditions were mounted to secure the
loyalty of the Azores, Sdo Tomé, Principe and El Mina, where support for
Don Anténio persisted.**

The Duke of Alba’s troops and the Spanish fleet were convincing
arguments for a Spanish succession — not only because of their preponderant
force, but because Portugal’s dominant class was suffering from a peculiar
crisis of confidence. This blow fell at a time when Portugal was struggling
to retain its hegemony in the East, and faced an interloper problem in the
Atlantic. The King of Spain, with his armadas, his silver, and his Counter-
Reformation zeal, appeared a providential protector to the conservative
sections of the Portuguese possessing classes. Many members of the Atlantic
colonial trading complex had cordial relations with the Dutch and the
English; those who were New Christians, as many were, must have seen a
Spanish succession as ominous. But Spain’s royal authorities soon helped
to cement the loyalty of many Portuguese African traders by greatly
escalating the traffic in slaves.
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From the standpoint of the history of New World slavery, the Portuguese
had developed a source of slave supply unmatched in the New World itself.
The African captives were generally inured to the disciplines of working the
land, and some had useful knowledge of placer mining. They had resistance
to a number of tropical diseases. Drawn from many different peoples and
lacking common ties, they were inclined to adopt at least some of the
language and culture of their owners. The distinctive colour they did share
allowed them to be readily distinguished from Native American and settler
alike. Unlike servants from other parts of Europe, their introduction was
thought to pose only a modest political or religious risk. And while the
ethics of enslaving Indians was soon in question, responsibility for reducing
the Africans to slavery could be pushed back along the chain of purchase
until it was invisible. For these and other reasons, as we will see in the next
chapter, there was a keen demand for African slaves in Spanish America.
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Slavery and Spanish America

Verenundia...
sombre y luz como planeta
pena y dicha como imperio

gente y brutas como selva
paz y quietud como mar
triunfo y ruina como guerra
vida y muerte como duefio
de sentidas potencias

Calderén

‘With what right and with what justice do you keep these poor Indians in such cruel
and horrible servitude? By what authority have you made such detestable wars
against these people who lived peacefully and gently on their own land? Are these
not men? Do they not have rational souls? Are you not obliged to love them as
yourselves?

Fr. Antonio de Montesinos, Santo Domingo, 1511
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Portugal owed its sixteenth-century Empire to oceanic navigation and
naval gunnery. In the New World it was Spain’s ability to conquer the
indigenous Empires that enabled it to play the major role. So far as
mainland Asia was concerned the military balance of power was such as to
rule out European conquest on any but the most modest scale. The same
was true of West Africa, where the Portuguese factories depended on
agreement with local rulers. But in the New World Spain conquered, ruled
and defended huge tracts of territory, while Portugal secured strips of land
along a lengthy coast. Spain acquired by far the greater extent of land in
the Americas, much of it densely populated, while commercial and maritime
enterprise were more important to Portugal. Spain’s Carrera de las Indias
and Manila galleon were instruments of commerce, it is true, but they were
to be subjected to, and constrained by, considerations of imperial strategy;
Portugal’s trading activities required a network of fortified islands and
coastal enclaves, but many of these were not true colonies. Brazil was to be
different, but until 1549 it was settled and run as a string of island-like
coastal enclaves, with populations of a few thousand each and poor
communications with one another (about which more in Chapter IV).

Pierre Vilar has called Spanish imperialism in the New World the
‘highest stage of feudalism’, while for Patricia Seed the ritual of the
‘Requirement’, invoking biblical history to justify conquest and inviting the
native peoples to submit, was an echo of the Muslim practice of jihad.!
Spain’s monarchs aimed to turn conquered peoples into subjects and exact
tribute from them. Whatever the original ideas of Columbus and his
sponsors, the objective was not trade but mines and land, together with
labour that could make them profitable. This was a different modus
operandi from that of the Portuguese in Asia, who certainly practised
forced trade, but found commerce generally more advantageous than
conquest. There was a Caribbean trade in gold objects, cacao, feather
garments, obsidian, and the like but the Spanish made no attempt to foster
it. Instead they captured Indians for forced labour and planned expeditions
to the mainland. Sometimes these raids represented simply a hunt for more
captive labourers. On other occasions, as with several murderous meander-
ings through Florida and Tierra Firme, the Spanish unsuccessfully sought
peasants to lord it over. Formal expeditions of conquest were meant to
include, according to the stipulations of the Requirement, a call to the
Indians peaceably to submit, in which case they would only owe tribute; if
they failed to submit they faced enslavement. The royal authorities soon
discovered that tribute, where it could be exacted from settled populations,
was easier to keep track of than the profits of enslavement, which tended
to accrue to individual colonists.

Cortés and Pizarro succeeded in defeating, demoralizing and taking over
the empires of the Mexica and the Incas. Their expeditions were to take a
dire toll, but succeeded in conquering people and land together. The
conquests pitched small numbers of mounted and armoured soldiers, with
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steel swords and firearms, against warriors armed with stone axes, wooden
shields and cloth armour. Horses and mastiffs contributed to worsting the
defenders while large numbers of native auxiliaries were mobilized by the
invaders. The empires of both the Mexica and the Inca contained large
numbers of subject peoples who rallied to the outsiders. Barely more than
2,000 conquistadores were responsible for these conquests; their caudillos
displayed great boldness, skill and ruthlessness, playing on the tensions
within the Aztec or Inca order. The royal administration subsequently rose
to the challenge of consolidating these gains, developing a formidable royal
bureaucracy to impose a tribute system and bring wayward conquistadores
to heel. The discovery of vast deposits of precious metal furnished both
motive and resources for building an effective central administration.

From the outset the Catholic monarchs were jealous of their providential
new acquisition; Cardinal Ximénez Cisneros, before as well as during his
brief regency, ensured that the Church would be a resource of royal power
— not only a watchdog of orthodoxy, but also the supplier of educated
servants of the Crown, lay as well as clerical. The elements of the system of
empire were elaborated by Charles V, now Charles I of Spain, (1516-56),
and perfected by his bureaucratically minded son Philip II (1556-98). Huge
advances from the Fuggers and Welsers helped Charles of Ghent to secure
his election as Holy Roman Emperor, and make good his claim to be
monarch of Castile and the Indies; the Welsers subsequently obtained the
concession to exploit the pearls and salt of Tierre Firme (Venezuela), while
both German banking houses were to make large advances on American
silver. In 1520-21 the royal power confronted and suppressed the revolt of
the comuneros and of the germanias, which gave expression to the urban,
middle-class and popular forces who felt threatened or neglected by the
new imperial settlement. The great nobles and merchants who controlled
the wool trade, as well as those looking to benefit from the Indies, came to
the aid of the royal power; a timely subsidy was even received from the
Portuguese king.

Once they were firmly back in control, Charles and his ministers asserted
a royal power which respected the particular privileges of aristocrats and
hidalgos, merchants and historic corporations, but reserved for itself the
central levers of power and the mission to impose a general design on
monarchy and empire. The construction of a monarchy of a new and more
universalistic type was briefly associated (roughly 1523-33) with royal
encouragement of the humanist philosophy of Erasmus, prior to wholesale
commitment to militant Counter-Reformation. Charles’s option to become
a truly Spanish king must have been encouraged by news of his expanding
dominions in the Indies. His marriage to a Portuguese princess in 1526
acknowledged the need to take account of new worlds. He sought to use
the resources and prestige of the Spanish Indies to further Habsburg and
Christian goals in the Old World; in 1540 he dragged Herndn Cortés, the
conqueror of Mexico, with him on his expedition to seize Algiers. Whatever
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the subseqent fortunes of the monarchy, the Americas loomed increasingly
large as the ultimate proof of Spanish power.?

The most dignified and senior posts in the service of the Crown, the
viceroys and provincial governors, came to be reserved to members of the
nobility, usually cadet members of the leading families or holders of titles
of the second rank. Some of the early, important viceroys — Mendoza in
New Spain (Mexico) and Toledo in Peru — remained for more than a decade
in their posts, but shorter terms then became more usual. When they had
concluded their term there was an obligatory investigation of their perform-
ance, often conducted with great thoroughness. Below them were various
officials also answerable to the Crown, including the salaried corregidor,
often a lawyer, who had important powers and responsibilities of his own.
Both fiscal administration, hacienda, and justice, dispensed through the
audencias (High Courts), had a parallel apparatus. Each of these instances
employed escribanos to note all decisions and file reports. Towards the
close of the sixteenth century a collection of royal legislation was published
containing 3,500 decrees. While the bureaucracy of the monarquia esparniola
was hampered in Europe by traditional interests and exemptions, in the
New World it proved able to impose itself successfully on both colonists
and colonized. All commercial exchanges between the Old World and the
New were channelled through the Casa de Contratacién established in
Seville in 1503, a historic capital commanding the resources and situation
necessary for the task. The revenues obtained from this trade and from the
sale of concessions and offices related to the Indies, boosted the credit of
the monarchy and enabled it to manipulate the Cortes and other
institutions.

