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Preface 

In 1968 I wrote that anthropology needed to discover history, a history 
that could account for the ways in which the social system of the 
modern world came into being, and that would strive to make analytic 
sense of all societies, including our own. Such an analytic history was 
needed, I believed, to counter the ascendancy in the human sciences of 
a formal rationality that no longer inquired into the causes of human 
action but sought merely technical solutions to problems conceived 
primarily in technical terms. Our methods were becoming more sophis
ticated, but their yield seemed increasingly commonplace. To stem a 
descent into triviality, I thought, we needed to search out the causes of 
the present in the past. Only in this way could we come to comprehend 
the forces that impel societies and cultures here and now. This book 
grew out of these convictions. 

It was clear to me from the start that such an analytic history could not 
be developed out of the study of a single culture or nation, a single 
culture area, or even a single continent at one period in time. It was 
necessary to return to the insights of an older anthropology and to 
recover the inspiration that guided anthropologists such as Alfred 
Kroeber and Ralph Linton in their efforts to develop a global culture 
history. They understood, as we seem to have forgotten, that human 
populations construct their cultures in interaction with one another, 
and not in isolation. 

That older anthropology had little to say, however, about the major 
forces driving the interaction of cultures since 1492-the forces propel
ling Europe into commercial expansion and industrial capitalism. Yet 
the cultural connections that these anthropologists sought to delineate 
can be rendered intelligible only when they are set in their political and 
economic context. The insights of anthropology therefore have to be 
rethought in the light of a new, historically oriented political economy. 

Such rethinking must transcend the customary ways of depicting 
Western history, and must take account of the conjoint participation of 
Western and non-Western peoples in this worldwide process. Most of 
the groups stndied by anthropologists have long been caught up in the 
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changes wrought by European expansion, and they have contributed to 
these changes. We can no longer be content with writing only the 
history of victorious elites, or with detailing the subjugation of domi
nated ethnic groups. Social historians and historical sociologists have 
shown that the common people were as much agents in the historical 
process as they were its victinls and silent witnesses. We thus need to 
uncover the history of "the people without history"-the active histo
ries of "primitives/' peasantries, laborers, immigrants, and besieged 
minorities. 

To that end, this book strives to cross the lines of demarcation that 
separate the various human disciplines from one another, and to abro
gate the boundaries between Western and non-Western history. It was 
written in the belief that a better understanding of our human condition 
is now within our grasp. 

The project for this book emerged from the intellectual reassessments 
that marked the late I 960s. It was carried forward during a year's 
research in England in 1973-1974, made possible by the grant of a 
senior fellowship from the National Endowment for the Humanities. I 
acknowledge the support of the Endowment with abiding gratitude. 

I began to write this book in the spring of 1974; the final draft was 
completed in 1981. Several friends read it with a critical eye. I am 
grateful for this to Roderick Aya, Richard Fox, Ashraf Ghani, Shirley 
Lindenbaum, Rayna Rapp, Roger Sanjek, Jane Schneider, and Peter 
Schneider. Samuel Bowles and Sidney Mintz took time to correspond 
about various ideas. Where I have not followed their connsel. the 
responsibility is mine alone. I am grieved that my friend Angel Palerm 
died before he could read this work; Imiss his penetrating comments. 

lowe thanks for advice on sources to Anne Bailey, Mario Bick, 
Charles Bishop, Warren. DeBoer, Ashraf Ghani. Herbert Gutman, 
Shirley Hune, Herbert Klein, Carol Kramer, Hermann Rebel. Roger 
Sanjek, Gerald Sider, Juan Villamarin, Elizabeth Wahl. and Frederick 
Wyatt. I received advice and help on pictorial materials from Anna 
Roosevelt. James G, E. Smith, and Donald Werner of the Museum of the 
American Indian, Heye Foundation; from Robert Carneiro, Barbara 
Conklin, and Gordon Ekholm of the American Museum of Natural 
History; from William Sturtevant ofthe Smithsonian Institution; as well 
as from Lambros Comitas, June Finfer, Fred Popper, Lucie Wood 
Saunders, Bernard B. Shapiro, and Archibald Singham. Noel L Diaz and 
Caryl Davis drew excellent maps. I am indebted to all. I am also most 
grateful to The School of Oriental and African Studies and to The 
London School of Economics and Political Science, University of Lon
don, for granting me access to their library holdings. Throughout my 
labors, Herbert H, Lehman College of the City University of New York, 
and the Ph,D. Program in Anthropology, The Graduate School and 
University Center, City University of New York, provided me with an 
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unusually stimulating setting for research, teaching, and the exchange 
of ideas. I want to express my thanks for this opportunity. 

None of these efforts would have come to fruition, however, without 
the advice, editorial skill, and unfailing encouragement of Sydel Silver
man, my helpmate, wife, and foremost anthropological critic. "Di tante 
case quant' i'ho vedute, dal tuo podere e dalla tua bontate riconosco la 
grazia e la virtute" (Paradise, XXXI), To her, in love and admiration, this 
book is dedicated. 

E.R.W. 



Caravan leaving Aleppo. Copper engraving by Theodore de Sry, 1599. (Courtesy o/the 
Rare Books and Manuscript Division, The New York Public Library. Astor, Lenox, and 
Tilden Foundations) 

Part One 
Connections 



I Introduction 

The central assertion of this book is that the world of humankind 
constitutes a manifold. a totality of interconnected processes, and 
inquiries that disassemble this totality into bits and then fail to reassem
ble it falsify reality. Concepts like "nation," "society," and "culture" 
name bits and threaten to turn names into things, Only by understand
ing these names as bundles of relationships, and by placing them back 
into the field from which they were abstracted, can we hope to avoid 
misleading inferences and increase our share of understanding. 

On one level it has become a cO,mmonplace to say that we all inhabit 
"one world," There are ecological connections: New York suffers from 
the Hong Kong flu; the grapevines of Europe are destroyed by American 
plant lice. There are demographic connections: Jamaicans migrate to 
London; Chinese migrate to Singapore. There are economic connec
tions: a shutdown of oil wells on the Persian Gulfhalts generating plants 
in Ohio; a balance of payments unfavorable to the United States drains 
American dollars into bank accounts in Frankfurt orYokohama; Italians 
prodnce Fiat automobiles in the Soviet Union; Japanese build a hydro
electric system in Ceylon. There are political connections: wars begun in 
Europe unleash reverberations around the globe; American troops 
intervene on the rim of Asia; Finns guard the border between Israel and 
Egypt. 

This holds true not only of the present but also of the past. Diseases 
from Eurasia devastated the native population of America and Oceania. 
Syphilis moved from the New World to the Old. Europeans and their 
plants and animals invaded the Americas; the American potato, maize 
plant, and manioc spread throughout the Old World. Large numbers of 
Africans were transported forcibly to the New World; Chinese and 
Indian indentured laborers were shipped to Southeast Asia and the 
West Indies. Portugal created a Portuguese settlement in Macao off the 
coast of China. Dutchmen, using labor obtained in Bengal, constructed 
Batavia, Irish children were sold into servitude in the West Indies. 
Fugitive African slaves found sanctuary in the hills of Surinam. Europe 
learned to copy Indian textiles and Chinese porcelain, to drink native 
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American chocolate, to smoke native American tobacco, to use Arabic 
numerals. 

These are familiar facts. They indicate contact and connections. link
ages and interrelationships. Yet the scholars to whom we turn in order 
to understand what we see largely persist in ignoring them. Historians. 
economists. and political scientists take separate nations as their basic 
framework of inquiry. Sociology continues to divide the world into 
separate societies. Even anthropology. once greatly concerned with 
how culture traits diffused around the world. divides its subject matter 
into distinctive cases: each society with its characteristic culture, con~ 
ceived as an integrated and bounded system. set off against other 
equally bounded systems. 

If social and cultural distinctiveness and mutual separation were a 
hallmark of humankind. one would expect to find it most easily among 
the so-called primitives. people "without history." supposedly isolated 
from the external world and from one another. On this presupposition. 
what would we make of the archaeological findings that European trade 
goods appear in sites on the Niagara frontier as early as 1570. and that by 
1670 sites of the Onondaga subgroup of the Iroquois reveal almost no 
items of native manufacture except pipes? On the other side of the 
Atlantic. the organization and orientations oflarge African populations 
were transformed in major ways by the trade in slaves. Since the 
European slavers only moved the slaves from the African coast to their 
destination in the Americas. the supply side of the trade was entirely in 
African hands. This was the "African foundation" upon which was 
built. in the words of the British mercantilist Malachy Postlethwayt. "the 
magnificent superstructure of American commerce and naval power." 
From Senegambia in West Africa to Angola. population after population 
was drawn into this trade. which ramified far inland and affected people 
who had never even seen a European trader on the coast. Any account 
of Kru. Fanti. Asante. Ijaw. Igbo. Kongo. Luba. Lunda. or Ngola that 
treats each group as a "tribe" sufficient unto itself thus misreads the 
African past and the African present. Furthermore. trade with Iroquois 
and West Africa affected Europe in turn. Between 1670 and 1760 the 
Iroquois demanded dyed scarlet and blue cloth made in theStroudwater 
Valley of Gloucestershire. This was also one of the first areas in which 
English weavers lost their autonomy and became hired factory hands. 
Perhaps there was an interconnection between the American trade and 
the onset of the industrial revolution in the valley of the Stroud. 
Conversely. the more than 5.500 muskets supplied to the Gold Coast in 
only three years (1658-1661) enriched the gunsmiths of Binningham. 
where they were made (Jennings 1977: 99-100; Daaku 1970: 
150-151). 

If there are connections everywhere. why do we persist in turning 
dynamic, interconnected phenomena into static. disconnected things? 
Some of this is owing. perhaps. to the way we have learned our own 
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history. We have been taught. inside the classroom and outside of it. 
that there exists an entity called the West. and that one can think of this 
West as a society and civilization independent of and in opposition to 
other societies and civilizations. Many of us even grew up believing that 
thIS West has a genealogy. according to which ancient Greece begat 
Rome. Rome begat Christian Europe. Christian Europe begat the 
Renaissance. the Renaissance the Enlightenment. the Enlightenment 
political democracy and the industrial revolution. Industry. crossed 
with democracy. in turn yielded the United States. embodying the rights 
to life. liberty. and the pursuit of happiness. 

Such a developmental scheme is misleading. It is misleading. first. 
because it turns history into a moral success story, a race in time in 
which each runner of the race passes on the torch of liberty to the nexl 
relay. History is thus converted into a tale about the furtherance of 
virtue. about how the virtuous win out over the bad guys. Frequently. 
this turns into a story of how the winners prove that they are virtuous 
and good by winning. If history is the working out ofa moral purpose in 
ume. then those who lay claim to that purpose are by that fact the 
predilect agents of history. 

The scheme misleads in a second sense as well. If history is but a tale of 
unfolding moral purpose. then each link in the genealogy. each runner 
in the race. is only a precursor ofth, final apotheosis and not a manifold 
of social and cultural processes at work in their own time and place. Yet 
what would we learn of ancient Greece. for example. if we interpreted it 
only as a prehistoric Miss Liberty. holding aloft the torch of moral 
purpose in the barbarian night? We would gain little sense of the class 
conflicts racking the Greek cities. or of the relation between freemen 
and their slaves. We would have no reason to ask why there were more 
Greeks fighting in the ranks of the Persian kings than in the ranks of the 
Hellenic Alliance against the Persians. It would be of no interest to us to 
know that more Greeks lived in southern Italy and Sicily. then called 
Magna Graecia. than in Greece proper. Nor would we have any reason 
to ask why there were soon more Greek mercenaries in foreign armies 
than in the military bodies of their home cities. Greek settlers outside of 
Greece. Greek mercenaries in foreign armies. and slaves from Thrace. 
Phrygia. or Paphalagonia in Greek households all imply Hellenic rela
tions with Greeks and non-Greeks outside of Greece. Yet our guiding 
scheme would not invite us to ask questions about these relationships. 

Nowhere is this myth-making scheme more apparent than in school
book versions of the history of the United States. There. a complex 
orchestration of antagonistic forces is celebrated instead as the unfold
ing of a timeless essence. In this perspective. the ever-changing 
boundaries of the United States and the repeated involvements of the 
polity in internal and external wars. declared and undeclared. are tele
scoped together by the teleological understanding that thirteen colonies 
clinging to the eastern rim of the continent would. in less than a 



[i 

I 

I 

ill 

6 CONNECTIONS 

century, plant the American flag on the shores of the Pacific. Yet this 
final result was itself only the contested outcome of many contradictory 
relationships. The colonies declared their independence, even though a 
majority of their population-European settlers, native Americans, and 
African slaves-favored the Tories. The new republic nearly foundered 
on the issue of slavery, dealing with it. in a series of problematic 
comproI11ises, by creating two federated countries, each with its own 
zone of expansion. There was surely land for the taking on the new 
continent, but it had to be taken first from the native Americans who 
inhabited it. and then converted into flamboyant real estate. Jefferson 
bought the Louisiana territory cheaply, but only after the revolt of the 
Haitian slaves against their French slave masters robbed the area of its 
importance in the French scheme of things as a source offood supply for 
the Caribbean plantations. The occupation of Florida closed off one of 
the main escape hatches from southern slavery. The war with Mexico 
made the Southwest safe for slavery and cotton. The Hispanic land
owners who stood in the way of the American drive to the Pacific 
became "bandits" when they defended their own against the Anglo
phone newcomers. Then North and South-one country importing its 
working force from Europe, the other from Africa-fought one of the 
bloodiest wars in history. For a time the defeated South became a colony 
of the victorious North. Later, the alignment between regions changed, 
the "sunbelt" rising to predominance as the influence of the industrial 
Northeast declined. Clearly the republic was neither indivisible nor 
endowed with God-given boundaries. 

It is conceivable that things might have been different. There could 
have arisen a polyglot Floridian Republic. a Francophone Mississippian 
America, a Hispanic New Biscay, a Republic of the Great Lakes, a 
Columbia-comprising the present Oregon, Washington, and British 
Columbia. Only if we assume a God-given drive toward geopolitical 
unity on the North American continent would this retrojection be 
meaningless. Instead. it invites us to account in material terms for what 
happened at each juncture, to account for how some relationships 
gained ascendancy over others. Thus neither ancient Greece, Rome, 
Christian Europe, the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, the industrial 
revolution, democracy, nor even the United States was ever a thing 
propelled toward its unfolding goal by some immanent driving spring, 
but rather a temporally and spatially changing and changeable set of 
relationships, or relationships among sets of relationships. 

The point is more than academic. By turning names into things we 
create false models of reality. By endowing nations, societies, or cultures 
with the qualities of internally homogeneous and externally distinctive 
and bounded objects, we create a model of the world as a global pool hall 
in which the entities spin off each other like so many hard and round 
billiard balls. Thus it becomes easy to sort the world into differently 
colored balls, to declare that "East is East, and West is West, and never 
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the twain shall meet." In this way a quintessential West is counterposed 
to an equally quintessential East. where life was cheap and slavish 
multitudes groveled under a variety of despotisms. Later, as peoples in 
other climes began to assert their political and economic independence 
from both West and East, we assigned these new applicants for historical 
status to a Third World of underdevelopment-a residual category of 
conceptual billiard balls-as contrasted with the developed West and 
the developing East. Inevitably, perhaps, these reified categories be
came intellectual instruments in the prosecution of the Cold War. There 
was the "modern" world of the West. There was the world of the East, 
which had fallen prey to communism, a "disease of modernization" 
(Rostow 1960). There was, finally, the Third World, still bound up in 
"tradition" and strangled in its efforts toward modernization. If the 
West could only find ways of breaking that grip, it could perhaps save 
the victim from the infection incubated and spread by the East, and set 
that Third World upon the road to modernization-the road to life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness of the West. The ghastly offspring 
of this way of thinking about the world was the theory of "forced draft 
urbanization" (Huntington 1968: 655), which held that the Vietnamese 
could be propelled toward modernization by driving them into the cities 
through aerial bombardment and defoliation of the countryside. Names 
thus become things, and things mar,ked with an X can become targets of 
war. 

The Rise of the Social Sciences 
The habit of treating named entities such as Iroquois, Greece, Persia, or 
the United States as fixed entities opposed to one another by stable 
internal architecture and external boundaries interferes with our ability 
to understand their mutual encounter and confrontation. In fact, this 
tendency has made it difficult to understand all such encounters and 
confrontations. Arranging imaginary building blocks into pyramids 
called East and West, or First, Second, and Third Worlds, merely com
pounds that difficulty. It is thus likely that we are dealing with some 
conceptual shortcomings in our ways of looking at social and political 
phenomena, and not just a temporary aberration. We seem to have 
taken a wrong turn in understanding at some critical point in the past, a 
false choice that bedevils our thinking in the present. 

That critical turning point is identifiable. It occurred in the middle of 
the past century, when inquiry into the nature and varieties of human
kind split into separate (and unequal) specialties and disciplines. This 
split was fateful. It led not only forward into the intensive and special
ized study of particular aspects of human existence, but turned the 
ideological reasons for that split into an intellectual justification for the 
specialties themselves. Nowhere is this more obvious than in the case of 
sociology. Before sociology we had political economy, a field of inquiry 
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concerned with "the wealth of nations," the production and distribu
tion of wealth within and between political entities and the classes 
composing them. With the acceleration of capitalist enterprise in the 
eighteenth century, that structure of state and classes came under 
increasing pressure from new and "rising" social groups and categories 
that clamored for the enactment of their rights against those groups 
defended and represented by the state. Intellectually, this challenge 
took the form of asserting the validity of new social, economic, political, 
and ideological ties, now conceptualized as "society," against the state. 
The rising tide of discontent pitting "society" against the political and 
ideological order erupted in disorder, rebellion, and revolution. The 
specter of disorder and revolution raised the question of how social 
order could be restored and maintained, indeed, how social order was 
possible at all. Sociology hoped to answer the "social question." It had, 
as Rudolph Heberle noted, "an eminently political origin .... Saint 
Simon, Auguste Comte, and Lorenz Stein conceived the new science of 
society as an antidote against the poison of social disintegration" 
(quoted in Bramson 196 1: 12, n. 2). 

These early sociologists did this by severing the field of social relations 
from political economy. They pointed to observable and as yet poorly 
studied ties which bind people to people as individuals, as groups and 
associations, or as members of institutions. They then took this field of 
social relations to be the subject matter of their intensive concern. They 
and their successors expanded this concern into a number of theoretical 
postulates, using these to mark off sociology from political science and 
economics. I would summarize these common postulates as follows: 

1. In the course of social life, individuals enter into relations with one 
another. Such relations can be abstracted from the economic, political, 
or ideological context in which they are found, and treated sui generis. 
They are autonomous, constituting a realm of their own, the realm of 
the social. 

2. Social order depends on the growth and extension of social rela
tions among individuals. The greater the density of such ties and the 
wider their scope, the greater the orderliness of society. Maximization of 
ties of kinship and neighborhood, of group and association, is therefore 
conducive to social order. Conversely, if these ties are not maximized, 
social order is called into question. Development of many and varied ties 
also diminishes the danger of polarization into classes. 

3. The formation and maintenance of such ties is strongly related to 
the existence and propagation of common beliefs and customs among 
the individuals participating in them. Moral consensus, especially when 
based on unexamined belief and on nonrational acceptance of custom, 
furthers the maximization of social ties; expectations of mere utility and 
the exercise of merely technical reason tend to weaken them. 

4. The development of social relations and the spread of associated 
custom and belief create a society conceived as a totality of social 
relations between individuals. Social relations constitute society; soci-
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ety, in turn, is the seat of cohesion, the unit to which predictability and 
orderliness can be ascribed. If social relations are orderly and recurrent, 
society has a stable internal structure. The extent of that structure is 
coterminous with the intensity and range of social relations. Where 
these grow markedly less intense and less frequent, society encounters 
its boundary. 

What is the flaw in these postulates? They predispose one to think of 
social relations not merely as autonomous but as causal in their own 
right, apart from their economic, political. or ideological context. Since 
social relations are conceived as relations between individuals, interac
tion between individuals becomes the prime cause of social life. Since 
social disorder has been related to the quantity and quality of social 
relation.s, attention is diverted from consideration of economics, poli
tICS, or Ideology as possible sources of social disorder, into a search for 
the causes of disorder in family and community, and heuce toward the 
engineering of a proper family and community life. Since, moreover, 
disorder has been located in the divergence of custom and belief from 
common Donns, convergence in custom and consensus in belief are 
converted into the touchstone of society in proper working order. And, 
finally, the postulates make it easy to identify Society in general with a 
society in particular. Society in need of order becomes a particular 
society to be ordered. In the context of the tangible present, that society 
to be ordered is then easily identified with a given nation-state, be that 
nation-state Ghana, Mexico, or the United States. Since social relations 
have been severed from their economic, political. or ideological context. 
it is easy to conceive of the nation-state as a structure of social ties 
informed by moral consensus rather than as a nexus of economic, 
political. and ideological relationships connected to other nexuses. 
Contentless social relations, rather than economic, political, or ideolog
ical forces, thus become the prime movers of sociological theory. Since 
these social relations take place within the charmed circle of the single 
nation-state, the significant actors in history are seen as nation-states, 
each driven by its internal social relations. Each society is then a thing, 
moving in response to an inner clockwork. 

Economics and Political Science 

This severance of social reiations from the economic, political. and 
ideological contexts in which they are embedded and which they acti
vate was accompanied by the assignment of the economic and political 
aspects of human life to separate disciplines. Economics abandoned its 
concern with how socially organized populations produce to supply 
their polities and became instead a study of how demand creates mar
kets. The guiding theory of this new economics was 

a theory of markets and market interdependence. It is a theory of general 
equilibrium in exchange, extended almost as an afterthought. to cover 
production and distribution. It is not a theory of a social system, still less of 
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cC()l1omic power and social class. Households and firms are considered 
only as market agents, never as parts of a social structure. Their 'initial 
endowments: wealth, skills. and property, arc taken as given. Moreover, 
the object of the theory is to demonstrate the tendency towards equili~ 
brium; class and sectoral conflict is therefore ruled out almost by assump~ 
tion. [Nell 1973: 77-781 

Stated in another form, this new economics is not about the real world 
at all (Lekachman 1976). It is an abstract model of the workings out of 
subjective individual choices in relation to one another. 

A similar fate befell the study of politics. A new political science 
severed the sphere of the political from economics and turned to con
sideration of power in relation to government. By relegating economic, 
social. and ideological aspects of human life to the status of the 
"environment," the study of politics divorced itselffrom a study of how 
the organization of this environment constrains or directs politics, and 
moved instead to an inquiry into decision making. The political process 
is one in which demands are aggregated and translated into decisions, 
much as in the market model of economics the interplay of demands 
issues in the production of supplies. As in the market model. such an 
approach easily slips into the assumption 

that the organized private power forces ofthesocicty balance one another 
so as to preclude concentrated irresponsible rule . .. . wise public policy is 
assumed to prevail, explained by a mystique not unlike Adam Smith's 
invisible hand. [Engler 1968: 1991 

Ultimately, in such a model. the willingness to abide by the rules of the 
political market is necessarily determined not by the market itself but by 
the orientation and values of the participants, aspects of what political 
scientists have come to call their "political culture." Much of political 
science thus focused on the study of decisions, on the one hand, and the 
study of orientations, understood as constituting together the auton
omous political system of a given society, on the other. 

Underlying all these specialties is the concept of an aggregate of 
individuals, engaged in a contract to maximize social order, to truck and 
barter in the marketplace, and to provide inputs for the formulation of 
political decisions. Ostensibly engaged in the study of human behavior, 
the various disciplines parcel out the subject among themselves. Each 
then proceeds to set up a model. seemingly a means to explain "hard," 
observable facts, yet actually an ideologically loaded scheme geared to a 
narrow definition of subject matter. Such schemes provide self-fulfilling 
answers, since phenomena other than those covered by the model are 
ruled out of the court of specialized discourse. If the models leak like 
sieves, it is then argued that this is either because they are merely 
abstract constructs and not expected to hold empirical water, or because 
troublemakers have poked holes into them. The specialized social 
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sciences, having abandoned a holistic perspective, thus come to resem
ble the Danae sisters of classical Greek legend, ever condemned to pour 
water into their separate bottomless containers. 

The Development of Sociological Theory 

We have seen how sociology stelnmed from an attempt to counteract 
social disorder by creating a theory of social order, by locating order and 
disorder. in the quantity and quality of social relations. An important 
tmpltcalton of thts approach is that it issues in a polarity between two 
types of society: one in which social order is maximized because social 
relations are densely knit and suffused with value consensus; and 
another in which social disorder predominates over order because social 
relations are atomized and deranged by dissensus over values. It is only 
a short step from drawing such a polarity to envisioning social process as 
a change from one type of society to the other. This seemed consistent 
with the common view that modern life entails a progressive disintegra
tion of the lifeways that marked the "good old days" of our forebears. 
In nineteenth-century Europe, where older social ties in fact disinte
grated under the twin impact of capitalism and industrialization, such a 
temporal interpretation of the sociological polarity carried the convic
tion of experience. Ferdinand Tonnies saw this movement as one from 
"community," or Gemeinschaft. to "society," or Gesellschaft. Sir Henry 
Maine phrased it as a shift from social relations based on status to social 
relations based on contract. Emile Durkheim conceived it as a move
ment from a kind of social solidarity based on the similarity of all 
meI~bers to a social solidarity based on an "organic" complementarity 
of dIfferences. The Chicago school of urban sociology saw it as the 
contrast between a cohesive society and the atomized, heterogeneous, 
disorganized city. Finally, Robert Redfield drew the various formula
tions together into a polar model of progression from Folk to Urban 
Society. In this model the quantity and quality of social relations again 
were the primary, independent variables. Isolation or paucity of social 
interaction, coupled with homogeneity or similarity of social ties, 
generated the dependent variables: orientation toward the group, or 
"collectivization"; commitment to belief. or "sanctity"; and "organiza
tion," the knitting together of understandings in the minds of men. In 
contrast. contact, or high frequency of contact, coupled with hetero
geneity or dissimilarity of social ties, was seen as producing the 
dependent variables of "individualization," "secularization," and 
"disorganization." In sum, increases in the quantity and diversity of 
social interaction caused "the moral order" of the folk to give way to 
"the technical order" of civilization. 

Sociology thus took its departure from a sense that social order was 
threatened by the atrophy of community. As the twentieth century 
wore on, however. it gradually came to be taken for granted that society 
was headed toward increased size and differentiation, and hence also 
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toward the growth of utilitarian and technical relations at the expense 
of sacred and moral ties. Society was evidently moving toward what 
Max Weber, using Tiinnies's terms, had called Vergesellschaftung. By this 
he meant the expansion of relations resting on 

rationally motivated adjustment of interests or a similarly motivated 
agreement, whether the basis of rational judgement be absolute values or 
reasons of expediency. It is especially common, though by no means 
inevitable, for the associative type of relationship to rest on a rational 
agreement by mutual consent. [1968: lOll 

Although Weber himself used the term with ambivalence and misgiv
ings, his latter-day followers embraced the prognosis with enthusiasm. 
Whereas "traditional society" had fitted people narrowly into inherited 
positions, and then bound them together tightly in particularistic posi
tions, "modern society" would sever people from inherited ties and 
allocate the newly mobile population to specialized and differentiated 
roles respooding to the changing needs of an overarching universal 
society. Such an emerging society would also require a mechanism for 
setting social goals and a machinery for implementing them. The way 
the modernizers saw it, goal setting would come out of enlarged popular 
participation. Implementation of the goals, such as economic develop
ment, in turn would require the creation of bureaucracy, defined as 
organizations capable of marshalling resources rationally and efficiently 
toward stated goals. Finally, public participation in setting and meeting 
goals would require a psychic reorientation that could sustain the enact
ment of such technical and rational norms. Those capable of generating 
such new arrangements would find themselves launched into moder
nity. Those incapable of doing so would find their society arrested at the 
point of transition or Inired in traditionalism. In the succession from 
Max Weber to Talcott Parsons, therefore, Vergesellscha!tung was trans
figured into "modernization" through a simple change of signs. If 
Gesellschaft had once seemed problematical, after the mid-twentieth 
century it came to be seen as desirable and forward-looking. The nega
tive pole of the polarity was now allocated to "traditional society," slow 
to change, inflexible, and 14cking in psychic drive toward rational and 
secular achievement. 

Thus, in a reversal of sociology's original critical stance toward the 
workings of nineteenth-century society, "modernization theory" 
became an instrument for bestowing praise on societies deemed to be 
modern and casting a critical eye on those that had yet to attain that 
achievement. The political leaders of the United States had pronounced 
themselves in favor of aiding the development of the Third World, and 
modernization theorists seconded that pronouncement. Yet moderniza
tion theory effectively foreclosed any but the most ideologically charged 
understanding of that world. It used the term modern, but meant by that 
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term the United States, or rather an ideal of a democratic, pluralistic, 
rational, and secular United States. It said traditiol1al, but meant all those 
others that would have to adopt that ideal to qualify for assistance. As 
theory it was misleading. It imparted a false view of American history, 
substituting self-satisfaction for analysis. By casting such different enti
ties as China, Albania, Paraguay, Cuba, and Tanzania into the hopper of 
traditional society, it simultaneously precluded any study of their sig
nificant differences. By equating tradition with stasis and lack of devel
opment, it denied societies marked off as traditional any significant 
history of their own. Above all, by dividing the world into modern, 
tranSitional, and traditional societies, it blocked effective understanding 
of relationships among them. Once again each society was defined as an 
autonomous and bounded structure of social relations, thus discourag
ing analysis of intersocietal or intergroup interchanges, including inter
nal social strife, colonialism, imperialism, and societal dependency. The 
theory thus effectively precluded the serious study of issues demonstra
bly agitating the real world. 

Anthropology 

If these social sciences have not led to an adequate understanding of the 
interconnected world, what of anthropology? Anthropology, ambi
tiously entitled The Science of Man, did'lay special claims to the study of 
non-Western and "primitive" peoples. Indeed, cultural anthropology 
began as world anthropology. In its evolutionist phase it was concerned 
with the evolution of culture on a global scale. In its diffusionist phase it 
was interested in the spread and clustering of cultural forms over the 
entire face of the globe. The diffusionists also saw relations between 
populations exhibiting the same cultural forms-matriliny, blackening 
of teeth, or tailored clothing-as the outcome of intergroup communi
cation by migration or by copying and learning. They were not much 
concerned with people, but they did have a sense of global interconnec
tions. They did not believe in the concept of "primitive isolates." 

Such interests and understandings were set aside, however, as 
anthropologists turned from a primary concern with cultural forms to 
the study of "liVing cultures," of specified populations and their Iife
ways in locally delimited habitats. Fieldwork-direct communication 
with people and participant observation of their ongoing activities in 
situ-became a hallmark of anthropological method. Fieldwork has 
proved enormously fruitful in laying bare and correcting false assump
tions and erroneous descriptions. It has also revealed hitherto unsus
pected connections among sets of social activities and cultural forms. Yet 
the very success of the method lulled its users into a false confidence. It 
became easy for them to convert merely heuristic considerations of 
method into theoretical postulates about society and culture. 

Limitations of time and energy in the field dictate limitations in the 
number and locations of possible observations and interviews, demand-
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ing concentration of effort on an observable place and on a corps of 
specifiable "informants." The resulting observations and communica
tions arc then made to stand for a larger universe of unrealized observa
tions and communications, and used to construct a model of the social 
and cultural entity under study. Such a model is no more than an 
account of "descriptive integration," a theoretical halfway house, and 
not yet explanation. Functionalist anthropology, however, attempted 
to derive explanations from the study of the microcosm alone, treating it 
as a hypothetical isolate. Its features were explained in terms of the 
contribution each made to the maintenance of this putatively isolated 
whole. Thus, a methodological unit of inquiry was turned into a theo
retical construct by assertion, a priori. The outcome was series of 
analyses of wholly separate cases. 

There were three major attempts to transcend the boundaries of the 
microcosm. One of these, that of Robert Redfield, had recourse to 
sociological theory. It applied the polarity of Gemeinschaft and Gesell
schaft to anthropological cases by using "communities" as representa
tions or exemplifications of such "imagined types of societies." Thus the 
communities of X"Cacal and Chan Kom in Yucatan were made to 
exemplify the folk end of a universal folk-urban continuum of social 
relations and cultural understandings. The two locations illuminated 
the theory, but the theory could not explicate the political and economic 
processes that shaped the communities: X-Cacal as a settlement set up 
by Maya-speaking rebels during the Caste Wars of the nineteenth 
century; Chan Kom as a village of cultivators released from the 
hacienda system by the Mexican Revolution, settling as newcomers in a 
frontier area with the support of the Yucatecan Socialist Party. Thus,like 
Gerneinschaft-Gesellschaft theory in general. Redfield's concepts led 
only in one direction, up to the theory but not back down from it. 

A second attempt to generate a theoretical construct for understand
ing the microcosm studied in a larger context was Julian Steward's 
concept of levels of sociocultural integration. The concept, derived from 
the philosophy of "emergent evolution," was meant to suggest that 
units of the same kind, when subjected to integrative processes, could 
yield novel units that not only subsumed those of the lower level but 
also exhibited qualitatively different characteristics at the higher, 
emergent level. Steward initially used the concept to counter arguments 
that treated "the community" as a small replica of "the nation," as if 
these were qualitatively identical structural phenomena. He then pro
ceeded, however, to construct a conceptual edifice in which units at the 
family level became parts of a community level. units at the community 
level became parts of a regional level, and units at the regional level 
became parts of the level of the nation. 

Although the term integration suggests a process, the concept is not 
processual but structural. It suggests an architecture of a whole and its 
parts, which remain to be specified substantively only after the fact. The 
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model is thus a "hollow" representation of societal complexity, theoret
ically applicable to all complex sociocultural wholes. Yet it makes no 
statement about any processes generating the structure, or about the 
specific features that integrate it, or about the content of any of its parts. 
Knowledge about processes does not flow from the model but must be 
added to it. Thus, when Steward turned to the study of "contemporary 
change in traditional societies," the model remained silent about the 
penetration of capitalism, the growth of a worldwide specialization and 
division of labor, and the development of domination by some popula
tions over others. Steward was forced back, unhappily, to the compara
tive study of separate cases and the unsatisfactory concepts of tradition 
and modernization. 

The third attempt to go beyond the microscopic study of populations 
in specified locations took the form of a revival of evolutionism. Evolu
tionary thinking in anthropology, so prominent in the nineteenth cen
tury, had been halted by the assertion that "the extensive occurrence of 
diffusion ... lays the axe to the root of any theory of historical laws" 
(Lowie 1920: 434). Evolutionists and diffusionists were not so much 
opposed as interested in quite different phenomena. The evolutionists 
had recognized the facts of diffusion, but had felt justified in abstracting 
from these facts to their model of successive stages of social and cultural 
development. The diffusionists, in turn, sidestepped the problem posed 
by major inequalities in the technology and organization of different 
populations to focus instead on the transmission of cultural forms from 
group to group. Whereas the evolutionists disclaimed an interest in the 
history of particular societies and cultures, the diffusionists disclaimed 
any interest in the ecological. economic, social. political. and ideological 
matrix within which the cultural forms were being transmitted in time 
and space. The two schools of thought thus effectively talked past each 
other. The functionalists, in turn, rejected altogether the "conjectural 
history" of the diffusionists in favor of the analysis of internal function
ing in putatively isolated wholes. 

When Leslie White reintroduced the evolutionary perspective into 
American anthropology in the forties and fifties, he did so by reasserting 
the validity of the earlier model proposed by Tylor, Morgan, and 
Spencer. To this model of universal or unilineal evolution, Julian 
Steward opposed a multilineal model that depicted evolution as a pro
cess of successive branching. Subsequently Sahlins and Service sought 
to unify the two approaches by counterposing general and specific 
evolution as dual aspects of the same evolutionary process. General 
evolution was defined by them as "passage from less to greater energy 
exploitation, lower to higher levels of integration, and less to greater 
all-round adaptability" (Sahlins and Service 1960: 22 - 23). Specific 
evolution they defined as "the phylogenetic, ramifying, historic passage 
of culture along its many lines, the adaptive modification of particular 
cultures" (1960: 38). Though cognizant of convergence as an aspect of 
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cultural as opposed to biological phylogeny, they defined it in old
fashioned diffusionist terms as the diffusion of culture traits, and not as 
the outcome of multifaceted relationships between interacting culture
bearing populations. When they turned to the detailed analysis of 
specific evolution, they thus emphasized adaptation as "specialization 
for the exploitation of particular facets of the environment" (1960: 50). 
They understood that environment included both the physical and the 
sociocultural matrices of human life, but they laid primary stress on 
adaptation to different physical environments. In the sixties and seven
ties, the study of particular ecological "systems" became increasingly 
sophisticated, without, however, ever transcending the functional 
analysis of the single case, now hypothesized as an integraL self-regu
lating ecological whole. Thus, despite its theoretical effort, evolutionary 
anthropology turned all too easily into the study of ecological adapta
tion, conducting anthropology back to the comparative study of single 
cases. 

The ecological concentration on the single case is paralleled by the 
recent fascination with the study and unraveling of what is "in the 
heads" of single culture-bearing populations. Such studies turn their 
back on functionalism, including what was most viable in it, the con
cern with how people cope with the material and organizational prob
lems of their lives. They also disregard material relationships linking the 
people with others outside. Instead, their interest lies in the inves
tigation of local microcosms of meaning, conceived as autonomous 
systems. 

This turn toward the study of meaning has been influenced strongly 
by the development of linguistics, notably by de Saussure's structural 
theory of language as a superindividual social system of linguistic forms 
that remain normatively identical in all utterances. Such a view relates 
linguistic sign to linguistic sign without reference to who is speaking to 
whom, when, and about what. It was originally put forward to oppose 
the position that a language consisted of an ever-changing historical 
stream of individually generated utterances, a perspective associated 
with the names of Humboldt and Vossler. De Saussure, instead, wholly 
divorced language (langue) from utterance (parole), defining signs by 
their mutual relation to one another, without reference to any context 
external to them. In the sarhe way, meanings were defined in terms of 
other meanings, without reference to the practical contexts in which 
they appear. 

Clearly, the opposition between the two views requires for its resolu
tion a relational, dialectical perspective, as Volosinov noted fifty years 
ago. He called into question de Saussure's view of the static linguistic 
system carried by a faceless and passive collectivity, noting instead that 
in reality such a collectivity consisted of a population of speakers with 
diverse "accents" or interests, participating in a historical stream of 
verbal utterances about diverse, concrete contexts. Contexts should not 
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be thSJUght of as internally homogeneous and externally segregated. For 
V~losmov, they constituted instead intersections between "differently 
onented accents, .. m a state of constant tension, of incessant interac~ 
tion and conflict" (1973: 80). Neither sign nor meaning could be under
stoodwIlhout reference to what they are about. their theme in a given 
SItuatIon. The trend wIlhm anthropology to treat systems of meaning as 
wholly autonomous systems threatens to reverse this insight by substi
tutmg for It the study of solipsistic discourses generated in vacuo by the 
human mind. 

While S0I11e anthropologists thus narrow their focus to the ever morc 
inte!1sive study of the single case, others hope to turn anthropology into 
a SCIence by embarking on the statistical cross-cultural comparisons of 
eoded features drawn from large samples of ethnographically known 
cases. A good deal of attention has been paid to the methodological 
problems of how to isolate discrete cases for comparison and how to 
define the variables to be coded and compared. Are the hundreds of 
Eskin:o local groups separate cases? Are they instances of larger, self
tdentified clusters su~h as Copper, Netsilik, aM Iglulik? Or do they 
constItute a smgle EskImo case? Other questions deal with the nature of 
the sa.mple. Can one be s;-rre that the cases are sufficiently separated 
lustoncally and geographIcally to constitute distinct cases? Or is the 
sample contaminated by spatial or temp~lral propinquity and communi
cation? All the answers to these questions nevertheless assume the 
autonomy and boundedness of the cases that are selected in the end. 
Whatever sample is finally chosen, it is interpreted as an aggregate of 
separate units. These, it is held, either generate cultural traits"indepen
d~ntly through invention, or borrow them from one another through 
dIffUSIon. We are back in a world of sociocultural billiard balls, coursing 
on a global billiard table. 

What. however, if we take cognizance of processes that transcend 
separable cases, moving through and beyond them and transforming 
them as they proceed? Such processes were, for example, the North 
Amencan fur trade and the trade in native American and African slaves. 
What ~f the localized Algonkin-speaking patrilineages, for example, 
whIch m the course of the fur trade moved into large nonkin villages 
and became known as the ethnographic Ojibwa? What of the Chipe
weyans, some of whose bands gave up hunting to become fur trappers 
or "carriers," while others continued to hunt for game as "caribo~ 
eaters," with people continuously changing from caribou eating to 
ca:rymg and back? What of the multilingual. multiethnic, intermar
rymg groups of Cree and Assiniboin that grew up in the far northern 
Plains of North America in response to the stimulus of the fur trade 
until the units "graded into one another" (Sharrock 1974: 96)? What of 
the Mundurucu in Amazonia who changed from patrilocality and patri
Imy to adopt the unusual combination of matrilocality and patrilineal 
reckonmg In response to their new role as hunters of slaves and 
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suppliers of manioc flour to slave-hunting expeditions? What, more
over, of Africa, where the slave trade created an unlimited demand for 
slaves, and where quite unrelated populations met that demand by 
severing people from their kin groups through warfare, kidnapping, 
pawning, or judicial procedures, in order to have slaves to sell to the 
Europeans? In all such cases, to attempt to specify separate cultural 
wholes and distinct boundaries would create a false sample. These cases 
exemplify spatially and temporally shifting relationships, prompted in 
all instances by the effects of European expansion. If we consider, 
furthermore, that this expansion has for nearly 500 years affected case 
after case, then the search for a world sample of distinct cases is illusory. 

One need have no quarrel with a denotative use of the term society to 
designate an empirically verifiable cluster of interconnections among 
people, as long as no evaluative prejudgments are added about its state 
of internal cohesion or boundedness in relation to the external world. 
Indeed, I shall continue to use the term in this way throughout this 
book, in preference to other clumsier formulations. Similarly, it would 
be an error to discard the anthropological insight that human existence 
entails the creation of cultural forms, themselves predicated on the 
human capacity to symbol. 

Yet the concept of the autonomous, self-regulating and self-justifying 
society and culture has trapped anthropology inside the bounds of its 
own definitions. Within the halls of science, the compass of observation 
and thought has narrowed, while outside the inhabitants of the world 
are increasingly caught up in continent-wide and global change. 
Indeed, has there ever been a time when human populations have 
existed in independence of larger encompassing relationships, unaf
fected by larger fields of force? Just as the sociologists pursue the 
will-o' -the-wisp of social order and integration in a world of upheaval 
and change, so anthropologists look for pristine replicas of the precap
ita list. preindustrial past in the sinks and margins of the capitalist, 
industrial world. But Europeans and Americans would never have 
encountered these supposed bearers of a pristine past if they had not 
encountered one another, in bloody fact. as Europe reached out to seize 
the resources and populations of the other continents. Thus, it has been 
rightly said that anthropology is an offspring of imperialism. Without 
imperialism there would be no anthropologists, but there would also be 
no Dene, Baluba, or Malay fishermen to be studied. The tacit anthro
pological supposition that people like these are people without history 
amounts to the erasure of 500 years of confrontation, killing, resurrec
tion, and accommodation. If sociology operates with its mythology of 
Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, anthropology all too frequently oper
ates with its mythology of the pristine primitive. Both perpetuate fic
tions that deny the facts of ongoing relationships and involvements. 

These facts clearly emerge in the work of anthropologists and his
torians who have specialized in what has come to be known as ethno-
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~isto;y. Perhaps "ethnohistory" has been so called to separate it from 
real hIstory, the study of the supposedly civilized. Yet what is clear 

fr.om the study of ethnohistory is that the subjects of the two kinds of 
~Istory, are the same',!he ;;,ore ethnohistory we know, the more clearly 

theIr hIstory and our hIstory emerge as part of the same history. 
Thus, there can be no "Blackhistory" apart from "White history," only 
a componem of a common hIstory suppressed or omitted from conven
tIonal studtes for economic, political, or ideological reasons. 

These remarks echo those made by the anthropologist Alexander 
Lesse: who, 111 a dIfferent context, asked years ago that "we adopt as a 
worklIlg hypotheSIS the universality of human contact and influence'" 
that we think "of human sOcieties-prehistoric, primitive, or modern-'
;,ot as. closed systems, but as open systems"; that we see them "as 
lIle~tncably lIl~olved with other aggregates, near and far, in web like, 
nethke connectIOns" (1961: 42). The labors of the ethnohistorians have 
demonstrated the validity of this advice in case after case. Yet it remains 
mer~ly program~atic until we can move from a consideration of con~ 
nectlOns at work In separate cases to a wider perspective, one that will 
allow us to connect the connections in theory as well as in empirical 
study. 

In such a perspective, it becomes difficult to view any given culture 
as a bound~d system or as a self-perpetuating "design for living." We 
thus stand 111 need of a new theory of cultural forms. The anthropolo
gIsts have shown us that cultural forms-as "determinate orderings" 
of thmgs, behavior, and ideas-do playa demonstrable role in the 
manag~n1ent of human interaction. What will be required of us in the 
future IS not to deny that role, but to understand more precisely how 
cultural. forms work to mediate social relationships among particular 
populatIons. 

The Uses of Marx 

Ifwe ~rant the existence of such connections, how are we to conceive of 
them; Car: we g,:asp a comT?~n process that generates and organizes 
the;,1. Is It pOSSIble to en~lslO~ such a common dynamic and yet 
:nalntalll a sense of Its dIstinctIve unfolding in time and space as it 
lIlvolves and engulfs now this popUlation, now that other? 

Such. an approach is possible, but only if we can face theoretical 
posslbllmes that tr.anscendour specialized disciplines. It is not enough to 
b~come .multIdlsClphnary 1Il the hope that an addition of all the disci
plInes WIll lead to a new vision. A major obstacle to the development of a 
new perspectIve lIes 1Il the very fact of specialization itself. That fact has 
a hl~t~ry and that history is significant, because the several academic 
dlsClpllIles owe their existence to a common rebellion against political 
economy, theIr parent discipline. That discipline strove to lay bare the 
laws or regulantles surrounding the production of wealth. It entailed a 
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concern with how wealth was generated in production, with the role of 
classes in the genesis of wealth, and with the role of tile state in relation 
to the different classes. These concerns were common to conservatIves 
and socialists alike. (Marx addressed himself to them when he criticized 
political economists for taking as universals what he saw as the char
acteristics of historically particular systems of production.) Yet these 
concerns have been expunged so completely from the repertory of the 
social sciences that the latestInternational Encyclopedia Dfthe Social Sciences 
does not even include entries under "political economy" and "class." 
Today, concern with such matters is usually ascribed only to Marxists, 
even though Marx himself wrote in a letter to a friend (Joseph Weyde
meyer, March 5, 1852): 

no credit is due me for discovering the existence of classes in society nor 
yet the struggle between them. Long bcfor~ me bourgeois hislorians ha? 
described the historical development of thiS class struggle and bourgeOis 
economists the economic anatomy of the classes. [quoted in Venable 
1945: 6, n. 31 

It is likely that it was precisely the conception of political economy as a 
structure of classes that led the nascent social sciences to tUfn against the 
concept of class. If social. economic, and political relations were seen to 
involve a division into antagonistic classes, endowed by the structure of 
the political economy itself with opposing interests and capabilities, 
then the pursuit of order would indeed be haunted forever by the 
specter of discord. This was what led James Madison, in his tough
minded Federalist Papers, to define the function of government as the 
regulation of relations among antagonistic classes. The several social 
science disciplines, in contrast. turned their back on political economy, 
shifting instead to the intensive study of interaction among individuals 
-in primary and secondary groups, in the market. in the processes of 
government. They thus turned away also from concern with crucial 
questions about the nature of production, class, and power: If produc
tion is the condition of being human, how is production to be under
stood and analyzed? Under what conditions does production entail the 
rise of classes? What are the implications of class division for the alloca
tion of resources and the exercise of power? What is the nature of the 
state? 

Although these questions were abandoned by the social sciences, 
they persist as their hidden agenda. Because Marx raised these ques
tions most persistently and systematically, he remains a hidden inter
locutor in much social science discourse. It has been said, with reason, 
that the social sciences constitute one long dialogue with the ghost of 
Marx. If we are to transcend the present limits and limitations of the 
specialized disciplines, we must return to these unanswered questions 
and reconsider them. 
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Marx is important for this reconsideration in several ways. He was 
one of the last major figures to aim at a holistic human science, capable 
of integrating the varied specializations. Contrary to what is all too often 
said about him, he was by no means an economic determinist. He was a 
materialist. believing in the primacy of material relationships as against 
the primacy of "spirit." [ndeed, his concept of production (Produktiol1) 
was conceived in opposition to Hegel's concept of Geist, manifesting 
itself in successive incarnations of spirit. For him, production embraced 
at once the changing relations of humankind to nature, the social 
relations into which humans enter in the course of transforming nature, 
and the consequent transformations of human symbolic capability. The 
concept is thus not merely economic in the strict sense but also 
ecological. social. politicaL and social-psychological. It is relational in 
character. 

Marx further argued-against those who wanted to universalize 
Society, or the Market. or the Political Process-the existence of differ
ent modes of production in human history. Each mode represented a 
different combination of elements. What was true of one mode was not 
true of another: there was therefore no universal history. But Marx was 
profoundly historical. Both the elements constituting a mode ofproduc
tion and their characteristic combination had for him a definable history 
of origin, unfolding, and disintegration. He was neither a universal 
historian nor a historian of events, but a historian of configurations or 
syndromes of material relationships. Most of his energy was, of course, 
spent on efforts to understand the history and workings of one parti
cular mode, capitalism, and this not to defend it but to effect its 
revolutionary transformation. Since our specialized diSCiplinary dis
course developed as an antidote to revolution and disorder, it is 
understandable that this ghostly interrogator should have been made 
unwelcome in the halls of academe. 

Yet the specter has vital lessons for us. First, we shall not understand 
the present world unless we trace the growth of the world market and 
the course of capitalist development. Second, we must have a theory of 
that growth and development. Third, we must be able to relate both the 
history and theory of that unfolding development to processes that 
affect and change the lives of local populations. That theory must be 
able to delineate the significant elements at work in these processes and 
their systemic combinations in historical time. At the same time, it 
ought to cut finely enough to explain the significant differences mark
ing off each such combination from all the others-say, capitalism from 
other historically known combinations. Finally, theoretically informed 
history and historically informed theory must be joined together to 
account for populations specifiable in time and space, both as outcomes 
of significant processes and as their carriers. 

Among those who have contributed to a theoretically informed his
tory of the world to which capitalism has given rise, two names stand 
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out, both for the trenchancy of their formulations and the scope of their 
research effort. One of these is Andre Gunder Frank, an economist, who 
began to question the modernization approach to economic develop
ment in the early 1960s. Frank clearly articulated the heretical proposi
tion that development and underdevelopment were not separate 
phenomena, but were closely bound up with each other (1966, 1967). 
Over the past centuries, capitalism had spread outward from its original 
center to all parts of the globe. Everywhere it penetrated, it turned other 
areas into dependent satellites of the metropolitan center. Extracting 
the surpluses produced in the satellites to meet the requirements of the 
metropolis, capitalism distorted and thwarted the development of the 
satellites to its own benefit. This phenomenon Frank called "the devel
opment of underdevelopment." The exploitative relation between 
metropolis and satellite was, moreover, repeated within each satellite 
itself, with the classes and regions in closer contact with the external 
metropolis drawing surplus from the hinterland and distorting and 
thwarting its development, Underdevelopment in the satellites was 
therefore not a phenomenon sui generis, but the outcome of relations 
between satellite and metropolis, ever renewed in the process of surplus 
transfer and ever reinforced by the continued dependency of the satel
lite on the metropolis. 

Similar to Frank's approach is Immanuel Wallerstein's explicitly his
torical account of capitalist origins and the development of the "Euro
pean world-economy." This world-economy, originating in the late 
fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, constitutes a global market, 
characterized by a global division of labor. Firms (be they individuals, 
enterprises, or regions) meet in this market to exchange the goods they 
have produced in the hope of realizing a profit. The search for profit 
guides both production in general and specialization in production. 
Profits are generated by primary producers, whom Wallerstein calls 
proletarians, no matter how their labor is mobilized. Those profits are 
appropriated through legal sanctions by capitalists, whom Wallerstein 
classifies as bourgeois, no matter what the source of their capital. The 
growth of the market and the reSUlting worldwide division of labor 
generate a basic distinction between the core countries (Frank's 
metropolis) and the periphery (Frank's satellites). The two are linked by 
"unequal exchange," whereby "high-wage (but low-supervision), 
high-profit, high-capital intensive" goods produced in the core are 
exchanged for "low-wage (but high-supervision), low-profit, low
capital intensive goods" produced in the periphery (see Wallerstein 
1974: 351). In the core, goods are produced mainly by "free" wage
remunerated labor; in the periphery goods are produced mainly by one 
kind or another of coerced labor. Although he adduces various factors to 
explain this difference, Wallerstein has recourse to what is basically a 
demographic explanation. He argues that the growth of free wage labor 
in the core area arose in response to the high densities of population that 
made workers competitive with one another and hence willing to 
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submit to market discipline. while in the periphery low population 
densities favored the growth of labor coercion. We shall have occasion 
to look critically at some of these propositioos. Yet what is important 
about both Frank's and Wallerstein's work is that they have replaced 
the fruitless debates about modernization with a sophisticated and 
theoretically oriented acount of how capitalism evolved and spread, an 
evolution and spread of intertwined and yet differentiated relationships. 

Both Frank and Wallerstein focused their attention on the capitalist 
world system and the arrangements of its parts. Although they utilized 
the findings of anthropologists and regional historians. for both the 
principal aim was to understand how the core subjugated the periphery, 
and not to study the reactions of the micro-populations habitually 
investigated by anthropologists. Their choice of focus thus leads them to 
omit consideration of the range and variety of such populations, of their 
modes of existence before European expansion and the advent of 
capitalism, and of the manner in which these modes were penetrated, 
subordinated, destroyed, or absorbed, first by the growing market and 
subsequently by industrial capitalism. Without such an examination. 
however, the concept of the "periphery" remains as much of a cover 
term as "traditional society." Its advantage over the older term lies 
chiefly in its implications: it points to wider linkages that must be 
investigated if the processes at work in the periphery are to be under
stood. Yet this examination still lies before us if we wish to understand 
how Mundurucu or Mea were drawn into the larger system to suffer its 
impact and to become its agents. 

This book nndertakes such an examination. It hopes to delineate the 
general processes at work in mercantile and capitalist development, 
while at the same time following their effects on the micro-populations 
studied by the ethnohistorians and anthropologists. My view of these 
processes and their effects is historicaL but in the sense of history as an 
analytic account of the development of material relations, moving 
simultaneously on the level of the encompassing system and on the 
micro-level. I therefore look first at the world in 1400, before Europe 
achieved worldwide dominance. I then discuss some theoretical con
structs that might allow us to grasp the determining features of cap
italism and the modes that preceded it. Next I turn to the development 
of European mercantile expansion and to the parts played by various 
European nations in extending its global sway. Following the global 
effects of European expansion leads to a consideration of the search for 
American silver, the fur trade, the slave trade, and the quest for new 
sources of wealth in Asia. I then trace the transition to capitalism in the 
course of the industrial revolution, examine its impact on areas of the 
world supplying resources to the industrial centers, and sketch out the 
formation of working classes and their migrations within and between 
continents. In this account, both the people who claim history as their 
own and the people to whom history has been denied emerge as 
participants in the same historical trajectory. 



2 The World in 1400 

[n the year 1271 the Venetian merchants Niccolo and Maffeo Polo, 
together with Niccolo's son Marco, left the eastern shore of the Mediter
ranean and traveled through Iran to Hormuz on the Persian Gulf. From 
there they set off northeastward to Kashgar, where they took the old 
Silk Road and went on to Peking. After long travels through China and 
South Asia, the Polos set sail for Europe, arriving in Venice in 1295. 
Some forty years later, Ibn Battutah, a scholar-official from Morocco, 
embarked on a pilgrimage to Mecca, and went on through Iran, Ana
tolia, and the Crimea to Constantinople. From there he traveled to 
Central Asia and India, spending some years in government positions in 
Delhi and the Maldive Islands. After visiting southern China and 
Sumatra, he went home to Morocco in 1349. Three years later he 
accoTIlpanied Moroccan merchants across the Sahara to the kingdom of 
Mali in the Western Sudan and returned to Fez to dictate his travel story 
to a scribe. Between 1405 and 1433 the Chinese admiral Cheng-ho 
sailed seven tinles to southern Asia, reaching as far as the Red Sea and 
the East African coast. In 1492 a Genoese sea captain in the employ of 
the Queen of Aragon got his first glimpse of the New World, where he 
sighted the Bahamas and thought he had arrived in Japan. 

These voyages were not isolated adventures but manifestations of 
forces that were drawing the continents into more encompassing rela
tionships and would soon make the world a unified stage for human 
action. In order to understand what the world would become, we must 
first know what it was. I shall therefore follow an imaginary voyager in 
the year 1400 and depict the world that he might have seen. 

In this effort at global anthropology, I will go beyond the portrayal of 
distinctive tribes, culture areas, and civilizations to delineate the inter
locking networks of human interaction that extended across each of the 
two still separate hemispheres-the "Old World" of Europe, Asia, and 
Africa, and the "New World" of the Americas. These networks grew up 
and spread out in time as well as space. To account for them-to follow 
their growth and spread-means also to trace the historical itineraries of 
populations that history written from a Western point of view has 
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tended to ignore or to caricature. Like the anthropologist's "prirnitive 
contemporaries," they have been treated as people without a history of 
their own. 

These wide-ranging linkages among populations before European 
expansion were outcomes of identifiable material processes. One of 
these processes was the build-up of contentious hegemonic political and 
military systems. Each of the two hemispheres witnessed, separately. 
the rise of empires, which drew toward themselves the surpluses pro
duced by varied and manifold groups. A second process at work was the 
growth of long-distance trade, which everywhere connected zones of 
supply with centers of concentrated demand, and which opened up 
specialized roles for the peoples who sat astride the routes of commerce. 
Empire building and trade, in turn, created extensive grids of communi
cation, which bound together different populations under the aegis of 
dominant religious or political ideologies. Together these processes 
shaped the world that Europe would soon reorganize to answer to 
requirements of its own. 

Political Geography of the Old World 
To understand this world of 1400, we must begin with geography. A 
map of the Old World reveals certain physical constants. One of these is 
the great chain of n10untains running in an cast-west direction across 
the Eurasian landmass. Rising up from the rugged ranges of southern 
and western China, the chain ascends to the heights of the Kunlun, 
Himalayas and Pamir, "roof of the world," and reaches across the Elburz 
Range to the Caucasus, the Carpathians, the Alps, and finally the 
Pyrenees. Sometimes these mountains retarded contact between north 
and south. At other times, gaps in the chain encouraged population 
movement and attacks. In northern China. the Han had to build their 
big wall to keep the Chinese in and the Mongols and Turks out. In 
Turkestan, roads led southward into Iran and India. In the west, raiders 
could move up the valley of the Danube into the heart of Europe. 

An endpaper map shows us a second constant, the distribution of 
major climatic zones. These encourage different covers of natural vege
tation and, hence, favor different kinds of human habitation. The map 
immediately shows us a major belt of dry country running east and west 
from the Sahara and the Arabian deserts across the plateau ofIran into 
Turkestan and Mongolia. This is the country of pastoral popUlations, 
driving their herds over the pasture available along desert margins and 
on the steppe. Cultivation is possible only around permanent water 
sources in oases. South of the dry zone of desert and steppe lie warm and 
moist tropical and subtropical forest and savanna, often favorable to 
cultivation, as in West Africa, the Gangetic Plain, the peninsulas and 
islands of Southeast Asia, and southern China. To the north of the dry 
zone extends the forest. West of the Ural Mountains, the forest country 
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is rainy and experiences a longer growing season; hence, when cleared, 
it makes good farming country. To the east of the Urals, the forest is drier 
and colder. It becomes taiga, cold-weather coniferous forest. and
together with the treeless, lichen-covered belt of circumpolar tundra
the predilect habitat of forest hunters. Here cultivators ventured only 
rarely, and herders found it difficult to keep their animals alive. 

When we compare the distribution of cultivable and improvable 
agricultural land with that of desert and steppe, a significant contrast 
emerges. The distribution of the dry belt is continuous; that of the 
cultivable landscape is spotty and archipelagic. The pastoral corridor 
facilitated centrifugal movement; the compartmentalized arable zones 
oriented people centripetally toward the grounds of their home village. 
This dichotomy between steppe and sown shaped much of the course of 
human action in the Old World, sometimes dividing pastoralist and 
villager, at other times prompting them into interaction. 

Cultivation in northwestern Africa is confined mainly to the Mediter
ranean vertient north of the Atlas, and is impeded to the south and east 
by steppe and desert. Wheat raised in the Sus Valley and the Rharb of 
Morocco, in the plains of SheUf and Mitidja in Algeria, and in the 
Medjerda Plain of Tunis was important in sustaining local courts and 
elites. East of Tunis lies the oasis of Tripoli, and beyond that Egypt, the 
great oasis formed by the Nile. Its grain had fed Rome during the days of 
the Roman Empire, and thereafter it played the same role for Byzan
tium, for the Arabs at Damascus, and-after 1453-for the Ottomans. 
Byzantium and the Ottoman Empire also drew increasingly on the lands 
of the lower Danube and the shores of the Black Sea for their grain 
supply. (See map at back of book.) 

Small islands of cultivation could be sustained on terraced hillsides in 
Palestine, and there were major agricultural oases at Antioch (now 
Antakya) and Damascus. The Syrian steppe, farmed in Roman times 
and again in the twentieth century, is ecologically marginal and long lay 
abandoned to occupation by pastoral nomads. In Anatolia agriculture is 
possible along the shores of the Mediterranean and the Black Sea and in 
occasional patches on the mountainous plateau, but the rest is steppe, 
and to the southeast the desert again supervenes. Iraq-the land be
tween the Tigris and the Euphrates-was once enormously productive. 
Surplus production, aided by hydraulic works, had underwritten state 
formation since Akkadian times; construction of waterworks of all 
kinds reached a climax here under the Sassanid dynasty of Iran (A.D. 
226-637). But with the Islamic conquest of the area and the con
comitant growth of Baghdad into a capital with over 300,000 inhabi
tants, agricultural wealth and human resources were increasingly 
sacrificed to the city. This led to a decline in agricultural output and a 
steady decrease in the amount of tribute obtained (Adams 1965: 84 fL). 
A final blow to productivity was delivered by the Mongol invasion in 
the mid-thirteenth century, when the Mongol khan Huliigu destroyed 
the irrigation works of the lower valley. 
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Beyond the mountain chain of the Zagros lies the Iranian plateau. 
Most of it is covered by steppe and desert, with cultivation possible only 
in favored spots along a belt of alluvial fans extending around the inside 
rim of the mountain chain. On occasion cultivation has been extended 
into the drier zone by means of underground tunnels (qal1ats), which 
carry water by gravity flow along the water table to outlying fields. 
Waste and desert again restrict cultivation in Afghanistan and Baluch
istan to the east. 

Despite the prevalence of inhospitable desert and steppe throughout 
this area, a string of urbanized oases based on irrigation agriculture 
furnished rest stops and supply stations for caravans moving east and 
west. The most important of these caravan routes was the Silk Road. It 
began at Antioch in northern Syria, ran through Rai (near Teheran), 
then passed through Merv and Balkh (Bactria) to Kashgar. At Kashgar 
the road forked, conducting travelers both north and south of the 
Taklamakan (southern Gobi) Desert. The northern fork led to Kucha 
and Karashahr, the southern one through Yarkand and Khotan. Both 
forks met again at Tunhwang in Chinese Kansu, whence roads led on 
into China. Kashgar-which Marco Polo praised for its gardens and 
vineyards-was thus a major hub of long-distance commerce, inhab
ited, in Polo's words, by people "who travel and trade all over the 
world."~From Kashgar another route led northward to Samarkand and 
on to Sarai on the lower Volga, from which point one could reach Azov 
and the Black Sea. All along the northern escarpment of the great 
Eurasian mountain chain, too, there were pockets of arable land that 
could be cultivated if the herders, with their demand for pasture and 
water, could be kept at bay. 

Thus, a chain of widely spaced cultivated regions formed a great arc 
extending from the Moroccan Atlas Mountains to the very gates of 
China in Kansu. The agricultural regions were connected by routes of 
traffic and trade. This long chain was unified, both politically and 
religiously, only once in history, when the armies of Islam fanned out 
from the Arabian peninsula east and west in the course of the seventh 
and eighth centuries A.D. After that the links of the chain ripped apart 
and were never reassembled. Political separation was further exacer
bated by religions sectarianism, each kind of segmentation reinforcing 
the other. 

Renewed segmentation weakened many of the links in the long 
chain. Separate agricultural regions generated separate polities, limited 
internally by the circumscribed resources at their command and ex
posed to incursions and takeovers across unprotected boundaries. What 
held this beadlike geopolitical structure together were connections of 
trade and religious faith. These proved capable of transcending the 
limitations of each separate component and could aggregate resources 
on a wider scale; yet in the absence of a politically unified force to 
defend them, these linkages, too, were exposed to repeated interference 
and rupture. 
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North of the Eurasian mountain chain lay the steppe, forming a vast 
corridor from the Mongolian steppe in the east. through the Kirghiz and 
Russian steppes, to the Hungarian steppe close to the heart of Central 
Europe. These were the predilect traveling grounds of pastoral nomads. 
The conversion of the southern Russian prairie to pennanent cultiva
tion had to await the defeat of the pastoralists and their khans by the 
Russians in the seventeenth century A.D. 

Westward beyond the Russian prairie lay the European peninsula, a 
zone of temperate forests that could be cleared and fanned. The devel
opment of this peninsula heyond the confines of the Roman Mediter
ranean was, however, very slow. Almost completely surrounded by 
bodies of water-the Baltic Sea, the North Sea, the Atlantic, and the 
Mediterranean-this proximity to water could be turned into a major 
asset only when the shores could be held and defended against sea 
marauders from both north and south. This task was not realized com
pletely until the ninth century A.D. At the same time, the clearing of the 
European forest took millennia. Not until A.D. 1000 did the balance 
between forest and farm tilt in favor of the cultivators. Secure cultiva
tion in favored and militarily defensible core areas developed then in 
the belt between forest and sea, often where some major river furnished 
an outlet for coast-bound shipping. Such favored regions of high pro
ductivity 'were the Low Countries, the Seine basin, the drainage of the 
Middle Rhine, the Thames Valley in England, the valley of the Tejo in 
Portugal, and the Po Valley in Italy. The agricultural surpluses of these 
regions fed the growth of political power, becoming strategic bases of 
supply for developing states. 

At the eastern end of the Silk Road, in Kansu, the trans-Eurasian 
route extended into China, a political-economic world very different 
from that of both Europe and Islam. Europe was confined to the outliers 
of a peninsula, its geopolitical core areas consolidating along the perim
eter of the land. The Islamic world lay stretched out longitudinally 
across the Eurasian spine, with extensions into western and eastern 
Africa. China, instead, developed into a compact unit, huge in compari
son with the polities of the west. This development took place only 
gradually. State formation was first underwritten by agricultural expan
sion in the north, the areas of the Ching and Wei rivers in Shans!. the 
Fen River in Shansi, and the lower valley of the Yellow River. Millet was 
the main crop in this region, although wheat came increasingly to the 
fore after A.D. 700. This older political center of gravity was then 
brought into relationship with the rice-growing Yangtze Valley, and the 
two areas were connected by big canals at the beginning of the seventh 
century. Somewhat later a third key area developed south of the 
Yangtze. Migration by ethnic (Han) Chinese into the fertile deltas and 
basins of this area began in the third century A.D. but speeded up greatly 
in the seventh and eighth centuries, supported by a more sophisticated 
rice-growing technology based on improved tools, seeds, and irrigation 
techniques. 
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A state structure influenced by both Chinese and Hindu models, and 
sustained by irrigated rice, arose in the Mekong Delta as early as the first 
century A.D. The formation of hydraulic cores in adjacent regions and 
islands during the first millennium A.D" however, followed primarily 
Hindu prototypes. Among these were the Khmer kingdom of Angkor 
and kingdoms of central Java and Ceylon. In India itself an earlier core 
area lying on the Indus River had once supported the state systems of 
Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa; but these had been destroyed in 1200 B.C" 

probably by Indo-European invaders. After that the dry Indus Valley 
never recovered its previous key role, except as a staging area for armed 
incursions from Central Asia. When states formed thereafter, they 
originated in the valley of the Ganges, especially in the region of Bihar 
and Bengal. Rice was here the main crop, grown with supplementary 
irrigation where annual rainfall reached only forty to eighty inches, and 
defended against floods with dams and dykes in the areas receiving 
more than eighty inches a year. 

The advance of irrigation agriculture in eastern and southern Asia 
displaced populations employing less intensive modes of cultivation. 
Intensive cultivators in India pressed against hill tribes engaged in 
slash-and-burn agriCUlture, such as the Mundas and the Oraons of 
Bihar. In China the Han people assumed their historical identity as their 
irrigation-based political economy developed after 700 B.C. To the south 
of them were non-Han "barbarians"-Mong (Miao), Yu Mien (Yao), 
and Tai-speakers. As the Han advanced across the Yangtze River into 
"barbarian" territory, they incorporated some of the groups with agri
cultural and political patterns similar to their own, while pushing back 
the slash-and-burn cultivators into more mountainous or inhospitable 
regions. Elsewhere the migratory cultivators withdrew to protect their 
kin-ordered societies from the pressures of political and economic exac
tions. As a resulL remnant populations of non-Han minorities have 
existed in the mountains of southwestern China and adjacent Bunna, 
Thailand, Laos, and Vietnam since the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. 
The same processes were repeated on a smaller scale wherever nuclei of 
irrigation agriculture developed in the lowlands, while the hill dwellers 
resorted to extensive slash-and-burn cultivation to farm the mountain
ous and inaccessible hinterlands. 

Trade 

In making his way across the heights and fastnesses of the Old World in 
1400, our imaginary observer would have followed in the footsteps of 
innumerable traders, who, for millennia, had labored to construct far
flung commercial networks between widely separate regions. Indeed, 
the archipelagic distribution of agricultural areas put a premium on 
connecting routes, whether by sea or by land. Such routes, whether 
short- or long-distance, required servicing and defense against attack. 
At the same time, any group that seized control of a major connecting 
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link could insert itself into the transport grid to its own benefit, or else 
cut off connections together, accentuating the compartmentalization of 
the cultivable archipelagos. Thl.ls, the history of the Old World could be 
written not only in terms of the strategic agricultural areas but also in 
terms of the links among them. 

One of the great advantages possessed by the European peninsula of 
Eurasia was its proximity to water routes all along its perimeter, from 
the Gulf of Finland and the Baltic Sea to the eastern Mediterranean. 
From the northeasternmost pole of this maritime network, people could 
portage across to the Volga, and-like the Vikings-sail down to the 
Caspian. This route, however, was interrupted by the steppe nomads 
and not reopened until the middle of the sixteenth century. From the 
ports of the eastern Mediterranean, the Silk Road led toward Kashgar 
and on into China. A second route from the Mediterranean led from 
Aleppo on to the Persian Gulf, and thence by ship to India and Southeast 
Asia. A third route involved portage across the isthmus of Suez and 
maritime transport through the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden to East 
Africa and India beyond. From the southern Mediterranean littoral, 
caravan routes using camels, the "ships of the desert," crossed the 
Sahara to converge upon the cities of Gao and Timbuctll on the bend of 
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The European Peninsula: proximity to waterways. 



32 CONNECTIONS 

the Niger River. From there, river transport and pack donkeys carried 
goods deep into the West African heartland. Southeast Asia, in turn, was 
traversed by innumerable routes of raiding and trading, from Malaya to 
the Philippines and Japan. 

The existence of such routes reminds us that long-distance exchanges 
possess ancient roots. Merchants have long moved goods from areas of 
surplus production to deficit areas, and obtained a return for their 
service. As long as transport facilities were limited-as long as bur
dens had to be borne overland by human or animal carriers, and across 
the seas in the hold of ships of low tonnage-the movement tended to 
favor luxury goods, that is, goods that yielded a high profit per unit 
sold. To the extent that trade in elite goods predominated, trade ex
changes tended to move in two different spheres. There was the sphere 
of local trade and exchange, in which goods for everyday use moved 
among villages and towns within restricted regions; and the sphere of 
long-distance trade in valuables, produced for consumption by elites 
and serving to underline their positions of political and economic 
domination. 

Pastoral Nomads 

In traversing the Old World dry belt from Africa to the far reaches of 
Asia, traders and other travelers entered the predilect habitat ofpopula
tions specialized in its use, the pastoral nomads. These were not merely 
herders; they also sat astride most of the routes that connected oasis 
with oasis, core area with core area, region with region. Equipped with 
cavalry, they could interdict movement across strategic points and could 
mass attacks against hubs of trade in oases and towns. Today the tables 
have turned against the pastoralists, who increasingly have been de
prived of their ability to wage war on their own behalf. Before the 
Europeans opened up the sea route to the Orient, however, the pasto
ralists played a major role in the transcontinental caravan trade, exact
ing tribute in return for promises of safe conduct. The ability to impose 
such "protection rents," in F. C. Lane's phrase, furnished a lucrative 
income. Niels Steensgard has estimated the financial loss to the Levant 
resulting from direct European trade with Asia-by sea around the 
Cape of Good Hope-at 3-4 million piasters (1973: 175). 

In A.D. 1400 the caravan trade was still in its heyday, as were the 
pastoral nomads who patrolled it. It is not that pastoralists could survive 
in independence of the settled zone. Although pastoralists were special
ists in livestock keeping, moving with their herds in search of pasture 
and water, they usually depended upon cultivators to furnish them 
with grain and artisan products. Pastoralists and cultivators were thus 
often linked by necessary exchanges. The terms of these exchanges 
depended upon the distribution of power between the exchanging 
populations. Where pastoral nomads possessed horses, they frequently 
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held the advantages of surprise, mobility, and superior impact in dealing 
with settled populations. Pastoralists organized into segmentary and 
ranked lineages also held strategic advantages. Lineages that ordinarily 
operated on their own could be brought together through appeals to a 
common genealogical charter, the massing body led by lineages of 
higher rank. 

This does not mean that pastoralists always stood ready to attack 
settled populations. There were many kinds of pastoralists who lived in 
pacific symbiosis with settled Villages. There were also many pastoral 
populations who carried on some cultivation during the course of the 
annual migratory cycle or delegated tasks of pennanent tillage to a 
subgroup of their federation. There were numerous factors that affected 
the rates of exchange between pastoral and agricultural products; cer
tain shifts caused pastoralists to abandon herding in favor of tillage, 
while other shifts led cultivators to abandon their fields and become 
full-time raisers of livestock. The question that must be asked, and 
which has no easy answer, concerns the precise conditions under which 
pastoral nomads chose the alternative of aggressive war, rather than 
strategies of accommodation or symbiosis. 

Our observer of A.D. 1400 would undoubtedly have thought of 
pastoral nomads as "scourges of God." For the better part of 400 years, 
they had unleashed attack after attack against the centers of cultivation. 
The reasons for this are not wholly clear. Owen Lattimore has traced the 
source of movements in the history of the steppe to those border zones 
where cultivators and nomads competed for land that could serve either 
as arable or as pasture (1951). Such areas were also political shatter
belts, where the interest of those who ruled over cultivators lay in 
setting the nomads at each other's throats, while at the same time the 
nomads acquired a knowledge of the strengths and weaknesses of the 
settled areas. The impact of pastoral nomads-whether Turk, Mongol, 
Arab, or Berber-reached an intensity and scope in the four centuries 
before our observer's trek that set this time span off from others before 
or since. 

The ability to mass large mobile fighting forces under effective com
mand served the nomads well in times of war, but it created problems in 
times of peace. It rendered difficult the continuous administration of 
conquered populations without attendant loss of their fighting effec
tiveness. "The empire was created on horseback, but it cannot be 
governed on horseback," the Sinicized Khitan Ch'u-ts'ai is supposed to 
have said to Jenghiz Khan's successor, Ogedai (Grousset 1970: 257). To 
consolidate their gains, therefore, the pastoral conquerors usually 
adopted the administrative models of the peoples that they had over
come. In practice this meant that the nomads of the western steppe 
followed Islamic prototypes, while those of the eastern steppe and 
desert borrowed the models of the Han Chinese. This step had further 
consequences. Concentration on the skills of routine administration 
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tended to weaken the skills that supported military prowess. At the 
same time, success in improving the tax base, on which the splendor of 
settled court life depended, invited rivals-still nomadic-to challenge 
the conquerors (Lattimore 1951: 76-77). The result was a constant 
turnover of ruling elites, often accompanied by violent depreciation or 
destruction of the prizes won in war, including the decimation of the 
surplus-producing population and of the technological base upon 
which their production depended. 

The pastoralists not only interacted with the zones of intensive culti
vation; they also interacted with one another. Pastoralists invaded 
pasture grounds of other groups and disputed control of the vital pres
sure points of trade. According to Frederick Teggart (1939), for instance, 
each defeat at the great wall of China sent pastoralists reeling backwards 
against other pastoral popUlations, transmitting the pressure until 
migratory invaders were sent crashing against the Roman limes in the 
west. While Teggar!'s description probably exaggerates the synchroni
zation of the process, the continuous movement of pastoralists along the 
dry belt-Mongol- and Turkic-speakers in the north and Arabic
speakers in the south-turned the corridor into an area of dense inter
action, as well as a staging area of conflict. 

The Near East and Africa 
Turks 
In 1400 our voyager would have encountered large pastoral popula
tions in movement all along the trail of the old Silk Road. To the east of 
Kashgar, these were mainly Mongol-speakers; west of Kashgar were 
mainly speakers of Turkic languages. Since the year 1000, Turkic
speakers had come into increasing contact with town dwellers and 
cultivators, notably in the northern borderland ofIran and the adjacent 
belt of steppe. There agriculture and the power of the agrarian class 
waned as the steppe warriors gained ascendancy. Converting to Sunna 
Islam and merging their warrior ideology with the role of the ghazi 
frontier fighter for the faith, the Turks were able to recapture some of 
the ideological energies of early, expansionist Islam. From the eleventh 
century on, Turks increasingly replaced others as mercenaries and mili
tary bondsmen in the service of Near Eastern rulers. Indeed, in two 
areas-central Anatolia and northwestern India-they consolidated 
their own rule in the eleventh century, and in the mid-thirteenth 
century a Turkish and Circassian elite of military bondservants (mam
luk) replaced a ruling group of Kurdish descent in Syria and Egypt. 

In the course of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, most Turkish 
groups were swept up in the conquests of Jenghiz Khan and his Mon
gols, initially joining with the Mongols and later benefiting from their 
retreats. In Iran, for example, a dynasty of Seljuk Turks fell before the 
Mongol onslaught in the first third of the thirteenth century, but a 

The World in 1400 35 

hundred years later competition beween Mongol and Turkic rivals 
reopened. This contest was won first by a Turk from Transoxeania, the 
terrible Timur (Tamerlane). In 1400 his domain stretched from the 
Black Sea to the gates of Kashgar, but it would soon begin to crumble 
after his death in 1405. A century later the Timurid heartland in Trans
oxeania would fall to Uzbek conquest, led by a khan descended from 
Jenghiz. Then the religious leaders of the Shiite Safawi order would 
mobilize the pastoralist Turkoman, defeat the Sunnic Uzbeks to the east, 
and unify Iran against the pressure of the Sunnic Ottoman Turks en
croaching from the west. 

The Ottomans themselves were descendants of an Oghuz clan hold
ing grazing grounds around the city ofMerv, and led by a Persian-speak
ing Seljuk Turkish elite. They became the nucleus of what McNeill has 
called "a freebooters' frontier principality" (1963: 499). From A.D. 1300 
on, they raided and pillaged Byzantine settlements from a base in 
northwestern Anatolia, expanding rapidly into the Balkans in the sec
ond half of the fourteenth century. By 1400 they had reduced the once 
powerful Byzantines to enclaves at Constantinople and Salonica and in 
the southeastern Peloponnesus, and they were readying their final 
attacks on these targets when Timur routed them at Ankara (1402). 
Surviving their rivalries with Timur, the Ottomans would resume ex
pansion in the fifteenth century, conquering Constantinople in 1453 
and establishing an empire that would last until the end of World War!. 

Our observer, then, would have encountered the Ottomans just 
before their defeat by Timur. He would have noted the power of the 
ghazi ideology, which inspired Ottoman expansion against the infidels 
under the slogan of the jihad, or holy war; but he would have seen little 
as yet of the system the Ottomans would construct to hold and admin
ister their conquests. This massive empire would for over three cen
turies dominate the Near East, block direct European access to the 
Orient, and deflect European expansion westward toward the Americas 
and the sea routes around the Cape of Good Hope. It is therefore worth 
looking ahead briefly to the imperial structure that would develop. 

The Ottoman polity was centered upon the sultan with his imperial 
household, consisting of his military bondsmen or slaves-the famous 
janissaries. These slaves were usually recruited among non-Moslems, 
war captives or children received in payment of tribute imposed upon 
conquered populations. Raised in allegiance to the sultan, they owed 
loyalty only to him, not to any kin group that crosscut the machinery of 
the state. In this way the Ottomans attempted to obviate the problems of 
divisiveness and competition usually posed by the segmented social 
organization of the pastoral nomads. (This pattern was not original with 
the Ottomans. It is attested as early as the eighth century among the 
Abbasid caliphs of Baghdad, who recruited mostly Turks from the 
nearby steppes, and among the Umayyad caliphs of Cordoba in Spain, 
who favored Slavs.) 
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Ottoman expansion. 

The military bondservants were sent out to govern the provinces and 
to collect their surpluses, which fed the Ottoman army and guaranteed 
the food supply of the core region. In return the military bondsmen 
received grants to shares of the tribute for their lifetime (iq tal. Actual 
title to land was retained by the sultan and not given as property, thus 
inhibiting the growth of a European form of feudalism, in which bodies 
of kinsmen came into hereditary possession of land and labor. The 
Ottoman state also established domination over the ulema, the Islamic 
teachers of the sacred law. Contrary to prior Islamic practice, they 
organized the ulema into a hierarchy answerable to the state and 
charged with standardizing the law against the centrifugal influences of 
local religious variants. The military bondsmen and the ulema together 
formed the class of askeri, soldiers. All others were classified as subjects 
(raeya), who sustained the state and its officialdom with tribute. 

The Ottoman economy was, however, based on the extensive use of 
money. Tributary surpluses, together with the produce of peasants and 
the craft products of artisan guilds, were sold in local, regional, and 
inter-regional marketplaces. Thus, both revenue collection and revenue 
valorization depended upon a stratum of merchants, whose activities 
were necessary to the state and yet always threatened to escape state 
control. Merchants were officially licensed by the state, and market 
sales were closely scrutinized and taxed by state officials. In the late 
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sixteenth century, however, trade within the Ott0111an realm came to 
beincreasingly linked to trade with Venice, Genoa, and Florence, and 
with the commercial emporia along the Black Sea. Much of this trade 
was in contraband, and indeed "contraband carried the day" (Islamoglu 
and Keyder 1977: 41). At the same time, the state-increasingly unable 
to collect revenues-moved from the remuneration of its officials with 
tribute to tax farming. The tax fanner furnished revenue to the state in 
exchange for the rights to collect tribute and taxes locally and to dispose 
of them at a profit. Diminishing control by the state led, in turn, to the 
rise of a class of local notables, the ayans, who accumulated local power 
and commercial influence as the power ohhe palace and its representa
tives waned. 

North and West Africa 

Further west, in North Africa, nomadic populations also held a strategic 
role in 1400. Here each city or caravan emporium stood within a ring of 
surrounding fields and palm groves, separated one from the other by 
desert or steppe. The towns were linked by wide-ranging routes of 
trade, but their caravans had to ply these lanes oftraffic across inhospit
able ground held by seminomads and nomads in pursuit of their own 
interests. 

While the geography and settlement pattern of the area suggest sharp 
contrasts between the steppe and the sown, and between cities and their 
rural hinterlands, the societies of Muslim North Africa bridged these 
gaps by ties of "horizontal solidarity" (Laroui 1976: 35). Cities were not 
set off from the surrounding countryside as independent and self-ruling 
entities. Each city contained quarters that housed groups separated 
from one another by ethnic, religious, or occupational distinctions: 
these groups had their counterparts in towns and Villages. Cities, towns, 
and villages thus formed "geographical and ecological, as well as social 
composites including territories and populations who were neither 
exclUSively urban nor exclUSively rural, but a combination of the two" 
(Lapidns 1969: 73-74). Each regional composite was dominated by an 
elite of intermarrying families, comprising landowners, merchants, 
state officials, heads of guilds, and the religious leaders of mosques, 
schools, and charitable foundations (ulama). At the same time, ties of 
comnlon interest connected such elites across regional boundaries. 
Long-distance trade wove a network of commercial relations among 
merchant communities and drew into alliance the leaders of pastoral 
groups involved in guaranteeing the wide-ranging caravan traffic. 
Moreover, the religious elite of the ulama was found throughout the 
Muslim world, linking different regions as leaders and interpreters of 
religion and law. Strategic centers and strong-points, finally, were in the 
hands of political-military elites, usually composed of the slave soldiery 
of a paramount sultan, who taxed and ruled in confiict or accommoda
tion with members of the regional elites. 
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The maintenance of power in these polities depended on keeping 
control of the region through its elite, and on effective alliances with 
pastoral groups able to defend the caravan routes and oases in the 
hinterland. Contesting control meant forming alliances with disaffected 
tribal segments and enlisting the cooperation of disgruntled urban mer
chants and artisans. The result was a constant seesaw in which the allied 
dissidents would test the limits of the ruler's control until the road was 
clear for their takeover. After a seizure of power the cycle would 
recommence. 

This continuous process of building up and tearing down of alliances 
was brilliantly analyzed in the fourteenth century by the Berber cour
tier Ibn Khaldun, who saw in it a continuous alternation between the 
kinship solidarity of the nomad and the diversification of interests 
attendant on sedentary life. The process has its own logic, as Ibn Khal
dun showed. Yet in North Africa it was the consequence also of a larger 
context, that of trans-Saharan trade, on the one hand, and of relations 
with economic and political forces in Iberia and Italy, on the other. 

The trans-Saharan trade with West Africa was of strategic importance 
to North Africa, the Near East, and even to Europe. The trade routes 
reached across the desert into the trans-African savanna belt, and be
yond that into the zone of tropical forest. The gold mines of West Africa, 
in Bambuk and Bun" played a vital role in the bullion supply ofthe Old 
World. In the late Middle Ages, this area furnished about two-thirds of 
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the gold circulating in the economy of the hemisphere (Hopkins 1973: 
82). The forest zone also furnished large numbers of slaves forthe Near 
East. In addition, this zone exported cloth, ivory, pepper, and kola nuts 
(prized as a stimulant in areas where Islam forbade the use of alcohol) 
and received, in return, horses, brass, copper, glassware, beads, leather, 
textiles, tailored clothing, and preserved foodstuffs from North Africa, 
as well as salt from the mines of the Sahara. The trade routes through 
the western Sahara to Morocco and Algeria lay mainly in the hands of 
Mande-speaking Dyula traders, who had expanded southward from 
Jenne (located on the Bani, a tributary of the Niger) to Begho, the major 
collecting point for gold and forest products on the edge of the forest 
zone. The eastern trade routes to Tunisia and Libya connected up with 
the commercial network of the Hausa, who traded south toward the 
forest from the city of Kano in northern Nigeria and from other Hausa 
towns. 

This external network, of course, had political implications. Control 
of the transfer points between forest and savanna and between savanna 
and desert placed power in the hands of those able to achieve and hold 
control. The interface between the three zones also proved to be critical 
for state formation in West Africa. The earliest of these polities, dating 
from befOl;e A.D. 800, had been Aukar, pivoted on market centers in the 
grasslands north of the upper Nigcr and Senegal. This state, probably 
founded by Soninke and usually called Ghana after the title of its ruler, 
controlled the trade in gold from the placers at Bambuk and used its 
monopoly to obtain needed goods from Morocco through a colony of 
Muslim traders. The kingdom had fallen in the eleventh century to 
Mauritanian Berbers, the AI-Murabitun, who thus seized control of its 
northward trade. Then, in the thirteenth century, a former dependency 
of Ghana had risen to become the Malinke-dominated polity of 
Kangaba (Mali). Once again this power was founded on control of the 
gold trade and on hegemony over the ,outes from Timbuctu. 

In 1400 Kangaba was in decline. In the course of the century, it would 
give way to Songhay, with its capital at Gao. Songhay carried on trade 
with the north through Muslim Lemtuna Berber merchants from the 
oases to the north. Songhay would subsequently fall to Moroccan 
invasion from the north. Further state formation would take place along 
the southern and eastern peripheries of former Songhay. To the south 
there would emerge, toward the end of the sixteenth century, the 
several states of the Mossi, controlling the route from Jenne to the forest 
land of the Asante and the savanna region of the lower Volta. To the east 
the polity of Kanem-Bornu, straddling the trade routes to Tunisia and 
Libya and to the Middle Nile, would be pushed into the background by 
the Hausa states, centered upon Katsina and Kano, the two leading 
eastern market towns. From these centers the Hausa entered into con
tact with the Yoruba-speaking peoples and their neighbors of the West 
African forest. 
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Thus, Africa south of the Sahara was not the isolated, backward area 
of European imagination, but an integral part of a web of relations that 
connected forest cultivators and miners with savanna and desert traders 
and with the merchants and rulers of the North African settled belt. This 
web of relations had a warp of gold, "the golden trade of the Moors," 
bnt a weft of exchanges in other prodncts. The trade had direct political 
consequences, What happened in Nigerian Benin or Hausa Kano had 
repercussions in Tunis and Rabat. When the Europeans would enter 
West Africa from the coast, they would be setting foot in a country 
already dense with towns and settlements, and caught up in networks 
of exchange that far transcended the narrow enclaves of the European 
emporia on the coast. 

We can see such repercussions at the northern tenninus of the trade 
routes in Morocco and Algeria, Here one elite after another came to the 
fore, each one dependent on interaction with the Sahara and the forest 
zone. Each successive elite was anchored in a kin-organized confed
eracy, usually mobilized around a religious ideology, We have already 
referred to the AI-Murabitun who destroyed Ghana, They were mem
bers of a religious movement, which had arisen in the eleventh century 
among the pastoral Sanhaja Berber confederations when their resource 
base was threatened by Arab Bedouin moving into the Mauritanian 
Sahara. From their military-religious hermitages (ribat, the root of their 
name), they preached return to a purified Islam. One branch of the 
AI-Murabitun went south to lay hold of the gold of Ghana; another 
branch moved north to conquer Morocco and Spain, Under their His
panicized name-the Almoravids-they ruled AI-Andalus between 
1090 and 1110. They were replaced in the twelfth century by the 
AI-Muwihiddin (Hispanicized as Almohades), or Unitarians, of the 
Masmuda confederacy, The AI-Muwihiddin were succeeded in the 
thirteenth century, in turn, by the Beni Marin, pastoralists from the 
desert near the trading emporium of Sijilmassa, who then excluded 
both Sanhaja and Masmuda from power in favor of their own confed
eracy, the Zanata. Subsequently the Beni Marin fought a two-front war, 
one against remnants of the AI-Muwihiddin in Tunis, the Habids, and 
another against a section of their own confederation, the Zayanids of 
western Algeria, who disputed their control over Sijilmassa, Hafsids and 
Zayanids traded with the European shore, especially with Arag6n in 
eastern Spain, attempting to counteract Marin power and to compen~ 
sate for the impoverishment of their own hinterlands by nomad depre
dations. After the fall of Moslem Granada to the kingdom of Castile in 
1492, Hafsids and Zayanids would seek Ottoman protection, which 
would come in the shape of a pirate fleet, making piracy the main source 
of revenue from then on (Abun-Nasr 1971: 167). 

In 1400 our traveler would have encountered the Beni Marin still in 
control of Morocco. Increasingly, however, they would lose support. In 
the sixteenth century rulership would pass to the leaders of a religious 
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movement who claimed descent from the Prophet Mohammed. The 
movement originated among the Berbers of the Sus Valley and 
preached holy war against the Portuguese, These Sa'dians would strive 
to regain control of the gold of the Sudan by invading and destroying 
Songhay toward the end of the sixteenth century, but they would 
merely succeed in driving the gold trade away from the western caravan 
routes toward the east. In due course, like their counterparts in Algeria 
and Tunis, these rulers of Morocco also would turn to piracy as a way of 
tappmg the wealth moving over the new sea-lanes created by the 
Europeans. 

East Africa 

East Africa, too, was involved in the network of overland routes and 
sea-lanes, the consequences of which would have been evident to an 
observer in 1400. 

This ar~a was inhabited largely by Bantu-speaking populations. 
WhIle theIr 11lstory remains to be fully unraveled, present evidence 
from archaeology, comparative linguistics, and ethnohistory indicates 
that they originated in the central Cameroons. From there two streams 
of populatipns moved outward, in different directions. The first stream 
m(~ved eastward through the Sudanic belt, taking up cereal production, 
ammal ralSlng, and Ironwork by the second millennium B,C. By 1000 
B,C, clusters ofpopnlations belonging to this eastern stream had reached 
the Rift Valley and the highlands of Tanzania and southern Kenya, 
Aro,;,nd 500 B,C. this stream turned southward, crossing the belt of 
tropIcal forest in the vicinity of Lake Victoria. From this point of entry, 
populatIOns of Bantu-speaking cultivators and herders moved south
ward toward Transvaal and southwestward into central Zambia, Zim
babwe (Rhodesia), and on into Angola. The southward movement 
crossed the Limpopo River into Transvaal about A,D 400. 

A second stream of migrations carried Bantu-speakers from the Cam
eroons southward, along coastal and riverine routes to the mouth of the 
Congo, In contrast to the stock-raiSing and iron working cultivators of 
the e~stward movement, the populations of this second stream long 
r~matr:ed ston~-tool-using cultivators of root crops. Around the begin
lUng of the ChnstIan era, the populations of these two movements came 
together, probably in northern Angola. By A,D. 500 they were 
exp~nding eastward into Zambia and southeastern Zaire, setting in 
motlOn some of the state-making processes still evident in historic times. 
Theh' advance, displaced hunting-and-gathering popUlations; their 
Kh?tsan-speakrng predecessors were driven into the inhospitable 
Afncan Southwest, where they still survive as Khoi-Khoi("Hottentot") 
cattle raisers and San ("Bushmen") food collectors. 

These expanding Bantu came increasingly into contact with Near 
Eastern and Asian traders. Arab trading stations existed in East Africa at 
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least by the tenth century, if not before; they exported slaves, ivory, 
iron, rhinoceros horn, tortoise shell, amber, and leopard skins to India 
and beyond. Chinese sources mention slaves from Zenj (Black Africa) as 
early as the seventh century, and by 1119 most of the wealthy people of 
Canton were said to have possessed Black slaves (Mathew 1963: 108).lt 
seems possible that the traders involved in this early export trade were 
Malays from the kingdom of Sriviyaya in Sumatra, which controlled 
the trad.e between India and China from the eighth to the eleventh 
centuries. Although Zanzibar may have been occupied by Arabs since 
the eighth century, the first port of major importance in East Africa 
appears to have been Kilwa, in control of the trade in gold from south
ern Rhodesia from the eleventh century on. Other important depots 
were Mogadishu, Kisimani Mafia, and Malindi. As the trade routes 
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connecting Anatolia with the Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean took 
precedence in the thirteenth century over the continental routes spon~ 
sored by the Mongols, the East African trade in gold, ivory, copper, and 
slaves increased heavily. East Africa thus became part of the trade 
network of the southern seas. In return for its exports, East Africa 
received Indian beads and cloth, as well as Chinese porcelain (mostly 
Ming) and wares from Burma and Vietnam. 

The gold trade had a major impact on the hinterland. By the ninth 
century, mining of gold deposits (sometimes more than 100 feet deep) 
was in full swing in the area between the Zambezi and the Limpopo. It is 
"very probable that immense quantities of gold were exported" (Sum
mers 1961: 5). The miners were iron-using cattle keepers and possibly 
cultivators as well. AboutA.D. 1000 they came under the domination of 
newcomers, probably Shona-speakers, who established themselves 
among the miners in stone-built headquarters and ceremonial centers, 
the best known of which is represented by the ruins of Zimbabwe. Their 
chiefs took over the gold trade with the coastal Arabs, and tapped the 
ivory and copper of the Limpopo River valley. Their influence in the 
hinterland can be seen in the rich burials at Ingombe I1ede on the 
Zambezi River, which clearly reveal an extensive trade in copper, iron, 
and gold. 
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In 1400 the Shona of Zimbabwe were ruled by a Rozwi dynasty, the 
Mwene Mutapa, whose polity was described by early Portuguese trav
elers and in later oral-historical accounts of the area (Abraham 1966). 
What we know of them affords lIS an unusual glimpse into a case of state 
formation predicated upon entry into the hemispheric network of trade, 
as well as some insight into the political economy and ideology of a 
developing African kingdom. In these accounts the Shona emerge as an 
association of patrilineages, organized into a number of "tribes," or 
kinship corporations. Each corporation was associated with midzimu, or 
ancestor spirits, dominated by one or more mhondoro spirits who repre
sented and perpetuated the founder of the tribal chieftaincy and his 
descent group. Above these spirits of chiefly ancestors stood the ances
tral spirit of the royal clan of the Nembire, who linked the clan with god, 
mwari. Zimbabwe was at one and the same time the ceremonial center 
dedicated to mwari, the pan-Shona deity, and the political center of the 
Mbire ruler, whose praise title was Mwene Mutapa. Ultimate sover
eignty over the land lay with the supreme ruler. He, in turn, granted 
rights to land to the chiefs of associations of patrilineages, who would in 
time become the senior mhondoro spirits in the mhondoro hierarchy. In 
return, the ruler received from the grantees gold, ivory, weapons, 
livestock, and hoes. These goods were then used as commodities in trade 
with the coast. Although the centralized polity of the Mwene Mutapa 
disintegrated in the mid-fifteenth century. the various successor chief
doms would playa vital role in the burgeoning Portuguese trade with 
the East. "East African gold and ivory," says Malyn Newill (1973: 32), 
"purchased the Indian spices which were Portugal's main quest in the 
east. Without control of this trade the Portuguese would never have 
competed with the Muslims in the Indian market." 

South and East Asia 
Eastward, across the Indian Ocean and beyond, lay the vast spheres of 
India and China and the Southeast Asian archipelago. Ocean-borne 
trade in spices and gold between India and the West, which was exten
sive during the early Roman Empire, had weakened after the second 
century A.D. (see Wheele, 1955). This had reoriented Indian trade 
toward Southeast Asia (Coed;,s 1964: 44-49), and Arabs and Persians 
had taken over the routes to the east. In the fourth century and again in 
the early seventh century, there were colonies of Arab merchants in 
Canton (Leur 1955: 111). Until the tenth century the Chinese shipped 
their goods abroad in Arab or Iranian bottoms, and in the ships of 
non-Han seafaring peoples of South China and the China seas. Thus, 
there had been long-standing connections of trade among the core 
regions of southern, eastern, and western Asia. 

Yet the development of both India and China depended, in the last 
instance, more on the expansion of cultivation and the surpluses 
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afforded by it than on any linkages created by external trade. In the 
course of this expansion, India and China each developed distinctive 
economic and political arrangements linking surplus takers to surplus 
producers. Each of these needs discussion in its own right. We shall then 
turn to Southeast ASia, an area where the roads between China and 
India intersected. 

India 

Our observer, traveling through the India of 1400, would have found 
many cities in ruin. In 1388 Timur had invaded northern India and 
destroyed the armies of the TurkO-Afghan sultans. In 1398 he sacked 
Delhi, massacred its inhabitants, and carried the treasure of the sultans 
home to Transoxeania. Political conditions in northern India remained 
chaotic for a long time thereafter, even though a new Afghan dynasty 
began to reconsolidate a measure of power in the mid-fifteenth century. 

If he had moved through the villages of India, our traveler would 
have been struck by the enduring division of the population into heredi
tary castes. The Macedonian ambassador to the court of Chandragupta 
Maurya reported some of the features of caste as early as 300 B.C.; at the 
beginning of the sixteenth century, the Portuguese Duarte Barbosa, 
who accompanied Magellan on his trip around the world, would de
scribe caste at length. (Indeed, the very word has come down to us from 
the Portuguese casta.) Caste has thus had a long history in India, and it 
has shaped relationships among the peoples of the subcontinent, both 
before and after the advent of the Europeans. We therefore need to 
examine caste in some detail-but we need to do so processually, for if 
caste has inll uenced the course of change, it has also been affected by 
change in turn. 

The root of the Indian word for caste is jati, from jan, to give birth; it 
carries the connotation of descent from a common ancestor. This notion 
of common descent can be invoked at various levels-that of the ex
tended family, the lineage, lineages related at the local level, the cluster 
of lineages operating in a region, as well as the supercategory of varna 
which classifies all the units in four hierarchical ranks, set off from th~ 
great negative category of Outcastes, or Untouchables. The level that 
will be invoked depends on the interests at issue in a given context. 
Levels may be merged to facilitate commonality and alliance under one 
set of circumstances; their separation may be reasserted as circum
stances change (Beteille 1969: 157). While segments are continuously 
dividing and merging, they are also mutually ranked. The idiom of caste 
rank is the idiom of purity or pollution, which renders the caste order 
"consistent and rational to those who live in it" (Dumont 1970: 44). 

To constitute a caste, a group of people connected by kinship must 
adhere to certain customs, such as food habits and styles of dress, and 
perform common rituals. Should one caste segment wish to separate 
from another, it must develop distinctive customs and rituals. Should 



46 CONNECTIONS 

two segments merge, their merger is announced by a merger of custom 
and performance. While the guiding ideology of the system pretends 
that its arrangements are static, a great deal of flexibility and mobility is 
actually possible within it. Since caste membership is related to eco
nomic and political power, the actions of any segment affect all the 
adjacent segments. The mobility of anyone caste may therefore be 
hindered by the countervailing efforts of other castes. Yet some seg
ments have demonstrably risen in the caste hierarchy, while other 
segments have fallen. Finally, the system allows outsiders to take up 
positions in it. Characteristically, new conquerors are allowed to move 
in near the top of the hierarchy of segments, as kshatriya, or warrior 
eastes; and non-Hindu ethnic groups can be brought into the system by 
being assigned to a category of caste. 

To understand how caste works concretely, one must. however, look 
beyond kinship organization and ritual idiom to the political economy 
of caste. In any given province, clusters of lineages hold positions of 
command and domination; at the center of these stands a chiefly line
age. The dODlinant lineages intermarry, reinforcing their commanding 
position throughout the province. Such a cluster of lineages exhibits its 
position ritually, but its domination is political as well as ritual. In each 
village, segments of the dominant caste control economic and political 
life both as landholders and as warriors. At the level of the province, the 
dominant caste furnishes the ruler, or raja, constituting the province 
politically as a "little kingdom" (Dumont 1957). Such a little kingdom 
was often part of a still larger encompassing state. An increase in the 
political standing of a provincial raja within such a state enhanced the 
influence of the dominant caste in the province; a decline threatened 
the standing and solidarity of the dominant caste and of its segments 
down to the village level. 

In ideal terms, highest rank in the caste order rests with the kinship 
clusters of the priests, or Brahmins. They are the bearers of dharma, or 
universal order, values, and nonns (Dumont 1970: 68). Embodying the 
highest degree of ritual purity, they pollute none below them but can be 
polluted by all others. They officiate at religious events and are arbiters 
of the proper standards of behavior according to the ancient Sanskrit 
texts. Hence castes and caste segments lower on the ladder of purity but 
wishing to climb it would model their customs and ritual on Brahmin 
patterns and would seek certification of their success from Brahmin 
priests. The result was a spread of Brahmin models down the ranks of 
caste segmentation (Srinivas, 1961: Chap. 1). Imitation of the priest
hood was not, however, the only means of achieving higher status; 
there was also imitation of warrior and merchant models. 

Whereas Brahmin rank certified ritual purity, kshatriya or warrior 
rank signified power. In contrast to the priestly dharma, the warrior 
realm was that of artiza-of force, gain, and self-interested advantage 
(Dumont 1970: 66). But since force creates power, it was ultimately 
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ar~ha. that ~emented together the order of ranking and segmentation, 
WIthm a Village ?r a cluster of related Villages, the locally dominant 
caste ~egment fulfilled warrior functions. In ideological terms, the domi
nant lineage represented the royal function at the village level (Dumont 
1970. 66). Thus, kshatnya power was the real linchpin of the system, 
and whoever m a given locality was able to exercise or usurp that power 
functioned as kshatriya (Jayawardena 1971: 118). Under certain cir
cumstances,. however, where lllcrchant groups became more important 
th?n kshatnyas, lower castes might aspire to merchant status instead 
(Smha 1962). Caste categorization could thus adjust to changed circum
stances of power and mfluence; in particular, local or provincial lineages 
could mantpulate it to reinforce or expand their standing over a wider 
a:ea. At the level of the state, the king could even reassign caste slatuses 
hlm~~lf (Hutton 1951: 93-97). In the towns, caste often became less 
slgntfl~ant than membership in artisan guilds (Lehman 1957: 523). 
Even m the VIllages, the hold of the dominant caste was not absolute. 
Where the dommant caste exhibited special relationships with service 
ca~tes through feastmg, exchanges, and ritual. other lower-status castes 
~l1lght ~ounter by emulating Brahmin-like comportment. thus signify
mg theIr oppasmonta the dominant caste (Heestennan 1973: 101). 

The strongest SUit m the hands of the locally dominant caste segment 
was. ItS contr~l of Village lands. Several {onns of landholding prevailed 
unnl the. Bnnsh mltlated land reforms in the eighteenth century. One 
was bhalacizarya tenure, in which land was held by the segment as a 
whole and r~dlstnbuted periodically among its households according to 
fl~ctuatIOns m household size and need; the segment paid rent to the 
r~J~ as a group. Another fonn of tenure was pattidari: the land was 
dIVided among the househ?lds of the dominant caste segment according 
to theIr gen~aloglcal pOSItIOn, but rent was still paid as a unit. A third 
form was blgh~dam, in which landholdings were unequal in size and 
la~dholde~s paId rent according to the size of their holding. In pre
Bntish IndIa the~e forms of tenure and revenue arrangements were not 
mutually exclUSive, but constituted changing points on a continuum 
Contll1ued land fragmentation over time or the pressure of a strong stat~ 
could weake.n kinship ties, and could lead to a change from tenure b~sed 
on genealogIcal rank to a share-out by household needs. The reverse 
could o~cur If the head of an ascendant lineage became powerful. 
Underlymg these tenure arrangements were kinship rights and obliga
tIOns, mcludmg claIms to support and leaders' claims to the labor and 
loyalty of kmsmen. Hence, rights to land shifted as these other claims 
waxed ~nd waned. When the British took over, they interpreted these 
fluctuatmg relatlonslllps between people as fixed types of property on 
the European model. instituting what they saw as a liberal regime of 
property law but 111 fact abrogating the adaptive capacity of former 
arrangements. 

The villages also contained two categories of people without rights to 
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land. The first consisted of caste groups that furnished services to the 
landowning group as artisans or barbers. They could be associated with 
a particular landowning household, or they could work in the service of 
the landholding caste as a whole. Such village servants owned the tools 
of their trade and obtained something of a "guaranteed living." This 
distinguished them sharply from a stratum of people who owned 
neither the tools of their trade nor any lineage-based claims to land 
(Meillassoux 1974: 102-103; Newell 1974: 487). These were either 
landless laborers or tenants-at-will of landholders; some might also be 
part-time leather workers or drummers. These people constituted a pool 
of labor available at the behest of the dominant village stratum (Men
cher 1974). They made up the so-called Untouchable castes, whose low 
position was reinforced by taboos governing their relations with the 
higher castes. The distribution of such untouchable castes was related to 
ecological factors. Untouchable castes were concentrated mainly in the 
densely populated irrigated regions of the Indo-Gangetic Plain of the 
north and in the fertile stretches of coast in the south, where they were 
Dl0Stly agricultural laborers. In drier and more nl0untainous districts, 
the landowners cultivated the land themselves, and artisans were fre
quently drawn from the poorer households of the landowning segment 
itself. Indeed, with shrinking resources the village landowners on 
occasion drove the Untouchable laborers from their villages (Newell 
1974: 487-488). Where they remained, they worked primarily at the 
behest of village landowners and were subject to their dictation. 

The overall architecture of Indian society-at once cellular and seg
mented and yet able to generate links between different cells and 
segments-is best understood against the backdrop of India's political 
ecology. There are at least three Indias: the India of the plain formed by 
the River Ganges; the India of the coastal littoral; and the India of the 
Deccan, the central mountain plateau. Gangetic India is an area of high 
rainfall and of most intensive rice cultivation. Historically, it has been 
the central area of Indian state formation; this is where the Maurya 
polity of 322-185 B.C. had its center and where the Guptas exercised 
sovereignty between A.D. 300 and 600. India of the littoral embraces a 
series of river deltas and coastlands, such as Andrah and Tamilnad along 
the Coromandel coast in the east, and Kerala (on the Malabar coast), 
Konkan, and Gujarat in the west. Ports along these coasts have long 
been prominent in long-distance overseas trade. The third India-the 
Deccan-is separated from the other two Indias by chains of hills and 
mountains. It is cut off from the Gangetic Plain to the north by a 
mountainous area still inhabited by speakers of Austro-Asiatic lan
guages and from the coastal lowlands by two mountain ranges, the 
Western and the Eastern Ghats. The Deccan itself is a dry plateau; 
natural vegetation is scrubland, and the predominant crops, such as 
millet. are adapted to dry-zone conditions. Rice and other crops can be 
grown by irrigation with water drawn from scattered ponds or "tanks," 
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bnt these tend to go dry when water is most needed, making the plateau 
a zone of periodic food shortages. 
. The Indian peninsula is today one of the most densely populated areas 
m the world, bnt concentrated settlement and the agricultural intensi
ficatIOn that made it possible advanced only slowly and discontin
uously, leaVing intervening districts in the hands of food collectors and 
swidden cultivators. When centralized states emerged, they used their 
powe~ to. sponsor ~and clearance, irrigation, deep mining, and frontier 
colomzatlon by gUilds of settlers or Brahmin organizations. Yet political 
centralization ,,:as achieved only rarely, under the Maurya and Gupta, 
and then only m the Gangetic Plain. At other times and places, the 
prevalent political unit remained the "little kingdom," a province ruled 
by the raja of the ranking lineage, which generally lacked the power to 
mobilize Its people for agricultural expansion. In the Deccan moreover 
irdgation was possible only by scattered tanks, leading to' populatior; 
(itspersal rather than concentration around a hydraulic core. Coloniza
tIOn and the scattenng of settlements into favorable but isolated eco
logical niches further intensified dispersal and decentralization. The 
nuervals between settled areas frequently remained in the hands of 
km-ordered groups hostile to the encroaching states. The expansion of 
the Indian cuhur<:, sphere thus exhibited a quite different modality from 
that of Chma: Chma advanced by expanding a homogeneous hydraulic 
core, dlsplacmg slash-and-burn cultivators into the southwestern 
mountains. India, in contrast, developed by incorporating diverse 
populatIons through assigning them different positions in the larger 
network of caste. 

The Brahmins provided a countervailing force to this recurrent frag
mentatIOn. Each separate local unit of landowners, artisans, and 
servants was held together by the local rituals and cults of a "little" 
tradition, ~upported by reference to the sacred Sanskrit texts. Ace
phalous ethnic groups could become part of the larger cultural network 
through certification of their chiefs as warriors, through giving their 
v:'0men to Brahmins in marriage, and through adoption of Sanskritic 
ntual practIces-processes that still operate today when members of 
"tribes" become Hindus by accepting Brahmin jurisdiction. (The Aus-

. . "scheduled tribes" of the hilly ranges are precisely 
rem~mll1g . groups that have refused, to date, to grant "to 

th~ Brahmll1 (the pnest), rather than to its own members, primacy as a 
rehglO~s mterpreter and instructor" [Cohn 1971: 19].) Frequently, the 
Brahmll1s also mtroduced new agricultnral techniques, such as plow 
agnculture and new crops, and furnished links with wider networks of 
trade and markets. Kings and aspiring rulers would invite Brahmins to 
settle in their villages and would grant them land (Kosambi 1969: 
171-172). 

Brahmin dominance and the replication of the caste model through
out rural districts and villages can thus be understood as a response to 



50 CONNECTIONS 

ecological and political decentralization. It simultaneously furnished 
organizational links between members of the top castes-priests, war
riors, and merchants-and connected the local caste segments of these 
strata to local clusters of artisans and dependents. It was, in Heester
man's words, "the poor man's solution to empire" (1973: 107). Frederic 
Lehman has argued that the caste model served to build organizational 
services and cultural skills into the structure of the Indian countryside, 
counteracting protracted periods of disorder owing to "long-term 
breakdowns in effective central authority" (1957: 151-152). 

The rural infrastructure, based on caste, withstood the repeated on
slaught of foreign conquerors over the centuries. One after another, 
contingents of prospective rulers descended on the Indian plain from 
the belt of steppe to the north of the sheltering monntains, always 
following the route that led from Balkh (Bactria) over the passes into 
the Punjab. The East-Iranian-speaking Sakas and Kushnan of the first 
three centuries A.D. were followed by the Mongol-Turkish Epthalites 
(Ye-Tai) in the fifth and sixth centuries, one contingent of which, the 
Gujaras, remained behind to become the Rajput (literally, "King's 
SOns"). They were followed by Persianized Turks (the Ghaznavids) in 
the eleventh century, by Afghans from Herat (the Ghorids) in the 
twelfth, by a dynasty of Turkish Ghorid bondsmen and Mongol in
vaders at the beginning of the thirteenth, by Timur's Persianized Turks 
in the late fourteenth, and by Afghans in the fifteenth. 

In 1525 Babur, a descendant of Timur, having abandoned Trans
oxeania to the conquering Uzbeks, moved to conquer India. Winning 
out over Afghan and Hindu Rajput opposition, he established himself as 
the first of a line of rulers that would unify most of the Indian sub
continent and rule it until its takeover by the British. This Mughal 
(Mongol) dynasty was, however, but the latest in a series of elites 
originating in the pastoral belt of Central Asia. Far from representing 
"traditional India," as they have been characterized, they rested their 
newly won power on social constellations older and more solid than 
their own. 

China 

At the eastern end of the old Silk Road in China, our voyager would 
have witnessed another major phase in the continuing interaction 
between the nomads ofthe north and the settled cultivators to the south 
of the Great Wall. In the preceding centuries China had come under 
repeated attack by the northern "barbarians." Early in the eleventh 
century, a Mongol-speaking elite from Jehol, the Khitan (Liao), had 
occupied China north of the Hwai River. Only a few years later, the 
Khitan were replaced by the Tungusic Jurchen from the forest belt of 
what is today the maritime province of the Soviet Union; these Jurchen 
pushed the frontier of their realm to the shores of the Yangtze. By the 
end of the century the Mongols of Jenghiz Khan had overrun both the 
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Jurchen in the north and ~he Chinese Sung dynasty still ruling south of 
the Yangtze, and were ndmg over the southern mountain ranges to the 
gates of Bhamo m Burma and Hanoi in Vietnam. Soon, however, the 
Mongol p:mces fell to attacking each other. By 1370 the Chinese 
launder 01 the Mmg dynasty had succeeded in driving the Mongols back 
mto MongolIa, pntting a deCisive end to Mongol rule in China. The year 
14.00 would thus have seen this Chinese resurgence nnder the early 
Mmg. 

Although repeatedly invaded from the north, China constituted a 
cultural sphere marked by strong continuities-Hegel called it the land 
of the recurrent principle. A strategic condition of this continuity lay in 
the Importance of waterworks to the operations of the Chinese state, as 
Karl WIttfog~1 has demonst:ated. These hydraulic works were basically 
of two kmds. canals and IrngatlOn dItches to deliver water to the fields 
and great dams and sluices to defend the areas of settlement agains; 
floods. Thes~ were supplemented by the development of transport 
canals permIttmg the movement of grain over wider areas. The first 
great waterworks known were built in the period of the declining Chou 
(c~. 500-250 B.C.), when political domains began to compete fiercely 
WIth .one another. The most important were the hydraulic complexes 
th?t Irngated the Che~gtu Plain in Szechwan (serviug 3,500 square 
mdes) and the WeI-pel Plam of Shensi. (serving 1,000 square miles). 

Planting irrigated rice, Szechwan province, China. Photograph by Bruno Barbey 1960 
(Barbey, Magnum) , . 
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These complexes predate the rise of the unified Chinese empire. under 
the Ch'in dynasty (221-207 B.C.), and they may have been mstru
mental in furnishing the basis for its consolidation. Transport canals 
were also begun under the Ch'in, although their greatest expansion 
came later, in the seventh century A.D. The maintenance and expa~slOn 
of such hydraulic works came 10 constitute one of the major tasks, Ifnm 
the major task, of the Chinese state. Marshalling labor and taxes for thIS 
purpose remained a primary consideration, and the declIne of dynastIes 
is associated with their inability to channel resources to that end (Wang 
1936). . . 

From the seventh century on, the wealth of Chma was mcreased 
through further agricultural colonization of th~ area s?uth of the 
Yangtze River. Significant innovations ~n the growmg ?flrngated nce
not only the introduction and expanslOn of hydraulIc works but also 
improved tools and techniques for prepariiIgthe soil and more.mtensIv.e 
use of fertilizer-took place Il1 southern Kwngsu and ChekIang. Im
gated rice cultivation spread south from there. This diffusion was spon
sored by the Sung dynasty, which had lost control of the area north of 

Han expansion into South China. (Adapted from Elvin, 1973: courtesy of the au,,"ol') 
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th~ Yangtze and therefore had an interest in increasing the productivity 
of Its reduced land. Greater output led to a vast increase in population, 
and output was in turn facilitated by the greater numbers. Population in 
the south more than doubled between A.D. 606 and 742, and doubled 
again between 742 and 1078 (Elvin 1973: 206,208). In the process, the 
Chinese (who referred to themselves as Han, in contrast to other ethnic 
groups) absorbed non-Han populations south of the Yangtze, or pushed 
them into zones where intensive rice cultivation proved diHkult. Thus, 
the Miao, once found on the lower middle Yangtze, were pushed into 
Yunnan, Szechuan, and Kweichow; the Yao, who once occupied the 
mountainous east coast provinces, were displaced into their present 
habitat in Kweichow. In these areas, where intensive cultivation and 
Chinese bureaucratic organization could not be supported, localized 
chiefships and slash-and-burn agriculture prevailed (Fried 1952). 

It must not be thought that all irrigation systems were built under the 
auspices of the state. Most of the hydraulic works of the lower Yangtze 
region, for instance, were constructed by wealthy landowners. Never
theless, it is reasonable to suppose that the specific hydraulic require
ments of Chinese agriculture influenced the development of the charac
teristic Chinese bureaucracy. Clearly, many of the tasks sponsored by 
the state, induding control of the hydraulic complexes, transcended the 
ability of local or regional aristocrats or associations. In creating a 
manpower pool of potential bureaucrats, the state assured itself of a 
supply of functionaries who could carry out state-level tasks and stave 
off the centrifugal influence of local power holders. 

This bureaucracy is sOInetimes referred to as the mandarinate. The 
mandarins were selected from the gentry class. Their Chinese title is 
shen-shih, or sash-bearing scholar. The sash marked tenure of an imper
ial office; scholar Ineant acquaintance with the Chinese classics. Tenure 
in office was theoretically [or one lifetime only and could not be in
herited. During that lifetime, however, the incumbent was exempt 
from corvee and taxes, was free of judicial control by the local magis
trate, and was permitted to take part in imperial religious ceremoniaL 
Training in etiquette and ideology was based on the study of the clas

sics-especially the sayings and writings ofKung-tse (Confucius), who 
preached the maintenance of proper social relationships embodied ulti
mately in the ideal of the "gentleman." Written at a time when the 
aristocracy was yielding power to rising commoners, the Confucian 
texts portrayed an aristocratic style of comportment, which could yet be 

.. adopted by commoners of merit as well as by nobles. Men trained in 
.such comportment would adhere to religiously sanctioned cnstom (Ii), 
~nd would adjudicate conflict by reference to custom rather than to 

. law,fa. 
Although this class of imperial servants goes back to the first Ch'in 

emperors and perhaps earlier, it rOse to prominence only during the 
seventh to ninth centuries under the rule of the Tang, who used it to 
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counteract the power of noble lineages. By the year 1000 the sash 
bearers were well on the way to gaining economic and political power in 
their own right. Many of them became large and powerful landowners, 
farming their estates with serf labor, enjoying exemption from taxation, 
and handing on their bureaucratic offices to their descendants through 
the hereditary privilege of yin. Just as the aristocrats of earlier periods 
had fortified their position through the creation of ancestor-based line
ages, so the sash-bearing gentry began to create powerful lineage 
domains managed by an elite of successful members. These patriline
ages controlled ancestral halls, lands, and graveyards, and adjudicated 
internal disputes. They defended common interests against outsiders 
and enlarged their spheres of influence through marital alliances and 
political ties. Such lineages were especially prominent in the Chinese 
South, where they often acted as agents of colonization. Most powerful 
Chinese lineages, in fact, go back to Sung times, the strategic period of 
agricultural expansion south of the Yangtze River (Hu 1948: 12-13). It 
is therefore not surprising that much of the effort of the Ming and 
Ch'ing emperors, after the restoration of Chinese rule at the end of the 
fourteenth century, was directed at containing and rolling back the 
increasingly independent power of the sash bearers. This was attempted 
first in Ming times through the revocation of the yin privilege and 
through the institution of mandatory imperial examinations for all 
applicants for bureaucratic positions. Only in the eighteenth century, 
however, would the Ch'ing-the Manchu dynasty-attempt to weaken 
the gentry's hold over the land by liquidating serfdom as an . 

It should thus be evident that the sash-bearing literati cOiostitutecl.' 
neither a class of philosopher-kings dedicated only to the higher ideals 
embodied in the state, nor simply a class of local landowners. They 
served to mesh institutions operating at the level of the state with local 
and regional arrangements. Inevitably, their position was contradictory;:: 
and subject to change, depending on whether the encompassing state or 
local interests gained the upper hand. 

If the role and character of the class of sash-bearing literati changed 
over time, so also did the role and character of the peasantry. The state 
Ch'in, which unified China for the first time in 221 B.C., also pioneered 
legislation that made peasants owners of their land, in return for taxes, 
corvees, and military service paid directly to the state rather than 
some intervening noble (WittfogeI1931: 50-51; Lattimore 1951: 441 
442). Lattimore has pointed out that this also created a category 
landless men, who constituted a body of mobile manpower always at 
the behest of the state (1951: 441-442). This policy of enlarging 
free peasantry was continued under the Han, Sui, and early 
dynasties, all of which relied on a peasant militia as the backbone of 
army. Large estates were often confiscated, and legislation fm'oring:': 
more equitable distribution of land was frequent. 

From the mid-eighth century on, however, such legislation lapsed, 
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and large estates increased apace. The peasant militia declined and 
p~asant exemptions from. taxes were lifted. As a result, many pe;sants 
either had to seek protectIOn from taxation by binding themselves to a 
landlord, or sell their land to make ends meet. Others became bound 
laborers through coercion. While there was also some slavery, it never 
ll1volved more than a small percentage of the population (Wilbur 1943: 
174; Elvll1 1973: 74, n.I). Bound labortook two forms. First, there were 
ten~nt-serfs, bound to the service of a particular person; their status was 
hentable, and they could be bought and sold. In theory only sash 
bearers were allowed to own serfs, but in practice landowners without 
the sa,sh managed to acquire serfs through the use of the legal fiction of 
adoplton. In additIOn, there were tenants who were bound to the soil 
and subject to sale along with the piece of land they cultivated. In 1400 
the manor cultivated by bound labor was the dominant form of estate 
(Balazs 1964: 125; Elvll1 1973: 79-80). Only much later, in the 1730s 
?nder the Manchu Ch'ing, would serfdom finally be abolished. Declin
mg re~~rns from agriculture in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
and nsntg opportunities for profit elsewhere would cause the land
owners to reloc~te ~heir investments. As a result, landowning by peas
ants would agalI1 mcrease, but under circumstances different. from 
those that had prompted the establishment of a free peasantry during 
the early Chinese dynasties. 

Around 1400 China's relations with the outside world began to 
. change .. At earlier times, links of trade and religion had created 
COnl1;ct1011S between the Heavenly Kingdom and its neighbors. Under 

. the T a?g (A.D. 618-906) there had been growing contacts with India, 
.and Chma had opened Its doors to the influence of Buddhism approach

'mg from the south. At the time of the Sung (A.D. 960-1279), there had 
.been a great expansion of trade with the southern seas. Under the 

>i~~I~';;~:~~(A.D 1280-1367) China had made contact with the West by 
'> the. old sIlk routes and bringing Moslem, Christian, and 

JC1N1S,n traders mto China. (The Chinese admiral Cheng-ho, who sailed 
imDeJ,ial fleet into the Indian Ocean and to the coast of Africa, was a 

.i~l1o,;lel:n.) The Mongol rulers, moreover, preferred Uigur and Nestorian 
. as scnbes and advisors, diminishing in the process the role of 
Confucian sash bearers. 

The expUlsion of the Mongols in 1367 and the seizure of power by the 
,,,,,,,,,~. rever~ed the processes that were tying China more strongly to the 

Chma folded in on itself and closed off external connections. 
Perh;ms thts was due to the nativistic character of the Ming themselves, 

sought ~ return t? Chinese roots after 400 years of foreign invasion. 
Such a reactIOn was favored by the sash bearers, whose influence had 
i;;:~~~~:at under the Mongols and who stood to gain by a reversal of 

> policy. Certainly China was experienCing economic difficulties; 
~he P?pulatlOn sank to a low after the high reached before the Mongol 
mvaslOns. Perhaps, as Mark Elvin (1973: 298 ff.) has argued, the rever-
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sal was the result of an onset of technological stagnation, prompted by 
the fact that techniques and organization had already reached the limits 
of productivity possible before the industrial revolution. Certainly the 
new dynasty put its efforts into ensuring the safety of China's northern 
frontiers, mobilizing huge armies and constructing the Grand C~nal 
linking sOllth and north to supply the troops. This strategy emphasIzed 
the use of internal waterways to the detriIuent of coastal waterways, 
now also assailed by Japanese pirates and their Chinese collaborators. 
Thus, under the Ming China withdrew and abandoned innovation and 
exploration in favor of stability. Only in the seventeenth century would 
this pattern change. A coalition of Tungusic Jurchen cl~ns from M~n
churia wonk] enlist Mongol help and Chinese collaboratIon to establIsh 
Manchu rule as the last imperial dynasty, the Ch'ing. 

Southeast Asia 
Where the Indian Ocean and the China Seas converge lie the peninsulas 
and islands of Southeast Asia, onc of the points of intersection of the 
Indian and Chinese culture spheres. In 1400 this region showed both 
Indian and Chinese influences. These influences had been super~ 
imposed upon an earlier cultural base r~sting on slasl:~an?-bt~rn or 
swiddcn cultivation of unirrigatcd, dry ncc. Such cUltIvatIOIl IS 
practiced by the "hill people" on the mainland of Southeast Asia and by 
"tribal" groups in the Indonesian Outer [slands, and It supports theIr 
genealogkally related and ranked communities .. Our voyage~ would 
have seen such ladang cultivators, who contmued alongsIde the 
colonists who introduced irrigated rice cultivation and Indian 
Chinese cultural forms around the beginning of the Christian era. 

Indian influence in the area preceded that of China. The bearers were 
probably Indian traders. They came accompanied by Brahmins who, 
with their ritual powers, could induct local chlcftams mto the caste 
rulers, or kshalriyas. By bestowing such ritual powers, they created 
political infrastructure, much as they had done on the Indian 
nent itself. 

From 200 B.C. to A.D 200 such colonizing groups had settled 
mainland Southeast Asia, as well as on the major islands of Sumatra 
Java. They grew gradually into more powerful elites, focused upon 
royal courts and drawing ~resources from intensive rice c.ulti:a~lOn 
from trade. The f<mn of the royal court was everywhere qUIte slmrl~L 
its center stood a divine god-king, housed in a palace that was 
tancously temple and redoubt. Associated with the palace 
armed retainers of the king, his kinship group, artisans, and 
specialists. The court was at once the apex of power and the sYlmb,olic 
core of the universe. Beyond the core lay a world of vassals and 
eontributing the resources that enabled the center to reward Its 
lowers and strengthen its base of support. Surpluses were enlarged 
through the construction of hydraulic works, through the marshallIng 
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of labor in corvees, and through colonization. Much of the expanded 
surplus was invested in building large temple complexes to reinforce the 
cosmic connection between royal power and the supernatural, such as 
the Borobudur of central Java (eighth century) and the capitals of 
Angkor Thom and Angkor Wat in Cambodia (ninth and twelfth centu
ries), In spite of these efforts to strengthen the royal charisma-and 
perhaps because of the ontlays they involved-sllch states were fre
quently unstable and suhject to disintegration throngh dynastic rival
ries, rebellion by local lords, and decline in royal power. 

The Dutch SOciologist .I. C. van Leur has contrasted such "inland" 
states with what he called "harbor principalities," trading ports located 
on seacoasts and at river mouths. These did not depend on irrigation and 
labor corvees, but on commerce. Some of their food was obtained from 
nearby estates worked by slaves; the rest came from the slash-and-burn 
fields of the "tribal" population, who furnished crops to the commercial 
emporia throngh the agency of their chiefs, vassals of the sea king. 
Merchants played a strategic role in these principalities. They were 
mostly foreigners. who settled in separate quarters according to their 
ethnic provenience, each represented politically and commereially by a 
spokesman. Although some merchants were influential in court circles, 
they did not'come to constitute an independent class, perhaps because 
of their foreign p~ovenience and cosmopolitan commitments. They 
remained subject to the prince and his retinoe, and modeled their 
comportment on that of the royal entourage. 

The reality was often more complex and hybrid than van Leur's 
dichotomons ideal types. At least twice, "inland" kingdoms and harbor 
principalities had come to be organized into larger structures that en
compassed hoth. One such case was the state of Sriviyaya. It expanded 
between the seventh and tenth centuries from Palembang in eastern 
'lOUl<llld, which faced on the key commercial route leading through the 
Straits of Malaeca. Clearly a sea power, Sriviyaya occupied Sumatra and 
much of Java, and in the eighth century it placed a member of its royal 
dynasty on the Khmer throne of Cambodia, A second instance was the 
fourteenth-century state of Madjapahic whose core lay in eastern Java. 
This was an inland kingdom in structure, but it was widely engaged in 
trade with China, India, and mainland Southeast Asia. In the course of 
time it carne to occupy Java, Sumatra, the southern Malay peninsula, 

and much of the Philippines. By 1400 Madjapahit was in full 
(teCHtlC because of dynastic quarrels and popular rebellions against its 

:' e'XaCtll:m,;, a pattern characteristic of inland states. At the same tiIne, its 
maritiIne endeavors were curtailed by Chinese incursion into southern 
waters, and-more significantly-by the expanding influence of Islam 
in the commercial world of the Indian Ocean and the China Sea. The 
disintegration of HindU-Buddhist Madjapahit was accompanied by the 
rapid conversion of traders and rulers to Islam in harbor principalities all 
along the Southeast Asian coasts. 
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In 1400 the city of Malacea was in ascendanee. It had been founded 
around 1380 by a band of pirates from Sumatra led by a prince from 
Sriviyaya, who were in rebellion against Madjapahil. Toward the end of 
the century, the prince converted to Islam, attraetmg to Malaccathe neh 
Muslim trading c01nmunity of Pasai in Sumatra. His compamons be
came the chief officials of the new emporium, furnishing the war leader, 
the collector of customs, and the joint post of treasurer, chief justice, and 
master of royal ceremonies. There were four major trading communi
ties in the city, each headed by a representative: the Gujaratis, the 
Kalingas and Bengalis, the traders from the archipelago, and the Chi
nese. The Portuguese Tome Pires, writing of Malaeca a century later, 
estimated a population of 40,000 to 50,000, with sixty-one "nations" 
represented in its trade. It was, he said, of "such importance ,:nd profit, 
that it seems to me it has no equal in the world. Whoever IS lord of 
Malacca has his hands on the throat of Venice." 

Islam provided a ready-made ideological link among the Muslim 
trading emporia that ranged from the ports of the Indian Ocean to the 
Sulu islands of the Philippines. Wandering Sufi preachers carried the 
message into the hinterland, where Islamic mysticism entered into a 
syncretic mix with the beliefs in personalized forces held by the popula
tion. Above all, Islam imparted ideological legitimacy to the new harbor 
princes or pirate chiefs, who, as Muslim sultans, could act as "shadows 
of God upon earth." The religious conversion of the ports reopened, m.a 
new way, the antagonism between inland states and harbor pnnclpaIt
ties, this time to the clear advantage of the lords of trade. Eventually 
Islam would come to dominate the inland areas as well. Only in Bali 
would a group of Hindu-Buddhist refugees maintain intact the older 
ideological cult of the island world. 

The New World 
No Ibn Battuta, Marco Polo, or Cheng-ho has left us a record of travels in 
the New World. It is possible, however, to use archaeological, linguistic, 
and ethnohistorical evidence to reconstruct what a voyager might have 
seen in the Americas in A.D. 1400. 

Such evidence makes interconnections among different cultural re
gions of the Western Hemisphere highly probable, and-in some 
cases-virtually certain. Archaeologists have come to speak of areas 
that exhibit strong internal resemblances as "interaction areas," on the 
grounds that the wide diffusion of similar tools, architectural forms, and 
art styles within the areas are probable indicators of contact, and hence 
of social relationships. In 1400 there were two mteractIon orblts of 
"high contour," as archaeologist Gordon Willey has put it. These nvo 
areas are characterized archaeologically by the remams of mtenslve 
cultivation, including irrigation; large and densely populated settle
ments, including cities built around impressive works of archItecture, 

such as temples o~ palaces; craft products, such as pottery or weaving, 
~learly made for hlgh~status elit~s; and massive evidence oran ideologi
cal superstructure through WhICh the goals of these elite-ruled orbits 
~ere mamfested to the population at large. One such interaction area of 
hIgh contour was the Central Andes, in what is today Peru and Bolivia. 
ThIS area would form, in the course of the fifteenth century, the heart
land of the Inca empire; but in 1400 the Inca were still a group of rustic 
parvenus occupymg a small polity whose capital was the highland town 
of Cuzco. The other area was Mesoamerica, located in the highlands of 
present-day MeXICO and Guatemala and in the adjacent lowlands This 
was the area inhabited at the time of the Spanish Conquest by the Aztec; 
and the Maya. In 1400, however, our traveler would hardly have 
notIced the Aztecs, then a minor group of mercenaries in the service of a 
larger stat.e, while. the ,Maya were engaged in internecine quarrels 
among eplgonal elItes dIsputing the heritage of a more glorious past. 

South America 

The strategic arena for agricultural intensification and for the rise of 
overarching political systems in Somh America was the Andean belt of 
moumains extending along the continent's western flanks. The Andes 
C?nsISt of great longitudinal ranges, with peaks of 15,000 to 20,000 feet 
nslllg above the upland basins, and plains that formed the arenas of 
human habitation. From the western cordillera the mountains descend 
to the Pacific coast. a na:row desertlike strip transected at intervals by 
small nver valleys reachlllg down from the mountain slopes to the sea. 
B~th th~ desert and the mountainsides have been in cultivation for 
mIllennIa-the desert by means of canal irrigation, the mountains 
thro?gh the CO~struction of massive terraces and spillways. 

It IS charactensttc of the Andean area that the coast, the piedmont. the 
altIplano highlands, and the tundra steppe (puna) afford very different 
enVIronments and resources, and hence require and enable different 
human activities. People on the coast could raise cotton in favored oases 
and gather the dung of seabirds as fertilizer. The piedmont could pro
duce maIze and peppers. The highlands furnished potatoes and quinoa. 
In the puna shepherds herded llamas for meat and wool and gathered 
salt. On the eastern vertient of the Andes people grew coca and could 
acqUIre honey, lumber, feathers, and other products of the forest. At the 
same t~me~ the ~c~iviti~s of different zones often interdigitated, Thus, 
the allltudlllal IlJmts of crops could be raised by fertilizing them with 
d~lllg accumulated by llama herders. Digging ponds and drainage 
dItches at lower altItudes not only aided agriculture, but the increased 
water supplies and fodder crops also allowed herding to expand into 
lower altItudes (Orlove 1977). It has been argued (Murra 1972) that 
such clr:se proximity of altitudinal levels and their interdigitation placed 
a premmm on the SOCIal organization of productive activities. This has 
led Andean popUlations at all levels of social complexity-hamlet. vil-
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lage, region, kingdom, empire-to attempt to control the widest possi~ 
ble range of ecological zones at different elevations. It has favored, 
moreover, the systematic concentration of the resources of these zones 
by some superordinate authority that could then reassign them among 
the zones. This, Murra has argued, underlies the Andean proclivity to 
organize exchange systems through reciprocity and redistribution, 
rather than through open exchanges by private panies and markets. 
Compared to other areas of the world with intensive systems of cult iva
tion and state systems, where resources were usually traded in markets, 
the Andes showed a tendency to channel the movement of goods 
through the hands of hierarchically organized representatives ofpoliti
cal groups. 

At the time the Spaniards arrived, the whole area from north of 
Manta in Ecuador to the Maule River in Chile was under the sway of the 
Inca, but in 1400 their expansion had barely begun. The period preced
ing Inca domination, between A.D. 1000 and 1476, was in fact a period 
of political fragmentation. It is classified by archaeologists as the Late 
Intermediate, because it occurred between an earlier period of unifica~ 
tion and the later Inca nnity. There was an effort at political consolida
tion between A.D. 800 and 1200. Archaeological sites show two widely 
ranging art styles, each connected with a city: Tiahuanaco in the south~ 
ern basin of Lake Titicaca, and Wari in the Ayacucho Yalley of the 
Central Andes. Tiahuanaco motifs, such as t.he "gateway god" with 
jaguar mouth and serpent-ray headdress (a prototype of the Inca god 
Viracocha) and a feline god, dominate in the Titicaca Basin and south~ 
ward into t.he Cochabamba region, as far as the arid southern At.acama 
rim. Willey has suggested that tbis style was carried by actual colonists, 
perhaps by colonizing elites. The city ofWari to the north was located in 
the basin of the Mantaro River. Its early growth was probably stimu
lated by Tiahuanaco. Its sphere of influence was marked especially by 
mnlticolored pottery bearing the emblems of the Tiahnanaco mytho
logical fignres and animals. This style was probably carried by dominant 
elites that established themselves in local political and religions centers 
reaching from the Urubarnba Basin to the middle Maranon, and from 
Ocana to Chicama on the coast. Later Wari settlements were made up of 
planned compounds, a pattern possibly derived from the coast and an 
early evidence of the modes of planning that marked later Andean 
polities. Such planning involved food distribution from state-managed 
storehouses on a territorial basis, as well as the placing of control 
stations along highways and near important settlements. 

By A.D. 1250 these two larger political systems had broken up into 
several distinct polities. A number of states fought for control of the 
highlands. Other states dominated sections of the coast. The most im
portant of these was ChinlU, which ruled the northern coast from Chira 
to Supe. Its capital. Chanchan, was located in the Moche Yalley; cover
ing a site of at least six square miles, it was divided into ten separate 
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Warfare, depicted 011 painted pottery, MOc/le style, North Coast Peru, C. A.D. 400. 
(Courte!JY of Christopller Donnan, Museum of Cultural History, Los Angeles) 

walled quadrangles, each containing residential structures, courtyards, 
sunken reservoirs, and tombs. Beyond this elite center were provincial 
administrative towns and numerous han1lets. There is evidence of mas
sive fortifications throughout the Chimu domain, and a large multi
valley canal system supplied forts and centers with water. Traffic moved 
over major highways, which served to carry on trade and to reinforce 
political control over several valleys. It is likely that this Chimu polity 
provided or transmitted some of the patterns of control later utilized by 
the Inca. 

The Inca in 1400 formed a statelet in the upper reaches of the Uru
bamba Basin; the Inca dynasty would then have been about 200 years 
old. It was only with the ninth dynastic ruler, Pachacuti Inca Yupanqui 
(1438-1471), however, that Inca expansion began. Inca expansion 
would be spearheaded by a professional army; conquests were con
solidated through the construction of highways and control points. 

Inca society during its phase of imperial growth can be described as a 
hierarchy organized into the godlike Inca dynasty, carrier of the state 
religion; an aristocracy made up of relatives of the dynasty, as well as 
local rulers who submitted to Inca rule; a category of local men of rank 
standing at the head of landowning endogamous patrilineal descent 
groups (ay/lus); and the ~embers of the descent groups themselves. 
Men paid tribnte through labor on public works, in agriculture, or in 
Inilitary service. Women spent much of their time weaving, and the 
cloth so produced was concentrated in Inca storehouses and used to 
remunerate faithful subjects; woven cloth was charged with extraordi
nary ritual and ceremonial value. The state undertook to colonize new 
agricultural lands, especially in areas lying along the piedmont of the 
mountain ranges where maize could be grown. The state also main~ 
tained irrigation works and roads, as well as an extraordinary postal 
system, which employed runners to speed messages from one end of the 
realm to the other. Anyone who submitted peacefully to Inca demands 
was assured of a place within this hierarchical and well-organized 
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scheme of things; but refusal was answered with war, and rebellious 
groups were relocated far from their places of origin. 

North of Peru the Andes continue into Ecuador and then descend in 
ramifying mountain chains to the coastal lowlands. The highland basins 
of Ecuador are neither as large nor as productive as those in Peru, but 
their climate resembles that of the Central Andes, and the major crops 
were the Andean potato and quinoa. Further north, however, where 
the mountains enter the subtropics and the tropics, the major crop came 
to be TIlaize. This zone is characterized by an extraordinary variability in 
local microclimates, which were exploited in highly variable ways 
through slash-and-burn cultivation, soil selection, terracing, and canal 
irrigation. The scale of these activities was always narrow and environ
mentally circumscribed. 

This northern rim of the Andean heartland was characterized by 
small-scale political domains under local rulers, or by federations of 
such donlains under a paramount. In southern Ecuador the most im
portant of these federations was the Canari. The Inca subdued them 
without difficulty in the 1450s, but only sixty years later they would ally 
themselves with the Spaniards to shake off the Inca yoke. In northern 
Ecuador the Cara federation, organized under hereditary chiefs, offered 
greater i'esistance to the Inca. 

On the Ecuadorian coast a league of seagoing towns had formed 
under a paramount whose capital was at Manta. A dense population 
was supported here by intensive cultivation of the terraced hillsides, as 
well as by extensive trade. The people of Manta were excellent navi
gators, using balsa and log rafts, and probably entertained important 
trade relations with Mesoamerica. The scale of trade in this area is 
attested to by the Spanish capture, soon after their arrival, of a large 
balsa raft equipped with sails and cabin, manned by a crew of twenty, 
and laden with thirty tons of luxury merchandise. 

In Colombia, to the north, the most important polities were those of 
the Chibcha and the Tairona. The Chibcha occupied highland basins in 
the areas of present-day Cundinamarca and Boyaca. There were two 
major Chibcha states, headed by rulers known as the Zipa and the 
Zaque, and several minor independent polities. At the time of the 
Spanish Conquest the Zipa dominated, having consolidated his own 
realm against several rivals in the fifteenth century and established 
ascendance over the Zaque in the early sixteenth century. The Zipa 
domain, controlling a population of between 120,000 and 160,000 
(Villamarin and Villa marin 1979: 31 L was organized hierarchically. 
Groups of households formed captaincies, which in turn formed semi
autonomous communities each owing loyalty to the Zipa. The Zipa's 
capital has been identified with a large site near modern-day Funza and 
appears to have been a highly concentrated town of thatch-roofed 
temples, palaces, warehouses, and residences. Economically, the state 
was supported by the production of maize, potatoes, and quinoa on 
ridged fields and hillside terraces. The aristocracy who managed the 
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state drew tribute in kind and labor from the population of cmnmoners, 
and traded produce and textiles to the lowlands for the gold they needed 
for ritual and for conspicuous consumption. There is evidence that the 
Chibcha elite exercised wide-ranging cultural begemony through the 
development of a religious cult based on the privileged acquisition of 
esoteric supernatural knowledge. 

The Tairona were located to the north of the Chibcha in the Sierra 
Nevada de Santa Marta, a block of mountains close to the Caribbean 
Sea. Their political organization seems to have resembled that of the 
Chibcha, with several semiautonomous communities forming a domain 
under a paramount ruler. These rulers lived in large centers, of which 
the Buritaea 200 site furnishes an example. The site, which was occu
pied A.D. 1360 to 1635, spreads out over a thousand acres along the 
ridge of the steep Corea Mountain on the northern slope of the Sierra. 
The center consists of elaborate constructions in stairways, ditches, 
roadways, retaining walls, and terraces, arranged in different zones for 
residential lIse, work, public functions, and religious rit.ual. Intensive 
cultivation of terraced hillsides, making use of irrigation and crop rota~ 
t.ion, furnished the subsistence base of maize, beans, manioc, sweet 
potatoes, and chili. Excavations of burials at the site have yielded fine 
pottery and gold work. 

The Chibcha, Tairona, and other populations of Colombia were in
volved in incessant warfare. This warfare was ceremonial and a means 
of gaining status, but it had economic functions as well. As Reichel
DolmalOff has noted, those populations in Colombia inhabiting regions 
of low rainfall and producing only a single harvest of maize tended to 
invade more fertile territories with two or three annual harvests, mak
ing the eighty-inch isohyet "practically a military frontier" (1961: 86). 
Warfare also provided slaves for field labor and domestic service, and for 
sacrifice and culinary cannibalisrn. 

The pattern whereby local communities with their own heads were 
organized into larger domains under paramount rulers characterized a 
number of other areas: the Caribbean lowlands, the islands of the 
Greater Antilles, and the Mojos Plain in southern Bolivia. In the Vene
zuelan lowlands and the Caribbean islands, such domains were built 
upon the cultivation of maize and bitter manioc, together with maritime 
resources. The polities of tIie Mojos Plain grew sweet manioc and maize 
on riverine savannas t.hat were ridged to control flooding. This area was 
in contact with the Andean highlands. We know, for instance, that 
Mojo merchants traveled to the Aymara country to exchange cotton 
cloth and feathers for metal tools and ornaments. It was by this route 
that Andean precious metals and copper passed down as far as the upper 
Paraguay River, where the first conquistadores learned of a fabulous 
kingdom to the west called the Realm of the Great Mojo. Inca gold 
ornaments also passed down the Ucayali River as part of intergroup 
trade in the tropical Montana. 
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East of the Andes lies t.he t.ropical rain forest of interior South Amer
ica. It was populated largely by slash-and-burn cultivat.ors, who grew 
bitter (poisonous) manioc and obtained protein by hunting and fishing. 
The population was generally organized into large coresidential units, 
which recruited their members through rules of exogamy and post
marital residence. The network of kin relations thus extended across 
local groups. Leaders might organize warfare, redistribute food and 
other goods, and aid in the resolution of conflict.s through the manage
ment (!f consensus. They lacked, however, any institutionalized appa
ratus for applying sanctions. Relations between humans and nonhu~ 
mans, as codified in myth, were conceptualized as relations between 
various kinds of forces, and these were managed by shamans who madc 
contact with the supernatural through the usc of hallucinogens. Upon 
the arrival of the Europeans, tropical-forest populations would be sub
ject to decimation by illness, slave raiding, surplus extraction, and 
outright genocide; it is therefore likely that in A.D. 1400 their numbers 
were considerably higher than in historic limes. 

There were apparently important connections between the peoples of 
the tropical forest and those of the Andes. The tropical forest was 
probably the source of a number of the crops successfully cultivated on 
the arid Pacific coast, such as t.he sweet potato, sweet manioc, and 
peanuts. Throughout Andean history, products of the eastern slopes, 
such as coca, feathers, jaguar skins, fish poisons, and medicines, were 
exchanged for highland produce and crafts. The Inca were, however, 
unable to subdue populations in the tropical forest. A war against the 
head-hunting Jivaro, whose land was rich in placer gold, failed. Simi
larly, Inca efforts to advance southeastward into the lowlands was 
halted in the area occupied by the Mosetene. 

Southward from the Central Andes, highland cultural pallerns had 
been carried into the arid belt of northern Chile and Argentina, first in 
Tiahuanaco times and lat.er under the Inca. Llama herding became 
extensive in this area, but crops were also grown on terraces and by 
means of irrigation. The Atacamei'io were known for their far-flung 
carrying trade, by means of which coastal products like fish and salt 
were exchanged for highland commodities such as llama wool and 
tobacco. The Diaguita were renowned for their metallurgy; but what 
the Inca sought in their expansion into Diaguita territory, as in Picunche 
terrain farther south, were the precious metals themselves-gold, 
silver, and copper. The Inca also incorporated the Araucanian-speaking 
Picunche into their empire, but the Araucanian-speakers to the south
the Mapuche and Hnilliche-proved unconquerable. These people 
were potato cultivators and llama herders organized in autonomous 
localized lineages loosely federated under war chiefs. In the wet beech 
and cedar forests south of the Bio-Bio River, Andean ecological and 
political patterns encountered their southern limit, and Inca attempts to 
penetrate farther failed. 
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Mesoamerica 
In Mesoamerica our observer in A.D. 1400 would have encountered a 
scene of even greater political fragnlcntation than in the Andean area at 
that time. Teotihuacan, a major center in the Valley of Mexico, had in 
the first century A.D. established its hegemony over wide areas reaching 
at least as far south as Kaminaljuyu, near present-day Guatemala City, 
and Tika!, in the heart of the forested Peten. At its height the city of 
Teotihuacan concentrated within its precinct an estimated 150,000 to 
200,000 people, nearly depopulating the surrounding areas. The agri
cultural technology that supported it probably included canal irrigation 
and intensive drainage of the nearby alluviallakeshores. The city con
trolled major obsidian mines and contained numerous workshops that 
produced obsidian tools. Yet by A.D. 700 the far-flung Teotihuacano 
system had disintegrated. 

The reasons for this collapse are not well understood. It is likely that 
the religious and political mechanisms for control of the population 
failed as agricultural productivity reached a critical limit of expansion. 
Thereafter, people moved back into the roral areas in large numbers to 
smaller settlements closer to their home fields. At the same time, there 
appears to have been a massive failure in the system of trade. This is 
suggested by the outward movement of warlike bands northward to-
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ward the source of turquoise and southward toward the lands of pre
cious feathers, gold, and cacao beans, then the major medium of mone
tary exchange. 

The fall of Teotihuacan brought in its wake the decline of the Maya 
cities in the tropical forests of the Peten. Perhaps they too encountered 
some critical limit in the expansion of their drained-field agriculture. 
Conceivably, they too had overconcentrated the population of urban 
complexes. Or, as Rathje has suggested, the producers of obsidian and 
basalt on the periphery of the Maya area may no longer have been 
willing to supply these items (which the Maya centers lacked) in return 
for religious indulgences; instead, they may have attempted to take into 
their own hands the exchange networks involving precious goods. 

After the fall ofTeotihuacan, various warlike elites, flourishing differ
ent symbols of political legitimacy, appropriated the city's patrimony. 
These successor states contested one another'S spoils and spread out in 
various directions in search of new horizons. For a brief time the center 
of gravity within the Mesoamerican heartland shifted northward, 
apparently to Tula in Hidalgo, ontside the Valley of Mexico. Tula 
became the capital of a Toltec domain, less an integrated "empire" than 
an epicenter of groups of warriors, traders, cultivators, and priests 
employing the Toltee name and symbols as charters for conquest and 
colonization. Some groups migrated farther northward, expanding cul
tivation into the arid zone north of the Mexican plateau. Toltee colonists 
or traders in search of turquoise, alum, salt, incense, and raw copper 

Muralfrom the Temple of the Warriors, Chic/llin Itzil, Vucatan, c. il.D. 1200, depiding 
warriors in boats, villagers pursuing daily tasks, and an offertory (upper right). (Courtesy 
of tile American Museum of Natural History, New York) 
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maY--have reached as far as the present southwestern United States. 
Other groups moved southward to conquer Nicaragua, highland 

Guatemala, and Yucatan. In Yucatan a war band of Chantal-speaking 
Putlin from lowland Tabasco assumed control in the twelfth century, 
establishing a capital at Chich"n Itza. This move may have been an 
attempt to dominate the trade that carried salt, cotton cloth, honey, 
copal incense, and slaves from Tabasco to Honduras, returning with 
cacao, gold, jade, and obsidian from Central America. These Putlin 
appear to have been allied with the highland Toltecs at Tula. When Tula 
declined after A.D. 1200 Putlll1-coUlrolled Chichen Itza declined as well. 
A PUlun splinter group moved to a new center at Mayapan, until that 
city too collapsed in the middle of the fifteenth century and gave way to 
a multitude of warring statelcts. 

In the Valley of Mexico itself,. the Mesoamerican heartland, our 
visitor of 1400 would have witnessed conflict and strife among five 
distinctive city-states, each dominated by an independent ruling elite. 
One of these city-states, Azcapoza!co, ruled by a group of Otomi-speak
ing Tepanec, was then clearly gaining in power. It is unlikely, however, 
that anyone conld have predicted at that time the destruction of that city 
only thirty years later at the hands of the Aztec (or, as they arc properly 
called, Colhua-Mexica), then a mere band of mercenaries in service to 
the Tepanee. 

North America 
Two streams of Mesoamerican influence were carried into North Amer
ica after A.I). 1000. One of these may have been brought by "Toltec" 
colonists and traders into the arid Southwest. There the newcomers 
influenced the Hohokam, who lived on irrigated famllands in the Gila 
River Basin, and the Anasazi of the Colorado Plateau, known for their 
large multihol1sehold complexes supported by intensive cultivation 
with irrigation and terracing. Most of the characteristic Southwestern 
ceremonial art derives from the end of the Toltee period (about A.D. 

1300) and appears to be a fusion of the Mesoamerican cult of the rain 
god with local religious traditions (Kelley 1966: 107-108). Soon after
ward, however, the frontiers of sedentary life contracted sharply, as 
increasing aridity and warfare made it more difficult to occupy marginal 
agricultural areas. 

The extension of Mesoamerican influence northwest. into the desert 
was paralleled by a spread northeast into the warm and humid wood
lands and riverine embayments near the confluence of the Mississippi, 
Missouri, and Ohio rivers. The resulting culture is known as the Missis
sippian. In comrast to the arid west, where the route of Mesoamerican 
influence can now be reconst.ructed, the route by which Mesoamerican 
prototypes of settlemem pattern, architecture, and ceremonial art styles 
reached the Mississippian coast remains unknown. The great terraced 
earthen platforms, arranged around plazas and bearing temples, elite 
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residences, and other buildings, show a generic relationship to features 
found in M,exico, as do the striking artistic depictions-weeping and 
winged eyes, human hands with eyes or crosses on them, and human 
skulls and long bones-associated with the so-called "Southern cult." 
Precise parallels, however, occur only in ceramic techniques and dental 
mutilations. Contact with Mesoamerican long-distance traders, like the 
Aztec pochteca, has been suggested as an explanation of the Mesoameri
can-like traits, but it is unclear what such merchants might have been 
seeking in the eastern woodlands. 

The MiSSissippian superseded an older culture complex known as 
Burial Mound. Burial Mound takes its name from the practice oIoury
ing the dead nnder mounds with elaborate, status-ranked grave goods 
obtained from regions as widely separated as Wyoming and the East 
Coast. These grave goods bespeak the presence of a stratum of high 
rapk, which communicated over wide areas through a common system 
of symbols. Despite this wide-ranging interaction, local food systems 
were highly variable, including wild fauna and flora and local cultigens 
(like snnflower and sumpweed), as well as maize. 

The Mississippians, in contrast, relied heavily on the cultivation of 
maize, squash, and beans. This subsistence base supported a pattern of 
settlement focused on large towns with temple mounds and plazas, 
which were surrounded by smaller towns with mounds, ringed about in 
turn by moundless villages. Colonies of Mississippians moved outward 
from the center around Cahokia (near modern St. Louis) as far away as 
Wisconsin and Georgia. This migration carried with it the Southern cult. 
which like the earlier Burial Mound focused on lavish disposal of the 
dead, but gave special emphasis to prowess in warfare. The cult may 
have hact important political functions. Spiro Mound in Oklahoma, one 
of its major sites, seems to have been a "headquarters from which the 
politically significant descendants of the honored dead drew their ideo
logical power" (Brown 1975: 15). The raw materials for this mortuary 
~rt, such as copper and shells, were drawn from a wide radius extending 
from north of Lake Superior to the Florida shoals. 

Spreading out centrifugally from the Central Mississippi Valley, the 
Mississippians encountered and affected cultures of the Burial Mound 
type all aronnd them. When the MiSSissippian power declined after A.D. 

1300, perhaps due to intensified warfare, these regional cultures re
emerged. These cultures were antecedents of several of the groups that 
met the incoming Europeans: the Iroquois at the headwaters of the 
Ohio; the Cherokee in the southern Appalachians; the Natchez on the 
lower Mississippi; and the Pawnee, Mandan, and other "village 
Indians" on the Missouri, who combined village-centered cultivation 
with annual sumlIler bison hunts. The Iroquois and the "village 
Indians" would become conspicuous participants in the fur trade (chap
ter 6), and the Cherokees would be displaced in the development of the 
Cotton South (chapter 9). The Natchez, however, would pass from 
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Mississippian expansion. 

view. Their complex system of stratification-into a royal lineage of 
"Suns" pivoted upon a Great Village, two collateral ranked lineages of 
nobles, and a category of commoners called "stinkards"-seems to have 
been the outcome of contact between the Mississippians and an earlier 
Caribbean-like Gulf tradition. The French would decimate the Natchez 
in the eighteenth century, selling many into slavery in the West Indies; 
remnants would join the Creek and Cherokee. They would live on in 
the European imagination, however, through Chateaubriand's fanciful 
novel Ala/a. 

Our voyager of A.D. 1400 would thus have witnessed great political 
fragmentation in the twO arcas of "high contour" in the Alnericas, as 
well as rampant warfare among the polities surrounding the zones of 
Andean and Mesoamerican influence. Beyond the belt of war-making 
statelets and federations adjacent to the twO core areas lay still other 
zones of horticultural occupation, in the tropical forests of South Amer
ica and in the northeastern woodlands of North America. 

When slash-and-burn eultivators expanded into these zones, they 
impinged on hunters and gatherers, who retreated into marginal areas. 
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These food collectors varied greatly in their use of resources available in 
such environments. Along the ocean shores of both Alnericas, such 
groups as the hunters of the Arctic circumpolar belt, the fishermen and 
sea-mammal hunters of the North American Pacific coast, and the 
shellfish gatherers of the Chilean archipelago exploited maritime re
sources. In the mountains and steppes not utilized by cultivators, other 
groups foraged for game and wild plants, as did the hunters of the 
northern Boreal forest, the acorn-and-seed gatherers of Arid America 
from montane California down to the Mesoamerican frontier, and the 
guanaco and rhea hunters of the South American Chaco and pampa. 
Sometimes expanding into cultivable zones where they challenged the 
cultivators, as in Arid America after the fall ofTeotihuacan, sometimes 
exploiting zones not amenable to cultivation with the agricultural tech
nologies then available, they maintained themselves in these habitats 
until the advent of the Europeans. 

* * * 

Everywhere in this world of 1400, popUlations existed in intercon
nections. Groups that defined thems,clves as culturally distinct were 
linked by kinship or ceremonial allegiance; states expanded, incorporat
ing other peoples into more encompassing political structures; clite 
groups succeeded one another, seizing. control of agricultural popula
tions and establishing new political and symbolic orders. Trade formed 
networks from East Asia to the Levant, across the Sahara, from East 
Africa through the Indian Ocean to the Southeast Asian archipelago. 
Conquest, incorporation, recombination, and commerce also marked 
the New World. In both hemispheres populations impinged upon other 
popu lations through permeable social boundaries, creating intergrad
ing, interwoven social and cultural entities. If there were any isolated 
societies these were but temporary phenomena-a group pushed to the 
edge of a .zone of interaction and left to itself for a brief moment in time. 
Thus, the social scientist's model of distinct and separate systems, and of 
a timeless "precontact" ethnographic present. does not adequately 
depict the situation before European expansion; much less can it com
prehend the worldwide system of links that would be created by that 
expansion. 

In following our traveler on his voyage, we have not as yet taken him 
to Europe, which was then about to launch its great expansion overseas. 
For a long time Europe was of little account in the affairs of the wider 
world, "the land of the Franks on the western seas" to the Arabs. The 
Portuguese, the first Europeans to reach Asia, became known as Feril1ghi 
in Malaya and Fo-/al1g-ki in China. Only gradually did the Chinese learn 
to distinguish between the Portuguese and the Jesuits from "I-ta-li" 
who were at Portnguese Macao, and between the Dutch (Ho-fall) and 
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the English. On the other side of the world. the Aztec ruler would 
wonder whether the arriving Spaniards were gods or men, although an 
empirically minded Tlaxcaltec war leader solved the problem by holding 
a Spanish prisoner under water until he died like any other mortaL In 
the Pacific the incoming Europeans came to be known as Cookies, after 
Captain Cook. The speed and intensity with which these :~:ed-haircd~ 
high-nosed external barbarians" imposed themselves ondlfferent pa~ts 
of the world demands that we take a special look at Europe. We do so In 

chapter 4. 

3 Modes of Production 

In our survey of the world in 1400 we let our imaginary traveler roam 
among the populations of four continents. We sketched out, in the 
process, the different social systems and varied cultural understandings 
that Europe would later encounter in the course of its expansion. To 
grasp the strategic features of this variability analytically as well as 
descriptively, we will employ the Marxian concept of the "mode o[ 
production." We will first discuss the premises of the concept. and then 
delineate the modes that will allow liS to pointLO the central processes at 
work in the interaction of Europeans with the majority of the world's 
peoples. 

Production and Social Labor 
In formulating the Inode of production concept, Marx began with two 
aXiOITlatic understandings of the human condition. Both are also axioms 
of modern anthropology. The first sees the species Homo sapiens as a part 
of nature; the second defines Homo as a social species, its individual 
mClnbers always linked to others in social relationships. The human 
species is an outgrowth of natural processes; at the same time, the 
species is naturally social. 

The human species is, however, not merely a passive product of 
natural' processes; it has also, in the course of evolution, acquired the 
ability to transform nature to human use. If humanity stands to nature 
as part to whole, then that part has acquired the ability to oppose the 
whole that eneompasses it; or, as Marx phrased it. man "confronts the 
material of nature as one of her own forces .... [By] changing it, he at 
the same time changes his own nature" (quoted in Schmidt 1971: 
77-78). This active relation of the species to nature, while rooted in 
biological characteristics, is put into effect by the exosomatic means of 
technology, organization, and ideas. Man rises up against nature by 
means of what we would today call culture. 

Marx's second axiom emphasizes the sociality of humankind. Human 
beings exist in organized pluralities. Moreover, the way they are orga
nized socially governs the way they confront and transform nature, and 
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beings exist in organized pluralities, Moreover, the way they are orga
nized socially governs the way they coufront and transform nature, and 
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nature thus transformed affects, in turn, the architecture of human 
social bonds. In Marx's words, "the restricted relation of men to nature 
determines their restricted relation to one another, and their restricted 
relation to one another determines men's restricted relation to nature" 
(quoted in Colletti 1973: 228). 

Is there a concept that allows us to grasp this complex connection 
between a socially interrelated hmnanity and nature? Marx found such 
a concept in his notion of labor. Humankind adapts to nature and 
transforms it for its own use through labor. Thus, "the labor process . .. 
is the general condition for the metabolism between men and nature; it 
is the everlasting nature-imposed condition of human existence" 
(quoted in Schmidt 1971: 136). Yet labor is always social, for it is always 
mobilized and deployed by an organized social plurality. Marx therefore 
drew a distinction between work and labor. Work represents the activi
ties of individuals, singly or in groups, expending energy to produce 
energy. But labor and the labor process was for him a social phenome
non, carried on by human beings bonded to one another in society. 

This concept of labor as a social process carried on by an organized 
plurality could not be imagined as long as different kinds of work
cultivating, spinning, praying-were thought of as qualitatively differ
ent. Only when different kinds of work could. be subsumed under the 
common denominator of money did "labor-in-general" become con
ceivable. Marx credited Adam Smith with the first formulation of this 
concept, noting that this "immense step forward" occurred precisely 
when different kinds of labor had become interchangeable (Gr. 1973: 
104), that is, after the onset of capitalism. The utility of the concept, 
however, transcends its particular historical origins. Once one can talk 
about labor-In-general, one can begin to visualize how any organized 
human society activates this process and shares out its products. 

Understanding how humans transform nature to their use thus does 
not stop with the description and analysis of techno-environmental 
interaction. The laborer, the direct producer, is never an isolated Robin
son Crusoe but is someone who always stands in relationship to others, 
as kinsn1an, serf. slave, or wage laborer. Similarly, the controllers of 
social labor are not to be thought of as technicians who guide the 
technical operations of work. They are assigned to their positions by the 
system of deploying social labor, which casts them in the role of elder 
kinsTIlan, chief, seignoriallord, or capitalist. It is this conception of social 
mobilization, deployment, and allocation of labor that allows us to 
understand how the technical transformation of nature is conjoined 
with the organization of human sociality. 

Marx adopted the term production for this complex set of mutually 
dependent relations among nature, work, social labor, and social orga
nization. We shall use the term in this sense in the present work. 
Because modern usage often restricts it exclusively to technology, it is 
important to be aware of the background that evoked it. The concept of 
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production was employed by Marx to contrast his perspective with 
Hegel's conception of Geist ("Spirit"). It thus carries overtones of Marx's 
confrontation with Hegelian idealism. For Hegel the various human 
transformations of nature represented successive concretizations of 
Spirit or Mind ("models of" and "models for"). Marx's use ofproductiol1 
also contrasts with Feuerbach's contemplative materialism. Feuerbach 
had criticized Hegel for treating thought as transcendental rather than as 
an attribute of natural humankind. Yet he took account neither of 
hun1an sociality nor of the human confrontation with nature. Marx, in 
contrast, stressed the activity of socially organized humankind in a 
double sense-active in changing nature, and in creating and re-creat
ing the social ties that effect the transformation of the environment. The 
term production expressed for him both this active engagement with 
nature and the concomitant "reproduction" of social ties. 

It is also important to note that Marx's concept of production incorpo
rates his insistence that the human species produces with both hand and 
head. In contrast to other animals, humans conceptualize and plan the 
labor process. Labor thus presupposes intentionality, and therefore 
information and meaning. Just as labor is always social labor, informa
lion and meaning are always social. As Marx put it, thought does not 
descend from on high into the real world; thought and language "are 
only manifestations of actual life" (quoted in Coletti 1973: 225). Social 
labor with both hand and head is deployed to cope with nature; the 
deployment of social labor, in turn, reproduces both the material and 
the ideational ties of human sociality. 

Modes of Production 

The concept of social labor thus makes it possible to conceptualize the 
major ways in which human beings organize their production. Each 
major way of doing so constitutes a mode of production-a specific, 
historically occurring set of social relations through which labor is 
deployed to wrest energy from nature by means of tools, skills, organi
zation, and knowledge. 

What modes of deploying social labor are there? Marx himself spoke 
of a number of different modes: an original, primitive, communitarian 
mode, conceived after Morgan's model of primitive communism; the 
slave holding mode of classical European antiquity; a Germanic mode, 
supposedly characteristic of the Germanic peoples in their early migra
tions; a Slavonic mode, said to characterize the early Slavs; a peasant 
mode; a feudal mode; an Asiatic mode; and a capitalist mode. Not all of 
these are based on equivalent criteria. Some may never have consti
tuted primary modes in their own right, but may have been only 
accessory or supplementary modes; others represent extrapolations 
from historical interpretations now adjudged to have been erroneous. 

For the purposes of this book, it is immaterial whether Marx was right 
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or wrong.:-whc1.her he should have postulated two or eight or fifteen 
modes of production, or whether other modes should be substituted for 
those suggested by him. The utility of the concept does not lie in 
classijimtiol1 but in it.s capacity to underline the strategic relationships 
involved]n the deployment of social labor by organized human plurali
ties. Since we want to deal with the spread of the capitalist mode and its 
impact on world areas where social labor was allocated differently, we 
shall construct only those modes that permit us to exhibit this encounter 
in the nl0st parsimoniolls manner. For this purpose we shall define but 
three: "~ caRita!,!5!~mod"<:., aJ.Ei,~t1t~!Y~lIlQ.9£~ and a_lsitt:Q.E9_~~,Q!~,de. No 
argument IS presented here to the effect that this trinity exhaustsall the 
possibilities. For other problems and issues it may be useful to construct 
other modes drawing further distinctions, Of to group together differ
ently the distinctions drawn here. 

Nor is there any intention, in the present context, to argue that these 
three modes represent an evolutionary sequence. While we shall ex
pl~)r~ certain historical relations between modes, it is a major argument 
of thIS book that most of the societies studied by anthropologists are an 
outgrowth of the expansion of Europe and not the pristine precipitates 
~)f past evolutionary stages. This position extends the caveats already 
Introduced by other writers against the uncritical equation of the bands, 
tribes. or chiefdoms described by observers since 1400 with the societies 
existing before European expansion and even before the rise of the state 
(Service 1968: 167; Fried 1966,1975). Fried has stated resolutely that 
the "tribe" is "a secondary sociopolitical phenomenon, brought about 
by the intercession of more complex ordered societies, states in particu~ 
lar" (1975: 1 14). [ believe that all human societies of which we have 
record are "secondary," indeed often tertiary, quaternary, or cen~ 
tenary. Cultural change or cultural evolution does not operate on iso~ 
lated societies but always on interconnected systems in which societies 
are variously linked within wider "social fields." One of the utilities of 
the concept of mode of production lies precisely in that it allows us to 
visualize intersystemic as well as intra systemic relationships. We shall 
use the concept to reveal the changing ways in which one mode, 
capitalisID, interacted with other modes to achieve its present. domi
nance. In this process Iroquois, Asante, Tamil, and Chinese are as much 
panicipants as Barbadians, New Englanders, and Poles. The process 
linked victims and beneficiaries, contenders and collaborators. 

The three modes that we employ should not be taken as schemes for 
pigeonholing societies. The two concepts-mode of production and 
society-penain to different levels of abstraction. The concept of society 
takes its departure from real or imputed interactions among people. The 
concept of mode of production aims, rather, at revealing the political
economic relationships that underlie, orient, and constrain interaction. 
Such key relationships may characterize only a part of the total range of 
interactions in a society; they may comprehend all of a society; Of they 
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may transcend particular, historically const.ituted systems of social 
interaction. Used comparatively, the concept of mode of production 
calls attention to major variations in political-economic arrangements 
and allows us to visualize their effect. The use of the concept enables us, 
above all, to inquire into what happens in the encounters of differently 
constituted systems of interaction-societies-predicated upon diffcI:~ 
ent modes of production. 
, We sh~ll begin our exposition with the capitalist mode, despite the 
fact that It. developed later than the others, in the course of the eigh
teenth century. It was in the analysis of this mode that Marx developed 
hIS general concepts, and we follow him in his conviction that an 
understanding of how this mode works provides the key to the under
standing of others. 

The Capitalist Mode 

Marx spent most of his life on the analysis of t.he capitalist mode of 
production. He did so, of course, to underst.and it in such a way that he 
could help put an end to it. What, according to him, were its salient 
characteristics? 

For Marx, the capitalist mode came into being when monetary wealth 
was enabled. to buy labor power. This specific capability is not an 
il1herent attnhute 01 wealth as such: it develops historically and re-
9uires the installation of certain prerequisites. Labor power is not in 
llself a commodity created in order to be offered for sale in a market. It is 
an attribute of human beings, a capability of Homo sapiens. As long as 
people can lay their hands on the means of production (tools, resources, 
Jand) and use these to supply their own sustenance-under whatever 
social arrangements-there is no compelling reason for them to sell 
their capacity to work to someone else. For labor power to be offered for 
sale, the tie between producers and the means of production has to be 
severed for good. Thus, holders of wealth must be able to acquire the 
means of production and deny access, except on their own terms, to all 
who want to operate them. Conversely, people who are denied access to 
the nleans of production must come to those who now cont.rol the 
means and bargain for permission to operate them. In return they 
receIve wages that will allow them to pay for what they need to sustain 
themselves. 

Indeed, in t.he capitalist mode production determines distribution. 
Those who detain the means of production can also detain the com
modities produced. Those who produce the commodities must buy 
them back from the owners of the means of production. Means of 
production, in turn, circulate only among t.hose with capital to acquire 
them. Those who lack capital and must sell their labor power also lack 
the means of production. Hence, the way in which the mode commits 
social labor to the transformation of nature also governs the way the 
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resources used and obtained are distributed among producers and non
producers. Streams of resources, including income, arc not-as an 
ecologically oriented anthropologist wrote recently (Love 1977: 32)
the human analogue of the way biological organisms capture energy. 
Between people and resources stand the strategic relationships govern
ing the mode of allocating social labor to nature. 

The holders of wealth who now detain the means of production, 
however, would have no reason to hire laborers if they produced only 
enough to cover the costs of their wage package. In the course of a 
working day, the laborers in fact produce more than the cost of their 
wages; they produce a surplus. This surplus, under the conditions of the 
capitalist mode, belongs to the holder of wealth, the capitalist, whose 
means of production the workers put into operatio!1. The greater this 
surplus, the greater the rate of profit obtained by the capitalist when he 
measures it against his outlays for plant, resources, and labor. 

There are two ways in which capitalists call increase this surplus. One 
way is to keep wages low, or to reduce them to the lowest possible point 
that is biologically or socially feasible. The other way is to raise the level 
of the surplus produced, above and beyond the amount that has to be 
paid for labor power. through raising the output of workers during any 
given period of work. Such increases in productivity require improve~ 
ments in the technology and organization of production. These impera
tives produce relentless pressures, spurring capitalists to ever~increased 
accumulation of capital and renewal of technology. The greater the 
capital at their command, the greater their ability to raise technological 
productivity; hence the greater their ability to accumulate additional 
surplus to further expand production, as well as to outproduce and 
undersell competitors who fail to invest in new technology and who 
attempt to meet competition through placing greater burdens on their 
laborers. 

The capitalist mode thus shows three intertwined characteristics. 
First. capitalists detain control of the means of production. Second, 
laborers are denied independent access to 11leanS of production and 
must sell their labor power to the capitalists. Third, the maximization of 
surplus produced by the laborers with the means of production owned 
by the capitalists entails "ceaseless accumulation accompanied by 
changes in methods of production" (Sweezy 1942: 94; Mandel 1978: 
103 107). 

These characteristics, however, must be understood not only syn~ 
chronically but also historically, as developing facets of a mode that had 
determinate origins in time and that develops over time. The point is 
crucial. Wealth in the hands of holders of wealth is not capital until it 
controls means of production, buys labor power, and puts it to work, 
continuously expanding surpluses by intensifying productivity through 
an ever-rising curve of technological inputs. To this end capitalism must 
lay hold of production, must invade the productive process and cease-
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lessly alter the conditions of production themselves. As long as wealth 
remains external to the process of production, merely skimming off the 
products of the primary producers and making profits by selling them, 
that wealth is /lot capital. It may be wealth obtained and engrossed by 
overlords or merchants, but it has not yet entered what Marx called "the 
really revolutionary road" of appropriating and transforming the means 
of production themselves (Cap. III, 1967: 334). Only where wealth has 
laid hold of the conditions of production in the ways specified can we 
speak of the existence or dominance of a capitalist mode. There is no 
such thing as mercantile or merchant capitalism, thereforc. There is 
only mercantile wealth. Capitalism, to be capitalism, must be capital
ism ~ in ~production. 

The capitalist mode of production, so conceived, is necessarily based 
on a division of classes. It initiates a division between segments of the 
population who produce surpluses and segments of the popUlation who 
control the means of production, and it continuously re~creates that 
differentiation. At the same time, it differentiates each class internally. 
In the race for higher productivity, the owners of the means ofproduc~ 
tion are differentiated into victors and losers. In the continuous move
ment between the genesiS of new sourccs of surplus production and 
renewed recession, the labor force shuttles among full employment. 
underemployment, and unemployment. The two processes of differen
tiation are in fact linked, as the shareholders In capital are continuously 
driven to seek new pools of cheap and tractable labor, or else to replace 
costly or intractable labor with machines. 

The growth of this capitalism-in-production is a historical. develop-
11lental process, originating in certain areas of the European peninsula. 
It expanded from there to envelop areas beyond Europe. It grew 
through its own internal ability to reproduce itself on an ever~widening 
scale; it grew also by entering into working arrangements with other 
modes, siphoning off wealth and people and turning them into capital 
and labor power. The capitalist mode thus always exhibited a dual 
character: an ability to develop internally and branch out, implanting its 
strategic nexus of relations across the face of the globe; and an ability to 
enter into temporary and shifting relations of symbiosis and competi
tion with other modes. These relations with other modes constitute part 
of its history and development. Indeed, as we sball see, the internal 
dynamic of the capitalist mode may predispose it to external expansion, 
and hence to interchanges with modes other than itself. 

The Tributary Mode 
In the world in 1400 the major agricultural areas traversed by our 
imaginary traveler were held by states based on the extraction of sur
pluses from the primary producers by political or military rulers. These 
states represent a mode of production in which the primary producer, 
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whether 'Cultivator or herdsman, is allowed access to the means of 
production, while tribute is exacted from him by political or military 
means. Marx characterized the key attributes of this mode as follows: 

It is furthermore cvidcrH that in all forms in which the direct laborer 
remains the "possessor" of the means of production and labor conditions 
neCCSSil ry for the production of his own means of subsistence, the property 
relationship lllust simultaneously appear as a direct relation of lordship 
and sCfviwdc, so that the direct producer is not free; a lack of freedom 
which may be reduced from serfdom with enforced labor to a mere 
tributary relationship. The direct producer, according to ourassurnption, is 
to be found here in possession of his own means of production, the 
necessary material labor conditions required for thc realization of his labor 
and the production of his own means of subsistence, He conducts his 
agricultural activity and the rural home industries connected with it 
independently ... , Under such conditions the surplus¥labor for the nomi¥ 
nal owner of the Jand can only be extorted from them by othcr than 
economic pressure, whatever the form assumed may be. rCap. III, 1967: 
790-7911 

In other words, social labor is, under these conditions, mobilized and 
committed to the transformation of nature primarily through the exerw 

cise of power and domination-through a political process. Hence, the 
deployment of social labor is, in this mode, a function of the locus of 
political power; il will differ as this locus shifts posilion. 

It is possible to envisage two polar situations: one in which power is 
concentrated strongly in the hands of a ruling elite standing at the apex 
of the power syslem; and anolher in which power is held largely by local 
overlords and Ihe rule al the apex is fragile and weak. These two 
situations define a continuum of power distributions. 

A ruling elite of surplus takers standing at the apex of the power 
system will be strongest when it controls, first, some strategic elelnent in 
Ihe process of producIion, such as waterworks (Willfogel 1931), and 
second, some strategic element of coercion, such as a standing army of 
superior military capability. Rulers will Ihen be able 10 deploy their own 
tribute galherers wilhout need of assistance from local power holders. 
They will be able to loosen the grip offocal overlords over resources and 
hence over the primary producers of surplus, and render Ihe overlords 
dependent on revenues tendered by the rulers. If the rulers are success
ful in this, they can also induce the local overlords 10 fighl among 
Ihemselves for privileged posilions at the source of revenue. Such rulers 
will also be able to cunail the power of Iraders, keeping them from 
access to the primary producers in the countryside and preventing them 
from financing pOlentially rebellious overlords on their own behalf. 
Finally, such a strong central power will be able to place limits on 
translocal "grass-roots" organization, be they guilds, eSlates, leagues, or 
religious sects. At the same time, strong central rule often finds support 
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amo?g surplus-producing peasantries, since central rulers and peasants 
are ltnk<::d by a common antagonism against power¥holding and sur¥ 
pius-taking Intermediaries. 

Conversely, the central power will be weak and local power holders 
strong where strategic clements of production as well as means of 
coerci?n are in the hands oflocal surplus takers. Under such conditions 
local ftgures can intercept the flow of Iribute to Ihe center, sirengthen 
theIr gnp over land and the population working it, and enter inlO local 
or regIOnal ~lliances on their own. Such local alliances, however, are 
frequ~ntly dIrected not only againsilhe center bUI also againsl members 
of therr own ciass, WIth Ihe result thaI faclianal struggles will ramify 
throughoul the countrySIde, thus weakening their class position. Fac
~IOnaI struggl~s: 1~1 turn, may allow the elite at the center to survive by 
stratagems of dlvlde:~nd-r~le. Paradoxically, internecine faction fights 
aI~o weaken t.he pOSitIOn of the primary producers, since in the absence 
of stro?g central control they must seek protectors against unrest and 
predatIon. 

In ~road terms, th~ two situations we have depicted correspond to the 
MarXian concepts of the "Asiatic mode of production" and the "feudal 
mode .of produ~Iion." These arc usually treated as enduring and un
changl11g 0pposIles. One term is usually ascribed to Europe, the olher to 
ASIa: The precedmg expos ilion should make clear, however, that we are 
dealIng rather Wilh variable outcomes of the compelition between 
cias.'es of nonproducers for power at the top. To the extent Ihat Ihese 
vanabIe.outconles arc all anchored in mechanisms exerting "other than 
economIC pressure," they exhibit a family resemblance 10 each other 
(Vaslhev and Stuchevskii 1967; T6pfer 1967). This resemblance is best 
covered by a common term fOrlhis mode-tributary mode ofproduction-
used by Samir Amin (1973b). . 

Reification of "feudalism" into a separate mode of production merely 
con,verts a short p~riod of European history into a type case against 
WhICh all. mher "feudal-like" phenomena must be measured. The 
concept of the Asiatic mode of production, in which a centralized stale 
bureaucra~y .dOIninat~s unchanging village communities of hapless 
pe?sants, SIl11Ilarly suffers from an ahistorical and ideological reading of 
As~an hIstory. It has long been customary in the West to coumerpose 
Western freedom ~Ith Eastern despotism, whether this was done by 
Her~dotus WIth reference to the Greek cily-stales in their struggles with 
PerSIa, .or by Montargne and VoltaIre coumerposing societies based on 
the SOCIal contract with societies characterized by mullitudes groveling 
under d~sPOtIC rule. Our portrayal should permit us, rather, 10 specify 
the polItIcally relevant variables that distinguish one tributary situation 
from another. Thus China, with a strongly concentrated hydraulic 
component: cleady repr~sents. a set of tributary relaIionships different 
from those m IndIa, WIth ItS rehance on dispersed "tank" irrigation or in 
Iran, with its irrigation by means of underground wells and c~nals. 
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Moreover, strongly centralized" Asiatic" states frequently break down 
into political oligopolies resembling feudalism; and more feudal, dis
persed controls by local power holders yield to more centralized and 
concentrated power over time. To reify the weak phases of the Sas
sanian, Byzantine, or T'ang Chinese states into a feudal-like mode of 
production, and the strong phases of these same states into an ASi.3tic 
mode, wrongly separates into two different modes of production oscIlla
tions within the continuum of a single mode. 

[£' variation within the tributary mode depends on the organization of 
power in particular states, the operation of the mode is at least in part 
determined by whether that state is weak or strong in relation to other 
polities. Shifts of power within the states of North Africa and of western, 
central. and eastern Asia, for example, were intimately connected with 
the military and political expansion and contraction of pastoral
n0111adic populations, and with the widening and narrowing of surplus 
transfer through overland trade. If it is true that noncapitalist. class
dependent modes utilize "other than economic means" for the extrac
tion of surplus, it follows that successful surplus extraction cannot be 
understood in terms of an isolated society alone; rather, it is a function 
of the changing organization of the wider field of power within which 
the particular tributary constellation is located. 

Historical societies predicated upon the tributary mode may thus tend 
toward centralization or fragmentation, or oscillate between these two 
poles. They also exhibit variation in the ways tribute is gathered up, 
circulated, and distributed. Only in the rarest cases, where a surplus 
taker and his retinue consume all the surplus obtained in situ, is there 
no role for processes whereby surpluses are circulated either socially 
or geographically. Similarly rare are cases where all surpluses are si
phoned upwards and redistributed downward through the echelons of 
a hierarchically organized elite without the participation of commer
cial intermediaries or merchants. The Andean Inca polity appears to 
have approximated this form most closely, but even there some evi
dence exists for the operation of merchants in restricted areas of the 
Peruvian and Ecuadorian coasts. Much more frequently, surpluses are 
transferred and exchanged through the transactions of commercial 
intennediaries. 

Civilizations 
The larger social fields constituted by the political and commercial 
interaction of tributary societies had their cultural counterparts in 
"civilizations"-cultural interaction zones pivoted upon a hegeulOnic 
tributary society central to each zone. Such hegemony usually involves 
the development of an ideological model by a successful centralizing 
elite of snrplus takers, which is replicated by other elites within the 
wider political-economic orbit of interaction. Although one model may 
become dOlninant within a given orbit, as did the Confucian model 
carried by the Chinese scholar-gentry, the civilizational orbit is also an 
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arena in wh~ch a number of I110dels coexist or compete within a multi
ple array of symbols, which find their differential referents in the 
shifting relationships among the tributary societies comprising the orbit. 

A hallmark of these models is that they not only underline the status 
of the surplus takers and the social distance separating them from other 
people, but they also claim supernatural origins and validation. The 
Chmese en1p~ror was the holder of the mandate of Heaven, ensuring 
the. balance of Heaven and Earth; the Confucian sash-bearing scholars 
actIvated that mandate by enacting the proper hierarchical relation
shIps. The kraton, or palace, of the Sontheast Asian ruler was more than 
the center ~f government; it was also the site of religious ritual carried 
on by the krng-god and his noble entourage. The Islamic caliph is emir 
el-mom1l1l11, the Commander of the Faithful. the guardian of the law, and 
the one who "orders Good and prohibits Evil" (Koran III: 106). Among 
the Shona the ancestral spirits of the royal clan of the Nembire link the 
clan with god, mwari. Elsewhere the relation of superordinate power to 
the supernaturally instituted order is less direct. and it may be mediated 
throughpnests. The Hindu raja follows aria, the principle of self-interest 
and utIlIty, but he requires the services of the Brahmin to institute 
dharma, the principle of proper supernatural order. In Christendom the 
king is ruler by divine right, but he shares rule with the other Co~rdi
~a.te Power, the Church. Whether monolithic or bifurcate, domination 
IS In all these cases inscribed into the structure of the universe. 

These ideological models paralleling the tributary mode have certain 
c.ommon characteristics. Typically they show a hierarchical representa
tIOn of the cosm.os, IJ1 which the dominant supernatural order, working 
through the major holders of power. encompasses and subjects human
tty. At the same time, the ideological model displaces the real relation 
betv:een power-wi:-Iding surplus takers and dominated producers onto 
the Imagmed relatIon between superior deity and inferior "subject" 
(see Feuchtwang 1975). The problem of public power is thus trans
formed into a problem of private morality, and the "subject" is invited 
to wm ment by maintaining order through the regulation of his own 
conduct. The displacement also embodies a contradiction. [f public 
power falters and JustIce IS not done, the ideological ties linking subject 
and supernatural are also called into question. The rulers lose legiti
macy; the mandate of Heaven may pass to alternate contenders, or 
people m.ay begin to assert the claims of their segmental morality against 
the offiCial apparatus of mediation. Yet the arguments proffered in 
support of these claims will center upon the nature of the imaginary tie 
between subject and supernatural. not upon the nature of domination 
anchored in "other than economic means." 

Mercantile Wealth 

If the tributary mode points to key relationships through which sur
pluses are extracted, one must also ask how these surpluses are distrib
uted after extraction. [n nearly all instances some part of the surplus is 
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placed' iri'to circulation and exchangc~. Long before 140~) merch.a~ts 
were transferring commodities over Wide areas by C?raVall and satlmg, 
ship, reaping profits from their sale anl~ a:cuml.datml~Igreat .st~)(kS ~of 
wealth. Especially where tributary sOCIeties extsted I1l a v:~der field 
created by competition or symbiosis among conte,nding politIcs, ~ong~ 
distance trade in elite goods or luxuries was a frequent ~lnd lugh!y 
developed phenomenon. Such goods embodied the i(~eologlcal models 
through which superiority was claimed, and therefore they had an 
important political referent. As lone Schneider has phrased 11: 

The relationship of tfade to social stratification was not just a l?1at~er of ;111 
elevated group distinguishing itself through tl!c carcf~l.aJlP!tca.t1on of" 
sumptuary laws and a monopoly of symbols ~)I st~ltUS; It jl:nh~r l!1:olved 
the direct and self-conscious manipulation of vanous scrmpcnphcIill and 
middJe leve! groups through patronage, bestowals, and the calculated 
dist.ribution of exotic and valued goods. [1977: 231 

Yet this trade in luxury goods often wen! hand in hand with long-dis~ 
tance transactions in bulky staples, especially where access to w~ter~ 
wavs lowered the energy costs of transport, as in the area.s of the 
Me~1iterranean, the Black Sea, the Indian Ocean, and th.e Chma seas. 
When the European sea tmders intruded into other contlI1~nts, th~rc~ 
fore, they often found iong~standing networks of.comm~rC1a! relatlOn~ 
ships 1.hat involved principles and operations With which they were 
wholly familiar. . . . ~ '1 >' , 

If 1.ributary rela1.ionships and mercantile activity h~ve long cXI~ted 
side by side, often to their mutual benefit, such mutuahs.m also e~tat:ed 
conflicts. A merchant is a specialist in exchange, buyu:g and sclltng 
goods to obtain a profit. To increase profits merchants stnve to enlarge 
the sphere of exchange, drawing subsister~ce or prestigegood~ produced 
within the kin-ordered or tributary mode mto the,channels . 
ity exchange, the rnarket. This transforma~ion of use valu,es ~n,to, ' > 

modities, goods produced for exchange, IS, not n~~l.tral tI1 It~ ~OI~~:~ 
quences. It can seriously weaken tributary power Ii ~t commcrclilllzes 
the goods and services upon which 1.hat power rests. Granted too much 
latitude, it can render who,1e classes of t.ributar~ overlords depe~dent 
upon t.rade, and reshuffle social priorities 10 favor merchants . 
political or military chief'tai.ns. Thus, societies predicated ,on t~he~ tn:m~ 
tary mode not only gave Impetus to comm~rce bu~ aI:o rep~~tcdly 
curtailed it when it grew too strong. Depending o? tune and cltc,~m~ 
stance, they have taught merchants 1.0 "keep,thelr proper pl~c~ ,.by 
subjecting them to political supervision or to e~{o~ced part~ershll~s y\ ltl~ 
overlords; by confiscating their assets, instttutll1g speGal leVies, 01 

exacting high "protection" rents; by denigrating n:e~chant s~atus 
socially, supporting campaigns against comn:erce as smtul or eVIl, 
even delega1.ing mercantile activity to despised and powerless 
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groups. The position of merchants is thus always defined politically as 
well as economically, and is always dependent on the power and inter
ests of other social classes. 

While defensive mechanisms were invoked whenever tributary 
power felt threateoed by mercantile encroachment. it seems that the 
European polities that developed after A.D. 1000 granted merchants 
greater independence and privileges than did most other political sys
tems. This may have been due to the very backwardness of the periph. 
eral European peninsula, as compared to the stronger, wealthier, and 
more centralized tributary structures of the Middle East and the Orient. 
Sovereigns striving to consolidate power in the European corc regions 
often needed the aid of merchants to gain access to funds, and they 
frequently lent snpport to merchant groups in order to check the 
demands of rival power seekers. Given the political fragmentation of the 
European periphery, moreover, merchants were better able to resist 
political and social pressures, through the creation of their own wide
ranging networks of trade and finance. 

The European merchants also enjoyed locational and technological 
advantages over merchants on other continents. Europe's proximity to 
the sea permitted an early growth of river and ocean shipping. Water 
transport not only entailed lower energy costs than transportation 
overland; it also permitted a closer integration of local and translocal 
commerce, and avoided the heavy protection costs that burdened the 
transcontinental caravan trade. An expanding orbit of commercial 
transactions deployed over a widening grid of transportation, in turn, 

'SL.eeded up the turnover time of money~begetting money, allowing a 
sum to earn repeated profits. 

Some scholars have seen in these medieval European merchants the 
direct ancestors of capitalism. In this view the change from merchant 
wealth to capital is continuous, linear, and quantitative; the develop

of capitalism is thus envisioned merely as an expansion of pro~ 
already at work in the tributary mode. This is essentially the 

\[.osiiticm taken by Weber, Wallerstein, and Frank. If. however, the 
"l<"',;C from merchant wealth to capital is seen as entailing not merely 
q~~:c~I;~~'~~';~ growth but rather a major alteration in the determinant 
DI then capitalism appears as a qualitatively new phenomenon, 

mode of mobilizing social labor in the transformation of nature. 
was the position taken by Marx. From this viewpoint the history of 

money was but "the prehistory of capital." Mercan. 
not function as capital as long as production was domi-

either kin-ordered or tributary relations. What was not con~ 
or tribute takers might be taken to market and 

surplns products elsewhere, allowing the merchants to 
the price differentials obtained in the carrying trade. 

The growth of trade after A.D. 1400 greatly enlarged the scale of the 
but it did not automatically lead to the installation of the 

""' 



86 CONNECTIONS 

capitalist mode. The tributary mode remained dominant until the capi~ 
talist mode unfolded and began to threaten it from within in the course 
of the eighteenth century. During this long period, tributary surpluses 
continued 10 be the mainstay of a class of overlords, together with their 
retinues and servants. Tribute also continued to furnish the sinews of 
the state: it paid for its armies and navies, supplied its quartermaster 
corps, and remunerated its officials. The continued extraction of tribute 
thus set the terms under which mercantile activity could operate and 
thrive. Yet, by dint of its very success, mercantile wealth began to 
multiply the channels of commodity exchange, rendering tribute takers 
increasingly dependent upon it. It generated ever larger amounts of 
riloney"begetting money and invested that wealth so as to increase the 
flow of commodities to the market. In the process it drew producers in 
different parts of the world into a cornman web of exchanges, adjusting 
existing relations of production to embrace commodity exchange, or 
subsidizing coercive arrangements for the production of commodities. 

The European merchants engaged in overseas operations brought 
surpluses into mercantile exchange in a number of different ways. 
Sometimes they favored one alternative to the exclusion of the others; 
under certain circumstances they utilized all of them together. None of 
these ways of turning goods into commodities was new; all had ana~ 
logues in other tributary systems. They grew directly out of the opera
tions of the tributary mode and long remained int.ertwined with it. 

One way involved the sale of tributary surpluses. Merchants bought 
stocks of surplus from tributary overlords and stat.e agencies, and sup~ 
plied goods in return. Their commodities undenvrote the life~sty!e of 
the tribntary class; their goods supplied the armies of the state and 
stocked its magazines. On occasion the merchants also participated in 
booty taking and plunder themselves, and then sold the spoils. 

A second way in which merchants drew goods into the circuits of 
trade was to open exchanges with prirnary gatherers and producers. The 
merchants offered goods that were cheap for them yet desirable to the 
natives, in return for articles of little value to the producers yet capable 
of fetching high prices in distant markets. In the course of such ex~ 
changes, the native producers received use values that they treasured. If 
pu rsued over time, however, such exchanges rendered the target popu
lations dependent upon the merchant. Intensified production of the 
strategic valuable usually entailed diminution or abandonment of other 
important economic activities. As producers grew more specialized in 
furnishing one kind of object, they came to rely increasingly upon the 
merchant for tools, household articles, prestige goods, and even food. 
Where the producers proved reluctant to ent.er or to continue the 
exchange, merchants sometimes had recourse to forcible sales of com~ 
modi ties, which the producers were then obligated to repay. At other 
times merchants smoothed the course of exchange with liquor or 
tobacco, which rendered the producer somatically dependent on the 

ModeS of Production 87 

donor, thus guaranteeing the resumption of exchange. In time, such 
unequal exchange, now extended temporally through a system of ad
vances, could produce a kind of peonage in which the primary producer 
was constrained by his needs to commit himself to production of the 
same valuable in the future. 

A similar process of increasing specialization and dependence marked 
the development of "putting~out" systems under mercantile control. 
Such systems usually originated with the production of specialized 
commodities by households, which then sold their product to mer
chants for resale. Gradnally, however, the merchants extended their 
control over the labor process by advancing tools or raw materials, 
receiving the finished product in repayment for the factors of produc
tion advanced. 

Both commodity peonage and putting¥out bordered on capitalism, 
but they were not yet governed by capitalist relations. Both forms of 
employing labor developed in mercant.ile terms, with the merchant as 
agent of exchange advancing subsistence and manufactured goods and 
receiving specialized commodities. By means of advances the merchant 
could develop a long-term lien on labor, be it the labor of a kin-ordered 
group or of a craft shop operating on the edges of a tributary domain. He 
might even take the further step of advancing tools and raw materials
pOWder, shot, and traps, or looms and text.ile fibers-and thus outfit that 
labor with complex tools. Such a merchant, however, did not yet buy 
labor power in a Inarket in which workers compete for available jobs, 
and he did not yet control the actual labor process. Surplus was not 
extracted as surplus value but through unequal exchange within the 
franlework of monopolistic and quasi~tributary relationships. The pro~ 
cess of production was still governed from the demand end, from the 
requirements of merchants exchanging in a market, rather than flowing 
from the orchestration of labor power and machines within the process 
of production itself. As long as this was the case, merchants also 
remained limited in their ability to control the productive process and to 
alter it in the face of new demands. 

A third way in which merchants obtained surpluses for exchange was 
to expand slavery. Slave labor has never constituted a major indepen
dent mode of production, but it has played a subsidiary role in providing 
labor under all modes-kin-ordered, tributary, and capitalist. Slavery 
has been employed repeatedly in large-scale agricultural and mineral 
production, where output is dependent on a maximization of labor, 
with minimal deployment of tools and skills. The use of slaves in such 
production has a continuous history in Europe since classical antiquity, 
and the option of using slaves to raise commodities for exchange was 
thus available from the beginnings of the European expansion overseas, 
The later American growth of slavery represents but an overseas rein
carnation of a process already going on in Crete, Sicily, Madeira, the 
Azores, the Canaries, and the islands of the Gulf of Guinea. 
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As 'in 'the systems of advances initiated with primary producers and 
processors, slavery too required a heavy infusion of commodities to set 
it in motion. Merchants advanced commodities to African suppliers of 
slaves, thus placing slaves into the circnits of exchange as one kind of 
COIluTIodity among others. Merchants also advanced money and com~ 
modities to planters who purchased slaves for work on plantations. As a 
system of coerced labor, slavery entailed inherent costs, frequently 
covered through mercantile advances. Slaves had to be broken in and 
snpervised; high productivity entailed high costs of coercion. Since most 
slave populations did not reproduce, new slaves had constantly to be 
acquired and paid for. Slaves had to be maintained by their owners, and 
the costs ate into plantation profits. If the slaves were allowed to supply 
their own needs on plantation "provision grounds." their increased 
autonomy decreased owner control. Effective control thus often 
depended on the importation of foodstuffs and other requisites. Mer
chants were not the only participants in the system; planters often 
brought with them inherited tributary wealth and reinvested profits in 
their own plantations. Yet merchants played an ever-expanding role in 
financing slavery, in furnishing needed commodities, in providing 
product markets, and in repatriating profits to the home country. 

In the process of European expansion, mercantile wealth pioneered 
routes of circulat.ion and opened up channels of exchange. Its source of 
gain lay in the maintenance of price differentials-enabling it to buy 
cheap and sell dear-and it defended itself against price leveling 
through alliances with any power that could impede the development 
ofa "free" market. It relied on political and military power to seize zones 
of supply, to gain privileged access to suppliers, to bar interloping 
competitors in trade, and to ensure maximal profits through monopolis
tic controls over sales. Aiming for power over persons in order to 
increase and to diversify output, it did not create a labor market. Thus, 
mercantile wealth did not alter the mode of mobilizing social labor and 
remained wedded to the tributary mode. That dependence would not be 
severed until new political and economic circumstances promoted the 
rise of industrial capit.alism. 

The Kin-Ordered Mode of Production 
If the areas of imensive agricultural production in 1400 were occupied 
by societies predicated on the tributary mode, on the peripheries of 
these areas all around the world were social groups organized differ
emly. Such populations are usually called "primitive" in the anthropo
logical literature. The term is misleading if it leads one to think of 
Iroquois or Crow or Lunda as one's "contemporary ancestors," or as 
people who have not yet aspired to the heights of civilization. It is also 
analytically problematical, since it refers to a beginning which it does 
nothing to portray. Claude Meillassoux has rightly argued that to char-
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acterize snch populations by an absence of features, calling them "class
less:: "acephalous:' or "stateless" tells us nothing about what they are. 

It IS common to describe these popUlations as bound together by 
"kinship," but less common to inquire into what kinship is. Empirically, 
populatIons vary 111 the extent and intensity of their kinship ties. Some 
people have "a lot of kinship," others much less. Coresidence is olien 
more significant than genealogy; many local groups include people who 
are relatIves but also others who are not. Tasks may be carried out by 
teams of nonrelatlves, and products of the hunt or of other activities 
may be sha:ed out among nonkin as well as kinfolk. Indeed, many 
anthropologIsts have seen reSIdence as more critical than kinship in 
understandll1g how people organize themselves. Thus, both Kroeber 
~nd Titiev have argued that coresidence underlay the formation of 
li~eages (Kroeber 1952: 210; Titiev ]943). Leach, similarly, has en
lamed anthropologists to "start from a concrete reality-a local group of 
people-rather than from an abstract reality-such as the concept of 
lineage or the notion of kinship system" (1961: 104). Even Meyer 
Fortes, whose ~aJ?r contribution lies in the analysis of wider kinship 
systems and theIr Jural and political implications, has noted: 

A lineage cannot easily act as a corporate group ifits members can never 
~et to.gether ~or tl~: conduct of their affairs. It is not surprising therefore to 
flOd lmeage III Afncan societies is generally locally anchored, but is is not 
necessarily territorially compact or exclusive. A compact nucleus may be 
enough t.oactas the local center for a group that is widely dispersed. [1953: 
36j 

Particular popUlations also vary greatly in how far they "extend" 
patterns of kinship fou?d within familial entities to more distantly 
rejated famIlIes. They dIffer, further, in the degree to which the ex
tended or replicated patterns of familial kinship are made to bear the 
b~rde.n of jural and political obligations among groups. In other words, 
kll1shiP rules may govern filiation (ties between individnal parents and 
offspnng) and marriage (ties between particular spouses), but little 
mor.e. Such rules, moreover, may furnish people with only a vocabulary 
of kll1ship "names:: without at the same time involving them in jural 
and polIttcal oblIgattons. Among other populations, however. kinship 
looms larg~. Patterns of kinship may be llsed to expand the scope of 
soctal and IdeologIcal Imkages, and such linkages may become major 
operatIve factors in the jural and political realm. 