From about 1519 the Council of the Indies met weekly, sometimes with
the King in attendance, to consider the mass of petitions and memoranda
submitted to the royal authority. The great majority of the 249 members of
the Council appointed between 1519 and 1700 were university-educated
letrados, very few of whom had ever visited the Americas; most Presidents
of the Council were members of the nobility. The King could use the
Church, the religious orders and the Holy Office to check the power of
nobles and colonists, or to monitor the performance of officials. The
Spanish Inquisition had two or three thousand people burnt at the stake as
heretics between 1481 and 1530; the great majority supposedly Judaizing
New Christians, but also others accused of adulterating the true religion
with blasphemy, witchcraft or Islam, or with practising sodomy or bigamy.
Between 1560 and 1700, 50,000 cases were investigated for a wide range
of supposed religious offences, resulting in five hundred burnt at the stake,
including some Protestant sympathizers, and many other sanctions, such as
seizure of property. The Inquisition also issued certificates of pureza de
sangre — that is, proofs of Castilian and Christian descent, free from the
taint of Moorish or Jewish blood. The patronato real gave the monarch the
right to present candidates for all religious posts, to authorize the passage
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of clerics to the Americas and, from 1568, to revise all correspondence
between the Vatican and the Indies.

The religious orders were given extensive responsibilities for the spiritual
conquest of the Indians, the invigilation of the colonists and the training of
clerical and lay officials in seminaries, colleges and universities. A militant
new order, the Company of Jesus or Jesuits, founded by a Spaniard, was
entrusted with governance of Indian communities in a string of strategic
areas. While American-born whites gained some representation, very few
Indian or mestizo clerics were recruited, despite a shortage of priests who
could speak the Indian languages. By 1630 Spanish America had 10 High
Courts (audiencias), several hundred municipalities, 5 archdioceses, 29
dioceses, 10 universities, 334 monasteries, 74 convents, 94 hospitals and
23 colegios. Spain’s feudal order had reproduced itself without a crucial
ingredient: a Hispanicized peasantry. Instead, it confronted a majority
Indian subject population, with only a relatively small intermediary layer
of castas.?

African slavery and the Atlantic slave trade eventually made a significant
contribution to the Spanish imperial formula. The introduction of African
slaves to the New World had two aspects from the standpoint of the
metropolitan authorities. First — and always a lively concern — the sale of
licences to introduce Africans raised money for the royal treasury. Secondly,
it helped the colonizing power to supply the urban centres and new
enterprises with a labour force at a time when the indigenous population
had been decimated.

The Conquest led to a catastrophic decline among the indigenous peoples
of the continent. The population of the Americas was perhaps 50 million in
1500, with some estimates much higher, but barely 8 million in 1600. In
the Caribbean the original population of the larger islands resisted enslave-
ment, suffered from disease and overwork, and was either destroyed or
driven to seek refuge out of reach of the conquerors. The populations of
the islands of the Lesser Antilles, mainly peoples known as Caribes, resisted
effectively enough to dissuade the Spanish from bothering to colonize them.
The population of Mexico and Central America fell from 8-15 million in
1520 to a low point of 1.5 million by the middle of the next century. In the
Andes, the other area of intensive cultivation and high density, the
population fell from 9 million or more in the 1540s to under a million by
the next century. The immediate cause of these terrible losses — among the
worst known to history — was the unfamiliar plagues brought by the
conquerors. Within a few decades the microbes that had been incubated
for millennia by the dense populations of Europe, Asia and Africa were
unleashed on the isolated American peoples; smallpox, measles and other
ailments had a devastating impact on those with no resistance to them.
The ravages of disease must have been gravely aggravated by the destruc-
tion of Indian communities, the disruption of established patterns of
agriculture and the conscription of Indian labourers for deadly toil in the
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gold workings, mercury and silver mines, and sugar or cacao plantations.
The administrative vigour of the conquerors contributed to the disaster,
since they sought to concentrate the Amerindian populations in townships
they could control; in doing so they helped to maximize exposure to
disease.*

During the first three or four decades of the Conquest Indians were divided
up by encomienda or repartimiento, and set to work cultivating food for
the conquerors and washing for gold in the rivers and streams. This latter
work is likely to have been particularly destructive because it meant
prolonged immersion in water, increasing vulnerability to many diseases,
and because there was no harvest cycle, with its periods of less intensive
work. The peoples who inhabited the Antilles at the time of the discovery
were hunter-gatherers, unused to the rigours of systematic cultivation, and
now subjected to gold-panning or the notoriously implacable demands of
the sugar mill. The first expeditions sent to the American mainland by the
colonists of the Antilles had slave-raiding as their primary objective; in the
period 1515-42 as many as 200,000 Indians were seized in Nicaragua
alone and brought as slaves to the Antilles.® Yet the death rate was so high
that Santo Domingo and Cuba lacked the labourers needed to maintain
agriculture or support public works programmes. The reckless ferocity of
the colonists was only accentuated by the resistance of Indian peoples. By
the end of the 1530s the settlers’ control of the larger islands of Santo
Domingo and Cuba was menaced by large bands of rebels, some of whom
had been brought to the islands as slaves.

On the mainland itself, Indians who resisted Spanish rule could be taken
into outright slavery. Those Indian communities that submitted were
required to supply foodstuffs, or labour for the roads or mines. Despite the
inroads of disease, this latter method of labour recruitment proved more
reliable, and enabled the conquerors to share the burden of procurement
and invigilation with leaders from within the Indian communities. The
indigenous peoples of the Americas had developed exceptionally high-
yielding crops — maize, manioc, potatoes — which, if intensively cultivated,
permitted a considerable agricultural surplus. The Mexica and their prede-
cessors had intensified cultivation by means of an impressive irrigation
programme; they had also established hegemony over a number of subject
peoples throughout Meso-America. The Inca Empire drew together a
patchwork of peoples in a highly organized and productive system. The
social regime that formed in Spanish Central America and the Andes fused
Pre-Columbian and Hispanic modes of domination and exploitation. Much
of the Mexica ruling class willingly converted to Christianity and offered its
services to the conquerors.® In the Andes many of the local karaka (lords)
of the non-Inca peoples were willing to work with the encomenderos, and
the more astute of the latter gave them an interest in the partnership by
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securing an encomienda for them too. Following the crisis and resistance
provoked by the rapacity and clumsiness of the first conquest settlement,
Francisco Toledo’s tenure as Viceroy of Peru (1569-81) led to the recon-
struction of a communal tribute system based on a detailed census and an
appeal to Inca precedent. The massive resettlement programme he ordered
had a devastating impact on the Indian population, but it did furnish the
labour levies required by the mines and the tribute goods needed to
maintain the imperial establishment.”

Some representatives of Crown and Church were alarmed at the decimation
of the Indian peoples and the rapacity of many of the conquistadores. The
Dominican friar Bartolomé de Las Casas, himself a colonist and an
encomendero, campaigned against the mistreatment of Indians and man-
aged to reach the Court with his representations. The royal authorities
became alarmed at the prospect that the greed and recklessness of the
colonists would stimulate further resistance and revolt. The ‘New Laws’ of
1542 and after abolished Indian slavery and the encomienda system by
which Indians were bound to Spanish masters. (Significantly, the three
mendicant orders rallied to the defence of encomienda in an effort to
ingratiate themselves with the Spanish colonists.)

The Crown promulgated the ‘New Laws’ to curb the pretensions of the
new lords of the Americas and to protect their patrimony from the most
obvious source of devastation. The ending of encomienda was widely
resented by mainland colonists, but the provisions suppressing slavery were
more acceptable, since slave-raiding expeditions from the Caribbean
depleted their available labour force. Once the main centre of gravity of
Spanish America shifted from the islands, reliance on enslavement was
bound to decline. Even the reduced Indian populations of the mainland still
outnumbered their conquerors a hundred to one, while individual Indian
slaves found escape even easier than did those of Hispaniola or Cuba.
Despite official concern, enslavement of Indians did not entirely cease,
especially at the periphery of the region of Spanish control. Those who
revolted, or could be claimed to have done so, remained in danger of
enslavement — but to fix their slave condition they usually had to be taken
far from their place of origin, as were the pueblo Indians brought to the
Isthmus. By 1550, however, slaves were not to be found any more among
the Nahua peoples of Mexico; but there were tlacotli, or black slaves,
owned by Spaniards with sufficient resources.?