Kinship can thus operate at two levels, that of the family or the 
domestIc group and that of the political order. Yet such statements still 
snggest what kinship does and not what kinship is. Indeed, if we cannot 
define kinship, by thesame token we cannot define Ilonkinship. It may 
come as somethmg of a surprise to the nonanthropological reader that 
anthropologISts by no means agree about what kinship is. They divide, 
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generally, into three groups with respect to this issue. First. there arc, 
those analysts who assume that the facts of kinship arc an outgrowth of 
human biology. Human beings are sexually dimorphous and engage in 
sexual relations; as a result, human females bear offspring. The biolog
ical facts of sex relations and procreation arc seen as basic to the human 
institutions of marriage and descent. In this view kinship is a matter of 
tracing pedigrees. Second, taking a stand against this position, o~her 
anthropologists have argued that kinship is not merely a matter of the 
social conlfol of sex and procreation, but involves cultural definitions of 
the marriage bond and cultural constructs that allow offspring to be 
allocated to parental consorts. In this view kinship is a distinctive cul
tural domain with its own content, which consists of symbolic con
structs of descent and affinity. These symbols will vary from culture to 
culture. Finally, there are anthropologists who argue from a third posi~ 
tion, which holds that kinship is merely an "idiom" in which economic, 
social. political, and ritual relations are discussed. In this perspective 
kinship is a metaphor; its real content lies elsewhere. The facts of 
kinship are explained when the relations it serves to "express" are 
explained. 

Those anthropologists who see kinship as the social regulation of 
biology (sex and procreation) put their emphasis on the way in which 
rights and obligations, including rights to resources and support, arc 
shared out aIllOng biologically produced actors. In their view kinship 
forms or patterns are cultural epiphenomena serving the task of such 
allocation. Generally speaking, their concept of kinship has been pri
marily jural: kinship serves to assign people born into the group to j.ural 
positions, The cultural symbolists, in contrast, see kinship as a domaIn of 
symbolic constructs connected with other symbolic constructs of the 
culture. The function of kinship constructs is seen as moral, as a contri~ 
bution to the ideological ordering of the symbolic universe of the 
culture bearers. In practice, the symbolists view the elementary family 
as a kind of storehouse of syrnbols of the culture and trust that inquiry 
into domains other than the familial will reveal identical or parallel 
symbolic constructs (see Schneider 1972). 

[n a larger sense these two positions arc complementary. Given that 
people-unlike snapping turtles-are not hatched from eggs, deposited 
in a safe spot, and then abandoned, but are born and socialized through 
the operations of the incest taboo, kinship names and categories are 
symbolic constructions ab avo. The human institution of the incest taboo 
depends for its very operation upon a differentiation between those 
people with whom we share some kind of substance, symbolized by a 
commonality of blood or bone, with whom we may not mate, and those 
people with whom we can mate, who do not share our symbolic 
substantial heritage. Although explanations for the origins of the incest 
taboo are still incomplete, Claude Levi-Strauss has rightly made it the 
point of departure of his study of kinship. Just as the initial categories 
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kinship set up by the taboo are symbolic constructs, so are all the other 
basic kinship categories, such as gender, absolute and relative age, 
~escen.t, and affinity. Since symbolism thus enters into the very denni~ 
tiOn of human sociality, human beings everywhere have also brought. 
these basic constructs of human "nature" into connection with their 
constructs of encompassing nature and supernature. (In view of this, 
the third position in kinship studies sketched above, which denies all 
but metaphorical status to kinship symbols, appears unsatisfactory, 
short-circuiting inquiry into phenomena with which it does not want to 
deal. ) 

. It is possible to combine these two approaches into an operational 
vtew of kll1shlP that allows us to see kinship in the context of political 
eConOIny, Kinship can then be understood as a way of committing social 
labor to the transformation of nature through appeals to filiation and 
m~rriag~, and to. consanguinity and affInity. Put. simply, through kin
shIp sOClallabor IS "locked up," or "embedded," in particular relations 
between people. This labor can be mobilized only through access to 
people, such access being defined symbolically. What is done unlocks 
social labor; how it is done involves symbolic definitions of kinsmen and 
affines. Kinship thus involves (a) symbolic constructs ('flliation/mar
riage; consanguinity/affinity') that (b) continually place actors, born 
and recflllted, (c) into social relations with one another. These social 
relations (d) permit people in variable ways to call on the sbare of social 
labor carried by each, in order to (e) effect the necessary transforma
tions of nature. 

[[kinship is a particular way of establishing rigbts in people and thus 
laying claim to shares of social labor, it is also true that the ways in which 
such rights and claims are established vary widely among different 
cultu~e-be.aring populations. Anthropologists have come to recognize 
that kmshlp works in baSically different ways in two kinds of situations, 
those i~.which reso.urces are widely available and open to anyone with 
the abIlity to obtam them, and those situations in which access to 
resources is restricted and available only to cIaiInants with a "kinship 
license." [n the first case, the ties of kinship grow out of the give-and
take of everyday life and link people who are in habitual interaction 
~ith one another. In the second case, the circle of kinship is drawn 
ttghtly around the resource base by means of stringent definitions of 
group membership. 

This contrast defines two variants of the kin-ordered mode, for social 
l?bor is deployed differently in the two. The first variant is best exempli
fied In the anthropological literature by food-collecting "bands." Such 
populations do not transform nature, but gather up and concentrate for 
human use resources naturally available in the environment. The 
natural environment is not a means for humanly controlled organic 
transformations, as in cultivation or herding; it is "the object of labor" 
but not its "instrument" (Marx, Cal'. f, 1977: 284-285). Under such 



92 CONNECTIONS 

circumstances the aggregation or dispersion of people, each embodying 
a share of social labor, follows ecological constraints and opportunities. 
Upper limits to pooled social labor are set by the interaction of the 
technology with the local environment, as well as by the group's 
to manage conllict through consensus formation and informal sanc
tions. Kinship then works primarily to create relations among perso~s
partnerships among shareholders in social labor-through rna mage 
and filiation. Such partnerships extend in reticulate fasillon from 
ticular participants to others. Having no defined boundary, they 
attach newcomers or exclude them, as the interests of the mterlmked 
partners permit or require. 

The deployment of social labor works differently in the second vari
ant of the kin-ordered mode. Where nature is subject to transformation 
through social labor, the environment itself becomes a means of pro-. 
duction an instrument on which labor is expended. A segment 01 
nature i; transformed by a set of people-equipped with tools, organiza
tion, and ideas-so as to produce crops or livestock. In such a society, 
social labor is distributed in social clusters that expend labor cumula
tively and transgenerationally upon a particular segment of the envi
ronment accumulating at the same time a transgenerattonal corpus 
claims and counterclaims to social labor. Where conditions tend toward 
ecological closure, relations among these clusters need to be more 
closely defined and circumscribed, and the clusters readily become 
exclusive groups. 

Under these conditions the idiom of filiation and marriage is used to 
construct transgenerational pedigrees, real or fictitious. These serve 
include or exclude people who can claim rights to social labor on the 
basis of privileged membership. 

Such groups are typically equipped with mythical charters denning 
culturally selected and certified lines of kin connection. These C!lilnel' 
fulfill a number of functions. First, they allow groups to claim privileges 
on the basis of kinship. Second, they serve to permit or deny people 
access to strategic resources. Third, they organize the exchange of per
sons between pedigreed groups through their definition of ties of affin
ity; marriage, instead of being a relationship between bride and groom 
and their immediate relatives only, becomes a tie of political alliance 
between groups. And fourth, they allocate managerial functions to 
particnlar positions within the genealogy, thus distributing them un
evenly over the political and jural field-whether thiS be as elders over 
juniors, as seniors over cadet lines, or as lines of higher over lower rank. 
In this process kinship on the jural-politicalleve! subsumes and orga
nizes kinship on the familial-domestic level, making interpersonal rela
tions subject to charters for categorical inclusion or exclusion: 

The" extension" of kinship is therefore not the same as kmshlp on the 
level of fiiiation and marriage; it is concerned with jural allocation of 
rights and claims, and hence with political relations between people. On 
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the level of filiation and marriage, kinship sets up individuated linkages 
among shareholders in social labor; extended kinship, in contrast, orga
nizes social labor into labor pools and places controls over the transfer of 
labor from one pool to another. 

The persistence of the idiom of kinship in the jural-political realm, 
however, poses a problem. Kinship nomenclature always involves a 
symbolic process. In the escalation of kinship from a set of interpersonal 
relations to the political order, kinship becomes a governing ideological 
element in the allocation of political power. But why should the lan
guage of kinship persist in this different setting? Meyer Fortes is one of 
the few to have dealt with this question. 

Why descent rather than locality or some other principle fonns the basis of 
these corporate groups is a question that needs morc study. It will be 
remembered that Radcliffe~Brown [19351 related succession rules to the 
need for unequivocal discrimination ofright5 in rem and personam. Perhaps 
it is most closely connected with the fact that rights over the reproductive 
powers of women are easily regulated by a descent group system. But I 
believe that something deeper than this is involved; for in a homogeneous 
SOciety there is nothing which could so precisely and incontrovertibly fix 
one's place in SOciety as parentage. [1953: 301 

While this explanation is not wholly satisfactory, Fortes does point to 
two major sources of power in the kin-ordered mode: control over the 
reproductive powers of women, and parentage. Both operate trans
generationally; both allocate people differentially to positions of power 
and influence. The first grants rights over the social labor embodied in 
females, offspring, and affines; the second defines not only descent but 
also collaterality-the genealogical range of mobilizable allies. The 
terminology of marriage and filiation is thus used to convey information 
about differential capacities to mobilize labor for work and support
information that is, about the shifting distribution of social labor among 
contending groups. 

Where the symbolic constructs of kinship are thus extended, the 
relations among the bearers of social labor in competition for resources 
are structured monopolistically or oligopolistically, with social groups 
vying for precedence and dominance. At the same time, the tendency to 
maximize external oppositions vis-a-vis other groups goes hand in hand 
with a multiplication of internal oppositions. First, there are oppositions 
between men and women. Some complementary equilibrium between 
gender roles can perhaps be maintained as long as kinship is but one 
ordering element among others in a situation of open resources. WIth 
the emergence of pedigreed groups into the political field, however, 
affinal relations become political relations, and women lose status in 
relation to men as they become tokens of alliance. There is also the 
opposition of elders and juniors, with elders in characteristic positions of 
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managerial cOInnland inside and outside the group .. Some juniors may 
come to be seniors and take their place; but others WIll never succeed to 
any position of importance. We know that this opposition"can b,;eak out 
into open conflict. We shall see, for example, rebellIon of boys agal?st 
their elders in the expansion of horse pastoralrsm on the Great Plam~ 
(chapter 6) and in the formation of slave-raiding groups in Angola 
(chapter 7). . . . . 

Finally, internal ranking creates OpposItIOns between ongma,l settlers 
and newcomers, between senior and junior lines of descent from .the 
same ancestor, and between lines rising to prominence and those In a 
state of decline. Oscillations of rise and decline may be due to demo
graphic ascendancy or failure; to successful or unsucce,s:ful n:anage~ 
ment of alliances, people, or resources; to succ~ss or f?llure lr: war. 
Leaders effective in contracting politically strategIc marrIages or III 
judicious redistribution of subsistence and lUXUry goods t~ . 
gain at the expense orless apt contenders. With the passage of ume, ~uch 
gains can be translated into genealogical claims, and pedIgrees modIfied 
to exhibit the change. 

The fact that leaders can rise to prominence in this way co,nstitl.ltes', 
one of the Achilles' heels of the kinship mode, one of its 
points of stress. For as a chief or other leader draws a foll?wing thlcough 
judicious managenlent of alliances and redistributIve actIOn, he re,lch,es' 
'a limit that can only be surpassed by breaking through the bounds 
kinship order. He can manipulate bridewealth to acquire women 
will produce offspring owing loyalty primarily to him; he can 1O\'He. 

outsiders to settle in his group's domain, in the hope of anra(:mlg 
personall()llowing; he can acquire pawns and slaves to labor 
personal control. Yet as long as such strategles can be checked 
kinsmen and their allies, his radius of action is curtailed. One 
which a chiefmay try to expand his grasp on surpluses is by mi,king,wi,rn 
Yet the fruits of warfare remain limited, since booty may be 
occasional and impermanent, and it must be shared with others. 
break through the limitations of the kin order, a chief' must gain 
pendent access to reliable and renewa~l~ reso~rces of ius own. 

While kin ordering thus sets upper hnllts to IIlternal 
under conditions of closed resources it appears more likely 
inequalities than an egalitarian distribution of life chances. Di"UrlctJon:s 
of gender, age, and prescriptive and acquired l?ower ,:o~k so as . 
oppositions that disrupt the ki~lship order fro~ ~vlthm. In 
disruptions are caused by conflJCts between mdlvlduals or groups, 
the assertion of conflicting claims over people on the part of 
kinsmen, and by the nonperformance of normative kinship obligi'ti<)n~; 
among close or extended kin. All these forces and factor~ th,reaten 
continuance of the kinship order. What, then, prevents Its dis:integlta: 
tion? How do kin-ordered units cohere at all over time? 
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The ability of the kin-ordered mode to regeoerate itself may lie in the 
absence of any mechanism that can aggregate or mobilize social labor 
apart from the particular relations set up by kinship. The oppositions as 
they are normally played out are particulate, the conjunction of a 
part~cular ~Ider with a particular junior of a particular lineage at a 
partIcular tlme and place, and not the general opposition of elder and 
JUllIor. ~s classes. In everyday life the kin-ordered mode contains its 
OppOSltlOns by particularizing tensions and conflicts. 

In myth and ritual, however, the very oppositions fraught with 
danger In everyday hfe arc dramatized on the level of universality. 
Whereas 111 everyday life generality is dissolved into particularities in 
myth and ntual particularities are dissolved into generalities, conveying 
messages about the natllre of the universe. Explanations, ifoffered take 
the form of universalized verities. One may speculate that such p;ojec
tIOn of pa~tlcular confhcts upon the screen of universal mythic events 
and meanmgs can serve to defuse those conflicts. The effectiveness of 
such .a Inechanisrn would seem to depend on the degree to which ;cal 
conflicts c~n be kept particularized and segmented. A continuous 
accurnulatlOl1 of ~onflicts of the same kind, in the same direction, may 

the myth-ntual system under cumulative stress and diminish its 
cfiin,'" 

ict~ with,in and between kin-ordered units may also be damp
bya lear 01 the high cost of massing support. Seeking allies means 

111 past promises of aid and pledging support to allies in the 
,lU'CUI". Any escalation of conflict thus threatens to extend the conflict 
jelllPor.ally as well as spatially. Nevertheless, when the stakes are high 

escalatIOn may well become desirable, with an attendant 
iio,:rease in ~ift giving and in exchanges of women to cement alJian~es. 

story of the North American fur trade can be read as the gradual 
o~ sU~?Ortive a,lliances among "English Indians" against 

Indians. Such allIances may also be stabilized and reinforced 
th~ elaboration of myth and ritual, as in the case of the Iroquois 

cr WhIC? attempted to curb internal conflicts by directing energies 
OlllWOrD agaInst common enemies. 

Yet conflict resolution in the kin~ordered mode encounters an lllti~ 
limit in the structural problems of the mode itself. Cumulative 

rorlTll,rr olten exceeds tbe capacity of kin-based mechanisms to cope 
then:. Groups WIll then break up and fission. Such occurrences are 

only frequent but are, in fact important sources of change. Because 
have tended to conceptualize societies as if they existed in a timeless 

. present and in isolation from one another, we have been 
IntO. seeing tbe bre~kup and fission of kin-ordered groups as 
rephcatmg the ordenng 01 the parent group. In reality, fissioning 
can ra~ely escape into unoccupied terrain to avoid competitors, 

are hkely to experience pressures from societies in the tribu~ 
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tary and capitalist modes. Replication is thus probably exceptional. It is 
more likely that fissioning groups began to change as soon as they 
encountered limits to free Inqvement. 

Social clusters built up on kinship, therefore, are in no way exempt 
from internal differentiation and external pressures for change. Differ
ential allocation of shares of social labor can favor the emergence of 
influential managers; at the same time, contact with other groups can 
lend importance to persons able to deal with differences of interest and 
with possible conflict. These tendencies toward inequalities in function 
are greatly enhanced when kin-ordered groups enter into relationships 
with tributary or capitalist societies. Such relationships afford opportu
nities for the seizure and transfer of surpluses beyond those available 
within the kin-ordered mode. Chiefs can then employ these external 
resources to immohilize the workings of the kinship order. This is why 
chiefs have proved to be notorious collaborators of European fur traders 
and slave hunters on two continents. Connection with the Europeans 
offered chiefs access to arms and valuables, and hence to a following 
outside of kinship and unencumbered by it. 

The Problem of Chie/Clams 
The term chiefhas come into common parlance to denote the recognized 
leader or head (from the Latin caput) of a socially organized population, 
In practice, the term was usually bestowed by Europeans upon any 
native person of influence who was in a position to forvvard or to hinder 
their interests. As such, references to chiefs cover different kinds of 
recruitment and degrees of authority, and are of little analytic utility. 
The actual ability of any such personage to command social labor and to 
influence the development of intergroup relations depends upon his 
assets in the game of power; the size and strength of the population 
under his jurisdiction; the nature of the resources held by that popula
tion and their importance to outsiders; and his war-making potential, 
his capacity both to defend resources and to interfere with the opera
tions of opponents, A Northwest Coast tais had less potential power than 
a Zulu il1dlll1a, an induna less than a Mongol khan. These differences also 
affected the ability of a chief to break through the limitations of the 
kin-ordered mode of production and to become a partner in tributary or 
capitalist relations. 

Such variation among "chiefs" throws some light on the long
standing anthropological problem of "the chiefdom," In efforts to estab
lish an evolutionary ordering of cultures, the chiefdom was conceptual
ized as a type of society intermediate between kin-ordered tribes and 
class-divided states. In this view of the chiefdom, status and power are 
allocated by differential rank within a common genealogy. yet without 
entailing differential access to the means of production, The chief and 
his high-ranking lineage are seen as acting on behalf of a social whole in 
coordinating specialized activities, planning and supervising public 
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works, managing redistribution, and leading in war. Chiefdoms are thus 
"redistributional societies with a permanent agency of coordination" 
(Ser;'ice 1962: 144). While genealogical rank differentiates people by 
the functIOns they perform, the society as a whole appears to be laced 
tog~ther through common interests, common descent, and general 
redlstnbutIOn. All are kinsmen, as it were; only some are morc so than 
others. 

The concept of mode of production, however, shifts attention from 
the form and idiom of interaction between high-ranking chiefs and 
comn:oners in a give~ society to inquire instead into the ways social 
labor IS deployed. In thIS perspective the societies classified as chiefdoms 
appear to be of two rather different kinds; those based on the kin
ordered mode. in which the chief and his followers arc still embedded in 
kinship arrangements and bound by them. and those in which the form 
and idiom of kinship may be maintained even as a dominant group 
tr~nsforms d~visions of rank into divisions of class-in fact, using kin
shIp mechamsms to strengthen its own position. In this second kind of 
~hiefdom, the chiefly lineage is in fact an incipient class of surplus takers 
m the tributary mode, 

The growth of such a class may involve a number of different pro
ce~ses. ~op~~ation increase can enhance the relative importance of the 
cluefly famIlIes, Such growth of the chiefly lineage allows it "numerous 
connections of different kinds with other lineages" (Service 1962: 149), 
The purSUIt of aHmal strategies requires that the chiefly lineage concen
trate wealth from marriage exchanges in its own hands. This implies, in 
turn, control over exchangeable women and the interdiction of access 
to elite women by members of the lower ranks, Such control over 
w.omen can be expanded downward, so as to widen elite control over 
affinal exchanges in general. Affinal strategies, furthermore, entail 
str,ategies of inheritance, Who gets what is circumscribed by member
ShIP til the pnvlleged stratum; goods strategic in the matrimonial ex
changes and in the inherited wealth of the aristocracy may therefore not 
pass mto general redistribution. 

At the same .:ime, growing chiefly lineages may expand by a "budding 
off of familIes (SerVIce, 1962: 166), both within the habitual zone of 
interaction and beyond it. Such territorial proliferation of high-ranking 
personnel may create a plurality of power centers in place of a single 
apex of deCISIon makmg. Members of the chiefly lineage can become 
contenders. for the chiefship. or create new domains of their own by 
separatmg from the parent body. Competition for power feeds back, in 
turn, upon the processes of accumulation and redistribution. Con
tenders for power must accumulate adequate "funds of power" aud 
redIstrIbute them selectively to gain followers. rather than open re
sources to general redistribution. 

Seen in this light. therefore. redistribution appears as a set of strat
egies in class formation. rather than as a general characteristic of chief-
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dOInS as '~redistributional societies." Polanyi, to whom anthropology 
owes the introduction of the concept of redistribution, allowed LIS to 
visualize Il1cchanisms of exchange beyond those covered by "reciproc
ity" or "market" exchange. It is, however, necessary to qualify the 
concept of redistribution in three ways. First, the different kinds and 
spheres of redistribution must be specifled. Redistribution through 
feasting is not identical with the redistribution of supplies for public 
works or warfare, O[ with the redistribution of specialized resources 
through the agency of the chief. Second, it is important to be precise 
about what gets redistributed, how much, and-most importantly-to 
whom. Feasting with the general participation of all can go hand in 
hand with the privileged accumulation of strategic goods by the elite. 
Banquets for war veterans can honor the military contribution of the 
entire anny even as captured people and resources are allocated differ
entially to nobles and to commoners. Third, redistribution can also serve 
to "buy" allies and to pacify potential rivals by drawing them and their 
resources into the hierarchically managed flow of prestations. In this 
light, redistribution appears not as a kind of normative altruism charac
teristic of a type ofsocicty, but rather as a recurrent strategy in a process 
of class formation. 

In such chiefdoms of the second kind, therefore, the function of 
kinship changes from that of ordering similarly organized groups in 
relation to one another to that of drawing a major distinction between 
one stratum and another. There is now an aristocracy that utilizes and 
exhibits kin~ordered ties as a mark of its distinctiveness and separate
ness, leaving to the commoner stratum only residual claims. The aristo
cratic class thus constitutes itself by radically altering the bonds of 
kinship in order to promote social distance between rulers and ruled. 
They may claim differential descent from the gods, or privileged posses
sion of mana; they I1laY strive to subvert the kin ties of their subjects 
through the punishment of adultery and incest (see Cohen, 1969), even 
while setting themselves off as a separate stratum through the practice 
of class endogamy; and they may invoke special rights over the disposi
tion of war booty, including conquered populations not included in 
their charter of kin relationships. 

Aristocracies of the kind just described frequently bud off' to conquer 
and rule foreign populations.' In such fission and spread, the aristocracy 
characteristically maintains its separate kinship ties as a source of class 
solidarity and as a way of setting itself off from the body of the ruled. 
This may conceivably happen peacefully, as it did when non-Alur 
ethnic groups invited the members of Alur chiefly lineages, who were 
bearers of rainmaking and conflict-resolving powers, to settle among 
them as their rulers (Southall, 1953). More frequently. however, war
like and migratory aristocracies invoke supernatural entitlements to 
impose their models of domination upon subject populations. Examples 
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of such predatory aristocracies are the Toltecs who spread outward from 
Tula to the frontiers of Meso arne rica; the Luba and Lunda elites fanning 
out from their home in central Africa (see chapter 7); and the many 
Mongol, Turkic, and Arab aristocracies that imposed themselves on 
agricultural populations along the dry-belt corridor of the Old World. 

Our discussion should make it clear that the deployment of social 
labor has both an econOInic and a political dimension. The kin~ordered 
mode inhibits the institutionalization of political power, resting essen~ 
tially upon the management of consensus among clusters of partici
pants. Moreover, the ties of kinship seI limits to the amount of social 
labor that can be mobilized for collective purposes. Social labor can be 
aggregated through the temporary convergence of many separate ties, 
but it is dispersed again when changing conditions require a rearrange
Incnt of comminnents. At the same time, the extension and retraction of 
kin ties create open and shifting boundaries of such societies. 

A chief can become a pivot of the power of his kinship group; but ifhe 
is sornetimes able to incarnate the kin order, he is also its prisoner. 
Chiefs who want to break through the limitations of the kin order must 
lay hold of mechanisms that can guarantee them independent power 
over resources. Such chiefs must either allocate some of the labor under 
their control to another mode, or enter into the relations of that mode 
directly, be it as tributary overlords or as participants in capitalist pro
duction. To effect such change requires new political instruments of 
domination, whether controlled directly by the chiefs or applied by 
others on their behalf. Failing this, the people they strive to mobilize 
may well rebel or secede, leaving them as chief,) only "over the 
pumpkins." 

In contrast to the kin-ordered mode, both the t.ributary and the 
capitalist modes divide the population under their command into a class 
of surplus producers and a class of surplus takers. Both require mecha~ 
nisHls of domination to ensure that surpluses are transferred on a 
predictable basis from one class to the other. Such domination may 
involve, at one time or another, a wide panoply of sanctions based on 
fear. hope, and charily; bUl it cannot be secured without the develop
ment of an apparatus of coercion to maintain the basic division into 
classes and to defend the resulting structure against external attack. 
Both the tributary and the capitalist modes, therefore, arc marked by 
the development and installation of such an apparatus. namely the 
state. 

In the case of the tributary mode, the mode itsclfis constituted by the 
mechanisms of domination that extract tribute from the producers by 
"other than economic pressure" (see p. 80). Politics in a tributary state 
may affect the concentration and distribution of tribute among con~ 
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tending c'iltegories of surplus takers, but it remains anchored in the 
direct extractive relationship, no matter what the organizational form of 
the state. 

The capitalist mode, in contrast, appears to be economically self
regulating. As long as means o[production are owned by capitalists and 
denied to laborers, the laborers are continuously forced back into the 
employment of capitalists after each cycle of production reaches com
pletion, and the cycle starts anew. Yet the state has a strategic role both 
in the genesis of the mode and in its maintenance. To set the mode in 
motion it was first necessary to stockpile money-begetting money, to 
convert it into capital. and to create a class oflaborers offering their labor 
power for sale as a commodity. In these twin processes of "original 
accumulation," the state played a vital part. Once the mode was in
stalled, the state had to deploy its power further to maintain and 
guarantee the ownership of the means of production by the capitalist 
ciass, at home and abroad, and to support the regimes ofwork and labor 
discipline required by the mode. In addition, the state had to provide the 
infrastructure of technical services-such as transportation and com
munication-required by the mode. Finally, it fell to the new state to 
arbitrate and manage conflicts between competing cohorts of capitalists 
within its jurisdiction, and to represent their interests in the competition 
between states-by diplomacy when possible, by war if required. 

The three modes of production I have outlined constitute neither 
types into which human societies may be sorted nor stages in cultural 
evolution. They are put forth as constructs with which to envisage 
certain strategic relationships that shape the terms under which human 
lives are conducted. The three modes are instruments forthinking about 
the crucial connections built up among the expanding Europeans and 
the other inhabitants of the globe, so that we may grasp the conse
quences of these connections. 

4 Europe, Prelude to 
Expansion 

An observer looking at the world in 
note of the European peninsula R A.D. 800 would barely have taken 
centralized power had taken'~ I' orne had fallen, and no effective 
tributary domains disputed 1 ~p ace. Instead, a host of narrow-gauged 
The center of political and ec~~o~ to the :hattered .Roman inheritance. 
"new Rome" of' By t' lC gravLty had shlfted eastward to the 
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, " ,n 0 server would hav d . 
Europe and a marked change" I' e note a very dlfferent 
Africa. The man et '. m.Lts re allon to neighboring Asia and 
effective politiesY ¥h:Iepr~7.~'Paltt,es had fused into a smaller number of 
neighbors to the south a~d 1 les w';[e competmg successfully with their 
tures overseas W· hat had least an dwere about to launch major adven-.. ,appene ? 
. If we want to answer that questio . 
mterrelated problems p' h' n, we must conSlder at least three 
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WhlCh changed the position ofEuro f 1 s m ong- LStance trade, 
Asia into a key area of commercial ~~ rom t lat of a dependent fringe of 
of these shifts? Second th velopment. What was the nature 
principalities of AD 800 ~ ~umerous. small and scattered tributary 
c?nsolidated kingdo~s. Wh~t grown mto politically and militarily 
Fmally, several of the conSOJidat~a: mvolved m that consolidation? 
collaboration between war-makin tates sought out new frontiers, in a 
were the forces driving these states~~u ers and the.merchant class. What 
nature of the collaboration in each ;;:;~ expansLOn, and what was the 

The Shift in Patterns of Long-Distance Trade 
The western Mediterranean region and . 
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the western sector to its eas:
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tending categories of surplus takers, but it remains anchored in the 
direct extractive relationship, no matter what the organizational form of 
the state. 

The capitalist mode, in contrast, appears to be economically self, 
regulating. As long as means of production are owned by capitalists and 
denied to laborers, the laborers are continuously forced back into the 
employment of capitalists after each cycle of productioo reaches com
pletion, and the cycle starts anew. Yet the state has a strategic role both 
in the genesis of the mode and in its maintenance. To set the mode in 
motion it was first necessary to stockpile money~begetting money, to 
convert it into capita!, and to create a class of laborers offering their labor 
power for sale as a commodity. [n these twin processes of "original 
accumulation," the state played a vital part. Once the mode was in, 
stalled, the state had to deploy its power further to maintain and 
guarantee the ownership of the means of production by the capitalist 
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class, at home and abroad, and to support the regimes of work and labor 
discipline required by the mode. [n addition, the state had to provide the·. 
infrastructure of technical services-such as transportation and com~ 
munication-required by the mode. Finally, it fell to the new state to I;; 
arbitrate and manage conflicts between competing cohorts of capitalists: I': 
within its jurisdiction, and to represent their interests in the competition , 
between states-by diplomacy when possible, by war if required. 

The three modes of production I have outlined constitute neither . 
types into which human societies may be sorted nor stages in cultural 
evolution. They are put forth as construets with which to envisage 
certain strategic relationships that shape the terms under which human 
lives are conducted. The three modes are instruments for thinking about 
the crucial connections built up among the expanding Europeans and ... •• 
the other inhabitants of the globe, so that we may grasp the conse' ..•• 
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4 Europe, Prelude to 
Expansion 

An observer looking at the world in A.D. 800 would barely have taken 
note of the European peninsula. Rome had fallen, and no effective 
centralized power had taken its place. Instead, a host of narrow-gauged 
tributary domains disputed rights to the shattered Roman inheritance. 
The center of political and economic gravity had shifted eastward to the 
"new Rome" of Byzantium, and to the Muslim caliphate. Six hundred 
years later, in A.D. 1400, an observer would have noted a very different 
Europe and a marked change in its relation to neighboring Asia and 
Africa. The many petty principalities had fused into a smaller number of 
effective polities. These polities were competing successfully with their 
neighbors to the south and east and were about to launch major adven' 
tures overseas. What had happened? 

If we want to answer that question, we must consider at least three 
interrelated problems. First, there were shifts in long,distance trade, 
which changed the position of Europe from that of a dependent fringe of 
Asia into a key area of commercial development. What was the nature 
of these shifts? Second, the numerous small and scattered tributary 
principalities of A.D. 800 had grown into politically and militarily 
consolidated kingdoms. What was involved in that consolidation? 
Finally, several of the consolidated states sought out new frontiers, in a 
collaboration between war, making rulers and the merchant class. What 
were the forces driving these states toward expansion, and what was the 
nature of the collaboration in each case? 

The Shift in Patterns of Long-Distance Trade 
The western Mediterranean region and southwest Asia had long
standing connections. Periodically the balance of power shifted from 
the western sector to its eastern counterpart, and then shifted back 
again. The archaeological record supports a picture of Asian pre, 
eminence in surplus production, state formation, craft specialization, 
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city bilildfi1g, and long-distance commerce. Proliferation of Egyptian 
and Mesopotamian development into the Aegean in the second millen
nium B.C. triggered the growth of trade with western Europe, which 
supplied the eastern sector with needed resources and transferred 
valued articles to the chieftains of the West in return. Aegean traders 
were followed by Phoenicians and Carthagenians. Then there was a 
turning of the tide. Greek expansion opened the doors, in the third 
century B.C., to "an almost uninterrupted stream of peoples from 
sontheastern Europe [who] poured into Syria, Babylonia, and Iran, 

.. 

augmented from Asia Minor and even Syria" (Ghirshman 1954: 225). [. 
Roman expansion f()lIowed the same course, turning Egypt into the 
granary ot Rome. 

Then came the prolonged fall of the Roman Empire. Gradually the 
countrys.ide won out over the dties. Economically, the various parts of 
the empIre grew increasingly self-sufficient after A.D. !0O. Food pro
ductton could not support the cities, and urban crafts left the towns to 
relocate in the hinterland. The remarkable political and legal structure 
of Rome, which had "concentrated on organizing overwhelming power 
by inexorably exacting order and obedience in a limited sphere of life" 
(Deutsch 1954: 10), grew less and less effective. Provincial armies 
be~ame nearly autonomous, and the marginal provinces of the empire 
gaIned ascendancy over the imperial center. 

When a minor chieftain, Odoakar the Herulian, delivered the final 
blow to a Roman army in the west. Rome "fell," but only in its western 
orbit. It survived, indeed, for a thousand years in its eastern dominions 
Byzantium-the new Rome. Byzantium maintained its course on th~ 
grounds staked out by Greek expansion, with Roman institutions and 
law~ a developed town life, a common religious loyalty to Eastern 
ChrIstendom, and gold coinage that remained the envy of the West until 
the eleventh century. In the sixth century it also developed a powerful 
navy, which sealed off western and southern access to Byzantimn and 
allowed the state to expand into the borderlands of the Black Sea, 
when~e it drew ample supplies of wheat, timber, and slaves. It became, 
In effect more a Hellespontine power than a Mediterranean one 
abandoning most of the Mediterranean to other claimants. ' •• 

The major part of the Mediterranean region was divided between 
Islam and Western Christendom.' Islam expanded quickly from its 
center in the caravan city of Mecca, and in the course of the seventh 
century A.D. it overran North Africa. During the second decade of the 
dghth c~ntury, Muslim armies occupied most of the Iberian peninsula; 
m the nmth century Sicily fell to the Muslims. When the capital of the 
Islamic caliphate moved from Damascus to Baghdad in the mid-eighth 
~entury, however, the Islamic center of gravity moved eastward away 
from the Mediterranean, in a movement parallel to the eastward shift of • 
Byzantium. Trade with the Caucasus, Inner Asia, Arabia, India, and 
China grew more important than trade connections with the western 
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Mediterranean. This Mediterranean trade, now marginal, continued to 
be carried on by merchants from Syria and-above all-by Jews, such 
as the merchants known as Radanites or Al- Radhaniya (perhaps from 
the Persian rah dan, meaning "knowing the way"). who connected "the 
lands of the Franks" with Egypt, and Egypt with China. 

The economic history of the Muslim world is still poorly known, but it 
is possible to outline some of its major aspects. Beginning with the 
eighth century, the Islamic countries underwent an agricultural revolu
tion that entailed changes in plants and plant strains, in farming prac
tices, and in hydraulic technology. This revolution issued in a great 
expansion of colonization and recolonization. The agricultural sector 
yielded increasing surpluses, which were plowed back into agricultural 
intensification and underwrote an expansion of commerce and town 
life. From the ninth century on, the Islamic world achieved a virtual 
monopoly over the gold of the Sudan and the treasures of Egypt and 
Iran. All this increased enormously the scale of Muslim trade relations 
and craft production, both for internal elites and for external consumers 
of luxury products. 

Islam and Eastern Christendom had thus parceled out much of the 
Mediterranean littoral between them; yet both turned their backs upon 
the sea, The shattered inheritance of western Rome fell to Western 
Christendom, then a congeries of tributary polities headed by Tentonic 
chieftains supported by their bodyguards. No cities survived in Western 
Christendom comparable to Constantinople with at least 200,000 in
habitants (Russell 1958), Baghdad with about 400,000 (Adams 1965: 
115), or Cordoba with 90,000 (Russell 1972: 178). Although urban 
crafts had become established in the countryside, the rural zones of 
Enrope had relapsed into subsistence agriculture and localized ex
change. European merchants involved in long-distance trade had not 
disappeared (Vercauteren 1967), but their activities were overshad
owed from the sixth to the eighth centuries by Syrians and Jews who 
connected the Levant with the European peninsula, an area "exploited 
for the benefit of Syria, Alexandria, and Constantinople" (Lewis 1951 : 
14). Europe furnished mainly slaves and timber, receiving some luxury 
goods in return. 

European slaves reached the Near East not only across the sea-lanes 
of the Mediterranean but also, along with precious furs and other 
products, down the Russian rivers into the Black Sea. They were 
brought by the Varangian Rus, a branch ofthe seafaring and sea-raiding 
peoples who had fanned out from their viks, or inlets, in Scandinavia to 
harass the European littoral and to carry orf slaves to Near Eastern 
markets. In the ninth century they also began to subdue and colonize 
lands in England and Normandy, in Sicily, in the Baltic littoral. and in 
Russia. It is thns possible to conceive of the European peninsula at this 
stage as a land area snrrounded by water on three sides, dominated by a 
long-distance trade whose center was in the Hellespont and the Levant. 
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The Rise of the Italian Ports 

In the course of the ninth century, new competitors intruded into this 
commerce. These came 1'r0111 the port cities maintained as Byzantine 
enclaves along the coastline of Italy. The most important were Venice, at 
the head of the Adriatic, and Amalfi. on the Gulf of Salerno. They were 
at first but minor intermediaries in a trade that was of no great impo[M 
tance to the powers that ruled over the Levant. Building upon their 
initial positions as minor middlemen, however, both cities benefited by 
the gradual intensification of commerce. 

Amalfi was described by the Arab merchant Ibn Hawqal in A.D. 977 as 
"the most prosperous town in Lombardy, the most noble, the most 
illustrious, on account of its conditions, the most affluent and opulent" 
(quoted in Lopez and Raymond 1955: 54). Nevertheless, it soon lost out 
to predatory neighbors. Venice, in contras!. moved increasingly to the 
fore, exchanging Western iron, tinlber, naval Slores, and slaves for 
Eastern silks, spices, and ivories, to which it added salt from its lagoons 
and the products of its glass industry. 

In the tenth century two other Italian Lombard ports embarked on a 
career of commercial and military expansion. These were Pisa and 
Genoa, on the Tyrrhenian Sea. Reacting to Muslim raiding by convert
ing their fishing boats into naval craft. they counterattacked success
fully in Corsica, Sardinia, and on the North African littoral. 

Through their success in trade and war, these Italian towns began to 
tilt the balance of exchange between the western and eastern halves of 
the Mediterranean in favor of the West. Largely deprived of an agrarian 
hinterland of their own, their frontier of expansion lay in sea-borne 
commerce. They were thus in a position to become the main benefi
ciaries of the new conjuncture of power and infiuence in the Mediter
ranean after the year A.D. 1000. By then, Byzantium had initiated a 
policy of military consolidation on land, relying on its artlled peasantry 
to defend it against growing attacks on all sides. Venice became virtually 
the commercial agent of Byzantium and engrossed most of its sea-borne 
trade. 

Political Consolidation 
While the Italian port towns were assuming increased importance in the 
Mediterranean region, the rural hinterlands south and north ofthe Alps 
were independently caught up in processes of economic and political 
consolidation. These processes operated on two levels: one local. the 
other regional. We have noted that the decline of Rome in the western 
Mediterranean involved a collapse and dismantling of the Roman legal 
and political superstructore, as well as a simultaneous retreat of urban 
crafts into the countryside. Growing ruralization and the diffusion of 
artisan technology together provided the technical basis for the devel
opment of a new form of political-economic organization. This fortll 
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grouped cultivators around th' h Id . (I' h· e strong 0 of a superordinate "lord" 
rom t e ,Anglo-,Saxon hlafiveard, or loaf warden, one ~ho feeds 

dependents). CultIvators were tied to lords in arrangements of de en: 
~~~cy, V'd11~hf;aned WIdely in their origins and precise characteri~ics, 
t mng m I erent ways the transfer of tribute from surplus producers 
o'I~l1rplus takers. Such arrangements underwrote the political and 

ml ItarrpoWI :r of any given surplus taker in his relations to his fellows 
as we as l1C power 01 surplus takers as a class. ., 

After A.D. 1000 the surpluses so produced grew considerabl as a 
resu,lt of both Intensification and extension of cultivation ThY; was 

rr~.~~:~~I;~~.Zt~~~~ ~ya~~~s nor:\o:lt~e Alps, where the introduction ;)f 
b I' , cans 0 t e lcavy horse-drawn plow resulted in 

~~va so tte m~rease of~ the surplus product. Clearing of the de~se forest 
. er 0 contmental ~urope and plowing up of the European )lain 
expanded the arable from which surpluses could be taken. Bothl ro
~esses took place under the aegis of tribute-taking overlords, and b~th 
In turn, .1l1cre~sed the p~htlcal power of the dominant class. Increased 
~rOdUc~lO~ of,surpluses further enhanced the military capability of this 

adss, w HC 1 rested upon the abIlity to sustain the high cost of war horses 
an armor. . . . 

shTh~ movement toward political co,nsolidation under a central king
Pf epended upon the combined ability to extract tribute in order to 

f~l s~~J:~tt7d to dl~Vel7P a war-making potential commensurate with 
h· . h 1· 1e po 11Ica task. There were, in essence three ways in 

w IC t 11$ could be accomplished. One was to exp;nd extern~lly 
agamst enemy powers and -. I ' 
A h.' ." seIze surp uses from external enemies. 
b not er was to dIscover resources, either home-grown or acquired as 
t~.oty, to sell to merchants in exchange for needed goods or credit. A 

Ir~d way was to enlarge the royal domain, the area from which the king 
~~~ d dra~ dIrect support without the interference of intermediaries 
dOff eve opmg pohnes of Europe followed all three strategies in ~ 

t erent mIx at dIfferent times, and with different results. " 

War Abroad 

i;izure of extern~l resources was the main strategy followed by the 
u~;::~ powe~s of P~rtugal, Leon-Castile, and Aragon in their Recollt / ~ushm Spam. Another attempt to use this strategy took the 
on~1 ate Crusades,.carried on by the kings of France and England not 

long after theIr lJ1IlIal consolidation of power (1096-1291) Th 
~nn~~.nced ?1Otivation for the Crusades was the reconquest of th~ HOI; 
~n rom! 1e mfidels. On another level. however the Crusades were 

eff<ms to consolidate still incipient political system~ through an attack 
agar.ns! gre~tly weaken~d enemies. Byzantium was withdrawing into its 
~~~Ito.r~aJ ~or~ are,", Yleldmg up its commerce to the Venetians. The 
b aSI ~a Ip ate m Baghdad was wracked by internal rebellions and 

y noma attacks from outSide, perhaps because the very success of its 
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long-distance trade had overtaxed its tribute-producing peasantry (see 
Anderson 1974: 509). The Crusades failed in the end and, in any event, 
did not produce direct benefits for the northwestern European kings. 

The real beneficiaries of the Crusades were the Italian port-cities, 
which profited by the carrying services they had performed, marketed 
most of the plunder obtained, and were able, in the aftermath of the 
wars, to set up extraterritorial colonies in both Byzantium and the 
Muslim Levant. As the French and English withdrew, the Italian mer
chants-now reinforced in numbers and influence by the growing 
participation of the inland cities of Italy as well-were able to launch 
their great expansion in commerce and finance "from Greenland to 
Peking," as Robert Lopez put it. In expanding, this Italian trade network 
also vaulted the Alps, initiating contacts with the South German towns 
and, by way of the Rhineland, with Flanders and England. 

Still another attempt at expanding royal resources through external, 
seizure was initiated by the German Holy Roman Emperor. Hampered 
within the original German home provinces (Urdeutschlalld) by power
ful competitors, the only strategy available to him in expanding royal 
resources lay in conquest abroad. This strategy involved, especially, an 
attempt to seize Italy for the German imperial crown. The attempt failed 
in 1176, when the Italian Lombard city-states leagued together to defeat 
the emperor at Legnano. This also put an end to the centralizing aspira
tions of the German kings. 

Commerce 

A second strategy-commercialization of products grown or won in 
war-developed alongside the other means of securing surpluses. Trade 
and warfare necessarily fed upon each other; at the same time, they 
involved different principles of organization. Trade led to the formation 
of merchant con1panies and federations of merchants. Warfare put a 
premium on the development of military specialists, who had to be fed 
anel supplied by a secure base of tribute payers. Sometimes the mer
chants and the military cooperated; at other times they were at logger
heads. As Edward W. Fox had put it: 

If feudalism, as a system, was nourished by the agricultural production of 
endless individual manors, it was loosely bound together by the circula
tion of messages and men in the practice of military protection. The 
commercial SOciety depended for its existence on the circulation of goods, 
by water transpon when possible, and on messages, in the form of orders 
and payments. These are really very different operations, and there is a 
good deal of traditional evidence to indicate that they do not ordinarily 
mix. [1971: 57] 

To some extent, one can visualize the growth of states during the 
European Middle Ages as a contest between political blocks that rested 
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upon ag.ricultural cores and military power, on the one hand, and 
mercantile networks along riverine and maritime routes of traffic, on 
the other. The .fate of the Champagne fairs furnishes a telling example. 
These fairs, VisIted by Italian traders who came to exchange Mediter
ranean goods for northern products, were accessible from the Mediter
ranean over the trough formed by the Rhone and Saone rivers. They 
flounshed as long as they remained independent of the Kingdom of 
France and the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation. When the 
French kmgdom took over the region in 1285, the fairs soon declined in 
~he wak~ of Increased taxation, growing warfare, and restrictions on the 
unportatlOn of English wool and Flemish cloth. 

Commerce then shifted to the coastwise maritime route and to the 
overland routes between northern Italy and the valley of the Rhine 
Along the maritim.e route there was a growth of autonomy-seekin~ 
merchant CorporatIOns and leagues, such as the conso/ats of Catalonia 
the Brotherhood of the Marismas of the Cantabrian ports, and lradin~ 
brotherhoods,.or Hansa, which extended from Cologne and the Rhine
land toward Lubeck and Hamburg in the thirteenth century. Along the 
routes over the Alps and up the Rhine, there formed pass states inti
l11a.teIy .Imked ~lth th~ movement of wares over the mountains, such as 
the Sw~ss ConfederatIOn and the Tyrol. Along the Upper Danube and 
the Rhme,. the thirteenth and filUrteenth centuries witnessed a bur
geonmg of merchant houses in the South German towns and of mer
ch~nt confederations like the Swabian League, the Rhenish League, and 
the Brotherhood of the Seventeen Towns of Flanders and Brabant. 
A!though none ?! these mercantile federations remained independent 
of land-based nnlitary overlords, "the cities of the trade-route belt from 
the Mediterranean to the North Sea and the Baltic were for centuries 
strong enough to thwart all efforts of military-administration" (Rokkan 
1975: 576). 

Enlarging the Royal Domain 

The third strategy toward political consolidation, the expansion of a 
central domam, was followed in the regions that would become France 
and England. ThiS was a very different route from that followed in the 
[benan pemnsula. Portugal and Castile were, in the main, predatory 
states, livlllg off the resources of Mnslim Spain. The embryo of the 
Portugnese state was the armed military brotherhood of the Knights of 
Av;z, wll(~se Grand-Masterbecame the first Portuguese king in 1384. 
The CastIlian state, rested, sIrTlilarly, upon the religious-military orders 
of Calatrava, Alcantara, and Santiago, all founded in the twelfth 
century. In contrast, France and England were formed around the 
personal domams of their kings. 

The nucJ~us of future France was the direct domain of the Capetian 
dynasty; thIS area, called Francia, straddled the valleys of the Seine and 
the LOlre. Its agncultural importance is attested by the fact that the first 
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docurnentary evidence for triennial crop rotation and ~?d.e:n means of 
harnessing draft animals refers to this region. From thIs mIlIal base, the 
French kings proceeded to enlarge their direct domain through war, 
clerical aid, and matrimonial strategies. By 1328 the royal domam and 
the fiefs of the French crown together encompassed nearly all of France. 

England was formed when a group of Frenchified Vikings from 
Normandy created, by force of arms, an "English Normandy" (Douglas 
1969: 29) across the Channel. The core of this English Normandy w~s 
created by William the Conqueror when he shared out fiefs among hIs 
followers but assured to himself a direct domam, wlthm each shire, 
larger than that of any vassal. English and French domam bUlldl.ng soon 
collided. The kings of France and England fought f~r centur~es over 
possession of western and southern "France." UntIl the thirteenth 
cen~ury, the "English" controlled the better part of "France," and they 
were not finally expelled until 1453. 

All the European states grew slowly, as composites of many different 
segments and accretions. Their boundari,:,s might well have been drawn 
differently, creating a map ot Europe qUIte. different from the arra~ge
ment of countries that we think of today as mahenable nauonal entities. 
The map might have shown a sea-based empire, compnsmg Scand~
navia, the northern seacoast of Europe, and England; apohty compm
ing western France and the British Isles; a umon of eastern France and 
western Germany, or a state comprising the valleys of the RhOl:,e and 
the Rhine intervening between Germany and France; a umon of 
Germany and northern Italy; a state uniting Catalonia and the so~th of 
France; an Iberian peninsula divided into a northern ChnstIan tIer of 
kingdoms and a southern Muslim tie~. Each of these represents a POSSI
bility that in fact existed at some time, and each suggests that the 
geopolitical boundaries segmenting Europe today reqUlre explanation 
and should not be taken for granted. 

State Making and Expansion 
External warfare, trade, and internal eonsolidation created new states in 
Europe and reversed the relationship between dominant East and 
impoverished West that had characterized earlier days. Around the year 
A.D. 1300, however, the pace of European growth seemed to slacken 
again. Agriculture ceased to grow, perhaps because the available tech
nology reached the limits of its productIVIty. The cbmate worsened, 
rendering the food supply more precarious and uncertam .. EpidemiCS 
affected large numbers of people debilitated by a poorer diet. Yetthe 
ecological predicament appears to have been but an aspect of a Wider 
crisis, sometimes referred to as "the crisis of feudalism." To pay f~r war 
and expansion, the military tribute take:s stepped up the e~tractlOn of 
surpluses, producing in turn a rISll1g tIde of peasant resistance and 
rebellion. 
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The way out of this crisis lay in the discovery of new frontiers. 
Economically, this was necessary in order to generate additional sur
pluses. In practice, it meant moving into still newer areas to grow more 
food, as well as finding new food preservatives. It meant the possibility 
ofluxury goods at lower prices, or alternatively, more gold and silver to 
pay for them. It also meant the hope of stanching the outflow of bullion 
to the East, a problem that had worried even the Romans and by A.D. 

1200 had become critical. The solution to the crisis required an increase 
in the scale and intensity of war: an increase in the production of 
armaments and ships, in the training of soldiers and sailors, and in the 
finanCing of military operations and outposts. 

Economically, the crisis of feudalism was solved by locating, seizing, 
and distributing resources available beyond the European frontiers. The 
movement to the New World, the establishment of forts and trading 
posts along the coasts of Africa, the entry into the Indian Ocean and the 
China seas, and the spread of the fur trade through the boreal forests of 
America and Asia all represent ways in which these goals were sought 
and fulfilled. New goods entered the circuits of exchange: tobacco, 
cacao, potatoes, tulips. African gold and American silver, as Braudel has 
said, enabled Europe to live beyond its means. 

Yet it was not enough to add to the stock of wealth circulating in 
Europe and to multiply the variety of its forms. "Primitive accumula
tion" required not only the seizure of resources but also their concentra
tion, organization, and allocation. These operations soon outgrew the 
capacity of any single merchant firm or mercbant guild, or of any single 
body of soldiers and officialdom. Their pursuit favored the emergence of 
overarching organizations that could focus such large-scale expansion
ist and mercantile efforts, and that could rally the surplus-producing 
populace to such goals. 

The overarching organizations that developed were states charac
terized by a high degree of concentration of command, whether placed 
in the hands of a single ruler and his clientele, as in Portugal and Spain, 
or in a committee of the ruling oligarcby, as in the United Provinces of 
the Netherlands. Such states can best be understood as a political coali
tion between the centralizing executive and the merchant class. The 
state bought arms and ships. Goods won by force of arms paid for the 
hiring of mercenaries, for the manufacture of guns and cannon, and for 
the construction of more ships. The armed merchants foraging overseas 
needed the state to shield them against competitors and to provide the 
officialdom capable of holding and consolidating the newly won areas. 
At the same time, the state needed the merchants to lend money to the 
Crown or to the captains of expeditions; to collect, ship, and sell the 
goods obtained abroad; and-increasingly-to acquire and export the 
goods needed in the far-flung outposts of the realm. Different authors 
have stressed now the bureaucratic character of the expansionist state. 
now its basis in surplus production by rural power holders, now its tie to 
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mercllants bent on overseas plunder and easy profits. The emerging 
states were all of these things, although the constituent elements were 
differently combined in each. 

The key states that carried forward the expansion overseas were 
Portugal. Castile-Aragon, the United Provinces, France, and England. 
Each was the outcome of distinctive circumstances and of distinctive 
strategies to meet them. Each developed a variant array of classes 
arranged around the pivot of the state. Each committed people and 
resources to the task of conquest and commerce, and each set its seal 
upon some part of the globe, affecting large populations in turn. Each 
sought to oust the others from access to resources at home and abroad, 
aud to reduce the ability of its competitors to continue in the game of 
expansion. We shall take a look at each of these political formations to 
show how each developed, used the resources of war and mercantile 
expansion, and then reached the limit of a political economy based on 
mercantile wealth. 

Portugal 
Portugal was the first of the European polities to develop into a center of 
expansionist activity in the search for wealth. !t is also perhaps the least 
understood of the polities involved in expansion. It was a poor country, 
populated by no more than a million inhabitants at the end of the 
European Middle Ages. It soon acquired colonies as far away as Brazil in 
the Americas, Mozambique in Africa, and Malacca in Southeast Asia. In 
1725 the Archbishop of Goa could still dream of a Portuguese empire, 
built on God's "infallible promises for the subjugation of the whole 
globe" (quoted in Boxer 1973a: 376). Yet by 1800 it had declined to the 
statns of a second-rate power. What seems all the more extraordinary in 
retrospect is the power and fervor of its initial expansion, predicated 
upon so narrow a base of ecological resources. 

Portugal began as a border fief of Spanish Le6n. Like Leon, it grew 
gradually, as marauding bands of knights and settlers moved southward 
into the lands of Moslem Iberia. Yet. unlike Spain, it achieved political 
definition early. In 1147 Lisbon was taken from the Moslems; in 1249 
Silves, the last remaining Moslem stronghold, fell to the Portuguese 
soldiery. In 1385 the new kingdom snccessfully routed the Castilians, 
maintaining its integrity under a dynasty founded by the Grand-Master 
of the religious-military order of A viz. 

Although Portuguese were later to sail to the far reaches of the globe, 
the country remained heavily dependent on agriculture throughout the 
course of its history. This was true even though much of the land is too 
steep or stony to be cnltivated at all, rainfall is scant and irregular, and 
crops are consequently meager. Nevertheless, the bulk of the popula
tion worked the land, most of them under rental agreements that 
secured long-term occupance for the cultivators through payments in 
kind or money (covering from one-tenth to one-half of the annual 
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produce). and through the rendering of two or three days per week of 
unremunerated labor. 
. The reliance on agriculture also oriented the country inland, away 
from the sea. There was fishing in the cool current that runs off Portugal 
and the west coast of Africa, but it had to contend with hostile tides and 
winds and with a lack of sheltered ports. Despite its maritime exploits, 
Portugal never had a very large seafaring population and never enough 
sailors for its oceangoing ships. Nor did the Portuguese have many ships. 
There was little timber within Portugal suitable for shipbuilding, and 
much of the timber and naval stores had to be imported. Even at the 
height of its power, Portugal possessed only 300 ocean-going ships 
(Boxer 1973a: 56). After the expansion overseas, most Portuguese ships 
were built at Goa in India, where timber was cut from the teak forests of 
the western coast, and at Bahia, where Brazilian hardwoods were used. 
To make up for the lack of Portuguese seamen, the Portuguese increas
ingly recruited other Europeans, ASians, and African slaves. 

At home, agricultural rents and labor dues supported a military nobil
ity exempt from taxes and protected against arbitrary arrest, as well as a 
large clerical establishment. A decline of population in the wake of the 
Black Death in the fourteenth century created pressures for lower rents 
in the countryside, but it also drew rural folk to the towns through the 
promise of higher wages. The scarcity of agricultural labor probably 
prompted the rentier nobility to take up arms in search of alternative 
sources of labor abroad. Of the 150,000 African slaves secured by the 
Portuguese between 1450 and 1500 (Boxer 1973a: 31), some were sent 
to the newly occupied sugar- and wheat-producing islands of Madeira 
and the Azores; others were sold in Italy and Spain. Many, however, 
were taken to Portugal. where they furnished a new source of bound 
labor. At the same time, the military nobility lost a great deal of its 
political power after the war with Castile in 1385, when a majority of 
the "old nobility" was killed or exiled for having sided with the 
Castilians. This made way for "new" nobles who supported the dynasty 
of Aviz, and it also increased the relative importance of the merchant 
class. 

The merchants grew more prominent in the late fourteenth century, 
especially in Lisbon and Oporto. They dealt in agricultural products, 
trading first grain and later olive oil, wine, cork, and dyestuffs for 
English cloth. From the salt pans of SettibaL they also supplied Europe 
with much of the salt it needed to preserve meat and fish. 

Despite these gains, it is doubtful whether one should speak of a 
growing emancipation of the mercantile stratum from tributary con
trols, as some scholars have done. The greatest merchant of them all was 
to be the Crown, set upon this course through the activities of the 
Infante Dam Henrique (commonly known as Prince Henry the Navi
gator). Dam Henrique has gone down in history for his interest in 
navigation and map-making, but he also financed his activities with 
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income tJ·om trade in West Africa and in the Atlantic islands, from 
fishing rights off the Algarve, from the importation of dyes and sugar 
into Portugal, and from control of soap-making at home-all this in the 
face of repeated protests in the Portuguese assembly. He was also the 
architect of the Portuguese seizure in 1425 of Ceuta, one ofthe temlinal 
points in the gold trade across the Sahara, and he benefited from the 
capture and sale of slaves obtained in the course of the voyages along 
the African west coast. Subsequently, the Crown reserved for itself the 
monopoly over the import of gold, slaves, spices, and ivory, as well as all 
rights of export and re-export. The merchants profited from all this 
activity through concessions and contracts, but they never gained the 
power necessary to alter the class structure of the country in any 
significant way. 

Castile-Aragon (Spain) 
The other power in the Iberian peninsula was Spain, which achieved 
political unity with the union of the crowns of Castile and Arag6n in 
1469. When Germanic invasions frorn the north and Moslem invasions 
from the south shattered the administrative unity of the Roman prov
ince of Hispania, small remnant states survived in the north. These 
consolidated themselves gradually into the dual polities of the Crown of 
Castile and the Crown of Aragon, which included the Principality of 
Catalonia and the Kingdom of Arag6n. 

In the fourteenth century the union between these two polities was 
by no means assured. Castile, advancing against Moslem AI-Andalus, 
became locked into a military role, distributing conquered land in large 
latifundia to the military nobles who captained the conquest. This 
produced in the late fifteenth century a pattern of land ownership in 
which two or three percent of the popUlation owned ninety-seven 
percent of the land, most of it in the hands ofa few families (Elliott 1966: 
Ill). The dominant pursuit in Castilian terrain came to be livestock 
keeping, notably the pasturage of sheep for the production of merino 
wool. to be finished into cloth in the Netherlands. 

The lands of the Crown of Arag6n, in contrast. were colonized grad
ually by settlers who created small communities in which the land was 
more evenly distributed than in Castile. At the same time, the Crown of 
Arag6n had brought together the commercially oriented Principality of 
Catalonia and a primarily rural Arag6n. Catalonia was, in the thirteenth 
and fourteenth centuries, a prosperous commercial state with maritime 
trade connections far into the Levant. In the fifteenth century, how
ever, it lost out to Genoese competition. Genoa not only reduced 
Catalan influence in the Mediterranean but bypassed it by entering into 
commercial and financial relations with Castile. This coalition of 
Genoese financiers and noble Castilian wool producers effectively 
throttled Catalan mercantile growth and undeffi1ined the effectiveness 
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of Catalan textile production and export. In the late fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries, Catalonia was further undermined economically 
through a series of fierce uprisings by the peasantry against tributary 
("feudal") dues and through open conflicts in the towns between the 
mercantile patriciate and the smaller merchants and artisans. 

The union between Castile and Arag6n yoked together two very 
unequal partners and ensured the dominance of Castile over Aragon, 
then "a society in retreat" (Elliott 1966: 42). It granted a leading role in 
the new Iberian polity to the noble owners of enomlOUS sheep herds. 
They were organized in a powerful sheep-owners' association, the 
Mesta, which was able to promote their social and political interests 
with the state in exchange for paying taxes to the Crown. The export of 
Castilian wool through the northern ports tied this Cantabrian periph
ery to the interests of the Castilian military nobility. 

The decisive Castilian shift toward a pastoral economy not only 
throttled industrial development in the Spanish realm, but it also 
reduced the ability of other classes to challenge the dominion of the 
military tribute takers. Warfare and seizure of people and resources, 
rather than commercial and industrial development, became the domi
nant mode of so cia I reproduction. In this perspective the conquest of the 
New World represents but a prolongation of the Reconquista within the 
Iberian peninsula itself. The influx of silver from the New World from /' 
the sixteenth century on still further reduced Spanish industrial devel
opment through rising prices and inflation, rendering it uncompetitive 
with the indnstrial products of the Netherlands. 

The silver of the New World, however, also enhanced the revenues of 
the Crown. Together, Spanish sheep and American silver underwrote 
large-scale Spanish military operations in Europe and the growth of a 
royal bureaucracy far beyond the ultimate capabilities of the Spanish 
economy. Deficit spending was made up by loans from foreign finan
ciers only too happy to lend against future imports of silver or against 
taxes to be raised on the sale of wool. Spain thus never developed a 
coherent economic policy; the imperial bureaucracy acted simply as a 
conduit of wealth into Italian, South German, and Dutch coffers. The 
expUlsion of 250,000 unconverted Moslems from southern Spain 
between 1609 and 1614 further weakened Spanish agriculture by halt
ing rent payments to overlords, who then could not repay their mort
gages. In the mid-seventeenth century even Spanish wool exports 
began to lose out to English competition. Shipping declined, and by the 
end of the sixteenth century Spanish shipbuilders could no longer 
compete effectively with the new techniques of North European dock
yards. Capital began to flow increasingly into private loans and govern
ment bonds, which earned better rates of interest than investment in 
direct productive pursuits. The Spain of 1600 was already that spectral 
world of decay and disenchantment which Miguel Cervantes portrayed 
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so masterfully in his Don Quixote. The Spanish economy had become a 
mere throughput of lnercantile wealth for other economies, a "mother 
of foreigners, a step-mother of Spaniards." 

The International Circuits of Mercantile Wealth 

In both Portugal and Castile-Aragon, therefore, foreign merchants came 
to playa strategic role in managing the econonly. Portugal sought and 
found needed wealth and mercantile support in the Italian city of 
Genoa, then fighting Venice for control of the trade with the Levant and 
more than willing to sponsor Portuguese trade as a way of breaking out 
of the constraining limits of the Mediterranean. Genoese merchants 
appeared in Portugal in the thirteenth century, and by the early four
teenth century Lisbon had become a major center of Genoese com
merce. The Genoese also settled in Seville in the fifteenth century, 
where they helped finance the Spanish voyages to the Western Hemi
sphere in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Major participants in 
this process were the families of Spinola, Centurioni, Giustiniani, and 
Doria. It is surely no accident that Columbus worked for the Centurioni 
in Lisbon in 1477, and in 1478 spent his honeymoon sailing to Madeira 
to purchase sugar fo[(hem (Pike 1966: 154, n. 58; 206, n. 2). Funds for 
Columbus'S first and second voyages were contributed by Francisco 
Pineio (Italian, Pinelli). The Genoese financiers were soon joined by the 
Fuggers and Welsers ofAugsburg in southern Germany, whose growing 
prosperity from the mid-fifteenth century drew on South Gernlan trade 
with Venice and on mining operations throughout the Alps and the 
Carpathians. 

Genoese and Bavarian financial growth together underwrote the rise 
of the city of Antwerp, located on the estuary of the Scheidt River in 
Brabant. It was still a minor port in the early fifteenth century, but 
between 1437 and 1555 it grew from an estimated 17,000 inhabitants to 
more than a hundred thousand (Russell 1972: 117: Smith 1967: 395). 
Accessible to the sea-lanes, it was the terminus of the overland route 
from Venice to the Rhine and a link in the chain ofI1ansa cities in the 
northern seas. When the Duke of Burgundy, within whose realm 
Antwerp was located, became the Emperor Charles V, the city's net
work grew to embrace the routes of the silver fleet from the Western 
Hemisphere as well. Antwerp thus became, in the first half of the 
sixteenth centmy, the hub of an international system of credit and 
payments. Genoese and Bavarian bankers soon held mortgages on the 
American silver fleet and on the tax income of Castile, obtained through 
loans advanced to the imperial Crown; in this way, silver flowed north
ward to Antwerp and into its international conduits. 

Yet the predominance of Antwerp and its sponsors proved short
lived. The Spanish Crown experienced its first bankruptcy in 1550. 
Soon after, in 1566, the Netherlands rose in revolt; the rebellious 
"sea-beggars" sealed off Antwerp from the sea, and Spanish troops 
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sacked it in 1576 in lieu of receiving their back pay. In 1575-1576 the 
Spanish Crown experienced its second bankruptcy, taking the Bavarian 
merchant houses with it. The Genoese, however, held their course and 
tightened their hold on the imperial resources, which now flowed 
increaSingly into Genoa. They becanlc, as a result, "the masters of 
international payments, of the fortunes both of Europe and of the 
world, the not unchallenged but well-entrenched masters of the politi
cal Sliver of Spall1, from 1579 and perhaps even from 1577 on" (Braudel 
1972: 393). 

But the Genoese too were displaced in their turn, early in the seven
teenth century, by Amsterdam and the Dutch cities allied with it. 
AITIsterdanl now became the center of Europe's international system of 
payments, taking in Spanish silver and Portuguese gold in exchange for 
goods manufactured in northern Europe. An important role in this 
ascendancy fell to Portuguese "New Christians," baptized or crypto
Jews, who had emigrated to Amsterdam to avoid economic and reli
gious persecution in Iberia. They had played a leading role in the 
Portuguese trade in slaves and sugar in the New World, and they now 
put their capital and knowledge at the disposal of the Dutch. 

The United Provil1ces 

As Portugal and Spain both wrestled with the problems of their ex
pan,ded empires, they encountered a new rival in the shape of the 
seafarers and fishermen of the Dutch Netherlands. The Dutch had come 
to the fore in the course of the fifteenth century in the sea-borne trade 
between the Baltic and western Europe, carrying Baltic grain and tim
ber as well as Swedish metal on their trips to the west, and taking salt 
ar:d cloth to the northern littorals on their trips east. After the herring 
mIgrated frOIn the Baltic into North Sea waters in 1452, moreover, they 
intensified their fishing, their "principal gold mine." This Baltic trade 
always [eHwined economically more inlportant than the Dutch trade 
with Asia and the West Indies. Dutch expansion into other seas con
tinued this commitment to sea-borne commerce. 

To finance these undertakings abroad, the Dutch at first relied on 
foreign capital, provided mainly by Italian and South German bankers. 
When Charles V incorporated the Netherlands into his transoceanic 
empire, he also granted their merchants the privileges enjoyed by 
SpaIllsh merchants in Spanish ports. The Dutch merchants thus bene
fited also from the flow of bullion coming in through Lisbon and Seville, 
and were amassing sufficient capital to engage in business transactions 
independently of foreign financiers. 

The onset of the Reformation and the Dutch conversion to Protes
tantisnlled to a rupture with Catholic Spain, and to an eighty-year war 
between the Dutch United Provinces and the Iberians. Paradoxically, 
the UJ!ited Provinces emerged from this prolonged warfare more 
powerful not only militarily but also financially."The revolt cemented an 
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alliarice al110ng several Dutch towns, each governed by its local elite of 
merchant oligarchs, as well as an alliance between these maritime elites 
and the tributary lords of the landward provinces. Welcoming religious 
dissenters from Wallonia and Flanders, as well as Portuguese and Span
ish Jews, the new Republic greatly added to its stock of capital and skills. 
Whereas before 1585 Dutch ships had appeared but rarely in the Medi
terranean. they were frequent visitors thereafter. Direct Dutch trade 
with Brazil increased until the Dutch controlled between half and 
two-thirds of the carrying trade between Brazil and Europe by 1621. 
Throughout the prolonged war, moreover, Dutch merchants continued 
to trade with the enemy. The Spanish and Portuguese navies needed the 
timber and naval stores that the Dutch brought from the Baltic; taxes 
paid by Dutch merchants for permits to trade with the enemy were the 
chief source of Dutch revenue for carrying on the war (Boxer 1973b: 
23 - 24). In the seventeenth century, as a result of such far-fluug trade, 
Amsterdam became the center of the European trade in bullion, a role it 
would retain for 200 years. 

During the second half of the seventeenth century, however, Dutch 
hegemony reached its zenith and then began to decline. Baltic grain 
grew less important in the markets of Europe; this diminished Dutch 
influence (Glamann 1971: 42-44). At the same time, the United Prov
inces began to suffer from competition with England, which increased 
its grain exports in response to depression and began to tax Dutch goods, 
thus spurring import substitution by English industries at home. Costly 
wars also affected the Dutch economy, as taxes rose to pay for them. 

Why, then, did the United Provinces not turn toward industrial 
development? There are several reasons. First, shipping, shipbuilding, 
and the activities connected with them continued to be important and 
remunerative. Second, the returns on mercantile activity remained 
high, indeed higher than on investment in textile production. Third, 
agriculture in the United Provinces was already capital-intensive and 
specialized, and it paid high wages; there was therefore no poor rural 
populace to furnish industrial labor at low rates, as was the case in 
England. Foorth, the entire Dutch development was ultimately predi
cated on their ability to capitalize on skills and services, rather than on a 
strong resource base of their own. The population of the United Prov
inces was small. It had risen from 275,000 in 1514 to 883,000 in 1680; it 
fell back to 783,000 in 1750. In fact, manpower was scarce even in 
shipping. and increasing numbers of Scandinavians and North Germans 
were hired to man Dutch ships in the eighteenth century. Moreover, the 
United Provinces possessed neither coal nor iron, with which England 
was plentifully endowed. Finally, the Republic had always been a polity 
made up of nearly autonomous city-states, each with its own mercantile 
oligarchy. What had given them a common direction was the predomi
nance of Amsterdam and their common success during the phase of 
Dutch ascendancy. In a period of growing difficulties, intensifying fac-
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tion fights interfered with the ability of the various partners to the 
Dutch alliance to formolate and carry out common policy. After 1688, 
therefore, Dutch capital began to flow increasingly to England, where it 
was invested in the English East India Company, the Bank of England, 
and the British national debt, as well as in newly developing industries. 
In this, the Netherlands paid "the penalty of the commanding lead." 
Dominance passed into the hands of her chief rivaL 

France 

The case of France represents still another response to the crisis of 
feudalism. This was the home of classic political feudalism, which 

. utilized the legal form of ties between lords and vassals to build a vast 
edifice of graded relationships, with the king standing at the apex of the 
edifice. Here the main thrust of political consolidation was to convert 
the feudal pyramid, headed by the king, into a network of patron -client 
relations extending throughout France and controlled by the king 
through his control of superior resources (sec Koenigsberger 1971: 6). 
This transformation was accomplished in France through the concen
tration of domestic agricultural surpluses rather than through expan
sion overseas. At the same time, the French Crown avoided-to a much 
greater extent than did the rulers of Portugal or Castile-Aragon-
dependence on foreign financiers and the reSUlting international 
entanglements. 

We have seen how the France-to-be grew outward from a small but 
fertile core region that controlled the rivers of the Seine and the Loire in 
their middle coorses. At first the king was but primus inter pares among a 
number of other powerful feudatories, but he gained increasing power 
by expanding the direct royal domain in all directions, until by 1328 it 
covered half of what is now France. The other half was held in fiefs of 
the Crown. In this process of expansion, however, not only did the 
French king oust the English and their feudal tenants, but he also gained 
ascendancy over potential rivals in Aquitaine to the west and Occitania 
in the south. This put additional agricultural resources at the disposition 
of the Crown, and it subjected to the political center at Paris the mari-

• time margins of the west and south, including the commercial cities of 
•• Nantes, Bordeaux, and Toulouse. From the fifteenth century on, the 
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I· economic and political exigencies of the land-based core of the French 
monarchy controlled and limited mercantile activity along the Atlantic 
fringe, with major implications for the participation of France in the 
course of European expansion (Fox 1971). 

Although the king consolidated his control over France, he could not 
and did not challenge outright the rights of the nobility to draw sur
pluses from the peasantry. The peasantry received the right to pay rents 
in money or in kind, rather than in labor on a tribute taker's home farm 
or demesne. It was the peasantry who carried on production, the lords 
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ranging from Florida to Chile, and from the Caribbean islands to the 
Philippines. Yet by the beginning of the seventeenth century, Spain was 

taking their share of the crops as tribute to sell on the market. In this 
regard, the king was simply the topmost noble, living off his own 
domain. The large extent of his domain made him correspondingly 
powerful, but since the nobility remained exempt from taxation, the 
financial resources of the Crown were limited. The king attempted to 
capitalize on trade and credit relations with the Italian cities, but their 
decline affected his ability to obtain funds. 

.• 111 declll1e and began to live out fantasies of past greatness in the midst of 

.• I> decayi?g realities. Even the hardheaded attempts of the Bourbon dy
" nasty, 111 the eIghteenth century, to stem that decline through measures 

of an "applied enlightenment" proved fruitless. The United Provinces 
in turn, rose successfully against Spain in 1566 and expanded oversea; 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; but they reached the limits 
of thei~ power in the late seventeenth century, when they came under 

[n the end, the king attempted to solve this problem by creating a 
nobility of his own-the nobility of the robe as contrasted with the 
nobility of the sword-by selling offices and noble status to merchants 
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and professionals. Among the new nobility were tax farmers who 
advanced money to the Crown in return for the right to collect and 
retain taxes. The taxes were paid ultimately by the peasantry and by" 
mercantile and manufacturing entrepreneurs. Income obtained by 
taxes was huge-ten times, for example, that obtained in England 
(Finer 1975: 128 )-but its very size depressed agriculture and throttled 
trade and industry as well. The peasantry was overburdened; the < 
bourgeoisie, too, was under pressure to survive (Wallerstein 1974: 
297). . 

This set of relations obtaining between the king, the old nobility, the 
new nobility, and the peasantry was shattered in the French Revolution 
of 1789. The revolution was made by peasants rising to shake off their 
noble rentiers, by poor artisans and journeymen of Paris, and by 
bourgeoisie "under pressure to survive," It was a revolution against the 
aristocracy in that it freed the peasantry from the payment of tribute 
and cleared the road to office f,)r members of the Third Estate. It was not, 
however, a revolution that cleared the road toward capitalist develop
:uent. The "bourgeoisie" it set free was not a class of industrial capital
Ists, but a "petty" bourgeoisie of artisans, shopkeepers, small merw 

chants, and small~scale entrepreneurs. Heavy industrialization in 
France had to await the second half of the nineteenth century. 

The Limits of Mercantile Circulation 
We have seen how three European states-Portugal, Spain, and the 
United Provinces-underwent a phase of mercantile expansion over
seas, only to experience a downturn in their affairs in the aftermath. A 
fourth polity, France, directed its energies toward domestic consolida
tion, curtailing the activities of its maritime fringe through the central
ization of power in Paris. 

The alliance of state and merchants that made po~sible the ascen
dancy of Portugal began in the early fifteenth century, acquired 
momentum in the sixteenth, and declined in the seventeenth. The 
Methuen treaty of 1703, which permitted the entry of English textiles 
into Portugal in exchange for the import of port wine into England, 
merely formalized that decline. Spain, the union of polities led by the 
rulers of Castile, expanded in the sixteenth century to create an empire 

, mcreaslng pressure from the successful English. France attempted in the 
course of the eighteenth century to oust England from India and North 
America. Having retarded the growth of its industry and its naval 
capability, however, it faced this task essentially as a land power unable 
to match the navy and industry of England. 

The seventeenth century played a decisive role in these affairs of 
state. States that had proved successful in overcoming "the crisis of 
feudalism" in the fifteenth century found themselves dragged down by 
economIC depreSSion and political difficulties in the seventeenth. This 
was especially clear in the Iberian peninsula. There, whatever surpluses 
h~d been generated were used up in the military and political activities 
of the state and in the conspicuous consumption of the court. Contin
uous warfare and pillage favored the persistence of tributary lords and 
even a gr?wth in their power. The cOlltinuation of the Reconquista in 
the Amencas strengthened the military and social power of the king and 
r:obles, while inducing economic stagnation in the towns and country
SIde. At the same time, the rising costs of war burned up resources or 
handed them over to the creditors of the Crown. [n France surpluses 
were concentrated in the hands of the king and were used to crush or 
buy off opposition at home and to further war abroad, to the detriment 
of economic and political alternatives. In the Dutch polity government 
was more Inodest in its demands, and conspicuous expenditures were 
less marked. Yet worldwide commercial expansion accentuated the 
middleman role of the Dutch merchants, even while it furthered the 
development of manufactures accessory to trade and shipping, such as 
ShlpbUlldll1g and the provision of naval stores. The Dutch case demon
strates that it was not tbe costly expenditures of war or court life as such 
that generated the crisis, but rather the inability to convert the gains of 
w~r. and mercantile activity into new surplus-producing activities. This 
abIhty depends on th~ conversion of mercantile wealth into capital. 

Behll1d the econ?mle and political crisis of the seventeenth-century 
state lay a larger cnSIS, caused by the inability of mercantile wealth to 
alter and transform the ways of committing labor to the creation of new 
resources. We have already drawn the distinction between capitalism 
andthe employment of wealth to gain a profit. The merchants of Europe 
did mdeed make money and pile up wealth. They traded in furs, spices, 
slaves, gold, and silver. They developed regional specialization through 
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the development of the staple trade, exchanging grain grown here for 
salt produced there, cloth woven in one place for iron smelted in 
another. They created commercial networks that made it possible to 
aggregate men and tools and thus to produce commodities in ever larger 
quantities fe)r centralized sales. They affected and transformed the sites 
and routes of circulation. They carried on commerce, as understood by 
Ibn Khaldun, the Berber sociologist of the fourteenth century, who 
wrote: 

One must know that commerce is the search for gain by increasing the 
initial fund when one buys commodities at a favorable price and resells 
them at a higher price, whether these commodities consist of slaves, 
cereals, animals, or textiles. This increase is called profit. This profit is 
obtained by storing the commodity and awaiting a fluctuation in the 
tendency of the market to risc, which produces a great profit; or by 
transporting the commodity mentioned to another region where the 
demand for it is stronger, which also produces a great profit. [quoted in 
Rodinson 1966: 471 

The European merchants even altered, here and there, the organization 
of work and the conditions of labor employed in producing a com
modity for sale. What they did not do, however, was to use their wealth 
as capital to acquire and transform means of production and set them in 
motion through the purchase oflabor power offered for sale by a class of 
laborers. 

England 

Only England would take the step from accumulation and distribution 
of mercantile wealth to a thoroughgoing capitalist transfonnation. Yet if 
one looks at England before 1400, it would seem an unlikely candidate 
for its later predominance. It was eccentric in its geographical position 
off the coast of Europe, and the course of its development appears 
idiosyncratic when compared with that of the continental states. Its 
conquest by the French-speaking descendants of Norwegian Vikings in 
1066 had imposed a unified fiscal and judicial system on the island, 
under the aegis of the king. This system relied for its operation less on an 
elaborate and centralized bureaucracy of the French type, and more on 
the cooperation of local notables. The costs of government were thus 
reduced. Furthermore, the burdens of taxation were distributed more 
equitably than in France. English nobles paid taxes,'while the French 
nobility remained exempt from taxation until the Revolution of 1789. 
Because of its insular position, England was relatively immune to 
attacks from the continent, and after the English kings were pushed out 
of France the country was spared the large expenditures [or war on land 
and sea that plagued its later continental rivals. 

Until the end of the fourteenth century, England was in the main an 
agricultural country, looking inward and not yet drawn to the sea 
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(Graham 1970: 14). Two characteristics, however, distinguished the 
English economy from developments on the continent. The first was the 
gradual abrogation, during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, of 
heritable peasant tenure held from an overlord, in favor of rents renego
tiable at intervals with terms set by the prevailing economic situation. 
This made possible, over time, the conversion of "customary" dues into 
variable money rents. In France, in marked contrast, the peasantry was 
able to strengthen its grip on the land through increased guarantees of 
perpetual inheritance. The overlord could attempt to increase tribute 
due him by multiplying dues receivable; but he was not able to alter in 
any fundamental way the conditions of land management and cultiva
tion. Thus, the English peasantry was surprisingly weak in comparison 
with that of France. The use of land to yield profit in the form of variable 
money rent placed in the hands of the overlord the power to reallocate 
land to tenants who could maximize profits. It was, therefore, easier for 
the English tribute taker than for his French counterpart to turn land 
itself into a commodity. In the course of the sixteenth century, then, 
English landowners began to pursue commodity production as "im
proving landlords." 

The second important characteristic of the English economy lay in the 
early role of England as a producer of raw wool, perhaps the finest in 
Europe. In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries much ofits wool was 
sold abroad, especially to feed the woolen industry of Flanders. The 
wool trade soon became a mainstay of royal income. The export of wool 
turned England into a kind of colony of the Flemings, "content", as 
Pirenne says, 

to supply them with the raw material. They were to the Flemish cloth 
industry what the Argentine Republic and Australia are to the cloth 
industry of Europe and America today. Instead of competing with them, 
they devoted themselves to producing more and mClre wool for which 
there was always a sale. [1937: 153J 

Not only was this wool destined for foreign markets but it was mostly 
foreigners, notably the Himsa, who carried it to its destination on the 
other side of the Channel. 

Yet at the end o[the fourteenth century, the English turned from the 
export of wool to the manufactureof cloth on their own account. 
Several interlinked aspects facilitated this changeover. As cloth produc
tion increased, it became economically feasible for English woolens to 
compete in foreign markets. At the same time, the fourteenth-century 
crisis of feudalism rendered such an alternative attractive, especially in 
agricultural areas attempting to cope with the prevailing depression. 
The manufacture of woolen cloth was thus able to move from the towns 
into rural areas, where it could take advantage of water power to run 
the fulling mills and where it could find cheap labor untrammeled by 
the restrictions on employment maintained by urban guilds. Such alter-
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native employment of rural labor, together with the expansion of sheep 
ranges at the expense of cultivation, intens,lfied the u~e of land ~s a 
marketable commodity and as an instrument m commodIty productIon. 

Expanding cloth manufacture invited the support of the state. Home 
industry was protected against foreIgn Imports. The constructIon of 
English ships was encouraged, and the new maritime technology was 
used to build "round" sailing ships eqUIpped wIth gUl;S. State-chartered 
commercial organizations, such as London Mercers Company I,n the 
fourteenth century and the Company of Merchant Adventurers m the 
fifteenth were created to further the export of EnglIsh cloth. The 
organiza;ions of traders abroad soon multiplied: the RUSSIa Company, 
in 1553; the Spanish Company, in 1577; the Eastland Company, set up 
in 1578 to trade in Scandinavia and the BaltIc; the Levant Company, 
established in 1592; the East India Company, m 1600; the Vlrgmra 
Company, in 1606; the English Amazon Company (1619-1623); and 
the Massachusetts Bay Company, in 1629. Still later, m 1660, came the 
Royal Adventurers into Africa, to be replaced twelve years later by the 
morc efficient Royal African Company. These compal:llcs and ~helr 
successors soon widened the scale of English co~merCial operatIOns. 
This spurred the development of crafts and manufactures to supply the 
new routes and sites of circulation. . 

The path of expansion was cleared by the political upheavals of 1640 
and 1688. The Glorious Revolution arrayed profIt-takmg landlords, 
manufactorers, and commercial agents against the pnvIleges held and 
defended by the court, the high nobility, and the merchant monopohsts. 
It destroyed royal absolutism, stream,lined ~he govermnent~ ~nd 
changed the tax base, doing away ,wlt,h !evI~s o~ m~,~ufactunng 
rTIoI1opolies and royal tributary dues III favor of the eXCIse (a ;ax o~ 
commodities in general use) and the assessment, a tax on landed e:t~tes. 
It set up a national army and navy and prepared them for mIlItary 
competition with the United Provinces and France. It accelerated the 
growth of agricultural commodity production by encouragmg further 
enclosures of land and commons. It. supported the development oj 
domestic indnstry, employing the labor of dIsplaced cultIvators or 
landless households. . . 

In the course of the revolution power shIfted from one class to 
another, from court-based power holders who still relied on the 
arrangements of a tributary mode to coalitions of prOVI?Clal entrepr~~ 
neurs. The revolution, however, did not obliterate the losers. Instead,lt 
took them into partnership (see Hill 1949: 126). I~deed, the Enghsh 
preserved many institutions of their tributary tradItIOn-such as mon
archy, peerage, church, parliament, and C0111111?I1 law-and 3:lapted 
them to new functions. They also maintained the Ideology and NIquette 
of nobility as the form, if not the content, of class ruk: the proflt-takmg 
landlord and the rising manufacturer and puttmg-out merchant 
adopted the symbolic f()rms of traditional squirearchy. 
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In many ways, then, the English case appears unique. England began 
as a marginal and colonial country, lying off a continent populated by 
more powerful neighbors, wealthier and equipped with more elaborate 
institutions than its own. Yet it achieved an early unity under the 
Norman kings, who unified its administration and obliterated internal 
barriers to the circulation of goods and people, barriers that still 
bedeviled many of its continental neighbors well into ... the nineteenth 
century. Its peasantry proved surprisingly weak juridically and was 
easily uprooted. The growth of its cloth trade-which underwrote its 
entry into wider markets and political orbits-proved a success story, 
benefiting by a series of fortunate conjunctures. Finally, its mode of 
governance-with its mixture of old and new, but above all low in 
cost-was remarkably successful in establishing and maintaining the 
distribution of class forces upon which successful capitalist industrial
ization depended. England, too, would come to pay "the penalty of the 
retarding lead," but only a century alier it had staged the breakthrough 
into a new mode of production. 

The centuries after A.D. 800 saw Europe transjormed !I'om a marginal 
frontier of the Old World into a hub of wealth and power. The European 
thrust was carried forward by two classes in alliance: a class of military 
overlords bent on enlarging their tributary domains, and a class of 
merchants hoping to COllvert tributary surpluses into money and profit. 
Political and nlilitary consolidation gave rise to territorial states that 
transferred power from autonomous overlords to paramount rulers. In 
the process the tributary aristocracy lost its ability to form independent 
alliances across state boundaries and yielded increasing1y to guidance 
from a political center, gaining in exchange political guarantees of its 
tributary rights. At the same time, the growth of trade multiplied oppor
tunities for the conversion of tributary surpluses into both strategic and 
prestige-conferring commodities. Sponsorship of commerce thus 
enabled the new political systems to widen the range of resources at 
their disposal. Yet commerce also posed a potential threat: unfavorable 
exchanges could weaken the state, "'consunle a nation'S heart," much 
as favorable exchanges could strengthen it. The new centralizing polit
ical systems had also to define their relation to trade and to its ambiva
lent promise. 

Two Iberian powers, Portugal and Castile, emerged as successful 
organizations of tribute takers in the course of wars against the Muslim 
states of the peninsula. In both kingdoms royal control of commerce 
enhanced the power of the kingship and provided a tribute-taking elite 
with wealth to purchase goods abroad without alteriog the tributary 
structure at home. Yet in both countries that wealth did not suffice to 
cover the costs of administration and war. Royal bankruptcies and debts 
transferred control of exchequer and trade to foreign merchant-
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bankers, turning the two countries into "the Indies of the Genoese" 
(Suarez de Figueroa 1617, quoted in Elliott 1970: 96). France, in con
trast, avoided this fate, achieving political centralization without 
dependence on foreign credit. It granted priority to the production of 
home-grown agricultural surpluses over the interests of commerce, 
underwriting, in the process, the development of "classic" land-based 
tributary feudalism. While France thus did not fan victim to foreign 
indebtedness, it also curtailed for a long time to come its ability to 
compete effectively in commerce abroad. 

While the Iberian powers fell prey to foreign commerce and France 
eschewed it, the United Provinces of the Netherlands and England 
adapted to it successfully. The United Provinces developed as a federa
tion of merchant oligarchies. Dependent since early times on sea-borne 
commerce, the Dutch maximized its possibilities at the cost of securing a 
sizable territorial base in their hinterland. They became the "Italians of 
the North," like the trading cities of Genoa and Venice investing their 
major efforts in the expansion of long-distance trade. England, in con
trast, was long a territorial power, dominated by a military aristocracy.of 
tribute takers until the fifteenth century, when it had to abandon Its 
predilect battlefields in France. Thrown back upon its island, the English 
aristocracy destroyed itself in civil wars, clearing the field for the emer
gence of a new aristocracy more attuned to the commercial oppor
tunities of sheep raising, the manufacture of woolen cloth, and overseas 
commerce. At the same time, the new English Crown proved less 
powerful than its continental counterparts; although no less bent on 
centralization than the continental kings, the English monarchy was 
successfully checked by both landowning gentry and merchant groups. 
Crown, landowners, and merchants were thus forced into partnerships 
with one another, producing flexible coalitions that redounded to the 
profit of all partners. 

The United Provinces and England differed in their development, but 
they shared-in contrast to the other European powers-a willingness 
to turn commerce into an outright instrument of political competition. 
England had early freed itself from the stranglehold ofItalian and Hansa 
merchants over its foreign commerce; the Dutch had won inde
pendence from Spain by carrying economic and political war to their 
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enemies. This common experience led them both to use commerce, .~ 
rather than be used by it, as "a politique secret war" (John Hagthrope ... 
Gent 1625). In the hands of the Dutch and English ruling oligarchies, ; 
commerce and warfare abroad became alternate means toward the 
same end, the successful accumulation of treasure, "the very body and 
blood of kings" (Gerard Malynes 1623). 

In Dutch and English overseas expansion, therefore, the three means 
of building state power that had underwritten political consolidation 
within Europe were fused into a unitary policy, one aimed at maximiz
ing the possession of bullion in the hands of the state. To accomplish this 
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"Sanguinification of the Common-wealth," as Thomas Hobbes called it, 
it was necessary to augment the flow of bullion toward the national 
treasuries and to impede its outward flow. For the Netherlands and for 
England this meant drawing as much gold and silver as possible out of 
Portugal and Spain and their American possessions, and using this 
wealth to organize and monopolize commerce in the Orient. Asia, since 
the Roman era a purveyor of valued goods for the tribute-taking classes 
of Europe, had for as long a time drained Europe of precious metals. 
Expanding conquest and trade in Asia thus promised to reverse the 
asymmetrical relation between debtor and creditor, and to give the 
Enropean sea merchants unimpeded access to the treasures of the East. 
Whoever controlled that trade, wrote Charles Davenant in the seven
teenth century, would be able to "give law to all the commercial 
world." 
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The expansion of Europe overseas began with a minor event in 1415: 
the seizure by the Portuguese of the Muslim port ofCeuta on the African 
side of the Straits of Gibraltar. The Portuguese sought only to take "the 
key to the .Mediterranean" but the invasion of the North African coast 
would lead them to the Atlantic islands and the African coast. In thus 
opening up the routes of the southern Atlantic to European ships, the 
Portuguese acted as an advance guard of the European thrust. We have 
seen how diminishing surpluses drove the Europeans to seek resources 
abroad, especially as increased wealth was required to finance the 
emergent states, Such wealth could be found in the Levant of Byzan
tium and Islam, but the road to riches through the eastern Mediter
ranean was barred-on the one hand, by Byzantium, the Seljuk Turks, 
and after 1453 by the Ottoman Turks, and on the other hand, by Venice 
and Genoa, the agents of European trade with the Orient, The new 
Atlantic route opened by the Portuguese promised to bypass the Turkish 
roadblock to the treasures of Asia . 

The Portuguese quickly followed the seizure ofCeuta with settlement 
of Madeira in 1420, construction of a fort and warehouse on Arguin 
Island off Mauritania in 1448, and a second fort at Elmina (Mina) in the 
Bight of Benin in 1482. A year later they reached the mouth of the 
Congo River, and in 1487 they rounded the Cape of Good Hope. The 
road to India thus lay open, and in' 1497 Vasco da Gama initiated his 
voyage around the Cape to East Africa and to the Indian Malabar coast. 
In 1505 the Portuguese built an advance base at Sofala in East Africa, 
and four years later they launched their conquests of the key strong
points of the south Asian seas. The Portuguese also crossed the Atlantic. 
beginning with Cabral's landing in Brazil in 1500. By 1502 a converso 
from Lisbon was authorized to ship brazil wood to Portugal. In the 1520s 
sugar cultivation began in the Brazilian northeast. and after 1530 Afri
can slaves started to arrive in the new colony. Thus, the spice trade came 
to link Lisbon with Asia; sugar coonected the Portuguese capital with 
America; and the slave trade forged a chain across the southern Atlantic. 

From this time on, all struggles for dominance within Europe would 
take on a global character, as the European states sought to control the 
oceans and to oust their competitors from points of vantage gained in 
Asia, America, or Africa. From then on, too, events in one part of the 
globe would have repercussions in other parts. The several continents 
would be drawn into one worldwide system of connections. 

The Portuguese expansion was soon followed by Castile-Arag6n. In 
1492 Columbus, sailing for Castile, reached the islands of the Caribbean. 
Penetration of the mainland proceeded rapidly. Balboa crossed the 
Isthmus of Panama to reach the Pacific in 1513; Cortes began his 
conquest of Mexico in 1519; in 1530 Pizarro set out from Panama to 
conquer Peru. A Spanish expeditionary force sailing from Mexico occu
pied the Philippines in 1564, extending the Spanish sway into the 
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Pacific. In 1580 the Spanish king succeeded to the Portuguese throne as 
well, tying Portugal to Spain until 1640. 

The Dutch, then fighting their prolonged war against Spain, thus 
found an excuse and an opportunity to oust the Portuguese from their 
holdings in Asia and America. The Dutch East India Company was 
founded in 1602 in order to break the Portuguese monopoly over the 
spice trade. In 1621 a Dutch West India Company was created as welL 
Twenty years later, the Dutch had taken most of the Portuguese strong
holds along the Atlantic coast of Africa, seized Brazil, occupied Cura,ao 
and several other Caribbean islands, and established settlements in 
North America at New Amsterdam, on Long Island, and in Delaware. 
But while the Dutch seizure of the East Indies proved successful. they 
were unable to hold most of their new western possessions. Brazil rose 
in rebellion, ousting the Dutch in 1654; the Portuguese regained.many 
of their African strougholds; and the English captured New Amsterdam 
in 1644. 

The English expansion overseas was at first in the shadow of Dutch 
power. The English East India Company had been chartered in 1600, 
but it took second place to the Dutch Company until the latter part of the 
seventeenth century, While the English had raided in the Americas 
during their struggle with Spain in the sixteenth century, they estab
lished themselves in the Spanish Caribbean only in 1624, with the 
settlement of Barbados, l()llowed by the seizure of Jamaica in 1655. 
They had founded a number of settlements along the North American 
coast in Virginia, Maryland, and New England, consolidating these in 
the face of Dutch competition; in the course of the global struggle 
between the English and the Dutch in the second half of the seven
teenth century, these English possessions in America gained as Dutch 
power receded. The organization of a new English company to trade in 
Africa in 1660 allowed England to make further inroads on Dutch trade. 

Yet as the Dutch threat receded, the English found themselves face to 
face with French competition in North America. French colonization 
had begun there early in the sixteenth century. In 1608 Quebec was 
founded; in 1642, Montreal. As the fur trade expanded westward along 
the SI. Lawrence River into the Great Lakes, it gave rise to a prolonged 
struggle in which the English strove .to choke off the French advance. 
This struggle would end only the capture of Canada by Britain in 1763. 
On the other side of the globe, the English East India Company would 
face the fierce competition of the French India Company (founded in 
1664). This competition, too, was resolved in favor of England, when 
ruinous war debts drove the French Company into bankruptcy in 1769. 

In less than two centuries, therefore, the European powers expanded 
the scope of their trading activities to all the continents and made the 
world their battleground. The quest for American silver, the fur trade, 
the trade in slaves, and the search for Asian spices drew people into new 
and un foreseen interdependencies and profoundly changed their lives. 

5 Iberians in America 

In 1493 Colurnbus returned from his first voyage to the Caribbean, in 
the belief-which he maintained until his death-that he had reached 
islands lying off the eastern coast of Asia. A year later, Castile-Aragon 
and Portugal signed a treaty at Tordesillas staking out their claims t~ the 
newly found lands. They drew a dividing line 370 leagues west of the 
Cape Verde Islands. Castile, believing that it now controlled a direct 
route to the Orient, claimed all lands west of the line-and thereby 
acquired the major part of the Western Hemisphere. Portugal. intent 
mainly upon keeping the Spaniards. out of the South Atlanlic, took all 
lands to the east of the line and thus came Il1to possesslOn of BraZIl. 
Portugal. occupied with establishing its hegemony over the South At
lantic and Monsoon Asia, was slow to consolidate its claims in the New 
World. Castile-Arag6n, however, moved rapidly to secure the fabled 
treasures of the "Indies." 

Two decades after the discovery of the Americas, the Castilians had 
already consolidated their bases in the Great Antilles and along the 
Isthmus of Panama. Cortes's conquest of Mexico was completed in 1521 
with the destruction of the Mexica capital of Tenochtitlan. Pizarro 
captured the Inca capital of Cmco in 1533, By 1541 the Castilians had 
laid the foundations of the new city of Santiago in Chile, These Indies 
belonged to the Crown of Castile and were administered by direct 
representatives of the Castilian king sitting in Mexico City, center of the, 
Viceroyalty of New Spain, and in Lima, center of the Viceroyalty of 
Peru. 

In this realm created by conquest, the prizes of victory were fame and 
fortune-both dependent, it was thought, on the labor of the native 
popUlations, The new society thus came to be divided from the outset 
into "the natives of the land" (naturales de la tIerra) and Spamards. The 
natives were categorized together under the cover term Indian, in spite 
of marked differences in their languages and cultures. Above the natives 
stood the Spaniards-the conquerors, their descendants, and all the 
later arrivals who aspired to their status-who came to define them
selves as "men of reason" (gente de razon). Not that these men of reason 
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were all of one kind. The conquerors included nobles and commoners, 
rich and poor. After the conquest they rapidly divided further into 
various and often antagonistic layers: the captains of real wealth and 
power; the men of moderate means, skill and influence; an array of 
hungry followers who depended upon others for their "bread and 
water" (paniaguados); and hosts of vagrants, who lived along the mar
gins of the developing networks of social relations. Yet they all shared an 
interest in maintaining their common superiority as conquerors over 
the conquered. They formed the dominant element in the towns, which 
enmeshed the conquered countryside in a network of Spanish control, 
constituting the foundation of Spanish power in the Indies. These towns 
were all laid out along the same grid-pattern plan, pivoted upon a 
central square containing mayoralty and church, site at once of the 
regular market and the emergency call-up of military forces. Each town, 
with its oligarchic cabildo (town council) of vecinas (citizens eligible to 
attend council meetings), represented a microcosm of Spanish control 
in a sea of "Indians." 

It was ultimately these Indians whom the colonists hoped to control. 
Yet this basic resource underwent an immediate and catastrophic 
decline. 

The Great Dying 

The "great dying" first affected the islands of the Caribbean. It then 
spread to the mainland shores and to the Middle and South American 
lowlands in general. Finally, it made inroads into the highlands, which 
had supported the great polities of the Aztec, Chibcha, and Inca. Thus, 
Espanola (Santa Domingo) had about a million inhabitants in 1492, 
when first contacted by Columbus; by the end of the 1520s only 
insignificant numbers survived (Sauer 1966: 65-69,200-204). A pri
mary cause of the population decline was the spread of Old World 
pathogenic organisms to which New World popUlations were not 
immune. The impact of smallpox and measles, often complicated by 
respiratory ailments, was perhaps decisive over wide areas. There were 
as many as fourteen major epidemics in Mesoamerica and perhaps as 
many as seventeen in the Andean region between 1520 and 1600 
(Gibson 1964: 448-451; Dobyns 1963: 494). Other illnesses had more 
localized effects. On the Mesoamerican coast, malaria-probably intro
duced by Spanish merchants and soldiers from Italy-caused regional 
havoc and then spread through the tropical lowlands. 

The advent of pathogens, however, does not in itself furnish an 
adequate explanation of what happened. One must ask also about the 
social and political conditions that permitted the pathogens to prolifer
ate at so rapid a rate. On the islands and in the borderlands of the 
Caribbean, these conditions clearly included the profligate use of Indian 
labor in the search for gold, and (after 1494) the massive intensification 
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of slave raiding and slavery. Nicaragua alone lost, in the first half of the 
sixteenth century, an estimated 200,000 inhabitants to slave raiders, 
who sold their prey in the Caribbean islands, Panama, and Peru (Mac
Leod 1973: 52). Portuguese settlement in Brazil also brought large-scale 
Indian slavery. By the 1560s there were 40,000 native Americans 
labOring as slaves in the Brazilian Northeast (Hemming 1978: 143). 
During the last third of the sixteenth century, native social relations had 
grown sufficiently deranged to cause the Indians of Bahia to rise up in a 
great millenarian movement, the Santidade, in which people ceased to 
grow food for themselves in the hope that God would free them from 
slavery and make the Europeans their slaves instead. In all, the slave
raiding bandeirantes of Sao Paulo are thought to have furnished the 
Brazilian Northeast with 350,000 native American slaves during the 
period of Brazilian slavery. Since most of the populations of the low
lands were organized according to kin-ordered modes, such massIve 
drains of manpower severely curtailed their ability to enforce and 
reproduce the rights to people that made their survival possible. 

In Mesoamerica and in the Andean areas, large-scale populatIons had 
supported complex tributary systems, such as the Aztec confederation 
and the Inca domain. In these areas the catastrophic population decline 
contributed to the fragmentation of existing polities. The pre-Hispanic 
population of Mesoamerica has been estimated at 25 million, that of the 
Inca domain at anywhere between 6 million (Rowe) and 30milhon 
(Dobyns). Whatever the baseline figure, the decline decimated the 
popUlation. In Mesoamerica the population count fell to a low point of 
1.5 million by 1650, recovering slowly thereafter. The number of m
habitants of the Spanish audiencias of Lima and Charcas, in Lower and 
Upper Peru respectively, declined from 5 million at the time of the 
Conquest to less than 300,000 in the 1780s and 1790s (Kubler 1946: 
340). '. 

In these highland areas malnutrition probably mcreased the VIru
lence of the new diseases (see Feinman 1978). Food supplies both in 
Mesoamerica and the Andes depended, in the first instance, on highly 
organized and intensive systems of land use. Any dislocation.of these 
systems-through warfare, foreign encroachment, or death by Illness of 
some part of the labor force-threatened the survival of the remaining 
population. The disruption of hydraulic works and the interruption of 
exchanges between zones specializing in different products set offranli
fying consequences. Both regions were also dependent on a finely 
calibrated system of food transfers-through the concentration and 
redistribution of tribute in the Andes, through both tribute redistribu
tion and marketing arrangements in Mesoamerica. When these mecha
nisms were destroyed, available surpluses could not reach populations 
in need; many undoubtedly died as a result. Finally, these ordering 
mechanisms depended, in turn, on the political and ideological role of 
the ruling classes; the dislocation of the native elite and the imposition 
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of Spanish l1orn15 of government and religion severely undermined this 
role. 

Within a short time the Europeans also began to appropriate land and 
water for their own farms, mills, and pasture grounds, and to draft 
native populations for work. In many parts of Mesoamerica, as in Spain,. 
sheep began to "eat" men. In the Andes the parallel development of 
European agriculture on the coast and minmg m the mtenor ll!ghlands 
upset the synchronized ecological relationships between. coast. pIed
mont, highland, and puna (see chapter 2). The new agnculture and 
pastoralism made use of crops brought in from the Old World-s,:,ch as 
wheat-in addition to the native crops of maize or potatoes, and mtro
duced herd animals that had not existed in the Americas before the 
Conquest. such as horses, cattle, sheep, goats, and pigs. Yet the new 
system of food production was not as intensive as the hydraulIc horn
culture of the pre-Hispanic popUlations, even where dams were bUilt, 
canals dug, and land irrigated. Decreased intensity and integration of 
cultivation required a smaller labor force, and thus the declIne m popu
lation could be weathered. An agricnlture of clean-tilled fields and open 
pasture range replaced a horticulture based on the meticulous cultiva
tion, drainage, and terracing of small plots. 

The Wealth of Spanish America 
The Search for Silver 
What the Iberians sought in the New World was, above all else, treasure 
in the form of bullion. At first this meant gold. Placer gold was found 111 

the Antilles, but "the productive districts were few, of small extent, and 
slight depth" (Sauer 1966: 198). The native population was soon sacri
ficed in its extraction. The auriferous deposits of the Central AmerIcan 
isthmus proved ephemeral. Only Colombia-"Castilla deoro," as it was 
soon called-became a significant gold producer. It contnbuted most of 
the 185,000 kilograms of gold shipped to Seville between 1503 and 
1660 an amount that increased European gold supplIes by a fifth 
(EIIi~tt 1966: 180). Yet it was silver production that fi,:,ally became the 
mainstay of Spanish wealth, and thus the major mdlcator of the 
strength or debility of royal control. .. 

Silver deposits were first discovered by the Spa~Jards 111 1545, when 
an Indian prospector located the 2,000-foot-lllgh Sliver mountall1 of San 
Luis Potosi. in what is now Bolivia. This was followed by a succession of 
strikes in the western mountain chains of Mexico: at Zacatecas in 1546, 
Guanajuato in 1548, Taxco in 1549, Pachuca in 1551. Sombrerote and 
Durango in 1555, Fresnillo in 1569. Potosi. especially, bec~me synony
mous with the notion of wealth beyond the dreams of avance. Its coat of 
arms proclaimed it to be "treasure of the world, king of all the moun
tains, envy of all the kings." By 1611 it was the largest and wealthIest 
city of the Americas, with a population of 160,000 inhabitants. It was 
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located in a high-altitude environment ([3,000 feet) so inhospitable 
that all food had to be imported, and the wives of Spaniards had to move 
to lower-lying valleys to raise their children. To mine the ores of the 
magic mountain, the lords of the l11ines called on the native American 
population. At Potosi in 1603, there were 58,800 Indian workers. Most 
of these, 43,200, were free day laborers; 10,500 were mingas, or contract 
laborers. The remainder, 5,100, were mitayos, or labor draftees, most of 
whom were employed in the perilous work of carrying the baskets of 
ore over treacherous ladders to the mouth of the mine. A rotational, 
obligatory labor draft (mita) had existed in Inca times; the Spaniards 
extended it to service in the mines. Institutionalized in 1570, it required 
every village to make available annually a seventh of its adult male 
population for work in the mines or on public projects. The laborers 
were suppose to work for no more than eighteen weeks every seven 
years and be paid wages, working under conditions to be supervised by 
royal inspectors. The wages received would also allow the miners to pay 
their tribute, now rendered payable in silver. 

Actual practice, however, proved rather harsher than theory. At the 
end of the sixteenth century, for instance, the province of Chuicuito on 
the shores of Lake Titicaca sent 2,200 adult males each year to the mines 
of Potosi. Since these draft laborers went accompanied by their families, 
the 300-mile, two-month-long journey was negotiated by 7,000 people 
in all, as well as by 30,000 to 50,000 llamas to carry their belongings and 
provide sustenance on the way. In Potosi the mitayo spent four months 
in the mines and two months in additional compulsory service. If he 
survived the six months of arduous labor, the return to Chuicuito would 
require another two months. Once back home, he had to depend on his 
neighbors until he could again harvest his own crops and raise a new 
herd of llamas. At the same time, he was subject in his home village to 
other mitas for domestic work, transportation, mail service, innkeeping 
(lambos), and road work (Kubler 1946: 372-373). In the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries, moreover, villagers could be forced to pro
duce artisan goods and to supply food, fodder, and wood to the cities 
(Villamarin and Villamarin 1975: 73), Resident villagers (hatul1rtmas) 
also had to pay tribute. 

During the period of sharp population decrease, service and tribute 
quotas remained constant. Local authorities thus had to impress men 
into service more often than stipulated by law, exact higher contribu
tions from those remaining in the villages, or hire contract laborers 
(mirzgas) to stand in for absentees. Many labor draftees refused to return 
to their communities when they had completed their turn of duty, 
attempting in this way to avoid further tribute and mita obligation. 
Some remained in the mining centers, swelling the number of free 
laborers. Others took service with Spaniards as serfs, or yanacol1as, until 
there were nearly as many serfs as tribute-paying villagers (Villamarfn 
and Villamarin 1975: 76; Kubler 1946: 377-378). Still other mitayos 
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Woo~en b~~ker (ker~) of pre~Conquest style, Cuzco region, depicting a hunting scenewirh 
Sfams/z , I {ders. (1 hOlograph courtesy Museum of the American Indian Htye 
FOlwdatfOn) , 

b~c~me ;nigrants,jorasteros. Although the colonial records do not always 
dlstmgUJsh between VIllage-affiliated cultivators, who migrated regu
larly betwe.en vanous ecological zones in traditional Andean fashion, 
and ,n0nafflhated mIgrants, outright movement was frequent and ex
t~~slve (Row~ 1957: 180; Santamaria 1977: 255-257). Finally, some 
hlghla.nders SImply fled mto the tropical forest (Rowe 1957: 175). 
. WhIle the mila m Potosi and Upper Peru was not abolished until 1823 
m MexI.co the use of rotational labor in the mines disappeared soon afte; 
the begmmng of the seventeenth century. On the one hand, rotational 
labor was needed for publIc work projects, such as the drainage of the 
Valley <:f MeXICO. Or: the other hand, by 1600 there already existed a 
SIzable tree, wage-paId labor torce in the mining districts. It was made 
up of IndIans, wh~ qUICkly lost their cultural and linguistic connections 
WIth theIr hOI?e VIllages, or poor Spaniards, and of Africans, both slave 
and fr~e. Mmmg was carried out on a basis analogous to sharecropping. 
The mme Owner would contract with an independent miner (a buseDI1, 
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or prospector), who either worked on his own behalf 0: hired others to 
dig for him. The owner furnished the pro~pector with Implements ar:d 
powder, receiving one-half of the product m return. The prospector pard 
for lighting in the shaft and for transporting the are to the mouth of the 
mine, receiving thereupon the other half of the product. Ti1lS he could 
sell either to the owner of the mine or directly to the smelter. But, the 
extraction of silver are with mercury, a process entarlmg the hazards of 
mercury poisoning and silicosis, was usually assigr:edto slaves, fhst 
Indians and later Africans. This labor system-combmmg free labor m 
mining and slave labor in processing-served the MeXlCa? mmes untll 
the very end of the eighteenth century, ~hen the great mme.s at Gua?
ajuato more than made up for the declme of silver output m PotoSI. 

The Flow of Silver 
To channel the flow of silver to Spain, the Crown turned .travel and 
trade with the Indies into a royal monopoly. The agency created by the 
Crown to control the flow of specie, commodities, and people was the 
House of Trade (Casa de Contrataci6n) in Seville. The Casa hcensed both 
ships and merchants for the trade,. issued permits to rr:ove passengers 
and goods, and received the precIOus silver from the Indies. I~ the 
second half of the sixteenth century, a system of regular annnal sadmgs 
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by massed fleets was organized to safeguard the Atlantic crossing against 
external attack. After 1560 two fleets left each year from Cadiz or Seville 
to sail to the Americas. The first. the New Spanish fleet. landed at 
Veracruz in Mexico. The second, the Peruvian fleet, sailed for Cartagena 
in Colombia or for Portobelo on the Isthmus of Panama. From Car
tagena mule trains carried the European goods across Andean paths to 
Upper Peru. From Portobelo other mule trains took their cargoes to the 
Pacific coast, for coastwise transshipment to Lima. On their return trips, 
the mule trains carried silver and American goods to the fleets wintering 
in their American ports before the voyage home. The new Spanish fleet 
loaded again at Veracruz. the Peruvian fleet at the Colombian and 
Panamanian ports. The two fleets converged at Havana, stopping at 
Antillean ports on the way, and then set sail for the mouth of the 
Guadalquivir in Spain. 

Between 1503 and 1660 more than seven million pounds of silver 
reached Seville from America. tripling the European supply of the metal 
(Elliott 1966: 180). The Crown received about 40 percent of this 
amount, either in settlement of American taxes or in payment of the 
royal fifth levied on all silver production. Even so, all the silver of the 
Americas could not stave off the bankruptcy of the Spanish Crown, so 
heavily was it overextended in its military pursuits in Europe and all 
around the globe. Until the 1550s the Emperor Charles V received 
200,000 to 300,000 ducats of American silver a year, but he spent about 
a million, and in thirty-seven years he ran up a debt 01'39 million ducats, 
n10stly to foreign creditors. Philip II, more parsimonious than his father, 
received about 2 million ducats of silver from America by the 15905. in 
addition to almost 8 million in taxes raised from Castilian and ecclesi
astical revenues. Yet by that time he was spending over 21 million 
ducats a year (Elliott 1966: 203, 282-283). Simultaneously, the inflow 
of silver drove up prices in a home economy already weakened by a 
decline in domestic food production, by a rise in wood exports to pay for 
cheaper foreign imports, and by a heavy increase in the importation of 
foreign manufactured goods for use both in Spain and in t.he Indies. The 
advent of American silver thus did lit.tle 1.0 relieve the financial problems 
of the Crown, while it did much to exacerbate the decline of Spanish 
industry in favor of Spain's competitors. 

Spain witnessed a massive, general rise in prices, which increased the 
costs of commodities both to the Crown and to the people. Contempo
rary witnesses of this "price revolut.ion" and laler economic historians 
alike saw its primary cause in the heavy influx of bullion. A greater 
supply of money may certainly have played a significant role, but it 
cannot account for the economic crisis in its entirety. Increased demand 
for European goods in the Americas may have driven up prices in the 
sixteenth century; there was also an increased demand for goods at 
honle. When the American dependencies grew more self-sufficient in 
goods and services, this perhaps had an adverse effect on the horne 
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country, Most silver, however, did not stay in Spain: at the end of the 
sixteenth century, [or instance, three-fifths of all the bulllon that 
entered Spain went abroad in settlement of royal and private debts, 
Again, as the American traffic developed, it absorbed ever larger snms i!" 
ships, supplies, and protection, Spanish reliance on the export of pn
mary products such as wool, wine, and olive oil in order to acqUIre naval 
stores, tin, linen, fish, and cereals created a balance of payments prob
lem, which was met, in turn, by larger exports of silver. 

SecondalY Exports: Dyestuff.~ and Cocoa 
/ 

Silver was the main export of the Spanish Americas, but cochineal, 
indigo, and cacao all assumed a measure of importance, Cochineal is a 
red dye produced from an insect that feeds on cactuses, As many as 
70,000 dried insects are required to produce one pound of cochmeal 
dye, Native American communities, especi~lly in the province of 
Oaxaca (Mexico), were pressured into gathenng and process,mg these 
insects by encomenderos and royal corregidores, Cochmeal grew 1l11mpOr
tance as an export in the second half of the sixteenth century, becomll1g, 
after silver, the most significant export of New Spain, Indigo, another 
dyestuff, produces a blue dye of great natural fastness, It is obtained by 
steeping the leaves of a shrub and allowing the resulting sludge to settle 
into cakes, It was first produced through the use of seasonal nalive 
labor, on the same Pacific coast of Central America that had first pro
duced cacao, In the seventeenth century, increased transportation costs 
favored the relocation of the indigo indnstry to the Mexican lowlands, 
where Yucatan in particular remained a significant producer until the 
nineteenth century, 

Cacao had been grown in pre-Hispanic times along the Pacific vertient 
of Central America, Under the Spanish, the native American population 
was forced to pay cacao in tribute and to settle advances in goods 
extended by royal officials, Officials and encomenderos even demanded 
cacao deliveries from highland cultivators, who had to descend to the 
coast to labor in the cacao stands in order to pay their tribute, High 
mortality rates, however, limited the production of cacao, and Central 
America increasingly yielded priority in its production to slave planta
tions of the tropical shorelands of Ecuador and Venezuela, 

The Siphon of External Trade 

Spain took silver, gold, cacao, cochineal, and indigo from the New 
World, and returned high-priced manufactured and lUxury goods, A 
large share-perhaps most-of these goods originated outside Spain, 
mainly in northwestern Europe; they were priced to yield taxes and 
customs duties to the state, as well as to produce monopolistic profits for 
the sellers, Exchange was in the hands of merchants who were orga
nized at the European end in the merchant guild, or consulado, of Seville 
and at the American end in the twin guilds of New Spain and Lima, On 

, 
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the European side the guild dovetailed with the royal House of Trade, 
the major government agency charged with supervising ships, people, 
and goods traveling to and from the Indies and with collecting taxes and 
customs for the royal coffers, The trade was purposefully confined to 
narrow channels, intended to be carried on exclusively by monopolistic 
agencies using Spanish ships and Castilian agents, It was not created by 
the free working principles of demand and supply; it was rather-in 
Carmagnani's phrase-"constrained trade," constrained by demand on 
the European side (1975: 31), 

This constrained trade involved, in fact, two different cycles of trans
actions, One was transatlantic, the other intra-American, To activate 
the transatlantic cycle, European merchants bought commodities with 
money and sent them to their factors or agents (habilitadores) in the New 
World, in the hope of getting repaid with American commodities that 
could be sold at high monetary profits, There was an investment of 
money at the European start of the cycle of transaction, and a conver
sion of commodities into money and profits in Europe at the end of the 
cycle. Within the Americas, however, there was no exchange of money 
for money, but only an exchange of commodities for commodities, The 
American factors advanced European commodities to mine owners or 
cochineal entrepreneurs, who had to settle their accounts with their 
factors by delivering American commodities, As prices for manufac
tured goods rose in Europe, the exchange values of American silver and 
other commodities declined, This disproportion then put pressure on 
American producers to keep down or to reduce the costs of production, 
We shall see how this cycle contributed to the resurgence of tributary 
domination in New World agriculture and livestock ranching, It also led 
to a great deal of fraud and coercion in the putting-out systems through 
which cochineal and indigo were obtained from the native producers, 

New Systems of Supply 
As silver mining assumed a pivotal role in the economy of the Castilian 
Indies, it came to dominate and reshape the structure of the Castilian 
domains of the New World, Reliance on mining shifted the key eco
nomic areas of the realm away from the zones of intensive pre-Hispanic 
horticulture and settlement to the silver veins of the arid Sierra Madre of 
New Spain and of the forbidding Bolivian altiplano, It produced major 
changes in the production of foodstuffs and raw materials, It entailed a 
shift in government policies from an initial concern with ensuring royal 
control of both conquerors and conquered to policies aimed primarily at 
maximizing mining and securing its supplies, These shifts created a new 
geography and altered the ecological, economic, and political conditions 
of the conquered popUlations, 

These changes were closely interconnected, The diminution of the 
native American popUlation and the destruction of the political controls 
basic to intensive native horticulture called for new ways of producing 
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foodstuffs and livestock products for the mines and towns. Mining 
created a heavy demand for food and drink to supply men and working 
animals skins and hides for ropes and containers, tallow for candles and 
fatwood torches to light the mine shafts, mercury for the extraction of 
silver from are, blasting powder, wood to fuel smelters, and large 
numbers of draft animals for work and transportation. The new agricul
tural economy also had to feed the Spanish towns, which supported the 
grid of Spanish control. the ecclesiastical establishments m towns and 
countryside, and the stopping places along the traffic routes Imkmg 
mining locations, towns, and ports of call. The needs of the mIlles and 
the requirements of urban conspicuous consumption dem~nded, more
over, that products be made available as cheaply as pOSSIble. 

The Crown assisted the growth of this support system in a number of 
ways. Since mercury was an essential ingredient in the processmg at 
silver ore, and constituted a 11lajor cost in lnining, the Crown strove to 
guarantee the supply of the metallic element at low prices. Mercury 
production and sale was a royal monopoly; PeruvIan mmers. re~elved It 
fronl the royal rnine at Huancavelica, the Ininers of New ?pam trOIn ~he 
Spanish mine at Almaden. The Crown also pursued ~ polIcy of ensunr:g 
food supplies to the mines and towns at regulated pnces through public 
granaries. Above all, royal policy increasingly tran~ferred both land and 
labor to agricultural entrepreneurs, thus abandonIllg early attemptsby 
the Crown to maintain its own sovereign control of the IndIan 
population. . . 

It had been the initial intention of the Crown to deny the Illcommg 
conquerors any direct control of land and of Indian hands to work it. It 
wanted to inhibit the development of an independent class of tnbutary 
overlords in tbe Indies, and thus insisted at first on granting the services 
of native Americans only on its own terms. This was done by the issuing 
of temporary grants of trusteeship (encomimda). An encomi~nda per
mitted the recipient to employ stipulated amounts ofIndlan tnbute and 
labor in his own service, in return for Christianizing their pagan souls. A 
grant of encomienda did not, however, bestow on the eneamendero 
(trustee) rights over Indian land or unlimited rights to Indian serVIces. 
These rights the Crown reserved to itself. The Crown hoped for the 
emergenee of a society dichotomized into a sector of conquerors and a 
separate Indian sector. Thus,it strove to interpose its royal offiCIals 
between Spanish employers of Indian labor power and the Indians 
themselves. 

After 1542 encomenderos were required to petition a royal offiCial if 
they wanted to have native labor~rs assigned [(~ them for specific ta.sks: 
The official was supposed to receIve such petllions, establIsh pnontles 
among them, assign laborers on a rotational basis, and ensure that they 
be paid wages at a stipulated rate. This mode of labor allotment came to 
be known offiCially as the repartimiento. In Mesoamerica, however, It 
continued to be referred to by the Aztec word lor obligatory labor on 
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public works, cuatequitl, and in the Andes it continued to be called by the 
Quechna term mila. 

Another means used to cut off the Spaniards from the Indian popula
tion was the formal abolition ofIndian slavery in 1542. Indian slavery 
was declared illegal everywhere, except in frontier zones where rebel
lious populations refused to accept Spanish sovereignty. This meant that 
Araucanians from southern Chile could be taken prisoner and enslaved 
until the 1680s. This was also true on the northwestern frontiers of 
Mexico, where Apache, Navaho, and Shoshoni continued to be en
slaved well into the nineteenth century (Bailey 1966). Yet in the core 
areas of Spanish occupation, Indian slavery was abolished, or at least 
significantly curtailed. This prohibition of slavery did not extend, how
ever, to Africans, who were imported in large numbers to replace the 
declining native American popUlation, particularly in the lowlands. 

The Hacienda 

Gradually the trusteeships were superseded by haciendas, landed estates 
worked by laborers settled upon them and directly dependent upon the 
estate owners. The Crown did not possess enough personnel or re
sources to stem their growth, while agrarian entrepreneurs in full 
control of land and labor were better able than trustees, dependent on 
royal officialdom, to respond to the demands of town and mine. Yet the 
development of haciendas did not everywhere take the same fonn or 
follow the same rhythm. They appeared earlier in underpopulated areas 
where livestock could be raised witb few hands. They developed later 
where either native villages or royal corregidores interested in native 
labor and tribute opposed hacienda claims to land and manpower. Thus. 
in the Peruvian highlands hacienda bUilding appears to have been a 
phenomenon of the eighteenth century, not before. Elsewhere, encom
enderas who obtained their grants in the sixteenth century became 
owners of haciendas only a century later. Lega][y, a grant to an enCOIll
ienda could not produce a hacienda: encomienda grants were royal 
donations that neither gave rights to land nor permitted the grantee to 
set the terms of native labor services or tribute. The hacienda, in con
trast, rested squarely on the legal ownership of land, and upon the 
ability of the owner to negotiate the terms of the laboring contract 
directly. 

Most of the hacienda workers were recruited among native Ameri
cans. Sometimes hacienda owners obtained workers by depriving 
native settlements of their land. At other times they attracted migrants 
who had left their tribute-laden villages to settle elsewhere. The haci
enda owners also offered to pay the tribute on tbeir workers' behalf, or 
to extend credit in other forms. Outright enserfment through debt. 
including the establishment of heritable debt, seems to have developed 
in later centuries. 
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Usua'lIY'-'the worker was given access to a portion of hacienda land in 
return for stipulated services and crop deliveries to the owner. The 
owner reserved for himself the casco (center) with the processing 
machinery, the strategic supply of water, and the land most suitable for 
growing the major commodity crop, leaving to his laborer-tenants the 
poorer and more peripheral lands of his estate. The hacienda thus came 
to be based on a dual structure of commercial crop farming and predial 
servitude by serf-tenants. Over time there was an alteruation between 
direct management by the owner and cash cropping by serf-tenants. An 
enlargement of the market favored expansion of the owner's sector at 
the expense of the serf-tenants; a decline of the market favored the 
tenants. 

Haciendas conld serve different purposes. Those held by owners of 
mines or workshops provided the necessary products for these opera
tions at little or no cost. Other haciendas produced for a regional market 
created by the demand of nearby towns, mining centers, or ports. Some 
geographical zones became specialized in producing food for such mar
kets. The Central Valley of Chile grew wheat for Peru; the agricultural 
vaHeys of Cochabamba and Sucre fed Upper Peru (Bolivia); the Valley 
of Mexico and the Bajio region provided Mexico City and the mining 
centers with grain. The dry Mexican northland raised cattle for towns 
and mines, as did the drainage of the Rio de la Plata. Some lowland 
zones specialized in the prodnction of sugar and distilled liquor for 
internal markets; the Mexican uplands grew century plants and manu
factured agave beer (pulque); the tropical vertient of the Andes pro
duced coca leaf. Everywhere there were also haciendas that were 
owned by ecclesiastical establishments or upper-class family clusters, 
which included clients and dependents. Sometimes haciendas changed 
their function, shifting from supplying a town granary to supplying a 
mine, or changing from a marketing orientation to subsistence. They 
were also responsive to changing markets and could grow or contract 
their operations as demand fluctuated. 

Despite the adaptability of the haciendas, their potential growth was 
limited by the size of effective demand as much as by difficulties of 
transport. They seemed to function most profitably where they could 
sell in a secure but restricted local or regional market, in which relative 
scarcity guaranteed price levels. This was true, for instance, of haciendas 
producing a European staple like wheat, for which there was a small but 
secure market of European consumers. It was also the case in those 
situations where obligatory sales to the public granary forestalled price 
competition from native American communities that could often pro
duce more cheaply. 

In general, haciendas were not very profitable enterprises. Most of 
them incurred debts and then often passed into the hands of new 
owners, among whonl ecclesiastical organizations were the most 
frequent and the most successful. David Brading probably described 
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general conditions in the Hispanic Americas when he characterized the 
Mexican hacienda as 

a sink through which drained without stop the surplus capital accu
mulated in the export economy, The fortunes created in mining and 
commerce were invested in land. there to be slowly dissipated or to be 
gradually transferred into the coffers of the Church. In consequence, a 
continuous replacement in the hacendado class occurred. fl977: 1401 

Indian Communities 

Towns and mines came to be ringed about by haciendas; the haciendas 
were in turn surrounded by settlements of the surviving native popUla
tIons. ThIS settlement pattern was oriented toward the mines; yet it was 
not merely geographic or ecological. It was organized by the political 
economy it embodied, in which each lower level yielded surplus to the 
level above it. Miners sold to merchants, who extracted high prices for 
European manufactured goods. Mine owners then pressed upon haci
enda owners or managers to supply them with foodstuffs and raw 
materi~ls at low prices. Hacienda owners and managers pressed upon 
the natIve communities, draWing their members either into dependent 
serf-tenan~y a? the estates or into seasonal employment at low wages. 
Wlthlll tlus hIerarchy, the emerging Indian communities came to 
occu py the lowest rung. 

These republicas de indios, as the Spaniards called them, have often 
been t~eated by anthropologists as if they were repositories of a pre
HISpal1lC past untouched by three centuries of Castilian domination. Yet 
these communities were given organizational form by the colonial 
bureaucracy, as integral components of the Hispanic state and its eco
nomic system. In setting up these units, the Crown followed a double 
purpose: to break up the pre-Conquest apparatus of power, and to 
ensure the separation and fragmentation of the reSUlting jurisdictions. 
While the destruction of the overarching Inca, Mexica, or Chibcha 
polities permitted the re-emergence of some older claims to rule and 
loyalty, in general the outcome was the replacement of pre-Conquest 
states by small tributary lordships and local communities. 

The higher Indian nobility was fomlally assimilated into the Spanish 
noblhty and confirmed in their claims to tribute, property, and pen
SlOns, but they were deprived of any access to the commanding levers of 
power. Conversion of this stratum to Christianity also ensured its sever
an.ce from pre-Conquest sources of ideological influence and integrated 
It mto the ongoing activities of the Church. The lower orders of the 
Indian nobility-principales in Mesoamerica, kurakas in the Andes
were charged with the supervision of local communities. Like the 
African chiefs installed three centuries later by the British to rule over 
African popUlations in "indirect rule," this local nobility came to medi-
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ate b{~twe,~n conquerors and conquered. They represente~ th~ir C()~
stituenCies to the external authorities, while striving to mamtam theIr 
jurisdiction internally through the exercise of traditional claims and 
loyalties. 

The communities over which they were installed were not the same 
as those that had existed before the Conquest. Many pre-Conquest 
communities had been nearly wiped out by the ravages of the Great 
Dying, and new communities were formed through the aggregation of 
population remnants brought together for closer admlllistratlve and 
ecclesiastical control. This general Spanish polIcy of resettlement and 
concentration redefined the nature of local constituencies not only 
demographically but also economically and administratively. Each new 
community was given legal identity, with its own admmistratIve local 
councilor cabildo, and ecclesiastical identity, with its local chapel or 
church 'dedicated to a patron saint. It was also redefined economically, 
receiving rights over village lands and resources, ~s well ~s obligations to 
furnish tribute. These exactions included tribute m speCIe to the Crown, 
tribute in goods and services to the Spanish trustee, or encomendero, 
tribute to the recognized Indian lord, and obligatory labor on govern-
ment projects, such as the construction of dams or roads. . . 

Royal officials, corregidores de indios, watched over the IndIan admm
istrative sector made up of these c0I11munities. Special Indian courts 
';"ere set up to attend to legal cases brought by loc?lrepresentatives. This 
administrative structure was inspired by the ongmal mtentIOn of the 
Crown to keep Indians and Spaniards separate. Yet the Indian courts 
were soon swamped by complaints against Spanish conquerors and 
entrepreneurs who strove to incorporate nativ.c lan~s and w~te: courses 
into their haciendas. Moreover, the local IndIan elIte of pnnCIpales or 
kurakas, charged with managing community resources and obligatio.ns, 
often enlarged the scope of their own power in the villages byentermg 
into collusion with outside Spanish power holders. The corregldores, m 
turn, were in a privileged position to benefit commercially from their 
administrative offices. They could, as in Peru, collect trIbute, sell Itat 
auction, buy it back at half its market value np to the amount due lor 
tribute, and then resell it at the market rate (Rowe 1957: 163). They 
could bny goods cheaply from merchants in town and force theIr 
Indians to buy them at high prices" or they could buy products from the 
Indians to sell more dearly elsewhere. They could, finally, become 
entrepreneurs in their own right. Thus, in western Guatemala a corregl
dar could bny raw cotton on the coast, force Indian women in his district 
to spin and weave it, and then sell the cloth back to the Indians or to 
colonists at a handsome profit (see MacLeod 1973: 316). . 

Snch Indian leaders and royal officials rallied to the defense of the 
native communities if they saw their own sources of power and profit 
threatened by outside interests. At the same time, confronted with an 
increaSing demand for labor by industrial and agricultural entre-

ill 
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preneurs in the face of a decreasing native population, many were 
persuaded to reduce the level of their zeal as public defenders. The 
Crown, too, discovered that its interest in maximizing monetary returns 
through taxes or emolmnents often ran counter to its role of protecting 
the native Americans. If a colonist used labor and resources in some 
combination that promised to yield surplus for the Crown, political or 
moral considerations were frequently set aside. This was especially true 
as entrepreneurs shifted from stocking up the goods that were valued in 
the pre-Hispanic past-such as cacao, precious feathers, and cotton 
textiles-to rearranging land and labor in order to grow wheat, mine 
silver, produce woolen cloth, collect cochineal, or raise sheep for wool. 
When money began to talk, it spoke Spanish rather than Nahuatl or 
Quechna. 

Finally, this rearrangement of reSOurces to produce goods for mines 
and towns gave rise to new groups who were not part of fndian com~ 
munities. These included artisans, laborers, and servants who worked in 
or about the new settlements, and middlemen who moved goods from 
one location to another. This growing population offndians and mestizos 
soon filled the social and economic interstices between the communities 
and the formal tributary pyramid, and began to connect people in 
localities with activities and interests beyond. Repeated complaints by 
royal officials that outsiders were entering fndian communities in pur
suit of their own interests, and that members of Indian communities 
were leaving their assigned jurisdictions to join the mestizo or cholo 
outsiders, demonstrate that cOll1munity boundaries were often perrne
able and negotiable. 

The con1munities, moreover, were not internally unitary and undif~ 
ferentiated. At one point in time, a community might unite under a 
principal of its own against the encroachment of Spanish hacienda 
owners or entrepreneurs. At another time, that principal-having be
con1e like a hacienda owner or entrepreneur himself in his dealings with 
the peopJe entrusted to him-might join the Spaniards or be accused of 
doing so by his followers. Elsewhere, merchants and cultivators grown 
well-to-do within a community might enter into conflict with super
ordinate authorities, including their own Indian overlord, and represent 
themselves as spokesmen for their community against tyranny. These 
same merchants and cultivators, drawn into the market through the 
production of cochineal or cotton cloth, might then close off the com
munity against the outside, in order to maintain an internal monopoly 
of jurisdiction over labor. 

In both viceroyalties communities were allowed and expected to 
Inanage their internal affairs through a hierarchy of local officials, 
endowed with Spanish titles and based on Hispanic prototypes. At the 
saIne time, the Church installed ecclesiastical organizations, on the 
pattern of Spanish sodalities, to stage the rituals connected with the 
annnal Catholic calendar. [n the larger Spanish and Hispanicizing settle-
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ments ,these two sets of organizations, civil and religious, remained 
quite distinct, but in the Indian communities they were generally 
merged into common civil-religious hierarchies, in which tenure of a 
secular political office alternated with sponsorship of a religious event. 
Such sponsorship usually involved large outlays for fireworks, decora
tions, incense and candles, musicians, and for food and drink to be 
distributed among the participants. This usually meant that only the 
better-off members of a community could advance to the higher and 
more costly positions of religious and political authority, which de
manded a great deal of economic redistribution. Conversely, such redis
tribution came to play an important part in the economy of recipient 
households, rendering them economically as well as politically and 
religiously dependent on the operations of the sacralized officialdom. 
The civil-religious hierarchies thns installed a system of elite domina
tion within the communities, while at the same time allowing that elite 
to represent the community as a whole before external power holders 
and authorities. 

The hierarchy also carried on the rituals relating the community to 
the supernatural. These rituals characteristically came to bear a dual 
character, part Christian and part pagan. Christianity is less concerned 
with defining sacred space than sacred time; while it takes cognizance of 
sacred sites, such as Jerusalem, Rome, Assisi, or Lourdes, it places 
central emphasis upon the cumulation of time through the Fall, 
Redemption, Judgment, and Resurrection. In contrast, the pre-Hispanic 
religions were strongly organized in spatial terms, using segments ot 
space to demarcate segments of time, attributes of social groups, aspects 
of nature, and cohorts of supernaturals. The fusion of the Christian 
liturgical calendar with pre-Hispanic devotions connected the time 
frame of Christian salvation with the ecological referents of pre
Christian traditions. In pre-Hispanic times these local ecological refer
ents formed part of an encompassing ideological organization of sacred 
space, organized and maintained by the overarching Inca, Mexica, or 
Chibcha polity. The Conquest destroyed this larger ideological frame
work and substituted the Christian economy of salvation for it. At the 
same time, this dominant liturgy was joined to local belief and practice 
by missionaries attempting to anchor it in local understandings and by 
local practitioners striving to render it expressive of local interests. The 
outcome was the development of religious structures that varied from 
community to community and that paralleled in their ideological 
localocentrism the political separateness of communities. 

The Indian communities were thus dependent parts of a larger politi
cal and economic system, and changed as that system changed. They 
constituted neither "tribal" remnants of the pre-Hispanic past, nor a 
static type of peasant community characterized by a set of fixed attri
butes. They grew up in the tug of war between conquerors and con
quered, and were subject to the interplay of external and internal 
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interests. The Hispanic state granted them rights to land and revenue 
yet obliged them to deliver tribute and labor as part of their political 
oblIgatIons .. Otten they proved defenseless against predatory land
owners, offiCIals, and churchmen. At times, heavy exactions drove 
them to rebellion, noncooperation, or flight. The communities were 
allowed to govern themselves through their civil-religious hierarchies. 
These local officials might defend the community against external 
authorities and competitors, but they might also aggrandize themselves 
at the expense of their fellow villagers or betray their interests to outside 
power holders. 

From the perspective of the larger Hispanic colonial order, the Indian 
communities did not constitute its primary foundations but rather its 
secondary, lateral supports. The center of the order consisted of the 
mining economy and the activities that supplied it. The Indian com
mu.nities, in turn, a~ted as reservoirs of labor and as sources of cheap 
agncultural and cralt products. Where the Indians had to pay tribute in 
money, they had to hire themselves out for wages or produce for a 
market. Alternatively they worked off tribute obligations through pay
ments m kmd. SnbJect to labor drafts by the public authorities, more
over, they could be made to work on public-works projects or for 
pnvate mterests that the royal corregidores deemed of public impor
tance. They thus paid with their' poverty f()f the system of imperial 
extractIOn. 

Brazil and the Caribbean 

While the Spania.rds were erecting their realm of the Indies upon a 
highland base of srIver: the Portuguese initiated the production of sugar 
on plantatIons set up m the tropical lowlands of the Brazilian littoral 
Hispanic agriculture in New Spain and Peru was geared to supplying th~ 
Il1ternal needs of the colonies, but the new Portuguese enterprises were 
orgal1lzed from the start to raise a crop for export. What silver was to 
Spanish America, sugar would long to be to Brazil and Portugal. Yet in 
the course of the s.eventeenth century, sugar growing also spread to the 
Islands of the Canbbean, and the Dutch, English, and French came to 
nval Portuguese production of the crop. Whereas the agriculture of the 
Hispanic mainland faced away from Europe toward the towns and 
mining camps .or the interior, the developing plantation belt of tropical 
Amenca was lmked directly to European markets. 

In planting sugar on the clayey black soil (massape) of the Brazilian 
Northeast, the Portugucse transferred to the New World an agricultural 
complex of long standing in the European Mediterranean, where the 
Arabs had introduced it toward the end of the first millennium A.D. 

Durir:g the centuries preceding the conquest of the New World, sugar 
growll1g had dIffused steadily westward across the Mediterranean 
islands. In the last quarter of the fifteenth century, the Portuguese 
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began tc)' grow sugar on Madeira, and soon afterward on Sao To~e in 
the Gulf of Guinea, using slaves purchased on the nearby West Afncan 
coast. In 1500 an India-bound Portuguese fleet first sighted The Land of 
the True Cross-soon to be called Brazil after the red dyewood that grew 
along its shores. A quarter-century later, duty was being paid on Brazil
ian sugar at the Lisbon customs house. Portuguese plans to expa.nd 
sugar production in Africa were thwarted by Afncan resIstance, whIch 
restricted the Portuguese to the coast; mstead, they mtenslfied prod~c
tion in Brazil. By 1570 there were already sixty mills in Brazil producmg 
180,000 arrobas of sugar a year, and in that same year productIOn III the 
Brazilian regions of Pernambuco, Bahia, and RIO de JaneIro matched 
the levels of Madeira and Sao Tome. After 1570 Brazilian sugar produc
tion increased exponentially, reaching more than a million arrobas after 
1627 (see Barrett and Schwartz 1975: 541). . ." 

The focus of production in the Brazilian countrySIde was the gnndmg 
mill, the el1genho. It ground both sugar produced on its own la~d and 
sugar raised on freeholds by lavrad~res de cana, the latte.r accountIllg for 
perhaps half the crop. Slave labor, first by BrazIlIan Indla~lS al?d later by 
Africans, was important, but free wage labor was also slgtllhca~t. The 
largest mill in Brazil in the sixteenth and seventeenth centUrIes, Serglpe 
do Conde in Bahia with a grinding capacity of about 180 tons of cane, 
owned 259 workers in 1600, but it also paid wages to 270 laborers. It IS 

estimated that the 20 freeholders delivering cane to Sergipe may have 
owned another 200 slaves (Barrett and Schwans 1975: 547). 

While production was in Portuguese hands, processing and li~ancing 
came to be controlled by Flemings and Dutchmen. From the begmnmg, 
much of the sugar produced by the Portuguese was shipped to the Low 
Countries. First Antwerp, and after 1590 Amsterdam, became the mam 
center for sugar refining as well as for financing of the Portuguese sugar. 
trade. Even during the period from 1580 to 1640, when the kmgdom of 
Portugal was joined to the Crown of Castile, the Dutch managed to 
retain their Portuguese contacts through Portuguese mter~ledlane.s. 
The Dutch made an abortive attempt in 1624-1625 to seIze BahIa 
outright; simultaneously they moved in central Africa, to take hold of 
the profitable source of slaves in Luanda. In. 1629 they lllvaded 
Pernambuco, occupying the sugar districts for fifteen yea;s. In 1645, 
however, the population of Dutch Brazil, led by the debt-ndden Luso
Brazilian planters, rose against their overlords. Although the .Dutch had 
native American allies in some groups of Potlguar and Ge-speaklllg 
Tapuia, other Potiguar and the Maranhao Tobajara backed the Portu
guese. In the ensuing guerilla warfare, the Luso~Brazlhans came to 
control the countryside, and the Dntch were lllcreasmgly forced mto the 
coastal cities. They held on to Recife until 1654, when they were forced 
to capitulate there, too. The guerilla tactics used against them hadtak~n 
their toll. At the same time, the Netherlands had become embrOIled m 
their first commercial war with England. The decisive factors, however, 
were that much of the sugar industry of Brazil had been physically 
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destroyed, that the effort of founding an enduring Dutch sugar colony 
in Brazil had cost too much, and that the stockholders of the Dutch West 
Indies Company were beginning to grumble about costs and losses. 

Beset by difficulties in Brazil, the Dutch shifted their activities to the 
Caribbean. English-owned islands like St. Kitts, Nevis, and Barbados 
had begun to grow tobacco on small farms in the second quarter of the 
seventeenth century. By 1639 the European markets were glutted with 
the leaf. and many islanders migrated elsewhere in search of better 
opportunities. In the early 1640s, Dutch from Brazil introduced English 
senlers in Barbados to the raising of sugar cane. They extended the 
English credit so they could acquire African slaves, as well as the boiling 
pans and cooling pots needed to transform cane juice into sugar, and 
they offered to sell the product in Europe. Sugar quickly transformed 
the economic and political scene of the islands. The tobacco-raising 
small holders became "poor whites" and, rapidly displaced by the large 
plantations worked by African slaves, they migrated elsewhere. In 1655 
the English invaded Jamaica, driving out the last Spaniards five years 
later. 

Cane cultivation in the islands grew rapidly thereafter. It soon sur
passed in scale the Luso-Brazilian sugar industry and proved able to 
accumulate capital even in the face of ever-declining world sugar prices. 
The rate of profits on known sugar plantations was continuously posi
tive-perhaps as much as 20 percent on capital invested before 1700, at 
least 10 percent between 1750 and 1775, and about 7.5 percent around 
1790 (Craton 1974: 139). Much of the life of Bristol and Liverpool in 
England came to depend on Jamaica and Barbados; at the end of the 
eighteenth century, William Pitt the Younger estimated that four-fifths 
of the British incomes drawn from overseas derived from the West 
Indies. Nantes and Bordeaux in France were similarly supported by the 
productivity of French-held Saint Domingue (Haiti). When the Haitian 
slaves rose in rebellion against their overlords in 179 L they demolished 
a structure that had absorbed two-thirds of French foreign commercial 
interests. 

Contraband 

One of the consequences of the spread of sugar cultivation to the 
Caribbean islands was to create a series of advance bases for the 
European Atlantic powers at the very gates of entry into the Castilian 
realm of the Indies. This Dutch, English, and French advance came at a 
time when Spanish power was on the decline. While the remittances of 
silver to Spain rose steadily throughout the sixteenth century, they 
peaked in the century's last decade and declined thereafter. Yet 
although the amount of silver shipped to Spain decreased, the pro
duction of silver in the New World did not fall appreciably. The silver 
now stayed in the Americas, or it sought outlets through other channels. 
Some of it paid for better defenses against foreign encroachment and 
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Europeans building a caravel on,the Caribbean shore of Panama (Veragua). Copper 
engraving by Theodor de Bry. 1590, (Courtesy of the Rare Books and Manuscript 
Division, The New York Public Library_ Astor, Lenox, and Tilden Foundations) 

competition. Much of it, however, went into contraband dealings with 
the enemies of the Spanish Crown-the Dutch West I1'.dies Company 
and the English sea traders. 

As Spanish power grew weaker, these competitors and antagonists 
increasingly sought access to the riches of the Spanish possessions in the 
New World. Growing numbers of foreigners bought the privileges of 
naturalization, which allowed them to trade with the Indies. The num
ber of foreign vessels taking part in the transatlantic fleets rose, until 
they comprised one-third of all craft crossing the Atlantic in 1630. From 
then on, contraband increased to unprecedented heights. 

Cut off from access to Iberian salt by Spain's occupation of Portugal 
and by the Spanish seizure of Setuba!. the Dutch initiated regular 
voyages into the Caribbean in 1594, seizing the salt island of Araya in 
1599. They began to trade directly with the Spanish colonists of the 
Venezuelan and Colombian coast. exchanging North European mer
chandise and African slaves first for salt, later for tobacco and hides, and 
then for ever larger quantities of cacao. The English seizure of Jamaica 
opened another lucrative trade in slaves and European contraband with 
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the Spanish possessions. As Venezuela increased its production of cacao, 
It also began to exchange cacao for Spanish silver from Mexico. The 
Dutch and the English were thus able to tap the flow of Spanish silver 
through the open veins orthe Caribbean. At the end of the seventeenth 
century, the amount of Spanish silver drawn off through the Jamaican 
trade alone is estimated at 200,000 pounds sterling a year, or about half 
the amount of bullion exported annually to the Far East by the British 
East India Company (Lang 1975: 57). Goods from northwestern Europe 
also entered the Western Hemisphere through Brazil, where the Portu
guese traded overland with the Spanish holdings in Potosi and Upper 
Peru. To pay for these goods the Spaniards used silver, and it is estimated 
that this Brazilian trade succeeded in drawing off as much as a quarter of 
Potosi's silver production during the seventeenth century (Lang 1975: 
56). When England gained the right to supply the Spanish colonies with 
Afriean slaves as a result of the Treaty of Utrecht in 1730, the flow of 
contraband to the Spanish Caribbean increased along with the sale of 
slaves. 

Yet Spanish silver did not go only toward Europe; it also moved 
westw~rd, across the Pacific. In the second part of the sixteenth century, 
a multilateral trade network-much of it in contraband-grew up 
around the main commercial axis connecting Acapulco in Mexico with 
~ar:ila ir: the Philippines. In 1564 the Spaniards-taking advantage of 
dimmishmg Portuguese strength in the South Asia seas-had initiated 
their conquest of the Philippine Islands. Yet even after Portugal lost its 
claim to the islands, the Portuguese merchants of Macao on the China 
coast continued to trade at Manila. In 1573 the first Manila galleon 
carried Chinese silks, satins, porcelain, and Far Eastern spices to 
Acapulco, returning to Manila with Spanish silver from the New World. 
From then on, Manila became the hub of a trade network that drew the 
Chinese into the Philippine orbit and that created a commercial circuit 
in which Chinese textiles were exchanged for New World silver. Manila 
became not only a Spanish city but a Chinese one as well. In the last two 
decades of the sixteenth century, the Chinese became so numerous in 
Manila that a special quarter (Parian, i.e., market) was created for them. 
By the middle of the seventeenth century, Manila boasted 42,000 
mh~bItants, support~d by rice, timber, and labor furnished as tribute by 
the mhabItants of neIghbonng Luzon and Pampanga through the inter
mediation of native principales. 

At Acapulco goods were loaded on muleback for transshipment to 
MeXICO Cuy. PeruvIan merchants, however, also arrived in large 
numbers, bringing Peruvian silver to exchange for Chinese goods. This 
Illegal PeruVian trade m Acapulco and along the coast of Nicaragua soon 
became a source of great concern to the Spanish Crown, which tried to 
limit it. Yet the trade continued, despite governmental prohibitions and 
despite increased Dutch raiding in the South Asian seas; in the eigh
teenth century it attracted not only increasing participation of the 
Chmese through Canton but also Indian traders via Manila (Chaunu 
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Acapulco, Copper engraving by Theodor de Bry, 1590. (Courlesy oj Ihe New York Public 
Libraty, New Fork) 

1960; Bertin et al. 1966). In the course of the eighteenth century, in fact, 
there developed two circuits of Chinese trade: one moving in a westerly 
direction and exchanging Chinese tea for Indian opium, and another in 
the opposite direction, exchanging Chinese textiles for American silver. 
This Chinese- South American trade lasted until the end of Spanish rule 
in South America (Cheong 1965). 

The scale of this commerce was large indeed. In 1597, admittedly an 
exceptional year, the bullion sent from Acapulco to Manila reached 12 
million pesos, a sum larger than all that involved in transatlantic ship
ments. In the last decades of the sixteenth century, bullion exports 
usually ran between 3 and 5 million pesos, of whieh two-thirds prob
ably came from Peru (Parry 1973: 119). Between 1570 and 1780 an 
estimated 4,000 to 5,000 tons of silver were exported to the Far East 
(Konetzke 1971: 310). 

Pirates, "Colonial Tribes, " and Maroons 

In the wake of contraband, slave raiding, and slaving, there grew up-in 
the borderlands of the Caribbean-a number of populations that 
inhabited the margins of constituted society and lived off the flotsam 
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and jetsam of its resources. The mountainous and dissected Caribbean 
environment, its many islands and inlets, and the density of cover 
provided by its tropical vegetation furnished hide-outs for smugglers 
and runaway slaves, and commercial or military opportunities for the 
allies of both. 

One element in this unstable world were the buccaneers. The major
ity were French; some were English. They began as hunters of feral 
cattle left behind by the Spaniards on Santo Domingo, taking their name 
from the boucan, the wooden grill used to dry meat by smoking; they 
sold meat and hides to the crews of passing ships. Ejected by the 
Spaniards, they began to combine their hunting with piracy. When the 
Spaniards attempted to stop their activities, they expanded their free
booting, allying themselves alternately with the English governor of 
Jamaica and the French governor of Saint Domingue, first against the 
Spaniards, later against the Dutch. Half pirates, half mercenaries, they 
launched attacks on major Spanish towns and ports, while trading with 
people along the coast and in the hinterland. In the last quarter of the 
seventeenth century, their activities became so threatening to the 
growth of commerce in the area that the major European powers in the 
Caribbean took serious steps to oust them from the region. Some of 
them thereupon took up slaving and log wood cutting along the coast of 
British Honduras. Others moved their base of operation to Sierra Leone 
in West Africa, and from there to Madagascar. In Madagascar they set up 
the Pirate Republic of Libertalia, a veritable "market of the Jolly Roger" 
(Toussaint 1966: p.146). Dispersed by a powerful French fleet. they 
then sought refuge with the slave-trading state of the Betsimisaraka on 
the eastern coast of Madagascar, continuing their piracy in alliance with 
the native popUlation until the beginning of the nineteenth century. 

A second element in the circum-Caribbean mix were the groups that 
Mary Helms has dubbed "colonial tribes." The best known of these are 
the Miskito of the Mosquito shore in Honduras and Nicaragua, and the 
Cuna of Panama and Colombia. The Miskito were a kin-ordered native 
American population that absorbed large numbers of runaway African 
slaves and buccaneers. Equipped by the buccaneers with guns and 
ammunition, the Miskito began to raid and trade with their neighbors 
inland. They obtained cacao, gold, tobacco, indigo, and-later-cattle 
from the inland producers and then traded these goods, along with their 
own canoes, paddles, tortoise shells, skins, gum, and hammocks, to the 
incoming English for manufactured goods. The Miskito also raided for 
slaves, and they were nsed by the English to hunt down the rebellious 
maroons in Jamaica (Campbell 1977: 395, 411-412). 

The Cuna were a Chibchan-speaking population that bad sustained, 
before the advent of the Europeans, a much more complex technology 
and organization than the Miskito. The Cuna were organized into 
class-divided tributary polities with ruling dynasties, and they were 
known for their elaborate metallurgy and for their specialization in 
long-distance trade. In the wake of the conquest, they lost their complex 
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socia) 'and political organization, gave up metalwork, and turned in~ 
creasingly to food collecting for subsistence, thus becoming one of 
Steward and Faron's classic cases of "historic deculturation." Like the 
Miskito, they proved hospitable to runaway slaves and allied them
selves with the buccaneers, from whom they received guns and ammu
nition. Using their newly acquired weaponry, they began in the seven
teenth century a fierce expansion across the Atrato River into Colombia, 
burning Monter!a on the Sinu River in 1779 and forcing the Spaniards 
to secure passage on the Sinu with flotillas of dugouts (Fals Borda 1976: 
IS). They wcre not brought under Colombian control until the nine
teenth century. 

The prominence of runaway slaves among the Miskito and Cuna calls 
attention to a third population element in the circum-Caribbean vortex, 
the runaway slaves, or lnaroons. The term maroon comes from the 
Spanish cimarron, initially applied to escaped feral Spanish livestock, 
then to runaway Indian slaves, and finally-in the 1530s-to African 
runaways. Frequently the runaways joined together for mutual sup
port, defense, and raiding. They formed bands and, where environ
mental conditions aided them, more enduring communities. Marronage, 
as the French called this phenomenon of escape, proved to be a constant 
and significant feature of plantation life, a kind of slow and ongoing 
hemorrhage of the plantation system. Hebel communities of runaway 
slaves sprang up everywhere. One of the first was the rebel community 
formed at the Bursia mines near Barquisimeto (Colombia). Other early 
ones appeared in Cuba in the 1530s. Eventually there were many such 
groups in out-of-the-way recesses of the Caribbean and Isthmian lit
torals, along the Pacific coast of Colombia and Ecuador. and in the 
mountain fastnesses of some Caribbean islands. Such groups frequently 
engaged in smuggling and piracy to snpplement their subsistence agri
culture, and they often lent their support to armed raiders probing the 
defenses of the Spanish Main. 

Thus, the "inland sea" of the Caribbean constituted the soft under
belly of the Spanish dominions in the New World. Here passed the 
strategic lines of transport connecting the dominions with the metrop
olis in Spain, but it was an area of military vulnerability, the point of 
entry for the enemies of Spain. It was also a region of political and 
economic weakness, where contrabandists, cash-cropping plantation 
owners, and free-lancing entrepreneurs of violence penetrated the 
monopolistic structure of the Spanish empire and drained its strength to 
the benefit of the external international economy. 

The beginning of the sixteenth century saw the expansion of the two 
Iberian kingdoms into the Americas, the Spanish conquering Nuclear 
America and consolidating their hold over the mainland, while Portugal 
occupied the Atlantic littoral of Brazil. 
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In the highlands of Hispanic America, the Castilian Crown erected a 
new colonial order upon the ruins of the pre-Hispanic tributary polities. 
That order was based upon the extraction of precious metals, and a new 
European-run system of food production was called into being to fur
nish the mining enterprises with needed supplies. Lines of constrained 
trade linked the silver economy with the outside world, but the system 
supplying foodstuffs and raw materials faced inward, away from the 
sea, toward the mining locations of the hinterland. To control the native 
American populations, the new order fashioned their communities into 
institutions of indirect rule, their autonomy always determined by the 
workings of the Spauish sector. To that sector the Indians supplied 
cheap labor and commodities, and from it they purchased goods. often 
under duress. Within their own communities, the Indian populations 
were permitted to build up their own hierarchies of officeholders. These 
officials represented the communities to the outside, while ordering 
their internal affairs through the operations of civil-religious ranking, 
through economic redistribution, and through the management of reli
gious symbols that combined Christian and local cultural forms. Within 
the larger Hispanie system, the Indian sector-broken up into a multi
tude of local entities-constituted a reserve of labor and products. 

In the plantation belt of the lowland littorals and islands, European 
planters and their descendants broke the resistance of the pre-existing 
kin-ordered and tributary societies and replaced them with platoons of 
African slaves working under a system of forced regimented agriculture. 
The system operated to produce a cash crop for export, but it also 
cordoned off the plantation frontiers against native American intruders 
from the interior and against escape to the frontier by laborers on the 
littoral. The production of export crops tied the zone firmly to European 
markets, while the constant need for new slaves integrated Plantation 
America directly with the expanding tricontinental commeree in slaves. 
Thus, African slaves and their descendants became the dominant popu
lation along the Atlantic coast of Brazil, on the Caribbean isles and 
littoral, and along the coast of Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru. Here they 
wrought, on the plantations and in the redoubts of runaway slaves, 
their own modes of adaptation and rebellion, in a history that is just 
beginning to be explored. 



6 The Fur Trade 

Until the end of the sixteenth century. Iberian fleets dominated the 
Atlantic, curtailing the expansion of other Europeans into North Ameri
ca. As Iberian power waned, however, northern European settlement 
along the coast proceeded rapidly , and along with it came the unfolding 
of the North American fur trade. In the European search for wealth, furs 
were not items of highest priority : gold, silver, sugar, spices. and slaves 
were all more desirable and profitable. Nevertheless. the quest for furs 
was to have a profound impact upon the native peoples of North 
America and their modes of life . constituting one of the most dramatic 
episodes in the history of European mercantile expansion. 

History of the Fur Trade 
The fur trade a lready had a long and remunerative history in Europe 
and Asia at the time that the first European fur traders began their 
activities on the North American continent. Scandinavia had provided 
ancient Rome with furs, along with amber, sea ivory, and slaves, receiv
ing gold, silver. and treasures in return (Jones 1968: 23). In the late 
ninth century A.D. seignoria1 traders, such as Ottar from the Norwegian 
fjords near modern TromsQ, took marten, reindeer. bear, and otter furs 
in tribute from Lapp hunters and sold them in Norway, Denmark. and 
England (Jones 1968 : 161-162 ). In the early tenth century. the Viking 
Rus delivered sable. squirrel. ermine, black and white fox. marten. 
beaver, and slaves to Bulgar on the bend of the Volga; in A.D. 922 the 
Arab Ibn Fadlan described graphically the voyage of the Rus merchants 
down the Volga with sables and slave girls for the markets ofthe Islamic 
Levant. After the Vikings, the North German League of the Hanse 
tapped the fur trade in the northland. From a trading post at Bergen they 
mercilessly exploi ted the Norwegia ns. forcing them to deliver and clean 
large quantities of fur and fi sh in return for payments advanced. thus 
operating a kind of " international debt peonage" (Wa llerstein 1974 : 
121) . 

In what is today Russia. the operations of the Viking Rus prompted 
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the development of the politi es of Kiev and Novgorod in the ninth and 
tenth centuries. For these states, as for all their successors, fur became 
" the most valuable single item of trade from the very earliest beginnings 
to the eighteenth century and beyond" (Kerner 1942 : 8). Indeed. the 
entire cou rse of Russian expansion has been portrayed as one extended 
quest for "domination of successive river basins by the control of 
portage between them, the speed o f expansion being determined by the 
exhaustion of fur-bearing animals in each successive basin" (Kerner 
1942 : 30). The Russians, like Ottar before them, collected furs through 
tribute (iasak) imposed on native populations as a body, and through a 
tithe on all furs obtained by individuals. Indeed, furs so obtained later 
constituted a major item in the income of the Russian state. rising from 
3.8 percent of all state revenues in 1589 to 10 percent in 1644. Only 
when Peter the Great launched Russia on its road to industrialization did 
the fur tribute decline in importance. Even so, it remained the main 
contribution o f Siberia to the Russian economy until the nineteenth 
century. 

The fur trade was thus not a North America n but an international 
phenomenon. The connecting link between the Old and the New World 
was the Dutch West Indies Company. Until the British conquest of 
Canada, Amsterdam received a large percentage of furs obtained in 
North America. and it re-exported beaver fur to Russia for further 
processing as part of its Baltic export trade. The international network of 
re-expo rts often prevented gluts on European markets, especially 
during the wars of the seventeenth century, and kept prices steady 
throughout the international system (see Rich 1955 ). In the nineteenth 
century, beaver grew less important, and it was replaced by sea otter 
and seal exported mainly from North America to China. Ru ssia, too. lost 
its dominant role in the European fur market by the end of the seven
teenth century, and sought outlets for its furs in China and elsewhere in 
Asia (Mancall 1971: 12) . 

The main target of the North American trade was the beaver, espe
cially after the decline of the animal in Europe by the end of the 
sixteenth century. It was sought not for the pelt but fo r fur-wool , the 
layer of soft, curly hair growing next to the skin. which had to be 
separated from the pelt and from the layer of longer and stiffer guard
hairs. This fur-wool was then felted for cloth or hats. The use of beaver 
fur-wool for ha ts became especially important. In England, for example, 
Spanish and Dutch immigrants popularized the habit of wearing hats in 
p lace o f woolen caps ea rly in the sixteenth century. Thereafte r. no 
amount of sumptuary legislation could stem the decline of cap making. 
Wearing caps became a hallmark of the lower classes. For those of 
higher status, shape and type of hat became a barometer of political 
allegiances. The Stuarts and their followers favored the high-crowned. 
broad-brimmed, and squarish "Spanish beaver." The Puritans intro
duced the plain conical felt o r beaver hat. The Restorarion fancied the 
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Small copper beaver effigy from Hudson's Bay, used as a token in the early fur trade. Its 
value was one beaver fur. (Photograph courtesy Museum of the American Indian, Heye 
Foundation) 

broad-brimmed, flattish, slouch hat of the French court, decorated with 
a feather. The Glorious Revolution brought on the low-crowned, broad
brimmed "clerical shove!," which yielded to the three-cornered cocked 
hat. This style held out until the French Revolution, which produced the 
"high hat." Only in the early nineteenth century did the beaver hat go 
out of fashion, in favor of hats made of silk and other materials. 

Initially, however, it was not the search for fur but for fish that drove 
European sailors to move into the waters of the North Atlantic. Fish was 
one of the strategic commercial items in medieval Europe: dried and 
salted, it furnished essential proteins during the days of obligatory fast 
and through the bitter winters. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 
the harvests of herring in the Baltic declined, and fishermen began to 
explore the cod-filled banks off Labrador, Newfoundland, and New 
England. Portuguese fishermen were perhaps the first, and they laid 
official claim to the entire coastline, although they could not defend that 
claim against the ever-growing number of competitors from Nonnandy, 
Brittany, and the English West Country. At first, landfalls were sporadic, 
and sailors would return to their home ports with fresh fish ready for the 
market. Later, however, the fishermen began to go ashore for the 
summer, to mend their nets and to preserve their fish by drying and 
smoking. Thus, "the beaches of the Newfoundland coast became the 
regular seasonal camp-sites of a tough and independent cosmopolitan 
fishing community" (Parry 1966: 69). 

The North American fur trade began when these fishermen started to 
barter for fur with the local Algonkins. The possibility of exploiting the 
"new-found lands" for fur was not lost on the royal agents and settlers 
who explored the coasts of North America. Effective colonization of the 
coast by northern Europeans, however, had to await the demise of 
Iberian maritime hegemony in the Atlantic, which came with the death 
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of Philip II in 1603. Soon thereafter several settlements were estab
lished: Jamestown, founded by the English-based Virginia Company in 
1608; Quebec, base of the Company of New France established in the 
same year; Fort Nassau at Albany in 1614, and New Amsterdam in 
1624, both founded by the Dutch West Indies Company; New Ply
mouth in 1620; and Massachusetts Bay in 1630. 

Among these settlements Quebec and New Amsterdam would playa 
pivotal role in the growth of trade. Each of these towns was located 
athwart a major route to the inland riches of the fur country. Quebec 
controlled the course of the St. Lawrence River, which led to the chain 
of the Great Lakes and their successive portages. New Amsterdam 
controlled the Hudson River to Albany and the route westward to 
Oswego on Lake Ontario. Thus, the northern route was long controlled 
by French interests, while the southern access was held first by the 
Dutch and-after 1644-by the English. From the beginning, there
fore, the fur trade w as carried on in the context of competition between 
two states. This competition affected not only the European traders but 
also the native American populations that provided them with fur. 

One of the signal features of the trade was its rapid movement 
westward as one beaver population after another was hunted oue and 
the fur hunters had to push farther inland in search of untapped beaver 
grounds. This meant, inevitably, that people who had felt the first 
impact of the fur trade were left behind in its wake, while new groups 
sought to enter it. Everywhere, the advent of the trade had ramifying 
consequences for the lives of the participants. It deranged accustomed 
social relations and cultural habits and prompted the formation of new 
responses-both internally, in the daily life of various human popula
tions, and externally, in relations among them. As the traders de 
manded furs from one group after another, paying for them with 
European artifacts, each group re-patterned its ways around the Euro
pean manufactures. At the same time, the demands of the Europeans 
for fur increased competition among the native American groups
competition for new hunting grounds to meet the rising European 
demand, and competition also for access to the European goods, which 
soon became as much essential components of native technology as 
markers of differential status. The fur trade thus changed the character 
of warfare among Amerind populations and increased its intensity and 
scope. It led to the decimation of whole populations and the displace
ment of others from their previous habitats. Nor were furs the only item 
furnished by the Indians. The growing trade also required supplies, and 
as the commerce in furs expanded westward it altered and intensified 
the patterns through which food was produced for hunters and traders 
alike. 

A consideration of the fur trade as a whole, therefore, entails several 
dimensions. Frenchmen and Englishmen interacted with one another 
and with various groups ofIndians. Successive Amerind populations, in 
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turn. found themselves under pressure 10 make Jlew adjustments to the 
Europeans. and to one another. The target of all these conflicts and 
accommodations was the profit to be made from trapping a small 
fur-bearing animal weighing about I V, pounds. 

Northeastern Populations 
Abenaki 

Among the first native American populations with whom the Euro
peans entered into sustained trading for furs were the Algonkin-speak
ing Eastern Abenaki of the Maine coast. Their case demonstrates two 
recurrent effects of such contact. One was the precipitous decrease of 
the native population. The other was a shift in the mix of economic 
activities carried on by the indigenous groups. and the resultant changes 
in their social relations. In the first years ofthe seventeenth century, the 
Eastern Abenaki occupied more than twenty villages, each under a 
chief, with a total population of 10,000 people. By 1611 only 3,000 
survived, the others succumbing to European-borne diseases to which 
the native Americans were not immune. The survivors became more 
involved in taking beaver for exchanges with the Europeans. They 
continued to grow some maize, but with the short growing season and 
frequent crop failures they were eager to trade furs for food, as they did 
with the Plymouth Colony after 1625. They abandoned the coast, 
where they had previously fished and hunted waterfowl. and carved 
out small family hunting territories inland, making hunting by small 
family groups a mainstay of their new adjustment (Snow 1976) . 

In this development of the family hunting territory, the Abenaki are 
by no means alone. It is quite possible that before the advent of the 
Europeans native hunters favored particular hunting grounds where 
they hunted in the winter. Yet the hunting territory, held and defended 
exclusively by small family groups against other possible users. was a 
consequence of the new individualized exchange relationship between 
trapper and trader (see Leacock 1954) . The Catholic missionaries who 
followed in the wake of the first explorers also benefited from this 
splitting up of larger groups, since it made conversion easier as each 
family took "its own territory for hunting without following in the track 
of its neighbors" (Jesuit Relations 1632. quoted in Bailey 1969: 89). 

Huron 

Traveling up the St. Lawrence. the French explorers and traders soon 
established relations with the Iroquoian-speaking Huron. The Huron 
(French from hure. meaning boar. ruffian. savage). who called them
selves Wendat. formed a confederation of 20.000 to 30.000 people of 
multiple origins. established perhaps as early as the fifteenth century. 
Originally strongly committed to horticulture. they had settled on the 
shores of Georgian Bay in Lake Huron and opened trade with the 
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hunters-and-gatherers to the north of them; they exchanged maize, 
tobacco, and Indian hemp for furs, skin clothing, fish, copper, and 
hunting and traveling gear. The Huron were thus in a strategic position 
to carry the expanding fur trade to the inhabitants of the north woods. 

As their commitment to the trade grew, they also lessened their 
involvement in horticulture, drawing ever larger supplies of maize from 
their allies, the Petuns (Tiontati) , to the west of them and the Neutrals 
(Attiwandaron, meaning "those who speak a slightly different lan
guage") on the land bridge between lakes Ontario and Erie. From the 
inhabitants of the north woods they took over the efficient birchbark 
canoe, which became the preferred means for transporting large quanti
ties of furs downriver to annual fairs at Montreal. For a time the Huron 
language became the lingua franca of the Upper Great Lakes and the 
Canadian Shield. Until their destruction by the Iroquois in 1648, they 
were the main agents and beneficiaries of the French trade with the 
interior, and the mainstay of French military operations in the area. 

There were several reasons for Huron success in this role. They 
occupied a strategic location for exchanges between the biotic zone to 
the south, which favored crops like maize, beans, squash, and tobacco, 
and the zone to the north, occupied by hunters and fishermen. These 
exchanges predate contact with the Europeans by several centuries, 
perhaps dating back to the stimulus provided by horticulture around 
A.D. 1200 (McPherron 1967). When the fur trade entered the area, 
there already existed mechanisms that permitted and facilitated ex
changes of goods, to which beaver and other furs could now be added. 
Father Jean de Brebeuf, writing in 1636, suggests that certain circuits or 
lines of exchange were held by particular family lines and had to be 
activated by a "master," whose role was heritable. 

Transactions of all kinds were accompanied by exchanges of gifts as 
tokens of friendship, and gift giving was a part of curing ceremonies and 
diplomatic feasts (see Wright 1967). Most notably, large-scale gift ex
changes accompanied the Feast of the Dead, which was held every 
decade or so to bury the remains of those who had died since the last 
feast. On such occasions the successors to the dead chiefs were installed, 
and the names of the dead transferred to them. The rituals thus served to 
ensure continuity in the leadership of local descent groups, while at the 
same time providing occasions for gift exchanges between the chiefs of 
such groups. They underlined the separate identity and distinctiveness 
of such groups, while simultaneously establishing links of alliance be
tween them. These occasions could bring together members of different 
linguistic and political groups, as in the feast witnessed by the French 
missionary Lalemant in 1641 at Georgia Bay, when the local Nipissing 
invited 2,000 people from as far west as the Sault and as far east as 
Huronia. The quantity of valuables offered in furs, robes, beads, and 
hardware was considerable. On that occasion, Lalemant says, "the 
presents that the Nipissirians gave to the other Nations alone would 
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have cost in France forty or even fifty thousand francs" (quoted in 
Hickerson 1960: 91). Such gift exchanges, incarnating ties of alliance 
and recognition of chiefly status, became a widespread concomitant of 
th.e fur trade as it spread inland from the Huron. Adopted first by the 
Algonkin speakers of the Great Lakes, it spread from them to the Cree 
west of Lake Superior, and from the Cree into the Great Plains at the end 
of the seventeenth century (Nekich 1974). 

Iroquois ~'" tie 
The Dutch at New Amsterdam, an4 the English who took over from 
them in 1644, encountered in th~pper drainage of the Hudson River 
another lroquoian-speaking popu tion of horticulturalists, who came 
to be known to Europeans as" oquois" -the French version of an 
Algonkin word meaning "real adiler." The Iroquois were organized into 
a confedeh~CJtlr)J.ich they called Ganonsyoni ("The Lodge Extended 
LengthWIse '). Tfie five "nations"-or named clusters of matriline· 
ages-comprising the confederacy were: the Mohawk (froIl) an Algon
kin word for "cannibal"), who called themselves Ganiengehaga, or 
"Flint People"; the Oneida; the On,I'!l...~ai, rPe Cayuga; and the Seneca 
(after Sinneken, a mistaken Dutch )lrnB.e~'iig of a Mahican version of the 
Iroquoian name for the Oneida). Early in the eighteenth century, the 
Oneida permitted entry into the confederacy by the Tuscarora. To 
outsiders the confederacy became known as the "Six Nations," al
th~ugh the Tuscarora never had the right to sit in confederate councils. 
The available evidence indicates that the Iroquois have long resided in 
this region. In historic times, each of the five nations controlled its own 
settlement cluster, fields, forests, and hunting territories. Though linked 
in one political organization, there were cultural and linguistic differ· 
ences among them. The languages of the various clusters were mutually 
unintelligiblt: •. ..e..nd the business of the confederacy was carried on by 
multilingual chieR:-- VlBS VO-;ZVl 111 lte It-, ( 

The Iroquois confederacy had probably come into being in the course 
of the fifteenth century, as a means for reducing conflict and warfare 
among the clusters. Soon, however, the growing fur trade gave the 
vanous clusters an overriding convergent interest. While the beaver 
was uncommon in Iroquois country and quickly grew even scarcer in 
response to increased hunting, the Iroquois soon realized that their 
separate and collective future depended on the beaver. To increase their 
own access to furs, however, they had first to reduce or eliminate the 
competition oftheir neighbors. ~~o:.~d b~the_l!_utcQ&QQlater on by the 
Englr~h~ unleashed a senes ofOestructive wars against their 
French-backed rivalsJ.!fer an e ideiiticOrSinallRox weaKened the 
Hur9!lU.lJ...!.21Q,~<:'J(o.qUOls attaCkeQ~i1nQ .destro- -;:ct Huro nia as a 
separate entity in 16.1bJp 1656 they destroyed the Neutral NatiOnand 
the Erie-:-rrC r675the Mohawk fell upon the Algonkin confederacy, 
whIch had formed to oppose the English colonists in New England. In 
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the same year the Seneca, in league with the English settlers of Mary
land and Virginia , ended the threat of the Susquehannock, who con
trolled the central valley of Pennsylvania. In 1680 the Five Nations 
opened war on the Illinois to prevent French contact with them. 

Despite the scale oflroquois military operations, the actual number of 