African slaves became a strategic resource in the colonization process,
because they were seen as at once more reliable, hardy and flexible than the
indigenous populations, and capable of being directed to weak points in
the imperial system. However, permission for their introduction was given
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cautiously and in small numbers, since there was always the risk that they
would exacerbate the unsettled and delicate situation which prevailed in
the early decades. Up to the year 1550 only some 15,000 African slaves
were legally registered as entering Hispanic America. Some Africans accom-
panied the initial expeditions of conquest, in the retinue of the leading
conquistadores. The first African slaves brought to the New World often
came from the Canary Islands, or the Peninsula itself; in consequence they
could speak Spanish and had adapted their skills to the colonizing society.
In 1510 permission was granted for the export of 250 slaves from Lisbon,
and in 1518 the first asiento was drawn up for slave trading. Slaves were
admitted on a licence for which a fee had to be paid; by contrast Jews,
Moors, foreigners and heretics — indeed, all those not subjects of Castile
and of pure blood — were formally excluded from the Indies. It is quite
possible that there was some contraband trade in slaves, since Portuguese
traders were willing to sell them more cheaply than the official asientistas.
The asiento has sometimes been described as an instrument of Spanish
imperial manpower planning, but this is misleading, since the demand for
slaves came mainly from individual colonists, for private purposes. African
slaves were employed as servants, masons, carpenters, leather-workers,
washerwomen and cooks, as well as on plantations and in the textile
obrajes or workshops, where Indian labour predominated. Royal officials
were certainly among those buying Africans, but these were for employment
in their own households. Some African slaves were brought as esclavos del
rey for work on fortifications and the like, but because they were expensive,
such purchases were generally much less important than those made by
individuals.

Bartolomé de Las Casas, the Dominican who campaigned against abuse
of the Indians, found the enslavement of Africans in the early period
acceptable, and proposed in a text of 1516 that the colonists should be
permitted to introduce Africans in place of Indians. Las Casas recoiled
against the utterly destructive impact of the Spanish colonists’ exploitation
of those entrusted to them, and vividly portrayed the encomendero’s greed,
sexual rapacity and arrogance. The mass of those subject to encomienda,
and even the Indian slaves brought from the mainland, had little commercial
value; their lives were consumed in a year or two of forced labour, and they
were prevented from caring for their families. There was a small population
of the offspring of Spaniards and Indian women, but they were excluded
from the encomienda system.

Las Casas wrote that he first ‘began to consider’ how unchristian was
the treatment of the Indians when he heard a sermon in 1511 given on a
text from Ecclesiasticus chapter 34, verses 21 and 22: ‘“The bread of the
needy is their life. He that defraudeth him thereof is a man of blood. He
that taketh away his neighbour’s living slayeth him, and he that defraudeth
the labourer of his hire is a bloodletter.” In the conditions of the early
Spanish conquest the biblical imagery had a quite literal application. The
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colonists were destroying the Indians by brutality and overwork. As more
and more were brought from the mainland simply to provide a labour
force, and as resistance was cruelly crushed, the colonists themselves were
clearly agents of destruction, without which the fevers, maladies or melan-
choly would have had no opportunity to cut down the Indians in such
fearsome numbers. In 1516 the situation of the Africans seemed different
to Las Casas. They survived life in the islands as well or better than
Spaniards. They had a legal status with some rights, defined in Spanish law.
They were treated like servants, but esteemed because they knew how to
look after themselves and, by extension, how to look after their owners.
Far removed from their native land, they were regarded by colonists as
more dependable than the fickle and treacherous Indians; a few earned
manumission and even minor office. When they were put to hard tasks,
Africans carried them out effectively. But in the 1520s, when groups of
Africans were put to the harsh labour of gold-panning or the sugar works,
there were reports that they, too, had been driven to revolt or escape.’

Las Casas was to revise his views on the acceptability of African slavery
as larger numbers became available, and as they were subjected to the most
exacting employments. His change of heart represented partly a deepening
of his hostility towards the colonists; but it was also in tune with the notion
he had found in Ecclesiasticus that man should not be deprived of all
benefit from his own toil. The ‘humanist’ inspiration of his views was
rooted in a notion that ‘all the nations of the earth are men’, which entailed
not only ‘the faculty of reason’ but also the ability and need to live by ‘the
sweat of their brow’ and the right to receive at least a part of the fruit of
their labour, as did the peasant or artisan. Since the urge to exploit was
very evident in the demand for Amerindian and African labour, this
emphasis lent significant reinforcement to the argument from reason. At
the end of his life Las Casas wrote that he bitterly regretted ever having
recommended the introduction of more African slaves, and was unsure
whether God would pardon him for this. While the Dominican’s represen-
tations on behalf of the Indian chimed in with royal concerns, his retraction
concerning the Africans had no impact on imperial policy.*°

The rate of importation of Africans increased as the century progressed,
because Indian slaves were unavailable in the main centres and because the
Spanish colonists had the money to pay for them. Since the authorities were
slow to respond, privateers and interlopers from England and France began
to practise a contraband slave trade in the middle decades. Yet the
privateers’ main interest was in attacks on silver and gold transports. The
defensive reflex they engendered proved inimical to the interests of a
broadly based exporting economy, and the more extensive slave trade that
might have been linked to it.

While there had been a dreadful decline in the size of the indigenous
populations, it is important to register that the latter still posed a potential
threat to the conquerors. Moreover, for a considerable period their insti-
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tutions preserved their vitality. The Spaniards had great need of intermedi-
aries and subordinates. Africans often fitted the bill excellently: their facility
with languages and lack of Castilian rigidity could make them particularly
effective.

False Start in the Caribbean

The fate of New World slavery was to be bound up with the fortunes of
plantation agriculture, yet in Spanish America plantation development
stumbled after a modest start. From the early days of Columbus in
Hispaniola the colonists sought to develop a commercial plantation agricul-
ture, using mainly Indian slaves at first and then switching to Africans,
some with experience in sugar-making. The Discoverer himself, and other
members of his family, set up sugar plantations. There was nothing
demeaning about engaging in such an enterprise. Columbus would have
been aware of the illustrious and profitable precedents set by the Venetian
Cornaro family, one of whose members reigned as Queen of Cyprus, and
by Dom Henrique in Madeira. Cortés was to follow suit in Mexico, setting
up sugar plantations in Morelos and near Veracruz. By mid century there
were scores of sugar plantations in Spanish America, some of them worked
by more than a hundred slaves, yet little sugar was dispatched to Europe.
The ingenios of Hispaniola developed a capacity similar to that of the
Canary Islands, but their early progress was hampered by Indian revolts,
the expense of buying slaves and the danger of corsair raids. So long as
they enjoyed special immunities and political influence, vice-regal families
probably found plantation investment a reasonable proposition, but the
cost of buying the slaves and sugar-making equipment for a plantation
capable of producing the best sugar was immense.

The core of ingenio labour came to be supplied by several score of
African slaves. The early ingenios consumed the lives of Indians, and they
were subsequently banned from this work; even if they continued as an
auxiliary labour force in the cane fields, it was deemed necessary to acquire
an expensive African slave crew for the sugar works. Oviedo, writing in
Santo Domingo in 1546, estimated the cost of setting up a sugar estate at
10,000-15,000 ducats, and estimated that one of the largest in the colony
was worth 50,000 ducats. In the early years of Charles V the annual income
of the Marquis of Mondejar, a grandee of Spain, was 15,000 ducats, while
the income of the Duke of Medina-Sidonia, one of the two or three
wealthiest magnates, was 55,000 ducats.!’ Such money could have been
found if a reasonable calculation of risks, costs and revenues yielded
satisfactory results. The authorities, aware of the difficulties of running a
sugar estate, created the privilegio del ingenio, which prevented the assets
of an ingenio, including its slaves, from being seized for debt. Prior to the
silver expansion of the 1570s, official encouragement of the sugar industry
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included special loans and tax exemptions, but such measures had few
lasting results. Once the dimensions of the silver flood became clear, the
perceived urgency of plantation development in the Caribbean declined. At
their peak, in 1558, the Spanish islands sent 60,000 arrobas of sugar to
Seville, but in the last decades of the sixteenth century Caribbean sugar
exports to Europe were negligible.”

The Caribbean sugar estates faced two big problems: defending the sugar
estate and marketing their sugar. French or English privateers were mainly
interested in gold or silver, but would happily plunder the ingenios and any
ship carrying sugar. The sugar estates set up in Peru and Mexico were
situated inland, and were far easier to defend. They catered essentially for
an American market, and their fortunes fluctuated with those of the new
colonial social formations. Indeed, it is a tribute to the wealth of sixteenth-
century Mexico and Peru that they could sustain even a modest sugar
industry. The mills established in Morelos, with an annual productive
capacity of 250 tons of sugar, were far from the sea but near Mexico City.
This orientation to an inherently limited colonial market was encouraged
by the workings of the metropolitan Casa de Contratacién and by the
expensive and cumbersome carrera de las Indias, or fleet system. The
Spanish fleets, with their regular but infrequent sailings and high charges,
were geared to the transport of specie, not to a trade in plantation products.
One of the potential advantages of the Caribbean as a sugar-producing
locale, as compared with the Canaries or Madeira, was that the harvest
period extended over nearly six months; but a system of annual fleets could
not allow producers to exploit this. Official concern to sponsor a sugar
industry did not extend to a preparedness to disrupt the flota or tamper
with Seville’s monopoly.'® Space on the returning fleets often had to be
rationed. In the seventeenth century a modest sugar industry developed
under the protection of Havana’s impressive fortifications; local officials
were, we learn, ‘accused of permitting’ the dispatch to Seville of 13,500
arrobas annually between 1635 and 1640. A study of twenty ingenios in
mid century finds that they had small slave crews: six had fewer than 9
slaves, ten between 10 and 19, two between 20 and 29 and two between
30 and 39."