warriors fielded in the course of these actions was not very great. In 
1660 a Jesuit father estimated that the Mohawks could mobilize 500 
warriors, the Oneida fewer than 100, the Onondaga 300, the Cayuga 
300, and the Seneca less than LOOO (quoted in Trelease 1960: 16). What 
lent the Iroquois their military capability was increased access to fire
arms, traded to them mainly by the Dutch and the English. By 1660 
each warrior probably had his own muske and superior firepower 
together with reliance on individual f5fo~ess ffi guerilla-like warfare: 
granted them superiority over their neighbors (Otterbein 1964). 

Entry into the fur trade and intensified warfare brought on other 
changes in Iroquois ecology and social organization. The economic basis 
of Iroquois life before the growth of the fur trade was hotticulture and 
the hunt. Hotticulture was largely in the hands of women, although the 
men helped in clearing land during the slash-and-burn cycle. The social 
composition of the clearing group remains unknown, but other tasks of 
cultivation were carried out by the women of the village as a whole, 
under the guidance of the head matron of the dominant lineage and 
with the matrons of other family lines acting as lieutenants. Rights to 
use land, as well as the tools used in cultivation and food processing, 
passed through the female line. Distribution of produce was similarly in 
the hands of women. The weight of these economic roles granted 
women considerable authority, since they could use their ability to 
provide food and moccasins to exercise a veto over the activities of war 
parties of which they did not approve (Randle 1951 : 172). It also placed 
in their hands the dispensation of hospitality in feasting, an important 
activity in cementing alliances within and among the clusters (Brown 
1975: 247 - 248; Rothenberg 1976: 112). Furthermore, women owned 
the multifamily dwellings and exercised the right to nominate council
ors to sit in the Council of the Lodge Extended Lengthwise. 

Hunting and warfare, in contrast, were the work of men, and these 
activities grew increasingly important as the Iroquois became more 
involved in the fur trade, and more dependent upon it. EuropeillLtrade 

.,goods, presumably exchanged for fur, appear in Iroquois sites as early as 

.1210, and a century later the IroquOIS had orne to rely almost com
pletely upon trade and diplomatic gifts in order to obtain arms, metal 
tools, kettles, clothing, jewelry, and liquor. The beaver was largely 
extinct in Iroquois country by 1640, and the Iroquois thus had to range 
farther and farther into the lands of neighbors and enemies to obtain the 
resources that paid for the European commodities. or to carry on war
fare in order to recompense diplomatic gifts made to them. The separa
tion of male and female roles increased with the growth of the fur trade 

The Fur Trade 167 

and the intensification of foreign involvements; the men were often 
away for years in pursuit of fur and enemies, while the women were 
tied more closely to the sites of their fields and gardens. It is possible that 
the Iroquois became increasingly matrilocal after the early seventeenth 
century (Richards 1957), in response to this growing bifurcation of 
activities. 

It also seems likely, as Richards argues, that women gradually 
assumed the right to adopt captives into the local matrilineages, a 
function that grew vital as the Iroquois sought replacements for men 
killed in warfare. In 1657 the Seneca were said "to contain more 
foreigners than natives of the country." In 1659 the Jesuit Lalemant 
said: "If one should compute the number of pure-blooded Iroquois, he 
would have difficulty in finding more than 1,200 of them in all the Five 
Nations, since they are, for the most part, only an aggregation of differ
ent tribes whom they have conquered." Two-thirds of the Oneida were 
Algonkin and Huron in 1669. The Jesuits even complained that it 
became difficult to preach to the Iroquois in their own language. (See 
Quain 1937: 246-247.) 

This evidence has some striking implications. It points to the possibil
ity that in the course of fur trading and enhanced warfare the forms of 
kinship affiliation remained the same, but their meaning and function 
underwent a major change. When the Europeans first arrived, the 
Lodge Extended Lengthwise was primarily a league of local groups 
adjudicating local interests in cultivated land and other resources, as 
well as impeding the escalation of local quarrels into feuds and warfare. 
Yet increasingly the Iroquois confederacy found itself acting as an 
association of fur traders and warriors. sometimes of quite different 
origins, in relation to the translocal imperatives of the fur trade and of 
the political struggles between rival European state systems. William 
Fenton has spoken of the League as a "kinship state," thus linking two 
concepts that are often treated as incompatible. The Iroquois confeder
acy is perhaps better characterized as an association that tried to use the 
orms otkinship in the urs tl ol assoClatjOnal unctlons. It mig t even 

oeseelni a na ivrAfiierican parallel to the structure of the ~ 
~radmg companies, which also com ined economIc and politleal func
tions. In thiS cfi'aTacteristic the Iroquois invite comparison with the Ara 
in the area of the lower Niger in West Africa, who also utilized kinship 
mechanisms and ritual to organize and dominate the local slave trade 
(see chapter 7). Like the Aro, the Iroquois were not a state but an 
association predicated on kinshl affiliations that evet6jJe01rrresponse 
\Q transloeal pol! lCa and econQ!OIc.-pr~ 

The continuing kinship basis of the confederacy was the source at 
once of its strength and of its weakness. We have seen that the Iroquois 
Women held the right to nominate male members of their matrilineages 
to pOSitions on the Council at Onondaga. These positions were associ
ated with fifty titles or names, which were owned or controlled by 
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matrilines. It is important to note that the councilors always gave strong 
voice to local interests and sentiments, and that when they spoke in 
Council they spoke not in their own names but in the interest of their 
local kin-based constituencies. The confederacy was thus never a 
monolithic political instrument. It functioned mainly to reduce infight
ing and feuds among the constituent village clusters and gained some 
jurisdiction over negotiations with foreign ambassadors and agents. It 
could declare war on behalf of the confederacy as a whole, but decisions 
had to be unanimous. A case over which there was disagreement had to 
be set aside and resolved by the actions of one or another cluster. Many 
of the activities of the confederacy were ceremonial, such as the condo
lence councils during which dead councilors were mourned and new 
councilors installed. Through such ritual the titles and the unity of the 
Council were perpe tuated on the ideological plane, even when diver
gent interests came to divide the constituents over economic, social, 
po litical, and religious issues. 

Divisiveness within the Council increased as warfare grew more 
intense. As Quain noted, 

when warfare, under the stimulus of European contact, became a part of 
the daily rourine, war leaders turned military popularity to their own 
political advantage and assumed the principal governmental role. The 
balance of power between sachems and war chiefs. which seems formerly 
to have been strongly weighted in favor of the sachems. was shifted so that 
the cooperative motives of sachem government were no longer signifi
cant. [1937: 267J 

Ultimately, no mechanism existed to cancel out actual or potential 
dissidence. Thus, relations between the Mohawk in the east and the 
Seneca in the west were often strained, eve n to the point that warfare 
between the two threatened in 1657. The Seneca and the Onondaga 
often cheered on French attacks on the Mohawk, and the Mohawk in 
turn refrained from aiding the Seneca and Cayuga in their wars with the 
Susquehanna. One or another group of villages would on occasion sign 
agreements with French or English representatives separately from the 
others in the cluster. Only rarely was there any united action by the 
confederacy, and for this reason it could not playa unified game of 
balancing off the French against the English . As Allen Trelease has said 
(1960: 342) , the difficulty was that the councilors " lacked either the 
decision or the power to follow it consistently." The same inability to 
formulate and to follow a common policy also bedeviled the Iroquois 
during the American Revolution. The Mohawk and the Onondaga split 
internally, some throwing their support to the American rebels, others 
to the pro-British loyalists. The Cayuga and the Seneca supported the 
British , while the Oneida and the Tuscarora aided the Americans, in 
spite of official declarations of neutrality. 
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One must not. therefore, overemphasize the political unity of the 
Iroquois confederacy, or assign to it any concerted strategy for monopo
lizing the fur trade. Access to beaver was, of course, of primary impor
tance to the Iroquois, but they gained this access either by occupying the 
hunting grounds of their neighbors or by capturing peltry collected and 
transported by others. Although they ousted the Huron from their 
middleman position in the trade, they were unable to prevent the 
passage ofthat role to the Ottawa, the Hurons' western neighbors. Their 
military potential was considerable, but it might not have sufficed to 
stem a European invasion had not the French and the English shared a 
strong interest in allowing the Iroquois to play the role of a buffer 
between them. By arming the Iroquois, the English could impede access 
of the French to the Ottawa and to the hunting grounds of the Great 
Lakes. In turn, the French saw that it was to their interest " to weaken 
the Iroquese, but not to see 'em entirely defeated," as Baron de Lahon
tan said around 1700 (quoted in Trelease 1960: 246, n . 44). The rela tion 
between the French and the IroqUOis was richly paradoxical in that 

although the Iroquois constituted the greatest economic and military 
threat to Canada they were also the only factor keeping Albany fTOm 
opening direct relations wi th the Ottawa and thus crippling the Canadian 
fur trade. [Trelease 1960: 246J 

Indeed, had a direct route opened up between Albany and the west. 
New France could not have competed with New York. The English had 
the advantage oflower manufacturing and shipping costs, lower rates of 
taxation, higher-quality merchandise, and access to cheap rum from the 
West Indies. In 1689 it took five beaver skins to obtain a gun at Mon
treal, but only one beaver skin to get one at Albany; two beaver skins to 
get a red or white blanket at Montreal, but only one at Albany . One 
beaver skin sold in Albany got an Indian six full quarts of rum, while in 
Montreal that skin would fetch not even a quart of brandy (Trelease 
1960: 217, n. 27) . The same different ial was still at work in the eigh
teenth century, when Cadwallader Colson summed it up by saying 
" that the Traders of New-York may sell their Goods in the Indian 
Countries at half the Price the People of Canada can, and reap twice the 
Profit" (see Washburn 1964: 153) . The Iroquois presence thus protected 
French commerce with the West, despite the fact that they were usually 
enemies. 

Conversely, the Iroquois could playoff the French and the English 
against each other. Yet this diplomatic game rarely took place at the 
level of the confederacy. Rather, some clusters backed now the French , 
now the English. Only the Mohawk consistently supported the English 
cause. Others, like some of the Seneca, even fought forthe French in the 
mid-eighteenth century and took part in the French-supported rising of 
Pontiac against the English (1763-1764). 
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These differential foreign involvements, however, took their toll on 
Iroquois unity. The American War of Independence set cluster against 
cluster. Factions within each cluster also opposed kinsmen to one 
another. This left the confederacy weak and divided; it continued on a 
ceremonial basis, but with the American victory it lost its major military 
and political functions. The pro-British Iroquois moved to Canada, 
where their descendants still reside. 

The Iroquois confederacy thus revealed its essential weaknesses. It 
was able to adjudicate conflicts among clusters only as long as these did 
not grow insurmountable. It was able to playoff the interests of con
tending foreign powers and their Indian allies against one another, butit 
could not develop a concerted strategy in the face of a dominant adver
sary. The bonds that tied it together were those of kinship and of 
ceremonial. In installing the ritual of the condolence councils it made 
use of the pattern-widespread among neighboring tribes-of celebrat
ing the demise of dead chiefs and announcing their successors. For the 
Huron, the Feast of the Dead served this same purpose, tying the 
participants into relations of alliance. We shall meet this pattern again 
among the Ojibwa and allied groups. In all such cases, cohesion was 
created by ritual means. Ritual could create politically viable ties as long 
as political interests worked in a common direction. It could not, how
ever, furnish these populations involved in the contradictions of fur 
trade and politics with any mechanism for making the temporary con
sensus binding for all parties. Sophisticated as they were in council and 
warfare, the Iroquois had not succeeded in creating a state, and in 
competition with more centralized political entities they found them
selves at a disadvantage. 

Populations of the Great Lakes 
Although the Iroquois were never able to monopolize the fur trade west 
of the lower St. Lawrence, they had an enormous effect on the popula
tions of the Great Lakes region. The Hurons who were not killed or 
absorbed by the Iroquois fled westward. The Iroquois also drove the 
prairie-dwelling, corn-planting Potawatomi, Sauk, Fox, Kickapoo, 
Mascouten, and sections of the Illinois from their lands. These popula
tions were pushed from the area of lower Michigan and Ohio north of 
the Ohio River to the western side of Lake Michigan. There they entered 
the fur trade through Potawatomi and Ottawa middlemen at the French 
trading post established at Green Bay in 1634. None of these people 
were native to this area, nor did any settle there (as has been suggested) 
primarily to take advantage of the occurrence of wild rice. The magnet 
that drew them to Green Bay was the fur trade; the force pushing them 
out of their original habitat was the Iroquois (Wilson 1956). 

The middleman role of the Huron, however, was taken over mainly 
by the Ottawa, so-called after the Algonkin term adave. This term, 
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familiar to many Algonkin-speakers of diverse affiliation, served as a 
cover na~e for a congeries of Algonkin-speaking groups who aban
doned theIr own subsIstence activities for involvement in trade, moving 
westward to the fur-trapping grounds as far as Chequamegon Bay by 
1660. By 1683 two-thIrds of all peltries reaching the French passed 
through Ottawa hands (Peckham 1970: 6). 

Other groups also began to move westward after fur. As early as 1620, 
groups of Algonkin speakers bearing animal names like Bear or Crane 
began to converge upon the Sault Sainte Marie River, which links Lake 
Huron with Lake Superior over rapids. The French called these rapids 
the Sault, and the people of the rapids the Saulteurs or Salteaux. The 
region was an ideal meeting place for fur traders, since it furnished an 
abundant and easily accessible food resource, the whitefish. Soon the 
Saulteur groups were joined by refugees from the Iroquois and by 
contmgent~ of people Identified variously as Potawatomi, Cree, Algon
km, and Wmnebago. Gradually the term Salteurs yielded to the name of 
one of the local groups, Outchibous, or Ojibwa. 

These fusions and changes of identity are instances of a more general 
process set off by the intensification of the fur trade in the eastern 
subarctic. Small local groups, with localized names, 

becaI?e ~islocated, mostly westward, in their search for furs; intergroup 
confhcts mcreased, and groups became intermixed. In time they lost their 
identity and became subsumed under larger group names. The names for 
these larger groups sometimes seem to have been derived from one of the 
foz:.ner small local groups such as Sau!teuTs (Salteaux) or "Outchibons" 
(?Jlbwa). There was no large group known as Ojibwa or Saulteaux at the 
tIme of th~ F.rench. Furthermore, the establishment of trading posts in 
place of ml~slOn sta~i~ns perhaps encouraged the formation of larger 
groups of diverse ongms from the surrounding areas. [Rogers, 1969: 38] 

One such point of fusion was the village of Chequamegon on the 
~outhern shores of Lake Superior. This village was occupied by Ojibwa 
m 1679, when they entered into an agreement with the Dakota-who 
hunted and grew maize west of the lake-to allow them access to their 
huntmg territories in exchange for trade goods obtained from the 
French. Chequamegon, producing maize and other crops attained a 
r~pulation of about 750 to 1,000 by 1736, when the arran~ement with 

e Dakota was abrogated and gave way to violent war between the 
former treaty partners. 

The Midewiwin 

Such processes of fusion and alliance among groups that had previously 
e.ntertmned separate local identities had important ideological repercus
Sions. The Feast ofthe Dead was replaced as the major ritual of exchange 
and alhance by new religious forms, the best known of which is the 
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Midewiwin. This cult probably originated at Chequamegon around 
1680. The Feast of the Dead had celebrated local group identity and 
succession to local leadership, at the same time that it strengthened 
alliances and exchanges among similar local groups. The Midewiwin, in 
contrast. was directed more toward the individual and his integration 
into a hierarchical association that transcended locality and descent 
group. 

In the ceremony of the Midewiwin, individual power gained through 
direct contact with the supernatural was conveyed by a white shell, or 
megis. Each member of a Mide lodge owried a "medicine" bag of reli
gious artifacts which contained such a shell. A person was initiated by 
being "shot" with "rays" emanating from these shells. Each megis was a 
repository of supernatural power, and it replicated within each settle
ment the power of the association as a whole. At the same time, the 
founding myth ofthe association declared that it was formed before any 
of the descent group emblems or totems, and thus had priority over any 
particular local descent group. The association itself was graded, and 
members advanced from lower to higher grades and from lower to 
higher levels of sacred knowledge by paying the officers in charge. 

Wealth was thus a prerequisite for advancement in the association; 
ascribed leadership yielded to achievement in war and fur trading. 
Moreover, the society was translocal in scope. The leaders and priests of 
the association were at once the bearers of the highest kind of sacred 
knowledge and the arbiters of social and jural relations in the newly 
compounded settlements. They also dealt with outsiders-traders, 
government officials, and missionaries. In the wake of the fur trade, the 
distinctive symbols of descent groups thus yielded to the development 
of a translocal "church," providing a mechanism for the social and 
ideological control of large aggregate populations that congregated dur
ing the winter months. 

Expansion Westward 
Up to the final third of the seventeenth century, North American furs 
reached Europe primarily over the two routes of the SI. Lawrence and 
the Hudson. In 1668, however, a new trade route opened up-this time 
through the north-when The Governor and Company and Adventur
ers of England trading into Hudson's Bay built a fort at the estuary of 
Rupert' s River, which flows into James Bay. The fort came to be known 
as Rupert's House, the company as the Hudson Bay Company. Other 
posts quickly followed, attracting the Cree and the Siouan-speaking 
Assiniboin, who had previously been at war with the Cree but who now 
threw their lot in with them against their own kin, the Yanktonai. The 
great attraction offered by the Hudson Bay Company was guns, more 
than 400 of which were traded annually between 1689 and 1694 (Ray 
1974: 13). Even though many of the weapons proved useless once they 
broke down, their possession gave the Cree and the Assiniboin a decided 
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advantage over their competitors-the Dakota Sioux to the south, the 
Gros Ventre and the Blackfoot to the southwest, and the Athabascan 
speakers to the north. 

The French, now fearing encirclement from Hudson's Bay as well as 
from New York and New England, began a fierce war for possession of 
the forts along the bay and tried to set the Dakota against the English 
trading posts. In 1713, however, the Treaty of Utrecht granted the bay to 
England, and equipped with English guns the Cree and Assiniboin now 
increased their pressure on the Dakota. The French, in tum, began to 
push their trading posts and missions westward, as much to enter into 
direct contact with native American popUlations in new hunting terri
tories as to counteract the advance of the Hudson Bay Company from 
the north and the movement of traders from the Louisiana colony to the 
south. In this, however, the French merely aroused the suspicions ofthe 
Ojibwa that they were about to lose their role as middlemen for the 
Dakota. The Ojibwa, including those from Chequamegon, thus joined 
the Assiniboin and Cree in sanguinary warfare against the Dakota, 
driving them from their area of settlement in Minnesota and northern 
Wisconsin. The Cree and Assiniboin, in tum, expanded into Athabascan 
territory as far as the Churchill River, until the opening of Fort Churchill 
in 1717 allowed the Athabascans access to guns of their own. 

The conflicts between the Dakota and the Ojibwa, Cree, and Assini
boin were not merely disputes among native American populations but 
were a North American manifestation of the global conflict between 
France and England. In India the French East India Company and the 
English East India Company carried on undeclared war, until the out
break in 1756 of the Seven Years' War (known in America as the French 
and Indian War) brought outright confrontation between the two states 
and their allies. In the Treaty of Utrecht England had retained Hudson 
Bay, but in the interval between 1713 and 1756 the French had 
strengthened their position by cementing alliances with native groups, 
foundmg New Orleans to open the Mississippi River to shipping by sea, 
and building Fort Duquesne at Pittsburgh to consolidate their hold over 
OhIO. An attempt by the English in 1755 to take the fort failed miser
abll;' .. During the ensuing seven years of war, however. the English 
deCtSlvely defeated the French on three continents. In India, Clive 
routed the French and their allies at Plassey in 1757. In 1758 the English 
took Fort Duquesne, calling it Fort Pitt after the British prime minister. 
In 1759 the British navy crippled the French navy off the coast of 
France. In 1760 the English took the city of Quebec. In the Treaty of 
1763 France yielded Canada to Britain and the Upper Missouri region to 
Spam. 

Changes in the Fur Trade 

~n the course of the second half of the eighteenth century, the fur trade 
pread mto the dramage of the Saskatchewan. This brought on a series 

of hnked changes. There was a change in the logistics of the trade itself. 
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There were, in consequence, changes in !he internal structure of the 
native American groups involved in the trade, and changes in the 
relationships between traders and trappers. Before this time, the routes 
of the fur trade had followed the natural lines of penetration from the 
eastern coast up the rivers, along chains of lakes, and over inland seas. 
The major inland trading posts and forts had been set up at the head of 
these maritime or riverine routes. Now there were efforts to drive routes 
overland beyond the divide between the Atlantic and Pacific drainages. 
These attempts also left behind the supply bases of the lower st. Law
rence and the fishing grounds and maize-producing littorals of !he Great 
Lakes, to enter country that required new sources of transport. 

Along with these new ecological exigencies came organizational 
changes in the trade. Until the middle of the eighteenth century, the 
trading companies had been content to rely for the delivery of furs on 
the cooperation of native American middlemen. This cooperation, 
however, only partly met the needs of the companies, for as long as the 
middlemen groups were autonomous the companies could exercise 
only marginal control over their social and political relations, including 
their alliances and conflicts. The companies thus sought to remove the 
middlemen by going directly to the primary "producer," the hunters 
and collectors of the furs themselves. Increasingly, therefore, the traders 
penetrated directly into the hinterland to tap the supply of furs at its 
source. 

Pontiac's Revolt 
These changes in the trade, coinciding with the French-English war, 
issued in a major native American uprising, Pontiac's revolt in 1763. 
Pontiac was an Ottawa, a member of the leading middleman group on 
the Great Lakes. By the mid-eighteenth century, the Ottawa had come 
to depend heavily on the European traders for the continuation of their 
role as intermediaries and for !heir supply of European manufactures. 
At the same time, the direct penetration of the hinterland by European 
fur traders was threatening their privileged position. It was becoming 
clear that the Europeans were there to stay-no longer as guests of the 
native Americans but as permanent lodgers ready to take over the entire 
abode. This "double-bind," dependence on the very agents who were 
also undermining their chances of survival. produced among the native 
American populations of the eastern woodlands strong currents of 
ideological resistance. Prophets preached moral reform, coupled with 
appeals to drive out the encroaching colonizers. The Pontiac uprising 
was at once a mystical response to the message of !he Master of Life and 
a military response to the decision of the English that the Ottawa would 
from then on " have to support their families by an ' industrious way of 
life ' without other assistance" (Jacobs 1972: 81; see also Peckham 1970; 
Wallace 1970: 120- 121). The revolt was joined by Shawnees, Ojibwa, 
Huron .. Miami. Potawatomi, and Seneca. After ·i.nitial successes, the 
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movement failed when the rebels were unable to take !he major British 
forts at Detroit, Niagara, and Pittsburgh. Insufficiently provided with 
arms and ammunition, and deserted by the French, who made a sepa
rate peace with England that year, the rebellion fell prey to internal 
dissension and defections. 

Northwestern Athabascans 

While middleman groups were being excluded from their strategic role 
in !he fur trade, new populations living west of Hudson Bay were drawn 
directly into the trade. The fur traders contacted the Athabascan-speak
ing Chipeweyans between Fort Churchill and the Great Slave and 
Athabasca lakes. Chipeweyan bands, now armed with guns, began to 
drive Beaver and Slave populations from the region of Lake Athabasca 
and rhe Slave River, and to exact furs from the northern Yellowknife 
and Dogrib. There was also friction between !he Chipeweyans and the 
woodland Cree to !heir south and east; !he Cree, previously middlemen, 
were now losing that position. Some Cree and Assiniboin bands gradu
ally moved into the border zone between the subarctic forest and !he 
prairie, where they began to hunt the bison. They acquired horses after 
1730 and became fully specialized horse pastoralists thereafter. 

The fur traders now attempted to carry the trade to !he trappers, 
rather than letting the trappers carry the trade to them. The demands of 
hunting caribou and fishing were at odds with the tasks of trapping 
beaver. The fur traders, therefore, tried increasingly to convert "caribou 
eaters" into "carriers" (the distinction drawn by the Chipeweyans) by 
advancmg food, guns and ammunition, traps, clo!h, blankets, liquor, 
and tobacco both to "chiefs" and to individual Indians. In !he course of 
the eighteenth century, advances of food staples such as flour, lard, and 
tea led to a decline in the autonomous hunting activities ofthe trapping 
populatIons. As people came to rely less on the large-scale caribou drive 
and o.n group fishing, the "great man whom we all follow," who 
orgamzed the large caribou-hunting bands, lost his function. The fur 
traders now hired hunters to provide !heir forts with meat, or dealt with 
" tradIllg chiefs," who gained a measure of influence over their follow
ers by drawing on advances of hunting equipment and staples from the 
tradmg posts. Some kin-based groups began to hunt and trade on their 
own, especially when competition among traders for furs multiplied 
both the number of chiefs eager to enter into alliance with them and 
the conflicts between such chiefs. Thus the relationship of trade; and 
trapper became individualized, favoring the formation of small bands 
based on interlinked conjugal pairs, over the larger hunting aggregale~ 
of earher tImes. 

New Companies 

In 1797 the Hudson Bay Company faced a new competitor in the 
Northwest Company, which was sponsored by displaced fur merchants 
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from Albany who had remained loyal to the British Crown during the 
American War of Independence. It built upon the expertise acquired by 
the French fur traders, and employed mostly French-Canadian voy· 
ageurs and Scottish veterans who had fought in the British conquest of 
Canada or against the Americans. The new company promoted explora· 
tion and trade with great vigor all across the lakes and portages to the 
Rocky Mountains and beyond. Its men were often the first Europeans in 
the new territories of the interior Nonhwest. 

The westward expansion of the two Canadian-based companies 
spurred competition from the Americans, who wanted to assure control 
of the continent for the newly fonned republic. In 1803 the United 
States acquired the Louisiana Territory, and in 1804-1806 Lewis and 
Clark explored the West on behalf of the U.S. Congress. In 1808 John 
Jacob Astor incorporated the American Fur Company with President 
Jefferson's tacit approval, and in 1811 the company established Fort 
Astoria at the mouth of the Columbia River. Although Astoria was 
surrendered to the British two years later, the American Fur Company 
was able to displace the older French companies operating out of st. 
Louis and to compete successfully with the Canadian companies until it 
went bankrupt in 1842. 

Horse Pastoralists on the Plains 
Throughout the areas west of the Great Lakes, the fur traders relied 
increasingly for their food supplies on meat furnished them by the 
horse-riding buffalo hunters of the Plains. The development of horse 
pastoralism in this area was a recent historical development, following 
upon the introduction of the horse by the Spaniards during the con
quest of Mexico in 1519. The first native Americans to mount horses 
were the food-collecting "Chichimecas" on the northern frontiers of 
New Spain, who captured or stole them from the Spanish outposts. 
Successive populations then obtained horses, using them to raid weaker 
neighbors for prisoners to sell to the French and Spaniards as slaves. 

The Apache acquired horses from the Chichimecas around 1630; the 
Ute and Comanche got them from the Apache around 1700. The eastern 
Shoshoni of eastern Wyoming and Montana-including the Snake
became mounted in the first third of the eighteenth century, and the 
Snake soon became the main traffickers in horses and the leading slave 
catchers in the northern plains. The Shoshoni, in turn, supplied horses 
to the Blackfoot. Another route in the diffusion of the horse led nonh
eastward. The Comanche supplied them to the Kiowa to their north 
around 1730; the Kiowa were probably the main source of horses for 
the horticultural Pawnee, Arikara, Hidatsa, and Mandan. 

The horse endowed its new owners with enhanced military capabili
ties. It also improved their capacity 10 hunt the buffalo and to transport 
gear and supplies. Greater mobility, in tum, permitted increased in-
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volvement in the widening trade networks, and trade soon brought 
access to a new military resource, the gun. 

The first native Americans to combine horse riding with the use ofthe 
gun were the Dakota. As we have seen, the Dakota had been pedestrian 
horticulturalists and hunters in the woodland and prairie west of Lake 
Superior until the 1730s, when they were faced with the advance of 
Cree, Assiniboin, and Ojibwa, who were supplied with guns by the 
Hudson Bay Company. The Dakota, in turn, obtained guns from the 
French, who wanted to hold back the allies of the English. Still on foot, 
they used these guns to ward off attacks from the north, to displace 
other people (such as the Cheyenne). and to raid the horticultural 
villages along the Missouri River for slaves to sell to the Europeans. The 
villagers, however, who had acquired horses from the Kiowa, turned 
cavalry on the Dakota, until the Dakota were able to obtain horses of 
their own from the Arikara around 1750. By 1775 the Dakota were the 
horse-riding and gun-toting lords of the northeastern plains. They 
opened direct trade relations with the European merchants at St. Louis, 
thus bypassing the Mandan who had come to engross much of the trade 
between the Plains and the towns on the Mississippi River. The Dakota 
defeated the Cheyenne, cut off the Kiowa from the Arikara, and inter
rupted contacts between the Crow and the Mandan. 

In the northwestern plains a similar role came to be occupied by the 
Blackfoot. Food collectors who had been pushed out of their fonner 
habitat to the west of Hudson Bay by advancing Cree and Assiniboin, 
the Blackfoot obtained horses around 1730 and guns in the second half 
of the eighteenth century. They were soon successful in rolling back 
their main competitors, the Snake, as well as the Kutenai and Flat
head-none of whom had access to guns. 

The advent of the horse not only altered military patterns and in
creased mobility; it also pennitted far more effective access to the 
buffalo, which could now be hunted in large numbers in tribal sur
rounds. The lure of the new life led many populations to become 
full-tIme buffalo hunters. Marginal horticulturalists abandoned their 
fields; SOme examples are the Gros Ventre, the Dakota, the Cheyenne, 
and .the Arapaho. In other instances, splinter groups broke off from 
hOrtlcultural populations, as did the Crow, an offshoot of the Hidatsa. 

Even the pennanent horticultural villages of the Mandan, Arikara, 
Hldatsa, and Pawnee along the Missouri and Platte rivers felt the impact 
of these new Opportunities. These large villages were based on the 
cUltIvatIOn of maize, carried on by women on lands held by matriline
a.ges. The men made war and hunted, but gardening and horticultural 
~~ual dommat~d the annual cycle, which included an annual bison 
h nt. The matnltneages were strattfied mto elite and commoner house
I olds. One Imeage furnished the village chief. another the ceremonial 
eader. The village chief kept order within the village and controlled 
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warfare; the ceremonial leader, together with other members of the 
elite, cared for the sacred bundles of the matrilineages, keeping them in 
a lodge that occupied a central place in each village. The elite drew 
surpluses from the highly productive horticulture; they also received 
gifts offered during ceremonies, fees paid for entrance into the hier
archically graded men's associations, and goods from the surrounding 
food collectors in exchange for horticultural products. Wealth so ob
tained was redistributed according to the differential statuses of the 
recipients. The general configuration appears to have been predicated 
on the kinship mode. While the prestations were based on kinship and 
ceremonial participation, it is possible that they were taking on tributary 
characteristics, as the elite began to use surplus maize to enter into 
widening exchanges with the Assiniboin (who traded firearms and 
manufactures obtained from the Hudson Bay Company) and with 
European traders. 

The new opportunities for individual enterprise offered by the bison 
hunt had the effect of calling into question elite control over warfare, 
associational activity, and the acquisition of supernatural powers. As 
young male warriors or "boys" attempted to hunt, trade, and carry on 
warfare on their own, they began to challenge the authority of their 
village leaders. Thus, when members of the Young Dog Society among 
the Pawnee stole sacred meat while policing the village, they defended 
their action by saying that they had been out west where people shared 
alike (Holder 1970: 133). Among the Arikara, "bad young men" who 
sided with the Sioux had to be expelled (Holder 1970: 129). 

Most importantly, the enhanced ability to kill buffalo furnished a 
major new article for trade with the Europeans. When the fur trade 
expanded into the Mackenzie Basin in the second half of the eighteenth 
century, fur traders could now obtain a new source of food from the 
horse pastoralists. This was pemmican-bison meat cut into slices, dried 
in the sun or over a fire, pounded with a maul, and mixed with melted 
fae marrow, and a paste made from dried chokecherries. The mixture 
was packed into hide bags weighing about 90 pounds. It has been 
estimated that a voyageur in the fur trade required an average of 1\12 
pounds of pemmican per day; thus each bag was capable of supplying a 
French voyageur for 60 days (Merriman 1926: 5, 7). In 1813 the 
Northwest Company required 58,059 pounds of pemmican, or 644 
bags, to supply its 219 canoes (Ray 1974: 130, 132). The Plains nomads 
became the chief purveyors of pemmican for the posts ofthe Woodland, 
the Barren Grounds, and the Churchill, Columbia, and Frazer rivers. 
They also began to supply them with horses, needed for transport in the 
north country beyond the canoe anchorage at Fort Edmonton. The 
buffalo yielded other commodities as well. There developed a lively 
trade with St. Louis in buffalo tongues and tallow, and-as the beaver 
declined in importance after the first quarter of the nineteenth cen
tury-buffalo robes became a major article in the fur trade. Between 

Nez ~erce Woman preparing pemmican. Photograph by William Henry Jackson, 1871. 
(NatlOnal Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian Institution) 
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1841 and 1870,20,000 buffalo robes were gathered at Fort Benton in 
the Blackfoot country alone (Lewis 1942: 29). 

Thus, the combination of horse and gun, in the context of expanding 
relations of commerce, set the stage for the emergence of the Plains 
Indian configuration in the course of a few brief years. This configura
tion was adopted in short order by pedestrian hunters-and-gatherers 
and cultivators alike. Moreover, these diverse populations came to 
resemble one another socially and culturally, despite their varied ori
gins. Some of the reasons for this convergence inhered in the new mode 
of ecological adaptation. The bison herd dispersed during the winter, 
moving in small groups to shelter in the mountains; in spring the 
animals moved back to the grassy plains, massing again in a large herd 
during their mating season in July and August. Bison hunting had to 
accommodate itself to this rhythm. People dispersed in small bands or 
family groups during the winter, then massed again for the great annual 
summer surround. Camp sites also had to be chosen to meet the needs of 
the horse herds for pasturage and for protection. 

Other reasons for the convergent development of Plains culture 
stemmed from the requisites of large bands, which had to be brought 
together and held together for hunting and raiding, while retaining 
flexibility in adapting to changing seasonal demands. The great annual 
surround required that dispersed and often distinct groups come to
gether in a common camp circle. In response to this requirement. the 
horse pastoralists borrowed organizational forms with centripetal func
tions from adjacent sedentary horticulturalists such as the Mandan and 
the Pawnee. Among such forms were male sodalities, which served as 
dancing clubs, military aSSOciations, and "buffalo police" coordinating 
the annual bison hunt. Another unifying mechanism lay in the use of 
symbols that could bind together the different bands, such as the tribal 
medicine bundle of the Pawnee, the sacred arrows of the Cheyenne, 
and the sacred pipe and wheel of the Arapaho. Of particular importance 
in this regard was the great annual Sun Dance ceremoniaL which 
originated among previously horticultural groups such as the Arapaho, 
Cheyenne, and Dakota. Particular elements of this ritual have proto
types or analogues among the Mandan, Arikara, and Pawnee, but in its 
adoption by the horse pastoralists the unifying functions of the collec
tive ritual were combined with the pattern of individual merit making. 
The event was usually held in conjunction with the annual bison hunt. 
It centered upon individual self-torture, but it invoked a promise of 
world renewal for all. This new ceremonial spread from the northeast
ern Plains to virtually all the populations that moved into the Plains. 

Whereas in the villages land, privileges, and medicine bundles had 
been owned by matrilineages or clans, on the Plains corporate kinship 
units became attenuated or disappeared altogether. Ownership of 
means of production, such as horses and weapons, as well as rights to 
medicine bundles, song, dances, and names, was individualized. Kin
ship terminology associated with descent lines gave way to a more 
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bilateral emphasis, stressing filiation through both parents of an indi
vidual; moreover. the extension of terms for brother to nonrelatives 
strengthened the egalitarian unity of the warrior set at the expense of 
the unity of descent lines. In the villages, leadership had been the 
hereditary prerogative of elite households who exacted obedience from 
the entire village population. Among the horse pastoralists, however, 
leadership came to depend primarily upon achievement in war and 
trade, and the leader now received his major support from his own band 
rather than from the tribe as a whole. Thus, while the Plains configura
tion drew centripetal elements from the horticultural villages, it also 
loosened the bonds of kinship and authority. 

The decentralization of decision making and the enhanced mobility of 
mounted groups on the Plains also had their roots in the requisites of 
expanding trade. To obtain more guns and ammunition, kettles and 
metal tools, woolens, tobacco, and liquor, the horse pastoralists had to 
obtain more pemmican and horses to sell to the fur traders. There was 
thus a rising demand for horses and a concomitant increase in horse 
raiding and rustling. This, in turn, intensified the need for horses to use 
in both offense and defense. The number of horses required in bride 
price grew, further increasing the demand for horses, since access to 
horses permitted men to acquire more wives and thereby to enlarge the 
work force for preparing pemmican. 

The greater the amount of pemmican a man could funnel into trade, 
the greater was his ability to acquire the weapons and gear to equip a 
war party, and the greater also his ability to free his male kin and 
dependents for warfare. Thus, the more successful entrepreneurs and 
chiefs-those who had links to trading posts-also became successful 
war leaders. The result was a concentration of horses and valued goods 
in the hands of the wealthy and successful, producing a differentiation 
between richer and poorer, between chiefs and their dependents. Since 
the achievement of social position required liberal distributions of 
wealth, fees for entry and advancement in associations, payments for 
medicine bundles and dance prerogatives, and expenditures of bride 
price, access to horses and guns ultimately spelled success in social and 
supernatural relations as well. Even the development of graded associa
tIOns among the Blackfoot, Arapaho, and Gros Ventre may not have 
been the result of borrowing old elements from the village tribes. This 
development was probably late, dating from around 1830. The associa
tions pr?vided "an ideal mechanism for expressing and channelizing 
the vertIcal mobility which came with the increase in wealth" (Lewis 
1942: 42). 

The Red River Metis 

The Plains Indians did not long remain the only providers of pemmican 
to the fur trade, nor did the Plains Indian ecological adaptation remain 
exclUSIve to Indians. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Scot-
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tish immigrants settled in the Red River country in Manitoba and soon 
turned to hunting to supplement a meager agriculture. They were 
joined, in turn. by so-called metis-mixed European and native Ameri
cans, many of whom were displaced as trappers and middlemen by the 
rationalization of the fur trade-as well as by Cree and Ojibwa bands. 
When the Northwest Company sought to equip its Saskatchewan and 
Athabascan brigades, they turned to these Red River hunters and trap
pers as suppliers of pemmican. Along the Red River, therefore, there 
arose a cycle of activities not unlike that of the Missouri villagers. The 
Red River people would live in stable settlements, in log cabins near 
their farms, for most of the year, drawing advances from the companies. 
In the running season they would move into tents, riding out after the 
buffalo and bringing back their kills in two-wheeled carts capable of 
bearing 900 pounds of buffalo meat. On occasion they would fight the 
Dakota. During a two-month hunt in 1840, the Red River metis ob
tained nearly a million pounds of buffalo meat. It was sold to the 
Company to settle debts and to buy household goods; but many hunters 
had to go out again for a second or third time that year to obtain enough 
meat to last their own families throughout the winter. When the Cana 
dian government granted reservations to native American groups and 
to half-natives affiliated with such groups, the metis were excluded. 
Their dissatisfaction issued in two major rebellions, in 1869 and 1885, 
under the leadership of Louis Riel. 

Northwest Coast 
In the last quarter of the eighteenth century a new frontier opened up 
for the fur trade on the Northwest Coast of North America. Captain 
Cook's ships, the Resolution and the Discovery, landed in 1778 at Nootka 
Sound, where they acquired several sea-otter skins. When these were 
sold in China, the best skins fetched $120. News of this spread, and by 
1792 there were twenty-one European vessels engaged in the effort to 
obtain more sea -otter pelts. The maritime trade reached its apogee 
between 1792 and 1812. Soon after its beginnings, fur traders of the 
Northwest Company reached the coast overland, and the first fur-trad
ing post west of the Rockies was established in 1805. By the end of the 
British-American War of 1812, the Northwest Company had full con 
trol of the Pacific slope. Only when the Northwest Company merged 
with the Hudson Bay Company in 1821, however, did systematic land
based trading begin. The most important forts of the Company came to 
be Fort Simpson, built among the Tsimshians near the "grand mart" at 
the mouth of the Nass River in 1831, and Fort Rupert, established 
among the Kwakiutl in 1849. 

The Siberian Fur Trade 

As the Europeans entered the waters of the Northwest Coast. their 
trading ships encountered the Russians, who had begun to explore the 
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coast in the 1730s. We noted earlier that the Russians had begun to 
search for furs as early as the tenth century. Their search gained 
momentum with the Russian victories over the Mongol-Turkish 
khanates of the Volga Basin in the mid-sixteenth century. By 1581 a 
host of Cossacks in the employ of the merchant house of Stroganov 
crossed the Urals and destroyed the khanate of Sibir. From there the 
Cossacks pushed on until they reached the Pacific shore in 1638. By 
1690 there were permanent settlements in Kamchatka, and in the 
I730s and 1740s the Kuriles and Aleutians were .explored. In 1797 a 
state trading company was organized to explore the fur resources of the 
Far Northeast; it set up a base on Kodiak Island and founded colonies 
along the coast as far south as California. In 1839 the Hudson Bay 
Company leased the mainland coast from Mt. Fairweather to the Port
land Canal. in exchange for providing supplies to the northern Russian 
forts. Alaska passed into the hands of the United States through pur
chase in 1867. 

In contrast to the North American trade, which involved the 
exchange of commodities for fur, the Russian fur trade relied mainly on 
tribute-that is, payments in fur made as tokens of political subjugation. 
Thus, when Sibir was conquered, an annual tribute was immediately 
imposed, which was to be paid in sables and silver foxes. Boris Godu
nov, better known as the czar who inflicted serfdom on the Russian 
peasants, set the terms of the fur tribute at ten sables for each married 
man, five sables for each bachelor, plus one-tenth of all other skins 
hunted. The Rusian term for the fur trade was iasak, from a word 
common to both Mongols and Turks, meaning "to regulate" or "to fix" 
(Grousset 1970: 586 n. 106)-a legacy of Mongol state making. The 
lffipOSltlOll of fur tnbute went hand in hand with expansion in Siberia. 
The ethnographic map (Remezoll Atlas) made for Peter the Great in 1673 
showed the distribution of iasak in relation to settlements and social 
groups (Baddeley 1919, I: cxxxvi). The furs were initially collected by 
mIlitary commanders; later this became the task of "sworn men" who 
received no salary but were licensed to distill alcohol and operate 
taverns, and who often took furs in payment for drink. While private 
merchants had only a restricted role in earlier periods, in the eighteenth 
century they increasingly came to the fore, as they began trading furs to 
~hma m exchange for Chinese tea, silks, linen, and rhubarb. In these 
c~deavors the merchants were backed by Buriat, Tungus, and Yakut 
h nand tnbal chIefs, whom the RUSSIans coopted by turning them into 

ft
erednary nobles. They were given Russian titles and privileges and-
aerthl7' . ' 
19 

e 60s-the nght to collect the lasak themselves (Watrous 
66: 75). 

As in North America, however, the expansion of hunting in order to 
~eet the requirement of the iasak led to wholesale decimation of 

r-beanng animals. In the fifteenth century, sables had roamed as far 
West as Fmland; by 1674 they were limited to Siberia, and by 1750 to 
SOutheastern Siberia. In the eighteenth century, the focus of trade 
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shifted from sables to the sea otter, which was prized in China, espe
cially among the Manchu nobility. Russian expansion into the north 
Pacific was prompted by the search for sea otters. 

The spread of the Russian trade into the Pacific orbit required a major 
logistic effort. The center of the trade was in Irkutsk; supplies had to be 
drawn from as far west as Yeniseisk. The local Yakuts were called on not 
only to provide cattle but also to furnish horses to transport grain and 
other supplies to the seaboard and peninsulas. Large numbers of horses 
with Yakut guides were brought together by chiefs (toions) who acted as 
outfitters; individual Yakuts were subject to requisition. The small and 
sturdy animals they used were the famous "fish-eating" horses of the 
Yakut; they were fed on fresh fish in addition to pasture, bark. and 
willow twigs (Gibson 1969: 191). During the winter, transportation was 
by dog team, and local fishing had to be intensified greatly to provide the 
large amount of fish needed to feed the six dogs required by each man. 

Just as the Russians had to rely on the local population to supply them 
with fish , they also needed their maritime skills to hunt the sea otter. 
They first employed KamchadaL but the sea otter was hunted out in 
Kamchatka by 1750. In the 1750s the Russian traders moved on to the 
Aleutians, imposing compulsory service in sea-otter hunting on the 
Aleut. The Aleut population was reduced to a rwentieth of its number in 
the course of seventy years. and the sea otter grew rare in the Aleutian 
Islands by 1789. Most of the sea-otter trade shifted thereafter to the 
Northwest Coast of North America, a trade that was mainly in the hands 
of British and Boston-based American ships, and from which the Rus
sians were largely excluded. 

Populations of the Northwest Coast 
In reaching the coast, the Europeans entered an environment very 
different from that of boreal North America. The climate is temperate; 
warm moist air rises from the Japanese Current and condenses as rain 
and fog on the coastal ranges. The heavy rainfall supports thick stands of 
conifers-fir, spruce, cedar, yew, and redwood. The inhabitants of the 
Northwest Coast were primarily fishermen, depending in large measure 
on ocean-living salmon and herring, harvesting them during their 
annual runs upriver in search of fresh-water spawning grounds. The 
harvest was supplemented by fishing in coastal waters, by hunting wild 
fowl, and by gathering shellfish and edible roots. One group, the 
Nootka, specialized in whaling. Food resources on the coast were plenti
fuL although spells of bad weather and annual fluctuations in the 
number of spawning fish caused occasional shortages. 

The first recorded meeting of European navigators and the inhabi
tants of the coast took place in 1774, when the Spanish ship Santiago 
traded with a group of Haida, giving them clothes, beads, and knives in 
exchange for otter furs. blankets, and carved wooden boxes, and other 
artifacts. It was four years later that Captain Cook's ships landed. and 
traded for sea-otter pelts at Nootka Sound. 
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The newcomers quickly realized that they were dealing with trade 
partners as astute and calculating as any they had encountered on their 
voyages. They had, in fact, entered an area of extensive native trade. 
Since resources in the Northwest Coast area were often localized, there 
had long been trade berween islanders and mainlanders, as well as 
between coast dwellers and inland populations. Thus, olachen ran only 
in restricted areas, such as the Nass and certain rivers and inlets along 
Queen Charlotte Sound; people came from far away with goods to trade 
for olachen oiL a monopoly held by the groups with rights over the 
fishing tracts. Hunting for land animals was especially important in the 
upriver communities. The northern Tlingit made the Chilkat blankets 
woven with mountain-goat wool and cedar bark, but since cedars do 
not grow in their habitat, bark and cedar wood had to come from the 
south. Copper was brought from the Copper River area to the Chilkal, 
and taken south from there. The Haida and the Nootka were known 
especially for their fine canoes, and yellow cedar-bark robes produced 
by Nootka and Kwakiutl, as well as Salish robes of mountain-goat wool, 
dog hair, and the down of wild fowl, were traded up and down the coast. 
The islanders supplied the mainlanders with dried venison, seal oil, 
dried fish, shellfish, greenstone for tools, cedar bark, cedar-bark baskets, 
cedar wood for ceremonial artifacts. and yew wood for bows and 
storage boxes. The mainlanders furnished the islanders with hides and 
furs, cloth and clothing, olachen and olachen oil, cranberries, horn 
spoons, baskets of spruce roots, and Chilkat blankets. 

Although the native trading voyages did not involve travel on the 
open ocean but mainly hugged the coast, they sometimes covered great 
distances. Tlingit groups traveled 300 miles to trade with Raida or 
Tsimshian. The mainlanders also traded with the Athabascan speakers 
of the interior, bringing cedar-bark baskets, fish oil, iron, and shell 
ornaments to them and returning with hides .. moccasins, thongs, and 
placer copper (Drucker 1963; Oberg 1973: 107- !O8). One population 
located along the lower Columbia River, the Chinook, filled an impor
tant role as middlemen in the trade along the coast and between coast 
and interior. They traded slaves from California down the Columbia to 
the Coast (see French 1961: 363- 364), in exchange for Nootka canoes 
and dentalium shells. Their language, incorporating Chinook and 
NOotka structural features and English vocabulary, became the Chi
nook " jargon," the trade language of the Northwest Coast. 

What the Europeans sought on the coast was, above all. sea-otter 
pelts. Between 1785 and 1825, some 330 recorded vessels visited the 
coast. nearly two-thirds of them trading in two seasons or more (Fisher 
1977: 13). Sea-otter skins were obtained, at first, in return for iron and 
other metals; later for cloth. clothing, and blankets; still later for rum, 
tobacco, molasses, and muskets. The native American traders were 
::'O.stly "chiefs" who mobilized their followers and personal contacts to 
d ehver the olter skins, and whose power grew concomitantly with the 

evelopment of the trade. 
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These chiefs occupied the apical positions in the kinship units of the 
area. Among the populations north ofthe Douglas channel-the Tlingit, 
the Haida, and the Tsimshian-the basic units were matrilineages. 
South of the channel-notably among the Nootka and Kwakiutl-the 
units were ambilaterally extended families, or " houses." Each of the 
lineages or clusters of houses formed a local grouping that held rights, as 
a body, to resources such as fishing grounds, hunting territories, shell
fish beds, and berry patches, as well as possessing ceremonial preroga
tives. The rights to manage these resources were vested in certain titled 
positions; the occupants of these positions were chiefs, called tais by the 
Spaniards and tyee in Chinook jargon. As organizers of group resources, 
these chiefs also became the main agents of the fur trade. The best 
known of them is the Nootka chief bearing the title of Maquinna, who 
was first contacted in 1791. He controlled a trade network of popula
tions living on the east coast of Vancouver Island, and he soon became 
recognized as the leading trader in the area. By 1803 he was wealthy 
enough to offer in a giveaway 200 muskets, 200 yards of cloth, 100 
shirts, 100 looking glasses, and 7 barrels of gunpowder (Jewitt 1815, 
quoted in Fisher 1977: 18). There were other such chiefs as well. They 
not only committed their own people to intensified sea-otter hunting 
but drew into their trade networks groups of people elsewhere, whose 
furs they re-exported. 

Entry into the fur trade must have appealed to these men, because it 
offered an immediate way of enlarging the scale of resources at their 
disposal. As Joyce Wike has pointed out (1957: 309), "In most sectors 
the more accessible resources of importance or value seem already to 
ha ve been owned or divided up to such an extent that it may have been 
impossible for one group to expand except at the expense of others. " 
The increasing availability ofEu[opean arms prompted a rise in warfare, 
both for territorial acquisition and for slaves. At the same time, the local 
chiefs must also have seen the new trade as a way of enhancing their 
position within their societies. Since their accession to office was not 
automatic but required the expenditure of resources in public give· 
aways, participation in the fur trade promised to enlarge the stock of 
wealth on which their status depended. 

Where people were grouped into matrilineages, each such group 
shared a common genealogy and a stock of ceremonial titles. The 
incumbent to the chiefship was supposed to derive from the senior line 
of descent. yet the rule specified only those eligible, not the actual heir. 
Selection of the successor depended upon a man's ability to validate the 
inheritance through giveaways, in which gifts were presented to guests 
drawn from actual or potential affinal lineages. Such giveaways were 
known as potlatches, from a Chinook word meaning "to give." While the 
assumption of all titles involved some form of giveaway, the strategiC 
potlatch among the northerners was the one that announced succession 
to the chiefship (a function reminiscent of the Feast of the Dead among 
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Walrus*hide,annor d,ecorated with Chi/lese coins, Tlingit. (Photograph courtesy Museum 
of the Amerzcan indzan, Heye Foundation) 

the Huron and the Great Lakes Algonkin). As a result of the fur trade, 
the Scope of these giveaways was greatly enlarged. Before the advent of 
the Europeans, the items given were mostly food and skin clothing. 
After the onset .of the fur trade, they ran the gamut of imported Euro
p;an commodities, as well as native foods and artisan products obtained 
t rough trade In such commodities. 

Among the southern groups, the ambilateral extended "houses" 
:;e~e ranked w~~h respect,~o one another, but claimants to high rank had 

;velop a portfolIo of mles on both their father'S and their 

h
mot er's side. The road to success among these people was therefore not 

elfshlp m th . I' f b'l e senIor me 0 descent, but the accumulation of titles 
.: aterally through various rites of passage. The most significant ofthese 
w~~ marriage. Each rite of passage was accompanied by a giveaway, 
titl POtlatches at marnage playmg a determinant role in setting up the 

e portfolIo for a would-be chief. 
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The members of a matrilineage or an ambilaterally extended house 
were, of course, linked by kinship, yet they were divided by rank. In the 
north, descendants of the senior line, and in the south, the " well-born" 
incumbents to titles, formed a distinctive stratum of "nobles" distin
guished through dress, comportment, and ritual prerogatives from a 
stratum of "commoners." The northern nobility reinforced their special 
position through cross-cousin marriage, thus keeping purity of descent 
and potlatching wealth within restricted lines. In the south, where 
status climbing and potlatch giving were more open in theory, the 
strategic high-ranking titles were in fact preempted by each generation 
of title holders for the benefit of their immediate descendants. Posses
sion of titles carried advantages: the nobility received between one-fifth 
and one-half of the food produced by the commoners (Ruyle 1973: 
615). The noble stratum furnished the administrators of lineage re
sources, the war leaders, the entrepreneurs in trade, and the organizers 
of ceremonial exchanges, and received all the prerequisites that 
attended such offices. 

The nobility, furthermore, owned and traded slaves. Slaves were 
mainly war captives, or men and women traded in from Puget Sound or 
northern California. The percentage of slaves in different groups is 
variously estimated at one-seventh to one-fourth of the population 
(Ruyle 1973: 613-614). The Nootka chief Maquinna had nearly 50 
slaves, according to Jewitt (1815) , who was Maquinna's slave for three 
years. Roderick Finlayson, clerk to the HudsonBay Company, says that 
two Tlingit chiefs at Fort Stikine had 90 to 100 slaves each, mostly 
purchased from the Haida (Hays 1975: 45). Slaves could be ransomed 
by their kin groups, an option likely to be taken up if the captors lived 
close by or if the captive was an important person. Among the Tlingit in 
the first decade of the nineteenth century, the ransom consisted primar
ily of sea-otter skins (Langsdorff 1817, quoted in Gunther 1972: 181). 
The more distant the captive was from his group of origin, the less likely 
it was that he would be ransomed. 

Slavery was hereditary. Slaves were tied to their owners and could 
not leave, unlike commoner lineage members who might break away to 
form new settlements. Slaves could be sacrificed or given away in gift 
exchanges. They could also be put to work. They often did menial 
household work, and as the fur trade intensified, they were put to the 
arduous labor of drying and stretching sea-otter pelts in preparation for 
the market. We do not know how much a slave was worth in contact 
times. The Tlingit chiefs at Fort Stikine around 1840, however, were 
willing to sell slaves for $10 apiece. In the 1870s the Chilkat Tlingit 
rented their slaves to the whites at $9 to $12 a load (Hays 1975: 96). 
Oberg's old informants reported in 1931 that when they were young 
(presumably in the last quarter of the nineteenth century) one slave 
was worth four Chilkat blankets or one breech loading gun: ten to 
fifteen slaves could buy a large canoe (1973: 111-112). 

The chiefs thus used-their pivotal positions in the fur trade to accumu· 
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late potlatch wealth, to augment their affinal connections through 
auspicious marriages, to extend their trading networks, and to reinforce 
their social prerogatives. Some chiefs used the labor of their slaves to 
increase the production of wealth objects. The basic deployment of 
social labor in the societies of the Northwest Coast nevertheless re
mained predicated on the kinship mode. The chief occupied his leading 
position as the executive of his kin group: Households contributed 
goods for his presta lIons by virtue of lh~tr km connectIons, and In the 
expectation of returns through redlstnbutton. The frequency wah 
which "worthless people" appear in ethnographic accounts makes it 
likely that the contributions of kinsmen to a chief-in the form oflabor 
or potlatch wealth-were not always automatic. If dissatisfied with the 
chief. people could and did secede and move elsewhere. Finally, if a 
chief mismanaged the resources of the group, he could be killed. 

As the civil authorities of Columbia began to interfere with native 
warfare, the political functions of the potlatch in rivalry and alliance 
making probably intensified, "stopping up rivers of blood with rivers of 
wealth." The growing economic utility of slaves diminished ceremonial 
killing, while contributing at the same rime to the successful rise to 
prominence of parvenu entrepreneurs. The chiefs, however, could not 
make themselves independent of the potlatch system. If the potlatch 
constituted a kind of banking, as suggested by Chief Maquinna of 
Nootka in 1896 in a letter to the Daily Colonist (Hays 1975: 88) , it 
consisted in the banking of kin-ordered relations, not of tributary 
wealth or capital. 

By the 1830s the sea otter had become scarce, and trade shifted from 
the islanders to the mainlanders, whose main concern was to establish 
and maintain control over fur supplies from the mountainous hinter
land. The Tlingit at Wrangell, under Chief Shakes, monopolized the 
trade with the Athabascans at the head of the Stikine River. The Tlingit 
at Taku controlled the trade up and down the Taku River, the Tlingit at 
Chilkat the valley of the Chilkat River. The inhabitants of Milbanke 
Sound dominated the routes between Ft. McLoughlin and the interior 
Chilkat. The Tshimshian under Chief Legaic at the Hudson Bay Com
p~ny's Fort Simpson engrossed the trade on the upper Skeena with the 
Gttskan, who in turn controlled trade with the Sekani; the Bella Coola 
played the same role in relation to the Alkatcho Carrier. When the 
Hudson Bay Company established Fort Rupert in 1849, the Kwakiutl 
who moved there controlled the trade with other populations. 

In these relations between coastal groups and groups in the hinter
land, kin ties often structured the partnership of asymmetrical trade. 
The Bella Coola, for example, integrated the Alkatcho Carrier into their 
network of trade partners by accepting Alkatcho men as sons-in-law. 
'{f:ese A1katcho affinals were recruited from "the successful hunters, 
3 e shrewd and energetic traders, the lucky gamblers" (Goldman 1940: 
~)-those who were able to furnish their Bella Coola fathers-in-law 

With furs. In turn, they obtained noble Bella Coola wives, as well as titles 
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and big names from the wife-giving lineage. As a result. there developed 
an Alkatcho "aristocracy:' which became enmeshed in the Bella Coola 
potlatch system. The most important Alkatcho " noble" of a village 
became its potlatch chief and its agent in inter-village potlatches. The 
real authority of such figures remained limited, however. The Alkatcho 
subsistence base was too restricted to permit any but minor potlatch 
exchanges; " an ordinary exchange involved some ten blankets" 
(Goldman 1940: 347). Property was destroyed among the Bella Coola, 
bur among the Alkatcho it was only symbolically " thrown into the fire." 
Potlatching increased the productivity of the extended families that 
participated and led some Alkatcho entrepreneurs to collect furs from 
neighboring Carrier and Chilcotin, but the restricted productive base 
ultimately set limits to the escalation of porIatching. The Alkatcho, 
furthermore, did not take over the elaborate secret society complex of 
their wealthier affinals. The failure to adopt these forms may have been, 
in part, the result of difficulty in supporting such events with the 
humble resources of the Alkatcho Villages. At the same time, the Bella 
Coola guarded these ceremonials and the associated ritual prerogatives 
as ways of impressing their neighbors, who also remained fearful of 
Bella Coola sorcery. 

The dominant trading popula tions were not loath to defend their 
monopolies. In 1834, when the Hudson Bay Company wanted to build 
a fort on the Stikine to inte rcept the Tlingit fur trade with the Russians 
the Tlingit threatened to destroy it. (It was, in fact, built in 1839 with 
Ru ssian consent.) In 1854 the Chilkat Tlingit sent a war party 300 miles 
inland to the Yukon Valley to destroy the Hudson Bay Company's Fort 
Selkirk, which they felt interfered with their trade. 

Such forceful control over the channels of trade benefited the coastal 
intermediaries at the expense of interior groups. In the 19305 some 
Tlingit still recalled with pleasure how they acquired flintlock rifles from 
a European trader in return fo r a pile of furs equal to the height of a gun, 
and then traded the same gun to the Athabascans for a pile of furs twice 
its h eight (Oberg 1973: 10). There was also a great increase in raiding for 
slaves and in slave trading. Early possession of guns by the people to the 
north of Puget Sound gave them an advantage over the coastal Salish, 
who were still fighting with bow and arrow. Slave raids became so 
prevalent that up river people were soon afraid to come down to the 
ocean front in the course of their annual cycle (Collins 1950: 337). Fort 
Simpson, as well as The Dalles, became a major market for slaves ... 

At Fort Simpson and at Fort Rupert . moreover, significant new pollU
cal developments took place among the Tsimshian and Kwakiutl. Fort 
Simpson was set up in Tsimshian country. Nine of the fourteen TSlm
shian groups or clusters, w ith salmon-fishing tracts on the lower Skeena 
and olachen grounds on the Nass, fanned a common winter settlement 
at Metlakatla Pass (near modern Prince Rupert). These groups had 
already developed a system of ranking the lineages within each cluster, 
granting top rank to the chief of the highest lineage. In forming a 
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Counting blankets in preparation/or a potlatch, Fort Rup~rt, Photograph by Franz Boas, 
/894, (Courtesy of the Amen'can Museum of Natural Hlstory, New York) 

confederacy, they faced the problem of ranking the nine lineage clusters 
with respect to one another. The four groups ofKwakiutI that moved to 
Fort Rupert in 1849 formed a confederacy, in turn, and came to be 
known as the " Fort Ruperts. " These are the people first described in 
detail by Franz Boas; they were characterized by an extraordinary 
efflorescence of their potlatch. Far from constituting an area-wide pre
contact phenomenon, the competitive potlatch "properly belongs to the 
realm of acculturation studies, not primitive economics" (Ruyle 1973 : 
625) . Philip Drucker has pointed out (1955: 137-140) that the com
petitive potlatch is especially marked among these two groups, which 
faced identical problems. The Fort Ruperts had no precedent for ranking 
the chiefs of the four constituent groups of the new confederacy, and 
competitive potlatching developed as a way of establishing their rank. 
The Tsimshian at Fort Simpson did the sam e, using the potlatch to rank 
the nine clusters within the confederacy. In these two places, therefore, 
the competitive potlatches " reached their highest development-or 
perhaps one should say their peak ofbinerest rivalry" (Drucker 1963 : 
137). 

Competitive potIatching involved not only an escalation in binerness 
but also an increase in the quantity of goods given away. Helen Codere, 
Writing of the pre-1849 potlatches, points out that 

~uring the six generations before 1849, each of about twenty years (there 
IS no record ofthe potlatches many years before this or until the fabulous 
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first three generations of the account). five of the ten potlatches men
tioned are. 170-220 blankets in size, in a size range of 75 - 287 blankets, 
and there IS no trend toward increasing the size; the two relatively small 
potlatches of the account were given in the later years. [1961: 443] 

Thereafter, the number of blankets distributed increased by leaps and 
bounds. A potlatch held in 1869 featured 9,000 blankets, one in 1895 
over 13,000 blankets, and the last Kwakiutl potlatch in Inl over 
30,000 blankets (1961: 467), as well as other goods. 

Some of this wealth was derived from the fur trade; Fort Rupert 
earned an estimated 6,000 pounds sterling through fur trading in 1850 
(Codere 1961: 457). But from 1858 on, the boom town of Victoria 
offered opportunities to Kwakiutl men as day laborers, and Kwakiutl 
women began to ea.rn money as laundresses and prostitutes. A growing 
number of cannenes also employed men in fishing and women in 
canning. At the same time, there was a catastrophic decrease in popula
tion, much of it brought on by European diseases such as syphilis and 
smallpox. The Southern KwakiutL who numbered 7,500 to 8,000 in 
1835, declined to 2,300 in 1881 and to 1.200 in 1911. a sixth of their 
number only 75 years before (Codere 1961: 457). Thus, as the volume 
and circulation of money increased, the number of incumbents to 
crest~, titles, and prerogatives decreased. This furnished novel oppor
tunitIes to the SOCIally and economically mobile. A commoner was able 
to take advantage of the demise of houses and heirs in the late nine
teenth century to acquire high titles by employing money drawn from 
prostitution and informants' fees (Wike 1957: 311; see Boas 1921: 
lI13-II 17). 

In 1858 the native American populations of the area received a final 
setback when the news that gold had been discovered in the Fraser 
River reached California. Within months thousands of gold miners 
arrived, to be followed soon afterward by settlers eager to establish 
themselves on land they claimed was "lying waste without prospect of 
Improvement" (quoted in Fisher 1977: 104). The consequences were 
clear to a native Vancouver Islander when he said, in 1860, "that more 
King-George-men will soon be here, and will take our land, our fire
wood, our fishing ground; that we shall be placed on a little spot, and 
shall have to do everything according to the fancies of the King-George
men" (quoted in Fisher 1977: 117). 

For more than three centuries the fur trade thrived and expanded in 
North America, drawing ever new native American groups into the 
widening circuits of commodity exchange that opened up between the 
incoming Europeans and their native partners in trade. The trade first 
touched the food collectors and horticulturists of the eastern woodlands 
and subarctic. Then, with the expulsion of the French and the partition 
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of the north country between British Canada and the United States, it 
reached beyond the Great Lakes into the western subarctic, creating at 
the same time a new zone of supply in the area of the Plains. Finally, at 
the conclusion of the eighteenth century, the trade established a beach
head in the Pacific Northwest, eventually linking up, across the coastal 
mountains, with the advancing inland trading posts. 

Wherever it went, the fur trade brought with it contagious illness and 
increased warfare. Many native groups were destroyed, and disap
peared entirely; others were decimated, broken up, or driven from their 
original habitats. Remnant populations sought refuge with allies or 
grouped together with other populations, often under new names and 
ethnic identities. A few, like the Iroquois, expanded at the expense of 
their neighbors. 

Some groups, strategically located or strong militarily, became pri
mary beneficiaries of the trade in furs. They prospered, and elaborated 
new cultural configurations that combined native and European arti
facts and patterns. Such cultural elaboration was made possible by the 
flow of new and valued European goods into a still self-regulating 
native economy. As long as the native Americans were able to direct 
most of the social labor available through kin-ordered relations to the 
task of guaranteeing their subsistence, the goods attained by part-time 
fur hunting supplemented rather than replaced their own means of 
production. 

Uhtil the end of the eighteenth century, moreover, native American 
groups were sought as allies by the rival European powers engaged in 
political and military competition. The Indians were still independent 
milItary and political agents-"nations," in the parlance of the time
whose support had to be gained with supplies of goods, including 
we~ponry. As a result, the exchange of goods and services between 
Indians and Europeans resembled the giving of gifts more than an 
exchange of commodities, signaling relations that transcended the 
merely material. As Marcel Mauss pointed out, the exchange of gifts 
embodIed an invitation to friendship and alliance, or the cessation of 
feuds and war. 
. Access to European goods and gifts soon altered patterns of interac

tIon both wi~hin and between groups. In kin-ordered social groups, an 
Increased abilIty to obtain such goods and to distribute them among 
kInsmen and followers gave prominence to salient "big men" or war 
leaders, or enhanced the influence and scope of redistributing chiefs. 
GiftS and goods phrased as gifts also created alliances between Indian 
grloups, as well as between Europeans and Indians. Such exchanges 
p ayed .. . . d an lffiponant part In the fonnatIon of new groups antJ in the 
ehve~opment of Wider-ranging ethnic identities. Sometimes such larger 

et filC . . . . entItles or confederatIons grew out of the amalgamation of 
prevlOusl d" I . Y IStInct ocal groups around a European stronghold or trad-
Ing empo . A h . nUID. t ot er tImes, such alliances or confederacies were 
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formed in an effort to gain control of new hunting grounds or strategic 
routes of access to the trade. Many of the Indian " nations" or " tribes" 
later recognized as distinct ethnic entities by government agents or by 
anthropologists took shape in response to the spread of the fur trade 
itself, a process in which the native Americans were as much active 
participants as the traders. missionaries, or soldiers of the encroaching 
Europeans. Thus, the history of these supposedly history-less peoples is 
m fact a part of the history of European expansion itself. 

To bind these new ethnic entities together, the native Americans 
developed overarching collective forms and rituals. Sometimes they 
Imparted new functions to traditional cultural forms, as in the trans~ 
formation of the Algonkin Feast of the Dead into the "trade ritua!." in 
the elaboration of shamanic contests into the Midewiwin "church," or 
in the use of the Northwest Coast potlatch to cement trade partnerships 
or to coordinate competing groups. At other times, wider solidarities 
were created through novel combinations of cultural forms of diverse 
origins, as when the peoples of the Plains developed in the Sun Dance a 
group ritual suited to their more mobile way of life. 

Yet as the European traders consolidated their economic and political 
position, the balanced relation between native trappers and the Euro
peans gave way to imbalance. The decline of international warfare 
diminished the politically motivated flow of goods from European 
authorities to native American allies. The native Americans themselves 
came to rely increasingly on the trading post not only for the tools ofthe 
fur trade but also for the means of their own subsistence. This growing 
dependence pressured the native fur hunters and pemmican suppliers 
to commit ever more labor to the trade in order to repay the goods 
advanced to them by the trader. Abandoning their own subsistence 
activities, they became specialized laborers in a putting-out system, in 
which the entrepreneurs advanced both production goods and con
sumption goods against commodities to be delivered in the future . Such 
specialization tied the native Americans more firmly into continent· 
wide and international networks of exchange. as subordinate producers 
rather than as partners. 

7 The Slave Trade 

In South America the search for wealth centered on gold and silver. In 
North America it was the beaver that was sought, "the beloved" of the 
Europeans, as the native Micmac called the animal. In Africa the main 
commodity came to be "black ivory"-people, to be sold primarily in 
the Americas. 

Trade in people was not a new phenomenon. nor was it confined to 
the Americas. The European peninsula had long supplied slaves, first to 
Byzantium and later to the Islamic world; in the Mediterranean, in 
Cyprus and Sicily, slave labor was employed to grow sugar cane and to 
work in the mines as early as the twelfth century. At that time slavery 
was clearly color-blind. The Europeans also made use of slaves in Asia. 
In the seventeenth century the Dutch, for instance, drew slaves from as 
far away as Madagascar and Mindanao to work in the settlements on the 
Cape of Good Hope in Africa and in the nutmeg groves of the Banda 
Islands. The town of Batavia in Java, newly established by the Dutch, 
was peopled with slaves brought from the Bay of Bengal (Boxer 1973b: 
268-269). As the slave trade unfolded during the fifteenth century, 
however, slaves were increasingly drawn from Africa, and as time wore 
on they were destined in ever larger numbers for transportation to the 
Americas. America provided the major demand, Africa the major 
supply. 

The Course of the Slave Trade 
This American demand underwent various changes of phase. It grew 
gradually, during the sixteenth century, in response to a Spanish de
mand for labor in the silver mines and on plantations, and a Portuguese 
demand for cutters and millers of sugar cane in the Brazilian Northeast. 
Some 275,000 slaves were sent to America and Europe between 1451 
an~ 1600: In the course of the seventeenth century, slave exports from 
Arnca qumtupled to an estimated total of 1.341.000, primarily in re
shonse to the development of sugar cane cultivation on the islands of 
t e Canbbean. (This Antillean boom compensated to some extent for 
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fonned rn an effort to gain control of new hunting grounds or strategic 
routes of access to the trade. Many of the Indian "nations" or "tribes" 
later recognized as distinct ethnic entities by government agents or by 
anthropologists took shape in response to the spread of the fur trade 
itself, a process in which the native Americans were as much active 
participants as the traders, missionaries, or soldiers of the encroaching 
Europeans. Thus, the history of these supposedly history-less peoples is 
in fact a part of the history of European expansion itself. 

To bind these new ethnic entities together, the native Americans 
developed overarching collective t(mns and rituals. Sometimes they 
imparted new functions to traditional cultural forms, as in the trans
formation of the Algonkin Feast of the Dead into the "trade ritual," in 
the elaboration of shamanic contests into the Midewiwin "church," or 
in the use of the Northwest Coast potlatch to cement trade partnerships 
or to coordinate competing groups. At other times, wider solidarities 
were created through novel combinations of cultural fonns of diverse 
origins, as when the peoples of the Plains developed in the Sun Dance a 
group ritual suited to their more mobile way of life. 

Yet as the European traders consolidated their economic and political 
position, the balanced relation between native trappers and the Euro
peans gave way to imbalance. The decline (if international warfare 
diminished the politically motivated flow of goods from European 
authorities to native American allies. The native Americans themselves 
came to rely increasingly on the trading post not only for the tools of the 
fur trade but also for the means of their own subsistence. This growing 
dependence pressured the native fur hunters and pemmican suppliers 
to commit ever more labor to the trade in order to repay the goods 
advanced to them by the trader. Abandoning their own subsistence 
activities, they became specialized laborers in a putting-out system, in 
which the entrepreneurs advanced both production goods and con
sumption goods against commodities to be delivered in the future. Such 
specialization tied the native Americans more firmly into continent
wide and international networks of exchange, as subordinate producers 
rather than as partners. 

7 The Slave Trade 

[n South America the search for wealth centered on gold and silver. In 
North America it was the beaver that was sought, "the beloved" of the 
Europeans, as the native Micmac called the animal. In Africa the main 
commodity carne to be "black ivory"-people, to be sold primarily in 
the Americas. 

Trade in people was not a new phenomenon, nor was it confined to 
the Amerieas. The European peninsula had long supplied slaves, first to 
Byzantium and later to the Islamie world; in the Mediterranean, in 
Cyprus and Sicily, slave labor was employed to grow sugar cane and to 
work in the mines as early as the twelfth century. At that time slavery 
was clearly color-blind. The Europeans also made use of slaves in Asia. 
In the seventeenth century the Dutch, for instance, drew slaves from as 
far away as Madagascar and Mindanao to work in the settlements on the 
Cape of Good Hope in Africa and in the nutmeg groves of the Banda 
Islands. The town of Batavia in Java, newly established by the Dutch, 
was peopled with slaves brought from the Bay of Bengal (Boxer 1973b: 
268-269). As the slave trade unfolded during the fifteenth century, 
however, slaves were increasingly drawn from Africa, and as time wore 
on they were destined in ever larger numbers for transportation to the 
Amerieas. Ameriea provided the major demand, Africa the major 
supply. 

The Course of the Slave Trade 
This American demand underwent various changes of phase. It grew 
gradually, during the sixteenth century, in response to a Spanish de
mand for labor in the silver mines and on plantations, and a Portuguese 
demand for cutters and millers of sugar cane in the Brazilian Northeast. 
Some 275,000 slaves were sent to America and Europe between 1451 
and 1600. In the course of the seventeenth century, slave exports from 
Afriea quintupled to an estimated total of 1.34 LOOO, primarily in re
sponse to the development of sugar cane cultivation on the islands of 
the Caribbean. (This Antillean boom compensated to some extent for 
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the economic depression of the seventeenth century in Western 
Europe.) The middle of that century marks a watershed in agricultural 
production in the Caribbean islands. Before 1650 most of the islands 
grew tobacco, a crop then mainly in the hands of European s,ttlers 
working small farms. After 1650 the islands turned to sugar production 
on slave plantations, while tobacco, too, came to be raised increasingly 
with slave labor on large estates on the North AIl1crican mainland, 
mainly in Virginia and the Carolinas. 

The eighteenth centnry proved the golden age of slaving, with over 6 
million people being forcibly exported from Africa between 170 I and 
1810. The principal centers of production were British-owned Jamaica 
and French-owned 51. Domingue; two-thirds of the slaves shipped to 
the Caribbean worked on sugar plantations. In 1807 Britain abolished 
the slave trade; yet almost 2 million more slaves were transported from 
Africa between 1810 and 1870, many of them destined for Cuba, the 
major Caribbean sugar producer in the nineteenth century. Clearly the 
eighteenth century and the first half of the nineteenth century wit
nessed the height of the slave trade; 80 percent of all slaves to reach the 
New World came between l701 and 1850. 

The initiators of the trade along the western coast of Africa were the 
Portuguese, who had extended their colonization of the Atlantic islands 
southward. Madeira, already known to map-makers in the fourteenth 
century, was settled by Portuguese in 1402. The Canary Islands had 
been seized by Castile in 1344, but in the second quarter ofthefifteenth 
century Portugal began to settle some of the islands, fighting-as had 
their Castilian counterparts-against the Guanehe, the white natives of 
the islands. The Portuguese enslaved the Guanche and took them to 
Madeira, using them to constrnct the irrigation works that soon trans
formed Madeira into "a veritable agricultural paradise" of wheat and 
sugar-cane fields (Greenfield 1977). The Azores were first occupied by 
Portuguese in the 14305. The first Portuguese trading post (feitoria) was 
established at Arguin off the coast of Mauritania in 1445. There fol
lowed the discovery of the islands of Sao Tome and Principe in the Gulf 
of Guinea in 1470, and of Fernando Po at the mouth of the Niger in 
1471. Soon afterward, in 1482, the second major coastal trading post 
was established at Elmina in the Bight of Benin, followed by one at 
Axim in 1503. In 1483 Diogo Cao sailed up the mouth of the Congo 
River and initiated a period of "friendly relations" between the king
dom of the Congo and the king of PortugaL 

Early Portugnese commerce in West Africa did not concentrate on the 
recruitment of slaves. It was the search for gold and spices that 
prompted the early Portuguese voyages, and the traders shipped home 
gold, pepper, ivory, dyewoods, gum, beeswax, leather, and timber, as 
well as slaves. During the reign of Don Manuel 1(1496-1521), the gold 
shipped to Portugal from Elmina alone amounted to an annual average 
of 170,000 dobras, or gold coins (Boxer 1973a: 29). In return, the 
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Portuguese brought to Africa textiles from England, Ireland, France, 
and Flanders; wheat from Morocco, the offshore Atlantic islands, and 
northern Europe; brass utensils and glass beads from Germany, Flan
ders, and Italy; and oyster shells from the Canaries. They were thus 
mostly re-exporters of other peoples' goods. Brazilian tobacco, how
ever, soon became famous in Africa and gained the Portuguese a com~ 
modity that continued to be marketable for the duration of the African 
trade. 

While the Portuguese thus carried on commerce in many commodi
ties, the trade in slaves proved lucrative from the beginning. Between 
1450 and 1500 the Portuguese may have acquired as many as 150,000 
slaves, shipping many of them to Portugal (Boxer 1973a: 3 I). The slave 
trade escalated further when it was discovered, around 1500, that Sao 
Tome and Principe, previously uninhabited, were ideal for growing 
sugar cane. Thereafter the infiux of African slaves increased, although 
other people-such as Jewish children deported from Portugal-were 
settled there as well. Sao Tome became one of the spark plugs of the 
burgeoning trade in sugar and slaves. Between 1500 and 1530 its 
production of sugar increased thirtyfold. By 1520, however, sugar 
planting had begun in Brazil, which soon became the greatest consumer 
of slaves. 

If the Portuguese were the major purveyors of the slave trade in the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the Dutch West Indies Company 
began to encroach on Portuguese preserves, and soon they dominated 
the trade. The advent of the Dutch on the African shores must be seen in 
conjunction with their attempt to wrest control of the Brazilian sugar 
coast from the Portnguese between 1624 and 1654. Moving into East 
Africa, the Dutch attacked the Portuguese in Mozambique in 1607 and 
1608; in West Africa, they captured Elmina, Axim, and Shama on the 
Gold Coast in 1637, and occupied the coast of Angola between 1641 and 
1648. By 1654, however, they lost their last stronghold in Brazil and 
thereafter abandoned the effort to obtain outright territorial control 
both in Brazil and in Africa. They did, however, maintain their grip on 
the offshore islands of Cura,ao and Aruba in the Caribbean. 

Instead of carrying on primary production of sugar themselves, the 
Dutch turned to supplying Caribbean sugar producers with capital and 
skills, and to trading in slaves. Much of the Brazilian sugar destined for 
Europe would still reach Amsterdam, since the Portuguese processed 
their sugar in Dutch mills. By 1660, however, the Dutch faced the first 
organized English competition, in the shape of the so-called Royal 
Adventurers into Africa and their more efficient successors, the Royal 
Africa Company. Beginning in 1664 the French also chartered a nnmber 
of companies to trade in the South Atlantic. 

Like the Portugnese before them, the English did not at first come to 
Africa to trade only for slaves. Gold was the most important item of the 
goods handled by the Royal Africa Company at the end of the seven-



198 IN SEARCH OF WEALTH 

teenth century. Indeed. it is estimated that the Gold Coast exported gold 
amounting to a value of 200,000 pounds sterling per year between 1500 
and 1700 (Bean 1974: 353). Yet from the beginning of the eighteenth 
century slaves constituted the main commodity of the African trade, 
and the English dominated thattrade. Between 1701 and 1810, England 
exported from West Africa over 2 million slaves, about two-thirds of the 
total number shipped by the three major powers in the slave trade; the 
other two, France and Portugal, transported about 600,000 slaves each 
duriog the same period. By 1710 the Royal Africa Company, based in 
London, had given way to private merchantmen operating out of 
Bristol, and by mid-century Bristol yielded predominance to Liverpool. 
Liverpool became the leading slave port in Europe until the trade was 
abrogated in 1807; that city was favored in this role by its close connec
tion with an increasingly industrial hinterland, which furnished capital 
and cheap industrial goods for exchanges with the suppliers of slaves in 
Africa. The main French slaving port was Nantes, which after 1763 was 
joined by other French ports trying to compensate for the loss of the 
Canadian fur trade to the English. 

While the number of slaves transported to America grew steadily, the 
rate of profit obtained in the slave trade is a matter of dispute. Individual 
traders earned profits of up to 300 percent (Craton 1974: 120); many 
others, however, went bankrupt. Slavers had to pay fees and taxes to 
local African authorities, hire local labor, absorb the costs of delays in 
loading, and face losses of crews and slaves in Middle Passage. Overall, 
however, the trade was certainly profitable. Malachy Postlethwayt, the 
British mercantilist who wrote in defense of the interests of the Royal 
Africa Company, claimed that "the Negroe-Trade and the natural Con
sequences resulting from it, may be justly esteemed an inexhaustible 
Fund of Wealth and Naval Poweno this Nation" (quoted in Davis 1966: 
150). The slave trade, he wrote, was "the first principle and foundation 
of all the rest, the mainspring of the machine which sets every wheel in 
motion" (quoted in Craton 1974; 120). In 1700 the Royal Africa 
Company expected to sell slaves at four times the value of trade goods 
paid for them, while private traders expected a return of six to one. 
Craton estimates the total return between 1620 and 1807 at approxi
mately 12 million pounds, with perhaps half that sum accruing between 
1750 and 1790 (1974: 117). Klingberg estimated the annual profit of the 
trade in the eighteenth century at 24 percent (in Davis 1966: 155, n. 
60); according to Anstey, however, between 1769 and 1800 profits 
were lower, ranging from 8 to 13 percent annually (1977: 84). 

The trade had indirect effects on the European countries engaged in it. 
The commodities traded for slaves on African coasts had to be produced 
or paid for in the home country. Thus, between 1730 and 1775 the 
value of British exports to Africa rose by some 400 percent. Manu
facturers, provisioners, and sailors all benefited by the trade and at 
various times petitioned for its continuance. Moreover, the plantations 
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worked by slave labor were profitable, and much of the profit returned 
to the home country. West Indian sugar plantations earned approxi
mately.20 percent annual profit before 1700, at least IO percent be
tween 1750 and 1775, and about 7.5 percent in 1790 (Craton 1974: 
139), Craton concludes that 

it is thus quite reasonable to assume that profits on all West Indian 
plantations were never lower throughout the eighteenth century than the 
rate of 8 to 12 per cent of the market value of the slaves deduced from 
sugar plantations. [1974: 1401 

In his book Capitalism and Slavery Eric Williams argues that the slave 
trade and its adjuncts, in fact, provided the capital that allowed England 
to take off into the industrial revolution. Williams probably under
estimates the growth of the domestic market and overestimates the role 
that Africa and the Americas played in generating capital for English 
growth. The home market was important, and English exports to 
Europe exceeded in value those going to Africa and the Americas in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Yet the growing demand of the 
English plantations in the second half of the seventeenth century did 
furnish "a market in which English manufacturers were protected, in 
which they had little native competition', and which had an absorptive 

Sources and destinations of the Atlantic slave trade. 
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capacity rapidly expanding as colonial exports grew" (Davis 1954: 154). 
Moreover. English exports to Africa and the Americas increased tenfold 
during the eighteenth century. while the amount going to Europe 
remained stationary. "The principal dynamic element m Enghsh export 
trade all the middle decades of the eighteenth century was. therefore. 
colonial trade" (Davis 1962: 290). The Williams thesis may thus be 
rephrased to suggest not that English industrial dev~lopment was predi
cated mainly on the Atlantic trade. bnt that the Atlannc trade furmshed 
English industrial development with a "principal dynamic clement." 

Over the course of the trade. the source of demand for slaves changed. 
as old plantation areas and mining districts were superseded by new 
ones; the zones providing slaves shifted. too. with the changing fortunes 
of traders and suppliers. During the initial period of Portuguese as
cendancy in the trade of the fifteenth century. slaves came pre
dominantly from the region extending south of the Senegal RIver to 
Sierra Leone, an area easily reached from the Cape Verde Islands and 
called by the Portuguese Guinea oJCape Verde (Curtin. 1969: 96). In the 
sixteenth eentury. Senegambia remained a major area of supply. fur
nishing numerous captives taken in the wars that followed the collapse 
of the .10101' state. At the same time. the area south of the Congo RIver 
grew more important. with Portuguese penetration of the kingdom of 
Ndongo (Curtin 1969: 101 102). By the mid-seventeeuth century. the 
great majority of slaves exported into the Iherian sectors of the New 
World were "Angolas." 

During the seventeenth century. Brazil received 42 percent of the 
slaves shipped and Spanish America received 22 percent. but the Bnush 
Carihbean now took 20 percent of the supply and the French Caribbean 
another 12 percent. The slaves bought by the English. however. came 
increasingly from a new area of supply-from West Afnca between 
Cape Mount and the Gap of Benin. comprising the Grain Coast. the 
Ivory Coast, the Gold Coast. and the Slave Coast. Around 1675. 64 
percent of all slaves traded by the Royal Africa Company came from thIS 
region (Curtin 1969: 122). This change in distribution probably had its 
effects on the new Afro-American cultures of the Western HemIsphere. 

During the eighteenth century. Senegambia and Sierra Leone re
ceded further into the background. while West Africa became the major 
source of supply. In this period. about 60 percent of the slaves exported 
by Portuguese. English. and French traders were drawn from West 
Africa (some 3.234.000), while 40 percent (2.228.000 people) came 
from central Africa and southeastern Africa (Curtin 1969: 211). Within 
West Africa. the number of slaves supplied from different areas varied 
with changing circumstances. During the first decade of the century. the 
Bight of Benin. or Slave Coast. played a major role in the trade through 
the strategic port ofWhydah. From 1730 to 1750. a period marked by 
the rise and consolidation of the Asante polity. the Gold Coast was a 
prominent source of supply. In the 1740s and again in the 1760s. slaves 
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came in large numbers from the Windward Coast. especially from the 
area of modern Liberia. where the Kru began to playa role as slavers and 
seafarers. By 1740 the Bight of Biafra-the region of the Niger Delta
also began to furnish slaves in large numbers. From then until the end of 
the century. this area exported more than 100.000 slaves in each 
decade; in the 1760s and again in the 1790s the number rose to about 
140.000. This increase in slave exports is related to the growth of 
efficient slave-capturing and delivery organizations in areas previously 
marked by kin-ordered populations. In the 1780s the Slave Coast again 
became an important source of supply. exporting more than 120.000 
slaves; this was the time when the kingdom of Oyo .intensified its 
participation in the trade. . 

During the eighteenth century. the slave trade went on apace 111 

central Africa as well. Although in the 17105 and 1720s the Portuguese 
drew the majority oftheir slaves from the Bight of Benin. in each decade 
from the 1730s until the end of the slave trade they never exported 
fewer than 120.000 slaves from central Africa and Mozambique. and 
the number from this area exceeded 180.000 in the last decade of the 
century. The British also relied on this region. receiving from it over 
100.000 slaves during each of the decades between 1781 and 1810 and 
the French bought some 130.000 slaves from this region during the 
1780s (Curtin 1969: 211). These figures bespeak a vast expansion of the 
trade in central Africa. with major sociopolitical implications for this 
area. 

Although the British decision to abolish the slave trade in1807 ended 
the flow to the British Caribbean and greatly reduced slave Imports II1to 
the United States. more than 600.000 slaves still went to the Spanish 
dominions of the New World in the nineteenth century. 550.000 of 
them destined for Cuba. The French Caribbean acquired almost 100.000 
slaves between 1811 and 1870. and Brazil as many as 1.145.000. The 
Brazilian supply came mostly from the catchment area in the Congo and 
in Angola. Ever larger numbers. however. came from MozambIque m 
East Africa. where the Yao operated at the eastern end of the great lane 
of slave traffic that had heen forged throngh the middle of central Africa. 

Why Africa? 
Why did Africa become the main source of slaves for the Western 
Hemisphere? Indeed. why did Africa become the source of slaves for 
Europeans rather than Europe itself? The answer is by no means clear. 
but some pieces of the puzzle are becoming apparent. We have seen that 
in the first millennium A.D. Europe did indeed furnish slaves to the 
Moslems and the Byzantines. During the centuries of the Crusades. 
Moslems enslaved Christians and Christians enslaved Moslems. a pat
tern that continued in the Iberian peninsula until the end of the fif
teenth century. In the thirteenth century the Genoese and the Vene-
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!ians began to import Turkish and Mongol slaves through Tana on the 
Black Sea, while most of the slaves imported into Europe during the 
fourteenth century were Slavs and Greeks. In the fourteenth and fif
teenth centuries slaves from these areas fortlled a significant proportion 
of the population of Tuscany and of Catalonia-Aragon. Much of the 
wealth of Venice came to depend on the trade in slaves. Although slaves 
could not be sold at public auctions in Venice after 1386, they continued 
to be sold by private contract throughout the sixteenth century. Slave 
trading also formed a large part of the activities of pirates on both sides of 
the Mediterranean well into the seventeenth century. Slavery in 
Europe, however, was not entirely a Mediterranean phenomenon. Coal 
miners and saltpan workers in Scotland were still enslaved in the 
seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries, some even made to wear 
collars marked with their owners' names (John Millar 178 L quoted in 
Davis 1966: 437; Mantoux 1928: 74-75). In addition, Scottish and Irish 
prisoners of war were sent into servitude (though not lifetime slavery) 
in the New World. 

The English, furthermore, relied heavily on indentured servitude to 
provide labor for the New World colonies. Indenture was a contractual 
relationship in which "parties arc upon certaine termes or conditions 
for a certaine time onely under the power of a man" (Baynes 1641 
1643, quoted in Jordan 1968: 62). In practice, indentured servitude 
differed little from slavery. Indentured servants were ofteu bought and 
sold while contractually bound; they were harshly punished for 
breaches of discipline, and many did not outlive the period of their 
bondage-much like the African slaves imported into the Caribbean 
area, who had a notoriously short life span. Of every ten indentured 
servants in English North America between 1607 and 1776, only two 
attained the status of independent farmer or artisan after their tertll of 
servitude. Most of them died before their contracts expired; the rest 
became day laborers or paupers (Smith 1947: 297-300). Indenture in 
North America reached its high point at the end of the eighteenth 
century. Indentured servitude may have offered certain advantages to 
employers, for the cost of an indentured servant was less than that of a 
slave. At the same time, indenture was limited in time, hedged about 
with customary and legal re~trictions, and subject to the relative ease 
with which servants could escape. In any case, the force of legal or 
ideological constraints upon the enslavement of Europeans should not 
be overestimated. The question of why Europeans were not legally 
enslaved still remains open. Perhaps mercantilist notions about con
serving domestic manpower played a part, whenever appeals to Chris
tian equality proved insufficient. In the context of the New World, the 
distinction between European limited-time bond servants and African 
lifetime slaves separated Whites from Blacks in numerous legal and 
social contexts. 

Why, then, did the Europeans not make more extensive use of native 

The Slave Trade 203 

American slaves? The Spaniards had no compunctions about enslaving 
Indians, especially during the first phase of their colonization in the 
Caribbean. They raided not only the Central American mainland for 
slaves, but also the Atlantic and Gulf coasts of North America. In 1520 
Lucas Vasquez de Ay1l6n carried off fifty Indians from the North 
American mainland to the West Indies (Nash 1974: 110). In Brazil the 
Portuguese began in the sixteenth century to use native labor in the 
sugar districts of Bahia, and in the course of the sixteenth and seven
teenth centuries slave raiders operating out of Sao Paulo are said to have 
enslaved as many as 350,000 Indians (Curtin 1977: 6). 

In North America, in what was later South Carolina, English settlers 
obtained Indian slaves-captured in war-as well as deerskins from the 
native populations, rewarding the slave-hunting groups with European 
commodities. As Gary Nash has put it, the English "subcontracted war" 
to Indians (1977: 117). They set the Westos against the people of the 
interior; the Shawnee against the Westos; the Creek against Timucua, 
Guales, and Apalachees (10,000 people of these groups being exported 
as slaves in the year 1704); the Catawba against the Shawnee; the 
Catawba, Congarees, and Shawnee against the Cherokee; and the 
Cherokee against everybody else. The Indian slave trade in the Caro
linas reached its peak in the Yamasee war of 1715 -1717 and declined 
thereafter. ' 

A reason often given for the preference for African slaves over native 
Americans is the claim that Africans were better and more reliable 
workers. By the 1720s Africans fetched higher prices than Indians (see 
Perdue 1979: 152 n. 5). The main factor, however, seems to have been 
that fndian proximity to their native groups encouraged rebelliousness 
and frequently, escape. The English colonists also feared that Indian 
slavery would alienate native American allies in the wars against the 
Spamards and the French. Finally, native American groups could be 
enlisted to aid in returning runaway African slaves to their masters. [n 
1730, for instance, the Cherokee signed an agreement to seize and 
return runaway slaves, upon the promise of a gun and matchcoat for 
each slave delivered (Perdue 1979; 39). 

Whereas white bondsmen and native American slaves were able, to 
some degree, to enlist the aid of their own groups, African skwes were 
forcibly deprived of such support. Sale or capture at the African temli
nus of the trade divorced them from kinsmen and neighbors; upon 
arrival in American ports, slaves of different ethnic and linguistic origin 
were then deliberately mixed to inhibit solidarity. Once assigned to 
owners, their segregation from white bondsmen and native Americans 
was confirmed by legal discrimination and fostered by the growth of 
racist sentiment. If they ran away, their skin color served as a mark of 
identification for every "patroller" bent upon reaping a reward. The 
enslavement of Africans thus offered the possibility of a labor force that 
could be set to work in arduous and continuous operations under an 
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owner's direction, with restraints of Jaw and custom reduced to a 
minimum. It foreclosed alternatives open to the other laboring popula
tions in the New World. 

Why then Africa? In the Mediterranean there was a high level of 
trade in slaves at the time of the Portuguese and Spanish exploration of 
the Atlantic. The western Mediterranean, however, was soon cut off 
from the source of slaves in the eastern Mediterranean and around the 
Black Sea by the Ottoman seizure of Constantinople in 1453 and the 
ensuing Turkish blockade of trade routes to the east. Portuguese slaving 
along the western coasts of Africa had already begun by then; the 
Dutch, French, and English merely followed in the wake of Portuguese 
pioneers. On his first voyage in 1562, John Hawkins heard in the 
Canaries "that Negroes were very good merchandise in Hispaniola" 
(quoted in Jordan 1968: 59). The notion that "some gaines" could be 
obtained in this trade undoubtedly inspired his crest, which featured a 
"demi-Moor captive and bound." 

The African Background 
While Hawkins was informed that "store of Negroes might easily be had 
upon the coast of Guinea," Africa was not, in fact. an area burgeoning 
with population. The population of West Africa, from the northern 
boundaries of Senegal to the eastern border of modern Nigeria, is 
estimated at about II million in 1500; west-central Africa (Equatoria, 
Zaire, and Angola) had about 8 million inhabitants at that time 
(McEvedy and Jones 1978: 243, 249). The introduction of American 
food crops, such as maize and manioc, probably contributed to an 
increase in the population of these regions to about 20 million and 10 
million, respectively, by 1800. The ability of this area to sustain a 
large-scale trade in people thus seems surprising, as does the rapid 
development of the delivery system that linked European demand and 
African supply. This development combined European initiative with 
African collaboration. Europeans financed and organized the trade. 
Capture, delivery, and control and maintenance of captives while wait
ing for ocean transport remained mostly in African hands. Ocean trans
port, "seasoning"-the process of habituating the captives to their new 
conditions-and sale at the point of arrivaL in turn, were carried out by 
Europeans. 

This new trade was engrafted upon societies with a similar ecological 
base in slash-and-burn cultivation of tubers, bananas, millets and sor
ghums, and-where possible-in livestock raising. (The raising of cattle 
and horses was inhibited in much ofthe forest belt by the prevalence of 
the tsetse fly.) lronworking craftsmen furnished iron-headed hoes and 
axes, as well as spearheads and swords. There was much interchange of 
craft products and localized resources-such as iron are, copper, salt. 
and palm products-through extensive networks of exchange and 
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market places. Access to land and other resources was controlled by 
lineages, which represented continuous corporations of ancestors and 
descendants. These lineages were managed by elders, who were also 
charged with implementing alliances among lineages through the ex
change of bridewealth for rights over the reproductive capabilities of 
women and over their offspring. The scarce factor in this adaptation was 
not land but labor; rights to labor were locked np in kinship arrange
ments manipulated by the elders as lineage representatives. 

While such interacting lineages tended to form autonomous social 
and economic systems, overarching polities sometimes came into being 
under the rulership of "divine kings," who embodied in their person 
and status the attributes of the supernatural. Where such ritual kingship 
came to be combined with royal control over strategic resources-such 
as gold, iron ore deposits, salt, and slaves-and with jurisdiction over 
long-distance trade, more complex "pyramidal" political structures 
emerged. These polities trace their origins through mythical charters 
tbat derive their ruling lineages from major centers of supernatural 
power, but their formation is probably closely connected with the 
shifting political relationships among the populations that lived along 
the trade routes from the forest zone of Africa to the Mediterranean 
littoral (see chapter 2). Political consolidation through warfare and 
involvement in long-distance trade nnderwrote the development of 
warring and trading elites, which conld draw together a number onocal 
lineages around a royal center. The resulting political "pyramids" rested 
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upon' a relatively autonomous agricultural base, but a ruling stratum 
aggregated military and economic resources, concentrating them at a 
royal court. The localized kin-organized lineages retained a large mea
sure of control over land and labor, while yielding to the royal center in 
matters of war and trade. This distribution of power also allowed the 
interests of the "elders," who operated the local economy of land and 
bride wealth, to fuse with the wider-ranging concerns of the ritual and 
trading elite of the royal lineage. (This convergence is perhaps reflected 
in the regnant ideology, according to which authority is not so much 
delegated as participated in and shared.) The development of key 
monopolies, the intensification of warfare, and the expansion of long
distance trade could enlarge the sociopolitical pyramid; foreign 
encroachment or secession could reduce it again. Alternatively, such 
pyramidal systems were subject to conquest or to infiltration from the 
outside. 

Contact with the Europeans, bringing in metal. hardware, firearms 
and powder, textiles, rum, and tobacco, affected such pyramidal sys
tems at two points: first, in the circulation of prestige goods governing 
marital alliances and the allocation of offspring; second, at the point of 
elite consumption-the apex of relationships involving long-distance 
trade. One might say, therefore, that European expansion dovetailed 
with pre-existing African circuits of exchange, not altering their basic 
structure but merely adding to the flow of goods through them. There is, 
however, another aspect to this encounter, and it soon affected not only 
circulation as such but also the allocation of labor power. As long as the . 
Europeans wanted only pepper or gold or alum, the issue of slavery I: 
remained secondary; but soon the demand for people in return for 
imports affected the very nature of productive relations. :1 

Inevitably, the burgeoning slave trade had political repercussions in 
the areas of supply, especially since only in the rarest of instances did the 
Europeans engage in hunting slaves themselves. They relied instead, as 
the French factor Jean Barbot wrote in the late seventeeuth century, on 
African "kings, rich men, and prime merchants" (quoted in Davidson 
1966: 213). African collaboration, in turn, strengthened existing states 
and spurred state fonnation in areas where no states had existed before 
European impact. 

Two areas that would play an important part in the slave trade were 
already under the command of African states upon the arrival of the 
Europeans. The first of these was the Kingdom of Kongo, said to have 
been founded in the second part of the fourteenth century, when 
several ranked kinship groups originating from north of the River 
Congo superimposed themselves upon populations to the south. The 
second area of pre-European state formation was Benin, in southern 
Nigeria. The rulers of Benin, like those of the later states of Oyo and 
Dahomey in this area, traced their genealogical origins to the sacred 
Yoruba city of lIe-He, which may have had ties to the area of the Niger 
farther east and north. 
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In two other areas, state formation postdates European c~ntact: One 
of these, to the east of Kongo, had its center around Lake Klsale, m the 
region of the Upper Congo River. This was the heartland of Luba.-Lunda 
expansion after the beginning of the seventeemh century,. wlllch was 
probably set in motion by "the econ0t;,llc sumulus proVIded by the 
Portuguese opening of the Atlanuc coast (Ohver and Fage 1962. 129). 
The second area of state formation postdating the European amval was 
the Gold Coast. where a number of smaller polities gave way to the 
growth of the Asante power in the late seventeenth century. 

Mechanisms of Enslavemm! 

Who were the slaves, and by what means were they drawn into 
slavery? Before the advent of the Europeans, there~xisted >~hree 
mechanisms that might turn a free man mto a potenual slave. the 
institution of pawnship, the judicial separation of a person from the 
protection of his lineage, and warfare for captives. 

The first of these mechanisms, pawns hIp, was WIdespread. It was used 
to settle debts, placing a person in the possession of another in payme~t 
of a debt. This transferred to the receiver all nghts over the person s 
labor, reproductive activities, and progeny for the pe;iod of the pawn. 
People might also pawn themselves or theirrelatives m case of famme, 
exchanging rights in persons for access to food. 

The second mechanism for creating potential slaves operated through 
the judicial process. In brief. infractions against the kinship order and 
the lineage structure were seen as directed not merely agamst hvmg 
people but also against the ancestors, and hence the supernatural. 
When a crime was punished by sevenng a person from hIS lm~age, not 
only was such an individual cut off from the support of IllS km but he 
was declared to be at odds with the supernatural order. In a sense, the 
kinship order protected itself by putting persons who challenged It 
outside its domain. Such people could be sold as slaves. Somemnes such 
a slave might be blamed for crimes when either the .owner's lmeage or 
his affinals wielded enough power to aVOId standmg accused them-
selves (Balandier 1970: 338- 339). . 

A third mechanism was capture in war. In effect. hke the other 
mechanisms, this meant the victim was severed from his native lineage 
and deprived of supporting kin. Thus, potential slaves m general
whether pawns, criminals, or captives-were all obtamed ~y cuttmg 
their ties from kin and transferring the victim to the owner s kmshlp 

group. . ' fh' , 
It is important to recognize that once In the posseSSIOn 0 1S owner s 

lineage, a pawn or slave could become a functioning rr;ember of the 
domestic group, even if denied linkage with the owner's hneage. Pa-:vn-
ship and slavery could thus have relatively bemgn consequences, WIth
out any of the attributes of chattel slavery, whICh became charactenstlc 
of the Western Hemisphere. Nevertheless, both pawns and slaves lacked 
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the rights of lineage members and were thus open to manipulation by 
their owners. Mary Douglas has pointed out how this capacity to manip
ulate pawns was especially significant in matrilineally organized social 
constetlations: 

A pawn woman produces lineage segments of other clans who can be 
expected to reside in his [the owner's] village and remain under his 
control. He can offer her daughters to his young clansmen as wives and so 
build up his local clan section. Her Sons, whowill also be his pawns, he can 
persuade to live in his village. By offering them wives from his own clan he 
can counteract the tendency for men to join their mother's brothers. Pawn 
owners can also make elaborate alliances between their pawns of different 
clans. [t 964: 3031 

Under conditions of polygyny. moreover, pawnship could put addi
tional power into the hands of lineage elders, who controlled the alloca
tion of women and hridewealth (see Douglas 1964: 310). 

All of these mechanisms worked differently at the level of the culti
vating domestic group and at the level of elite management. Pawns, 
criminals, and captives acquired by chiefs and by the paramount ruler 
did not become memhers of domestic groups, but instead were put to 
work in the chief's gardens, in the royal gold mines, or in the transport 
of goods in long-distance trade, Merchants also used slaves to raise food 
for the caravan stops along trade routes and to act as bearers. For the 
military, judicial. and commercial elites, therefore, slave labor furnished 
a considerable proportion of the surpluses on which they relied for their 
support, as well as the goods and services commensurate with elite 
status. Hence, warfare and Judicial control together were used to en
large the class whose labor underwrote elite privileges (Terray: 1975). 

All three mechanisms were employed to furoish slaves for the trade, 
In this way, pre-existing institutions were placed in the service of 
European mercantile expansion. African societies became specialized in 
the delivery of slaves, and in the backward and forward linkages that 
the trade carried with it. To examine the ramifications of the trade and 
its impact on local popUlations, we shall focus on the two areas that 
furnished the bulk of slaves exported to the Western Hemisphere: West 
Africa (particularly the Gold Coast, the Slave Coast, and the Niger Delta) 
arid central Africa, the source ofthe "Angolas" and the "Congos" of the 
slave registers. 

Areas of Supply: West Africa 
The Gold Coast 

The advent of the slave trade immediately unleashed a series of political 
upheavals on the Gold Coast. During the second half of the sixteenth 
century, a number of small states emerged along the tropical forest belt, 
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taking advantage of the new conunercial opportunities, Some of these 
formed around "big men:' men powerful enough, in fact. to switch 
their SUppOlt from one group of European traders to another as their 
own interests demanded. Examples of such big men were the Akrosan 
brothers, who wielded power at Fetu in the mid-seventeenth century. 
After the death of the elder brother in 1656, the younger one-known 
to Europeans as John Claessen-became "the most powerful man on 
the whole of the Guinea coast" (Daaku 1970: 109). His power was 
reinforced by his possession of a fleet of war canoes and 2,000 soldiers 
armed with mnskets. Maneuvering between the Dutch at Elmina and 
the Swedish Company, he was in a position to turn down the bribes of 
both, Although offered the kingship of Fetu, he turned it down, because 
ritual prohibitions against the king coming into contact with the sea 
would have kept him from his negotiations with the Europeans. 
Another such big man was Akomani of Akwamu, whose possession of 
cannon allowed him to take and hold Christiansborg Castle at will. 

The most famous of these coastal entrepreneurs, however, was 
Johnny Kabes of Komenda. Born around 1640 or 1650, he died in 1722. 
Johnny Kabes became one of the main middlemen between the English 
and the Asante, while maintaining his independence of both. He con
trolled vital salt pans and maize plantations that furnished food for the 
slavers setting out on the Middle Passage, provided labor and raw 
materials for the construction of forts and trading posts, and maintained 
flotillas of canoes for hire. Although acknowledging the sovereignry of 
the ruler of Egufo, he kept his own army. A contemporary of Johnny 
Kabes was Johnny Konny of Pokoso in Ahanta. He also acted as an 
intermediary with the Asante, expecially in their trade in gold, Anti
Dutch, he favored the Brandenburg Company. The Dutch and English 
actually made an alliance to rid themselves of him, but they failed inthe 
effort (see Daaku 1970; Henige 1977). 

That such early entrepreneurs maintained their own military forces 
signals the advent of a new political factor, firearms. The impact of 
firearms as such should not be overestimated, since in the tropical forest 
environment early forms of firepower were often not fully effective. 
These new weapons acquired momentum only when they came into 
the hands of organizations that could make effective use of them. The 
state of Benin developed in this area before European arms were intro
duced; the dynasty ruling this forest state had come into existence in the 
early fourteenth century, before the advent of the Portuguese (Brad
bury 1964: 149; Kea 1971: 185-186). 

The use of firearms and the skills associated with them were not 
introduced into this area exclusively by Europeans. In the belt of 
savanna to the north of the forest. the use of guns and guupowder 
followed Near Eastern models rather than European ones. While metal 
guns came into use first in Western Europe and in Scandinavia in the 
early fourteenth century, by the end of that century cannon had spread 
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to the Balkans and reached the Ottoman Turks. Hand guns became ' .•... ; .•.•. ' 
widespread in the early fifteenth century, and by the middle of the "S 

fifteenth century cannon and arquebus had wrought a revolution in .!i 
Ottoman warfare. In 1590 Moroccan troups-consisting of arquebus-W. 
carrying Spanish Muslims and Portuguese and Spanish prisoners of ··.1 ... (.:.· ..•• · 

war-destroyed Songhay; and by the end of the sixteenth century, the . 
ruler of Bornu was training a corps of musketeers with Turkish in-Ii. 
structors imported from Tripoli (Goody 1971: 52; Davidson 1966: 139).&: 
Guns were therefore already known on the northern fringes of the IIi 
forest zone at the time of European contact. ., 

It is clear, however, that the large-scale possession of firearms byt 
peopled in the

l 
forfest greatly afltered th

l
? balanlce of political power and .~.: ..........•.. ; •.•. ; 

speede up t le ormation 0 new po ltles. T le Portuguese, to protect . 
their forts, distributed firearms to "friendly natives" around Elmina, il 
and in 1610 the English began selling firearms. By 1660 there was aW 
thriving trade in guns with "Akany" (Akan) traders. The quantity of j;' 
firearms in the area increased sharply after the middle of the seven- \~:, 

'Y 

teenth century, when the English East India Company began to sell .Ii 
arms freely. Between 1658 and 166 L the East India Company sold &. 

~?ti~:;:~~~~a~~~~~~~~~,n ~:;;;i~~;d Coast. In 1700 the Dutch trader f; 

The main military weapons are muskets or carbines, in the use of which 
these African arc wonderfully skillful. ... we sell [hem very great quan
tities, and in doing so we offer them a knife with which to cut our own 
throats, But we arc forced to do this. For if we did not do it, they would 
easily get enough muskets from the English, or from the Danes, or from 
the Prussians. And even if we governors could all agree to stop selling 
firearms, the private traders of the English Of the Dutch would still go on 
selling them. [quoted in Davidson 1966: 217} 

By 1730 the annual imports of guns into West Africa had reached the 
figure of 180,000; between 1750 and 1807 gun imports oscillated 
between 283,000 and 394,000 per annum (Inikori 1977; Richards 
1980). In meeting the heavy demand for arms, the flintlock proved 
cruciaL It enhanced the military capability of its owners and furnished 
the means of violence for political organizations capable of utilizing it. 

The new opportunities for trade and warfare prompted the emer
gence of small states, all of them based-as Kea has said (1971: 201)
"on the firearm." One of the earliest of these states was Denkyira on the 
Oda River. Drawing strength from the Dutch at Elmina, who furnished 
them with firearms, Denkyira was able to shake off its fomler overlord, 
Adanse, and become an independent state. Farther east, the Akwamu 
federation along the Birim River broke through to the coast in 1677, 
subduing the Ga towns-especially Great Accra-and establishing 
direct contact with the English, Dutch, and Danes. Aided by the Euro-

>' 
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peans, Akwamu expanded farther until it included the Fante polity of 
Agona in the west and all of the eastern Gold Coast up to Whydah 
(1702). In 1729-1730, however, Akwamu was destroyed by its north
ern neighbor, Akyem, which controlled rich gold mines and organized 
the short-lived state of Akyem Abuakwa. 

The maneuvers of all these groups were cut short by the rapid expan
sion of Asante. The Asante, who dominated the Gold Coast in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, emerged as a distinct political 
entity only toward the end of the seventeenth century. In the earlier 
decades of that century, some Twi-speaking matrilineages began to 
move out of the Adanse region. By mid-century, some of these-nota
bly the Ekuono and Oyoko mmusua-came into political prominence, 
probably in connection with the acquisition of guns through the coastal 
trade in firearms (Wilks 1975: 110). In the 1660s and 16705 these 
lineages engaged in a struggle for control of the Kwaman area around 
the old gold mart of Tafo. At first they were subject to the state of 
Denkyira, which exacted gold and slaves from them to pay for guns and 
other goods at Elmina. They rose against Denkyira in 1699, however, 
destroyed its power in 170 L and then took its place in exchanges with 
the Europeans. 

The power of the royal stool, which became the symbol of Asante 

150 200 Mires , , 

The expansion of Asante. 
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kingship, seems to have been based squarely on the ability of the ~core of open parkland both northward, to draw tribute from Nupe on 
Asantehene (the Asante ruler) to acquire guns from the Europeans and~· the Niger River, and southward, to make contact with the Europeans in 
to control trade-that is, on a centralization of military and commercial Iii the new pons. Between the western forest country of the Asante and 
functi~ns. The golden stool of the Asante also symbolized judicial .. )~ .•.•. ; ..•. the eastern forests extending to the Niger River, a broad band of open 
sovereIgnty, as well as the common tie of all the Asante with the ii savanna reaches down to the coast. Here the Oyo state was able to 
supernatural. At the same time, matrilineages under their chiefs .il deploy cavalry in ways not possible in the forest zone. Buying horses 
remained quite autonomous, even in military organization; and thet from the Hausa to the north of them, the rulers of Oyo began around 
As.ante state was more a compound oflineages than a centralized polity.f!; 1550 to expand militarily and politically, coming to dominate the 

rhe d,stnct of Kumasl was the locus of the Asantehene, seated on his I! savanna corridor. 
g.olden stool; it was also a region of dense settlement, containing a ',f,Xi, The Oyo rulers, or alafins, were members of a Yoruba-speaking dy
sIzable town (12,000- 15,000 in 1817) and large numbers of cultivators I> nasty, which traced its genealogy back to Odua, believed to be the 
who raised food for the chiefs and their families. It constituted the most J~ creator of the earth and the first king of the holy city of lIe-Ife. Even 
powerful military unit withiu the Asante army. It furnished 60,000 .f!; today, this belief serves as a mythical charter for the kingship among 
soldiers in 1817; the next largest district, Dwaben, furnished 35,000, :y~ most Yoruba subgroups, and the order of precedence among the kings is 
while three other districts provided 15,000 men each. As long as them argued in terms of genealogical connections with the sixteen sons of 
slave trade prospered, however, all the territorial clusters within the ~.) Odua (see Bascom 1969: 9-12). While the alafins were endowed with 
state had a common interest in the expansion of Asante overlords hip, .tt divine descent, in practice they faced the power of the Oyo nobles, all of 
for Jt furmshed access to new trade routes and to slaves.!> whom controlled cavalry. They sought to check the nobles through the 

Equipped with muskets furnished initially by the Dutch, the Asante ·hi! recruitment of court officials from former slaves. Reliance on the horse 
expanded in all directions. They overran Western Gonja (1722-1723), ~,); proved a source at once of strength and of weakness for Oyo. Local 
Eastern Gonja (1732- 1733), Accra (1742). Akyem Abuakwa (1744), ;!,. horse breeding was hampered by the prevalence of the tsetse fly, and 
and Mamprussi (1744-1745). At the beginning of the nineteenth cen- Ii. horses had to be imported continuously from the north, along with 
tury, they broke the alliance between the coastal Fante and the English.~\ grooms to take care of them. To pay for the horses, the alafins had to 
The dates of the military successes of the first half of the eighteenthi~i) ensure the flow of goods northward. With the advent of the Europeans, 
century are mirrored in the large number of slaves exported from thel~·. the items most desired were trade goods brought by the sea merchants, 
GoldCoastat that time. With each victory, the Asante acquired slaves int who in turn had to be compensated in the form of slaves. The Oyo 
the form of war captives and tribute. In 1751 the king of Kpembe lr kingdom, therefore, became a major purveyor of slaves. Diminution of 
acknowledged Asante overlordship and promised to pay an annual~;') the slave trade in the nineteenth century eventually upset this pattern 
tnbute of 1,000 slaves. When in 1772 the Asante seized the ruler of .1:1) of exchange, bringing on endemic conflicts between nobles and king. 
Dagomba, his sons ransomed him with 1,000 slaves (Wilks 1975: 22).It.tr Oyo, however, did not cover its requirements of slaves solely from its 
w~uld seem that as long as the slave trade prospered, tbe military .. ~. own resources; it also received slaves and trade goods as tribute from 
onentatlOn of the Asante state received strong reinforcement. Mer- Si, other states. One such state was Dahomey, organized by the Alladaxonu 
chants remained under state control, and an independent class of :;. clan among the Fon in the second half of the seventeenth century. The 
traders was not allowed to develop.I\: Alladaxonu, like the alafins of Oyo, claimed descent from Odua. Like 

The decline of the slave trade in the nineteenth century weakened the If other branehes of the descendants of Odua, they had assumed control 
influence of the military, producing in turn a new political coalition. It iff.. over local popUlations, establishing themselves on the Abomey plateau 
linked the commercial entrepreneurs (asika[o) with the lower class ¥' (whence the name Dahomey) within the savanna gap. 
(ahia[o), which was composed of slaves (mostly of northern origin), ·G' The Dahomey polity, ruled over by the Onidada, or king ofthe Fon, is 
Asante pawneeHn payment of debt, and officials stripped of their posi- .~. often represented as if it were a wholly autonomous state, carrying on 
Uem. TIllS coahnon took form specifically around the issue of military ~, slave raiding and trading on its own account. It was, in fact, a tributary 
conscription (Wilks 1975: 70 1-720).·It of Oyo, following its defeat by Oyo in 1712. Oyo reinforced this claim by 

f sending its cavalry against Abomey at least five times between 1724 and 
Oyo and Dahomey ~i 1730. The annual tribute, the agban, was paid almost continually for a 
The Asante polity had expanded from a core in the forest country to ~.:.r century. Among the items tributed were some 1,700 guns per year. The 
embrace provinces both on the southern coast and in the inland i attacks of Oyo upon Abomey were directed not only at obtaining tribute 
savanna. Another polity, the Yoruba kingdom of Oyo, expanded from a 12: but also at interdicting Fan control of the coast. In 1725 the Fan had 

,~t:, 
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attacked Ardrah, then a kingdom under Oyo hegemony controlling afi tives, and local porters would be assigned to carry trade goods to the 
number of coastal ports. The Fon seized some of these ports themselves,I,} depot in town. The Europeans would reside in town while conductmg 
such as Whydah (1727), Savi (1728), and Jakin (1732); but they soon r,i their business, and they would be given servants and attendants. Trade 
relinquished control of Ardrah and Jakin (or Porto Novo) to Oyo. After!" was under the direction of a royal official. Prices for goods and slaves 
trying to interest the English in taking over Whydah on an exclusive andti' were set by the king. The Europeans were not allowed to leave Whydah, 
permanent basis (see Polanyi 1966: 29- 30), the Fon acceded to an10 except with pennission of the king. Althe same time, slave traders from 
agreement made between the ruler of Savi and the Europeans in I 704~t the north were not allowed to visit Whydah and deal dIrectly With the 
to open the port to all comers thereafter. By seizing Whydah the Fan 11: Europeans, but had to sell their captives to Dahomean factors. No guns 
were able to systematize the slave trade. Until 1772, however, they!j or ammunition were allowed to pass beyond Dahomey to the states to 
faced numerous local rebellions, aided either by Oyo or by various!:! the north. 
foreign agents and companies. Thus Whydah, far from being an asset to~; Possession of slaves was permitted only through a public grant of 
Dahomey, became "an open wound to the body politic" (Polanyi 1966:[\ slaves from the king; no one was allowed to own or trade in slaves 
33). j; independently. However, certain officials could hunt for slaves With 

Despite its external difficulties, which continued until Oyo disinte-~, armies of their own, and they were allowed to keep the slaves taken by 
grated around the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Dahomey!!, their soldiers upon payment of a tax to the state. When a town was 
state was highly centralized and cohesive internally. The basic units of~: taken in war, the victorious officer was entitled to monopolize the 
the state were landholding patrilineages, headed by elders. A number of~ town's trade, subject to taxes. He was required, however, to work 
such patrilineages formed a village, which maintained its own organiza- ~ ••. through licensed trading officials who were independent of the mIlitary. 
tion for communal labor, the dokpwe. The village headmanship was I;' 
subject to certification by the king. The new state, however, was moret' Benin 
than an organization in which a royal patrilineage ruled over other~ Probably the only state in coastal West Africa that preceded European 
patrilineages. It possessed a standing army equipped with muskets, ~ control was Benin, in eastern Guinea. Like .the alafin of Oyo and the 
including a royal bodyguard of2,500 women soldiers. In addition, therer!. onidada of Abomey, the rulers, or obas, of Benin also traced their descent 
was general conscription in case of war. The state also had an efficient ~ back to Odua of lIe-Ife, the holy city of the Yoruba. This dynasty 
tax system, collecting a basic tax on agricultural produce assessed~i established control over the Edo-speakers of the Benin area in about 
against each village; taxes on livestock, salt, and artisan products; andU:, 1400, perhaps in connection with trade on the Niger River. In contrast 
tolls on goods taken to market. Censuses of people and production wereiiF to Oyo, where the ala fin had to contend with a hereditary nobility, the 
kept and checked by ingenious methods. The kingship exercised strong\l; Benin state was marked by a plethora of associations that allowed 
judicial control. If a chief committed a crime, his compound was tt: commoners to advance in status. These associations, which resemble 
destroyed, his property confiscated, the female members of his house-Ii:" those found in the Niger River region to the east. were organized bodies 
hold sold as slaves, and his male descendants impressed into the army.!; of titleholders and traders (Bradbury 1964). While Benin prospered, 
Secret associations, which were common in the West African forest belt,lt these associations probably amplified the basis of support for the king-
were outlawed in Dahomey to inhibit countervailing sources of power.!i; ship among the native population. . 
Instead, there was a state cult run by priests who controlled initiation.!;: Selling first pepper and then slaves to the Portuguese, Benm was the 
To further inhibit challenges to the state, members of the royal patriline-~ first power on the Slave Coast to obtain fireanns. The rulers of Bemn 
ages were not allowed to hold public office, and only sons born to thel~ employed muskets to expand as far as Bonny in the east and Eko (Lagos) 
king by commoner women could accede to the kingship. State officials I!: in the west. During the seventeenth century Benm became a major 
were usually commoners, drawn into state service with the offer of gifts~: source of slaves. By the end of the century, however, intensified compe
and with permission to wed females of the royal clan. They were kept If tition from other Yoruba towns raised the cost of slaves shipped out of 
from consolidating any power because they served at the behest of the~!i Benin, and caused the Europeans to seek cheaper slaves in Whydah a~d 
king, their positions were not heritable, and their work was closely fv;' Calabar. As Benin's economic decline continued, internal conlhet 
supervised by a female of the royal clan, called "mother" of the officialri increased. The oba continued to serve as the sacred center of Benin, but 
in her charge. pi. around him swirled conflicts among hereditary noblemen, men holding 

External trade was also strongly controlled by the state. Whenever a~} titles in the different association of palace retainers, ritual representa
ship arrived at Whydah, it would be greeted by the king's representa- tv tives of the commoners, and members of the trading associations that 

IF' 
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li;,:-

c?ntrolkd routes between the Slave Coast and the inland markets. Such!~' Benin had already pioneered in the Niger Delta, sending out colonists 
dIvergent mterests led to internal revolt, until by the end of the eigh;~;. led by relatives or retainers of the oba. These colonist had formed small 
teenth century Benin had lost much of its power.¥J; satellite kingdoms with variable ties to Benin. One such kingdom was 

ti' Aboh, located strategically at the point where the Niger fonns three 
The Niger Delta ;1~·. branches on its way to the sea. Another satellite of Benin was Idah, to 
The states of the Gold Coast and the Slave Coast-Asante, oyo,i~' the north, in the kingdom of the Igala. From Idah, the Igala ruler, or ata, 
Dahomey, Benm-had theIr bases mland. from which they reached outl~ sent outtitled chiefs to colonize still fartherinland, tapping this tributary 
to the coast to take control ofthe vital points of embarkation and imporLl~ region for slaves, ivory, and other products, which they traded down
In the reglOn west of Benin, comprising the delta of the Niger Rivef'ty[. river to Aboh in exchange for salt and European manufacturers. 
centers of the slave trade developed instead along the coast and water:.I!: The mangrove swamplands of the delta below Aboh were inhabited 
ways. Great pons like Bonny, New Calabar, and Old Calabar arose~jr by Ijaw-speaking people, organized in autonomous villages made up of 
serving as points of entry for European goods and influence and 'a;:~~i extended-family "houses" (wari). The Ijaw fished and collected salt, 
embarkatlOn POInts for slaves from the hinterland. In contrast to thel!5 exchanging their products for the crops, poultry, and livestock of the 
Gold and Slave ~oasts, where the commerce in slaves was carried on bYl~ satellite kingdoms to the north. ljaw-produced salt and fish was then 
tnbutar y states, m the NIger Delta the trade took root in a social context~(: traded farther along the Niger for yams, palm products, livestock, cam-
dommated by kinship corporations. ~> wood, ivory, and potash. 

1\' When the Europeans contacted the coast, the Ijaw were in a strategic 
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.. :t .. i.'., •.. · ...... position to ebxploiht the troutesd' that led hfrom the new ports, 0hver thle 
• creeks and ranc es 0 the elta, to t e cities upriver. In t e ear y 
f' sixteenth century, the northern kingdoms began to trade with the Ijaw 

villages giving them-in return for salt-slaves, produce, and livestock, 
which the ljaw in turn sold to the Europeans for copper bracelets. By the 
end of the seventeenth century, the Ijaw communities of Kalabari, 
Aodon;, Bonny, Okrika, and Brass (Nembe) had become important 
centers in the exchange of slaves for European manufactured goods. In 
the eighteenth century, as firearms became generally available, Ijaw 
war leaders armed their fifty-man canoes with cannon and competed 
for control of the growing trade. In the course of trading and fighting, 
the ljaw extended-family houses turned into "canoe houses"-corpo
rations made up of kinsmen and assimilated slaves, which engaged in 
extensive commerce and warfare geared to obtaining slaves. 

r _,--_c.:..:' ':~;; ;t; 

By the eighteenth century, canoe houses armed with large numbers 
of cannon-equipped canoes had developed in Aboh as well. Aboh, in 
fact. became the major source of such canoes for the delta as a whole. 
Most of the slaves acquired by Aboh came, in turn, from the Igala of 
ldah to the north, who drew slaves and ivory from the region where the 
Niger and Benue rivers converge, and traded them southward in 
exchange for salt and European goods. These slave-trading activities 
polarized the populations of the area into olu and igbo-slave-hunting 
riverine populations headed by kings (olu), and upland people who 
were raided for slaves (igbo). The term igbo thus was originally applied 
to the victims of the trade; only gradually did it become the name of an 
ethnic category, the present-day Ibo (see Henderson 1972: 40-41). As a 
result of these struggles, Brass, Kalabari, and Bonny emerged as the 
major centers of the eastern Delta. 

The N~qer Delta. (Aro trade routes after Ottenberg, 1958: courtesy a/the author) It> Another such center of the slave trade grew up in Old Calabar on the 
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A party, ofEnHlis~~nen bei/:H escorted to Aboh. Sketch by William Allen, who surveyed the 
N~ger jor the Brtlls/I AdmIralty. 1832-33, from his Picturesque Views of the River 
Niger, 1840. (Courtesy afthe General Research Division, The New York Public Library. 
Astor, Lenox, and Tilden Foundations) 

Cross River, among the coastal lbibio-speaking peoples. Here, too, 
populations lived primarily by fishing, salt making, and trading their 
products northward to rbo areas in exchange for yams. In the late 
sixteenth century, a group of Ibibio~speaking fishermen and traders 
moved fronl their horne village to what came to be known as Creek 
Town (Etunko). At the beginning of the seventeenth century, a seg
ment of the Creek town dwellers hived ofC forming Old Town (Obu
tong); then, in the 1620s or 1630s, a lineage section breaking off from 
Old Town established DukeTown (Atakpa). These several towns consti
tuted Old Calabar. The trade in slaves began here in the middle of the 
seventeenth century; an estimated 250,000 slaves were exported 
between 1650 and 1841, when the external slave trade ended (Latham 
1973: 22- 23). The European goods received in return were at first iron, 
copper. hardware, and cloth; firearms were added in 1713. 

Soon slaving became big business in Old Calabar. As among the 
Ijaw-speakers, where slaving had transformed the extended-family 
houses mto "canoe houses," so also among the Ibibio-speaking Efik did 
the slave trade undermine the patrilineages and the councils formed of 
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lineage chiefs. Taking the place of the patrilineages were seven wards, 
each made up of various extended families and lineage segments 
grouped around an important trader and his slave following. Some of 
these wards prospered and grew at the expense of others. "It was those 
wards," says A.J.H. Latham, 

most successful in trade which expanded fastest because they aCCllmu~ 
lated most retainers, Certain wards grew more quickly than others, for the 
Europeans traded and gave credit to those who paid their debts promptly 
and honestly. In the course of lime, bad debtors lost their access to credit. 
and only the credit~worthy were supported. The more trust they were 
allowed, the bigger their organizations and reserves became, and the more 
they were able 10 justify being given furth(>f credit. [J973: 5!] 

In contrast to the Ijaw-speakers, the Efik did not incorporate slaves 
into their extended families and lineages. They maintained and intensi~ 
fled their solidarity as an upper stratum, in part through the cult of a 
common tutelary deity, Ndem Ejik. They did, however, open the road to 
entrepreneurs of non-Efik ancestry by allowing them to participate in 
the secret Ekpe sodality, named after a forest spirit. Ekpe (known to the 
Europeans as Egbo), which came to the fore early in the eighteenth 
cemury, was open to all males, free and slave. Membership was by 
purchase. The sodality was graded, the top f()lIr grades theoretically 
attainable only by freemen, although a man born as a slave is known to 
have become a vice-president. Each grade had a master (obol1g); at the 
head of Ekpe stood a president (eyamba) and a vice-president (ebunko). 
Masterships, the presidency, and the vice-presidency usually went to 
members of the dominant wards. The members of the top grade made 
up the decision-making council; the second grade carried out the 
decisions. 

This sodality had various functions. On one level, it was a social club 
where the men of important wards could meet to talk or feast together. 
On another level, it exercised legal authority; it made and enforced the 
law. It could fine people, arrest them or order house arrests, and execute 
offenders. It could declare boycotts. It could confiscate or destroy a 
man's property, or place a taboo on its use. Most importantly, the 
sodality had an economic function. It had the power to enforce the 
repayment of debts. It was "this power to insist on the repayment of 
credit which lay behind the spread of the Ekpe societies among the other 
peoples further inland up the Cross River, f(lr by adopting Ekpe they 
made themselves credit-worthy in the eyes of the Elik, and therefore 
could avail themselves of Efik credit" (Latham 1973: 39). As a result, 
several European traders joined Ekpe. 

While the Efik took charge of the slave trade at the point of embarka
tion, most of the slaves in their markets were supplied by an inland 
group known as the Aro. The Aro consisted of people of diverse origins, 
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who were brought together by Okoyong mercenaries from Akankpa,tit: 
near Creek Town. The pattern of hiring mercenaries for trade or war'~'; 
was common, but the Aro represent a special development of this 10/ 
pattern. They first established themselves near the Cross River, just to 11: 
the east of the major slave market at Bende. Their settlements consistedff 
of nine primary villages, each housing an original patrilineage, and ten-It::, 
secondary villages, made up of segments of these lineages. The head of!~ 
the central patrilineage in the village of Otusi was also head of the Aro 1\ 
chiefly lineage. The nine patrilineage heads, together with representa- I:· 
tives of the secondary villages, made up the Aro council. Following a~: 
pattern widespread among rbo popUlations, they set up at Aro Chukwu :~!) 
an oracle and pilgrimage center (later to be known among the British as .1:: 

fy Big .Jujl!).~, 
From their center at Aro Chukwu, the Aro sent out colonies amongffl 

other peoples, which ranged from small posts along Aro trade routes to 1&. 
major settlements dominating a market or village cluster. These coloniesl' 
often housed a local oracle to which people could bring trouble cases-I?;! 
disputes over land and inheritance, feuds, theft, witchcraft. sorcery, and ';;l~, 
murder. Those disputes that could not be resolved locally were referred 'n'i 
to the major oracle at Aro Chukwu for resolution. Any individual Arc!;:: 
was empowered to refer people to an Aro oracle. In doing so, he would f.; 
also collect information for the oracle keepers, to be used in making .7 
judgments. People found guilty by the oracles could be fined, killed, or ~. 
sold into slavery. it 

The Aro also advanced credit to non-Aro individuals, gaining their l~ 
gratitude or, in case ofinability to pay, forcing them to sell themselves or it:, 
a member of their family into slavery. The Aro also acquired slaves by \: 
buying them in local slave markets or by hiring mercenaries to catch ~~;::t 
them. Backing up Aro judicial, supernatural, and economic functions ,~;: 
was their control of firearms, obtained in quantity through their ,~~i 
connections in Calabar. \7; 

The Aro did not establish a true state. They never developed a central- i ...•. 
ized hierarchy of command, nor were they interested in political dam i- -

f'i:' 
nation as such. Nevertheless, they came to carry out some of the .A(, 
functions associated with states, as a kind of economic mafia with an lF' 
aura of religious legitima,cy. In these characteristics they bear closer t~/ 
resemblance to the Iroquois confederacy, and to the Varangian Rus who &! 
came down the Volga with slaves and amber in the ninth century, than ii 
to the centralized West African states of Asante, Dahomey, or Benin. lB0 

Areas of Supply: Central Africa 
The Kingdom of [(ongo 

When the Portuguese sailed up the Congo River in 1483, they came face 1.1 
to face with one of the largest African polities, the kingdom of the i ii; 
Bakongo, whose capital was at Mbanzakongo (the later San Salvador). ti' 
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Mbanza or Salvador, chief city of the Kingdom of Congo. Copper engraVing published by 
Olfert Dapper, 1676. (Courtesy of the General Reseqrch Division, The New York Public 
Library. Astor, Lenox, and Tilden Foundations) 

This Kongo kingdom had grown to be among the most important of a 
number of states along the upper Congo River and its two tributaries, 
the Kasai and the Sankuru. All of these states appear to trace their origin 
to a founding kingdom north of the area of Stanley Pool. Farther east, 
above the impenetrable Stanley Falls, lay a second area of state forma