The silver of Peru had to be carried across the Central American Isthmus,
dispatched from there by means of a well-armed escort to Havana, where
it would meet the silver fleet from Veracruz on the Mexican coast and then
sail on to Spain. By mid century the swarm of French and English privateers
lay in wait to prey upon the fleets and to sack the ill-defended Spanish
Caribbean settlements. Having lost their indigenous population and modest
gold deposits, Santo Domingo and Cuba were abandoned by the mass of
Spanish colonists, who left to seek their fortune on the mainland. Away
from the direct line of the silver route, and sometimes even quite close to it,
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the Spanish colonists lacked means of defence. By 1560 it was said that
Santo Domingo, capital of Hispaniola, was the only municipality in the
Spanish Caribbean whose militia could muster more than 200 men and
boys. Some of the remaining population engaged in a smuggling or barter
trade with the privateers, but the products involved were hides, provisions
and tobacco; sugar estates were too vulnerable and too visible to sustain
themselves mainly by contraband. Defiant Indians and runaway slaves,
African as well as Indian, were to be found in many places, and they, too,
engaged in exchanges with the privateers.!*

In the first instance the cimarrones of the Caribbean were rebellious
Indian slaves, but the term was soon extended to Africans who had escaped
beyond the reach of Spanish power, whether or not they were linked to the
Indian rebels. Spain controlled the core areas of the former Mexica and
Inca empires, the mining districts and a series of strategic coastal regions
and harbours. But there were large areas that they did not control. Many
of the Indian nations of both South and North America had harried and
expelled invading columns. For example, the resistance of the Araucanians
denied Spain control of southern Chile. Outside the areas of Spanish
conquest, the spread of herds of cattle and of horses furnished the Indian
peoples with new resources which they quickly learned how to employ and
mobilize against the invader. In the areas which had successfully repulsed
the Spanish, fugitive blacks were often no more welcome than intruding
Spanish colonists. But in several parts of the larger Caribbean and coastal
area a modus vivendi was sometimes negotiated between hard-pressed
Indian communities and groups of fugitive Africans. The latter were most
often found adjacent to regions where slaves had been conscripted to the
hardest labour, such as on the Caribbean islands, where slaves worked on
sugar estates or construction projects, or near the central American Isthmus
at Panama, where slaves were used as porters carrying heavy loads from
one shore to the other. Inland from the salt pans and Tierra Firme, or the
Spanish Main of South America, there were also groups of cimarrones. In
some cases these fugitive Africans were said to be Muslims; certainly
Muslim captives would have had an extra reason for escaping the clutches
of the Spanish. In others escaped or shipwrecked Africans would ally with
an Indian people, grateful for African help against the Spanish and other
enemies, as happened in Esmeraldas on the Pacific coast of South America
or in parts of the Lesser Antilles. The conflicts which erupted within the
republica de esparioles, or between the conguistadores and the Crown, also
furnished the occasion for revolt among slaves introduced to the mines,
estates and workshops of New Granada and New Spain.'¢

The French and the English were greatly envious of Spain’s mineral wealth.
and continually sought to intercept it. The bolder privateers and pirates
gradually came to develop contacts with several large communities of
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cimarrones in the vicinity of Panama, cemented by a trade of weapons and
tools for victuals, skins and, perhaps, tobacco. By the 1560s French
privateers, often Huguenots commissioned by Admiral Coligny, would raid
the Spanish towns of the Isthmus in association with the cimarrones.
Francis Drake’s expedition to the Isthmus in 1572-73 was going badly
until this former slave trading captain struck up an alliance with a force of
thirty blacks who knew the country, had good intelligence of Spanish
movements, and were connected to a mixed cimarrén and Indian com-
munity that was about three thousand strong. Their help was critical in an
ambush which seized a mule train laden with silver and gold bound for
Nombre de Dios. Later that same year, joined this time by the Huguenot
privateer Le Testu, Drake and the cimarrones struck once again, making
off with much of the specie carried by another mule train. The Spanish
authorities in Panama reported: ‘This league between the English and the
Negroes is very detrimental to this kingdom, because, being so thoroughly
acquainted with the region and so expert in the bush, the Negroes will
show them methods and means to accomplish any evil design they may
wish to carry out.’'”

Acting on the correct supposition that Drake hoped to win local allies
for further assaults on Spanish wealth, and that his example would inspire
other predators, the Spanish authorities mounted savage attacks on those
cimarrén settlements which they could reach, and apprehended some
English sailors who had remained with them. After protracted and indeci-
sive campaigns the Spanish commanders eventually offered a treaty to the
cimarrones whereby they would be granted a self-governing pueblo on the
Rio Chepo, on condition that they break relations with the English and
agree to return any fugitive slaves who sought refuge with them. These
terms were agreed to, and — at least so far as the first was concerned —
complied with. When Drake returned to the Isthmus in 1596, the cima-
rrones refused to collaborate with him.?® This satisfactory response no
doubt encouraged the authorities to continue authorizing the large-scale
import of Africans.

Between 1550 and 1595 only some 36,300 African slaves were imported
by Spanish America, according to official records. But given the size of the
African slave population of Mexico and other parts of Spanish America, it
is certain that contraband increased the total by an indeterminate but
possibly large number. Hawkins had little difficulty selling hundreds of
African captives on each of his three voyages to the Caribbean; it is also
known that there was much smuggling on the coasts of Tierra Firme and
Mexico, with the involvement of Portuguese and Spanish traders as well as
French and English. However, the really massive importation of slaves
certainly did not occur until the period 1595-1640, during which time no
fewer than 268,600 slaves were introduced to Spanish America, according
to the official records. This large-scale influx reflects colonial demand for
African slaves and the increased readiness of the Spanish Crown to cater to
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it. The Spanish authorities continued to regulate imports by means of
asientos. In this case the asiento constituted a licence to sell a given number
of slaves, and was sold to a foreign, usually Portuguese, merchant.’® The
same word was used to describe the great majority of contracts and loans
negotiated to cover royal outgoings. Permission to trade in slaves was thus
regarded as a tangible asset comparable to the right to receive the yield of a
tax or of the royal fifth.

The Peninsular authorities were eager to maximize the flow of gold and
silver across the Atlantic — in licensing a larger slave traffic they could do
so in ways which, they believed, strengthened their hold on the New World.
By this time Spanish America was reducing its purchases of Spanish food-
stuffs and manufactures, because of the rise of local production — or because
of a preference for luxury items produced in other countries. The slaves
purchased from Portugal raised direct cash for the Crown, and enriched a
kingdom now also ruled by the Spanish monarch. Some Africans were
directly introduced to build fortifications, and reinforce the imperial communi-
cations, in areas of severe depopulation. Those slaves who had survived the
march to the African coast and the ‘middle passage’ already had immunity
to the most dangerous diseases. African slaves or their descendants came to
comprise a third or more of the population in the colonized coastal
lowlands of the circum-Caribbean region. They were engaged as an urban
labour force or for work on plantations; those who gained their freedom
could be enrolled in the militia. The absolute numbers of slaves in the
Caribbean was considerably smaller than those absorbed by the great vice-
royalties in the mainland, but they were of strategic significance.

Some idea of the overall contribution of African slavery to the coloniza-
tion of the Hispanic New World Empire is gained by comparing slave
imports to free Spanish immigration. In the early period the numbers of
Spaniards entering the New World exceeded slave imports; while the latter
totalled at least 60,000 up to 1595, net immigration of Spaniards was
around twice as large. But from 1595 there is an official record of some
4,000 African slaves being sent to the New World each year, compared
with Hispanic immigration of around 3,000 a year, some of whom would
later return. Down to the 1640s African slave imports exceeded net
European immigration to Spanish America by a considerable margin. Until
1596 the New World was kept as a Castilian preserve; other nationalities,
including other subjects of the Spanish Crown, were formally excluded
from settlement there. Even after that date no Spaniard legally travelled to
the New World without a licence signed by the monarch himself; royal
licences covered more than one person, but — soldiers and clerics excepted
— averaged three per licence. The would-be emigrant needed to petition the
corregidor or alcalde of his birthplace for proof of purity of blood, to
supply testimonials from six witnesses, confirmed by three notaries, and to
furnish the royal licence or a certificate establishing that it had been
approved and awaited only the royal signature. Those prepared to take a
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risk, and at considerable expense, could acquire fake documents. Given
these precautions, the cost of travel, and loss of earnings meanwhile, it is
amazing that over 3,000 people a year left the Peninsula; a figure only to
be explained by the excitement and resources associated with silver and
gold, and the ability of those already in the New World to help their
relatives.? Spain itself suffered a severe loss of population in the latter part
of the sixteenth century, with particularly bad plagues in the 1590s, so
there was less pressure to emigrate.?!

African slaves had no prior entanglement in Europe’s dynastic, religious or
national rivalries: if they were properly handled they could buttress rather
than undermine the power of Madrid. The Crown itself introduced slaves
to the Americas for use in public works. Slaves constructed impressive
fortifications throughout the Spanish Caribbean. They laboured in arsenals,
chandlers, copper mines, logging camps, shipyards and provision grounds.
Despite declining power in the Old World, and serious blows suffered in
the New, Spain successfully defended the major sea lanes and Caribbean
harbours. In the sixteenth century galleys were used to some effect against
the privateers. In the early seventeenth century the Armada de Barlovento,
whose warships were locally constructed out of hardwoods, continuously
patrolled the Caribbean, and came to be feared by the smugglers and
privateers. Cuban naval construction came to rival that of Northern Spain.
In 1610 slaves comprised almost half of Cuba’s population of 20,000, and
furnished some of the skilled labour required by the royal arsenals and
shipyards.??

Portuguese traders had always been essential to fulfilling the asientos
even when these had been conferred on German Welsers or the Genoese.
Following the Union of 1580 large contracts were sold directly to the
Portuguese, to the considerable profit of the Crown. Finding ways to gather
in as much as possible of the specie mined in the Americas was becoming
ever more difficult. The colonists now produced their own wine, olive oil,
leather goods and textiles, with results that undermined Spanish exports.
But one transatlantic product — African slaves — was in ever greater demand
as the Spanish confronted a worsening labour shortage. In 1561, as the first
phase of the silver boom got under way, the value of Africans sold to
Spanish America had been equivalent to 22.5 per cent of Peru’s entire
output of precious metal. In 1595 a Portuguese merchant contracted to pay
900,000 ducats to the Spanish treasury to acquire an asiento giving him the
right to import 38,250 slaves over a nine-year period; around this time
royal revenues from American silver were running at 2 million ducats
annually.?® The asientista himself sold shares in his licence piecemeal to
particular slave traders and commercial backers. The terms of the asiento
itself echoed the provisions of the original Portuguese slave trading licences;
permission was granted for a given period to introduce for sale so many
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piezas de Indias, with each pieza supposedly equivalent to one prime male
slave and infants and women as fractions of a pieza. Although male slaves
outnumbered female slaves by about three to one, traders usually sought to
exceed the numbers stipulated in their licence by invoking the pieza
calculations.

The Antilles and Mexico had taken a large proportion of the slaves
imported by the Casa de Contratacién up to 1589. A survey of slave
imports by port of entry for the years 1595-1640 (see Table III.1) shows a
new pattern.

Table III.1  Spanish American Slave Imports 1595-1640

Port of Entry Slave Imports
Cartagena 135,000
Veracruz 70,000
Other Caribbean 19,644
Buenos Aires 44,000
Total 268,664

Source: Enriqueta Vila Vilar, Hispanoamérica y el comercio de esclavos, Seville 1977, p. 226.

The slaves sold to the islands were few now compared with the numbers
going to Mexico (Veracruz) and Cartagena, a port which supplied slaves to
Peru, Venezuela and Columbia. No doubt the key reason for the salience of
Mexico and Peru as destinations for African slaves lies quite simply in the
fact that these were the centres of wealth and administration in Spanish
America. Slaves helped to sustain the vice-regal capitals at Lima and
Mexico City at a time when the indigenous population had suffered its
severest decline. African slaves were employed as servants, overseers, skilled
labourers, gardeners and general labourers, often in preference to Indians.
The New World Spaniard regarded possession of African slaves as a badge
of rank. They also worked as artisans and as labourers for construction
projects. The textile workshops (obrajes) employed slaves, sometimes
supervising the work of Indians, who were skilled weavers and cloth-
makers. Another advantage of slave workers, whether in town or country-
side, was that they could be subjected to continuous labour, while Indian
repartimiento labourers had to be returned to their communities after an
interval.

In 1636 the inhabitants of Lima numbered 27,394, of whom 14,481
were black or mulatto — that is, African slaves or their descendants. By
1650 the total black population of Lima had grown to 20,000, of whom
about a tenth were free. Other towns and ports of South America, such as
Cartagena, Arica and Quito, all had a high proportion of slaves in their
populations. In 1570 the population of Mexico City was said to comprise
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8,000 Spaniards, 8,000 black slaves and 1,000 mulattoes, with not dissim-
ilar proportions in the smaller towns like Veracruz, Guadalajara, Merida
and Puebla. Indians shunned the towns, whether for cultural or epidemio-
logical reasons, leaving black slaves as the principal labouring force within
them.?*

Silver and Revenue: Exploitation without Enslavement

While most African slaves were to be found in the cities and along the lines
of communication, they were also present in some of the mining districts.
A census of those working in several important Mexican mines in 1570
notes the presence of 3,690 slaves, 1,850 Spaniards and 4,450 Indians; by
1597 the workforce of a similar list of Mexican mines comprised 296
Spanish mine owners, 1,022 slaves, 4,610 Free Indians, 1,619 repartimiento
Indians, with a request for 2,544 more Indian workers.>* In the Andean
region the mita system of forced or tributary labour, a modified version of
the Inca tribute system, supplied the basic labour force for the mines,
though often not in sufficient quantity.

The mitayos were paid a daily rate in silver, linked to output targets, by
the holders of mining concessions: access to this cheap labour was part of
the value of a concession. Most of the mitayo’s silver earnings had to be
passed over to the royal officials as part of the tribute owed by their
community. The various Indian communities were obliged to send labourers
for four-month stints in the mines to cover their quota; these labourers
would arrive with some food for their stay, but in order to cover the costs
of their subsistence they had to extend their period of work in the mines,
working in rotation one week towards their mita service, two weeks as
mingados, at a slightly better rate. The mitayos were allotted the hard but
unskilled work of digging for the ore in shafts and galleries hundreds or
thousands of feet into the mountain. The more skilled work of milling,
treating and smelting the ore was performed by free workers. From the
earliest days the Spanish relied on the yanaconas, bondsmen in the Inca
system who had often rallied to the conquistadores, to provide skilled
labour in the mines. A survey of the Potosi labour force in 1603 noted
4,780 mitayos, 11,020 mingas and 43,200 free workers; however, while all
the mitayos and mingas were in the mining economy proper, this was the
case for only 2,000 of the free workers.?¢

The Spanish authorities claimed the royal fifth from the mine owners,
later reduced to a tenth, as well as collecting tribute from the mita. The
tribute system also supplied a flow of basic foodstuffs and some clothing
which, in turn, could be sold to the population of the mining districts. The
free miner of Mexico or the Andes received a silver wage which would have
looked impressive in Europe, but the miners and their families had to pay
dearly for food, clothing, work tools, and shelter; any spare cash was spent
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on coca or chocolate. The political economy of the mining regions was
such that the Indians who dug, smelted and refined the silver ended up with
none of it, while the Spaniards, who did no productive work as such, ended
up with all the precious metal. Around this time the Spanish arbitristas
began to complain that Spaniards were the Indians of Europe, by which
they meant that they did all the hard work of colonization while others,
who supplied Spain with manufactures and foodstuffs, reaped all the profit.

The question must be asked: why were African slaves not more widely used
in the silver mines? If the wages of a mitayo or mingado worker are
compared with the price of a slave, then it could seem that there were some
economic reasons why they should have been used. A mitayo had to be
paid 3-and-a-half reales a day, the mingado 4 reales. Thus in one year the
mingado cost/earned 1,224 reales or 154 pesos. The wages of free, skilled
workers were considerably higher, though part of their reward was in the
form of ore they kept. Before 1570 the price of a prime male slave in
Spanish America was in the range 150-300 pesos, rising to 300-500 pesos
over the subsequent half-century.?” In Potosi slaves were never a significant
part of the labour force, while in Mexico, where they once formed nearly a
fifth of the mining workforce, their numbers dwindled after 1570.

It was said that Africans were unsuited to the climate of the Andes. But
in addition to the cost of buying a slave, which might have been recovered
in a few years, there were heavy subsistence costs that would have
consumed most of the slaves’ daily earnings. The mining city, with an
estimated population of 160,000 in the early seventeenth century, was set
on the barren altiplano, and most of its food had to be brought great
distances; it could be fiercely cold, so heavy clothing was obligatory. The
master who kept his slave at work in the mine would have to feed and
clothe him at the high prices prevailing in the mining region, and could not
expect the slave to fend for himself by gardening, as happened elsewhere.
The small numbers of slaves brought to Potosi were servants or craftwork-
ers. The economic motives prompting owners not to send their slaves to the
silver mines also help to explain why this work, though paid, was unpopular
with the Indians too. The colonial state itself profited from the high cost of
living in the altiplano by selling clothing and provisions to the mitayos and
free workers — this food and clothing having been extracted as tribute from
the indigenous communities in the first place.