tion, on the upper reaches of the Congo River and its tributaries. Its 
center was located around Lake Kisale. This was the point of origin of 
the Luba and Songye elites that became increasingly active in state 
building, as the influence of the slave trade penetrated inland to the 
shores of the Lualaba River (see Vansina, Mauny, and Thomas 1964: 
96-97). 

The Kongo kingdom was large, covering an area of about 60,000 
square miles extending from the Congo River southward to the River 
Dande and from the Atlantic coast eastward to the Kwango River. This 
area was inhabited by an estimated 2.5 million people at the time of 
European contact. The social organization of the kingdom was based on 
matrilineal descent, coupled with avunculocal residence. The basic 
social units were matrilineages; these were ranked, with the royal 
matrilineage at the apex. Each matrilineage gave its women in marriage 
to the next higher-ranking one, receiving in return bridal compensation 
and gifts. It also received from the wife-taking matrilineage any sons 
born to these marriages. The sons would take up residence with the 
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wife-giving matrilineage in the compounds of their mothers' brothers. 
The royal lineage did not exchange women bnt retained them. Their 
women could marry commoners and slaves; both the women and their 
offspring stayed within the royal lineage. A corollary of this system was 
that the royal lineage was also the initiator of the chain of bridewealth 
and gifts moving to lower-ranking matrilineages (Ekholm 1977). Since 
the royal matrilineage did not receive gifts but only made them, one of 
the basic prerequisites of the entire set of marriage exchanges was royal 
access to resources not available to any other groupings. 

In pre-European times, these resources were copper, salt, and nzimbu 
shells from the royal fishery of Luanda Island, which Pigafetta called 
"the money mine used by the king of the Congo and the people of the 
surrounding regions" (quoted in Balandier 1968: 130). Units of this 
shell money were standardized: one koJo (20,000 big shells) represented 
twice the value of one luJuku (10,000 big shells), and one lufuku was 
equal to tenfunda (1,000 big shells). Nzimbu shells formed the main part 
of pre-European tribute payments and constituted the coin of the realm, 
the chief instrument of public finance. For private transactions, the use 
of standardized sizes of cloth was common; toward the end of the 
seventeenth century 100 napkin-sized mpusu corresponded to 4,000 
Portuguese reis or one slave (Balandier 1968: 129- 132). It thus seems 
clear that the royal power would have welcomed the advent of new 
resources from abroad so as to extend its fund of power at home. 

The Portuguese were therefore eagerly received by the mani kongo, 
the ruler ofKongo. Yet they demanded slaves and ivory in exchange for 
their goods. Hence, any increment in exchanges with the Portuguese 
also increased slaving and intensified pre-existing forms of slavery. For a 
time, indeed, the Kongo kingdom was an ally of the Portuguese. The 
Portuguese sent luissionaries to instruct the Bakongo court in Christian
ity and to baptize its members. King Nzinga Nvemba (1506- 1543) 
converted and became Dam Afonso I, abandoning in the process the 
sanctions of divine kingship as understood by Bakongo. The Portuguese 
offered what we wonld today call technical assistance, perhaps because 
their supply of manufactured goods was quite limited. Skilled laborers, 
artisans, and even instructors in domestic economy were sent from 
Lisbon to Mbanzakongo to teach their skills to the Bakongo. Some 
young Bakongo were also sent to Portugal for study abroad. 

Yet the expanding slave trade increasingly subverted these efforts. By 
1530 the annual export of slaves from the Kongo was estimated at 
between 4,000 and 5,000 peqas de Indias. One pe,a (or piece) was equal to 
a young able-bodied male, with females and slaves of other ages 
counted at less than a pe,a. At first the slaves were obtained from 
regions beyond the Bakongo kingdom, by barter from the Teke and 
Mpumbu to the northeas!, or by warfare or trade with the Mbundu to 
the south. As time passed, however, the Portuguese increasingly sought 
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slaves from Kongo itself. Portuguese artisans, merchants, priests, ship's 
officers and sailors, and royal officials entered the slave trade on their 
own behalf. This wholesale participation by the Portuguese also meant 
that European trade goods and guns no longer flowed only through the 
hands of the royal lineage but became available to local chiefs or 
strongmen who could deliver slaves. Thus, the SOCiopolitical organiza
tion of the Kongo kingdom collapsed, along with its hierarchical ar
rangement of matrilineages and its flow of women and prestations. 
With this collapse went the power of kingship itself. Furthermore, as 
local chiefs began to raid for slaves themselves, matrilineal reckoning 
gave way to patrilineal clusters, because chiefs needing manpower to 
field a slave-hunting force began to claim the children they produced 
with their own slave women. 

To enlarge their area of capture, the Portuguese extended their trade 
to the Mbundu kingdom of the Ndongo, south of the River Dande, 
setting up Kongo chiefs as overlords over Mbundu chieftains and exact
ing slaves from them. This trade was initiated by private entrepreneurs 
from Sao Tome, who shipped out slaves from the mouth of the Kwanza 
River despite attempts by the Crown to channel all slave traffic through 
the Kongolese port of Mpinda. After the mid-sixteenth century, how
ever, the Crown took an increasing interest in intensifying its control 
over the state ofNdongo and in containing, on the eastern fringes of the 
area, raiders who had been taking advantage of the weakness of the 
Kongo state to engage in slave hunting on their own account. Toward 
the end of the sixteenth century, Portuguese royal troops advanced 
systematically into Angola, taking slaves as captives, imposing tribute in 
the form of slaves on Mbundu chiefs, and sending out Eum-African 
traders, Or pombeiros, to buy slaves in the pombo.>, fairs of the hinterland. 
The term pombo stems from the name of one of the most important of 
these fairs, held among the Hum at Stanley Pool. Gradually this term 
was extended to African captains of slave-buying expeditions. Slaves 
were bought and sold for Portuguese wine and brandy, Brazilian rum 
and tobacco, European and Indian cloth, and fine African palm cloth, 
which was ohtained from the forest dwellers along the northern border 
of Kong a in exchange for salt and sea shells from the coast. As a result of 
this expansion of the slave trade, 13,000 to 16,000 slaves were shipped 
out of Angola by mid-seventeenth century. The decline of the kingdom 
of the Kongo itself was demonstrated by Portuguese seizure of the 
nzimbu fisheries in the mid-seventeenth century. The act, in effec!' 
transferred the royal treasury of the Kongo to the authority of King Joao 
of Portugal. 

Whereas the slave trade, coupled with trade in commodities, had first 
attracted populations to the coast, now the ravages of the trade caused 
people to move eastward away from the coast. This withdrawal was in 
part an attempt to escape the slave hunters. In part it was prompted by 
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further European advances inland, They generally go by the name of 
1mbangola or 1mbangala, although some Imbangala segments have 
gone down in history as the Jaga-people depicted in fictitious Portu
guese tales as cannibals who killed their own children when they 
proved a hindrance (Miller 1973), The appearance of the 1mbangala on 
the eastern borders of Kongo and Ndongo may have resulted, in part, 
from the expansion of the Luba and Lunda farther to the cast; it no 
doubt also resulted from the potential for slave trading, A string of states 
was set up by the 1mbangala in the regions of Kwango, Ambaka, 
Kasanje, and the Benguela highlands; Kasanje soon became the most 
important slave market for the coast (Vansina 1968: 145,202), Farther 

'" IF',', to the north, the Yaka kingdom of Kwango terrorized the people of the 
middle Kwango-Kasai river basin, The major Yaka trading center was 
Matamba, whose trade was in the hands of local Ambaka, other Afri
cans, and Portuguese, The kingdoms that the Imbangala set up among 
the Ovimbundu in the Benguela highlands also began to raid inland, 
seHing captives to traders from Ndongo, In the eighteenth century, all 
these kingdoms were major participants in the slave trade (Vansma 
1968: 199), 

40', 

I 

State formation in Central Africa. 

the desire of slave-hunting chieftains to improve their own terms 
exchange with the Portuguese by monopolizing the trade 
inland, 

Imbangaia 

The decline of Kongo hegemony and the expansion of the trade inland 
unleashed a chain of events in areas far removed from direct Portuguese 
influence, One locus of these new developments was in the savanna 
between the Upper Lualaba and the Kasai rivers, where major political 
shifts occurred after 1500, The changes may have owed little to external 
influence at the outset; yet they 5000 became enmeshed with processes 
originating in the slave trade, 

These changes were first felt within the area of Portuguese influence 
when slave hunters appeared on the eastern confines of Kongo and 
Ndongo, Taking advantage of the increasing disorder in Kongo, which 
set subchiefs and chiefs against one another in contests for the kingship, 
armed bands from farther inland overran tributary groups of the larger 
kingdoms and established slave-trading polities of their own, For two 
centuries the rulers of these polities played an important role as slave 
raiders and traders for the Portuguese, while at the same time impeding 

Luba-Lunda 
The appearance of the Imbangala along ,the frontiers of Kongo and 
Ndongo may have been the product of a wider political process, whose 
roots were farther to the east, around Lake Kisalc, This process, a 
radiation of political-military aristocracies, resulted in the development 
of the Luba and Lunda kingdoms, 

The Luba emerged initially as a set of patrilineages that imposed 
domination over a large number of local groups, These Luba patri
lineages thus became an elite of invaders, the balopwe, This elite fur
nished the king, whose rule was conceptualized as the exercise of 
bulopwe-a supernatural power transmissible in the male line, The elite 
also provided the chiefs who supervised the conquered groups, Native 
chiefs were retained, their power conceptualized as that of the "ritual 
owners of the land," The Luba then expanded farther by sending out 
colonies under chiefs, answerable to the center, who would settle 
among adjacent popUlations, Luba sovereignty, however, remained 
limited, in that the balopwe elite and the "owners of the land" were 
kept as distinct categories, The owners of the land did not fuse with the 
Luba ruling elite but remained only tribute collectors, and hence often 
became sources of local dissidence, At the same time, the power of the 
kingship was checked by the power of balopwe patrilineages who had 
fnrnished wives to the royal line, and who could throw their support to 
competing royal heirs, This pattern appears to characterize the main 
Luba kingdom between the Lwembe and Lualaba rivers, as well as the 
smaller Luba kingdoms of Kikonja to the east and of Kalundwe and 
Kaniok to the west. 
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Some lineages of Luba balopwe settled in the valley of the Nkalaany 
River, becoming the core of the Lunda kingdom. In contrast to the Luba, 
among whom the balopwe lineages always remained apart from the 
native groups, the Lunda developed a political model that maintained 
kinship ties among the Lunda elite while permitting the incorporation 
of non-Lunda through kinship fictions. This model involved the twin 
principles of positional snccession and perpetual kinship (Vansina 1968: 
80-83). Positional succession meant that the incumbent to an office 
inherited not only the office but also the resources and social identity of 
his predecessor, including his name and kinship connections. Thus, 
genealogical descendants of two brothers, separated by great kinship 
distance, conld be identified with the two ancestors and conceptualized 
as brothers. Successive incumbents to offices would assume the identity 
of the original ancestors present at the founding of the kingdom. At the 
same time, non-Lunda local chieftains could be assimilated by appoint
ment as village headmen and given social identities within the scheme 
of Lunda perpetual kinship. 

According to the Lunda model, villages were governed by such 
headmen, whose position was hereditary within the matriline, and who 
were backed by a council of elders. The headmen of the fifteen oldest 
villages held special ritual positions at court. The villages were grouped 
together according to the ties of perpetual kinship recognized .among 
their headmen; groups of villages formed districts supervised from the 
center but ruled by chiefs nominated by the headmen. The main func
tion of such chiefs was to collect tribute. 

At the center of this hierarchy stood the king, Mwaant Yaav. Sur
rounding him were religious titleholders, including the headmen of the •. 
oldest villages; "lather" officials, whose "sons" collected the tribute ,. 
paid by the district chiefs; and the representatives of non-Lunda chiefs 
in the countryside, who were "children" of the king. "Traveling chiefs" 
went out to the non-Lunda periphery of the kingdom to gather tribute 
and to execute orders. 

The Lunda kingdom was not a bounded entity but a sphere of power, 
most strongly concentrated at the center and ditninishing outward from 
the capital. The capital, Mussamba, was supported by tribute and trade. 
Tribute flowed toward it in the form of salt, copper, food, and slaves. A 
major center of commerce, its main trade partner fr0111 the seventeenth 
century on was the 1mbangala kingdom of Kasanje to the west, which 
was linked to the Mwaant Yaav by ties of kinship and rituaL Slaves and 
ivory moved from Mussamba to Kasanje and then to the coast, while 
guns and cloth traveled in the reverse direction. This was also the ronte 
by wh ich American food crops diffused inland. Maize had arrived on the 
coast in the second half of the sixteenth century, and manioc was 
introduced around 1600 (Vans ina 1968: 21). These crops may have 
contributed to the consolidation of Lunda power. Slaves were used at 
Mussamba to work in manioc gardens, which probably strengthened 
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the productive base of the kingdom. Clearly the Lunda structure rested 
on slaving and on the ability of the warrior aristocracy to deliver slaves 
to the center (Vellut 1972: 77, 83-84). 

Lunda warrior elites also carried this political model toward the south 
and east. Among those who moved southward toward the headwaters 
of the Zambezi River was a warrior chief, Kanongesha. He divided his 
newly won lands among relatives and members of his retinue, in return 
for tribute that was passed on, in part. to the Mwaant Yaav. In time, the 
chiefs of the new lands became increasingly autonomous and were 
joined by other newcomers with their retinues. Among the people 
brought under Lunda hegemony through this process of elite coloniza
tion were the Ndembu, known to anthropologists through the work of 
Victor Turner. Although the tie between the rulers of the Ndembu and 
the Lunda center at Mussamba grew increasingly tenuous over time, 
they still identified themselves to Turner in the I 950s as the "people of 
Mwaant Yaav" (Turner 1967: 3). 

Other Lunda chiefs moved eastward into the area between the 
Luabala and the Luapula rivers. This time the extension of the Lunda 
domain was rapid, supported by the possession of guns. Again. a rilual 
tie with the Mwaant Yaav was maintained, as the chiefs of the new 
domain grew increasingly independent politically. Toward the end of 
the eighteenth century, one of these Lunda chiefs with the title of 
Kazembe became dominant, and he organized chiefships owing tribute 
payments to him over a wide area extending beyond Lake Mweru. He 
opened trade on his own account with the Portuguese at Tete, and his 
capital became a regular stop on the route to Lake Nyasa and on to 
Kilwa. Nevertheless, the Kazembe never relinquished trade relations 
with the Mwaant Yaav, sending slaves to Mussamba in return for fine 
woolens, cowrie shells, necklaces of blue pearls, velorio beads, looking 
glasses, and tea sets (Cunnison 1961: 65). Maize. manioc, and the raffia 
palm also traveled tbis route eastward (Vansina 1969: 173). 

Thus, by the end of the eighteenth century a major transcontinental 
trade route linked the Atlantic sbore with the littoral of the Indian 
Ocean. It operated through the Ibangala middlemen of Kasanje in the 
west, and through the Bisa in the east. The Bisa-whose home lay in the 
area between Lake Bangweulu and the Bemba plateau-had been 
organized by Lunda chieftains who acknowledged Kazembe hege
mony. They were famed as long-distance traders. A Portuguese visitor 
to Kazembe's capital on the Luapula River in 1806 met a Bisa who was 
familiar with Angola (Cunnison 1961: 65). 

Ivory and Slaving in Eastern Africa 
In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the eastern 
borderlands of the Kazembe domain experienced the pressures caused 
by a rising demand for ivory and slaves. East Atrica had long furnished 
elephant tusks for Asian markets, but the eighteenth century saw the 
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Europeans introduced to Chinese and Indian tastes in art and their 
desire fanned for ivory carvings, inlay work, fans, billiard balls, 
piano keys. At the same time, there developed a new demand for slaves. 
The French sought slaves for their new plantations on the Indian Ocean 
islands of Reunion and Mauritius; they bought them in rising numbers 
from the slave-hunting kingdoms of Madagascar and from slave traders 
in the Muslim portS of the East African coast. British interference 
West African sources of supply after the abolition of the slave trade 
1807 led Brazilian and Cuban slave traders to look to East Africa for new 
slaves. At the same time, Omani Arabs set up clove plantations in 
Zanzibar, purchasing slaves for their new operations on the 
coast nearby. 

The dual demand lil[ ivory and for slaves was met by a number 
populations in the East African interior that had already begun to carry 
ivory to the coast by 1700. A major group of such traders were the Bisa, 
who linked Kazembe's capital on the Luapula with Kilwa on the coast; 
alternatively, they traded with the Yao, the main suppliers of ivory to 
the Portuguese. The Yao, who occupied the area east of Lake Malawi 
(formerly Lake Nyasa), now began to expand their trade networl: 
northward to include Kilwa and Zanzibar, as well as the rUllllgll"'" 
settlements along the Zambezi River. As Kazembe and the Bisa 
former dominance over the trade, the Yao intensified their in'vollvem<enl:) 
in slaving, as did another group of people, the Chikunda, who began to 
raid westward along the Zambezi River. These Chikunda were of mixed 
ethnic origins, but they grew into a "new" tribe-with a distinctive 
language and ethnic identity-in the course of their involvement in the 
trade. In the area north of Lake Malawi, the slaving and trading role was 
assumed by the Nyamwezi, organized into distinct groups under ntemi 
(decision-making) chiefs who combined ritual and judicial functions 
with entrepreneurial roles in the caravan trade between the interior and 
the coast. 

These new commercial opportunities not only spurred the entry 
interior groups into the trade in ivory and slaves; they also attracted 
Omani Arabs from Zanzibar and Muslim Swahili traders from the coast. 
These newcomers organized anned caravans and set up forts and 
trading stations in the interior. Increasingly equipped with firearms, 
they set themselves up as local potentates, sometimes in alliance with 
African chiefs, sometimes in open conflict with them. Growing political 
competition, along with the ever-expanding slave trade, brought on a 
rising tide of armed conflict. As some polities declined, others-more· 
attuned to military escalation-came to the fore. Among these ascen
dant groups was one known as the Bemba. 

The Bemba 

The Bemba define their identity through common recognition of a line 
of chiefs drawn from the crocodile clan and bearing the perpetual title of 
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chitimukulu. They think of themselves as descendants of the followers of 
first Luba balopwe, who founded the Lunda kingdom. (Chitimu

the Great-is the praise title of this Luba-Chiti Maluba, or 
the Luba.) The Bemba reached the Upper Lualaba River around 

the middle of the eighteenth century, following the Lunda pattern of 
setting up chiefships among the local populations they overran. By the 

of the eighteenth century, they had begun to collect tribute in ivory 
.and to hunt elephants themselves. From 1800 to the 1830s, they grad

subjected the Bisa. Now strategically located between Lake Nyasa 
.and Kilwa on Lake Mern, the Bemba were able to control the growing 
trade in ivory and slaves with the Swahili coast. 

Around 1840 a Bemba district chief. who had grown rich in the ivory 
trade through control of Bisa middlemen, seized the Bemba kingship 
and centralized control in his hands. He organized a standing army, and 
at the same time made ivory trading a royal monopoly. Exchanging 

for guns, he expanded his sway over the ivory trade and raided his 
np;al,h"r< for slaves. Allying himself with the incoming Arabs, this 
Bemba paramount was for a time able to ward off all competitors, even 
the Ngoni, thus establishing the Bemba reputation for military prowess, 
which still persists. Once again, then, we witness the rapid development 
of a predatory and militaristic state in connection with the external 
trade in slaves, ivory, and guns. When the British abolished the trade in 
slaves and brought elephant hunting to an end, the Bemba were forced 
into shifting cultivation on poor land, and into labor migration to the 

.. uu,,"c, of the copper belt (see Stevenson 1968: 114). 

For 500 years, from Senegambia in the west to the Swahili-speaking 
in the east. the slave trade sent millions of people coastward for 

transport overseas, principally to the New World. Slaving gave rise to a 
division of labor in which the business of capture, maintenance, and 
overland transport of slaves was in African hands, while Europeans 
took charge of transoceanic transport, the "seasoning" or breaking in of 
slaves, and their eventual distribution. Responding to American de
mand, the trade rested upon the active collaboration of buyers of people 
With their suppliers, and upon a sophisticated orchestration of activities 
on both sides. 

This basic point needs emphasis because a history written by slavers 
and their beneficiaries has long obliterated the African past, portraying 
Africans as savages whom only the Europeans brought into the light of 
civilization. That history denied both the existence of a complex political 
economy before the advent of the Europeans and the organizational 
ability exhibited by Africans in pursuit of the trade once begun. More 
recently, another approach to African history-with the signs re
versed-has been put forward to deny the participation of African 
military and commercial elites in the enslavement of their fellows. Yet 
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the task of writing a realistic account of African populations is not 
justify oue group as against another, but to uncover the forces 
brought Europeans and Africans (and others) into connection with 
another in the construction of the world. The human costs of the 
trade remain incalculable; but the economic and political causes 
consequences for all participants are ascertainable. 

In West Africa the trade strengthened some existing states, such as 
Benin, and prompted the emergence of others, such as Asante, Oyo, and 
Dahomey. In the Niger Delta, it underwrote the transformation of 
kin-ordered patrilineages into fighting and trading organizations cap~ 
tained by entrepreneurial figures. Along the shores of the Niger, the 
trade augmented the power of local tributary rulers who became 
engaged in slaving, while in the hinterland it led to the formation of the 
slave-hunting lineage federation of the Aro. In the Congo, the slave 
trade weakened an earlier state structure and produced throughout 
central Africa a proliferation of tributary military and commercial elites 
that fanned out eastward in trade and war. 

In these commercial and military operations there were victors and 
losers; the losers were frequently enslaved or pushed into fringe areas, 
where some of them have survived to the present day. Such was the 
case with LoDagaa, "Grunshi," Tallensi. and Kokomba in the border
land between the Upper Volta and Ghana. The Tallensi. of anthropo
logical fame, were l(lrmed from a fusion of original inhabitants of the 
country with immigrants headed by slave-taking chiefs, who were part 
of a hierarchy of chiefs lributing slaves to the Asantc. Another shatter 
zone created by slaving was the Nigerian Middle Belt, a favorite slaving 
ground both for the Islamic emirates to the north and for slave traders 
from the coast who sought slaves among its kin~ordered populations. To 
the southeast of this belt lay i.'lbo country, where common subjection to 
slave raiding from the coast imparted an "ethnic" commonality to the 
localized kin-based clusters that became the modern Ibo. Still another 
target zone of slave raiders was the borderland between modern An
gola, Zaire, and Zambia, inhabited by the Southern Lunda, of whom the 
Ndembu have become best known in the anthropological literature. 
Here epigonal chiefs of a Lunda elite gained new economic and political 
life in the second half of the nineteenth century by becoming slave
raiding agents for Ovimbundu slave traders. 

While Africa had long formed an integral part of the political and 
economic system of the Old World, European expansion after 1400 
drew the continent into a traffic of global scale. The demand for African 
slaves reshaped the political economy of the entire continent. It gave 
rise, in one common process, to new tributary states and specialized 
organizations of slave hunters, and it turned societies described by 
anthropologists as "acephalous; segmented; lineage-based" into the 
predilect target populations of slavers. These different configuratiOns 
cannol. therefore, be understood as typologically separable states or 
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"tribes" of people without history. They are, rather. the variable 
outcOInes of a unitary historical process. Nor can one understand 
Europe without a grasp of the role Africa played in its development and 
expansion. Leading participants in that growth were not only the 
European merchants and beneficiaries of the slave trade but also its 
African organizers; agents, and victirns. 



8 Trade and Conquest in the 
Orient 

The voyages of European explorers and merchants to America 
Africa grew out of the search for routes to Asia, the imaginary 1"'0'"'' 
house of unlimited wealth. In 1291, the year that Marco Polo rellUl'ned 
to Venice to tell of his travels to the Orient. the Vivaldi brothers set 
from Genoa to seek a "westward" sea route to the "Indies." They 
never heard from again, but attempts to reach Asia by the w,,,t,,m 
ocean never ceased. Columbus thought he had embarked for Marco 
Polo's Cipangu (Japan). The Venetian Giovanni Caboto (John Cabot) 
believed that by sailing westward in high latitudes, where the 
might be narrower, he could reach Cipangu from the north. Even 
fur trader Jean Nicolet. upon contacting the Winnebago Indians on 
western shore of Lake Michigan in J 638, donned a Chinese robe he 
brought with him in expectation of meeting the Great Khan df 

Overland routes to China were known to the Europeans from 
time of Marco Polo's voyages. In the early fourteenth century 
Tuscan Pegolotti wrote, in his Practice of Commerce, detailed imltnlctions 
for making the journey from Azov to Cathay. The possibility of 
eastern sea route to Asia-contrary to Ptolemy's declaration that 
Indian Ocean was landlocked-was suggested by a map of the 
Fra Mauro in 1459, a copy of which came into the hands of the 
guese Prince Henry the Navigator. Portuguese mariners soon [ulcneo 
that possibility into reality. They followed the African coastline, 
only in quest of Guinea gold but also to search for Prester John 
mythical potentate ruling somewhere in the fabled Indies. In ' 
Bartholomeu Dias proved Ptolemy wrong by sailing around the Cape 
Good Hope. Ten years later, Vasco da Gama rounded the Cape, 
up an experienced Arab navigator in Malindi, and reached ,",a!lCUI 

India. The eastward route to the Orient stood open. 
When the European sea merchants began to expand trade in Asia 

during the sixteenth century, the landmass was in the hands of big • 
powerful tributary states-larger, more densely populated, and often 
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more productive than their European counterparts. The sea-lanes 
around Asia, however, lay opeo to intruders able to marshall sufficient 
military and organizational resources to push aside the Turkish coastal 
fleet and to penetrate the waters of the Indian Ocean. The Portuguese, 
trading for their king and on their own behalf, were the first to accom
plish this feat. The Dutch East India Company followed soon after, 
disputing primacy with the Portuguese in the southern seas. Next came 
the English. The East India Company licensed by the English Crown 
challenged its predecessors for control of sea-lanes and trade. For the 
better part of three centuries, these European powers could not engage 
the Asian territorial polities outright. They established "factories"
points of settlement and commerce-around the maritime periphery of 
the continent, thus confining themselves "in most of Asia to precarious 
footholds on the tidal margins" (Murphey 1977: (3). Only in the late 
eighteenth century did England move to take over a land-based empire, 
the Mughal polity, and begin to combine tax revenues with the profits 

commerce. 
Superior naval power and commercial organization allowed the 

Europeans to seize the sea-lanes, dominating ocean-borne traffic and 
encroaching on the extensive and lucrative carrying trade operated by 

., 

o .' 
Portuguese; 

,!»,tug'''''' 1509 

Portuguese, Dutch, and English bases in Asia, 1500-1700. 
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Arab, Gujarati, Malay, and Chinese merchants among theEc;:'~~;~~~:I~~' 
and islands of the Indian Ocean and the China Sea. Yet the 
were unable to dominate production and commerce as ueClSIV'''Y 
they had done in the Americas and. through the slave trade, in 
The different European trading groups remained long dependent on 
good will of local rulers and subject to shifts in political alliances. 
fought one another for control of naval stations and markets but cOluld!{; 
not establish clear hegemony over major polities. At the same time, 
found themselves engaged in a struggle with rivals from 
cultural realm-that of Asian Islam. created by an earlier Muslim'ii.1 

expansion. 

Islam in South Asia 
In the ninth century A.D .• ships from the Persian Gulf had begun to 
range up and down the East African coast, tapping the hinterlands of 
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The market and merchants' hOllses in Portuguese Goa. ("'opper engraving by Theodor de 
Bty, 1598, (Courtesy aIthe Genera! Research Division, The New York Public Library. 
Astor, Lenox, and Tilden Foundations) 

"Zenj" through trading posts established on offshore islands. The' southern Asia. Alffonso de Albuquerque. the Portuguese admiral, 
Muslim traders imported cloth, pottery, and glass. and they exported quickly grasped the nature of this network and located the strategic 
ivory, ambergris, leopard skins, turtle shells, gold, and slaves. The num-.1 pressure points within it. In rapid succession, the Portuguese seized the 
ber of slaves obtained must have been large, judging from the scale major Muslim strongholds along the Asian shores. These were Goa, on 
Zenji slave revolts in Iraq during the ninth century. Many of the luxury: the Konkan coast ofIndia in the kingdom of Bijapur; Hormuz, a wealthy 
goods were re-exported to China, where Arab trading colonies had been point of transshipment between India and Persia, located on a barren 
set up as early as the seventh century, possibly before. island at the entrance to the Persian Gulf; and Malacca, the opulent city 

Around the end of the eleventh century, the first stable Muslim· of 50,000 inhabitants and emporium of the spice trade with the 
polities were established in northern India. After 1200 Bengal and·· Moluccas. Goa was taken in 1510; Hormuz in 1515; Malacca in 1519. 
Gujarat, both with important ports opening on the southern seas, w,'w[;' Occupation of these key bases was followed by the construction. all 
in Muslim hands. Late in the thirteenth century, the pivotal area of· along the coasts from Sofala in Southeast Africa to Ternate in the 
Southeast Asian trade along the Malay Straits became Muslim, with Moluccas, of rei/arias, Portuguese forts and trading posts. Finally, settle-
Malacca established as the major trade emporium and stronghold on the ments were planted in zones controlled by other sovereign powers, such 
northern side of the straits. By the beginning of the fourteenth century, as Sao Tome de MeJiapor on the Coromandel coast, HughJi in Bengal, 
India was under Muslim control, with the exception of the soutllelrn- ]¥f and Macao on the China coast. 
most Hindu kingdom of Vi jan agar. With the straits in Muslim hands, the· The instrument that enabled the Portuguese and other Europeans 
rest of the ports and harbor principalities of the islands followed suit. [n thereafter to expand into Asia was thc gun-bearing sailing ship. Around 
adopting Islam, they took over a cultural model that preached religious A.D. 1400, European shipbuilders had begun to combine the square rig 
egalitarianism in the face of the inherited distinctions of rank and caste; of their own traditional models with the lateen rig of the Arabs. The 
Islam carried, at the same time, the appeal of cosmopolitan trade con- square rig on the foremast gave the ship an advantage when sailing 
nections. At the beginning of the sixteenth century, the rulers ofllllilnul.\\ close-hauled; the Arab-style lateen sail on main and mizzen masts 
Java adopted Islam as well, perhaps to keep control over the peasantry, granted it speed when running. A further achievement was to equip 
to which Islam had begun to spread (Wertheim 1973: 13). Only Bali, ships with cannon. Cannon had come into wide use in both Europe and 
located on the periphery ohhe trade routes, remained staunchly Hindu. Asia during the fourteenth century, but in the fifteenth century Euro-
Islam and trade thus went hand in hand in the Asian seas. When the·. gunsmiths began to out-produce Asian competitors in both the 
Europeans entered these seas, therefore, they also entered the domain •. " quantity and quality of their weapons. After 1500, moreover, it became 
of hegemonic Islam. common in Europe to install guns not only on the upper deck and castles 

The Portuguese in Asia 
The Portuguese arrival on the Swahili coast of East Africa brought them 
into immediate contact with this expanding Muslim trade network in 

but also on the main deck, by cutting gun ports in the ship's hull. The 
Wi ,,:>un was the gaJleon-halfwarship and half merchantman-a power

ful sailing vessel equipped with guns. The prizes in naval war no longer 
went to the captain who rammed or boarded his opponent, but to the 
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naval artilleryman who knew how to maneuver his ship into position 
and to fire broadside. Thus at Diu, in 1509, Albuquerque destroyed the 
jOint Egyptian Mamluk and Gujarati fleet and opened the sea routes of 
the southern seas to Portuguese expansion. 

What the Portuguese sought was mainly spices, especially pepper, 
"the substance of the Indies," as the Viceroy was reminded by Lisbon in 
1587. The demand for pepper grew out of a European need for spices of 
all kinds. Spices were necessary as preservatives for meat and fish, in 
part because European cattle could not be kept stall-fed over the long 
winters, and the meat of animals slaughtered in the fall had to be salted 
and pickled for adequate storage. Another factor was the influence of 
Eastern cooking, which introduced Europeans to unfamiliar spices. 
Pepper became the most important spice; ginger was a close second. A 
great deal of the European demand for pepper was supplied by the 
Portuguese trade in malaguette from West Africa. Large quantities of 
this product were traded, but the profits it yielded could not match those 
for pepper from South and Southeast Asia. Indeed, pepper came to serve 
as money in parts of Europe. Like gold, it was durable and easily 
divisible, and it was often demanded in payment of taxes. 

The spice trade from Asia to Europe has an ancient history, going back 
to classical times. At the lime of Portuguese intrusion, the eastern 
terminals of the trade were in the hands of Chinese, who collected the 
cloves, nutmeg, and mace of island Southeast Asia and brought them to 
Malacca. From Malacca, Muslim merchants added Ceylonese Clrm'lmon·.· 
and Indian pepper, and carried the goods to the ports of the Malabar 
COast and Gujarat. I-I ere they were received by the factors of Muslim 
merchants based in East Africa, Arabia, or Egypt and transported to the 
ports of the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf. From there the spices traveled 
overland to ports in the eastern Mediterranean. In Alexandria and along 
the Syrian coast, Venetian traders would then buy the produce at high 
prices for resale throughout Europe. The Portuguese effectively cut into 
this trade and lor a while dominated it by offering pepper at lower 
prices. Yet they never achieved a complete monopoly over the trade. 
Instead, they chose to control shipping in the Asian seas, by making ship 
captains carry a Portuguese license, or cartaz, and pay customs at I'U[lUI

guese strongholds. Consequently, "Portuguese shipping in this region 
was merely one more thread in the existing warp and woof of the 
Malay-Indonesian interport trade" (Boxer 1973a: 49). When the Por
tuguese attempted to expand their beachhead in China by force in 1521, 
they were decisively defeated by the Chinese coastguard fleet. From 
then on, they made use of their foothold in Macao to acquire a share of 
the China trade, but it was on the terms of the Chinese emperor. 

Thus, there were limits to Portuguese power. The Portuguese had 
succeeded against politically aud militarily disunited sea kings and mer
chant colonies because they followed a unified political strategy, open
ing up economic opportunities to their friends and agents and denying 
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them to their enemies. They laid hold of the major sea-lanes and tapped 
the networks of the Asian carrying trade, but they never established 
domination over any continental hinterland. They organized maritime 
ports of call and used them to increase their participation in trade 
between various Asian shores. They profited from access to pepper and 

. other spices, as long as they remained unchallenged in their control of 
the Indian Ocean. Yet by the 1630s it was clear that they were not strong 
enough to blockade the Persian Gulf against competitors who wanted to 
ship spices through the gulf. now guarded by the increasingly powerful 
Jurks. As a result, the Portuguese settlements in the East began to see 
the prospects for their survival as resting in Asia rather than in relations 
with the home country, "encrusting themselves:' in the phrase of 
Godinho (1969. 783), "in the world of the Orient." 

The Dutch in Asia 
By 1600 the Portuguese began to feel the competilion of the Dutch. The 
Dutch effort in the Indies at the close of the sixteenth century was 
initially carried forward by separate and competitive companies, but in 
1602 the States-General chartered the Vcreenigte Oost-Indische Com
pagnie (VOCI, the Dutch East India Company. It differed markedly from 
its Portuguese counterparts. The Portuguese king maintained a mon()p~ 
oly over the spice trade, but private individuals could invest in the 
trading effort. Private trade in nonmonopolized commodities was car~ 
ried on alongside the spice trade, making use of Asiatic traders. The 
Dutch Company, in contrast, gained a complete monopoly over the 
entirety of Dutch trade. It received the right to make war against local 
sovereigns and to conclude peace; to build forts and to organize local 
administration. While its home office was run by a board of directors, 
the Gentlemen Seventeen, the governor~general who represented the 
Company in the East had a great deal of latitude in formulating tactics 
and in carrying out decisions on the spot. The principal goal of the 
organization was to establish an early and complete dominance over the 
production and distribution of spices. 

Dutch attacks on Portuguese strongholds in the Asian ocean began 
with the capture of Tidore and Amboyna in the Moluccas in 1605. 
Realizing that these forts were too remote from the hub of Asian trade, 
the Dutch Company attempted to seize Malacca in 1606, but-failing in 
this attempt-instead wrested the little Javanese port of Jakarta from 
the Sultan of Bantam. Here they constructed their main stronghold of 

which they successfully defended from an attack by the 
Javanese state of Mataram in 1628-1629. In 1638 they initiated their 
campaign against the Portuguese in Ceylon, winning by 1658 control of 
the island and of its cinnamon production. In 1641 they dislodged the 
Portuguese from Malacca, and in 1662 they drove off the Spaniards, 
who had come to aid the Portuguese. Their conquest of Mal ace a granted 
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the Dutch a whip hand over the kingdom of Mataram, which pv,nm·tpo guese jails. Third, the Dutch commanders had better mastery of naval 
rice to the Malay peninsula. By 1677 they had defeated that tactics, relied more on a trained soldiery, and had greater leeway in 
following this up in 1684 with the conquest of Bantam in Java. Since deploying their ample resources than their Portuguese counterparts. 
Portuguese had already lost Hormuz to the Persians in 1622, only The Portuguese still carried on naval warfare by boarding and entering; 
and Macao remained in Portuguese hands. still charged to the cry of" Santiago e a elles!" ("St. James and at them!") 

Among the most prized possessions in the southern seas were in land battles; and were subject to an inefficient and centralized COID-

Moluccas, the source of cloves, nutmeg, and the nutmeg fleece mand in their operations. In addition, the Portuguese depended heavily 
mace. The main producer of cloves was the island of Amboyna; on religious motivations, while the Dutch understood that their main 
and nutmeg were produced on the island of Banda. The formal _ .. ·I~_~r was trade and "knew better than to endanger it through the 
these islands was the Sultan ofTernate. From him the Dutch CC)!Dpany. of their doctrine" (Meilink-Roelofz 1962: 181). Yet the major 
obtained the right to exercise monopoly control over these was undoubtedly that the Netherlands were rich, while the 
return for a promise to protect him from the Spaniards in the were growing increasingly poorer. The difference in their 
pines. The Dutch then enlered into formal contracts for exclusive wealth was, in turn, the outgrowth of the wide-ranging mercantile 
eries of the spices with local headmen in both Amboyna and Banda, activities of the Dutch commercial oligarchy, whereas Portugal soon fell 
so-called orallg kaya (literally, "rich men"). to the poverty of its home base and to its need to import cereals, 

Neither the sultan's formal grant nor the contracts with the and manufactured goods. In the contest between the Dutch and 
headmen, however, could prevent other traders-both Asian Portuguese, a mercantile bourgeoisie defeated an elite of sea-trading 
European-from buying the commodities, or the natives from aristocrats. 
them. To ensure control, therefore, the Dutch proceeded to limit Yet in spite of Dutch successes against the Portuguese, their victory in 
petition ruthlessly. In 1621 the people of Banda were killed or d''''''''''Prt East proved hollow. The Company made profits but at heavy costs, 
to Batavia, to be replaced by Dutch colonists (perkenier) who chief of these being the cost of war. Moreover, just when the Dutch 
granted land tracts planted with nutmeg trees, together with the their hold over the spice trade, the spices themselves began 
vices of Company slaves for cultivation. Control of clove '" to lose their market appeal in Europe. Attempting to hold on to its 
was achieved by destroying all clove tree plantings except on'~~~~.~~~;i . monopoly at great expense, the Dutch Company throttled the activities 
and a few neighboring islands. The Sultan ofTemate was COml}eIlsaited of Asian merchants and deranged the trade of kingdoms and harbor 
for his loss of income by payments that appear as "extirpation Inf>nf'V . Malacca never regained its former position. Mataram on 
on the Company books. From 1625 on, periodic expeditions of which had supplied rice to Malacca, consequently lost its connec-
outriggers began to visit unauthorized clove-producing areas to with the island trade. The trade of Bantam in northeastern Java-
down unlicensed clove trees. The labor supply in Amboyna was a great emporium supplying rice and slaves to the spice islands as 
creased further by the forcible relocation of 12,000 people from well as to the ports of Malaya and Java-was redirected toward Batavia. 
Ceram in 1651. With the final subjugation of Macassar in 1669, ...... The harbor principalities fell into decline; the rice-producing kingdoms 
DtIlch put an end to all illegal transactions in spices. They also ...... became Company satellites. The inhabitants of the islands where clove 
control of a harbor that had become a refuge for disgruntled Mluslinf trees had been extirpated turned to sago as their main source of food. 
traders from other areas. the activities of the Dutch Company upset the trade networks of 

Various factors account for Dutch superiority over the Portuguese southern seas in favor of a narrow commitment to the production of 
the battle for the Indies. First, the United Provinces possessed valued commodities for a distant market. 
larger numbers of ships than did the Portuguese; these were 
better built, and more maneuverable than Portuguese craft and 
equipped with better long-range cannon. With bases in the islands, 
Dutch could stay out at sea longer and could more easily undertake 
initiatives than could the Portuguese based at Goa. Second, the 
had no difficulty finding sailors and soldiers for their undertakings, 
not at home, then by hiring French, German, Scandinavian, and--bt!' 
fore I 652-English mercenaries. The Portuguese were hampered by 
paucity of seagoing mariners; they were so hard-pressed for men 
become soldiers in the Indies that they recruited prisoners from 

English in India 
English, like the Portuguese, initially were at a disadvantage in 

relation to the Dutch; yet they were soon able to turn this disadvantage 
their favor. The English East India Company was not as tightly 

as the Dutch Company. Its monopoly was always less strin
that of the Dutch Company, and many private British "coun

traded alongside the Company. The English also had less 
,apital and less ready money than the Dutch; the Dutch Company 
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started out with a stock of capital eight times larger than that of 
English Company. In fact, the English often had to borrow money from 
native princes and notables (Meilink-Roelofz 1962: 194). The Dutch 
also had nearly twice as many ships at the beginning of the seventeenth 
century. 

The English soon conceded the Dutch hold on the spice trade, 
cially after an English attempt to seize Banda forcibly failed in 
Having set up trading posts in Siam and Japan in 1612 and 1613, 
closed them down again in 1623. The execution of English m,erchAn1< 
by the Dutch on Amboyna further hastened the English retreat from 
overextended positions. Indonesian trade remained important to the 
English until the last third of the seventeenth century, but they gradu
ally shifted their attention from Indonesia to India. 

In entering the Indian subcontinent the English came neither 
religious crusaders,like the Portuguese, nor in search of outright polit
ical power, like the Dutch. Theirs was not a moral or political choice, but 
an ecoI1Olnic one. They had neither the organization nor the 
to build new forts and to man warships. Moreover, they were 
aware of Dutch superiority at sea. Making a virtue of necessity, they 
accepted the sovereignty of local rulers. They relied on negotiations to 
win advantages in trade, and often used their host governments to 
protect them against their Portuguese and Dutch rivals. Thus, they 
established a factory at Masulipatam in Golconda (161 I), and one at 
Surat on the western frontiers of the Mughal polity (1612). They ac
quired Madras in 1639 from a minor Hindu chief. and administered it 
the representatives of Indian rulers. Not until 1665 did Bombay becolne 
an English colony, passing to Charles II as part of the dowry of 
Portuguese Catherine of Braganza. Charles, in turn, ceded the colony to 
the East India Company in exchange for a loan. In 1690 the Company 
established a modest settlement at Calcutta. 

For the better part of a cenlury, the English traders depended on the 
good will of the Mughal rulers. Their early settlements at Sura!, 
Madras, and elsewhere on the coast had to be accommodated to 
existing conditions. The English could strive to alter these co'nQ!l[Jcms 
through economic or social manipulation, but not by means of force. 
Trading at Sural. they made use of the chief port of the Mughal state, 
which exported textiles and indigo drawn from a wide hinterland. 
was also the chief port of embarkation for the haj, the pilgrimage 
Mecca. Shipping was in the hands of Muslims who traded with the Arab 
ports on the Red Sea; brokerage, commerce, and money lending were 
dominated by powerful lineages of Hindu merchants. The brokers, in 
turn, were in contact with village headmen in the areas of primary 
production. Each broker drew produce from his own zone of supply. 
These tight controls left the English little room for maneuver. Only in 
the eighteenth century, when the power of the Mughals waned and the 
warlike Marathas seized much of Surat's hinterland, did some of the 
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local merchant families seek the protection of the Company. At that 
point, rebellion and political disorder began to interfere with trade from 
Surat to the Wes!, and the English, followed by their Parsi trade part
ners, removed to Bombay. 

As Surat and the Western trade declined, commerce with the East-
. China, the Philippines, and Indonesia-increased. The English traders 

were especially welcome on the Coromandel coast of southeastern 
India, On this coast, which was beyond Mughal range, they were not 
blocked by powerful merchant clans as in Sural. and they could enter 
into relations with many small merchants to tap the flourishing textile 
production of the hinterland. In addition, mutually beneficial arrange
ments allowed Englishmen to serve as naval officers on Indian ships, 
and Indian hiring agents and freight masters to work for the British. 

Madras, which became the main British base, affords us a glimpse into 
the ways that relations between the foreign traders and the local popu
lation were structured. The town, dominated by the British-built Fort 
St. George, consisted of a "White" town and a "Black" town. White 
Town housed fifty European employees of the East India Company, 
twenty-five European free merchants, and sixty European sea captains, 
along with nine Armenian and six Jewish households, three or four 
upper-class Eurasian households, and an occasional Indian merchant. 
White Town was garrisoned by 200 European private soldiers and 400 
non-European foot soldiers and artillerymen. Black Town, with more 
than ]0,000 inhabitants, sheltered the local population. In the port of 
Madras, ships from Europe brought in silver and coral jewelry produced 
especially for the Eastern trade by Jews in Leghorn; they took away 
Chinese tea, Indonesian pepper, Spanish silver dollars from the Philip
pines, and textiles from CoromandeL By the end of the seventeenth 
century, however, Madras in turn lost out to Calcutta with its rising 
export trade to China. 

The Mughal Empire 

At Calcutta the English again faced the Mughals. They were subject to 
Mughal dominance when the Mughal empire was at its height. and they 
were caught up in the vicissitudes of its decline. It has become common 
to speak of Mughal India as "traditional" India, but the Mughal polity 
was itself but a recent political phenomenon. It was created by Timurid 
Turks from Turkestan, who had begun to raid into India at the begin
ning of the sixteenth century and who, in 1527, made their chief. 
Babur, the first Mughal emperor. As the Mughal system crystallized 
under Babur's grandson Akbar, it institutionalized a Turkish Central 
Asian pattern that granted predominant positions of power to soldiers, 
who were ranked according to the number of troops under their com
mand. This military elite, the mansabdars, also furnished the top bureau
crats. At the time of Akbar, about a third of these military officeholders 
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Mug/wi India. 

lOft Mll MO SUO lOOt) 
~Ho",e'",~ 

were recruited from the original force that had crossed from Turkestan 
into India; a third was made up of Persian, Jagatai, and Uzbek Muslims; 
and another third comprised local Hindu (mainly Rajput) and Mllsli,m; 
chieftains. In time, the proportion of local chieftains increased. 

These mansabdars formed a cosmopolitan elite and created a cosmo
politan court culture, exemplified by fine armor and weaponry, 
texules and carpets, and palaces with luxurious gardens and ","e(1O'''. 
Their artistic tastes, their styles of dress (trousers, shirt, and a 
prototypic of the modern "Nehru jacket"), their penchant for poetry, 
calligraphy, and miniature painting, and their use of Persian and 
Persianized Hindi (Urdu) served as models forthe lower orders of power 
holders wIthm the realm. Court and palace life, in turn, generated 
artisan and craft production in palace towns and in whole regions that 
became specialized in crafts. Since they received their emoluments in 
money, the members of the elite also furthered commerce both' 
subsistence goods and in luxuries. This, in turn, gave rise to a class 
merchants, who also lent the money the elite needed to pay for its 
luxurious way of life. 
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The members of this mansabdar elite were rewarded with grants 
\/"4"" to tribute drawn from particular areas. These grants were held 

the lifetime of the grant holder, or jagirdar, and were not herit
In this they followed the pattern of the Turkish iqta and the 

Spanish eltcomienda. Moreover, the area from which revenue was 
drawn would often shift during a jagirdar's lifetime as he moved to serve 
asmansabdar over different areas of the realm. 

Between the mansabdar elite and the population at large stood the 
. These were usually chiefs of leading lineages, who held 

hereditary patrimonial rights to receive tribute from given areas. The 
lineages from which zamindars were drawn belonged to the dominant 
caste of the region. As heads of the central lineage, they drew tribute 
from other lineage members and passed on some of the surplus obtained 

money payments to the Mughal government. As intermediaries 
the central power and their lineages, the zamindars gained or 

influence as the tie between state and lineages grew stronger or 
; ,,'eaker. When the tie was weak, the chieftains of the central lineage, .' ~~~:~~~~~b~Y their 111ultitudinous kin, became more powerful and rose in 
.•.. with the state bureaucracy. When the state was strong, it 

expand its tribute-taking power so as to bypass the central 
;ii~::~:~: and collect directly from local lineage segments, or it would 

new settlements entirely by mixing lineage segments from differ
lineage systems. The distribution of power was thus fluid. More

zamindari rights were transferable through sale (Habib 1964: 43). 
Ja:girdars converted their jagirs into zamindari tenure when the central 

was unable to interfere. Conversely, zamindari rights could be 
i':OftVE'"t('d into jagirs through coercion when the state was strong. A 

ooitel1tial conflict thus existed between the state and the zamindars, a 
conflict that constituted a major weakness in the edifice of the Mughal 
polity. 

Another source of weakness in the Mughal polity was religious dis
sent. Anti-Muslim opposition was maintained in part by the Hindu 
kingdom of Vi jay ana gar, which had been founded by refugees from the 

who had fled from Muslim incursions in the early fourteenth 
centulry; the kingdom survived into the seventeenth century. Another 

of opposition were various eclectic cults that drew on Hindu 
Jrnys;ticism and Muslim Sufism, preaching bhakti, the participant devo

of the individual to one god, and turning against ritual and caste. 
teachers of the cults addressed their followers in the vernacular. 

of these leaders were artisans and even low-caste; the most 
farnolls of them, Kabir (1440-1518), was a weaver. Another leader, 

(1469-1539), rhe founder of Sikhism, preached the unification 
religions and the abolition of social distinctions among the Jat culti

castes of the Punjab. Still another sect was the Satnamis, who 
;',lttl'acted peasants, artisans, and petty traders. 

The Mughal rulers were at first accepting of religious differences, 
a dead infidel paid no taxes. In time, however, they grew increas-
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inglyint'blerant. Aurangzeb, who ascended to the throne in 1658, was 
fanatic who destroyed Hindu temples and imposed special taxes 
non-Muslims. His religious persecutions drove many zamindars 
their peasant followers into open rebellion, which became ever 
serious as the regime weakened. [n 1647 the Marathi-speaking popula
tions of the western Deccan, under their leader Sivaji, rose oP,,;n<t 
Mughals in an attempt to restore the Hindu faith violated by 
rulers. Organized as the Maratha confederacy, these people becalne 
dominant influence in the Deccan. Similarly, the Mughals lost 
support of the Hindu lineages of the central Gangetic Plain (the area 
is today known as Uttar Pradesh). Finally, as Mughal rule w,mp·rl· 

Mughal officials in outlying areas began to expand their own power 
to trade with the incoming Europeans on their own behalf. By the 
of the seventeenth century, the stage was thus set for the intrusion 
the English into Indian affairs. 

The Development of English Rule 

The settlement of the English at Calcutta (1690) was s·tratef~iGllly 
to benefit from Mughal decline. The province of Bengal, rplo,;ve11v 

isolated from the wars and crises that beset the rest of India, 
entered a period of commercial florescence, exporting not only fine 
and cottons but also sugar. ricc, saltpeter, indigo, and opium. "dllllJUgll' 

the French and the Dutch also had trading stations in the area, 
English East India Company soon carried on trade in more than 1 
"factories." Dealing through powerful Indian merchant-bankers 
tax farmed for the navab (the semi-independent Mughal orovinr'inl 
governor or ruler, anglicized as "nabob") and who often advanced 
credits to the English, the Company was able to expand its contJracts 
with weavers who produced textiles for its trade. Bengal now ~;;tnP",P"' 
a growing struggle between the navab and the zamindars, many 
whom were colonizing new land without passing on the obligatc)ry 
revenues to the ruler. In this conflict. the English supported the ,_ct,,,,,,,
dars against the navab. Backed by the merchant-bankers and in 
alliance with many zamindars, the Company provoked the navab . 
open warfare. Supplied with funds advanced by the chief bankers 
Bengal. it defeated the navab's troops conclusively at Plassey in 1757. 

In the wake of its victory, the East India Company plundered the 
treasury of Bengal to the tune of over 5 million pounds sterling. It 
set up a monopoly over export and import. trade. Setting prices to 
own benefit, it ousted the local mechant class and reaped, between 
and 1780, another 5 million pounds in profit. Using Indian 
betweens, who often bought their positions from the Company, 
gained direct control over !O,OOO Bengali weavers, whose GJIlll,ac[S 
forced them to deal exclusively with the Company. By 1765 the 
pany had also become the official diwan, or civil administration, 
Bengal. It quickly moved to rationalize the taxation system, in.crc,asing 
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the direct yield in land revenue from nearly 15 million rupees in 1765 to 
million rupees in 1776-1777. The increased tax burden proved 

ru.in()us to large numbers of Bengali cultivators and artisans. There were 
in""" famines in 1770 and 1783. 

Havirw gained a foothold in Bengal and aided by increasing political 
the East India Company was able to expand its territorial sway 

;;;r<lpi,dly and effectively. Continuous warfare required the Company to 
.devellop an ever I110re effective army; continuous "intervention" in the 

. of territorial rulers furthered the development ofa territori
Company bureaucracy. The Company took over some areas 

directly, leaving others to be administered through local rulers 
'",nn"r its sponsorship. In the years after 1765, therefore, the Company 
b~~~~~t~~giits character from that of a chartered trading organization, 

;(i under the rules set by another government to that of a 
and bureaucratic arm of the British government. 

This transformation in the character of the Company, and hence in 
nature of English rule in India, also entailed a major change in 

..... ·.~.~~l:~:~;a~;s:~Pirations. Before the victory at Plassey, the characterist.ic 
';'< in India was a merchant. who, through life in his "factory" 

dealings in the hinterland, acquired a sense of equality with 
th"JIlernbers of the Indian elite with whom he dealt. The merchant, or 

Company merchant acting as official. often lived like the Indian 
/n.ot'lbles, with an Indian mistress, or zenana, and surrounded by Parsi or 

Mllslim servants, Portuguese or Goanese cooks, and Malabari or Mala
slave butlers. Paradoxically, as Spear has noted, 

the days of corrupt Company officials, ofill~gotten fortunes, of oppression 
, of ryo!s [peasantsj, of zenanas and of illicit sexual cOI1ncxions. were also 

the days when Englishmen were interested in Indian culture, wrole 
, Persian verses, and foregathered with Pandits and Maulwis and Nawabs 

on terms of social equality and personal friendship. [1963: 1451 

Whereas before Plassey the English merchant dealt with Indian mer
;u"a"" on an equal footing, after their victory the English began to use 

newly gained political power to control their Indiiln competitors 
with the traders of other European companies. Before Plassey the 

"~~:~~i~~r had worked through local intermediaries, called dubash or 
'" in Coromandel and Malabar, and dadni in Bengal. The term 

(sing .. dadan) stood for advances at interest made to merchants in 
interior who, in turn, made advances to local cultivators or artisans 

a"au", future deliveries. Such intermediaries not only fulfilled a finan
and organizing function; but they also dealt with local political 

and craft organizations and were, at one and the same time, 
negotiator, interpreter, formulator of contracts ... serving 

as guarantor and expert" (Dermigny 1964, I, 783). These inter-
'trlediari were now replaced with gomaslas, or salaried clerks, who 
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handled the Company's business, issuing trading permits. At the same .' 
time-as we shall see below-this did not make the English indepen- .' 
dent of Indian capital. The thrust of English activities, both by the 
Company and by private entrepreneurs, was to use Indian resources; '< 
and labor to produce goods for the trade with China. Much of the wealth 
that financed this growing trade came from Indian bankers and 
moneylenders. 

The role of the English trader underwent an essential change, from 
that of a trade partner of Indians to a socially distant superior. This._ 
paralleled the change in the political realm, as the establishment of 
order and the routinization of administration gave precedence to the, " 
soldier-administrator, who tended to despise "the soft Bengalee," and _ .'. 
who looked down upon Indians from a pinnacle of moral righteousness, 
wishing to rule them by English example and to reform their un-English' .' 
habits. --

The English success at Plassey opened the door to a takeover of the 
Indian peninsula. The moves towards English domination did not fol
Iowa master plao, but occurred as successive responses to regional crises 
and wars. The Mughal polity disintegrated into a number of warring 
successor states, such as the Maratha federation in the western Deccan, 
Hyderabad in the uplands between the Krishna and Godavari rivers, 
and Mysore, uniting the inland plateau with the coastal area north of 
Kerala. These new polities constituted a real threat to the English 
presence in Bombay, Madras, and Calcutta. They also enlisted French or 
Afghan help for their shifting alliances, thus tending to escalate rClllOnal 
wars into international conflicts. At the same time, their internal dis~ 
unity and their inability to forge a common alliance allowed the English _.' 
to divide them from one another and to defeat them separately. The 
English defeated Hyderabad in 1789, Mysore in 1799, and the Maratha '! 
federation between 1816 and 1818. 

These many-sided wars for control proved enormously destructive of 
wealth and resources. For half a century, all sides taxed and pillaged to 
obtain funds for sustained political and military competition. English., 
success III war, however, granted the East India Company and its, ~ , 
officials the means to subordinate Indian resources to the process, :. 
accumulation in the home country. Large private fortunes, obtained by"" ,:; 
plunder, were repatriated imd invested in England. Tribute that had!" 
previously sustained local rulers could now be "transferred to stock
holders in Europe through the medium of unrequited exports" (Field
house 1967: 159). Conquest of political sovereignty also all,awed 
England to reorganize Indian land tenure and land taxation to make 
India pay for the expenses of warfare and to cover the cost of continued 
English occupation. Finally, land and tax reform could be used to 
reorient Indian agriculture toward the production of profitable com
Illodities, such as raw cotton and opium, as strategic means for enhancw 
ing England's commerce with China. 
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New Patterns of Land Tenure and Taxation 

The Mughal polity had operated essentially in the tributary mode, 
allowing jagirdars and zamindars to pump surplus out of cultivators 
over whom they exercised either personal domination or domination 
by virtue of their office. The critical difference from the later English 
practice was that these rights were not, properly speaking, rights of 
property in land, bu t rather claims on people's labor and the products of 
that labor. In the Permanent Settlement that the English introduced in 
Bengal in 1793, however, the zamindars were turned into outright 
property owners, required to turn over to the British administration 
nine-tenths of the tribute received from their peasants, and retaining 
one-tenth for their personal use. The English thus created, at one stroke, 
a class of 3,000 Indian landlords who held the same property rights as 
English landlords, including the right to sell, mortgage, and inherit land. 

As a result of the work of Bernard S, Cohn, a great deal is known 
about the impact of the new English land law and tax assessment in one 
region affected by the Permanent Settlement. the region of Benares. 
Cohn's studies furnish the historical background to the work carried out 
by American anthropologists in the 1940s and 1950s in Jaunpurdistriet, 
which formerly constituted a part of the Rajadom of Benares. In this 
region in the eighteenth century, rights over people and tribute were 
held by corporate lineages, mostly Rajput, by petty chiefs or rajas, and 
by holders of service grants, or jagirs. All these local tribute takers owed 
obligations to the Raja of Benares, himself subordinate to the Navab of 
Oudh, who in turn owed loyalty to the Mughal ruler. The holders of 
service grants received tribute but paid no taxes. All others owed tribute 
to their several superiors, although actual tribute payment varied with 
the political and military capability of tribute payers and receivers. 
There were numerous conflicts over resources among the various 
groups through arbitration and compromise. 

English rule at one fell swoop converted all of these group and status 
rights over persons and tribute into rights to private property. Landed 
estates became the properties of registered tribute payers, who under
took to pay the taxes stipulated in return for private rights of ownership, 
inheritance, and disposal. Since taxes were fixed permanently, they 
were not affected by changes in land prices or in the value of crops 
grown, Underassessed estates became especially valuable as sources of 
and authorities, which were settled by force or mediated profitable 
investment. The actual work of assessing and collecting taxes 
was delegated to a body of Indian officials, who found themselves in a 
pOSition to benefit from fraudulent assessments and forced sales of 
estates that defaulted on their taxes. Some of these officials doubled as 
money lenders, merchants, or bankers, or entertained relations with 
such money-managing notables. 

Sueh officials benefited further by their knowledge of English legal 
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procedure. English law superseded Indian legal practice, which 
based on considerations of what Sir Henry Maine called "status," 
opposed to "contract." Indian legal procedure considered that co,ote'st
ing parties to a dispute were not discrete individuals but were connected 
to others by complex and mUltiple sociaL politicaL and ritual ties. It 
recognized the existence of socially, politically, and ritually U'""iUU' 

corporate lineages and castes, and understood cases of conflict as 
mOIllents in ongoing relations among such groups. Now, however, 
members of corporate lineages were to be treated as individuals. En.glish 
law insisted on defining plaintiffs and defendants as equal and in,liv'ici
ual partners to a contract, and on dealing only with the case before 
judge, to the exclusion of the social matrix that had spawned the case, 
Indian legal practice had avoided final decisions and solutions, in 
of continuous negotiation. English legal procedure, in contrast, insisted 
on resolving a case brought before the court by a clear-cut decision. The 
result was that Indian plaintiffs and defendants conspired to circum'verlt 
the British process of legal adjudication by ingenious means, illegal in 
the eyes of the court but practiced in self-defense by the contestants. "It 
is likely," concludes Cohn (1959: 90), "that most of the cases that 
into courts were fabrications to cover the real disputes." The impositiion 
of the new legal codes, intended to be just and fair, thus favored 
best able to take advantage of the law. 

As a result of the new systems oflanded property, tax assessment, 
legal procedure, a new class of landlords arose in the Benares 
~ecruited mainly among Indian civil servants, bankers, and lerchants.; 
These new landlords were often absentee, managing their estates 
through agents rather than through the older system of rights 
persons and tribute. By the middle of the nineteenth century, this class 
would control nearly half of all the land in the region, while many 
unsuccessful zamindars declined to the status of peasants. 

In still other areas, as in parts of northern and western India, a refonn ' 
settlement was put into effect in 1833, which ousted revenue-collecting 
overlords and-in the belief that Indian villages were egalitarian repub
lics of co-sharers in a corporate body-granted the land to corporate 
village groups or "cultivating brotherhoods." 

Thronghout India, all the new property holders came under stron:ger 
pressure to produce crops for the market, whether sugar, tobacco, 
spices, cottoo, jute, or indigo. Although there developed a few mono
crop plantations under European anspices, much of this agricultural 
output was obtained through a kind of agrarian putting-out system 
which crops were passed from producer to buyer through a chain 
middlemen (Moore 1966: 356). Everywhere m()!lt,ylell<der's--alre,rdy 
well-established figures in the Indian countryside-enlarged the 
and scope of their activities, advancing money at high interest rates to 
help peasants make their crop and meet the demand for re"enue. 
Everywhere, also, zamindars who could not compete with their 
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affluent fellows, local notables who had revenues taken away from 
them, and chieftains who had fought English encroachmem combined 
to form cliques of disgruntled critics of the new order, which had 
,tripped them of their resources and titles and destined them to down
ward social mobility. The number of landless laborers also increased, 
especially when English machine-produced cottons began to flood the 
Indian market after 1814, effectively ruining the high-quality textile 
crafts of the Indian towns and their suppliers in the countryside. 

The new situation also reinforced the position of a stratum of rural 
power holders who were able to withstand and even benefit from the 
radical and destructive changes that had occurred. These were the 
"strong men" (Thorner and Thorner 1962: 16-17; Thorner 1964: 
64-66), who nsed the mechanisms of local lineage and caste to main
tain and expand their hold over agricultural laborers and tenants forced 

hunger to work for a minimal livelihood. At the same time, these 
holders used local ties of kinship and marriage to deflect the 
of absentee zamindars and state officials. Legal claims against 

could not be enforced effectively, and even powerful zamindars 
and mercha nts were forced to enter into bargains with them in order to 
obtain revenue and produce. Such strong men, powerful within local 
lil1eage segments, kept control in their hands through advances of 
credit, seed, and food to their fellow villagers, through their role in the 
management of conflicts within the village, and-in the last instance
through their control of the means of local violence, ranging from 
physical intimidation of their opponents to the destruction of crops and 

denial of land and housing in the village (Srinivas 1959: 15; Cohn 
I: 85). The outcome was the development of a rural oligarchy 

>naerlialled by kinship and caste constraints. Such rural oligarchs main
tributary relationships in the countryside even when, in relation 

the market, they filled the role of entrepreneurs. 

English dOl11inion had two other consequences for the conquered 
.. P(lPltlallion. One was the creation of an army under English jurisdiction, 

by Englishmen and staffed by Indian sepoys-Brahmins, 
Ka.lpulls, and Muslims-who were hired as mercenaries and paid by the 

<Iin,:lish government. This effectively ended the Mughal pattern in 
tribute-taking notables also had the right to maintain troops and 

obligation to furnish them to the ruler. It placed the means of 
;.Viol';!l(:e in the hands of the new European rulers. Another conse
. q'uc"cc was the creation of an officialdom exclusively European at the 
.highest levels, which worked through a vast and growing army of 

clerks. 
These subordinate officials were recruited mostly in Bengal, among 

numerous interpreters, brokers, junior administrators, and small 
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traders and landholders who had served as junior partners with 
English Company and with private merchants (Mukherjee 1970: 
Many of them had served the Mughals before the English. They 
switched their allegiance and took advantage of the new political 
economic opportunities created by the English presence. Most of 
had their origins in the Brahmin. Baidya. and Kayastha high castes. 
they used their appointments to strengthen their position as ve,ners 
an elite culture pattern; yet they also permitted recruitment of 
lower-caste men. 

These new professionals called themselves bhadralak ("r'eSl)ec;tal)le 
people"). substituting for an identity defined in terms of caste 
criteria, sllch as English language education, control of a literate """'d'" 
tradition. and professional and clerical employment. They were 
not just Westernizers but also innovators of a distinctive pattern of 
own. They combined skills sought by the Europeans with a strong 
of their own mission. They envisioned a return, under their own 
piees, to a great Bengali past before the true Brahmanic virtues 
become corrupted by Buddhism and by the emotional Hinduism 
bhakti movement (see Broomfield 1966: 63 -64). Similar regional 
developed in Madras in the southeast and in Maharashtra in the 
and the English recruited employees from such groups for service 
country, as new areas came under their control. Inevitably, such 
porters of English rule encountered the hostility of previous elites. 
English and literate education spread to other segments of the M,onl,_ 

tion. such as Muslims and low-caste Hindus, the bhadralok came 
increasing pressure even in their home regions. 

In southern India, as in Madras in 1812, there were no zamindars, 
a different model was put into effect. In the hope of creating a vi!wr'otls; 
self-reliant peasantry. the English granted land in Iyotwari tenure 
individual peasants, who were required to pay revenue directly to 
state. One example of the cbanges wrought by the new rules ofprclpcny. 
and taxation is furnished by Kathleen Gough's study (1978) 
javur District (called Tanjore by the British) near Madras. now 
Tamil Nadu. Before the advent of the British, each Thanjavur 
was dominated by a managerial Brahmin or Vellala caste. Such a 
acted collectively to distriDute fixed shares of the grain harvest arrlOng 
village cultivators, sharecroppers, and servants, and was colle,cti'velf 
responsible for paying tribute to the state. The new English aarTllI1lstra-" 
tion made each household individually responsible for its culti1/atim!;; 
tenants and for the payment of taxes. and after the middle 
nineteenth century issued individual title deeds to shares of villa"e. 
lands. The cultivators. required to pay taxes in cash, increasingly 
came indebted to money lenders. who previously had been allowed 
take only houses. crops. and jewelry as collateral for loans but now 
enabled to attach land as well. As a result. many people lost their 
while the properties of some grew in size. Agriculture shifted from 
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main emphasis on provisioning household needs to the production of 
rfce for export to the plantations of South Asia. while the bereditary 
share-tenants of the past became increasingly insecure tenants working 

annual contracts. Thanjavur District thus became one of the main 
supply zones of indentured laborers seeking employment abroad (see 
chapter 7). 

. Rebellion 
As the nineteenth century approached the halfway mark. English poli
des affected ever-widening geographic areas. The various land settle
ments and tax reforms altered the nature of economic and political 
hierarchies. Indian textiles. until the end of the eighteenth century a 
major export. were banned from British markets, while India was 
required to admit the entry of English manufactures duty free. This led 
to the rapid destruction of specialized Indian textile handicraft produc

The spread of machine-made goods disrupted village crafts. reduc
the number of artisans who derived their living tram producing 

potterv. tanned skins. dyed cloth. oil. and jewelry. Shipbuilding and 
rallro"u construction in the 1840s and 1850s speeded up the growth of 

;.';UUllll"""dl crop production in the countryside. prompting exports of 
from the Punjab. cotton from Bombay. and jute from Bengal. as 

well as a shift from the production of food crops to industrial crops such 
as cotton. peanuts. sugarcane. and tobacco. Moneylending at high inter

rates expanded steadily as peasants began to buy foodstuffs on the 
m,,,k.et, as money was needed to spur cash-crop production. and as land 

after mid~century, There was a rising tide of dissatisfaction, 
'","<c.,, by former power holders and their retinues. who were increas

edged out and threatened by English land and tax reforms. That 
dis;cont"nt became manifest in violent outbreaks in northern India, 

the English designated as the Great Mutiny of 1857. 
The ostensible reason for this outbreak was word that the cartridges 

new Lee-Enfield rifle had to be heavily greased with tallow made 
cow and pig fat. To load the cartridges they had to be bitten open at 

end. releasing the powder. Killing cows was anathema to Hindus. 
COllta,:t with pork products taboo to Muslims. In May the sepoys muti

touching off armed rebellion over wide areas. The mutiny was 
only the spark that ignited the tinder. which had long been fueled by 
discontent. Former dignitaries now relegated to the margins, local nota

hoping to restore Mughal or Maratha power. villagers under eco
!"<nc,mi'ic and political pressure. adherents of religious causes opposed to 

lUl.rustVe Christians-all of these and more rallied to the cause of 
'C"CU<U1L. The mutiny was defeated. at a great cost in human life. For the 

«13nllli~;h, the sudden realization that India could slip out of their control 
their attitudes toward their subjects. After the mutiny. the 

Erlgliish rulers abandoned the idea of reforming India through the 
• application of English liberal ideas. and strove instead to strengthen 
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what'they regarded as Indian traditions. There arose what Hutchins 
called the myth of the "real India." 

This "real lndia" consisted of the ancient India of the countryside; and of 
retainers and dependents of British power, of princes, peasants, and 
minority groups. Indians who lived in cities, engaged in business and the 
professions, who were not dependent on British favor, without an interest 
in preserving for themselves a privileged position guaranteed by British 
might, were designated "unrepresentative." [1967: 1561 

The English paid renewed attention to the distinctions of caste, sepa· . 
rating regiments from one another on the basis of their religious and 
caste status and shoring up the privileges of kshatriya groups. At 
was undoubtedly a desire to divide and rule and to reinforce the con· 
straints of caste and privilege against the mobility and assertiveness 
"new" men, both as individuals and as groups. 

The members of the English community drew together as a 
quasi-caste of rulers, separate and distinct from the inhabitants of 
country. There was a growing tendency to call Indians "n.ig~:er';" 
(Hutchins 1967: 108), indeed to see the lower classes at home and 
Indians as similarly inferior. There was a growing tendency, also, to 
up strenuously to an ideal of hard work, masculinity, 
bearing, denial of comfort, and the pursuit of sports in order to oevellon. 
moral qualities; and at the same time to project upon the Indians 
opposites of these traits-to see them as slothfuL physically weak 
cowardly, effeminate, deceitful, wastefuL and immoral (Hutchins I 
29-78). Their new role as rulers-guardians, as Woodruff has 
them-also justified their pursuit of an elite life well above the m,mJlet 
to which they were accustomed in England. "India's function was 
turn Englishmen into 'instant aristocrats' "(Hutchins 1967: 107-
and the adherence of Englishmen to these new standards was in In'ver" 
proportion to the realities of their station at home. 

From India to China 
Political and economic consolidation within India went hand in 
with England's expansion of trade with China. The resources of 
were mobilized to gain entrance to the treasure house of the 
"Everything took place," says Louis Dcrmigny of the English, "as 
had made the peninsula into a vassal in order to orient it towards 
(1964, I: 781). 

In gaining access to the markets of China, however, the English 
a formidable obstacle in the unwillingness of the Chinese state to 
in any trade with the "red-haired barbarians." With the advent 
Tungusic Manchu dynasty to rule in Peking as the Ch'ing ( 
imperial control over foreign trade was tightened. Such renewed 
trol served both to stamp out the protagonists of the preceding 
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China under the elI'ing dynasty. 

(:ct'VU<tSty and to contain foreign influence on the China coast. The major 
supporter in the south was Chen Ch'eng-kung (Coxinga), who 
to dominate Fukien province and who nearly conquered Nan
He entertained extensive contacts with the Europeans, having 

'wmlced in Macao and Manila for the Portuguese and Spaniards, in 
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Taiwan for the Dutch, and in Japan, where he married. When he was 
driven from the mainland, he sought refuge in Taiwan, where he held 
out until 1683. Although Coxinga was the best-known and most 
powerful of the challengers to Manchu rule, there were others as well 
(DermignyI964, I: 97, 132). On the advice of a former lieutenant of 
Coxinga's, the Manchu emperor cleared the coast entirely, hoping 
through the creation of a no-man's land to diminish the possibility of 
uncontrolled contact between seafarers and the inland population. 

With the re-establishment of imperial control, foreign traders were 
again welcomed at Chinese ports. The English East India Company was 
the main beneficiary of this renewed opportunity. From 1685 to 1760 
the English were allowed to trade a number of ports in Fukien and 
Chekiang provinces. However, they increasingly took their trade to 
Canton, where they found a foreign trade guild (the Cohong), which 
was wealthy enough to stock large supplies of goods in advance, and 
where the customs official (the Hoppo) acted in direct representation of 
the emperor, independent of the local gentry. When the emperor again 
restricted foreign trade in 1760, Canton remained the only port open to 
foreign trade. 

During the first years of their China trade, the English bought silks, 
porcelain, and medicines. They tried to pay in English woolens, but 
found no takers among the Chinese. They sold some English lead, used 

b'uropean trade headquarters at Canton, seenftwl1 the harbor, Oil on canvas by George 
Chinnery (1774- 1852). (Courtesy afThe New York Historical Society, New York City) 
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to line chests, some tin, rattan from the Malay Straits, and pepper, 
saltpeter, and rice from Java and the Philippines; but as the Chinese 
emperor wrote to George III in 1793, "there is nothing we lack ... nor 
do we need any more of your country's manufactures" (quoted in Teng 
and Fairbank 1961: 19). Ultimately the English had to pay in silver, 
payments that constituted a continuous drain on their supply of bullion. 
The payment deficit increased even further when, in the course of the 
eighteenth century, the Company added to its list of desired commodi
ties the serrated leaves of the tea shrub. 

Opium for Tea 
Tea drinking, introduced into Europe by the Dutch, had begun in 
England in 1664, when a quantity of two pounds, two ounces was 
imported. By 1783 the amount sold by the East India Company alone 
was nearly 6 million pounds, and two years later it came to more than 
15 million (Greenberg 1951: 3). An additional amount perhaps as great 
was smuggled into England by private traders attempting to avoid taxes. 
(When the Crown could not collect tea taxes in Europe, it tried to do so 
in Boston, turning Americans into rebels and coffee drinkers at the same 
time,) All this tea had to be paid for in silver, causing silver to flow to the 
East in "a chronic hemorrhage" (Derrnigny 1964, I: 724). China drew 
silver both from Japan and Manila. In 1600 the flow of silver from Japan 
to China amounted to 200,000 kilograms, but around that same year 
the annual flow of silver from Manila into China came to 8 million kilos 
(Rawski 1972: 76). China became "the tomb of American treasure." 
Dermigny estimates the amount of silver flowing into China between 
1719 and 1833 at between 306 and 330 million piasters, representing 
one-fifth of all the silver produced in Mexico during this time, and 

as much as 20 percent of all European stocks of silver 
740). 

this bullion drainage, the English inherited an ancient problem. 
Even in Roman times, southern India had sent spices, muslins, and 
precious stones to the Mediterranean, receiving in turn Roman gold. 
Roman aurei or denarii have been found in quantity in hoards of Roman 
coins in India (Wheeler 1955: 164-166). The amount of bullion 
droainled from the Mediterranean was considerable. Pliny remarked that 

does India absorb less than fifty million sesterces" (quoted in 
1955: 167). Nor did the outflow cease with the fall of the 

iir K.omill1 Empire. The Middle Ages witnessed a steady outflow of gold and 
through Italy to Byzantium and the Muslim world, and from there 

to India (Lopez, Miskimin, and Udovitch 1970). In the early modern 
PCllUU, Braudel writes, 

the Mediterranean as a whole operated as a machine for accumulating 
precious metals, of which, be it said. it could never have enough. It 
hoarded them only to lose them all to India, China, and the East Indies. 
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The great discoveries may have revolutionized routes and prices, but they 
did not alter this fundamental situation. [1972, I: 4641 

By the seventeenth century, the same problem faced northwestern 
Europe, 

All this commercial activity had, of course, repercussions 
China itself. In the sixteenth century along the southern coast ofChimL 
expanding Portuguese and Spanish trade had prompted the >peu:allWl 
production of sugar, textiles, porcelain, and metal wares for the over· 
seas market. In turn, the Iberians brought tobacco, sweet potatoes, and 
peanuts from the New World. The new food crops were eagerly adopted 
by the Chinese peasantry, and they appear to have been instrumental in 
its rapid population growth (Ho 1965). Tobacco became a major 
crop in the course of the seventeenth century, spreading inland 
the coast to Yunnan, to northwestern China, and to the valley of 
lower Yangtze. Rawski (1972) has traced the chain of C01'5equen,:es 
this commercialization in rising land values, heightened competition 
land, greater investment in land improvements, rising productivity, 
higher rents and interest rates. Increasing demand for tea U".ell>!lIXU 

this cycle, as advances began to flow from the East India Company to the 

The China Tea Trade. Oil on canvas, China l:.xporl School, c. 1800. The leaves"" 'I""'" 
011 the hillside (upper left), dried, roasted, trampled, packed, and weighed, Fm'';",'"'' 
buy the tea (bottom left) and take it to their ships Oar right). (Courte~y, Hprrv-m'I' 

Galleries, NLW York) 
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Cohong, and from the Cohong to tea wholesalers in Fukien, Chekiang, 
Kiangsi. and Anhwei. The tea wholesalers advanced the money to 
family-sized "hill households," who gradually moved from tea-shrub 
raising as a subsidiary occupation to full-time specialization in tea. 

This tea had to be paid for, and the East India Company faced an 
ever-growing deficit in its balance of payments. It was already in serious 
debt to the English Crown for monies lent in the course of the conquest 
of India. To meet its obligations, it borrowed money from rich Parsi 
bankers, like Jagath Seth, while its officials-trading as private parties
often incurred debts with Indian moneylenders. The money went into 

:. f!ro'willg cotton in India and shipping it to China. There developed a 
complex triangular trade whereby private agency houses of "country 
traders," run mostly by Parsi and Scottish merchants, would take Indian 
cotton to Canton and sell it there for silver. With this silver they would 
buy East India Company bills of credit. redeemable in London. The 
Company, in turn, used the silver obtained through the sale ofits bills of 
credit to buy tea. 

In the course of these transactions, many of the English country 
and Company officials dealing on their own behalf laid the basis 

considerable private fortunes, which they parlayed into influence 
and political representation at home. In Parliament their influence, 
combined in what William Pitt called "the Bengal squad," soon out
weighed that of the West Indian interests. 

Yet even though the English sold an annual average of 27 million 
pU'UlH .. > of raw Indian cotton between 1785 and 1833, the sums ob-
'"""_ still did not suffice to buy all the tea they wished to ship to 

>~~~:~r~~;TO add to the stock of specie, the English India Company had to 
> it from the Spanish possessions in the New World. In 1776, 

ho,wI,ve'r. the American Revolution cut England off from the supply of 
Miexic2Ln silver. At the saIne time, cotton from northern China began to 

into Chinese textile production at prices lower than those ofIndian 
:>oottlon, The answer to the Company's financial prayers was opium from 

sale of opium had already constituted a major source of Mughal 
're,"p,,,,,,, In 1773 the East India Company had established a monopoly 
.hver"n;;",n sales, and in 1797 it extended its monopoly to cover produc

factors at Patna and Ghazipur near Benares gave their names 
opium they produced-Pama and Benares. Later the principality 

\flvI"lwnon India's west coast joined the producers. Pama and Benares 
,ypmnll, packed in mango-wood boxes holding about 145 pounds each 

representing the production of five or six acres, was auctioned off to 
lig,enl;V houses on Tank Square in Calcutta. Malwa opium reached 
,,,",mloa through Parsi merchants from Bombay. Americans joined the 

as well, shipping increasing quantities of opium from Turkey to 
York, and from there to China. 

The opium trade was covert and illegal. and enormously profitable. 
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The agency houses dealing in opium soon handled quantities worth 
four times the value of all the goods the Company brought to Canton in 
its own ships. Armies of henchmen and corrupt officials moved the 
opium inland. By the end of the nineteenth century. one out of 
ten Chinese is thought to have become an addict. The Eu:rope,ms, 
however, finally had something to sell to the Chinese. During 
decade of the nineteenth century, China still showed a trade 'U'P"" 
26 million silver dollars. In the third decade, 34 million dollars left 
to pay for opium (Wakeman 1975: 126). The outflow of silver 
China soon affected the country at large. The government set tax 
in silver; the peasants paid in copper cash. As silver grew scarce and rose:, 
in price, ever larger amounts of copper were required to meet taxes, ' 
Opium thus did more than undermine the health of Chinese addicts; 
began to subvert the social order in the countryside. 

Trade in the Pacific 

Opium was by far the most important import into China, but 
Europeans also strove to locate other resources of interest to the 
nese. One of these was sandalwood, which furnished an oil used by 
Chinese in making incense. Early in the development of the sarldal· 
wood trade, a ship "sandalwooding" out of Sydney. Australia, 
make a profit of 25 percent (Furnas 1947: 221). Various Pacific . 
were exploited to obtain sandalwood, often to the point of depletion. 
Fiji was cut over in the years between 1804 and 1810, the JV1.dfljU<:>ill',. 

between 1804 and 1818, Hawaii between 1811 and the mid·1830s. 
Hawaiian king traded an annual $300,000 in sandalwood, receiving' 
return hardware, cloth, clothing, rum, guns, and even a luxury 
built in Salem, Massachusetts. By 1826, however, the chiefs were' 
arrears in their deliveries, and American traders exacted instead a 
tract according to which each male Hawaiian was to be taxed for 
picul (about 140 pounds) of sandalwood at four Spanish dollars to 
the debt (Furnas 1947: 120). 

Around mid-century, natives were hired on contract to obtain 
sandalwood in New Caledonia and the New Hebrides, and the use 
native labor became common during the 18505, when the Australian 
gold rush depleted the supply of European labor. In payment the natives 
received iron tools and hardware, cloth, tobacco and pipes, as well 
muskets and powder. At the same time. the traders also paid in the 
native products of other islands, thus intensifying inter· island 
changes. Fiji, Lifu, and Tana furnished pigs to other islands. 
wanted tortoise shells from the Solomons in exchange for its 
Eromanga desired l1ul1puri shells from New Caledonia; Espiritu 
and Eromanga received pigs, shells, tortoise shells, and whales' teeth 
exchange for sandalwood (Shineberg 1966). 

Another product in demand in China was the sea cucumber 
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called trepang or beche-de-mer), which the Chinese valued both as a 
food and as an aphrodisiac. This product had long been supplied by 
Indonesian and Philippine sailors, but European traders began to orga

the trade themselves. The collecting and processing of sea eueum· 
required a great deal of labor. An average-sized establishment 

;11111~1ll house some 300 people engaged in cleaning and collecting fire· 
to dry the sea animals. Native laborers were contracted for, 

,vvOlrki.ng first under their own chiefs and later under European control. 
of trade goods, including guns, in payment for sea cucumbers 

probably even greater than in the sandalwood trade. Prices at 
Canton went as high as $90 a picul (Furnas 1947: 212). 

$,mtialwt)o,jirlg and the trade in sea cucumbers, along with intensi-

.i~h;~u.;h:;~:;';~ contributed greatly to the distribution of firearms 
,>' the South Seas. Where powerful local chiefs gained control 

new weapons, they found themselves equipped with greatly 
;,tmllallc,'d military potential. Thus, European trading spurred the rise, 

of islands, of small states headed by powerful chiefs 
C'lWPpcu with European armament. 

Hawaii, control of favorably located beaches permitted Kameha
·nlei," nephew of the Hawaiian paramount, to acquire a store of 
iVVe'lp(mS in the 1790s and to use these first to conquer several rival 

WII."JUIIU> and then to displace the rightful successor to the kingships. 
Kamehameha commanded 600 muskets, 14 small cannon, 40 

guns, and 20 sailing vessels (Furnas 1947: 121). His son and heir 
consolidatcd the kingship by abolishing the system of traditional 

l'lOllOS through which the priesthood could have challenged the emerg· 
ing centralization of power (Webb 1965; Davenport 1969). 

In Tahiti the young chief Tu used European guns, obtained in ex· 
'(1Iallge ttlr pigs sold to the prison colonies of New South Wales, to set 
k::;;~~h::;uP as King Pomare. His son, Pomare II, consolidated the new 

" by allying himself with English missionaries and converting his 
ly to Christianity. 

thousand guns were introduced into Fiji between 1828 and 
5, and probably an equal number between 1842 and 1850, in the 

'·,vvd • .eof the sea cucumber trade. This wealth in guns prompted the rise 
the polity of Bau, when a chief called Cakobau was able to monop· 

the importation of firearms (Ward 1972: 110-111). Similar war 
lC'dUel> arose in the Solomon Islands and in the New Hebrides (Docker 
1970: 23-42). 

The Portuguese pioneered the sea route into Asian waters, and Dutch, 
,Ellglish, and French companies and private traders soon followed in 

wake. Unable to penetrate the mainland directly, the Europeans 
consolidated points of entry along the Asian coasts and proceeded to 

'envelop the littoral of the continent in a web of long· distance traffic 
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and c()mmerce. To feed the burgeoning trade. various regions along 
sea routes began to specialize in the production of commodities 
exchange for other commodities. Some products. above all .... om':" 
tea. generated an especially intense demand. To pay for tea. otter 
from the Northwest Coast of North America. sea cucumbers and salld"I·' 
wood from the Pacific. silver from America. and Indian raw cotton 
opium all began to flow toward China in a gigantic escalation ofmc!fc<nr',' 
tile activity. At the same time. the increase in water-borne comluerce 
had repercussions in distant hinterlands. where it reduced the 
land caravan trade. diminished the importance of caravan en1pc,ria. 
and altered the balance of power between pastoral and Se{lerlta:ry 
populations. 

While in most of Asia European mercantile activity remained 
tied to its medium, the sea, one trade organization-the English 
India Company-charted a different course for itself. It took over 
political and economic inheritance of the land-based Mughal 
changing its role from that of a trading company to a political 
eign. Once established. sovereignty passed to the English 
English rule had profound consequences for Indian society. Land 
tax reforms abrogated the hierarchies of tribute takers that had 
the Mughal order. and replaced them with echelons of landed 
etors. The elites of locally and regionally dominant castes were 
verted into landowning entrepreneurs, required to raise money 
taxes and prompted to do so by producing cash crops. The character 
relations among landowners. village servants. and dependent lallar'ers 
was altered. in tnm. While the cultural forms of obligation and 
dency aIuong castes were maintained and even intensified, these 
tionships served increasingly to mobilize labor for the production 
agricultural commodities. 

Within the structure of the British Empire as a whole. India came 
playa crucial role. Throughout the period of British rule. India paid 
colonial tribute to defray English expenses incurred during the "' •• yc.", 
and during the defeat of the Great Mutiny. and to cover the 
English administration in India. Plunder accumulated in the wars 
eighteenth century created great English fortunes. Revenues ot,taine:d 
in Bengal were of a scale sufficient to finance the expanding 
the Orient. obviating the annual transfer of bullion from r:1J:glalllU. 

Indian opium opened China to foreign trade and reversed the flow 
species from Europe to Asia. The English sold fine Indian textiles' 
Europe. Africa. and Indonesia. aiding in the accumulation of money' 
begetting money in the home country. 

With the installation of the capitalist mode of production in 
gland (chapter 9). industrial capital moved to dominate m{ercanltile 
wealth. also drawing India into its expanding orbit. English m"cttin,,' 
made textiles invaded the Indian market. to the detriment of 
handicrafts. In the mid-nineteenth century. railroad building in 
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a major outlet for English capital, spurring iron and steel 
in England and opening a market for English coal on the 

,stlbcon.tirlerlt. Thereafter. the export ofIndian agricultural commodities 
machine-made Indian cottons to international markets helped bal
British trade deficits with the industrializing nations of Europe and 
United States. Indian surpluses enabled England to create and 

:;~;~~~I;~ a global system of free trade. Had England been forced to ban 
,', from the United States and Germany and to compete with them 

101:elilO markets, American and German industrialization would also 
been significantly slowed. Thus. "Asia in general. but India and 
in particular. far from being peripheral to the evolution of the 

,'irltern,lti,)n.al economy of the time. was in fact crucial" (Latham 
: 70). Under English domination, India became a key foundation 

the emerging worldwide capitalist edifice. 



Power loom weaving in a Manchester cotton mill. Line engraving by T. 
and J. Tingle, c. 1835. (The Granger Collection, New York) 

Part Three 
Capitalism 
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the fifteenth century on, European soldiers and sailors carried Ihe 
their rulers to the four corners of the globe, and European 

?nlerchants established their storehouses from Vera Cruz to Nagasaki. 
::~~n~I:~~~~l~:the sea-lanes of the world, these merchants invaded exist

" of exchange and linked one to the other. In the service of 
and profit," they located sources of products desired in Europe 

developed coercive systems for their delivery. In response, Euro
craft shops, either singly or aggregated into manufactories, began 

nr,odllce goods to provision Ihe wide-ranging military and naval 
and to furnish commodities to overseas suppliers in exchange for 
to be sold as commodities at home. The outcome was the creation 

, a commercial network of global scale. 
During three and a half centuries of European expansion, Spain and 

'P,ortugal divided between them the South American continent. England 
Fr;m,-e laid hold of the Antilles and planted them with sugar cane. 

il:~~;~_~~ and France also contended for control of the eastern seaboard 
America, disputing each other for the access routes to the Great 

and beyond. In the Old World, in contrast, the Europeans moved 
only rarely, as when the Portuguese penetrated Angola and 

the English came into control of the Indiao subcontinent. For the 
part, the European sea traders in Asia and Africa preferred to seize 

hold the major sea-lanes, and to tap the wealth of the continents 
,ulra,ug,n their control of vital ports. 

same time, the growth of European commerce encountered its 
limits and contradictions. Merchants strove to ensure their control 

;;,9fsourc,~s of cheap supply through a variety of monopolies and con
,s~:::~:~on trade. They were aided in this by their rulers, who hoped to 
i their own exchequers while decreasing those at the disposal of 
t~~~~~~f;~~:~~~:~~ Mercantile activity, enhanced and strengthened by the 

'I of the state, greatly enlarged the flow of commodities, but it 
r:~16~1:~j~~I;I;a~:rgelY within defined channels, hedged about by a carapace 

" and prerogatives, Even where merchants had begun to 
,mobiliz,eartisans and cottage producers to make goods available for sale 
ll1lUUgU purchasing arrangements or through the putting-out system, 

rarely did they bring laborers directly into owner-supervised estab
>.Ushrrlen:ts. They preferred instead to reap the benefits of commodity 

while delegating the risks of production to the direct pro
Thus, as Dobb has phrased it, the "relations of economic depen
between individual producers or between producers and 

!.r:r:lef<:h,mt was not directly imposed by the necessities of the act of 
'[OUUCUOU itself, but by circumstances external to it" (1947: 260), 
. Before capitalist relations could come to dominate industrial produc

a set of related changes was required to gnarantee the new order. 
state had to be transformed from a tributary structure to a structure 

support for capitalist enterprise. Tributary relationships, embodied in 
mouop,~li,:s of all kinds, cut into the reproductive capacity of capital and 
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had to be abrogated. The officialdom of the state apparatus had to 
made responsive to the needs of capital accumulation by removing 
control over productive resources and by reducing the hold of tribUital 
overlords over the machinery of the state. At the same time, 
investment had to be redirected toward the creation of an in!fra'5tfluctl 
of transportation and communication that could benefit capital 
demanding excessive outlays from it. There was a need for 
codes, protecting rights of private property and private accUlTIullat.ioni 
on the one hand, and enforcing new forms of the labor contract. 
other. State intervention had to be mobilized also to break down 
state barriers to the movement of capital. machines, raw materials, 
labor. Finally, state assistance and subsidies were often necessary 
protect nascent industries against external competition, or to open li1 
new markets abroad. 

The breakthrough from mercantile domination to the capitalist 
of production was achieved in England in the second half of 
teenth century. Spurred by capitalist investment, a series of 
inventions established the predominance of production by m'lCnIID( 
first in textile production and later in the construction of railroads. 
example of England was soon followed by other countries in 
and America. Rising industrial production demanded raw materials 
foodstuffs for the new "workshops of the world." While in(jm:tria 
production under capitalist auspices transformed the m(JUl5tr:iaIizinl 
areas, equally powerful forces unleashed concomitant changes in 
lives of people in the supply zones of the globe. The spread of 
capitalist mode set in motion not only new flows of commodities 
also large-scale movements of people toward the developing cellters 
industrial activity. The world witnessed the emergence of ","""'M 
classes, varying in their characteristics according to the place and 
their entry into the accumulation process. Driven by a general d}'na:mi< 
capitalism yet gave rise to a variability of its own. 

Industrial Revolution 

major vehicle forthe transition to the capitalist mode of production 
the textile industry of eighteenth-century England. In cloth pro

g~(~~i:;~dmercantile wealth was visibly transformed into capital. as it 
if the dual function of purchasing machines and raw materials, 

the one hand, and buying human energy to power their operation, 
the other. From then on, the accumulation of wealth no longer 

cte]perlctE:d on the extraction of surpluses "by other than economic 
and on the marketing of surpluses by merchants. Through the 
of machines, wealth-as-capital laid hold of technology and 

b~(~.~~;:~proprietor of the material apparatus for the transformation of 
By purchasing labor power. capital took command of social 

and applied it to the transformation of nature on its own terms. 
had worked for wages before the installation of the capitalist 
but now wage labor became the pivotal form of labor recruit

and the existence of a class of laborers, necessarily dependent on 
became the dominant factor governing the mobilization and 

deu>lo\'m"nt of social labor. Technology and labor power were subjected 
calculus of creating surplus value. The result was to speed up the 

of technological change and the synchronization of labor power 
the reqnirements oftechnology. As Polanyi put it, "up to the end of 

eighteenth century, industrial production in Western Europe was a 
accessory to commerce" (1957: 74). Now, in Marx's words, com

became the servant of industrial production (Cap. 1Il, 1967: 

did this transformation happen in Europe? An answer some
given is that Europe was "endowed with the privilege of back

WdIUlICO"." Before A.D. 1000, Europe was a frontier region, marginal to 
IVlI'OllelTanean, to the Islamic Near East, and to the centralized states 

Orient. Political power was fragmented; power holders were 
Relations between military-political overlords and merchants 

often ambiguous and antagonistic. Lords might plunder mer
restrict their political autonomy, or prohibit mercantile invest

in land. Yet they also had a greater need for merchants to trade 
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surpluses for strategic cOll1modities than did the big centralized 
which could raise the gamut of needed supplies through ta;~~~~i 
Paradoxically, by keeping merchants from acquiring land and 
political power, the lords of Europe also forced them to reinvest in 
to risk their wealth in commerce rather than to invest it securely in 
estate. Thus, in the interstices of weak power domains and 
intervals between them, European merchants were able to COllSliruct. 
commercial linkages that could convert surpluses into comITIcldiltie:s aIld 
C0I11IDodities into money over wide geographic areas. 

The presence of trade does not in itself lead to the emergence of 
capitalist mode of production. There existed wide-ranging intefiIW 
trade in the Near East, India, and China, and even ml:rc'l1a.nt-sI'DrISOreC 
handicraft production concentrated in manufactories or d~~~i~~~,~a:i. 
cottages in all these areas. Yet merchants in these centralized 
polities remained strongly constrained by political ruler:ss.~a,~n~de~~'~~~~I~~: 
upon them. There might be "sprouts of capitalism," as C 
have said, but no capitalist mode of production. What is msnn.CIIV' 
about the English case is not that merchants dealt in conlmodities, 
that they were drawn-rapidly and irresistibly-into the realm 
production. 

The English Transfonnation 
How and why did this happen, and why in England? In spite of a 
deal of research, there seems as yet to be no comprehensive answer 
One can, however, point to a number of possible causes for this UllU>LJd 

development. 
In the fifteenth century, England had made the transition from 

ing sheep for wool to be sold abroad to the production of woolens 
own. Thereafter woolen production became England's chief miml}Iac' 
ture. Echelons of merchants and financiers appeared in the pr,)viincia 
towns, drawing the product from the initial producers, supervising 
processing, and speeding it on to market. The woolen trade thus 
rise to a hierarchy of commercial interests, linking London firmly 
the hinterland. 

Four interconnected developments followed. First, landowners 
(reasingly turned agriculture into a business, converting land to 
ranges, but also intensifying cultivation with new methods mtro,luclcc 
from the continent. As Tawney put it, landowners "stood to 
if they adapted their farming to meet the new commercial cOlndiitiollS 
They stood to lose much if they were so conservative as to adhere to 
old methods" (1967: 195). 

Second, the chain of linkages between the hinterland and London 
only gave rise to a multiplicity of merchant groups but also 
about a high degree of interaction and mutuality among comInercia 
agents and tributary overlords, among merchants and landed 
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In many parts of Europe, landowning nobles could not engage in 
and merchants were barred from acquiring land. In England, 

m(~rclhallts and landed aristocrats intermarried and interacted to an 
.U'OU><Ud' degree. 

Third, these merchants and landowners, in alliance, were able to turn 
their advantage the peculiar status of the English "husbandmen." 

status was the outcome of a characteristic paradox in English 
.... :.~:~:~~.~~:~;:~: cultivators had won increasing freedom from tribute 
c': to overlords since the mid-fifteenth century, while at the the 

time failing to establish freehold control over the land. By the 
inaiddle of the fifteenth century, the English peasantry had won the total 

of serfdom, and with it the end of labor dues and arbitrary tall ages. 
was fixed by custom, and its real value diminished as money lost its 
in the course of inflation. Lords, unable to carry through a sei

~'''''w, reaction that would have reinstituted and intensified serfdom, 
to rationalize agricultural production through the use of financial 

:>1~~~~~:Ie;,:~si,They converted peasant land under customaIY tenure into 
;: favoring well-to-do tenants who worked the land profitably 

Furthermore, they burdened the peasantry with fines 
and upon confirmation of property titles. In areas 

fal'ming was prosperous, peasant holdings yielded to "im
;OIrnv'cd" CI)ITIlmerc.ial agriculture. In areas where agriculture was poor 

livestock keeping predominated, especially in the highlands of the 
and West, the peasantry sought alternative employment in rural 
and subsidiary activities. Thus, in some areas where peasants 
to supplement their income. first by making wool cloth and later 

WC,"vinll, the number of peasants paying customary rents (copy
even increased in the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth 

F~i:~~:~~:' although on reduced holdings (Thirsk 1974). The ability to 
.e, cultivation or herding with craft production, and-Iater

wage work, also meant that couples were able to marry and 
nrc,dlllcpoffspring earlier than before. Yet population increases, in turn, 

·pr<)bably fragmented landholdings further (see Tilly 1975: 404-405). 
was also an increase in the number of the wholly landless. By the 

of the seventeenth century, landlords held between 70 and 75 
pel'Cetlt of the cultivable land (Brenner 1976: 63); by the 17905 the 

landlords and gentry controlled 80-85 percent of the land 
(~!;~l:e~~;1;9~73: 25). E. L. Jones has estimated that by the end of the 
51 century, as much as 40 percent of the English population 

left the land, many going into industrial employment (quoted in 
lrenI1lcr 1976: 66). While "improving" landlords and their tenants thus 

the basis for a capital-intensive agriCUlture, it also made available to 
UWJ>Ll Y a labor force of mobile "free" laborers. 
\P"mth. successive political struggles weakened the power exercised 

leatllrlg aristocrats and merchants in support of the king, giving 
freedom to the lower echelons of landholders and commercial 
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age'flts'in the provinces. The stage was thus set for innovative action 
the local level. 

The transformation of agriculture and the development of a 
population in need of full-time or part-time employment allowed 
chants to extend their operations widely throughout the countnlsi(le. 
One way merchants expanded was by placing orders with m'lst,,, ,'ralf!s 
men in provincial towns, who then worked up the desired goods 
small-scale workshops with family labor or hired hands. Another 
was by entering the putting-out system, in which merchants ll!:,,[I.UUll' 

raw materials to workers to process in their own cottages, often 
simple machines rented from the "putter-outer." These two systems 
mobilizing labor often interdigitated, with master craftsmen 
in one phase of the work process acting as rural factors in an.otlle 
Merchants and their agents then collected the finished product and 
it to market. 

Dutch and Tndian Competition 

This textile trade, operated under the aegis of merchant wealth, 
ran into seemingly overwhelming competition from two sources: 
rival Dutch, and the artisan producers of India. 

Dutch competition in the textile trade was serious. Their 
of dying and finishing cloth were superior to those available 
English, To meet Dutch competition, the English shifted to a 
product. Instead of the undyed, unfinished, all-wool "old dr;merie< 
they had produced up to then, they took to the production 
draperies"-mixtures of wool with silk, linen, or cotton-as well 
lighter worsteds in which both warp and weft were of combed 
They were able to produce these more cheaply than the Dutch, first 
shifting production from urban areas into the countryside, and later 
the mechanization of the textile industry, The Dutch were unable 
follow suit because of prevailing high wages in both industry 
agriculture (de Vries 1975: 56). and because their commerce 
much higher returns than their textile industry (see Smit 1975: 
While Dutch labor. then, was expensive, English rural labor was eneal). 

This cost advantage, however, did not operate in England's comr)eti' 
tion with the textile ind\lstry of India. India produced textiles 
cheaper and technically better than any made by Europeans. 
cottons or calicoes, so named after the city of Calicut on the mawu, 
coast, became the craze of Europe. Both the Dutch and the British 
India companies, therefore, began to commission Indian ,,,,,,"'0", 
produce calicoes for European tastes, and they began to import 
calicoes into Europe for additional printing in European designs. 
silks and muslins also became popular in Europe, and both cOmlJalllie 
imported them along with Indian cottons, especially from Bengal. 
this point. however, the home industries resorted to political means 
halt the inflow of Indian textiles. The English East India Company 
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printing Oil a wood.-framed calico printing machine. Line engraving by J. Carter, c. 
(The Granger Col/ection, New York) 

,'fc)rbidclen to import calicoes or to have then printed. At the same time, 
English industry began to produce copies itself, notably fustian, a 

.Inixturc of linen and cotton, which became increasingly difficult to 
idi.stinguis;!1 from the Indian product. This competition in turn reinforced 

meCllaIJlz:at!lon of the English industry, allowing it to defeat its Asian 
:.cOlnpetil:ors through the production of cheap machine-made cloth. At 

same time, English success in using machine production to under
"import substitution" for Asian products allowed them to stifle 

}~~~~:~ and French competition around the end of the eighteenth 

of 1760 the machines used in British cotton manufacture were still 
as simple as those of India" (E. Baines 1835, quoted in Rostow 

26). The putting-out system through which cotton was spun and 
in innumerable cottages "evolved as an innovation in organiza-

with,,,,, drastic change in technique" (Coleman 1973: 14). Two 
later, technological and organizational changes were in full 

. Who were the people responsible for this change? 
were not the big London merchants of Blackwell Hall. the 
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London cloth mart. but rather the provincial merchants and their 
or factors involved in the commercial networks of the P,~~~,~!:;?!J 
system. These merchants and factors began to extend their~' 
over the finishing stages of cloth production, its bleaching, dying, 
printing, in order to obtain standardized products that could comr,el 
with cloth produced abroad. From control of finishing they moved 
the production of improved yaro, either becoming producers of 
themselves or motivating the owners of workshops to adopt 
chines. We have noted that these two roles sometimes inl:erdi,:it,'ted 
owners of workshops could also double as country factors for pUnIllg 
out merchants. Indeed, as Chapman (1973) has shown in an analysis 

,the assets of a thousand textile entrepreneurs between 1730 and 
they were often also involved in malting, brewing, and imlk',elJing, 
retail trade and farming, and in buying houses and real estate. 
assets allowed them to accumulate some wealth and to improve 
social standing, while serving as hedges against downturns in the 
market. Buildings, inns, and inn yards were easily converted into 
shops and weavers' tenements, or mortgaged to obtain funds for 
ment. The amount of capital needed to buy the early machines and 
hire labor power was initially low (between 3,000 and 5,000 
sterling), until the spread of Roberts's automatic mule raised 
tenfold after 1830 (Chapman 1972: 26, 30). As we shall see, 
spinning became mechanized, weaving had to be transformed to 

up with the increased output of yarn. Once begun, capital :(~;;~~'~i~~~ 
in machines, raw materials, and labor power created its own 
logic. which strove to maximize surplus value through the 
coupling of factors of production. Thus, the very process of harn,essiinl 
men to machines prompted the rise of the capitalist entrepreneur, 
united in his person "t.he functions of capitalist, financier, works 
ger, merchant and salesman" (Wilson 1957: 103). Socially, this 
class of "new" men, recruited from the lower segments of the Drlwincial 
middle class-"of a condition," as a contemporary put it. "benvet!u' 
gentlemen and cottagers or peasants" (quoted in Dobb 1947: I 
FrOIn this same stratum and milieu, too, came the "engineers" 
"artificers" who designed, improved, and produced the ne"w~~~~~~!~~~~; 
along with water wheels, steam engines, and agricultural e 

Initial capital for industry was largely local. raised rn,'{m~h corm,'c: 
tions of kinship, marriage, friendship, and local aoquairltance; 
not come from institutional sources" (Perkin 1969: 80). Tr,ansa(:tic'lli 
were facilitated, however. by an instrument for granting s!lMI",'m 

credit, the bill of exchange. The bill of exchange was a statement, sent 
the debtor, of money owed for goods and services. The debtor 
sign the bill to acknowledge his debt. and return it to the SU1Pp"er. 
supplier would endorse the bill and then use it to cover his 
tions. Toward the end of the eighteenth century, . . 
known as bill dealers or bill brokers-arose to facilitate and speed 
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transactions. They usually dealt with the newly established coun
banks, forwarding bills from London to be used in industry. 

of capital paid for machines, but the key problem in employing 
'~~~~~~i~:~~kl~to achieve low and competitive costs was the lack of syn
c! between spinning and weaving. Spinning with the wheel 

slow, while weaving was comparatively fast. The introduction of 
manually operated "flying shuttle" in 1733 had doubled the 

:weav"r's output by greatly increasing the speed with which the weft 
thrown through the warp. Bottlenecks began to develop in the 

lIelliv"rv of yarn to the weaving looms. Inventors thus concentrated 
'ne"villv on rendering spinning more efficient and productive. 

James Hargreaves introduced the "spinning jenny," which 
enabled a spinner to spin several threads affine yarn simultaneously. In 

patented the water frame, which drew out the loosely 
fibers on rollers and wound them on upright spindles in one 

CtlrHirlU()US operation. In 1779 Crompton introduced his "mule," com
re,Hures of both water frame and jenny, to which steam power 

apIDIi(~d in 1790. The new inventions produced a staggering increase 
Whereas an Indian hand spinner of the eighteenth 

more than 50,000 hours to process 100 pounds of 
Crompton's mule cut the time to 2,000 hours, while power
mules of around 1795 reduced this time further to 300 hours. 

was also the level of performance of Arkwright's machine, which 
mostly unskilled and low-paid women and children, and 

its own in productivity until Roberts's automatic mules 
~~d~';.(;~LO!~~:~t~v~, time to 135 hours per 100 pounds of cotton around 

1972: 20-21). Increased productivity was also accom-
-p"mc,a by in the quality of yarn produced. This is mea-

the number of hanks or skeins of fiber spun per pound of 
rose from 16-20 hanks spun by the hand wheel to over 300 

,auamlea by Crompton's mule at the end of the eighteenth century. The 
Jiri::t~;~~rj of mule spindles thus rose from around 50,000 in 1788 to 4.6 
'[ in lSI! (Chapman 1972: 21-22). 

the same time, mechanization also transformed the preparatory 
required by spinning. Cotton fresh from the bale had to be picked 

cleaned. It had to be beaten to open the fibers, combed or brushed to 
.diserltangle them, and drawn out to lay them parallel. As these steps 

bronght under mechanical control. the bases were laid for coordi
the various activities required by spinning into a continuous flow 

op'er,m,ons. In all of these machines, the application of Watt's steam 
( 1764) provided the transition from manual to machine 

'operations 
new machines also affected the kinds of labor required to put 

in motion. We have already seen that Arkwright's water frame 
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could be operated by women and children, and it thus competed 
tively with more productive machines until the turn of the century, 
in some marginal areas even thereafter. The new machinery celtaini' 
increased the number of spindles that could be tended by one 
With the introduction of Roberts's automatic mule in the 1830s, 
mule spinner, assisted by two or three boys, could work as many 
1,600 spindles. Mule spinning thus became a highly skilled and 
paid craft that soon had its own trade union, whose members oc(;upiel 
the best room in taverns-reserved by the sign "Mule Spinners 

Paradoxically, while spinning was mechanized, weaving relname< 
for a long time technologically arrested. Cartwright's power loom 
patented in 1785, but it did not begin to spread until forty to fifty 
later, the number in use rising from 12,150 in 1820 to 85,000 in 
Yet the number of hand loom weavers increased at the same time 
75,000 in 1795 to 250,000 in 1833 (Chapman 1972: 60). These 
bespeak several changes. First, competition with the power loom 
down wages and income earned by the handloom weavers, who 
lost their independence and grew increasingly impoverished 
prived (Thompson 1966: Ch. 9). This decline in wages in handloo~ 
weaving may actually have retarded the adoption of the power 
Second, the decline in wages and status affected a population in 
scattered rural households, all the more defenseless because of 
dispersion. A corollary of this, however, is that factory work in 
actually did not become common until the 1830s. In the early 1830s 
cotton handloom weavers still outnumbered all the adult workers, 
and female, in the spinning and weaving mills of cotton, wool, and 
combined. Third, this new labor force manning the power looms 
predominantly female and juvenile. By 1838 only 23 percent of 
factory workers were adult men (Hobsbawm 1969: 68). 

The Factory 
Inevitably, the dispersed organization oflabor gave way to the 
ment of a new form of productive enterprise, the factory. The 
concentrating a large number of workers engaged in different 
operations On one site, and even in one complex of buildings, 

new. What was new, however, was the creation of such f~r~~~,~~:l~~ 
under unified technical management, responsible for 
productive processes and for changes in production in 
changing conditions of the market. The workshops and co'tta:ges 
putting-out system had operated "in a partly immobile envir,omnen 
with a fairly static technology, in the enjoyment of an actual or 
monopoly or of vast orders from non-commercial buyers, like 
armies" (Pollard 1965: 7). 

The advent of the factory was a consequence of the limitations 
putting-out system (see Landes 1969: 55-60; Pollard 1965: 
Schlumbohm 1977: 274-276). That system, in which a m,,,dlant 
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ielltr,eplrerlellf furnished the raw materials to have them processed in 
small household establishments, encountered serious difficulties 

sustaining and expanding the scale and scope of operations. It there-
set limits to the possible accumulation of capital. There were limits 

intensity and duration of labor where producers worked in 
iSciltt<~red andunsupervisable economic units. This was especially true as 

industrial operations supplemented agricultural tasks, such that 
in the fields could take precedence over work on spinning wheel 

. Similarly, religious activities, kinship events, and recreation 
and did, interfere with work intensity and procedures. Further
the merchant had little defense against pilfering and embezzle

raw materials by the dispersed workers and little control over 
"i1l1!oli,v of output-both problems that grew increasingly serious in the 

of the eighteenth century. The lack of synchronization among 
different steps in the sequence of production added to the costs of 

[arlspofltation: when spinning was slow, the merchant-coordinator 
in search of spinners to feed the looms; when spinning had 

:i.mpfl)v,~d through innovations, merchants had to go in search of hand
W"O"PrS. There were delays in processing and in deliveries, which 

turnover time of capital and left customers dissatisfied. 
Iver,risillQ large-scale trade thus encountered the limitations of a pro

SV';'PITI divided into innumerable small workshop units, "un
lbervi,;ed and unsupervisable" (Pollard 1965: 31). The answer to this 

W'UdU'CllUl1 was the establishment of the capitalist factory. 
new form of organizing work entailed a number of intercon
changes. First, it brought together "under one roof" as many 
of work as was feasible and profitable. Such concentration 

r~duc,~d the costs of supervision and transport characteristic of the 
ipUltllng-Olll system. It also increased control over the labor force, allow

of production to "subdue the refractory tempers of 
accustomed to irregular paroxysms of diligence," as 
an apologist for the factory system, wrote in 1835 

Second, the work process became partitioned "into its 
constituents," replacing "the division of gradations of labour 

artisans" (Ure 1967: 20). Third, these different phases of work 
be ranked by training and skill required, and remunerated 

iffe'rellti;' Illy. This permitted a more efficient synchronization of work, 
enhancing labor control through a division of the labor force into 
motivated by different interests. Fourth, synchronization oftasks 

)!UCHfU the work process continuous, maximizing the extraction of 
value. Indeed, continuity of work became a major imperative of 
operation, as increased amounts of capital became fixed in 

The merchant directing a putting-out system could simply 
when demand slackened. Under capitalist relations of 

however, depreciating machinery at rest ate directly into 
Moreover, if machinery was not put to work when new, it might 
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not''''repay its cost before beconling obsolete. The entrepreneur 
become "a prisoner of his investment" (Landes 1969: 43). 

The early British textile factories were faced, however, with a 
unwillingness on the part of the potenliallaboring class to enler 
factory employment. Above all, they resisted the unrelenting labor 
discipline of the factories, so much at odds with earlier habits and 
older customs of sociability of autonomous labor. Many early tactoric: 
were modeled on penal workhouses and prisons, and indeed 
manned by involuntary pauper apprentices. The identification of 
factory with forced penal labor also meant that fomler artisans 
laborers in cottage industry felt a loss of social status in moving from 
relative self-determination of the cottage producer to the servitude 
the industrial worker. Indeed, "as long as there was some measore 
freedom of choice between cottage and factory the workman pn,ferrec 
the cottage" (Pollard 1965: 162). The growth of a freefactory prc)letariat 
was slow, and it was resisted. Hatred of the factory system fueled, in 
small part, the state of near civil war between the gentry and 
common man that characterized the first part of the nineteenth ceIltul'l:' 
in Britain. This conflict began to abate only after mid-century, 
increased stabilization of factory labor went hand in hand with a 
ing differentiation in the status and rewards of different positions, 
factory discipline was reinforced by the spread of an ethos of work 
obedience among the new working class (Pollard 1965: 186,197; 
1974). 

The growth of the cotton factory produced the growth of the 
textile-producing centers of England. There had been great 
agglomerations before, but in the rise of the manufacturing towns 
England the world witnessed a qualitative change unsurpassed in 
and speed. The great city of London, already crowded with half a 
inhabitants in 1660, was not then an industrial city, but "a capital 
of trades and of distribution: of skilled craftsmen in metals and print; 
clothing and furniture and fashion; of all the work connected 
shipping and the market" (Williams 1973: 147). In contrast. the 
industrial towns that carried forward the industrial revolution 
organized around their decisive places of work-usually a single 
work" (Williams 1973: 154). Of these towns Manchester was both 
quintessential embodimerll and symbol. In J 773 it had a mere 
inhabitants; by J851-when the majority of the inhabitants of 
British Isles lived in towns-its population had increased more 
tenfold, to more than 250,000 people. Of these, by mid-century two 
of every three inhabitants was a worker; in the nearby industrial 
lite towns around Manchester this was true of nine ant of ten. By 
time, too, more than two-thirds of the population over twenty vc;mof; 
age had been born elsewhere. Of these, about 130,000 came from 
surrounding counties, and some 40,000 came from Ireland. For 
the new city was "sublime as Niagara" (Carlyle), for others it was a 
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Hades" (de Tocqueville), "the entrance to hell realized" (Napier). 
Friedrich Engels, it was one of the birth places of the English 

pr.ole;tarj·iat. People moved there "of their own free will" (1971: 135)
"~d'~~;~;~~ to sell their labor power by the disintegration of a mode of 
pI that had once held them fast. Now, however, they were 
,'"'"."" to the exigencies of the capitalist mode, which threw the worker 

tbe labor market as a seller of labor power, only to transform his 
br.)dllctinto the very means by which the capitalist could then purchase 

the industrial cities became the sites of large labor markets in 
various groups and categories-hand spinners and mule spin-. ~~:~~~.:~,r~ weavers and power-loom operatives, men and women 

,c fanner artisans and new immigrants-competed for 
ernployment. These markets for labor created ongoing opposi
turn: opposition between artisans about to be displaced by 

'.".'"'''''''' and the machine operatives; opposition between supervisors 
production and producers; opposition between men, whose labor 

d'.lU.HC expensive, and women and children, who were remunerated 
wages; opposition between employed and unemployed, espe

during the cyclical downturns of 1826 and the 1840s; and oJlposi
between English workers and Irish immigrants. 

conflict between English and Irish workers became especially 
with the progress of industrialization. The immigration of Irish-

into English cities grew heavy after 1800. By the 1830s Irishmen 
to be found in "all of the lowest departments of mannal labor" 

(f;~;:~~~o~n the State of the Irish Poor in Great Britain, quoted in 
1 1966: 435). Marx wrote in 1870: 

industrial and commercial centerin England now possesses a work
divided into two hostile camps, English proletarians and Irish 

,.f>rollet'lri,ms. The ordinary English worker hates the Irish as a competitor 
his standard of life. In relation to the Irish worker he feels 

';···Ilrinlself a member of the ruling nation and so turns himself into a tool of 
ari,;tol:rals and capitalists of his own country against Ireland, thus 

their domination over himself. He cherishes religious, social 
national prejudices against the Irish worker. His attitude towards him 

much the same as that of the "poor whites" to the "niggers" of the 
slave states of the USA. The Irishman pays him back with interest 

own money. He sees in the English worker at once the accomplice 
the stupid tool ofthe English domination in freland .... This antago~ 

nism is the secret of the impotence of the English working class, despite 
;. their organization. [t972: 293-294] 

conflicts between English and Irish flared up occasionally during 
first part of the nineteenth century, but they greatly increased in the 

part. This intensification is linked to a general change in 
.wcltkiing-c1ass politics, which shifted from a common antiestablishment 
gp,arltiSll1 during the first half of the century to greater acceptance of 
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capitalist domination in the second. The developing trade union 
ment organized workers, but it also institutionalized gradations of 
reinforced occupational hierarchies, including the supervision of 
workers by males, and sought stabilization of employment and "u"l-ln, 

conditions through the acceptance of upper-class educational 
norms (see Foster 1974). At the same time, the COI[lllllClS hp,,,,,,"n 

English workers and Irish workers intensified, fanned by enti-,roth"lir. 
agitation by the Church of England, which was attempting to deny 
political claims of the Irish Catholics (see Hechter 1975: 269, n.). 

Cotton Exports 
The production of cotton textiles thus became the major ",,,,,,,,"," 
industry of the industrial revolution under capitalist aegis in Bri:tail:); 
After the Napoleonic wars, says Eric Hobsbawm, 

something like one half of the value of all British exports consisted of cotton 
products, and at their peak (in the middle of the 1830s) raw cotton made 
up twenty per cent of total net imports, In a real sense the British balance 
of payments depended on the fortunes of this single industry, and so did 
much of Britain's shipping and overseas trade in general. Thirdly. it almost 
certainly contributed more to the accumulation of capital than other 
industries. [1969: 51 J 

Where did all that cotton go? Latin America constituted, in B 
eyes, one of the great untapped markets. By 1840 it absorbed 35 percent 
of English textile exports (Hobsbawm 1969: 147). This increase 
accompanied by the spread of English trading firms in Latin America. 
the second decade of the century, more than 150 such c~:~~:,~~::1 
houses operated in Latin America, most of them in Brazil and 
Yet the market available to Latin American importers reached its 
when local domestic production proved able to compete with the 
products, despite steadily falling prices for the imports. To retain a 
on the Latin American market. the British government used 
funds to open credit lines for Latin American governments with 
firms operating in Latin America, but this counteracted the decline 
sales only in Brazil and Argentina. To compensate for losses in 
America, British textile exporters enlarged their sales in Asia. India 
China, taking only 6 percent of cotton exports after the N'lpclle.onic; 
wars, took 22 percent in 1840, 31 percent in 1850, and 
percent after 1873. After that date, India became the main parti,:ip.anliir 
this Asian trade (Hobsbawm 1969: 147). 

Regions of Supply: The Cotton South 
Unlike wool, which was England's first trump card in its entry 
overseas commerce, and which had been produced at home, 
w be imported. In 1787 over half ofthese raw cotton imports rom" fr,om 
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Cotion textiles in the Industrial Revolution. centers of manufacture and zones of supply, 

European possessions in the West Indies. Smyrna and Turkey furnished 
one-quarter more. By 1807, however, miJre than 60 percent of all the 

that landed at London, Liverpool, and Glasgow came from 
i, ... E:ngland's former colony, the United States (North 1961: 41), and the 

States remained the main source of English cotton thereafter. 
cotton crop, in turn, became "the most important proximate cause 

9;I~~I~~~~~C\~~ in the U.S. economy after 1815 (North 1961: 68). It 
c( in the period between 1815 and 1860 more than half of the 

value of domestic exports. 
as' and weaving in England were facilitated by the 

. of the steam engine with spinning jennies and 
looms, so cotton production in the American South was rendered 

"V»IIJlC by a machine, in this case Eli Whitney's cotton gin. Initial 
i.n,nli.sn demand was for Sea Island cotton, introduced to the Georgia

coast from the Bahamas in 1786. With this cotton, fibers were 
separated from the seeds by squeezing them through rollers, but 

; ,,'d";rlhu climatic prerequisites kept production low. Most American 
was therefore second-grade "middling Uplands." 

>.v\/hitne'v" gin, which allowed the seed to be separated easily from the 
fibers, soon allowed a man to clean fifty pounds of Uplands in the 
had previously taken him to clean only one pound. 

enterprises, based on the use of slave labor, were 
U'l5d1lJZ'CO, labor-intensive units of production. As the plantation 
westward, there was a shift from tobacco and grain growing to 

production. This involved a growth in scale and thus an increase 
the number of slaves. Only a minority of slave owners were able to 
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keep up with this development. Most specialized cotton production 
came to be carried on on estates of 30 slaves or more. In the de'ea,de 
before the war between the Union and the Confederacy, the minimum 
number of slaves on an efficiently producing plantation was about 50 
on the black-belt soils of Alabama and Texas, and more than 200 in the 
alluvial lands of the Mississippi flood plain. High intensity of labor 
achieved through the assignment of labor gangs to successive sp,ecific 
tasks within the cycle of cultivation, in a rhythm reminiscent of 
trial production. The ultimate sanction for the discipline required 
these operations was, of course, force, exercised by drivers and 
seers. Force was crucial to the system, for, as Fogel and Engerman 
(1974: 238) say, "available evidence shows that the application of 
made it possible to obtain labor from slaves at less than half the price 
that would have had to have been offered in the absence of force." 

Cotton growing with slave labor was profitable business. On 
average, slave owners earned about 10 percent on the market 
their slaves, which compares favorably with the returns by 
most suceessful textile firms in New England around the middle of 
nineteenth century (Fogel and Engerman 1974: 70). At the same 
it must be remembered that there were many white families 
owned no slaves at all, and even among slave holders almost half 0"111';0' 

less than five slaves at a time (Bruchey 1967: 165). 
Growing cotton was not the cause of slavery in the United States, 

it proved an important factor in the continuance of slavery well into 
nineteenth century. Underlying this continuance of slavery was 
steady demand, mostly English, for cotton. From a total output 
bales of cotton in 1790, American cotton production rose to I 
bales in 1810, to 732.000 in 1830, and to 4,500,000 in 1860 
Engerman 1974: 44). This growth of production was accompanied 
spread of cotton growing in space, as cotton production moved 
ward from the Atlantic seaboard into the Deep South along a ~:~::~~i 
belt in which there was the minimal 200 frostless days and the a 
of rainfall required by the cotton crop. The spread of cotton or"w;m' w>< 

paced by the steady advance of transportation by steamboat and 
road, which brought even more distant areas into contact with 
major ports of embarkation. This expansion involved a massive 
tion of people. Between 1790 and 1860,835,000 slaves were m(we:d..:.. 
mostly from Maryland, Virginia, and the Carolinas toward fuaD"ma, 
Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas. More than two-thirds of these 
moved between 1830 and 1860 in one of the greatest forced migraltions 
of all times. 

This slave population in North America was largely self-t'epwducing, 
in contrast to the slave populations of the West Indies. As as 
Blacks born in the United States colonies made up a majority ofthe 
population. By the end of the American War of Independence, 
born slaves outnumbered slaves born in Africa by four to one. By 
all but I percent of slaves were native born, many of them desc('n<ied 
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from ot.her native-born slaves in the third or fourth generation. This 
in marked contrast to the West Indies and to Brazil. where the 

population had to be replenished by continuous imports. "Of all 
slave societies in the New World," says Eugene Genovese (1972: 5). 

of the Old South alone maintained a slave force that reproduced 
,1I:selL The reasons for this are not wholly clear. The thesis that slaves 

lly bred for sale is called into question by research into 
{~.I.~~:!~i~: records (see Fogel and Engerman 1974: 78-86). It has been 
, that yellow fever killed off slaves in the tropical West Indies, 

not on the more salubrious continent; but this would carry convic
only if the total epidemiological environment of the two areas were 

if,~~~~~I~~~~I;Gutman (1976: 341-343) has pinpointed the decades 
i, following 1720 as crucial in the continental shift from a 

Indian-like pattern of slave mortality to self-perpetuating repro
i:~,6~1~~'~k;and he has suggested that family formation and emerging kin 
\:> among North American slaves played a major role in support-

IUl'mer growth. 
HaWve. the reasons for the sustained reproduction of slaves in the 

p'nilled States, it follows that this population would develop its own 
of experience and modes of coping, and would pass it on across the 

Recent research (see, notably, Gutman 1976) has shown 
networks of kin and fictive kin developed and functioned among 

slaves, and how they were used to transmit and elaborate knowl~ 
and beliefs based on the slave experience rather than on the 
rerne'r1tc of the masters. 

. existence of such networks, linking generations of kin and quasi-
1I1 space and tnne, also calls into question the image of the slave as a 

·.~~Tt.~~ being perfectly socialized in the patriarchal ideology of his 
',;1 Slaves learned to cope with their masters, but there is no 

cv.,ne.'Cf that they passively internalized the master's command as their 
reward. It is unlikely that force could ever be used "opti

such a system of labor to achieve the largest product at the 
wst, as Fogel and Engerman have suggested (1974: 232). What 

at Issue between masters and slaves was not the careful calibration 
" to obtain "optimal submission," but a complex and 

:)1anging relati?nship between two classes held together by command 
but d,fferentJated by class organization and interest. Gutman, 

"1"'ccu, has suggested that "the presence of kin and quasi-kin networks 
slave communities over the entire South in the 1840s and the 

is an important reason why the slave system remained harsh and 
toerci1!C" (1976: 325). Yet within these constraints, day-to-day rela

had to be renegotiated continuously. As George Rawick 
has sald, "The relationship was a highly problematic one and 

constant creation and recreation of a day-to-day etiquette 
to help humanize social relationships that were hierarchical 

based on naked power." 
Southern plantation thus involved a double tier of relationships: 
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the hierarchical relationships of the Big House and its slaves and 
horizontal ties of the Black community that extended beyond ;he 
tatIOn. The plantation unit typically comprised an overseer, 
white; drivers, usually black; slave artisans in large numbers and 
highly skilled; and field hands. There were also slave house sel-van,,: 
although the distinction between them and the field hands 
often than not, represent a stage in the life cycle rather than an absolut 
barrier-servants being drawn from the young and old, while 
hands were recruited from the able-bodied young and middle-agt,d) 
There were also free Blacks, numbering about half a million in 
mostly concentrated in Maryland, Virginia, the Carolinas, and 
ana. These people sometimes worked as craftsmen and laborers, 
cially in Louisiana, though elsewhere they were regarded with an1biv.: 
lence by the plantation owners. Conversely, in the towns, slaves 
often rented out for work elsewhere. 

Brokers 
The slaves, drivers, overseer, and owner of a plantation were only 
in a chain, which also included the intermediaries who forwarded 
cotton crop to its destination, and the merchants who speeded it on 

Slaves loadi~19 cotton by torchlight on the Alabama River. Engraving by W. Floyd, 
(Courtesy oj Tlte Nl...w York Historical Society, New York City) 
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Cotton flowed outward from the Southern states in return for 
and goods bought with credit, which flowed inward. The princi

palilllClll managing this double flow in return for a commission on sales 
the factor. There were factors stationed in coastal ports, like 

M'varllla and Charleston, and inland factors in towns such as Fayette
Augusta, Macon, Atlanta, Montgomery, Nashville, 

and Shreveport. These inland factors dealt directly with the 
reaching the smaller planters through storekeepers in 

t~fp~~~~e;::t~~, who passed on credit in the fonn of advances and who 
" cotton. Transactions were further assisted by banks that dis-
counted the notes of planters endorsed by their factors. As credit flowed 

cotton flowed out. Storekeepers or planters passed the cotton on to 
inland factors, who negotiated with coastal factors for transship

to Europe. Until the end of the Napoleonic wars in 1815, most of 
cotton left for Liverpool from Savanna and Charleston. After that 

Baltimore and, especially, New York became the main ports of 
.transst,ipmt~nt across the Atlantic. 

owed its ascendancy over the Southern cotton trade to a 
i't)ulIlb(!r of causes. In 1816 a group of entrepreneurs-most of of them 
,.,-<,ua •. e1> cOlInected by ties of marriage-established the Black Ball Line, 
:.{yvhi(th soon operated regular packet services to Europe and along the 

AlIlerican coast. This trade began to carry cotton from Southern ports 
New York to Liverpool, returning from Europe with English 

!!T,anlUfacltUI'ed goods and European immigrants. European and North
goods would then be sent on to the South (Albion 

strategic role of New York in this triangular trade was 
X~inf,)r(:ed when Western grain, meat. and timber began to flow east

over the newly completed Erie Canal, with manufactured goods, 
and foreign, traveling from east to west. Another factor in the 

grclWJ:ng prominence of New York lay in the establishment there of rules 
prclhil)iting the withdrawal of goods offered for sale when bids ran low. 

, the city increasingly attracted buyers in search of bar
mUltiple commercial transactions, in turn, were facilitated 

development of profitable banking institutions. Finally, many 
factors operating in the South were either New Yorkers them
or agents of New York firl11s. Much of the credit advanced to 

''':lmIPrn planters came from New York, on a scale exceeding that 
Southern business houses could provide (Foner 1941: 12). 

::.'. !lAn" of the manufactured goods used in the South were supplied by 
N(Jr,l,P'''' made either at home or imported from abroad. After the 
of the Napoleonic wars, the Northeast also began to employ a share 

Southern cotton in its own growing textile industry. The numbers 
spindles in the region tripled between 1815 and 183 L and tripled 

between 1831 and 1860 (North 1961; 160). It was the 
(i!;,:~:~~':l~:~ West that supplied ever larger quantities of food for the 

especially after 1816 when steamboats began to travel on the 
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Mississippi River. Western food also flowed increasingly nc'rt]le"st'war 
with the opening of the Ohio, Erie, and Pennsylvania canals in 
1820s and 1830s. With the construction of the east-west railroads in 
]850s, largely financed by British money, Chicago became the 
elevator and "hog-butcher" of the United States. The regions cOlmpos 
ing the United States thus grew increasingly specialized and comple' 
mentary in their specialization; yet within this network of nt'erclep,en, 
dencies the South was clearly at a disadvantage. As soon as 
accumulated in the hands of the plantation owners, the new 
flowed out again to pay for foodstuffs for the poorly provided 
and to import manufactured goods-cloth and iron mongers' stock 
the slaves, lUXury goods for their owners. 

Indian Removal 

The westward expansion seemed the "American dream" come 
There appeared to be land for the taking in the North American 
ness, and agrarian dernocrats like Jefferson looked forward to a 
of sturdy yeomen, servants to no man through their possession of 
But, of course, this was not "a land without people for a people withe)ll!, 
land." Land was occupied and used by native American popu1o<':nn« 
and to make yeomen, these natives had first to be dispossessed. To 
new settlers, land was valued for more than the crops and livestock 
could sustain. Land was "the nation's most sought after commodity 
the first half-century of the republic" (Rohrbough 1968: xii),its 
investment opportunity" (Rogin 1975: 8 I). 

The major Indian political units in the Southeast were the 
in what is now Alabama, Georgia, North Carolina, and Tennessee; 
Creeks, in present-day Alabama and Georgia; and the Choctaw. 
Mississippi. The less numerous Chickasaw inhabited northern 
sippi, and the Seminole southern Florida. All these groups were 
culturists (with cultivation in the hands of women) as well as 
firmly settled upon their land and hunting ranges and unwilling to 
them to newcomers. The basic unit was the village, whose pc'pLlla:tiOll 
was between 350 and 600 among the Cherokee. between 100 
many as 1,000 among the Creek. Villages were autonomous, each 
a complement of matrilineal clans. a council of elders drawn from 
matrilineages. and a village chief, usually drawn from a particu]lar. 
matrilineage. Since clans were nonlocal and crosscut Vlll;)2C' 

existed a mechanism for possible alliances; and in the early eiJ"htee,ntl, 
century. both among the Cherokee and the Creek, villages 
form themselves into confederations, Under European pressure, often 
transmitted through Indian allies of the French, English. or . 
these confederations became increasingly centralized. 
strum ental in this centralization was the need for defense against 
expansionist Carolina colony, which raided far and wide for slaves. 
the same time. relations with Europeans led to the adoption of many 
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forms. including crops and livestock, as well as firearms. 
important chiefs came to be owners of cotton plantations. often 

:w.:~~l~e,;w~ith African slaves bought from the Europeans. A native elite 
'n in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It 