However, the intervention of the state, important as it was, did not fully
solve the problem from the point of view of the holders of mining
concessions, since it left them face to face with the demands of the free
workers. While their profits were very high during the years of the early
bonanzas, they later found themselves squeezed by taxes and wages. By the
early seventeenth century several mine concessionaires did introduce Afri-
cans, partly as supervisors to extract more intense labour from their mitayos
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or mingados and partly as a lever to help them depress the wages of the
free workers. This seems to have happened more in Huancavelica and
Castrovirreyna than in Potosi, perhaps because living expenses were not so
high in the former. Nevertheless, the African slaves still did not become the
main labour force in any part of the Andes. The Spanish entrepreneurs
found another way of lowering the cost of free labour by offering the
usufruct of land to the free workers. The increasing numbers of foresteros
— Indians who had deserted oppressively taxed communities — raised the
competitive pressure within the ranks of the free workers, leading some to
accept land in exchange for labour obligations. In this way the colonial
entrepreneurs were able to turn to their own advantage the exploitative
pressure of the colonial state through its taxes or levies.?®

Although they were less renowned than the silver mines, the Spanish
colonial obrajes were also a considerable economic feat, supplying most of
the clothing used on the altiplano. A study of one centre of obraje
production, Quito, reveals an industry drawing on the labour of 10,000
Indian workers and producing textiles worth a million pesos each year. In
the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries Indian labour was
communally supplied using the mita system, but as the industry developed
labour was also drawn from so-called voluntarios, who were enmeshed in
a system of debt-bondage and received only wages in kind. The encomen-
deros of Quito had rights either to communal labour or to a cash equivalent,
with the existence of communal labour dues helping to depress the wages
of other workers. Tyrer writes: “The depressed wages of the obraje workers
and payment in kind restricted the development of the cash economy in
Quito and completely eliminated any possibility of the expansion of the
domestic market which is usually associated with manufacturing.’*

One of the charges which the Indian communities were forced to pay,
and which obliged them to find workers for the obrajes, was the salaries of
the Spanish officials who organized labour conscription. A contemporary
observer is quoted as commenting that for the community, ‘to pay the
foremen and impressor who brings the Indians, uprooting and violently
incarcerating them, is like paying to be beaten, as they do in Turkey’.*°
This pointed observation testifies to the ruthless exploitation embodied by
the obrajes, and to the Spanish attempt to manufacture a threadbare moral
economy to cloak it. Among the personnel whose salaries had to be met
were the recogedor, responsible for delivering the mitayos; the alguaciles, a
steward or bailiff; the protector de los naturales, and the priest. The Indian
caciques themselves could also share modestly in the encomendero’s profits.
With tribute labour, or leveraged labour, available from the Indian villages,
African slaves were rarely employed in Quito.
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Slaveholding in a Baroque Empire

In one region African slaves did form the main labouring force involved in
the extraction of specie: they panned for gold in the rivers and creeks of
New Granada (Western Colombia). Around 1590 about a thousand slaves
a year were purchased by those who owned the placer mines, presumably
because Indian tribute or wage labour was not available here, and because
slaves could grow their own food. The slaves were organized into cuadrillas,
or labour gangs, under the direction of a capitan. They were permitted to
work one day a week on their own account; they were also given plots of
land, piezas de roza, on which they could grow food. At harvest time half
the cuadrilla would be detailed to help bring it in. Ownership of labourers
had priority over mining claims, and the sefior de cuadrilla would be
allotted stretches of land and river to work commensurate with his labour
force. The slave population of the region did not grow as fast as might be
expected — partly because of high mortality and sexual imbalance, but also,
though to a lesser extent, because some slaves were eventually able to
purchase their own freedom. Adult slaves were not expected to last more
than seven or eight years in this work; if by the end of that time some had
saved up enough to buy their freedom, the owner was doubly rewarded.
The employment of slave labour in the placer mines was also assisted by
the fact that gold, produced in more modest quantities than silver,
maintained its value.?!

The Spanish authorities liked to encourage each constituent caste — colon-
ists, blacks and Indians — to maintain a distance from one another. There
were laws banning Africans from Indian districts. Yet the shortage of
Spanish and African women led to sexual unions and even marriage across
the caste barrier. The children of Indian mothers and African fathers were,
of course, free. Slave women were more likely to be manumitted than men;
some married Spanish colonists, though there were regulations which
sought to ban free black women from dressing like Spanish women. The
regulations issued by the Spanish authorities were often ignored. In
principle slaves enjoyed some of the provisions of the Siete Partidas, such
as being able to appeal to be sold to another master because of unduly
harsh treatment. In practice the slave needed the intercession of some
powerful person or organization to have any hope of invoking such rights.
The Inquisition very occasionally cited mistreatment of slaves in its indict-
ments of those suspected of heresy. In other cases the baroque structure of
Spanish administration, with separate instances encouraged to check and
invigilate one another, offered opportunities to a few urban slaves to
register a complaint. Thus the audiencias might sometimes appoint inspec-
tors to investigate working conditions in the textile workshops in Mexico
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or the mines in Peru. In a study of hearings by the Holy Office in Mexico
concerning mistreatment of slaves, only three cases between 1570 and 1650
resulted in a penalty for the master; two of these concerned the same
master. Even extreme cruelty elicited only a fine and a recommendation
that the slave be sold to another master. Two cases where slaves were killed
led to no recorded sanction. Urban masters may have been a little less likely
to abuse their slaves, aware that there was a slight chance of an embarrass-
ing case being lodged against them by a neighbour or visitor; no cases were
brought against rural slaveholders.??

In some parts of Spanish America slave cultivation of tropical staples did
get under way, but little of it reached Europe. In the Caracas region of
Tierra Firme slaves were put to work cultivating cacao. The slaveowners
needed to own no more than a handful of slaves who could be offered the
usufruct of a plot of land in exchange for tending the cacao bushes. During
the intervals between harvests the bushes needed only weeding and water-
ing; a detachment of slaves could be sent to plant more bushes. In the first
place the market for cacao was, once again, mainly found in the Americas,
with both Indian and criollo consumers. In Mexico cacao beans were
widely used as a currency, with fifty beans counting as one real. The New
World taste for chocolate spread gradually to the Old. Small and expensive
quantities were dispatched via the Carrera, and some cacao was also sold
to privateers. However, a taste for sweetened and spiced chocolate devel-
oped at the Madrid Court in the latter half of the sixteenth century, where
it was both a drink permitted during periods of fasting and an accessory of
aristocratic elegance. From Spain it spread to other baroque Courts, notably
to the French Court after the arrival of Anne of Austria in 1615, retaining
an aristocratic and clerical aroma for some time thereafter.>> In the 1580s
and 1590s the Dutch were barred from the salt of Setabal, and sought to
compensate for this by sailing to the large salt deposits along the Venezuelan
coast; they supplemented the exploitation of this resource with a smuggling
traffic in hides, tobacco and cacao.

The Spanish colonists in Central America also found it profitable to
engage a parcel of slaves to gather and process indigo or logwood dye.
These were products of the lowland tropical zone, to which it was thought
Africans were acclimatized. The extraction of the dyes required harsh,
unremitting labour, and could be easily invigilated, features which further
adapted it to slave labour; in Amsterdam this work was reserved for
prisoners.** In some areas of the Spanish Caribbean slaves may have been
used to grow tobacco, though to begin with this was usually a crop grown
by Indians or free settlers. Spanish Caribbean colonists had few qualms
about smuggling, and were happy to sell tobacco, hides and skins to the
Dutch and English. But the long-running battle between the Spanish
authorities and the privateers made for an insecure environment which did
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not favour large-scale plantation slavery. Sugar plantations, with their
costly and conspicuous equipment, were particularly vulnerable to attack,
and mostly sheltered within range of the Spanish strong points. The
seriousness of the inroads of corsairs and smugglers led the Spanish
administration forcibly to evacuate the population of Northern Hispaniola
in 1603, dismantling all buildings as they left; the Spanish settlements in
this region were officially regarded as so many privateer and smuggling
havens.

One of the principal products of contraband by this time was tobacco,
much of it cultivated in Hispaniola itself. The Spanish authorities disap-
proved of this crop — partly because silver and gold were the only products
thought to justify imperial investment, but also because the use of tobacco
was associated with the despised culture of the Indians and blacks. Oviedo
wrote in his Historia General de las Indias (1535): “The Indians of this
island, besides their other vices, possessed one of the very worst: that of
inhaling smoke, which they call tabacco, for the sake of losing their senses.’
Oviedo noted that the taking of tobacco was regarded as holy, and that the
black slaves had adopted the habit of smoking it. While the smoking of
tobacco spread from the Indians and the slaves to English, Dutch and
French sailors, and from them to the European ports, it continued for
nearly a century to be referred to very disapprovingly by the colonial
authorities and by educated opinion. Carlo Ginzburg writes:

... in the eyes of European observers, tobacco, in so far as it was an instrument
of private pleasure and public ritual, semed like a wine which had lost its positive
charge: a sort of sacred drink employed by natives in ceremonies that were
considered idolatrous. Hence the distance between the detached response to
opium, bangue and coca - intoxicating substances which the European observers
associated (correctly or not) with a form of purely private consumption — and
the manifest hostility to tobacco.3s

When England’s King James I came to write his ‘Counter-blaste to Tobacco’
(1604), he was at pains to stress its base origin:

good Countrey-men, let us (I pray you) consider what honour or policy can
move us to imitate the barbarous and beastly manners of the wild, godless and
slavish Indians, especially in so vile and stinking a custom. ... Why do we not
imitate them in walking naked as they do? ... It [tobacco] was neither brought
in by King, Great Conqueror, nor learned doctor of physic.

He saw his subjects’ rage for tobacco as ‘the foolish affectation of any
novelty’, and lamented that accepting an offered pipe had become ‘a point
of good fellowship’. He claimed that even among the Indians tobacco
taking was known to destroy good habits, and that they would offer ‘no
price for a slave to be sold, who is a great tobacco taker’.3
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Down to the mid seventeenth century, about a third of a million African
slaves were brought to Spanish America. Without them the Spanish
authorities and colonists would have been obliged to fill their place by
offering different and better terms either to free immigrants or to the
Indians, or even to both. But Madrid could not weaken its grip on
immigration without sacrificing the principles of the monarquia espasiola,
while the colonists were determined to maintain the mass of Indians in
subordination. The availability of African slaves thus appeared providen-
tial, offering the powerholders the hope that their power would not have to
be compromised, and literally sustaining and feeding the main centres of
Spanish population. The imposing system of empire and its attendant caste
arrangements were able to consolidate themselves, but at the cost of
encouraging inertia and parasitism. The Spanish ‘crisis of empire’ was thus
resolved in a conservative way.

The varied use of slaves in many functions did not create a self-sustaining
slave population or slave economy. Slaveowners found that it could make
sense to allow their slaves to buy their manumission over long years of
service, or to allow them to buy their children’s freedom. As a result there
was a growing population of free persons of African or partly African
descent. Most urban slaves, and the more fortunate rural slaves, were able
to exercise their right to marry. In Mexico the union of African men with
Indian women was seen as advantageous by both and, together with high
slave mortality, helps to explain why the 35,000 African slaves reputed to
be in New Spain in 1646 dwindled to a few thousand by the end of the
seventeenth century.?” In Cuba there were few remaining Indians, but the
slaves of Havana began to enter marriages at a rate comparable to that of
the white population. Some free mulatto men married slave women, but
the male slaves wed only female slaves. Africans were prone to marry those
from the same African nation as themselves, while American-born slaves
preferred to marry one another. Through marriage the urban slave acquired
some small accretion of rights. Where free blacks or mulattoes married a
slave they frequently sought to purchase their spouse’s freedom, usually
paying a large price for doing so.®

Projects and Arguments

Spain’s sponsorship of the African slave trade stimulated some soul-seaching
among a few of the moral guardians of the Empire, the members of the
religious orders. The fact that leading and influential Spanish clerics were
prepared to raise fundamental questions about the morality of the new
Empire is a remarkable feature of Spanish imperialism. When Friar Anténio
de Montesinos had asked in 1511: ‘Are these [Indians] not men?’ he was
formulating a question that could also be applied to the blacks. Las
Casas, as we have seen, eventually challenged the colonists’ right to enslave
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Africans as well as Amerindians. Those friars who appealed to the royal
power against the abuses of the colonists can be represented as more or less
sophisticated advocates of Spanish or Christian imperialism. The faculty of
reason detected in the Indians was to be exercised and, as it were, ‘proved’
by their conversion to Christianity. Indians who accepted baptism but
continued ‘idolatrous’ practices would be thought no longer to be defended
by a reasoning faculty they had betrayed. When the Crown, prompted by
the clerics, suppressed the enslavement of Indians, it did so on the grounds
that these Indians were its ‘vassals’, though most had made no such avowal.

In so far as such representations promoted the clerics’ own role, or that
of the orders to which they belonged, they can be seen as self-serving.® Yet
the more radical of the clerical critics raised the question of Spain’s right to
conquer the New World. At a time when the mainland was still uncon-
quered, Las Casas proposed that Spain should limit itself to establishing
trading forts on the coast, and then confine itself to peaceful trade and
attempts at proselytization. The continuing excesses of the conguistadores
persuaded the Emperor Charles himself to request that the validity of the
Conquest, and the proper rights of the indigenous peoples, be submitted to
a ‘great debate’ at Valladolid in 1550 between the partisans of the conflicting
schools of thought. Subsequently, the strenuous racism and imperialist
apologetics of Sepilveda were not permitted to be published, while Las
Casas’s views were broadcast in a number of trenchant and detailed books.*°

Of course, the actual course of imperial policy and practice, as interpreted
and modified by the colonists and colonial officials, was not to accord with
the philosophy of Las Casas. It was closer to the doctrines of José de Acosta,
a Jesuit who asserted the basic humanity of the Indians but insisted that
they must undergo rigorous Spanish tutelage for an indefinite and lengthy
period until they had proved that they were capable of fully receiving the
Christian faith. The ban on the formal enslavement of the mass of Indians
was upheld on the grounds that they were indeed legitimate vassals of the
Spanish Crown. They could - and did — appeal to Spanish courts to vindicate
their rights against arrogant colonists. Las Casas’s campaign had been
frustrated, but elements of a new ‘public opinion’ had been awakened.
Among the Indians themselves there was a continuing disposition to rebel,
and a new preparedness to press for their rights in both legal and illegal
ways. The most remarkable expression of this was to be in the copiously
illustrated representation compiled by Huaman Poma de Ayala; though this
work never reached its intended destination, it did bear witness to an Indo-
American consciousness and denounce Spanish oppressions.*!

The supposed justification of Spanish rule had made much of the oppor-
tunities afforded for saving souls and spreading the Christian faith. In the
early days in Mexico, Indians, especially those of the Mexica aristocracy,
had been recruited to the clergy, and great efforts had been made to learn
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Indian languages and customs. But in 1555 the First Provincial Council of
the Mexican Church prohibited the ordination of Indians or castas, those of
mixed descent. The Mexican bishops were here adopting a principle similar
to that of the Spanish Church, which, stipulated that those of linaje macu-
lado (‘tainted lineage’) could not enter the priesthood. Their option was
further specified in a decree of 1585 which first excluded from the priest-
hood those with parents or grandparents who had been condemned by the
Inquisition, then specified that the same exclusion related to those of mixed
blood, whether from Indians or Moors or ‘mulattoes in the first degree’. It
was explained that possession of tainted or mixed blood was not in itself a
‘personal fault’, but that those advanced to sacred orders should not ‘be
held in contempt nor their ministry held up to censure’. The Vatican
authorities were inclined to be critical of the workings of the patronato, and
anyway the Mexican decree was contrary to a Papal brief. The Pope had
wanted Indian priests because of the scarcity of Spanish clerics who knew
the Indian languages. The version of the decree subsequently agreed by
Rome gently qualified the exclusion of castas and mulattoes by saying that
they should not be admitted to the priesthood ‘without great caution’. It
seems likely that the Spanish authorities were content with this compromise.
Associated with these moves was a practice of using only Spanish for the
rituals and catechism of the Church, since it was a ‘Christian language’,
though unofficially some lay clergy and members of the orders continued to
use Indian languages where they could.*> Notwithstanding this the Church
did put down some popular roots and the churches of the colonial baroque,
with their special local virgins and plentiful gold or silver embellishments,
testified to the syncretistic qualities of the social order.

A memorial presented to the Royal Council by the Oidor of Quito, Fran-
cisco de Auncibay, in 1592 furnishes an interesting glimpse of at least one
Spanish official’s attitude towards African slavery at a time when the
outright enslavement of Indians was officially rejected. Auncibay urged the
Crown to facilitate the purchase of 1,000 slaves for the mines of Zuruma,
where there was an acute shortage of labour. The slaves were to be estab-
lished in special hamlets, under the authority of mine owners who would
themselves be ruled by a special code. He claimed that model communities
could be built, echoing some of the ideas of Thomas More’s Utopia. The
purchase of Africans was acceptable, since:

The negroes are not harmed because it is very helpful to these wretches to save
them from Guinea’s fire and tyranny and barbarism and brutality, where without
law or God, they live like savage beasts. Brought to a healthier land they should
be very content, the more so as they will be kept and live in good order and
religion from which they will derive many temporal and, which I value most,
spiritual advantages.
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Auncibay added: ‘even though the name of serf or slave offends my ears,
this relationship has matured with the benefit of the laws of the Partidas
and the equity of Castilian justice . ... He pointed out that freed slaves in
the Americas sometimes found themselves reduced to misery and poverty
because of the expenses of living. Slavery would also enable the Africans to
benefit from paternal care and tutelage. However, he urged that they should
live in their own houses and be encouraged to form families: ‘from amongst
them should be chosen the mayor, the foremen and the regidores; all this
will ameliorate and correct the vices typical of the servile state’. The pater-
nalist rhetoric is somewhat belied by proposed rules preventing them from
learning to read, carrying arms or riding horses. If they failed to work or
attempted to run away, then there was to be a tariff of punishments ranging
from flogging, to cropping of the ears or hanging for persistent offenders.
Slaves were to be allowed to purchase their freedom, but the new libertos
would still be obliged to work as miners by taxes to be paid out of their
wage. The slave hamlets themselves were to be kept in isolation from one
another, and the conduct of the mine owners was also to be closely regu-
lated. Auncibay’s scheme required heavy initial investment, though he prom-
ised that it would bring the Crown great profit. The scheme was sidetracked
by other pressing matters, but it shows that Spanish officialdom was capable
of addressing the problems of large-scale slave enterprises with its own
peculiar mixture of utopianism, practicality and concern for revenue.*?