~~~~:11:;~:~~1~,~with Europeans and was often Christianized. In the case of 
the elite also became literate; the Cherokee script was 

in the early nineteenth century by Sequoya. who adopted 
concept of writing without being literate in English (Kroeber 1948: 

These tribes-especially the Creek and the Choctaw-stood in the 
of the expanding frontier and its primary interest, the acquisition of 
for the cultivation of cotton. War with the Creek in 1813-1814 

the first breach through which white planters moved into 

!~'~~~~~~i~~in the wake of rising cotton prices after the war between 
and the United States in 1812. The war that Andrew Jackson 

in 1817-1818 against the Seminoles, a Creek population 
had filtered down the peninsula of Florida, not only added Florida 

the United States but also closed off a sanctuary where many run
black slaves found refuge among the native Americans. 
1817 the idea of removing all Indians to the area west of the 

Mi.ssissi]Jpi-an idea already advocated by Jefferson-took hold. Under 
of Jackson, Indians were given the alternative of either 
land in commercially alienable individual allotments or 

mewinQ altogether. The campaign [br removal was accompanied by a 
intrusions into Indian lands, usually carried on with covert 

support. Indian land, stock, and improvements were seized; 
was killed off; Indian hunters were attacked for hunting within 

lines, Indians were bribed to sell their land. and land titles were 
through fraud. State laws were invoked to harass Indians 

within their boundaries. Government agents were planted 
the Indians to advocate removaL while Indian chiefs were 

"~'~;i~~~aW~~it~!h gifts and grants of annuities to speak in favor of the policy, 
" . and other Whites living among the Indians and opposed to 

were ordered to leave. 
itself was sigued into law in 1830. Where Indian groups did 

depart voluntarily, the army was sent in to enforce the removal 
Between 1820 and 1840. three-fourths of the 125,000 Indians 
east of the Mississippi came under government removal pro
during the same period, between one-fourth and one-third of all 

Indians lost their lives. By 1844 less than 30.000 Indians 
;,rt~malrlea in the eastern United States. most of them located around 

Superior. The entire process of forced migration was accompanied 
I'd'Cdll' extolling the victory of civilization over savagery. The suc

'lC»"" conclusion of the operation realized Jackson's hope that Indian 
could be speedily brought "into market" (quoted in Rogin 1975: 

174), 
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Regions of Supply: Egypt 
The English textile industry imported its cotton not only from 
American South but also from the eastern Mediterranean. The 
had long raised cotton for sale in Europe, and in the nineteenth cerltUirv 
Egypt became an important producer of cotton fibers for the EnrOlle"n 
market. This Egyptian development holds a double interest. Egypt 
one of the first regions of the Ottoman polity to commit itself to 
mercial ties with the West. and-in doing so-it became the first 
a non-European state attempting to "catch up" with the in,ju,strialiiza.: 
tion and commercialization of Europe. 

This twin effort required, first. a wholesale transformation of 
political and economic relations. During the eighteenth century, 
in Egypt was wielded by mam/uk, a Turkish-Circassian elite OOf~~~~:;;::~' 
bondsmen and tribute takers who bought from the Ottoman s' 
the right to exact tribute from the cultivating peasantry. Egypt 
entertained a lively transit trade with Europe in Yemeni coffee, but 
decreased sharply toward the end of the century. The dedine led 
proportionate increase in the tribute imposed on the lorlg-suffelring 
peasantry. Competition among the military tribute takers 
resources further increased the burden of tribute. Still, 
villages managed to defend their autonomous jurisdictions over 
mnnal tenures and land transfers, and they were left free to 
whatever crops they pleased, as long as the appropriate tribute 
forwarded to the mamluks by the village headmen. 

This distribution of political and economic forces was altered dr:astic·' 
ally in 1803 with the advent to power of Mehemet Ali, nephew of 
Ottoman vice-governor from Albania. He had grown wealthy in 
homeland in the tobacco trade, and he had played an important role 
leading a contingent of Albanian troops during the on sting of the c .. ,""h' 

from Egypt. Mehemet Ali not only asserted his autonomy from 
Ottoman polity but he broke the power of the mamluk by killing the 
of them. Although Mehemet Ali regarded Egypt as his private 
domain rather than as a public trust, he recognized the need for' p,)lit.icali 
and economic change to meet foreign competition. Consequently, 
initiated in the 1820s a program to decrease the production of grain 
domestic subsistence and to increase production of the one crop 
could be exported, long-staple cotton. He also launched an attempt 
build industry, especially to enhance his military capability, and c[(,at"d 
an army of peasant draftees to replace his unreliable Albanian COnti,I1·. 
gent. In these efforts he had the assistance of Europe's first "t<,chno". 
crats," the French Utopian socialist Saint-Simonians. As part 
the Suez Canal was constructed under the guidance of the 
Simonian de Lesseps; it was completed in 1869. Peasants 
drafted in large nnmbers to build irrigation works and canals in ,m1P"'o 
create the hydraulic infrastructure required for cotton cultivation. 
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Under Mehemet Ali and his successors, peasant autonomy in growing 
, crops was sharply curtailed in favor of mandatory cotton 

and forced corvees, and peasant lands were turned over to 
landowners who increased cotton production. Among these land

was, of course, the royal family itself. Between 1818 and 1844, 
land in the hands of the peasantry diminished from 85-90 percent 

the total land area to 56 percent. Foreign loans incurred by the 
regime led to further increases in tribute pay-

dem,mcied by the state, which led in turn to an ever-increasing 
.. cii~i;~'ca~~;~;o~n:;r~c,otton production by laborers on large estates, as well as by 
s and small owners striving to keep up with tax payments. 

prclCe'ss, village headmen also gained in power, both as inter-
,.' I11e,liarie,s between the peasantry and the state and as moneylenders. As 

a result, their holdings also grew. Rising internal unrest and rebellion, 
coupled with the increasing inability of the state to meet its foreign 
debts, finally brought on foreign intervention to put down an anti
foreign military revolt. In 1882 the British took over Egypt. They rein
forced the pattern of cotton growing on large estates, thus laying the 

for the problems that were to plague Egypt in the twentieth 

The Indian Textile Industry 

: In the Asian provinces of the British Empire, industrial production of 
textiles began to develop in the second part of the nineteenth century. 
This development was not an outgrowth ofthe highly developed Indian 
textile crafts of the early period of European expansion into Asia. The 
h,ll1cli',:ralt industry was largely destroyed by English imports into India 

, .~~,~i~~l:i~~'~:~~' cloth and yarn, so that by 1840 the head of a major 
firm trading in India could refer to bandannas, hand-printed silk 

halllclkc,rchie as "the last of the expiring manufactures of India" 
(quoted in Thorner and Thorner 1962: 71). Moreover. Indian raw 
<:6tl:on was not favored in the English market, except when American 

supplies were cut off; a short-staple variety, it was harderto clean 
required greater attention, and hence higher labor costs, than the 

American long-staple varieties. Indian raw cotton, however, consti
tuted One of the major items of English exports to China. Hence cotton 
acreage in India expanded until there were more than 8 million acres 
under cotton by 1850. About half of this acreage lay in western India, 
within reach of the developing city of Bombay (Guha 1972, 1973). 
Bombay agency houses and traders, working through middlemen, ad
vanced money for cultivation to landlords in the provinces, and concen
trated the product for local use or export. The need to transport large 
quantities of cotton produced a "bullock cart revolution" (Guha 1972: 
21), in which carts drawn by two bullocks multiplied more than sixfold 
the amount that conld be carried by a single animal. Aided thereafter by 
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the e~p~nsion of the Indian railroad network, cotton production came 
to cover 17 million acres in the last decade of the nineteenth century 
(Guha 1973). 

The initial growth of the Indian machine-textile industry, like 
expansion of cotton acreage on the subcontinent, must be ur,d"rs!toc)d 
in terms of India's role as a major English base of comnlcrce with China. 
Cotton yarn and manufactures were second only to opium in iteiTIS 
to China, and they were the most important after the trade in 
declined (Latham 1978: 88-90). Participation by Indian merchants 
the opium and cotton trades laid the basis for the Indian fortunes that 
were invested in the development of the textile industry, the only 
industry in India that "owed its birth and development to the initiilth'c. 
of domestic capital and domestic entrepreneurship" (Saini 1971: 98). 
This autonomous development was possible because India acted as a 
relay station in the extraction of surpluses from China. The industry 
expanded until it met Japanese competition for the China market at the 
end of the nineteenth century. Even then the Indian textile industry 
continued to supply a significant proportion of the yarn employed by 
Japanese factories. 

Bombay 

The center of this new textile industry was Bombay. Originally a small 
settlement on one of seven islands, named after a goddess of local 
fishermen, it was transferred to the British Crown in 1665. In atltra,ctillg. 
settlers to the town, the English governor followed the Indian pattern 
negotiating contracts between ruler and serving castes. Although 
importance as a trading port was at first overshadowed by Surat 
Broach, termini of the trade with the Levant, Bombay soon gained 
commercial importance with the settlement of merchants from Diu 
Surat and with the growth of a colony of Parsi. These were Zoroastrian 
artisans, merchants, and shipbuilders originally from Iran who 
enlarged their share in the lucrative trade to the east. Bombay's ponlli.< 
tion increased from its initial 10,000 inhabitants to between lbU,lJU1)< 
and 180,000 in the second decade of the nineteenth century (Morris 
1965; Rowe 1973). 

By 1800 Bombay had become the major port of western India, ex
porting OpiUHl and raw cotton to China, and importing sugar and metal< 
goods. By mid-century it grew into the Inajor distributing point 
British manufactures in Asia, and the chief entrepot for the tralnsship'< 
ment of raw short-staple cotton to Europe. Railroad construction 
mid-century enhanced still further Bombay's role as the hub of cotton 
transshipment from Gujarat and Nagpur. Expectably, Indian c·otton. 
exports boomed as American supplies were cut off during the 
between the States. 

[t was by mid-century, too, that the city became the center of 
Indian cotton textile industry. The first mill. using English technology 
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but financed by Indian-mostly Parsi-capital, went into production in 
1856. At first. producing only yarn, but soon engaging in weaving as 
well, the number of mills increased to 86 by 1900. Correspondingly, the 
number of laborers in the mills rose from 6,600 in 1865 to 80,000 in 
1900, between a fifth and a fourth of them women. 

Although Indian capital participated strongly in the founding of these 
mills, managerial control lay in the hands of managing agencies. Man

agents, who usually began as traders, held strategic shares in 
ioint-s«lck companies and interlocking directorships within a number 
of different industries. They played a vital and often speculative role in 
developing the resources that India used to pay for foreign imports. The 
cotton textile industry was only one of these endeavors, and it was often 
"treated as a milch cow to be drained of profits" (Morris 1965: 34) to the 
benefit of other enterprises operated by the agencies. 

Within each mill the administrative and technical staff were at first 
British, but soon Indians were recruited. The key figure in the organiza

of the mill was the "jobber," a kind of foreman charged with 
recrniting and supervising unskilled laborers. He wielded a great deal of 
power. Selecting new laborers from the shape-up at the mill gate, he 
could favor relatives and caste members from his village or region, 
unless dissuaded by an emolument or, later. kickbacks. Since he was 
charged with I11aintaining work discipline, his say in who could stay and 

must go constituted another source of revenue, and often speeded 
labor turnovers. At the Saine time, he lent money at interest to the 

and sold them goods on commission from interested mer-
mants ... Though technically not a labor contractor, he in fact played an 
iIrlpclrtimt role in organizing the labor market through personal ties 

his followers. One surmises that preference in employment was 
often given to members of his own lineage or caste segment. 

, There was no occupational specialization by caste in the mills, with 
major exception. Untouchables, constituting less than 10 percent of 
labor force, were generally relegated to the performance of menial 

"a,..>. They were barred altogether from weaving, the fastest-growing 
highest-paid department, on the pretext that if Untouchables 

sueked the yarn onto the shuttle when replacing a weft bobbin, they 
.would pollute their ritually superior fellow workers (Morris 1965: 79). 

During the nineteenth century, most laborers in the Bombay mills 
front a distance of 100 to 200 miles away, from the Konkan district 

the Deccan plateau south and east of Bombay. In the twentieth 
(e"lurv. there was a marked increase of immigrant laborers from Uttar 
Pwlp"h in the north, more than 750 miles away. William Rowe, who 
stL,di,~d such northern migrants in the 1950s, suggests that they were 

recrnited among Muslim cotton-carding and weaving castes (1973: 
,222). They settled in Bombay by place of origin and caste. In the 

19505 such residence clusters were formed by consanguineals, but 
included affines from the same caste as well. Fictive kinship, 
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nlaking use of the term village brother (goan bhai), further sU'el1lgtheloed 
the solidarity of the cluster. Clusters also had headmen who 
city and who acted as authorities within the clusters and as re!lreSertW; 
tives to the groups outside. At the same time, residential 
higher caste status had wider kinship connections and used them to 
better and better-paying jobs. 

Indian textile production, with markets located mostly in Asia, 
sents an early example of industrial proliferation on the "perilprlery"01 
the growing industrial capitalist system. Hampered by English 
duties, excise taxes, and capital exports from fndia, textiles np,vprth,pi,.,' 
represent the one economic area in which native capiral pred,oITrinatc,d. 
Although production expanded at first, its rate of growth ' 
fluctuate and to stabilize at low levels after 1890. The value of 
textile exports, consisting mainly of yarn, fell almost by halfbetween 
high point at the end of the nineteenth century and the second 
of the twentieth. The reason for this decline was foreign cOlmr,etition, 
resulting in the loss of both the Japanese and the Chinese mirrKetS 
Japan, which initiated its own textile industry after the Meiji Restora: 
tion in 1869. The Indian industry then shifted toward the production 
cloth for the home market, even importing Japanese yarn after 
War I (Saini 1971). 

Within India, the development of the textile industry affected, 
turn, the areas within which it was located. We have already seen 
gave rise to an Indian laboring class of textile workers. It also nr.w',Jpc 
stimulus to expaud the acreage under cotton in India, eSl)ee;ially 
Bombay-Sind, Berar, and Hyderabad (Guha 1973), 
agency houses extending credit in return for the crop. When additional 
cotton acreage was required, much cotton was obtained frOlll 
British possessions, especially Uganda. There the Uganda Agreement 
1900 converted lineage and clan lands to heritable freehold tenure, 
the result that much of the land was monopolized by a class of 
1,000 chiefs and notables, who employed their clan brothers as 
tenants in the raisiog of colton (Mair 1934; Apter 1961: 122 -123). 

Thus, after an earlier period of political and economic destruction 
much of the Indian hand-weaving artisan popUlation, the expansion 
the British Empire and its trade, notably to the East, permitted 
secondary growth of a machine-based fndian textile industry with 
own base of supply and labor. Even though this industrial growth was 
not sustained, it furnishes an early case of capitalist industrialization 
the periphery, a process that greatly accelerated in the 
centnry. 

Crisis and Renewed Expansion 
It was in England that capitalists first took "the really re,mllltian.,rv 
road" of transforming the means of production, and they did so in 
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iPIOUULllun of cotton textiles. We have traced the development of this 
i~'r"rr'it'r industry" and its impact on extra-European areas of supply, 

the South of the United States and in Egypt. Yet one must keep 
':in mind that this first launching, important though it was in spurring the 
,eCOn'Ot11IY of England and in portents for the future, was relatively 
me)dest in scale. The textile industry was only one among many indus

and the capital demanded for the construction and operation of 
mills was within reach of entrepreneurs of quite modest means. At 

same time, it was primarily a consumer goods industry, though it 
CI;eated a demand for new machines in turn. Its first success was based 

rising profits, realized with relatively cheap artisan-built machinery 
decreasing labor costs. 

The English textile industry had seemed securely on its way when, in 
second quarter of the nineteenth century, it suddenly experienced a 

one of the first great "structural" crises of the capitalist 
. This may have been partly the result of rising costs of machinery, 

the rate of profit to level off. It may have been in part a 
" crisis, since low wages at home diminished the domestic 

while foreign markets seemed saturated. Whatever the reason, 
period between 1826 and 1847 -1848 was a period of contraction. It 
accompanied, in England, by major political upheavals, as a rising 
of discontent erupted in radical agitation. This was also a time when 

numbers of migrants from the British Isles began to seek 
allert)"'IVe homes and employment abroad (see chapter 12). 

>/<,mll"Dat1 CO!1strudio!1 

restart the money-making engine required new infusions of capital 
the development of a new industry, one capable of restoring the 
of accumulation and of tapping new markets. This industry was 

;~:~~~~~ building, with its twin satellites of steel production and coal 
,! The construction of railroads had, as Dobb noted (1947: 296), 

in(~stililliabl,e advantage for Capitalism of being enormously capital
!,ililso,rbint!: in which respect they are only surpassed by the armaments 

If rnodern warfare and scarcely equalled by modern urban building." 
This industry, too, had its origin in England, where the first railroad 

:llnkl~d the Durham coal fields with the coast in 1825. At the same time, 
new invention quickly spread abroad. In 1827 the Baltimore and 

Company received a charter for a railroad, completing seventy 
of track five years later. The inception and rapid growth of rail

(rc,ading in the United States was greatly affected by the infusion of 
Engli~;h capital into American development. Its most spectacular prod-

the construction of the Erie Canal, begun in 1817 and com
,n!ell'rl in 1825. It linked New York with Buffalo, and through Buffalo 

the West, thus making New York City the great tenminus and 
. flltn'De)t of western trade. American railroad building was a direct 
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corl'sequence of this success. Other states, not to be outdone, 
English capital to finance canal building and railroad COllSlrUCH'on. 
English il)vestors held at least $200 million in American securities 
1836, when the boom ended in a financial bust so complete that 
trade of three continents dwindled by a half" (Jenks 1973: 98). 
inability of the American Republic to pay interest on the loans [lcuum 
"caused American stocks to join those of Portugal and Mexico 
Greece in the ghettoes of finance" (Jenks 1973: 99). 

By this time, however, railroad building in Britain itself offered 
native opportunities for investment. When the effects of the Arne:nCim 
bust hit England, it was discovered that the railroads built there 
provincial capitalists in the 1830s were doing well and paying di·vidlen.ds .. 
in the I 840s. The ensuing railroad boom soon absorbed 
million pounds seeking investment. Capitalization for British de,m,"tic·· 
railroads more than tripled between 1844 and 1849; railroad miJe"ge' 
increased nearly threefold. Steel production rose concomitantly. 
"elderly men and women of small realized fortunes, tradesmen 
order, pensioners, public functionaries, professional men, m,erc:ha.nt,;, 
country gentlemen" (Thomas Tooke, quoted in Jenks 1973: 
poured their funds into railroad construction, the renewed upturn 
the economy also silenced the mutterings of social revolt. 

Railroading thus sponsored the second phase of the industrial revo·lu' 
tion, shifting production from major reliance on cotton textiles to 
ance on iron and steel. We are so accustomed to thinking of industry 
terms of "heavy" industry that we may find it strange to be told 
Fernand Braudel that until the beginning of the nineteenth 
was a "poor relation" (l973b: 275-277). Before this time, m'?tal.lur
gical industries were important primarily in making war, Iloun.sn:mg. 
when there was warfare and languishing in times of peace. 
sixteenth century, England lagged behind such iron-producing a",asas .. 
the Basque country, Styria, Liege, France, Germany, and Sweden. 
1539 it produced only 6,000 tons. On the eve of the English Civil War' 
1640, English production rose to 75,000 tons of iron, but in 1788 it 
was only 68,000 LOns. 

Then, in the nineteenth century, came the great leap forward. 
of its prerequisites were technological. The big increase in pnJdlJCtion 
required fuel and power converters LO turn heat into enlergy. 
timber to provide charcoal. England turned to coal for fuel. M,lm"OVP' 

English ores were low grade and required power to rid them of jm,m'lfj· 
ties through smelting, puddling, and rolling. To furnish the 
these operations, innovators adapted the pumps used LO clear f1ood,~d 
mines. Thereafter, the use of coal and iron turned England into 
"workshop of the world." 

The driving force of this transformation was the railroad. KallWoao 
construction rose from 45,000 miles in 1840-of which 17,000 
located in Europe and 28,000 in North America-to more than U.O,l'UV 
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worldwide fony years later (Hobsbawm 1975: 54). Much oIthis 
consltruction was undertaken because 

organizations needed work, ironmasters orders, bankers and business 
, organizers a project to work upon. And railway building became a service 

which Great Britain could dump abroad when her financial and conslruct~ 
, plant could not be kept employed at home. {.Jenks 1973: 133-134] 

iron production reached 2.5 million tons at mid-century, British 
''e;'PC)rb of railroad iron and steel more than tripled between 1845 and 

,while exports of machinery increased more than ten times (Hobs-
1975; 40, 39). Financed by railway "kings" and organized by 

'cqnttcactOlcs. "the shocktroops of industrialization" (Hobsbawm 1975: 
f"rmr,rI out abroad to build railroads from Argentina to the Punjab. 

of this railroad building represented mere "conspicuous produc
but much of it provided the infrastructure of transportation that 
pern1it a vast increase in the transfer of goods from the sites 

production overland to points of transshipment on the coast. An 
aspect of this expanding movement of goods was the decline 

freight rates, amounting in the last quarter of the nine
• ,,""'" century to a decrease of more than 90 percent (Bairoch 1975: 

Jl9). 

of ocean freight also fell dramatically in the course ofthe century, 
{aimo,st as much as the decline in overland rates. Technologically, this 

possible by improvements in sailing vessels, notably the 
'U.eveliopm"nt of the sharp-bowed, narrow-beamed American clipper 

these shipS-Baltimore clippers, opium clippers, and tea c1ip
OClrs--Amc rican naval development owed much of its ascendancy in 

first half of the nineteenth century. In the second part of the 
however, the British again regained naval hegemony by build

clippers better adapted than their American counterparts to freight
variety of products. In 1853 these were built with iron hulls: by 
with hulls of steel. Such sailing ships with metal hulls had a 

'.rr-virlO capacity of 1,500 to 2,000 tons, making them competitive for a 
with the more costly steamship. 

;,In the end, however, the stean1ship won out over the sailing vessel 
)eC'll';p it possessed greater tonnage and speed. The decisive step in 
,pcuri:"" this victory was the introduction of steel boilers, which per

development of higher pressures and hence greater power. 
it took the average clipper ship of approximately 1,000 tons of 

capacity between 120 and 130 days to make the journey from the 
coast of China to London, the steamships of the Blue Funnel Line 

a capacity of 3,000 tons, launched in 1865, negotiated the voyage 
77 days (Hyde 1973: 22). The steamship, first introduced in Atlantic 
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crossings, conquered the Atlautic in the 1840s and 1850s. The use 
steam-powered vessels in Asian seas was greatly encouraged by 
opening of the Suez Canal in 1869. Clipper ships, however, did 
disappear from the Asian seas uutil the last quarter of the nillet:eenth 
century. The final victory of steam over sail occurred only during 
Great Depression of 1873-1894, when an overabundance of toJ'mage 
provoked a crisis of overproduction in naval craft (A. Lacroix, cited 
Toussaint 1966: 212). 

Construction of the Suez Canal finally cut travel time from England 
eastern Asia in half. A railroad across the isthmus was begun in 
and in 1854 a concession for building the canal was granted to a 
consortium by developing Egypt (see p. 286). France subscribed 
third of the cost and the Egyptian ruler (khedive) another third, with 
rest of the shares intended to be sold in other couutries. This last 
never found buyers, and the canal had to be refinanced through 
European financiers. The canal was completed in 1869, with the 
20,000 conscripted Egyptian fellaheen. Yet the cost of the canal 
other developmeut projects, parlayed into ever larger loans at 
higher interest rates on the advice of financial experts (see Jenks 1 
Chap. 10), eveutually bankrupted the Egyptian treasury. In 1874 
British government acquired a majority of shares in the Suez 
Company through an arrangement with the Rothschild bank, 
advanced the needed money. The crushing debt imposed on Egypt 
the country under financial receivership to the Anglo-French 
of Public Debt and committed it to annual repayments 
thereafter. The debt was ultimately paid by the Egyptian 
When a section of the Egyptian military, supported by village 
rose in revolt against the rulers who had led the country into 
complete dependence on external capital, the British intervened 
imposed unilateral control. 

An attempt to build a western counterpart to the Suez Canal 
the Isthmus of Panama began in 1879, ten years after the completion 
the Suez project, again under a French company headed by the same 
Lesseps. Work on the canal was initiated in 1881, primarily 
Jamaican labor, but technical difficulties brought the undertaking 
hall in 1888. The project was not resumed until 1903, when the 
States encouraged Panama to break away from Colombia, and rec·eive. 
rights to the ten-mite-wide isthmus in return for a down oaVnlerJl 
gold and annual payments "in like coin." [n 1904 the 
purchased the rights to the canal from the French company; the 
pleted canal was opened to oceangoing ships ten years later. 

The growth of the English textile industry initiated a social order 
upon a new mode of production. Under the governing relations of 
mode, capitalists bought machines and hired laborers to set them 
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.'~'~~~~t~,~while a new popUlation of laborers submitted to the discipline 
i( work in exchange for wages. Control of the means of produc

enabled capital to cal! up machines and labor power as required, 
to arrange and rearrange them in the service of enhanced profitabil

. At the same time, capital could halt machines and lay off manpower 
regions of low profitability, and recommence production in other 

>r<"picms promising higher returns. Under the conditions of the new 
.,mluue, capital was able to embark on a process of continuous internal 

international migration, drawing ever more groups of people into 
orbit and reproducing its strategic relationships wherever and when

it took root. 
Hb;toric"I!~!, such large-scale coupling of capital with wage-depen

labor is unusual enough to lead one to ask how "free" labor ever 
to develop at all. Why free labor, and not one or another fO[l11 of 

Englishmen, like other Europeans, were familiar with penal 
forced employment of vagrants, pauper apprenticeships, 

IlaUUalllrY labor in workhouses, and indenture, and could have em
jjo've(janv or all of these coercive mechanisms in recruiting workers for 

factories. The first factory masters, however, found a 
unemployed laborers, created historically by the enclosure 

cle'"r'1n("es' of land, and by the growing size of cottage families 
\Vprkingin the putting-oUl system. Aided by this unusual conjuncture 
ltJ,tctC)[S, the English textile industry was able to employ free labor in 
lvercc)ming Dutch and Indian competition. 

new industries required not merely labor power and machines 
raw materials as welt and extensive regions of the world were 

ht:;~:~~·~ :e~( to supply these materials to the factories. These efforts 
p new regimes of labor, or greatly intensified the demands on 

in already existing systems. To feed the factories of Lancashire, 
plantations displaced native populations in the American South, 
the growing demand for cotton burdened the slaves with ever

i~:b~'~~~~~ exactions. In Egypt, peasant production yielded to cotton
'.Q estates. To furnish cotton to the Bombay mills, millions of 

fOlemerl.v in food crops were given over to cotton in western India. 
capital began to move from the manufacture of textiles into 
areas of raw-material supply were opened up to support the 

new (:ornbin'3tilons' of men and machines created by the railroad era. The 
COtlstlCUC'lioin of railroads, in turn, and the development of shipping 
jYilderled the area of supply and of commodity trade. Yet while the 
api,talist mode brought ever new popUlations directly and indirectly 

widening orbit of its linkages, it also subjected them to its 
rl1"th,m of acceleration and advances, and deceleration and retreats. 

the new mode, incorporation brought speCialization, and special
entailed dependence on economic and political conjunctures of 

rorldy,ide scope. 



10' Crisis and Differentiati 
in Capitalism 

With the mechanization of the textile industry under capitalistilw;pi,ees, 
England entered the "really revolutionary road" toward the 
dancy of the capitalist mode of production. Expanding outward 
England in the course of the ninteenth century, this mode brought 
entire world under its dominance. Some areas came under its 
sway, such as North America and-after 1868-Japan. 
enveloped and penetrated other modes, setting up capitalist en,cia'ves 
with differently organized hinterlands. 

The process of creating strategic bases of the capitalist mode 
dependent zones of support went on in the capitalist homelands as 
as abroad. This point must be stressed because it is often obscured 
uncritical use of snch terms as core and periphery. Capitalist develoTlmenl' 
created peripheries within its very core. The advent of industrial 
talism in England, hased on mechanized weaving and spinning, 
a 111assive collapse of home-based crafts organized under the ""'''dU''« 
putting·out system. Within Britain regions able to make the [ra,IISmon 
quickly, such as West Riding and Ulster, became major industrial 
ters, while other regions, like the West Country, East Anglia, 

southern Ireland, declined. When the end of Napoleon's c~~~:~:~~~~~~ •• 
blockade opened European markets to English textiles, 
regions active in craft production fell one after another before 
competition of cheaper imports. Still other areas of Europe that 
produced textiles for markets overseas, especially in Latin ArneL:ica,' 
yielded to English competition abroad. Ireland, Flanders and Brat'anU 
western France, southern Spain, southern Italy, and southern 
eastern Germany were especially affected by this decline. They becarne' 
subSidiary or dependent regions, furnishing cheap foodstuffs, 
materials, and labor for the industrializing heartlands. 

Capitalism: Mode and Market 
The outcome of this process was a complex hierarchical system 
trolled by the capitalist mode of production, but including a vast 
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,subsiciidlry regions that exhibited different combinations of the capitalist 
other modes. The carrier industries of the capitalist mode 

,."'V"'''''''cu the system, but these rested upon variable and shifting 
SU[lDClrts that were often embedded in different modes of production, 

Mandel (1978: 48-49) has captured the complex relationships 
im'oh/eel in this system by defining it as "an articulated system of 

semi-capitalist, and pre-capitalist relations of production, 
to each other by capitalist relations of exchange and dominated 

the capitalist world markeL" Such a definition accomplishes at least 
things. First, it draws a distinction between the capitalist mode of 

PI'OOUCnC'1l and "the capitalist world markeL" The capitalist mode of 
p~~~~~)~:;~~ may be dominant within the system of capitalist market 
r< but it does not transform all the peoples of the world into 
~::'t~~;:;'i: producers of surplus value. Second, it opens up the question 

the capitalist mode relates to other modes of production. Third, it 
aIIOV'5 us to take note of the heterogeneity of the different societies and 
SILbsociiet'ies making up the system rather than obliterating that hetero· 

t~,~;~'[;tt~~.},n dichotomies such as "core-periphery" or "metropolis-

should be stressed that Mandel's definition points in a direction 
diffen,nt from the models of the capitalist system developed by A.G. 

and Immanuel Wallerstein. Their models-implicitly in Frank's 
and explicitly in the case of Wallerstein-define capitalism as a 

.sys.te:m of production for the market, propelled by the search for profit 
!r,calized hy nonproducing entrepreneurs who pocket the surplus of 

producer. Both writers have therefore focused on the process 
transfers rather than on the mode of production under 

wn)('o surpluses are generated. For Wallerstein, especially, the way 
labor is deployed in the production of surpluses is a secondary 

Hldll"', since for him all surplus producers operating under capitalist 
relations of exchange are "proletarians" and all surplus takers "capital· 
ists," These models collapse the concept of the capitalist mode of pro· 

'~::~~:~~~'into the concept of the capitalist world market. Furthennore, in 
i(,'1 capitalism as production for a market in order to earn profits, 

approach identifies the expansion of Europe since the fifteenth 
,e:ntllry with the rise of capitalism in its entirety. Not only have Frank 

Wallerstein thus defined the European search for wealth in the 
sixtee,nth to the eighteenth centuries as capitalism pure and simple; for 

the whole world and all its parts have become similarly capitalist 
that time. 

CapitalisD1 as a mode of production is not merely economic action 
that "rests on the expectation of profit by the utilization of opportunities 
for exchange, that is on (formally) peaceful chances of profit ... action 

. in the last analysis, oriented to profits from exchange," or 
d~'~:f~~~~ls:"pursuit of profit, and forever renewed profit, by means of 
( rational, capitalistic enterprise" (Weber 1958: 17). Max 
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Weber's definition of capitalism represents but a latter-day version 
Ibn Khaldun's "search for gain" or Adam Smith's postulated "tluman 
propensity to truck and barter." No one denies that merchants 
gain. Indeed, Francesco di Marco Datini, the fourteenth-century 
chant of Prato, captioned his ledgers with the motto, "In the name 
God and profit" (Origo 1957). What we must be clear about, however, 
the analytical distinction between the employment of wealth in 
pursuit of further wealth, and capitalism as a qualitatively ,WTe"en! 
mode of comnlitting social labor to the transformation of nature. 

We are dealing here with the difference between Max Weber 
Karl Marx. For Marx capital was not merely a stock of wealth but 
strategic financial element combined with other elements: 
raw materials, and labor power. This combination, in Marx's view, 
not rooted in any supposed human propensity, nor in human greed. It 

not universal, but particular to a time and place. It involves the~i~~~:;:~i::) 
development of indentifiable prerequisite elements and their 
tion over time. These elements indeed take the form of stocks 
human energy, and tools. But it is precisely when a stock of wealth 
able to buy human energy and set it to work with tools to produce 
wealth, which can buy more human energy and tools, that _,,, .. hh 

becomes capital. Wealth, human energy, and tools are only ta<:tors 1 

they are combined in a relational set, a system, in which each meTOI: acTS 

in relation with every other. Only when the stock of wealth can 
related to human energy by purchasing living energy as "labor nnwer 
offered for sale by people who have no other means of using their 
to ensure their livelihood; and only when it can relate that labor nnw?,} 

to purchased machines-embodiments of past transformations 
ture by human energy expended in the past-only then does "n,~"I,h": 
become "capital." 

In contrast to Frank and Wallerstein, tberef(lfe, I argue that 
capitalist mode of production did not come into being until the 
part of the eighteenth century. Before that time, European expalnsion: 
produced a vast network of mercantile relations anchored in nonGlp" 
italist modes of production. The worldwide movement of c~~~:~~~~~~; 
generated prices and money-begetting money, without as yet 
ing both means of production and labor power under capital. Only 
conversion of means of production and labor power into factors to 
bought and sold on the market created the all-embracing "",Il··rel"" 
lating" market of the economists. After that. "the organization of 
would change concurrently with the organization of the market 
tem" (Polanyi 1957: 75). The capitalist mode produced, at one and 
same time, a new form of deploying social labor and a change from 
mercantile to a capitalist market. The rise of capitalist relations 
exchange is thus predicated upon the development of the ca]Jit'llist 
mode of production, not the reverse. The enormous escalation 
relations to the level of a worldwide capitalist market was fueled by 
dynamism of that newborn mode. 

Crisis and Differentiation 299 

The Expansion of Capitalism 
But what is the source of capitalism's tendency to drive incessantly 
beyond its own frontiers? Marx's answer was that ceaseless capital 
accumulation, coupled with ever-rising levels of productivity through 
investment in technology, produces odd and contradictory results. In 

COurse of capitalist production, capital purchases two elements: 
means of production and labor power. With rising technological inputs, 
the proportion of capital invested in means of production would 
JU,,<:d,'", while the proportion of capital invested in labor power would 
.decrease. "Surplus" under capitalist conditions is the amount of value 
produced by the work force during the time it operates the means of 
pn)dl1ctjol', beyond the time needed to obtain its wages. Thus, raising 

amount of capital devoted to technological inputs lowers the rela
contribution of capital invested in labor power in the total mix of 

capital inputs. Indeed, the surplus might rise in amount, but the rate of 
!:\d~~i~~~~ePlroduction-and hence the rate of profits obtained-would 
i.! (see Sweezy 1942: 69). In this disproportion Marx saw the 
:,'enlci"l contradiction of the capitalist mode of production. Competition 

"'IU'''' a ceaseless investment in the growth of means of production, 
that very growth threatens a decline in the rate of profit. When the 
falls below a certain critical point, crisis ensues. 

happens then? One consequence, which Marx stressed, is that 
Cd"'"'' becomes unproductive and even subject to destruction. Plants 

credit based on future production collapses, capital depreciates in 
At the same time, growing unemployment drives down wages. 

double movement, however, causes the cycle to start anew. Capital 
:inve<te·rl in means of production would have depreciated in the course 

the crisis, and labor power could be purchased at a lower cost. Hence 
ratio of capital invested in means of production to capital invested in 

would now be the opposite of what it was before the crisis. Before, 
increased ratio of plant to labor brought on a falling rate of profit; 
, the increased ratio of labor to plant would cause the rate of profit 

rise once more, and expansion would recommence. This model 
"UUUIIU not be read as an account of what actually happens in specific 

but rather as an attempt to delineate an inherent structural 
inlb'llat1Ce in the capitalist mode, which makes it always unstable. 

Marx himself noted, but did not work out, another source of crisis: 
problem of realizing surplus value at the point when too much has 

pr'uuuceu, market prices fall below value, and profit is reduced or 
out. This "realization crisis" does not spring from the inherent 

tetld"ncy of the rate of profit to falL but from an inability of capitalists to 
because ofthe inability of consumers to absorb the sum of 

eOlmnJOclitiles produced (see Sweezy 1942: Chap. X). Such a crisis may 
the result of either competition between capitalists that causes more 
be produced than can in fact be sold, or the lack of sufficient pur-

: (nlasing power in the hands of consumers. 
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Writers following Marx utilized one or another aspect of his model of 
the capitalist crisis to explain capitalism's tendency to expand beyond 
the confines of a single political system. This was a problem that engaged 
Marx only tangentially. He did not talk about imperialism, but about 
foreign trade. Indeed, the word imperialism does not appear in 
writings, although it was in use by the 1850s. He was interested pri· 
marily in using the English case as the basis of an abstract model that 
would permit him to define "the law of motion" of capitalism. The 
search for an explanation of imperialism was, however, the main con~ 
cern of some of his successors, notably Lenin and Luxemburg. Lenin's 
[mperialism was written in 1916; Luxemburg's Accumulation of Capital 
appeared in 1913. 

Lenin drew on the work of the English liberal economist John 
Hobson, whose [mperialism: A Study was published in 1902. H"I""n' 
tried to account for the development of imperialism by arguing 
while capital tended to accumulate in the hands of capitalists, there 
not enough of a domestic market for the commodities produced; 
capital sought opportunities for new investment abroad. Behind 
political and military competition of nation-states stood, according 
Hobson. the economic competition of capitalists searching for onoor·· 
tunities to export and invest capital. But whereas Hobson's 
written to argue for the creation of greater purchasing power and 
markets fed by that purcbasing power at home, Lenin expanded 
son's analysis to argue that imperialism was not a reversible variant 
capitalism but rather a necessary further stage of capitalism in develop· 
ment. According to Lenin, capitalism had outgrown the conditic)!1s 
competition among individual firms, and had f'ntered a stage in 
giant combines of financial and industrial capital concentrated pnJdtICo. 

tion and capital accumnlation in the hands of a financial oligarclllY 
d01ninatcd the entire economy. Possessed of amounts of capital 
large to find outlets in production, these giant combines sought in',esH 
ment opportunities abroad. Investment in foreign areas required, 
turn, a corresponding extension of political controls, and the 
combines proceeded to carve up the world into spheres of inIJu,en,:e. 
Having done so, they prompted wars among the capitalist nation 
Lenin's argument therefore connects monopoly capitalism, the need 
export capital, the political seizure of colonies, and the outbreak 
war among contending capitalist powers in one chain of cumtJlative 
causation. 

Since Lenin wrote, some of the links in this chain of causation 
been shown to operate as contingent features of particular d', ·culm·'. 
stances rather than as sequential and inevitable stages. First, 
probably overestimated the role of monopoly in capitalism at the 
he wrote. There were few capital-industry combines of consequence 
the Great Britain of 1900. In Germany the banks had come to ex,ercise' 
control over industry rather early. but the grea'ttrusts did not arise 
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after ~he turn of the century. In the United States, the merger move
ment In the early years of the twentieth century led to more rather than 
less competition (Kolko 1963). Thus, giant combines did not grow up in 
the same way at the same time everywhere, nor did their growth 
produce nniform results. 

Second, the mass of British capital exports went not so much to the 
colonies as to other.capitalist countries-the United States, Argentina, 
and the BntIsh dOmInIOnS of Canada, Australia, and South Africa. India 
received about a fifth of the capital exported. The African companies 
drew theIr funds matnly from small subscribers. not from the big bank. 
mg houses (Carrncross 1953). Even in Lenin's time, capitalism showed a 
'tendency to reinvest in already existing centers of accumulation rather 
than to open up frontier regions of new investment. 

Third, the relation between trade and the flag was. in many parts of 
world, more mdtrect than Lenin's analysis would suggest. England's 

: connectIOn WIth IndIa was certainly vital to the British imperial system, 
and England did intervene in Egypt in 1882 in order to protect the Suez 

.'"'''"' lifeline to Asia. English intervention in Africa and in Malaya, 
was more frequently the result of conflicts between European 

based overseas and of local power holders competing with one 
"anOlmE'r. Such local conflicts were compounded by the ever-present 

that nval European powers would exploit the situation for 
purposes. In Latin America, indeed, the English rarely even 

i::~~~~~.~~~a~ColoI1!al rule; the seizure of Belize (British Honduras) was 
: and a project to take Buenos Aires was quickly abandoned. 

Nev,erthele'ls intervention and seizure did often follow particular local 
in the capitalist game of expansion. Ronald Robinson has 

istres:sed the difficulties of meshing noncapitalist and capitalist social 
.cimstel.I' Hi.:ms. Such synchronization requires the rise of a social group 

medIators or collaborators. If these collaborators are riven by conflicts 
.• allllc'ng themsdves,.or are unable to concentrate the necessary mediat. 

m their own hands, the carriers of the capitalist mode find 
to transact their business. Robinson thus traces imperial 

to "the breakdown of collaborative mechanisms in extra-
"~~~~:~~~tPOlitics which hitherto had provided them with adequate 
:0 and protection" (1972: 132). 
".Yet we must not forget that the social constellations of Europe were 

unstable, although perhaps in a different way. Joseph Schumpeter, 
thought that the great wars resulted not from capitalism as 

but from a fusion of monopolistic industry with anachronistic 
machines characterized by warrior traditions. While he may have 
wrong about the pacifist implications of the capitalist mode, his 

juclgn.lellt does point to the possibility that a class of tributary overlords 
d"'UUatt,u. WIth a prevIOUS noncapitalist mode can perpetuate itself 

capItalIsm through entry into the military or into colonial offi. 
cia.ldc,m. Such a class, favoring the pursuit of war and colonial rule. 
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coura find allies among captains of industry and industrial workers, 
both standing to gain from an armament race or from access to cheaper 
raw materials, and among colonists and traders with active interests in 
local takeovers. Finally, there is always the possibility of a "social 
imperialism" that strives to unify people at home by displacing internal 
conflicts upon an external enemy, with tangible gains accruing to the 
members of a "master race" from the domination of multitudes 
"wags." The spread of imperialism and the extension of outright: 
colonial rule thus appear to be the result of a more complex interplay 
social constellations than was allowed for in Lenin's explanation. 

Rosa Luxemburg's analysis is important for other reasons. For her, . 
the real cause of the capitalist crisis lay neither in the tendency of the 
rate of profit to fall nor in the accumulation of capital without or>nor-. 
tunities for investment, but rather in the tendency of the <v"em 

produce more commodities than purchasing power could aD,som. 
Hence, she thought, capitalism could expand only by extending 
markets and by selling commodities to new customers. In her 
such customers could be found only in noncapitalist economies. 

Luxemburg was probably wrong in her economic diagnosiS. 
neglected the fact that the expansion of capitalist production is based on 
the tendency for production to be its own consumer-to produce 
more means of production in order to expand production, rather 
prodUCing ever larger quantities of use values for people to COnSlJme .. { 
She also thought that worker income could not increase under 
italism; in fact capitalist expansion increases capital investment 
means of production not only in producers' industry but also in 
sumer industry, which raises the real value of the worker'S wa!ge~;:' 
Furthermore, she offered no explanation as to where the prosloe,:tiv'e 
consumers in noncapitalist economies would obtain the pUlfcllasing; 
power required to buy the commodities produced by capitalist m'''''''1'V'~ " 

Nevertheless, Luxemburg did point to the tendency of the caloit'llist 
mode to expand in search of new raw materials elsewhere, and in 
of cheap labor to process them. Moreover, her empirical accounts 
replete with examples showing that such control over raw materials 
labor was frequently obtained by force, and that force was also deDlclve< 
to make laboring populations buy commodities produced er,;el',h"re.! 
She thus showed more clearly than ever before that the expansion 
the capitalist mode abroad often entailed the installation of processes 
domination over noncapitalist modes. She was a forerunner of 
proaches that reject a focus on the capitalist nation-state as an 
phenomenon and emphasize, instead, relations between capitalist 
ter and dominated periphery. 

Differentiation in the Capitalist Mode 
While Marx constructed a model of the capitalist mode of pnJdtlcti.onirt. 
its pure form, it is debatable whether he ever thought that the 
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would become established identically everywhere. In Capital (IlL 1967: 
792) he wrote that the same economic base could show "infinite varia
tions and gradations in appearance" because of "innumerable different 
empirical circumstances, natural environn1ent, racial relations, external 
historical influences, etc." He also realized that the presence of a large 
.p"as,anltry could inhibit the full unfolding of the capitalist mode (Cap.IlL 

196; also, the original Ch. 6 of Cap.!, quoted in Mandel 1978: 45). 
1881, in a letter to Vera Zasulich, he wrote that his analysis of the 

caIPitilli,;t mode was "expressly restricted to the countries of Western 
(see, especially, the draft of this letter [Marx 1942: 298- 302]). 

;;i~;~1rt;:~~'~i\~ that Marx wrote this at a time when he had immersed 
heavily in ethnological and agrarian-historical literature. 

Lenin and Luxemburg both attempted to apply Marx's pure model to 
analysis of the worldwide spread and impact of the capitalist mode 

the onset of the Great Depression of 1873-1894 and World 
I. Lenin focused on the need for capital exports, Luxemburg on the 

',.!imitatiorls of the home market. Both, however, were interested pri
in defining the "law of motion" that propelled the movement of 

capitalist mode from its point of origin outward into other areas of 
globe. They focused on the capitalist vortex as it spewed forth capital 
commodities; and they visualized its effects as essentially similar 

encompassing the whole world in a homogeneous field of 

outbreak of the Russian Revolution of 1917 (and the subsequent 
,laHu,re of Germany to follow suit) made it clear that "the infinite 
v"ri"tir,n< and gradations in appearance," which Marx had noted, had 
s~f.~~~¥~c consequences for the way the postulated system worked in 

'-'i, actuality. When Lenin characterized Russia as "the weakest 
in the chain of capitalist domination, he implicitly raised the 

{,4LIC5'UO! of what made some links stronger and others weaker. Trotsky, 
attempted an answer, argued that this variability was produced by 

unevl'n and cornbined development"-"uneven" because capitalism 
~Ilcoumert,d extremely diverse conditions produced by uneven devel

in the past, and "combined" because capitalism had to combine 
these uneven conditions in the very act of permeating them. This 

"n"w,p, granted a measure of influence to pre~existing noncapitalist 
0t!lodes, and recognized that the way capitalism worked depended upon 

m:llllpnrp~ Yet Trotsky still defined capitalism as uniform in its "law 
and therefore uniform in its effects. What, however, if the 

mode generated variability and differentiation not only 
ImJU~:1l its combination with other modes but also in the very course of 

own operations? 
We can distinguish a number of sources of differentiation. Some grow 

of the mode itself. All capitalists know that the drive for higher 
demands that they invest continuously in new technology in 

to maximize their means of production, but not all are able to 
re~;po'nd equally. At every point in the ascending curve of capital accu-
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mulation, SCHne capital aggregates grow larger, while others fall 
Some holders of capital forge ahead; others maintain their position; 
others withdraw or are eliminated from the race. The victors cash in 
chips of the losers: 

the differences in the level of profit arise out of the competition of capitals 
and the inexorable condemnation of aU firms, branches and areas which 
fall behind in this race and are thus forced tosurrenderpart of their "own" 
surplus value to those in the lead. What is this process, other than the 
continual production of underdeveloped finns, branches, areas, and 
regions'? rMandei 1978: 851 

At every point. therefore, the capitalist mode generates m,mI1CIIOll! 

between those capital aggregates employing higher ratios of 
means of prodnction to capital laid out in labor power 
employing lower ratios. This distinction. in turn. influences 
ferent ways that units of capital relate to other sources of .... _ ... " 
technological inputs, markets, arrangements for obtaining labor 
and political influences at home and abroad. 

Another source of variability is the tendency of the capitalist 
exhibit repeated upswings and downturns of economic aCillVIIIV. 

alternate advances in capital accumulation with retreats. In the 
modet these swings are seen as growing out of the contradictions 0 

mode itself. In his book Late Capitalism (1978). Ernest Mandel 
seven "long waves" in the development of the capitalist mode. 
last decade of the eighteenth century to the time of the Vietnam 
Each wave is marked off from the preceding one by a change in the 
of profit. produced in turn by changes in the ratio of capital inve';teri 
means of production to capital invested in labor power. Each 
capital was invested in novel technology, the higher amount of 
invested in plan!. as against capital invested in labor. resulted 
acceleration of the rate of profit. This was true of the first 
industrialization (1793 - 1825). which marked the replacement 
by artisan-produced machines; of the period between 1848 and I 
when machine-made machines were introduced and railway constru 
tion boomed; of the period between 1894 and 1913. when 
Inachines and the combustion engine were introduced; and 
between the onset of World War II and 1966. when capital was' 
heavily in war industry. which then spun off postwar el12ctron 
industries. 

Each phase of acceleration in the rate of profit was followed 
phase of deceleration. Thus. the upturn ofthe industrial 
followed by a period of depression between 1826 and 1847. 
involved a "realization crisis" resulting from the shrinking of 
for industrial products. The halcyon period of machine-made 
and massive railroad building between 1848 and 1873 gave way 
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Depression of 1873-1894. This downturn was marked by a 
<h~~ .... ,~ export of capital and by efforts to reduce the costs of raw 
ll)a(~rii!ls. Its political manifestation was intensified competition among 

oClwers for spheres of influence and for access to raw 
The brief boom of 1894-1913 reaped the harvest of 
. capital exports and enhanced raw material pro· 

ducti', )n, productivity increased sharply through the introduc-
of a new technology. The boom ended. however. with World Warl 
the economic and political disruption that followed (1914-1939). 
World War II and the technological revolution afterward rescued 

system from depression and set off a new phase of expansion in the 
of profit. 

periodization of capitalist development demonstrates that the 
of the capitalist mode is not the same in all phases. The mode 
in its requirements at different times. and thus also in the 

q!;;~~~t~:e~it places on different world areas. 
.< source of differentiation lies in the fact that precapitalist 
'nattel-n, of mercantile wealth sometimes survive under capitalism. His

and developmentally. money-begetting money turned into 
when it assumed the function of capital in production. In this 
capital is an offspring of stockpiled mercantile wealth. Yet in 

c~a,ng.ing its function. money-as-capital accomplished what money
c~"~;'~~;Lm~:~oney had been unable to achieve: the capacity to affect 
r the quantity and quality of social labor embodied in 
prnnlOdities. 
'.l",c<',alIUI~activity had sought profit in buying cheap and selling dear. 

is generally known as nonequivalent or unequal exchange. To this 
merchants obtained goods in a number of ways. In the fur trade. 

. advanced valued goods such as guns and blankets. receiving 
in return. In the spice trade. the Dutch East India Company 

European goods or fine cloth made in India for spices that 
overlords obtained as tribute. In the case of slave-produced 

the merchant advanced means of production in the form of slaves 
processing equipment. as well as European commodities. receiving 

from the planter in return. In all these cases. merchants used 
and goods bought with money to gain a lien on production. but 

~~llr~~~:~:;~~ outside the process of production itself. They implanted 
iii of exchange in other modes of deploying social labor. using 
,1""'IHe of force and sales appeal to obtain collaboration and com· 

That collaboration and compliance. however. were unstable. 
<>.i"·:~", to renegotiation when the local ally increased his demands. 

trade to a competitor. or refused to cooperate altogether. The 
!ft~lcchant was always dependent on his own state to back up his claim. 

same time. he was obliged to sweeten the disposition of his trade 
arUler'SO as to perpetuate their unequal exchange. 

the establishment of the capitalist mode in England and its 
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borderlands, industrial capital seized control of commodity pn)dl.lCtiol 
at home; it thus attached the domestic terminus of the mercantile 
to a new productive base. As the capitalist mode spread to other 
affected, in turn, the foreign terminus of the merchant's 0r,erawollS. 
This was increasingly true as the development of new 
demanded ever larger and more secure deliveries of commodities 
abroad. During the nineteenth century, then, industrial capital 
ually deprived the merchants of their autonomy, turning 
agents of capital rather than actors on their own behalf. Yet this 
worked unevenly during different phases of capitalist expansion 
different parts of the world. Merchants acting as agents of the 
textile industry sought markets in Latin America during the nr·" (111''''P 

of the nineteenth century, but the subsequent economic dClwnttlm 
them to seek new outlets in Africa and Asia. During the phase of 
construction, mercantile activity intensified, but the depf<ossion 
followed put the merchants under heavy pressure. The 
for raw materials at this time led to the establishment of cal)Jt'lllsnClIU 
operated plantations and mines in several parts of the 
areas merchants were either pushed to the edge of the new 
industrial agriculture and mining, or else were forced to aggregate 
resources in large commercial-industrial cartels, such as the English 
French companies trading in West Africa. 

Mercantile activity and accumulation, however, remained sig.nillca 
in many world regions that were influenced by the advances of 
capitalist mode but not engulfed directly by machine production 
"factories-in-the-field"-regions that lay along the forward 
capitalist expansion or between its advancing salients. Such 
included the hinterlands of the British Empire outside of its 
colonies and major raw-material-producing areas; the interior of 
America beyond the belt of coastal plantations; the edges of Anleric" 
and Canadian advance across the North American continent; and 
islands of the Pacific. In these areas advancing merchants created 
modity frontiers and labor frontiers. They carried to these zones 
from the industrial centers, exchanging them for local 
advancing them in order to contract laborers for plantations or 

In these regions, initial mercantile penetration often enabled 
to continue in the kin-ordered or tributary mode through 
teenth century and even into the twentieth. Occasional exch,mg' 
could reinforce a group's ability to cope with its environment 
defend itself against encroachment by outsiders. Increasing exchanl 
however, gradually undermined the autonomy of the local group. 
long as the sphere of exchange relations remained restricted, the 
trade partner and the outside merchant could be equals in ex'ch,mgl 
each proffering goods desired by the other. But as the 
exchange widened, the native producers tended to become 
trader rather than symmetrical partners. As they grew more dependl'Il 
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the merchant for instruments of production such as guns, ammuni
steel traps, and metal tools, as well as for items of consumption 
as manufactured goods and even food, they came to depend 

;111(:re';SIJ1g1y on the wider capitalist market. They confronted a gradual 
ri(~~~~~~~their ability to control their means of production, especially 
? exchange eroded their ability to reproduce these means 

. the mechanisms of kinship or power. Similarly, tributary elites, 
mto dependence on goods produced under capitalist auspices, 
themselves under pressure to intensify tributary labor and to 

red.irect it toward commercial production. Labor recruiters who ex
C,l<lUt;'.u m.0ney or commodities for labor power set in motion changes 

ttes Imkmg the laborers to their kinsmen or overlords. Under such 
CIrcUlmsta11c(~s. local resources and services tended to become comrnodi-

increasingly subject to transactions operating outside the pre
exisoting modes. 

perimeters were thus gradually drawn into the capitalist 
na;[Kt:l a.no connected indirectly with the industrial bases of the capital
lStlno,oeofproduction. In this process, the merchants became caught up 

contradIction. As advance agents of the market in frontier zones 
enjoyed a measure of anton amy that they often translated int~ 
or regional dominance. As market relations grew more intense, 

"'''V eller, their increasing need for capital and commodities tied them 
closely to the metropolitan centers of production and distribution. 

the same time, their temporary local monopolies often dissolved 
the impact of widened competition. 

frontier regions that served as sources of occasional labor were 
reshaped into permanent reservoirs of ready labor. Such regions 

~cl;Ud;e(! the catchment areas for contract laborers in India and China 
nineteenth century, the "native reserves" created in Africa 

the end of the nineteenth century, and the supply zones of 
l)igrat'ory labor around the Mediterranean in the twentieth century. 
"")H'.dH·Y, these regions formed parts of states that had been defeated 
yUlllltalY force, orthat had been sidetracked in the course of European 
Kp,ms;iol.1 .. Such regions became organized to nurture and provision 

unltl needed, and to maintain it after its productive years. One part 
population was mobilized for wage labor outside the zone of 

while their families and kin would remain in the reserves. 
~"."",W~ themselves through a combination of household production 

and commodity production for sale. The flow of wages 
coming into the zone from outside, together with 

produced within, underwrote the emergence of mercan
who linked the labor reserve to its capitalist matrix. 

The State 
reason for differentiation within the capitalist mode is that 
development is carried forward by politically separate and 
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distinct states. To understand this aspect of the mode, we must first 
with Ber Borochov, 

why, on the one hand, the capitalistic system appears as international, a~d 
destroys all boundaries between tribes and people and uproots all tradl~ 
tions, while on the other hand, it is itself instrumental in the intensification 
of the international struggle and heightens national self~consdousness, 
[1937: 1601 

In an earlier chapter (2) we defined the state in the capitalist 
as an apparatus installed to maintain and further the strategic relation; 
ships governing the capitalist deployment of social labor. The calmam 
state exists to ensure the domination of one class over an,otrler. 
each state this function is executed differently, and with 
consequences. 

There are historical reasons for this, The capitalist mode did not 
to dominance all at once. It was incubated in older, tributary o,,·,no. 
ments, and it expanded only fitfully and gradually to occupy 
social terrain. Each new cohort of capitalists encountered other 
existing classes rooted in varied tributary arrangements. Each 
capitalist society also differed from others in the background 
working class, and in the speed and intensity with which this 
developed. Such variability in class "mix" was further amplified 
different ways that capitalist classes assumed dominance, In their 
power, English industrialists entered into an alliance with 
landlords," In the course of German industrialization, the Cal)tains 
industry joined the East Elbian plantation owners, or Junkers, 
of "steel and bread." In the United States, the issue of who 
dominate the state led ultimately to the war between the Union and 
Confederacy, ending in a defeat for the class forces represented by 
South. 

Once such internal wars were settled, the problem of class 
tion assumed the guise of politics, of "who gets what when" 
framework of class rule. Such politics again differ from state to 
Politics under capitalism involves, first of all, conflicts among 
of the capitalist class itself. While all capitalists share a common 
in class domination, individual groups of capitalists are in fact 
loggerheads, driven by divergent short-run interests, These 
may even grow to a point where they threaten the state, 
segments of the capitalist class will also enter into alliances with 
ments of other classes, including segments of the developing 
class. Since the characteristics of all these classes are variable 
to state, the nature of both intraclass and interclass conflicts 
ances will also vary. This variability, working over time, CUlmuialllv 
shapes the form and function of the state apparatus. 

Still another source of differentiation among capitalist states 
the manner that each capitalist cohort entered into capital 
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The earlier expansion of European merchants abroad had 
creat"d networks of commercial influence and power in different areas 

the world, Some cohorts of expanding capitalists were able to take 
of these mercantile networks and to transform them into 
for their own accumulation, Each time a capitalist state 

;:a>;sUJlIle'u control of an area, moreover, it also altered the terms of entry 
later competitors. Thus England, in making the first breakthrough 
the capitalist mode, was also able to capitalize on the commercial 

IH,mIOt'k created by British traders, gaining strategic advantages in 
to markets and raw materials and denying such advantages to 

competitors, such as France and Germany. 
England's success, in turn, changed the course of political develop

for its competitors. The hegemonic expansion of England and its 
cap'itallst class evoked the consolidation of national states among all her 

Such consolidation sought to improve each capitalist society's 
over its own "conditions of production" by strengthening the 
of the state, Policies to support capitalist expansion were 

.~;~~i~~'~:~ protect infant industries against English competition, to 
Cd infrastructure of transport and communication responsive 
ton"tion"i needs, to set up centralized investment and banking, to 

national systems of labor discipline and state-sponsored educa
and to develop a war-making potentiaL Whereas England under
capitalist development with a "cheap" state that was still able to 

1j61~~~~~'t~m~;any functions of domination to local power holders, later 
\) had to build strong and expensive states to stay in the 
'qlllp"titive race, 

states" cheap or expensive, require funds to pay for state services. 
funds are usually raised through taxes or through public loans that 

ere,pa'id out of taxes. Taxes are collected by deductions on wages or by 
of surplus value from capitalists to the state, Such deductions 

Jrim~;fers of surplus value are managed variably by different states, 
differential results for their citizens, All, however, serve to accu

a fund of "indirect surplus value" (O'Connor 1974: 39-42) that 
llalna!;ed by the state apparatus. This fund can then be used to 

additional industrial development, especially in war-related 
,dulstrj,es, faVOring one segment of the capitalist class against others; or 

be dispensed in social services or in price-support programs of 
sorts that favor certain classes or class segInents. Once again, 

of class domination are translated into politics. The variable 
itctlm,es of conflicts over "who gets what when" add to the differen

capitalist states. Although we are speaking here primarily of 
development of the international state system under capi

during the nineteenth century, it is not amiss to point out that 
state functions, based on the accumulation of indirect surplus 
were enormously enlarged in the twentieth century-especially 

1930-under the impact of depression, social dislocation, and war. 



II "The Movement of 
Commodities 

During the latter part of the nineteenth century, production 
capitalism took a great leap forward, escalating the demand 
materials and foodstuffs and creating a vastly expanded m,.rket 
worldwide scope. Whole regions became specialized in the productiOil 
of some raw material, food crop, or stimulant. Some of these re.! :iOlla1 
specializations had been established earlier under mercannle aegIs, as 
the case of the sugar-producing areas of the Caribbean. Others grew 
in response to early capitalist development, .suchas the c~~~~~~g:;~~.~~;:> 
regions of the United States, Egypt, and IndIa. Snll others were 
new. Regional emphasis on a monocrop or smgle raw matenal pr'Od1Uct 
demanded, in turn, that other areas raIse crops to feed the 
producers, or furnish labor power to the new plantations, fann~, 
processing plants, and transport systen:s: Through the expandmg 
mitment to the production of commodmes, changes on the level 
world market had consequences at the level of household, km 
community, region, and class. . . 

To understand how people were forced or drawn mto thi'lS~~~~~~~~ 
requires cognizance of the market not only as a means for th~ f 
of goods and services but also as a set of "mechamsms of SOCIal 
tion" (Mintz 1959a: 20). Goods and services produced for a m'lrket 
commodities; as commodities, they can be compared and exch,ml~ed 
without reference to the social matrix in which they were produced. 
we have noted, commodity exchange long preceded the flSe of 
capitalist mode of production, as merchants placed mto exchange 
modi ties produced under tributary orkin-ordered modes. Each 
modity embodies a fraction of the socIal labor expended to.trans:fonn 
nature to human purposes, social labor that has been moblhzed 
the governing relations of a mode of production. VVith the urlfoldiJog 131 
capitalism, ever larger quantities of such commodllles ent~red a m,uket 
where they encountered and competed with co.mmoditles . 
under other modes. Under the growing worldWIde predommance 
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capitalism, the market was transformed into an arena of articulation 
and conflict between contending modes of production, expressed in the 
exchange of their diverse commodities. Capitalism did not always abro
gate other modes of production, but it reached and transformed peoples' 
lives from a distance as often as it did so directly. 

The development of industrial capitalism did not move in a smooth 
ascending line. Phases of advance in capital accumulation gave way to 
downturns; periods of optimistic expansion were followed by periods of 
uncertainty and gloom. Each phase of advance opened up new theaters 
of operation and new zones of supply. Each downturn challenged the 
dominant course of capital investment and raised the specter of con
tracting markets, as in Latin America after 1825. Each phase of advance 
and each endeavor to stem the tide of depression had its effects on the 
populat:iortS caught up in the web of capitalist linkages. Sometimes the 

-"'''''" of capitalism were direct, the outcome of investment or disin
vestment in industrial facilities, raw material supplies, or food-produc

enterprises in various regions of the globe. At other times its effects 
were transmitted through the mechanism of the market, intensifying or 
diminishing the transformative impact of the capitalist mode upon 
other modes. Each advance brought on changes in the way social labor 

organized. When advance was followed by retreat. however, a 
to previous adaptations was no longer possible. For many of the 

·.· •.• ~~ti~~I'1 studied by anthropologists, such changes became especially 
.i during the last quarter of the nineteenth century. 

Great Depression 
five years after the opening of the Suez Canal. with its promise of 

,·gJreauv enhanced COlnmerce between Europe and Asia, capitalist ex
!panlsion experienced another major downturn. Railroad construction 

pulled capitalism out of the slump of 1826-1847, and it had fueled 
renewe'd development in the years between 1848 and 1873 through a 

spurt in the production of iron, steel. and coal. In 1873 expansion 
way to a downturn once again. The effects of this downturn have 
to be known as the Great Depression. Economic historians dis
on the generality of the phenomenon, noting that it was not 

,.e(jua!uy widespread and intense everywhere. Some scholars have even 
,di~nied its occurrence altogether. Yet a major change occurred in the 

and nature of capitalist accumulation, a change still reverberating 
our time. The Great Depression ushered in a new phase in the 

enlcounter between capitalism and the rest of the world. During this 
a militant capitalism encroached ever more intensively on the 
arrangements predicated upon tributary or kin-ordered modes of 

l~I?r~:~~I:~01~; It did so by drawing resources and labor power organized in 
'0 ways into a larger system dominated and permeated by capi

productive relations. Within this system, the subsidiary parts were 
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forced6r motivated to become producers of specialized commodities, all 
grown and marketed under the directives of the central process 
eapital accumulation. 

Several factors underlay this shift of gears in capitalist development. 
The rate of profit declined as real wages increased in Europe and the i 

costs of raw materials went up in other parts of the world. Capital 
investment to finance renewal of the means of production, in order to 
cut these rising costs, carne about only slowly. It is possible that the stock 
of capital then available was not sufficient to finance a rapid shift from 
the technology of the steam engine to a new technology based on the 
internal combustion engine and turbine, driven by oil or electricity. The 
new chemical industry was similarly in its infancy. 

The industrial slowdown had a geographical and political aspect. 
was steam-driven English industry that slowed down, while the 
States and Germany gradually expanded their industries on the 
technological foundations. Britain lost its predominance as the 
shop of the world. By 1870 it possessed only a quarter of the w(,rirl'," 
steam power and produced less than half the world's steel (Hobsb"wm 
1969: 134). Between 1880 and 1890 U.S. steel production overtool,,, 
Britain's; within another decade German steel production had 
taken the British as well (Barratt Brown 1970: 82). Britain's s. al<II1IC 
mills" still glowed in Binningham and Sheffield: its bank-The 
Lady of Threadneedle Street-was still the hub of worldwide unanc:lai 
transactions; and Britannia "still ruled the waves." Yet Britain 
longer the industrial leader of the world; it was merely one of a nl1:mlher 
of industrializing countries. 