In Spanish America, as we have seen, African slavery remained limited in
extent and varied in its settings. But the scale and character of the trade
which fed it did provoke pointed and painful reflections from a handful of
writers. In 1569 Tomds de Mercado published Suma de Tratos y Contratos,
a treatise on the moral philosophy of commerce whose penultimate chapter
offered a trenchant attack on the slave traffic. Mercado, a Dominican friar,
wrote his book in Seville, but he had lived for many years in Mexico. His
work sought to confront the impressive and disturbing workings of the
Atlantic and European economies, to explain why gold or silver, which were
used to measure value, commanded greater esteem (i.e. purchasing power)
as they travelled from the places where they were mined to the great
commercial centres of Europe. He draws attention to the disruptive effect
on Spanish manufactures of an inflation which makes them seem costly
compared to foreign products, and raises the cost of living. Mercado seeks
to refine the notion of the just price’ to take account of the new complexity
of commercial and financial instruments. Values, based on natural law,
reflect human efforts (‘the sweat of the labourer’s brow’), the differential
fertility of different lands and the tastes of the consumer. But the interpre-
tations proposed by merchants when they make prices require revision. It is
the office of the public power to ensure that the self-interested calculations
of the merchant do not prejudice human well-being or the legitimate
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demands of consumers. The chapter on the slave trade serves to highlight
Mercado’s message. He warns that it involves such cruelty that anyone who
buys a slave is committing a mortal sin. He argues that the slave traders are
notoriously unscrupulous and will have flouted the instructions of the
Portuguese King, while the practice of baptizing embarking slaves with a
sprinkler was a mockery. Mercado did not attack the notion of slavery as
such, and was prepared to grant that there was such a thing as justified
enslavement, but his concern was to argue that the Atlantic slave trade and
the buying of Africans in the Americas did not come into this category.**
Another Spanish writer who had worked in Mexico, Bartolomé de Albor-
noz, urged even more pointed conclusions in Arte de los contratos, pub-
lished in Valencia in 1573, insisting that slave traders and slaveholders were
violating the Africans’ natural right to liberty, and attacking those clergy who
condoned this.** Both these works appealed to a Thomist ‘moral economy’,
which they saw as being violated by unrestrained and greedy commerce.

The sharp rise in the slave trade to Spanish America in the last years of
the sixteenth century and the opening decades of the seventeenth inspired
criticism of a different sort. The Spanish clerical authorities were not per-
suaded that the procedures of the Portuguese asientistas fully complied with
their religious duties. The negligence of slave traders or perfunctory cer-
emonies by Portuguese priests, hosing down whole cargoes of uncompre-
hending captives, made some uncomfortable. Alonso de Sandoval, a Jesuit
working in the port of Cartagena, decided to dedicate himself to working
for the spiritual salvation of the African captives who were landed there in
large numbers every year. He went on board the newly arriving slave ships
and visited the depositories where the slaves were held as they recuperated
from the rigours of the voyage. His first concern was to minister to those
who might die. He would descend into the noxious stench of the slave holds
and seek to revive those on the point of death by giving them honeyed water
to drink. The last sacraments were administered to those about to expire.
Sandoval, and a team of helpers which eventually numbered eighteen,
likewise visited the newly landed slaves in the depository, ministering to
their immediate physical needs with the aim of preparing them for catechism
and baptism. To this end the team included several African interpreters,
some capable of speaking eleven languages. Sandoval developed the idea
that he would be able to save more of these Africans if he knew more of
their customs and fears. He read as much as he could of what had been
written about the ‘Ethiopians’, and wrote to co-religionists in Africa asking
them to enlighten him on puzzles that remained. Sandoval’s ministry
attracted the criticism of local prelates who argued that the Jesuits were
exceeding their authority and falling into the presumptuous error of rebap-
tizing those who had already received the sacrament. Sandoval declared that
he was quite prepared to take a representative of the diocese with him to
the slave holds whenever they wished — an invitation that was declined.

Sandoval began his ministry in 1605 and maintained it, with a couple of
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short breaks, until his death in 1652, of an illness that he may have
contracted from the slave ships. In 1627 he published in Seville his work on
how to convert Africans, later enlarged into a lengthy treatise entitled De
instauranda Aethiopum salute (1647), in which he surveyed the variety of
African peoples, questioned the practices of slave traders and condemned
the treatment meted out to African captives. This work is not distinguished
by the sharpness of its argumentation, but it furnishes a vivid account of the
terrible conditions on the slave ships and the harsh fate that awaited most
Africans in the Americas — unending toil, cruel punishments, meagre rations
and an absence of religious instruction.

Sandoval recounts without criticism the theory that blacks, as descend-
ants of Ham and Canaan, are inheritors of Noah’s curse. He also speculates
about the monsters to be found in Africa, apparently seeing them as proof
of the demons active there. But he does also insist that the Lord God did not
make humanity into masters and slaves, and gave each human an immortal
soul. He likewise scorns the notion that the slave trader’s trouble and
expense by itself gives him any rights in the slave. One senses that Sandoval
would have liked to reach a more robust judgement. But he cannot find an
authority to justify a more clear-cut conclusion, and may anyway have been
concerned to safeguard his opportunity to publish the book; the fact that
the Portuguese had revolted against Spain in 1640 may have smoothed the
way to publication of the longer version. In the end Sandoval’s overriding
concern is with the slaves’ spiritual rather than temporal well-being.

The book concludes with a lengthy insistence that the manifold miseries
of the Africans make them the best subjects for a ministry and that the
Jesuits, with their special responsibility for the propagation of the faith, should
be in the forefront of this work. Just as the merchants now have unpre-
cedented quantities of silver and gold coins, so the Company of Jesus can
save unprecedented numbers of souls. With St Ignatius as its Sun, the Company
has sent his rays into far-flung and obscure kingdoms — China, Japan,
Ethiopia and Monomatapa are all mentioned. While Sandoval was able to
publish his work, he made no headway in the Society and lost his post as
Rector of the College at Cartagena, in what may have been an unrelated
incident (his Catalan assistant, Pedro Claver, was to be canonized in 1888,
the year of Brazilian abolition, for his work in this ministry).*¢ In evaluating
the restraints placed on Sandoval, and the limitations of his work, it should
be noted that the Jesuits owned a string of slave plantations.*”

The preparedness of Mercado or Albornoz to attack the slave trade, or
of Sandoval and Claver to minister to the arriving slaves, has something
admirable about it, even if they never attacked slavery root and branch. But
their work was carried out in obscurity, and came to the attention only of
the limited circles able to obtain copies of books published in small editions,
and in Sandoval’s case in Latin — Albornoz’s book was anyway soon placed
on the Index. By contrast, Las Casas’s criticism of the cruelty and destruc-
tion wreaked by enslavement of the Indians registered with the monarch
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himself, and helped to inspire the ‘New Laws’ which at least sought to
suppress outright slavery. The writings of Las Casas had a huge impact,
being translated into most European languages — especially Dutch, German,
English and French — and becoming, after the Bible, a bestseller.

While the Spanish violation of the Indies had earned it a terrible reputation,
its practice of African slavery was seen as comparatively unproblematic.*®
Indeed, together with the Portuguese example, it was to serve as a sort of
model for other colonists and colonial powers — just as the term ‘Negro’
was adopted into English, with a heavy implication of enslavement. Those
who colonized Providence Island, Jamaica, Virginia and South Carolina
were very much aware of the Spanish practice of African slavery, even if
their own adaptation of it was to transform what it meant to be a slave and
a Negro — in both cases, as we will see in Chapters VI and VII, narrowing
down and flattening the baroque features of Spanish notions of race and
slavery. The attacks on the Atlantic slave traffic by Mercado and Albornoz
were not translated into any other European language. They had been
published at a time when the details of slave trading on the African coast
were not the direct responsibility of the Spanish monarch; as we will see in
the next chapter, once the Iberian crowns were united, an authoritative new
doctrine of enslavement was produced which justified the African trade.
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