The Great Depression was thus a crisis in capitalist ac(:urnulation:' 
because it affected the country that had fueled the proeess and u,,"'~:cu: 
its relationship to the rest of the world. It initiated a crisis in or.m,," 
hegemony. Thereafter it was less Britain's own industrial capacity 
underwrote its continued influence than the returns on past swecr",,!s ... 
What kept Britain abreast of international competition was its LUllilfUI .. 
over India. Indian cotton and textiles, sold in ever-increasing qUlanltitie~ 
to the United States, on the European continent, and to Japan, 
nished surpluses for the imperial system. Indian trade in cotton 
textiles rose in the second half of the nineteenth century from $4 
lion to $50 million. Even more important were the so-called l1ome. 

charges," the tribute levied on India to defray the costs of ''''''olh' 
administration and the interest payable on debts incurred by the 
nial British government of India, which rose from 70 million to 
million pounds sterling in the last quarterofthe century (Barratt Rn1w'n;' 
1970: 85). The flow of these sums maintained British pn'UC)m1l121I1Ce as 
financial center, but the staff of international 
others. 

At the same time, a major shift occurred in European agricult.unl[ 
production. European agriculture was subjected suddenly to milSSJ.ve 
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imports of American and Russian wheat, which led to a precipitous fall 
agricultural prices. American expansion into the plains and Russian 

cultivation of the southeastern steppe increased supplies of wheat, 
while improved transportation-because of the construction of rail
roads and the expansion of steamship and sailboat travel across the 

;·, .. '~~t::l~it~~-;;-:~~I~~~~'~ a rapid decline in transportation costs. The cost of 
t;,·' quarter of wheat, or eight bushels, from Chicago to Liverpool 

a,'en,ged eleven shillings in 1869- 1879, but fell below three shillings in 
(Bagwell and Mingay 1970: 75). This shook the foundations of 

'lillre'pe' an agriculture and intensified the outward flow of migrants to 
the Americas (see chapter II). 
. The outcome was that the several capitalist nation-states of Europe 
embarked upon an intense search for new investments and markets in a 
period of declining opportunities. They found themselves in fierce com

<.petitio.n with one another for control of regions that could provide 
'"t,po,n raw materials and labor. In the United States and Russia the same 
>irnpetlls fueled expansion, colonization, and consolidation across entire 

Rising discontent at home and intensifying competition 
in turn, unleashed drives for expansion by political means-the 
of imperialism. These politics sought to unite disaffected and 

cont(!mlm classes at home through a common struggle for colonies Dr 

influence abroad, while giving the "mother country" privi~ 
access to markets and resources. The Great Depression spurred the 

'.e'<lensl·on of European sovereignty abroad. Africa was carved up; new 
C,~~O:L~;~,w::e~re established in Asia: the Pacific was colonized. The Euro

,'r: during this period of economic stagnation tripled their 

; :~~~~;;~~~: acquisitions abroad. Capitalist accumulation was thus re~ 
albeit haltingly. Taking advantage of the new means oftranspor
available in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, capital 

erLtel:ed into the development of "tropical" agricultural products and 
materials for European markets. 

~eglOrlal Specialization 
advent of new crops and new products significantly altered the 

:fetat'iofIS between regions on the same continent and relations between 
contJne:nts. Some regions specialized in producing foodstuffs or 

iiuldu'su'ial raw materials; others processed the raw materials, consumed 
grains or meat, and sent back manufactured goods. We have 

i~::~~,~~~sleen how Britain became dependent on American and-Iater-
1'1 and Indian snpplies of cotton. The cotton-producing areas, in 

became so specialized in prodncing their major cash crop that they 
be snpplied with food and manufactnres from elsewhere. Britain, 
had fed itself and even exported an agricultural surplus in the 

.,~illhteentjh century, was at the end of the nineteenth century depen
on foreign supplies for four-fifths of its wheat and two-fifths of its 
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meat (Woodruff 1971: 12). The American Cotton South came to depend 
almost entirely on Northern manufactures and Western wheat. 

Regional specialization 'was not confined to food grains, meat, 
cotton. To provide tropical products like sugar, tea, coffee, or ru 
bulk, entire world areas were turned into sugar, tea, fubber, or 
plantations. Since plantation production was heavily concentrated 
one or two cash crops, the labor force had to be sustained in turn 
producers who could furnish foodstuffs and other required comlmo,dh 
ties. In the Asian context it was rice rather than wheat that supplied 
basic staple for maintenance of the labor force, and the expanSIon 
plantation agriculture therefore went hand in hand with an expanding 
production of rice, destined for rice less areas. Still other regions of 
world came to specialize not in crops or industrial activities, but in 
production of laborers for agriculture and industry. While ~~'I~~;~~,J 
bonds were forged between these areas under the aegis of il 
capitalism, their involvement with one another in fact led to 
genee, and to a continuing reorganization of social relations and LU'''''''' 
patterns within each area. 

When Adam Smith and David Ricardo had envisaged a unowing 
worldwide division of labor, they had thought that each country 
freely select the commodities it was most qualified to produce, and 
each would exchange its optimal commodity for the optimal 
modity of others. Thus, in Ricardo's example, Britain would send 
gal its textiles, while Britons would consume Portuguese wines in 
What this vision of free commodity exchange omits are the c~:n;(~~ft\~!\ 
that governed the selection of particular commodities, and the 
and military sanctions used to ensure the continuation of quite 
metrical exchanges that benefited one party while diminishing 
assets of another. 

Choice in the growing system of interrelationships was rarely 
the majority of cases it was imposed by force, or by constraints 
ming from market domination by more powerful participants. CClen:ic 
or constraint-whether through outright political takeover of a 
or through economic domination alone-were of the essence of 
process; they were not epiphenomena. Moreover, once a region 
included in the circuits·of capital, the requirements of aocUlmulatiOi 
were such that it had to reorganize its factors of production to "H.c"m 

capital growth, or else fall under the wheels of the chariot ofpn)gr'ess 
capitalist agriculture this led either to the growth of highly calpit'lliz(~d 
"factories in the field," or to the growth of small-scale sp,ecialil:el 
producers whose operations were dictated by cash-product m"n:et';.:A 
the same time, the very process of accumulation stripped other 
access to means of production, hence "freeing" them to become 
dars of labor power to third parties. 

In this chapter we shall examine the ways that some agrarian 
pastoral products came to be produced on plantations or on 

The Movement of Commodities 315 

IS Ilol,din:gs, and we shall illustrate some of the ways these new forms of 
iProcluctio·n affected the participating populations. In the next chapter, 

will look more closely at the worldwide development of working 
: f~~~!~~ which manned the new industries and agricultural enterprises 

by accumulating capital in the course ofits ever-intensifying 
(rept·oduc:tion. 

(:OI'1l1/:1en:ia, Agriculture: Plantations 
agriculture, the main instruments of capitalist expansion iu the 

nilleteelnth century were the plantation and the specialized cash-crop
~[C'Uucmlg small fann. A plantation can be defined fonnally as a capital

employing a large labor force under close managerial super
to produce a crop for sale. The labor force usually works in labor 
that carry out the repetitive and physically demanding tasks 
the watchful eye of foremen who enforce the required sequence 

synclhn)nizaticlll of tasks. Plantation agriculture therefore takes on 
s()mc,thing of the order and drill of an anny, which led EdgarT. Thomp

characterize it as "military" agriculture. Its aim is to produce one 
crops for the market. That specialization is a source at once of its 

.menlsm and of its weakness. The organization can respond to increases 
demand; but it is also highly vulnerable to economic 

~ownturns. 
Plantations tend to be large in size, achieving economies of scale by 

"",'UUinP as much of their resources as possible to the cultivation of a 
crop. Large-scale production requires large-scale processing. The 

product must be moved from the fields to a processing center; the 
JJo(:es,sed crop must be stored until it can be taken to market. The 
~~'''W'""·u functions of organizational control, processing, and storage 

the plantation center, which becomes a post of command, walled 
from surrounding fields and workers' barracks. Where the planta

with its novel fonns and functions, is set up in the midst of an 
inhabited countryside, it appears as an "enclave" driven into an 

erlvirolnrrlerlt. Where plantations are formed on the edge of older 
they constitute an expanding "frontier." They are in fact 

7'~la~~~)~:.~~ of one mode of production in the midst of other modes. The 
:'.t between the plantation and the fonns of production predicated 

other modes is usually antagonistic. The plantation is an 
IUV,iUC:r. and its successful expansion is the fruit of successful invasion. 

the end of the eighteenth century, plantations had been created 
in the Americas and on a few islands in the Indian Ocean. They 

w()rK:ed prirnan'IY with slave labor imported from Africa, which 
LUIl>l""JleU in great quantities, In 1807, however, Britain abolished 

followed soon after by the United States, France, and the 
N.et:nenands, In 1833 Britain went further, outlawing slave labor en

in its various posseSSions around the world. 
slave trading and slavery were abolished in the first decades of 
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the ''ii{neteenth century admits of no easy answer. It is true that the 
profits in slaving were on the decrease (see Craton 1974: 113). It is 
evident that the planter class of the British Caribbean sugar islands, once 
the financial cynosure of the expanding empire, was seriously weak
ened in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. French competition, 
based on exploitation of slave labor in Saint Domingue, together with 
rising sugar imports from Bengal, had lowered sugar prices. Warfare 
with the United States and then with France had disrupted relation,;·· 
with the North American colonies, and had brought on hunger and 
inflation in the islands. On some islands cane production appears 
have reached the limits of productivity. During the Napoleonic 
too, continental Europe took up the production of sugar by raising sugar 
beets, and it was soon to become a formidable competitor of cane
grown sugar. Beset by debts, the British planters in the Caribbean 
experienced a real "crisis of the planter class" (see Ragatz 1928). 

Yet the shift from slave labor to other forms of labor control within 
the British orbit must be understood not only in terms of internal British 
development but also in terms of the changing international system of 
which Britain fornled a part. Under the rising hegemony of industrial 
capitalism, there was a growing preference for the use of free labor 
slavery. It must be noted, however, that slavery continued in the 
States, and it even intensified in Brazil and Cuba in the course of the 
nineteenth century. Brazil did not abolish slavery until 1871. and . 
with its rising output of sugar produced by burgeoning factories in the 
field, not until 1886. The former slaves in Jamaica withdrew from the 
plantations to take up subsistence agriculture on their own plots. Yet 
Brazil still imported close to 1.900,000 slaves between 1811 and 1870, 
and Cuba another 550,000. The end of slave trading and slave labor 
one part of the world led to its continuation and even intensification in 
another part. One of the areas that continued to use slave labor was the 
American Cotton South, now the major producer of the strategic raw 
material for the expanding capitalism in Britain. The rise of in(Ju:;trial. 
capitalism thus rested on the maintenance of slavery in another part 
the world, even though that slavery was no longer dependent on 
continuation of the slave trade. 

Another aspect of the shift away from slavery within the British 
was that the Napoleonic wars placed in Britain's hands control Af~,,"" 
of the tropical world outside the Caribbean. Whereas much of Rritnin', 
wealth before the wars had come from the Caribbean, after the 
British manufacturers could begin to look forward to a "new" errlpll'e. 
This empire would not be based on the coerced labor of a few i', llarlds, 
but on export of manufactured products to Asia and Africa, and 
import of tropical products from them. New kinds of ocean tranSIJOrt\ 
would carry these commodities across oceans made secure "5'""'"' 

slavery by the British navy. In consequence, slavery in the British 
islands was sacrificed to expanding plantation agriculture and to 
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cropping by small producers in other parts of the world. As a result of the 
reorientation of British interests, therefore, slave-grown sugar from the 
British Caribbean declined in relative importance as a source of capital 
accutnlllatic>I1, and other kinds of cash crops grown in other parts of the 

'"mrld gained in Significance. 
In the course of the nineteenth century, agriculture on plantations 

underwent a major change-away from estates capitalized with the 
financial resources of planter families and of merchants who advanced 

... needed commodities against the crop, and toward highly capitalized, 
'CI)rp'or,ate "factories in the field:' in which all the factors of production, 
.ltICll(Ulng labor, were determined by the play of the ever-enlarging 
capitalist market. The" faU of the planter class" was not confined to the 
Caribbean; it was worldwide (Beckford 1972: 102-110). The privileged 
Iel.ationships between planter and merchant had to give way to the free 

of liquid capital. To maximize capital accumulation and to lower 
costs, capital had to be allowed to flow freely toward forms and 

bn!l1(:h(:s of agriculture capable of intensification and expansion, and 
from those hampered by superannuated technology, limiting 

ofllanjzaltio,n and an immobile labor supply. 
one plantation area after another, the planter class-possessed of 

lirrlitE,d access to capital and wedded to outmoded patterns of produc
.tion-lfailled to make the transition. Metropolitan corporations acquired 

assets and transformed plantation technology and organization 
corporate control. with capital pumped in from London, Paris, 

York, or Hamburg. Giant producing and distributing organizations, 
as the United Africa Company, United Fruit, Harrisons and Cros

He(U,S. Brooke Bond, the Compagnie Fra/1l;aise de ['Afrique Occidentale, and 
SO'Cl"et" Commercia Ie. de l'Ouest Africain, came to dominate entire 

);brarlcrles of economic activities and entire countries. Both plantation 
a~:ric,ultU!:eand small-scale cash-crop production thus became subject to 
fin,an(:ial and cOInmercial controls from distant centers. 

,.cclmn~er,cial Agriculture: Cash-Cropping Small Farms 

nineteenth century also witnessed, within Europe as in other parts 
the world, an increase and development of cash-crop production on 

"Hill· I"" land holdings. Pu t in general terms, peasants became farmers. In 
'EUfC)pe this was accomplished in two ways. One way was by freeing the 
pe'lSamJ~y economically and politically from tributary obligations to a 

of overlords, enabling the peasants to employ their land and labor 
market factors of production. It was a gradual process, operating in 

>PI("""S and stages, and one that moved from west to east, beginning in 
in 1789, reaching the Austro-Hungarian dominions after 1848, 

v,,·torrclllS in Russia with the emancipation decrees of 1861. The 

,[~~~~~way of moving the peasantry toward specialized cash-crop pro
was by severing the connection between subsistence famling 

household craft production under the putting-out system. As craft 
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production under merchant control gave way to capitalist industry, the 
poorer peasant-artisans were forced to give up cultivation and to move 
toward sources of industrial employment, leaving their luckier or 
wealthier neighbors to engross their land and to employ it to grow 
specialized crops for the market. It goes without saying that this was not 
an even process taking place everywhere at the same time. In some 
areas it took several generations to complete. In the end, however, 
tributary modes and the operations of mercantile wealth existing along
side them were abrogated. and a new kind of agricultural producer was 
set free to respond to the inputs of the market. 

As we shall see, such developments also occurred in areas outside of 
Europe, notably in West Africa and Southeast Asia. Capitalist expansion 
was forwarded both by small holders and by plantation agriculture; yet 
these were but agents on the ground, so to speak, for holders of capital in 
corporations or agency houses elsewhere. The expansion of commercial 
agriculture involved the development of a multitiered structure of 
capital inflows, local production and sale, and capital outflows. We shall 
follow the growth and spread of some crops and products, and sketch 
out some of the ways that this growth and spread affected the lives of 
populations "on the ground." These developments and their effects, 
however, were but local episodes of a gigantic global process of capital 
accumulation. 

Commodity Production: Foodstuffs 
Especially important in the new worldwide agricultural specialization 
were food grains, particularly wheat in Europe and America and rice in 
Asia, specialized livestock production, and plantation food crops such as 
bananas. 

Wheat 

We have already noted how much Great Britain came to depend on 
imports of grain crops to provide for the "workshop of the world." 
Three areas stand out in the specialized production of wheat for export 
in this period. The first was the American Midwest and West, where 
cultivators advanced into the Great Plains and made inroads on the 
tough grasses of the area with the deep plow and the mechanical reaper. 
The first shipment of wheat sent eastward-seventy-eight bushels
reached Chicago in 1838, but the great increase in grain production 
came after the war between the Union and the Confederacy. It was then 
that railroad construction and the advent of the tramp steamer made 
overseas exports increasingly profitable. 

The inland march of the railroads first prompted the creation of great 
"bonanza" wheat farms worked with migratory wage labor. In the 
1880s, however, these failed, to be replaced with farms operated by 
households-households equipped with agricultural machinery. Steam 
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threshers appeared in the 18305, mechanical reapers in the 18505, the 
combined harvester-thresher in the 1880s. With this machinery it be
came possible for a two-male household, such as that constituted by a 
father-son team, to carry on successful wheat farming on 200-acre 
farms. These were not peasants aiming at subsistence, but commodity 
producers buying their means of production in the market and selling 
their product into a market in turn (Friedmann 1978). 

American wheat. sold in Europe at lower prices than the domestic 
product, brought on a crisis in European peasant agriculture, sending a 
migrant stream of ruined peasants to seek new sources of livelihood in 
the burgeoning Americas. Ironically, many of them made the journey 
westward on the same ships that carried to Europe the wheat that 
proved their undoing. 

The East German Junkers responded to the grain crisis by replacing 
their permanent tenant-laborers with migratory wage workers. The 
tenants had worked on the Junker estates in return for rights to a 
cottage, a plot to farm on their own, pasture for their cows, and a share 
of the harvest. They now lost these rights; many of them emigrated 
(Walker 1964: 184-190). To replace them, the Junkers brought in 
seasonal Polish agricultural workers who could be paid low wages. 
These wages were kept low by a Junker-backed state policy aimed at 
inhibiting the growth of independent Polish-owned farms in the area 
(Weber 1979; Gerschenkron 1943). 

In the 1880s Argentina was added to the great wheat producers of the 
world. As of 1870 it still imported wheat from abroad, but by the end of 
the century it was one of the world's main exporters. European immi
grant colonists, tenant farmers, and harvest laborers pushed the wheat 
frontier westward until it reached its limit at the line of minimum 
rainfall. 

Western Europe, in turn, was fed by a third wheat-producing area, 
southern Russia, where wheat grown on the steppe tripled between 
1831 and 1860. Ninety percent of this wheat was exported through the 
port of Odessa, where world prices began to set levels for the entire 
Russian region (Lyashchenko 1949: 367). In contrast to the rest of 
European Russia, moreover, the Russian steppe developed patterns of 
wage labor in agriculture, replacing serfdom on estates farmed increas
ingly with machinery. 

Rice 
While wheat poured into the European peninsula from Russia and the 
Americas, rice became a vital export crop in South and Southeast Asia. 
In 1855 Britain seized Lower Burma, the delta region of the Irrawaddy 
River, where about a million acres stood under rice. Between 1855 and 
1881 that acreage increased ninefold. The primary producers were 
peasants, many of them new immigrants from the dry country of Upper 
Burma. Production was financed by the great rice mills in Rangoon and 
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Southeast Asia: regions of rice produdion for export. 

Bassein through a rural network of moneylenders. Most of these were 
members of the Chettiar caste from Madras who displaced Burmese 
moneylenders. Peasant indebtedness, spurring additional increases in 
rice production, was intensified further by loans from Burmese and 
Chinese shopkeepers-loans made to finance consumption, life-cycle 
ceremonies, and theatrical (pwe) performances. In Burma about half of 
the rice raised for export went to India; a quarter went to the plantations 
of Ceylon and Malaya, which had begun to specialize in the production 
of tea and rubber; and a quarter fed the sugar colonies of Mauritius and 
the West Indies. Much of this Burmese rice was consumed by Indian 
indentured laborers working on estates overseas, and the boats carrying 
these laborers to their destination also bore the rice that fed them. 

Thailand, similarly, began to produce rice for export, though on a 
smaller scale than Burma. Here the rice mills were in Chinese hands, 
and it was the Chinese who expanded into the rural districts as middle
men and moneylenders. Rice growing expanded especially in Thai
land's central plain. One of the settlements founded around mid
century was Bang Chan, northeast of Bangkok, which a century later 
was studied by Lauriston Sharp and the Cornell Thailand Project (Sharp 
et al. 1953; Sharp and Hanks 1978; Hanks 1972). The settlement devel
oped in response to the construction of the Saen Saeb Canal: thirty-four 
miles long, it linked the eastern plain with the Chao Phraya River on 
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which Bangkok is located. Built initially for military reasons, the canal 
opened up the region for the Bangkok market. The people who settled 
in Bang Chan were a medley of Hainanese Chinese intermarried with 
Thai, Muslim Malay prisoners of war from the south, Laotian prisoners 
of war from the northeast. and freed slaves from Bangkok. The local 
Buddhist temple, which imparts identity to the settlement cluster, was 
built around 1891 by a river trader of Chinese origin from the village 
where the canal and the Mae Nam join. Rice cultivation for the market 
increased especially in the third quarter of the century, and it had 
become fully dominant by the onset of World War I. 

Bang Chan has acquired importance in the anthropological literature 
as a diagnostic case of a "loosely structured social system," a concept 
originally developed by John Embree (1950) to characterize Thai 
society. The study of Bang Chan concluded that "the exceptionally 
amorphous, relatively unstructured character of all Thai society is 
clearly reflected in the undifferentiated social organization of Bang 
Chan" (Sharp et al. 1953: 26). This view provoked a good deal of debate 
about models of Thai social structure. It led Jack Potter (1976) to 
propose an alternative model of a number of "structural elements" that 
"generate" Thai rural communities. Yet the features of Bang Chan that 
led to its characterization as "loosely structured"-like the features of 
other Thai villages caught up in the rice economy in other ways-must 
be understood not merely as a social structure ofa certain kind but as the 
outcome of the expansion of commodity production. 

The third Asian region producing rice for export was Cochinchina, the 
southern delta region of Vietnam, occupied by the French in 1861. To a 
large extent, this region is a product of French hydraulic engineering
work carried out to produce large quantities of rice for export. Most of 
the rice was produced on large estates worked by tenants. The area 
planted in rice doubled between 1880 and 1900, while rice exports 
(funneled through Saigon) nearly tripled in that period. Much of this 
rice was shipped to China by way of Hong Kong; this trade came to be 
handled largely by Chinese. 

Meat 

With the onset of the industrial revolution, meat consumption in 
Europe, which had earlier been at a relatively high level. decreased 
markedly. The advent of the railroad and steamboat. however. 
prompted the development of new "livestock frontiers." By 1860 there 
were new sources of meat for European and American tables. 

The best known of these frontiers is the American "Wild West," 
which became one of the world's "cattle kingdoms" after the end of the 
war between the Union and the Confederacy. Great herds of half-wild 
and unbranded cattle roamed the open range of southern Texas before 
the war. Cessation of the conflict brought on a sudden spurt in the 
demand for meat turning heretofore useless range stock into a market-



322 CAPlT ALISM 

ableco'mmodity, This turn of events initiated the great cattle drives, 
with "cowboys" guiding the herds toward the railheads from which 
trains sped the animals on their way to the slaughterhouses of the East. 
These mounted wageworkers consisted in part of Anglo-Americans, in 
part of Mexicans, in part of American Blacks who had gone out West 
after the end of slavery, The technology of the cattle business derived 
from the technology of Mexican pastoralism, 

Although the days of the cowboy have become enshrined in popular 
American mythology, they lasted no more than a quarter of a century, 
Moreover, the West never furnished more than a third of all the cattle 
produced in the United States, The grazing of semiferal cattle on the 
open range was only an episode in the growth of a cattle industry that 
soon made its peace with the advancing cultivators by turning to tame 
blood cattle raised intensively on carefully fenced ranches, 

The North American cattle industry developed as an adjunct to the 
packing houses of Chicago, SI. Louis, and Kansas City; so also, cattle 
raising developed on the Argentine pampa as an adjunct to the packing 
houses of Buenos Aires, On this grassy steppe, cattle gone wild had first 
been hunted for hides, and later to provide salted meat for the slave 
plantations of BraziL An industrial Argentine cattle industry did not 
develop until the last quarter of the nineteenth century, however, 
when it became possible to freeze meat and transport it cheaply to 
European markets, especially Britain, It was British capital that built and 
fueled most of the Argentine railroads, provided the blooded stock, 
fenced the ranches with barbed wire, built the freezer lockers required 
to freeze the fresh-killed meat. and provided the refrigerator ships that 

THE HUMID 
PAMPA 

Tlte livestock-raL-.ing region of Argentina. 
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took the meat across the Atlantic. "By the end of the nineteenth cen
tury," says George Pend Ie (1963: 141), "the pampa had been tamed, 
organized, and virtually harnessed to the economy of Great Britain," 

The expansion of the Argentine cattle industry was secured in three 
interrelated phases, First. the horse riding Araucanians ofthe grasslands 
were defeated and destroyed militarily, Second, the semi-independent 
cattle hunters of the pampa, the gauchos, were deprived of their auton
omy, Wire fencing reduced the numbers of men needed to keep animals 
within ranch boundaries, The gaucho became a hired ranch hand, 
Third, production on ranches and agricultural estates was synchronized, 
The estates, now leased to Spanish and Italian immigrants, provided in 
rotation wheat for export and alfalfa for the cattle ranches, 

A third area where a livestock industry developed was Australia, Here 
sheep had been raised for their exportable wool since the first quarter of 
the nineteenth century on ranges won from their aboriginal occupants, 
When the gold rush of the mid-century drained the sheep range of 
available labor, the sheep lords rationalized their production through 
the use of mounted boundary riders and through the introduction of 
New World techniques of fencing and other innovations, The Aus
tralian sheep ranges, however, remained separate from the agricultural 
regions that rimmed the periphery of the continent. The Australian 
sheep increased in number from 8 million at mid-century to 70 million 
by the end of the century, 

In the last quarter of the century, Australian cattle keeping also 
expanded inland, Sheep and cattle came to compete increasingly for 
vegetation and water with the kin-ordered aboriginal popUlation, This 
drew aborigines and Europeans into inevitable conflicts, Some groups, 
like the Ngadidji and Aranda, were simply overrun by the pastoralists, 
Others, like the Walbiri, who lived outside the grazing areas, kept their 
autonomy for a while, until the younger men began to work as hired 
hands on pastoral stations and were soon followed by others, Mervyn 
Meggitt noted that in the mid-1950s the Walbiri had made use of their 
increased leisure, freed from the stringent demands of food collecting by 
the transition to wage work, to intensify their social and ceremonial 
activities (1962: 333), 

Bananas 
Bananas are not staples in a class with grains and meat; yet the devel
opment of banana plantations, stimulated by the commercial upswing 
of the nineteenth century, affected wide areas, especially Central 
America, The plant had originally been introduced into the Americas by 
Spaniards from the Canary Islands during the first years of the Con
quest It had spread widely as a staple crop among both primitive and 
peasant populations in the tropical lowlands, In the 1870s it became a 
plantation crop, In 1871 a railroad promoter from the United States, 
engaged in constructing railroads in Costa Rica, began to experiment in 
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c()mlnercial banana production to provide freight for his railroad. Out of 
these experiments grew the United Fruit Company, incorporated in 
1889. 

In the course of thirty-five years, the Company produced approxi
mately 2 billion bunches of bananas on its own far-flung estates in Costa 
Rica, Panama, Honduras, Colombia, and Ecuador. Geographic dispersal 
enabled the Company to offset political pressures in anyone host 
country. Dispersal also allowed it to take advantage of suitable envi
ronments in different locations, thus reducing the chance that floods, 
hurricanes, soil depletion, and plant diseases could bring production to a 
halt in anyone of them. To further reduce these risks, the Company 
acquired a great deal more land than it could use at anyone time, to hold 
as a reserve against the future. In some areas it formed relationships 
with local cultivators who grew bananas and then sold them to the 
Company. 

Such was the case on the northern coast of Colombia in the floodplain 
at the base of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta (see Partridge 1979). 
This area-drained, irrigated, and intensively cultivated by the Tairona 
in pre-Hispanic times (see chapter 2)-was only sparsely settled after 
the Spanish conquest decimated the native population. Until the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century, the land was either in extensive 
livestock estates or was used by swidden cultivators who resided in 
scattered hamlets and raised crops for subsistence and occasional sale. 
The Iifeways of these settlers fonn the backdrop of One Hundred Years of 
Solitude by the Colombian novelist Gabriel Garcia Marquez, who syn
thesized the experience of several settlements in his portrayal of the 
imaginary town of Macondo. In the 1870s Colombian entrepreneurs 
opened up the area with the construction of a railroad, a drainage canal, 
and irrigation ditches. Colombian planters initiated banana production 
soon afterward, sending the stalks to market in New York. In 1896 the 
United Fruit Company bought the railroad and acqnired land south of 
the Colombian holdings to build up its own irrigation district. The 
Company's control of land transport, shipping, and marketing soon 
rendered the Colombian planters dependent upon it, requiring them to 
synchronize their productive processes with those of the United Fruit 
plantations and to sell their fruit through the Company. Labor con
tractors recruited plantation workers and oversaw the actual labor 
process. Workers were paid a small daily cash wage and scrip for pur
chases at the plantation commissary. Garcia Marquez's novel poig
nantly describes some of the changes wrought by wage labor in the life 
of the local popUlation, and their culmination in the bloody strike of 
1928. 

While most workers on the Colombian banana estates were recruited 
locally, in Central America the Company favored workers from the 
English-speaking islands of the Caribbean, especially Jamaica. The 
Company encountered difficulty in attracting people from the adjacent 
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highlands to work in the tropical lowlands. The English-speaking West 
Indians not only could communicate with the North American planta
tion staff but. more importantly, they were wholly dependent on the 
Company while in its employ abroad and thus more manageable than 
native workers. The islanders could also be laid off when the Company 
abandoned cultivation in one area in favor of another. The role of West 
Indian workers on United Fruit plantations gradually diminished, as 
host governments exerted pressure against the importation of foreign 
workers and native populations became more familiar with wage work 
on the coast. 

One group of Central Americans who became workers on the Com
pany's Panama plantations were the Guaymi. This Chibcha-speaking 
population had retreated from the Spanish Conquest into the sanctuary 
provided by the rugged mountain country of western Panama, and 
there they preserved their kin-based corporate landholding groups. In 
the 1930s, increasing numbers of Guaymi began to combine shifting 
cultivation in their home province with periodic stints of wage labor for 
the Company. Growing ever more dependent on wages and store
bonght commodities, they would be hard hit in the 1960s when the 
Company began to mechanize, replacing men with machines. Philip 
Young (1971) has seen in this deprivation the main cause of the nativist 
millenarian movement. Mama Chi, that developed among the Guaymi 
at that time. 

Industrial Crops 
Rubber in America 
An industrial tree crop that became important during the nineteenth 
century was rubber. It became a prime industrial material after the 
discovery of vulcanization in 1839, and it was used first in the manufac
ture of raincoats, shoes, bicycle tires, condoms, and other household 
articles. Then it came to be used for railroads, in engineering, and as 
insulation in the new electrical industries. Finally, at the end of the 
century, it became a major raw material for the automobile industry. 

Until 1900 Brazil was the only producer of rubber; it increased its 
production from a mere 27 tons in 1827 to an annual average of20,000 
tons in the last decade of the century (Poppino 1968: 140-141). The 
primary producers were at first Amazonian Indians and Luso-Brazilian 
cultivators on the Amazon. Later, laborers from the Brazilian Northeast 
(the so-called flagelados) were brought in to collect rubber under con
tract. They were impelled to seek a new source of livelihood in the 
tropical f()rest by the general economic decline of the sugar indnstry in 
the Northeast, the former heartland of the Brazilian economy. In more 
immediate terms, they were victims of the great drought that assailed 
the region between 1877 and 1880, and that may have been responsible 
for the death by starvation of some 200,000 people. A similar number 
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moved into Amazonia in the last decades of the century (Furtado 1963: 
143-144). The town described by Charles Wagley (1953) under the 
name ofIta owes its origin to the advent of such Northeastern migrants 
in 1880. 

Rubber Gatherers: Mundurucu 

How Amazonian Indians reacted to the introduction of the rubber trade 
is well exemplified by the people who called themselves Weidyenye 
("our people"), but who are more widely known underthe name given 
them by their Parintintin enemies-Mundurucu-after a species of ant. 
The Luso- Brazilians first met up with them in the late eighteenth 
century, when they raided other Indians and white settlers in the lower 
Amazon Valley. The Mundurucu and the intruders became allies, an 
alliance in which Mundurucu males and females took different roles. 
The women began to produce manioc for the frontiersmen. The men, 
though initially hostile, joined their new allies as mercenaries in warfare 

The location of the Mundurucu, 
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against the Mura Indians (who inhabited the area between the Amazon 
and the Rio Negro) and the Cawahiwa on the upper Tapaj6s. The 
Luso-Brazilians employed the Mundurucu to raid for slaves among 
these popUlations, to suppress local uprisings, and to put down general 
rebellions-such as the Revolution of the Cabanas in 1835, an uprising 
of local Whites, Afro-Brazilians, and Mura and other Indians. 

The increase in manioc production, carried on by the women, and the 
expansion of long-distance warfare, carried on by the men, not only 
gave rise to an intensified division of labor between the sexes but also 
affected Mundurucu patterns of residence and descent. When Robert 
Murphy went to study the Mundurucu in the 1950s, they represented 
an ethnographic anomaly. They combined patrilineal reckoning of 
descent with matrilocal residence. Kroeber (1952: 213) had written that 
he "did not know of such a society, and should expect is occurrence to 
be rare." Murphy, moreover, found that the Mundurucu had acquired 
this unexpected combination by changing from an earlier pattern of 
patrilineality and patrilocality-a change thought by some anthropolo
gists to be so unlikely that the obstacles to it were "well-nigh insuper
able" (Murdock 1949: 217). Murphy showed how the Mundurucu had 
made this shift. 

Until the early nineteenth century, the Mundurucu had lived in 
Villages, each centered upon a single patrilineage that recruited women 
in marriage from other patrilineal villages through the rules of patrilocal 
residence. Each patrilineage symbolized its unity through the posses
sion and ritual use of sacred trumpets embodying the ancestral spirits 
that were kept in a "men's house." With the advent of the manioc trade 
based on female production, however, the rule of marriage became 
matrilocal. which had the effect of maintaining the unity and continuity 
of the female-centered domestic task force. Instead of women moving 
to their husbands' villages upon marriage as before, men now moved to 
their wives' places of residence. The men in any given village were 
recruited from a number of different patrilineages, which were no 
longer anchored locally. The men's house of the village thus no longer 
served only one patrilineage, but became a common male clubhouse 
and "barracks." The sacred trumpets ceased to symbolize the distinc
tiveness ofpatrilineages. Rather, they began to stand for the unity of the 
men's house, emphasizing its translocal military potential. 

Rubber tapping brought on still another transfonnation of Mun
durucu social organization. Before the advent of the rubber trade, 
Mundurucu villages were usually located on high, savannahlike 
ground, In the dry season of each year, the villagers would descend to 
the river to fish. With the growing demand for rubber. however, they 
began to tap wild trees in the gallery forests along the river'S edge, 
exchanging the latex they gathered for metal goods, clothing, and even 
food. Gradually, separate domestic groups set up pennanent residences 
along the riverside, where they laid exclusive claim to tracts of forest. 



Mundllrucu village of Cabrua. Women dlyillg manioc }lour over a fire: men relaxing in 
the men's house. Photographs by Robert F. Murphy. (Courtesy of Robert F. Mll1phy) 
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Increasingly exchanging latex for commodities at the trading post, they 
abandoned their own crafts and became ever more dependent on the 
goods advanced by the trader. The Mundurucu villages, once fighting 
and manioc-growing units, thus dissolved into numerous small house
holds, each linked separately to the trading post in a web of exchanges 
and growing debts. The trader replaced the Mundurucu chief as the 
pivot of local circuits of production and exchange. The rubber trader 
depended, in turn, on merchant houses downriver to receive the rubber 
and to supply him with needed commodities, while the merchant house 
was itself dependent upon an export-import firm for supplies and rub
ber sales. Thus Mundurucu, trader. merchant, and export-import firm 
all became linked in an expanding network of production and 
circulation. 

Rubber in Asia 

Brazilian wild rubber monopolized the world market during 1110St of the 
nineteenth century. In 1876, however, Sir Robert Wickham smuggled 
seeds of Amazonian rubber to Kew Gardens in England, where they 
were acclimated and selected for planting in Malaya. After 1900 rubber 
production expanded rapidly in Asia, notably in Malaya. Malayan rub
ber plantations grew fr0111 5,000 acres in 1900 to 1,250,000 in 1913. An 

Malaya: the region of plantation rubber. 
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original planter class of small initial means was soon replaced by man
agers installed by agency houses that floated loans in London (Jackson 
1968). The laborers were mostly imported from southern India. They 
were Tamil, working under indenture to labor contractors who hired 
laborers in their native villages and supervised their work in gangs on 
the plantation (Jain 1970). 

Another rubber-producing area in southern Asia developed on the 
east coast of Sumatra, around Deli. In this area, the Dutch had long 
grown tobacco on plantations, which developed in symbiosis with the 
slash-and-burn agriculture of local Malay and Batak villagers. The plan
tation took over the labor of burning offthe covering vegetation. It then 
raised the first crop, tobacco. When productivity decreased in the 
second year, the plantation opened a new field, allowing the villagers to 
take over the tobacco plots in order to raise food. When rubber was 
introduced in 1906, this symbiotic relationship came to an end. Rubber 
trees were a perennial crop and could not be alternated with annuals. 
Instead, rubber cultivation, carried on by imported Javanese and Chi
nese laborers, now engulfed the subsistence plots of the native popula
tion. Local villages gave way to company towns. 

Plantation rubber did not remain the only source of rubber in either 
Indonesia or Malaya. In Indonesia, both in Sumatra and in Borneo, 
small holders also began to raise rubber. At first, they planted rubber in 
combination with food-producing swiddens, moving gradually toward 
greater reliance on the cash crop as market conditions and prices per
mitted. In Malaya, similarly, Malay cultivators came to rely on rubber 
production as a source of income. In a peasant village in Kelantan, 
studied in the late 1950s (see Downs 1967: 162-166), for instance, 
rubber tapping had become a source of cash income for almost three
quarters of the adult villagers. It was increasingly preferred to growing 
irrigated rice, in spite of the high basic value placed on rice in Malaya. 

Palm Oil 

A second tree crop to come into prominence during the nineteenth 
century was the palm. The export of palm oil from West Africa first 
paralleled the export of slaves, and then became the chief export of the 
West African forest belt with the abolition of the slave trade in the 
1860s. Whereas West Africa exported a mere 1,000 IOns of oil to En
gland in 1810, palm oil exports reached an annual average of 50,000 
IOns between 1860 and 1900. Palm oil took the place of animal tallow in 
making soap, and it became increasingly important as a source of 
lubricants for machines. In the late nineteenth century, palm kernels 
also furnished oil for the manufacture of margarine and callIe feed. 

The old centers of the slave trade responded to this new demand. Yet 
the new trade brought on major upheavals both in internal and external 
relations. An immediate consequence of the new trade was a "crisis of 
the aristocracy," namely, the warrior elites and state organizations that 
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The region of palm oil produdion, West Africa. 

had grown powerful and wealthy through the pursuit of slaving. An 
entity like Dahomey, wholly specialized for slave raiding and slaving, 
found it particularly difficult to switch over to the new commodity. 
There was an increase in interstate warfare for easy sources of plunder 
and tribute. In addition, the rulers of Dahomey and the chiefs of the 
Yoruba attempted to produce palm oil on plantations worked by slaves. 
The Asante state expanded its production and sale of kola nuts to the 
Hausa in the north in order to make up for the decline of slaving; but at 
the same time Fante nliddlemen on the coast were escaping the Asante 
grip by themselves producing palm oil for the new market. Old elites 
found their incomes threatened. The canoe houses of the Niger delta 
disintegrated; former slaves asserted their independence in order to take 
part in the new trade; and there were repercussions in disorders among 
slaves. The production of palm oil was also a business that could be 
entered by small cultivators if they could gain access to oil palms on the 
lands of their descent group or ward division and mobilize the labor of 
their households (see Uchendu 1965). 

In contrast to the slave trade, in which African middlemen had 
delivered the slaves to the coast for transshipment, the palm oil trade 
prompted European wholesalers to establish direct contact with the 
producers or with their representatives in the African hinterlands. In 
turn, a new commercial elite of Africans, many of them ex-slaves 
educated in European religious missions, took over the import trade 
previously handled by the slave traders. The dual development of 
European palm oil merchants and African importers was aided by the 
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spicadof European all-purpose money in place of the iron, copper, and 
cowrie currencies used previously. This diminished the exchange of 
European goods for slaves or for African products, and it put palm oil 
export and commodity imports on a cash-and-carry basis. 

This interplay of contending forces was profoundly affected by the 
Great Depression of 1873. Prices for palm oil products declined; profit 
margins decreased. Fonner aristocrats of the slave trade, new African 
middlemen, European wholesalers, and African producers all con
fronted diminished opportunities and sharply increased competition for 
scarcer resources. "Not surprisingly," notes A. G. Hopkins, "there was a 
fierce struggle in the late nineteenth century as each party sought to 
control the local market and dictate terms to the other" (1973: 154). The 
European merchants called for law and order, a call often supported by 
colonial officials, whose reputation was tied up with the expansion of 
European-based comlnerce. The Europeans wanted to rationalize com
merce and transportation still further by expanding railroads inland; the 
former ruling class saw this, correctly, as the final spike driven through 
their declining power. To add to the embroilment. the various European 
powers competed with one another, each supported by a mercantile 
contingent hoping for privileged access to a controlled market. 

The result was the entry of European troops, the conquest of the 
inland kingdoms of Asante, Dahomey, Oyo, and Benin, the destruction 
of the Aro and their Great Oracle, and the establishment of European 
domination. In West Africa, the expansion of imperial European rule 
was undertaken by imperial officials who were perhaps not fully con
scious of any economic imperatives. The dialectic of forces was complex, 
and the resulting disorder invited political and military intervention. Yet 
the disorders were economic in their basic causes, and the intervention 
was economic in its consequences. 

Stimulants 

Among the panoply of products destined for consumption in the indus
trializing areas, a few are clearly not staple foodstuffs or industrial 
products but rather stimulants. Already significant during the period of 
Europe's initial overseas, expansion, such commodities as tea, coffee, 
cocoa, sugar, tobacco, and even opium recur so often in the roster of 
imports and exports during the latter nineteenth centnry that some 
scholars have even begun to speak of their role as the "Big Fix." 

The popularity of these stimulants is not easily explained. It may be 
that they are pharmacologically addictive, answering to certain bio
chemical propensities of the human body. In that sense they would not 
be unique, but would form part of a wider set of stimulants in human 
use, including the West African kola nut. the betel nut of South and 
Southeast Asia, the mate of Argentina, and the coca of the Andes. These 
other products remained of only regional interest. however. and did not 
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enter the circuits of worldwide traffic. in contrast to the products 
popularized in the course of the industrial revolution. It has been 
suggested that these stimulants of the industrial era were favored 
because they provided quick energy in a period when more intense and 
prolonged performance was demanded from the human body. Some of 
them provided carbohydrates and energy, without at the same time 
rendering the body inefficient, as would alcohol. Thus, "tea time" and 
"coffee breaks" fitted better into the new industrial schedule of work 
than libations of gin or rum woold have. Still, these latter continued to 
be drunk in considerable quantities, despite the great efforts of a grow
ing temperance movement. 

We should perhaps not look to the physiological properties of various 
stimulants as the final explanation, but rather view their increasing use 
as part of a general reshaping of consumption patterns. There were 
major changes of diet in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, many 
of them nutritionally for the worse (Braudel 1973b: 129-130; Hobs
bawm 1967: Chaps. 5,7). There was less access to peasant produce, and 
especially to meat, with the decline of small producers supplying local 
markets. There was greater demand for a few bulk products for the 
growing agglomerations of population in cities and industrial centers. 
Yet there were also new patterns of sociability and communication, 
such as those provided by coffeehouses and teashops. New class-based 
norms for where, when, and how to eat developed, in turn setting up 
new standards for cultural emulation in societies undergoing rapid 
social and cultural change. With these new patterns, the consumption 
of alkaloids, theobromides, sugars, and even "tranquilizers" made rapid 
progress in all social classes. Purveying the new products, in its turn, 
"European enterprise accumulated considerable savings by the pro
vision of low-cost foods and substitutes to European working classes" 
(Mintz 1979b: 61). 

Sugar 

First among the stimulants was still sugar-an indispensable additive to 
sauces and pastry, as well as a sweetener for innumerable cups of tea, 
coffee, and cocoa. Although the supremacy of sugar cane as a source of 
sugar had been challenged, first by the rebellion of the slaves in French 
St. Domingue (Haiti) and by the abolition of slavery in British Jamaica, 
and later by the diffusion of the sugar beet in temperate Europe, it never 
lost out completely and once again expanded in acreage after the third 
decade of the nineteenth century. 

In the British orbit. this renewed rise took place with the aid of a new 
labor supply, namely, indentured laborers from the East Indies. The 
island of Mauritius in the Indian Ocean, won from the French in 1815, 
was the first British colony to benefit from the arrival of these new 
recruits to the labor force, and it took first place among the new sugar 
producers. It was followed by Trinidad, which Britain captured from 
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Spain; and Guyana, taken from the Dutch. In the second half of the 
century, Indian indentured laborers began to work in the cane fields in 
Fiji (1850) and in Natal. South Africa (1860), while Melanesians, mostly 
from the New Hebrides, were impressed or contracted for work in 
Queensland, Australia (1863). as well as in Fiji (1864). 

The forcible recruitment of Melanesians, or "blackbirding," affected 
large numbers of men. Between 1863 and 1907, 61.000 Melanesians 
were taken to Queensland alone, of whom fewer than 45,000 returned 
(Docker 1970: 274). On many islands, blackbirding aided the careers of 
local labor recruiters or hunters of men. One such was Kwaisulia on the 
island ofSulu Vou. Kwaisulia had signed up to work in Queensland and 
had returned home in the I880s. Drawing on his local network, he 
provided the blackbirders with labor recruits, for which he received 
arms and ammunition, dynamite, kerosene, medicines, hardware, and 
building materials (Docker 1970: 130-138). This wealth then enabled 
Kwaisulia to enlarge the scale of his operations. In other areas the local 
end of the trade was not controlled by monopolists. Blackbirding meant, 
however, the advent of guns, leading to an increase in raiding and 
fighting and to the decimation of the local population. 

Beginning in 1830, the Dutch, too, undertook to expand sugar pro
duction-in Indonesia, especially in Java, under a system known as the 
Culture System (Dutch Cultuurstelsel, meaning "cultivation system") 
(see Geertz 1963). The culture system demanded that villagers pay 
goverment taxes in crops rather than in money. Designed to elicit and 
increase the production of all tropical crops, it was most successful in the 
case of sugar and coffee. These became the two major export crops ofthe 
Dutch East Indies. Sugar, an annual. could be raised on the same land as 
the irrigated rice of the Javanese villagers. By allocating one-fifth of 
village lands to the production of sugar, the Dutch sugar estates acquired 
at one and the same time a suitable land base and a labor force resident 
in villages and available seasonally for labor in the cane fields. Inde
pendent production of sugar by Javanese smallholders was discouraged, 
but the customary workings of the Javanese village were reinforced. 
These villages, where labor reproduced itself by ever intensifying the 
cultivation of irrigated rice, thus functioned efficiently as labor reserves 
for the sugar operations. 

In 1870 new legislation transferred the responsibility for making the 
system work from the government to private enterprises. The law 
continued to maintain village integrity by protecting village titles to 
land, but it now granted ownership of cane plantings to private holders. 
Soon after, when these newly created planters experienced financial 
shipwreck, their rights passed to Netherlands-based companies, which 
successfully combined the sngar estates with large capital-intensive 
processing facilities. Labor in sngar continued to be drawn from the 
wet-rice-growing villages, but management of each new mill and of the 
cane lands associated with it passed entirely into the hands of European 
personnel. 
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The Rise of the Capital-intensive Plantation 

The Dutch transformation of the East Indian sugar estate from a unit 
dependent primarily on massive use of labor to a unit organized around 
a capital-intensive sugar mill illustrates the worldwide "fall of the 
planter class." The planter, drawing on merchant capital and delivering 
his cash crop to pay for it. could not marshall the financial and technical 
resources required to raise transportation, labor operations, and pro
cessing to the higher level required by ever-increasing capital accumu
lation. In sugar production, this stepped-up requirement involved large 
new outlays for land, processing equipment. and a transportation infra
structure, creating "factories in the field." Simultaneously, financial 
control of the undertaking shifted from merchant houses to joint-stock 
or limited .. liability companies, and still later to corporate capital. 

This transformation occurred in the Caribbean as well as in Indonesia. 
It was especially massive in Cuba, where sugar production intensified in 
the second half of the century, intensifying the exactions of slavery in 
turn. In Cuba, as in Puerto Rico, American intervention in the local 
effort to separate the islands from Spain created the conditions for the 
replacement of planters' capital with corporate capital brought in from 
the United States. 

Sidney Mintz (1974: Chap. 4) has traced in detail the transformation 

Cutting and loading sugar cane at Las Canas, one of Cuba's technologically most 
advanced sugar estates during the second half o.f the nineteenth century. Ske~ch by Walter 
Yeager, 1880. (Courtesy of the New York Historical Society, New York Ctty) 
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<JfSllCh a plantation on the south coast of Puerto Rico. Before slavery 
was abolished in 1873, Hacienda Vieja drew on a labor supply of 
landless freemen forced to work by coercive labor legislation, in addi
tion to their supply of slaves. The plantation, owned by a single family, 
was small, usually falling into the range of 100 to 400 acres. A fourth of 
the land was in sugar cane; the rest was in pasture and subsistence plots 
used to feed the laborers. Fields were worked with hook-type plows; 
fertilizer other than animal droppings was unknown; and irrigation, 
necessary for cultivation on this dry coast. was limited. The sugar
processing machinery was old-fashioned, and the sugar produced was 
crude. When slavery was abolished, the plantation changed over to the 
use of free labor, paid wages, and granted subsistence plots where 
workers raised their own food. Available capital, however, was too 
limited to make possible the transition to more modern agricultural and 
processing technology. 

This transition came only a quarter of a century later, with the North 
American occupation. The plantation was sold to a mainland corpora
tion, which now aggregated the older plantations into one large com
plex of "tributary farms" centered upon a giant processing mill. Cul
tivation was expanded to engulf subsistence plots and pasture range 
alike, turning the whole region into a continuous belt of burgeoning 
cane. Irrigation and swamp drainage were expanded; fertilizer was 
introduced. Subsistence plots disappeared, and work-now paid as 
piecework-was remunerated in wages in the fOfm of tokens ex~ 
changeable for commodities at a company store. Within a short time, 
the labor force of the area was transformed from a population of 
lahorers paid largely in kind into a full-fledged rural proletariat. 

Coffee 
Coffee drinking reached Europe through contacts with the Near East. 
Originally native to Ethiopia, it was drunk in Aden by the end of the 
fifteenth century. In spite of frequent prohibitions, it became popular 
throughout the lands of the Ottoman polity in the course of the six
teenth century. It spread through Europe along with the institution of 
the coffeehouse in the late seventeenth century. At first the only source 
of the bean was the hinterland of the town of Al Mukha (Mocha) in 
Yemen, but by 1712 the Dutch were planting coffee shrubs in Java. In 
1833 there were more than a million coffee trees in Java; by mid
century 300 million (Geertz 1963: 66). Coffee produced on Dutch 
estates and by Indonesian small holders soon became the Dutch East 
Indies' major export crop. 

Production, however, dipped severely between 1880 and 1890, when 
the fungus of the coffee hlight hit the orchards. It recovered thereafter, 
with a shift in species from arabica to robusta, both on estates and on 
peasant-owned swiddens in the Outer Islands, but it had by then lost 
first place to sugar as the main export crop. In the meantime, a decade of 
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crop destruction in Java had provided the opportunity for enlarged 
production in Brazil. 

Coffee had reached Brazil early in the eighteenth century, but it had 
been grown wholly for domestic consumption. The slave rebellion in 
French-held St. Domingue (Haiti) brought on an increase in coffee 
prices, which in turn stimulated a rise in Brazilian coffee exports. Coffee 
produced on slave plantations rapidly became Brazil's leading agricul
tural export, in spite of a decline in coffee prices. The employment of 
unremunerated slave labor in fact compensated for the fall in returns. 
To expand prodnction further, however, confronted Brazil with a seri
ous manpower problem (see Furtado 1963: Chaps. 21, 22). The African 
slave trade had been halted, while Brazil's internal supply of slaves 
failed to reproduce itself. Moreover, slavery was, for various reasons, 
finally abolished in 1888. Moving labor from the precarious swidden 
subsistence sector into plantation agriculture would have undermined 
the food economy without guaranteeing an increase in the available 
labor force. Some Brazilians already envisaged the importation of 
Asians when agricultural difficulties and the decline of the textile 
industry in southern Italy unleashed a stream of European migrants 
into Brazil. A million and a half European immigrants came to Brazil 
between 1880 and 1890, most of them Italians, and large numbers 
became laborers on the rapidly expanding coffee i"zendas of Sao Paulo. 
By the end of the century, Brazil was able to supply three-quarters of 
the world'S coffee. 

Although Brazil came to dominate the world coffee market other 
areas entered coffee production as well. Among these was Central 
America, specifically the Mexican state of Chiapas and Guatemala. Here 
the spread of commercial coffee production was materially aided by 
legislation (Mexico, 1856; Guatemala, 1877) that abolished communal 
jurisdiction over land. This legislation did away with the legal annature 
that had pennitted corporate native American communities to survive 
and to stabilize themselves in the face of repeated attempts to seize their 
resources and tap theirlabor supply (see chapter 5). Land was now to be 
owned privately and to be made subject to purchase, sale, and pawning. 
This allowed non-Indians to buy up unregistered land and to foreclose 
mortgages of Indian debtors. By the mid-nineteenth century, the Tzel
tal'and Tzotzil-speaking communities surrounding San Cristobal Las 
Casas in Chiapas had already lost most of their territorial base, except for 
a small remnant. of heavily overutilized communal land. In 1869 the 
Tzeltal. in fact, rose in rebellion against this diminution of their 
resources under external pressure. In the 1870s, howeyer, coffee was 
introduced on foreign-owned estates, and many Indians were encour
aged to settle in the new coffee areas. After World War I. the planters 
further increased their labor supply by engaging temporary workers 
from the highland communities through the use of cash advances. This 
system of advances made wage labor the major source of income for 
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many highland dwellers who, between stints of labor, would return to 
their communities to farm small subsistence plots (Wasserstrom 1977, 
1978). Once again, we see the development of a system whereby 
plantations producing a cash product and subsistence-oriented "labor 
reserves" came to exist side by side. 

More recently, during World War II, Mexican landowners in the 
lowland Grijalva basin expanded their production of foodstuffs, notably 
corn, in response to advantageous prices in the national capitaL They 
did this by renting unused or untapped land to Zinacanteco tenants to 
clear and cultivate, thus maintaining property rights over the land while 
obtaining a ready work force. The more successful Zinacanteco renters, 
in turn, hired wage laborers from Chamula to maximize their output, or 
they employed other members of their community to recruit and orga
nize work crews on their behalf 

Zinacantan, Chamula, and other Tzeltal- and Tzoltzil-speaking com
munities in the vicinity of San Cristobal Las Casas in highland Chiapas 
have been studied intensively by American anthropologists since the 
1940s. Most of these studies have dealt with them either as "tribal" 
survivors of the ancient Maya, maintained in relative isolation from 
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outside contact, or as parts of a colonial Hispanic society preserved in 
encapsulated form within a modernizing Mexico. Tzeltal and Tzotzil, 
along with other Native Americans in Central America, however, were 
drawn early into the networks of mercantile expansion (see McLeod 
1973), and they have participated actively since the nineteenth century 
in the commercial coffee and corn economy of the area and in the 
polities of the Mexican state. These involvements, in turn, have altered 
their agricultural adaptation, changed their class structure, and affected 
their political and ceremonial organization. Their continuing identity as 
inhabitants of "Indian" communities is thus not a corpus of unchanged 
traditions maintained in unbroken fashion from a distant past. It is, 
rather, the outcome of a multitude of interrelated and often antagonistic 
processes set in motion by capitalist development. 

Tea 

Tea became, of course, coffee's main competitor in providing alkaloid 
stimulants to the world. The first historically reliable reference to tea is 
in a Chinese source dating from the fourth century A.D., but it was not 
until the eighth century that it was given its own character, ch'a, in the 
script, and became sufficiently important economically to be taxed by 
the state. Portuguese missionaries were perhaps the first Europeans to 
report on tea, and the Dutch sea merchants introduced the brew to 
Europe. By the middle of the seventeenth century, it had become a 
popular drink in the Netherlands and France; during the last third of the 
century it became the predilect drink of English court circles. At this 
time it still came entirely from China. During the first quarter of the 
eighteenth century, tea replaced silk as the main item loaded on British 
ships trafficking along the China coast. It was soon drunk not only in the 
British Isles but also in the American colonies. There it constituted the 
third largest import, after· textiles and iron wares, until Sam Adams's 
rebel band-clumsily disguised as Indians-initiated the American War 
ofIndependence by feeding a recently arrived consignment of tea to the 
fish of Boston harbor. 

From 1840 on, tea began to be raised in quantity in Assam, where the 
bush grew wild, and in various parts ofIndia where it was planted. Yet 
until the opening of the Suez Canal, Indian teas furnished only a 
fraction of the world's supply of tea. After the opening of the canal, the 
steamboat won ou t over the clipper ship in loading and transporting tea, 
and Indian "black" teas became dominant commercially over the green 
teas of China. 

In Ceylon, tea plantations spread with astonishing rapidity through
out the uplands in the 1870s, to a great extent at the expense of the 
Kandyan Sinhalese peasantry. A large amount of village common land 
was turned into royal land and then sold to planters. In 1848 coffee had 
covered some 60,000 acres, held by 367 plantations, but when the 
coffee blight struck in 1868, the planters switched to tea. By 1903 more 
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than"400,000 acres had been planted with tea shrubs (Royal Kandyan 
Peasantry Commission, quoted in Yalman 1971: 20, n. 10). The effect 
was to restrict the Sinhalese peasantry to the precincts of their irrigated 
rice villages, and to curtail their ability to open slash-and-burn fields in 
their land reserves. 

Tea cultivation is enormously labor consuming. With each acre bear
ing between 3,000 and 5,000 bushes (each bush furnishing between 
five and eight ounces of tea), twenty to forty harvesters are needed per 
acre per day. To obtain the needed labor, the planters imported Tamil
speakers from South India into Ceylon. These "India TamiL" who differ 
from the much older "Ceylon" or "Jaffna" Tamil of the north and east 
coasts, today number close to a million people, as compared with some 2 
million upland Kandyan Sinhalese. The socioeconomic opposition 
between the India Tamil and the surrounding Sinhalese peasantry has 
been exacerbated by linguistic and religious differences. The Sinhalese 
speak an Indo-European language, the Tamil are Dravidian-speakers; 
the Sinhalese are Buddhists, the Tamil Hindus. These differences, in 
turn, have fueled open conflicts between the Sinhalese cultivators and 
the Tamil plantation proletariat. 

Cocoa 
Cocoa was originally a Mesoamerican crop. In the course of the seven
teenth century, the Dutch took it to the island of Sao Tome in the Gulf of 
Guinea off the West African coast. In 1879 an enterprising Ga-speaker 
carried the seed from the neighboring island of Fernando Po to the 
Akwapim Ridge, above the city of Accra on the Gold Coast of present
day Ghana. By the 1890s cocoa was grown on the Akwapim Ridge in 
place of the palm products that suffered a decline in prices after 1885. 
Cocoa could be adopted readily: no new tools were required; drying and 
fermenting the beans were simple processes; and only at harvest time 
was there a requirement for large inputs of labor. The financial skills 
required for producing and marketing the new crop were also present. 
We have seen (chapter 7) that West Africans had acquired a great deal of 
knowledge and sophistication in the mechanics of commerce. The cul
tivators who launched themselves into cocoa production were ac
quainted with the mechanisms of money and credit. Some had been 
involved in trade in the past; others had tried their hands at collecting 
wild rubber for sale. 

To obtain land on which to raise cocoa, the new growers negotiated 
land sales with the chiefs in control of surplus land in Akim Abuakwa. In 
buying this land, the new occupants neatly combined the new ways of 
land acquisition with older patterns of group organization. Patrilineal 
populations, like the Krobo, formed non kin "companies" or land
buying clubs that bought land in severalty, assigning separate strips to 
company members. The matrilineal Aburi and Akropong bought land 
for their matrilineage (abusua), allocating land in usufruct to lineage 
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Cocoa-growing and ethnic affiliation, Ghana and [vary Coast, 

members. Usually the original settlers maintained the cohesion of their 
starting' nucleus, including its political subordination to a local village 
chief. 

The cocoa producers first farmed in the vicinity of their home village, 
growing trees until these reached maturity. With the proceeds from 
their original cocoa stands, they then opened up a new belt of cocoa 
production, bringing in share tenants and their families to cultivate and 
harvest, generally in return for a third of the crop. Laborers-usually 
Ewe and others from east of the Volta River-were also hired to weed 
the land between harvests. In time, people with accumulated capital 
would buy land "forward" and stake others to the purchase of new 
outlying stands of cacao, or else they would take over lands relinquished 
by cultivators unable to compete. 

By ]91] Ghana was the world's major producer of cocoa, a com
modity dear to every worshiper of chocolate candy. Expanded pro
duction favored owners of larger holdings who worked the land with 
sharecroppers and seasonal wage laborers, over households employing 
family labor only. Thus, over time, increased cocoa growing differ-
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entiated the population into classes offarmers and laborers (Hill [963). 
Cocoa growing spread rapidly througbout West Africa-nortbward 

to the Asante, eastward to the Yoruba of Nigeria, westward to the Ivory 
Coast. On the Ivory Coast, it was not introduced by African cultivators 
but rather was initiated by the French colonial government, in the hope 
of developing a new source of commercial wealth and taxation. The 
people brought into cocoa cultivation here were not. as in the Ghanaian 
case, pioneer cultivators on a settlement frontier, but were members of 
hierarchically organized African states under French colonial control. 
These states had been formed by the AgnL a warrior population related 
to the Asante. They had moved into what is now the southeastern Ivory 
Coast in the seventeenth century, forming two states, Ndenie in the 
north, Sanwi in the south. Each of these states was organized around a 
king who delegated power to village and matrilineal chiefs. The popu
lation was divided into tribute takers and tribute producers. The tribute 
takers were made up of the royal family (matrilineal descendants of the 
first Agni chiefs) and several strata of chiefs, including warriors 
appointed to the chiefship and chiefs of immigrants and of splinter 
groups. The producers of tribute-in labor and in kind-were either 
free members of Agni matrilineages or slaves who were usually de
scendants of populations conquered by the Agni. Rights to use the land 
were Inatrilineally inherited, with succession to usufruct passing from 
mother'S brother to sister'S son. 

The advent of cocoa production on the Ivory Coast put this system 
under stress. First of all, lineage heads with overrights to land began to 
depress lineage mates to the status of laborers and to engross the profits 
produced by the new crop. This caused schisms within lineages. Second, 
matrilineal succession to rights came into conflict with the pattern 
whereby cocoa cultivation was carried out by patrilocal working 
groups. New heirs to land often found themselves in conflict with the 
people actually working it, either as sharecroppers (abusan) or as 
pieceworkers. Matrilineal succession to rights meant that a son could 
not inherit the land in which he had invested his labor; nor could he be 
certain that his uncle would provide him with a comparable holding. 
Third, foreigners-Diu la, Baoule, or Massi-applying for use rights to 
Agni lineage lands found themselves at odds with the Agni chiefs 
granting such rights. The newcomers wanted to pass on their newly 
developed holdings to their own sons, but they soon found themselves 
beset by demands from their matrilineally organized landlords. Often 
successful in their cocoa-growing ventures, moreover, they sought 
status equal to that of the Agni, who considered themselves-as vic
torious warriers-superior to all foreigners. Finally, the increasing need 
for money and capital placed power in the hands of wealthy merchants, 
moneylenders, and cocoa planters. This caused the possession of wealth 
to override kinship connection and status distinctions based on the 
Agnilnon-Agni polarity. Furthermore, the new wealthy elite, compris-
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ing bOth Agni and non-Agni, built up ties with outsiders who connected 
Agnidom with the circuits of capital in Abidjan and beyond. These 
outsiders were usually Diula or Lebanese merchants. A wholly different 
set of social relationships was thus superimposed on Agni society, with 
resulting conflicts between classes and ethnic groups. 

Opium 

Among the crops that grew increasingly important in the nineteenth 
century was opium. We have already seen that it played a major role in 
English trade with China. The Chinese state fought in vain to stem the 
increase of opium production within China and the importation of 
"foreign mud" from outside. Smoking opium was prohibited in 1729. A 
further edict, in 1800, banned smoking, growing, and importing opium. 
This, however. proved merely a stimulus to smuggling and to local 
production in the Chinese provinces of Szechwan and Yunnan. Finally, 
the Chinese defeat in the Opium War of 1839-1842 with Britain 
opened up China to unlimited imports of Indian opium. In [858 the 
Chinese government recognized its inability to control the British~ 
sponsored trade by signing an agreement that put a small tax on opium 
inlports. At the same time, internal opium production increased spec
tacularly after 1860, competing effectively with the foreign product. By 
the 1880s Szechwan province was harvesting an estimated 10,000 tons 
of raw opium a year, and Yunnan province began to export opium to 
Southeast Asia. 

Opium production and smuggling also became a mainstay in the 
economy of the hill people inhabiting the mountainous area between 
the Chinese border and the Southeast Asia low lauds. Among these were 
the Hmong ("Mea" or "Miao") and the Iu Mien ("Yao" or "Man"), 
who had been gradually driven out of China since the late seventeenth 
century. They now began to take up production of the resin-bearing 
flower on their own. In the 1890s opium was being produced in Thai
land and in northeastern BUfIna, where a British observer saw "miles of 
slopes covered with the poppy" (J. Scott, quoted in McCoy 1972: 65). 
Among most of the hill dwellers of Southeast Asia-Hmong, III Mien, 
Akha, Lahu, Lisu-opium has since become the major cash product. 

Since the Yunnan variety of the opium poppy grows best above 
altitudes of 3,000 feet, it is usually grown on higher ground above dry 
rice swiddens, or else it is rotated on swidden fields with maize as the 
alternate crop planted each year. Declining production on swidden 
fields leads to migration about every five years. In order to secure 
suitable terrain in competition with other groups, people draw on 
wide-ranging kinship ties and the backing of their ethnic category. 

Opium production requires a great deal of labor. Not only must land 
be cleared but fields must be continuously weeded and thinned. Once 
the flower petals fall, the exposed capsules must be tapped. They must 
be carefully scored to allow the resin to flow, and the congealed resin 
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ZOJlCS of opium poppy, Southeast Asia. 

must then be scraped off and packaged. This work must, of course, be 
synchronized with other tasks of cultivation of rice, maize, or vege
tables. The high demand for labor is met by family members and 
sons-in-law who are expected to perform bride service. Households also 
exchange labor, and laborers arc sometimes hired for work other than 
the delicate operations of tapping. These hired laborers are often addicts 
of other ethnic categories, who arc paid in part with opium for their own 
usc. Success in opiUJTI production thus depends on a man's ability to 
attract sufficient labor, and a man gains by having many children and 
sons-in-law. Raising numerous children and mUltiplying sons-in-law, 
in turn, hinge upon success in manipulating the marriage market and 
the flow of bridewealth. Success in poppy growing and in expanding 
kinship ties brings a man [)()litical influence, which he enhances further 
by offering costly feasts on behalf of household and lineage spirits. 

The role of opium as a key economic factor in the lives of the hill 
people bears upon the case of the Kachin, who occupy the hill areas of 
northeastern Burma. These people have become significant in anthro
pological studies as a result of the path-breaking work of Edmund Leach 
(1954). Leach was one of the first British social anthropologists to go 
beyond the static structuralism advocated by Radcliffe-Brown to depict 
Kachin social structures as a reversible process of oscillation between a 
hierarchical model of chief-follower relations, called HUirlsa, and an 
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egalitarian model of organization, callcdgumlao. The hierarchical gumsa 
model represented a Kachin approximation to the theocratic kingship of 
the valley Shan. Yet it was inherently unstable, since it lacked an 
econmnic base in lowland irrigation agriculture and a political base in a 
theocratic state. Instead, it was anchored in a system in which patri
lineages were ranked as wife-givers to wife-takers. This system was 
continuously threatened by schisms, as siblings became rivals for the 
same chiefship position or as sons-in-law refused to have their bride 
service turned into more permanent and coercive forms of dependence. 
Gumsa hierarchy was thus inherently subject to breakdown, giving rise 
to fission and to new groups organized on more egalitarian gumlao 
lines. Yet gumlao would again give way to gumsa as aspirants for the 
Shan-like chiefship began to expand their roles as "thigh-eating chiefs." 

This interpretation, which locates the cause ofKachin differentiation 
in the inherent contradictions in their social organization, has been 
challenged by Jonathan Friedman (1975). In Friedman's alternative 
model, the causative mainspring for gumlao revolt is a combination of 
political-economic features. With slash-and-burn cultivation yielding 
diminishing returns, groups giving valuables in bride payment to wife
givers fall into debt a condition they solve by fission. Conversely, the 
snccessful conversion of valuables into merit-making feasts to spirits 
allows some Kachin segments to acquire more wives and followers, 
enabling them to achieve greater renown and influence. 

When the constellations of gumsa and gumlao are placed in a wider 
historical context, however, it becomes clear that gumlao revolts repre
sent historically recent reactions to changes that affected the Kachin 
hills in the late nineteenth century, and that they are not the invariable 
outcomes of gumsa status emulation and claims on the labor services of 
affines. 

This history has been analyzed in a recent paper by Nugent (1980). 
Until the last quarter of the nineteenth century, Kachin chiefs were all 
gumsa. They grew opium with the aid of slaves, and controlled deposits 
of amber, serpentine, and jade-indeed, furnishing since the early 
eighteenth century most of the jade of China (Leach 1954: 290). Above 
all, they levied tolls on the extensive and lucrative Chinese carrying 
trade between China and Burma, and the income from these tolls 
constituted the major source of power for the leading gumsa chiefs in 
the late nineteenth century (Leach 1954: 237). The gumsa chiefs were 
sought after as allies by the English advancing across Assam, by the 
Burmese striving to contain the British advance, and by the Chinese 
traders running their caravans between Yunnan and Burma. The ability 
of Kachin chiefs to emulate the Shan saohpas was thus based on their 
control of slave labor, trade, and arms supplied by the political powers 
competing in the area. 

This favored situation was increasingly undermined during the sec
ond half of the nineteenth century. Revolts in Yunnan and Shan rebel-
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lions-against the disintegrating Bunnese state brought. ab~)ut the declir:e 
of the carrying trade between China and Burma. Enghsh mterference m 
Burmese affairs led to the annexation of Lower Burma in 1852, the 
seizure of Upper Burma in 1886, and wars of pacification against Shan 
and Kachin until 1891. With the exception of the Triangle area north of 
Myitkyina, which was not pacified until the 1920s, English ad~inistra
tion severely curtailed the power and influence of the Kachm gumsa 
chiefs. Their domains were broken up, and each village under its own 
chief was treated as a distinct political entity. Slaves were set free, 
lessening chieily participation in the production of opium. Chiefs were 
no longer allowed to charge tolls from passing caravans-:-th~lr mam 
source of income in the nineteenth century-and were forb,dden to 
exact tribute from neighboring Shan communities. The forcible reduc
tion of chiefly power by the English completed the decline of the 
thigh-eating chiefs initiated by the drying up of the China- Burma 
border trade. Gumlao revolts began to appear as the power of the gumsa 
chiefs waned. Thus, these revolts arc better understood as a reaction to 
the weakness rather than the growing strength of the chiefs. 

The revolts took place, moreover, against the background of opium 
production. As Maran La Raw Itas noted, the gum lao "deviation from 
gumchying gumsa, the traditional, original Kachin ideal model, has com
cided with their progressively greater rehance on upland optum-poppy 
(cash-crop) cultivation, in place of subsistence upland-rice agriculture" 
(1967, I: 138-139: see also Leach 1954: 26). In raising opium, the 
Kachin were also raising money, since opium has always served, and 
continues to serve, as general-purpose money among the populations of 
the hills. Indeed, it plays a part in the manipulations of bride wealth 
iInportant in gaining status and power. Leach me~tion~ a ca~e in ,:hich 
a man who had grown rich in trading opium paId enurely m opmm a 
bride price set formally in cattle, silver, opium, and rifles (1954: 151, n. 
66). It seems likely that the consolidation of wealth created by con
tinued opium production underwrites the rise of nc,: gum.sa chlef~, 
primarily dependent on growing, selling, and smugghng opmm. ThIs 
seems to have occurred in the Wa States of Burma, where successful 
opium growers have modeled themselves on wet-rice produce.rs of the 
plains, have adopted Buddhism, and have become known as HIll Sha115 
(Tai Loi). . 

Gold and Diamonds 
Plant and livestock products were not the only kinds of commodities 
that entered the world market in large quantities during the nineteenth 
century. There were also ores, such as tin from Malaya and copper from 
Chile. In 1866 diamonds were discovered in the terntory of the 
Afrikaaner (Boer) Orange Free State in southern Africa, followed by the 
discovery of gold on the Witwatersrand in Transvaal twenty years later. 
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By 1874 there were already 10,000 Africans employed in the diamond 
mines, and ten years after the gold strike 97,000 were working in the 
gold mines. By 1910 the number of African miners had risen t0255,000; 
in 1940 it stood at 444,000. 

In South Africa, European settlement had opened up a frontier not 
unlike that of North America. The initial European settlement in the 
area was on the Cape, a provisioning station opened up in 1652 by the 
Dutch East India Company for its Asian trade. From this station the 
initial Dutch settlers had fanned out to drive back and destroy the 
food-collecting San (Bushmen) and to reduce the pastoral Khoi-Khoi 
(Hottentot) to servitude, appropriating at the same time their fat-tailed 
sheep and their cattle. 

Further expansion northward brought the Europeans into contact 
with Bantu-speaking popUlations, whom they drove back in stages until 
they reached the Fish River by 1775. There the frontier stayed for fifty 
years, a perimeter determined by the distance to the Capetown cattle 
market. After a sizable contingent of British settlers arrived in 1820 on 
the lower Fish River at Albany Bay, however, the frontier began to 
move again, this time unleashing conflicts over cattle and pasture be
tween Boers and groups of Bantu-speaking Xhosa. With these encoun
ters pressures built up in the area between the Fish River. to the south, 
and Portuguese-held Delagoa Bay, to the north. 

This area was occupied by small Nguni chiefdoms, each built up 
around a chief. his patrilineage, and other patrilineages linked by de
scent or alliance. The Nguni military and hunting organization, focused 
on the figure of the chief. would fragment with the breakup of one 
chiefly domain and re-fonn around another, in a continuing process of 
fiSSIOn and renewed alliance. During the last quarter of the eighteenth 
century, three chiefly clusters won out over the rest; in the first decade 
of the nineteenth century, one of these clusters, the Mthetwa, came to 
dominate the others, in part through the military prowess of its chief 
Dingiswayo, in part perhaps through trade connections with the Portu
guese. on the coast. Dingiswayo replaced the military and hunting 
orgamzatlOns that owed loyalty to subchiefs by militarizing the age 
grades of his people. He also adapted a hunting technique-the sur
round by pincer movement ("the horns")-to warfare. After Dingi
swayo's death, Shaka, the leader of a minor allied clan known as Zulu 
usurped the Mthetwa chiefship and built a still larger Zulu polity: 
successfully organizing it for warfare using Dingiswayo's age-grade 
organization and tactics. Shaka also enhanced the shock value of the 
Zulu troops by introducing the assagai-a short stabbing spear-which 
he may have invented and, in any case, which he ordered the Zulu 
blacksmiths to produce. 

The formation of the Zulu state furnishes a more dynamic example of 
cultural transformation than is usually available to anthropologists. 
Dingiswayo and Shaka responded to changes in the field of political 
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forces around them by constructing a new political entity. In doing so, 
they drew on patterns of organization familiar to them from the past, 
but they altered these patterns radically in the process. These changes 
undermined the particularistic interests of the locally based patrilin
eage, while at the same time consolidating its manpower in a powerful 
military machine. Thus, Dingiswayo forbade the circumcision schools 
that had united the members of related homesteads under the jurisdic
tion of their chief's son. Whereas the previous military organization had 
brought together kinsmen drawn from neighboring homesteads under 
the command of their local chiefs, Dingiswayo militarized the age sets. 
This use of the age sets assigned successive generations of the same 
lineage and compound to different regiments, and focused their loyalty 
npon the kingship. Each regiment was given special dress and cowhide 
shields of a distinctive color. Shaka reinforced the role of the regiments 
by setting up parallel organizations for women. Men were forbidden to 
marry until the age of forty, and then they were assigned by regiment to 
take wives from the corresponding female unit. 

Shaka also assumed all responsibility for magic in Zululand. He took 
over all rainmaking functions himself. expelling rival rainmakers; he 
forced medicine men to teach him their cures; and he made all verdicts 
in sorcery cases subject to royal confirmation. Fortifying the Zulu king
ship still further. he centered the annual first-fruits and war ritual upon 
the figure of the king and upon the line of his royal ancestors. The 
annual ceremonial became a show of strength and unity by the assem
bled army. "The traditions of the Zulu royal lineage became the tradi
!.ions of the nation; the Zulu dialect became the language of the nation; 
and every inhabitant, whatever his origins, became a Zulu, owing 
allegiance to Shaka" (Thompson 1969: 345). This transformation ex
hibits in stark form the ways that ritoals were manipnlated in a process 
of state making set in motion by the expanding frontiers of European 
settlement. 

Zuln expansion between the beginning of the century and 1836, in 
turn, propelled other populations centrifugally in all directions, in many 
instances leading to the creation of new political clusters. Thus, the 
Kumalo clan of the Nguni first established dominance over neighboring 
Tswana and Sotho, and then overran populations across the Limpopo 
River in Zimbabwe-Rhodesia to form the Ndebele (Matabeie) macro
cluster. The Makololo clan moved northward into the Zambezi Valley to 
dominate Barotse and to become the Kololo. The Dlamini from Delagoa 
Bay established dominion over the Nguni and Sotho of northern Swazi
land to form the Swazi macro-cluster. Other clusters, such as the Basuto 
of Lesotho, were formed out of refugee splinter segments of other 
groups. The Ngwato cluster, of present-day Botswana, was similarly 
compounded from a nuclear group of Western Sotho-speakers, to 
which were added elements of Tswana, Northern Sotho, Shona, Rotse, 
Kubam, Subia, Herero, and Bantuized San (Schapera 1940). The Zulu-
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inftfated difaqane, or forced 11ligration, thus created Illany new political 
clusters that had not existed before the nineteenth century-and which 
now are described in the anthropological literature as "tribes" or "prim
itive states." 

The British conquered the Cape in 1795 and began to settle along the 
coast after the second decade of the nineteenth century. This settle
ment, in turn, sent the Dutch cultivators and paslOralists (boers) on their 
trek or migration inland, where they established the independent re
publics of the Transvaal and the Orange Free State in 1852 and 1854, 
respectively. Dutch and British both advanced against Africans in the 
so-called Kaffir wars against the Xhosa (1835,1847,1851) and against 
the Basutho (1858, 1865 1866, 1867-1888). These wars destroyed 
the pastoral basis of Xhosa life and reduced the Xhosa to servitude and 
squatter tenancy on European-owned farms. Millenarian movements 
in the 1850s-in which cattle were slaughtered to bring on the hoped
for state of purification and abundance, as well as disaster for the whites 
and their allies- further weakened Xhosa ability to resist. The Zulu were 
still strong enough to defeat the British at Isandhlwana, but they lost the 
final battle five months later at UlundL With this loss, the Zulu army 
ceased to exist. Thereafter, despite frequent war and rebellion, one 
African population after another was brought under European con
trol-including the Basuto and Tswana in the 1880s and the Swazi in 
the 1890s. 

The pacification of the African populations accompanied the growth 
of the mining industry in South Africa, an industry based on the use of 
African labor (see chapter II). Within five years after the discovery of 
diamonds in Griqualand, diamond exports reached the value of £1.6 
million per annum. During the hundred years following, no less than 
£700 million worth of diamonds were recovered in this part of the 
world. In the eighty years after the discovery of gold in 1886, the South 
African gold mines yielded £6,000 million worth. Both kinds of mining 
demanded large agglomerations of capita!, especially when surface "dry 
diggings" gave way to mining in depth; gold mining, in addition, re
quired expensive installations to recover gold from the immense but 
low-grade deposits. De Beers Consolidated Mines Ltd. was founded by 
Cecil Rhodes; it was named after one of the first mine sites at Kimberley, 
near a farm owned by a Boer called De Beer. Rhodes bought the farm for 
$18,000 (Gunther 1953: 553). It is now a syndicate of seven named 
companies, which controls diamond production and marketing. Gold 
mining is controlled by seven giant interlocking corporations, two of the 
largest-De Beers and Anglo-American-in the hands of the same 
family. 

The Great Depression of the late nineteenth century initiated an 
unprecedented expansion in commodity flows among all parts of the 

The Movement of Commodities 351 

~.tlu attack O~l the 80th re9.iment at Intombi River during the final British drive to capture 
t e Zulu capttal at Ulund1. Wood engravil1rJ based on a sketch by LI I W R U -I 
1879 I

T) G D .". • - 55 Ier 
. ~,1e ranger Collection, New York) , 

1 



352 CAPITALISM 

• old mines 
.. jamond mines 

te) 
KIMBERLEY. 

MilM 
9 100 290 300 400 

6,,200400' 660' 

+-c-cc- "~, ' Kilomoter", 1-~3~: 
30" 354 

I I ,,' 
I 

25·, 
I 

The mining regions of South Africa. 

lobe Each of the commodities that served capitalist developmentd rood products, industrial crops, stimulants, gold. dJamond~-entere 
. rowi~' stream each one broadening and mtenslfymg Its cur
mto a 0 hav~ iooked' at a few such commodities of im.port to some of 
~~~t;~opfes who make up the anthropological record. There were ~~~y 
others, th~ir accelerated movements graphed in the transactions 0 e 
world's financial markets. Th 

Commodity production and marketing, of course, were not ~ew. ~ 
world before I400 was already heavily crisscrossed by the pat way~ 0 

mercantile exchange within and between tributary SOCietieS, as weI as 
. . d d IpS Many populations were between such socienes and km-or ere grOt . b f th 

drawn into commodity production to supply this trade long e ore e 
advent of the European sea merchants. European expansion,howeve~, 

ted a market of global magnitude. It incorporated pre-exlstmg n~.
creak of exchange and created new itineraries betw.een contments, Ii 
rc;~~e~~d regional specialization and initiated worldWide movements 0 

cO~~~~~~~:h of capitalism brought about a qualitative cha~lge not onty 

in the regdnantthm.OtdTehoefsr:~~~~~~~s b~~~I~~~e~~~~~~c~~I~t~~~~t~~.iS~ 
connecte WI 1. .' . d t beget 
accumulation, which not only multiplied commodllIes m or er ~ d 
more money but generated capital to buy machmes, raw matena s, f~e 
labor power in order to expand production and he~ce to ::::~~~ :x-
more ca ital. The independence and autonomy 0 com . 
change !as abrogated, for the rate of profit was no longer detennmed 

The Movement of Commodities 353 

solely by regional discrepancies in price (which allowed merchants to 
buy cheap and sell dear), but by the process of production itself. 

The "people without history" were now drawn into a system that 
harnessed the world's resources to the cause of capital accumulation. 
Yet this does not mean that all the productive arrangements for supply
ing commodities to the market became capitalist. Following Mandel, the 
capitalist world economy is an articulated system of capitalist and non
capitalist relations of production, linked by relations of exchange that 
are dominated by capitalist accumulation (see p. 297). At any given 
time, some sectors and regions of this system are central and strategic to 
its operation, while others occupy auxiliary or marginal positions, pro
viding commodities or labor power to the center. Over time, the dis
tribution of central and secondary regions may change, as the demands 
of capital accumulation elevate auxiliary segments to a position of 
centrality or relegate previously central segments to marginality. 

While the central sectors and regions are governed directly by the 
productive relations of the capitalist mode, social arrangements built up 
in the kin-ordered or tributary modes may be tolerated, maintained, or 
even reinforced in auxiliary and marginal areas. When this occurs, it is 
under conditions of severely limited political and economic autonomy. 
First, the societies in question must yield up their substantive sover
eignty and their ability to deploy anns in the pursuit of their indepen
dent interests. Second, they gradually relinquish the capacity to repro
duce their social networks and hierarchies without participation in the 
capitalistically dominated market. Their people, as commodity pro
ducers and laborers, become part of the reserve army of capitalism, 
mobilizable during periods of advance, released back to their reserva
tions or enclaves during periods of retreat. In one population after 
another around the world, peoples' lives were thus reshaped to corre
spond to the dictates of the capitalist mode. 



12 The New Laborers 

The essence of capital is its ability to mobilize social labor by buying 
labor power and setting it to work. This requires a market in which the 
capacity of human beings to work can be bought and sold like any other 
commodity: buyers of labor power offer wages, which sellers accept in 
return for a commodity, their own labor. The market creates a fiction 
that this buying and selling is a symmetrical exchange between part
ners, but in fact the market transaction underwrites an asymmetrical 
relationship between classes. Through that transaction, workers are 
paid back a portion of the product of their own labor in the form of 
wages, relinquishing the remainder as surplus value to the capitalist 
class. 

The working classes, entering industry or plantation agriculture 
under the aegis of the capitalist mode of production, constituted a new 
phenomenon in the world, a novelty well understood by many ob
servers in the nineteenth century. The appearance of these working 
classes furnished a hidden agenda of modern history and social science, 
bnt scholars moved only hesitantly toward a recognition of their role in 
creating new kinds of societies. Their emergence upon the stage of 
history prompted fear of mass irruption and social disorder, as well as 
exaggerated hopes of imminent social renewal. For historians primarily 
concerned with the actions of the powerful. the new working classes 
had no history, only an anti-history. For social scientists who defined 
sociology primarily as a "moral" science, the newly emerging "masses" 
spelled rootlessness and .anomie. For humanists concerned with up
holding the higher achievements of the Human Spirit, the proletariat 
conjured up the image of Ostrogoths already stabling their horses 
within the confines of the City. For revolutionaries, the working classes 
embodied the promise of social transformation, the "new men" provid
ing the antithesis to Civilization. 

Even when social scientists began to examine these new men morc 
closely, they treated them mainly as social problems-problems created 
by a severance from their roots through detribalization or immigra
tion-rather than as social actors in their own right, responding to new 

The New Laborers 355 

conditions. Eve? labor historians concentrated at first on the history of 
!abor orga?lzatlOI1S and labor movements; that is, they were more 
mter~sted III efforts to transcend a condition than in delineating that 
condmon Itself. Research thus concerned itself mainly with what was 
absent-conditions and characteristics that had once been and no 
longer were, or conditions yet to come. Less was said of what was 
present, the relational matrix and content of working class existence. 
Only recently have some social historians moved toward the writing of 
a processual and relational history for the working classes, much as a 
hIstory has begun to be written for the populations supposedly arrested 
upon some timeless plateau of evolution. In fact, the two branches of 
history are but one. The trajectories of the "people without history" on 
the vanous contments of the globe dovetail and converge within the 
larger matnx created by European expansion and the capitalist mode of 
production. 

Labor Markets 
In the course of the nineteenth century, industrialization and the intro
duction of large-scale cash cropping in agriculture went on apace. As 
capItal flowed toward new areas of opportunity and into new branches 
of activity, it massed machines into ever larger aggregates, and brought 
ever .r:ew battalions of workers into the growing industrial army. 
Manufacture-production in which "the pace was set by men and not 
machines" (Landes 1969: l2l)-yielded increasingly to "machinofac
ture," in, which the machine set the pace of work. Political economies 
were refashioned, social ties rent and rearranged, and people moved 
from areas of supply to areas of demand. 

Many indices trace the increases in the scale of output and reflect the 
g~o,:,mg de;nand for industrial labor. From the beginnings of indus
tnalIzatIon 111 the second half of the eighteenth century, world steam 
po,",:er reached an estimated 4 million hp in 1850, and about 18.5 
mIllIon only twenty years later. The production of coal. strategic in the 
growth of ll1dustrl~IIsm, stood at 15 million tons per annum in1800, at 
132 mIllIon tons 111 1860, and at 701 million tons in 1900 World 
production of ferrous minerals rose from I million metric tons 'in 1820 
to 65 million in 1910. Inanimate energy produced from coat lignite, 
petroleum, natural gasoline, natural gas, and water power amounted to 
1.1 mIllIard megawatt-hours in 1860,6.1 milliard in 1900,21 milliard in 
1950 (Cipolla 1962: 48, 49,51; Woodruff 1971: 9). Railway trackage 
lllcreased from 332 km. in 1831 to more than 300,000 km. in 1876; 
?teamship tonnage went from 32,000 tons in 1831 to 3.3 million tons 
III 1876 (Hobsbawm 1975: 310). Ports around the world bulged with 
the omput of plantations, destined for transshipment to Europe and 
Amenca. 

The units of production increased in size, accelerating the demand for 



laoilr:The average cotton mill in Lancashire in the 1820s employed 
between 100 and 200 hands; but in the Oldham of 1851 one-third of the 
cotton workers were already employed in mills of more than 250 hands 
(Chapman 1972: 26; Foster 1974; 91). By 1841 more than half of the 
Oldham miners were in mines using more than 200 workers. Much 
larger aggregates of laborers appeared early, too, and became more 
common over the years. Tous, in 1815-1816 Robert Owen employed 
1,600- 1,700 hands at New Lanark (Chapman 1972: 32). In 1849 the 
largest iron plant in the United Kingdom, at New Dowlais, had mo:c 
than 7,000 workers (Landes 1969: 121). There were only 72 workers m 
the Krupp works at Essen in 1848, but nearly 12,000 by 1873; at Le 
Creusot in France, the Schneider company employed 12,500 workers m 
1870, more than half the people in town (Hobsbawm 1975: 213). 
Similarly, plantation agriculture demanded laborers, leading to aggre
gations of some 2,000 on one plantation in coastal Peru and of several 
thousands on estates in Java. 

The new labor regime inaugurated by the capitalist mode endowed 
the capitalist entrepreneur with great flexibility in meeting the oppor
tunities and requirements of growth. Under the kin-ordered mode, 
kinsmen cannot be hired or fired. A tributary overlord must exerCIse 
Inilitary force or a functional equivalent to expand or decrease the 
number of surplus producers under his jurisdiction. Even the ,slave 
owner is restricted in his ability to manipulate his labor supply, tor he 
must protect his investment in slaves by feeding them during tin:es 
when they do not labor. [n contrast, capitalist entrepreneurs can lme 
and fire laborers or vary their wages in response to changing circum
stances. Alterations in the rate of profit occasion changes in the supply 
and in the remuneration of labor, and hence fluctuations in the size and 
the character of labor markets. Intensified accumulation opens up new 
sectors of the labor market, or expands old ones; decelerating accumula
tion narrows work opportunities, or shifts them to regions of lower 
labor costs, As changes in capital accumulation occur, the consequent 
changes in the demand for labor alter, in turn, the conditions for the 
emergence and stabilization of different working cla~ses. , 

Under capitalism, entrepreneurs can also vary the I[ use of labor ~n 
relation to machinery, calling up additional laborers to man the aVail
able machines or reducing the size of their wage fund by substituting 
machines for human labor. In its continuous drive for accumulation, 
the capitalist mode of production has tended historically to increase the 
ratio of capital invested in plant and raw materials to capital paid out for 
labor power. Industrial units that use machines to enlarge the scale of 
production, while diminishing the labor cost per unit produced, have 
tended to replace industrial units with a higher ratio of labor power to 
plant. This trend, however, is neither linear over time nor general at any 
moment. At any point in time, competition among capltalIsts Ylelds a 
distribution of industries, of branches of industries, and of enterpnses 
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within industries, marked by very different mixes of capital. Thus, 
industrial units that rely more on machines and raw materials than on 
labor power will always coexist with and confront industrial units that 
place a greater reliance on labor power. 

Special circumstances may indeed favor enterprises with a high
labor, low-machine mix. For example, unskilled and low-paid women 
and children, using the older Arkwright technique of roller spinning in 
plants endowed with an abundant supply of water, could compete for a 
time with the more productive mule spinners (Chapman 1972: 20-21). 
A similar situation held in the delayed reaction of textile manufacturers 
on the European continent to English competition (Landes 1969: Chap. 
3). Sometimes it may be efficient and profitable for entrepreneurs 
working with a high machine-to-Iabor ratio to delegate phases of the 
work process to firms operating at a lower level. Increases in the scale of 
plants and firms, intended to lower production costs per unit of output, 
may actually reach a critical point where unit production costs remain 
unchanged or even go up. Such critical points are not merely the 
outcome of mechanical processes of growth but are closely related to 
factors of concentration, location, management, labor discipline, and 
demand. It is thus possible for industries with a capital ratio that favors 
machines over labor power to spawn industries of lower organic 
composition. 

This variation among industrial units with different capital ratios 
affects the labor market, producing variation in the quantitative and 
qualitative demand for labor. The result is that the labor market is 
"segmented" or "differentiated," not homogeneous (Gordon 1972). At 
any moment in time, branches of industry with a high capital ratio of 
plant to labor power will demand a high level of skill and formal or 
on-the-job training, pay relatively high wages and status rewards, and 
aim for stability of their labor force, while branches of industry with a 
lower capital ratio of plant 10 labor power will lower wages, disregard 
status rewards, de-emphasize skill and training requirements, and make 
nse of an unstable or rotating labor force. Segments of the labor mar
ket-and the workers answering to the demands generated in these 
various segments-thns come to be ranked hierarchically with respect 
to one another, with a "labor aristocracy" garnering higher rewards in 
income and prestige at the top, and with workers receiving low wages in 
unstable employment at the bottom. Such a hierarchy may characterize 
a given industrial location; it may describe the contrasts between in~ 
dustrial regions connected with different branches of industry; and it 
may hold internationally, ranking labor forces engaged in different 
kinds of industrial employment in different countries and continents. 

The distribution of capitals and labor markets, and the resulting 
differentiation of the labor force locally, regionally, nationally, and 
internationally, are never fixed and stable. Just as the vanguard of 
industrial entrepreneurs may fall by the wayside in the course of com-

1 
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peiiti()[j, so the labor aristocracy of yesteryear may be replaced by 
machines to become a redundant part of the labor force tomorrow. The 
history of technological chauge under capitalism is replete with ex
amples of skilled labor suffering "de-skilling" (Burawoy 1979; Warner 
and Low 1947). At the same time, working-class cohorts located in one 
region may be thrown into the ranks of the semi employed and unem
ployed "industrial reserve army" by capital movement to other regions. 
The decline of the New England textile industry because of plant and 
capital relocation to the southern United States after World War IL as 
well as the more recent relocation of manufacturing activity to areas of 
cheaper labor power like Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Korea, offers a 
present-day illustration of a process continuously repeated under the 
aegis of the capitalist mode. 

Working Classes 
When the term working classes first emerged around 1815, it took the 
form of a pluraL describing a plurality of classes. Indeed, although the 
development of working classes everywhere "reproduces" the general 
relation of labor to capital, the characteristics of particular working 
classes show wide variation. They differ in origin, in point of entry into 
the labor force, in composition, and in the ways they relate to other 
grau ps and social categories. 

Differences of origin may place varying resources at the disposal of 
new working classes. An artisan group such as the glassblowers of 
Carmaux in southwestern France embarked on a different working
class career than the miners of the same region. The glassblowers were 
descendants of a corporation of skilled migratory craftsmen with wide
ranging "cosmopolitan" connections. The miners were the descendants 
of a smallholding peasantry, with local roots and local speech, who 
doubled as miners during the agricultural off-season. As they lost their 
land, they became increasingly dependent upon industrial mining, 
which leveled out differences of skill and status among them (Scott 
1974; Trempe 197 I). The German working classes contained a very 
high percentage of skilled artisans; the Russian working classes re
cruited heavily among the sons and daughters of the peasantry (Walker 
1971; Moore 1978; Lyashchenko 1949). Some countries drew their 
working classes mostly from within their national territories; others, 
like the United States, built up their labor force mainly by importing 
different ethnic groups and categories from abroad. 

The particular circumstances surrounding working-class recruitment 
enhance working-class variability still further. An "old" working class 
will show different characteristics from "new" ones. The English work
ing class, subdivided into a multiplicity of "trades" and recruited into 
plants of relatively small size, developed in response to market demands 
very unlike those that faced the new Russian working class of the late 
nineteenth century (Gordon 1941), the Chinese working class of the 
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first decades of the twentieth century (Chesneaux 1962), orthe Bemba 
entering the Rhodesian copper mines in the 1920s (Epstein 1958). 

Working classes vary also in their composition. A large part of the 
labor force recruited into the English textile mills of the first phase of 
industrialization consisted of women, children, and pauper apprentices. 
The millhands of early New England were primarily young, unmarried 
women. The labor force of the Bombay mills that opened up after 1850, 
in contrast. was made up largely of adult married males. Working classes 
differ, further, in the location, geographical range, and supportive ca
pacity of the social ties that underwrite their maintenance and repro
duction. In the English mill towns around 1850, the constituent units of 
the working class were nuclear or stem families, which coped with the 
problems of survival by sending women and children to work, or by 
aggregating ("huddling") into larger domestic groups. In the textile 
center of Oldham, one-third of the mothers of children eleven years and 
under went to work, as did a quarter of the children themselves. Many 
families clustered together in shared accommodations (Foster 1974: 
96-99). At the same time, people in the mill towns strove to maintain 
ties with kinsmen in the countryside, often with an eye toward maxi
mizing mutual advantages (see Anderson 197 I: 999). In contrast to the 
English case, in India textile workers left their wives and children with 
their joint families in the home villages, returning later to let other 
family members take their places at work (Morris 1960). Elsewhere, 
working class experience involved only a phase of the life cycle. For 
instance, it was Inainly the unmarried daughters of pioneer cultivators 
who were recruited for work in the New England textile mills. Their 
wages allowed farming families to stay in the area, and the women 
returned to these families at marriage. In South Africa, such shuttling 
during the life cycle was written into the labor contract itself. Workers 
were brought to the mines from the different "tribal" reservations and 
compelled to return there when their contracts expired; thus, the devel
?pment of a permanent resident working class was inhibited. Among 
tmlnIgrants to the United States between 1879 and 1918, males out
numbered females roughly two to one. The factors of distance and 
travel costs inhibited return migration, and the majority of immigrants 
remained in the New World; even so, over 30 percent of the new 
immigrants after the 1880s returned to Europe (Rosenblum 1973: 72-
73, 126). 

The characteristics ofa working class are thus determined not only by 
the wage nexus but also by ties of kinship, locality, and association, 
spanning the distance between villages and towns of origin and the new 
neighborhoods of industrial locations. There are connections to parents 
and siblings, fiances, wives and children back home; to kinsmen in the 
new place of residence; to labor bosses, emigrant agents, moneylenders, 
priests; to friends, neighbors, fellow workers, relationships formed in 
boardinghouse, taverns, and union halls; to com embers of parish sodal-
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ities';btuial societies, and kite-flying clubs, Working classes are not 
"made" in the place of work alone; they are the outcome of many links 
that extend into the larger society, It is this wider web of connection that 
also determines working class politics-the ability of particular working 
classes to challenge employers and governments, to organize associa
tions, labor unions, and party organizations, and to improve the condI
tions of their work and lives. 

Urbanization 
The development of working classes was intimately related to the ac~el
era ted growth of cities after 1800 and the mass,ve mcrease m s,ze, 
density, and heterogeneity of urban populations. In 1600 only 1.6 
percent of Europe's population lived in cities of 100,000 inhabitarHSor 
more; in 1700 the figure was 1.9 percent; in 1800,2.2 percent. Bntam, 
the pioneer country of industrialization, led in urbanization. In 180 I 
about one-tenth of the population of England and Wales hved m clUes 
of 100,000 and larger. By 1840 that percentage had doubled; by the end 
of the century it had doubled again. "By 1900 Britain was an urbanized 
society" (Davis 1965: 43). Embarking on industrialization somewhat 
later than Britain, other countries of Europe soon followed a parallel 
course of urban expansion. 

The movement of population toward large, dense urban centers that 
were connected with large-scale industry reversed an earlier trend, 
During the two centuries from 1600 to 1800, the diffusion of the 
putting-out system had disseminated islands of "industrializ~tion be
fore industrialization" throughout the countrYSlde. Dunng th,s penod, 
the proportion of Europeans living in cities of over 20,000 people did 
not grow significantly, and may well have declmed, despIte substanttal 
overall population growth (Tilly 1976). Populatton had shIfted from 
larger centers toward smaller towns and the countryside, probably 
because of the increased entry of agricultural laborers and arttsans mto 
rural cottage industries. After 1800 capitalist industrialization pulled 
people in the opposite direction, and in turning the rural areas. mto 
catchment basins for industrial labor, it also worked to demdustnahze 
the countryside. 

The shift toward increased urban concentration was not merely 
quantitative but also entailed a qualitative change in the mechanisms 
allocating people to space and activities. The older centers ot pohttcal 
administration, of trade, or of symbolic communication were now 
transformed into pivots of the new mode of production, Machinofac
ture gave rise to new factory towns like Manchester and Essen, and 
surrounded existing cities with a ring of industrial districts. The develop
ment of financial services and the needs of business commumcatton 
supported the growth of business districts with banks, offices, and cl~bs, 
The burgeoning working classes were housed m workmg-class ~eIgh
borhoods or districts, characterized by the large-scale constructton of 
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multifamily tenements or "rental barracks." Port facilities were built, 
and railroad tracks, yards, and stations transformed the urban land
scape. Beyond the industrial districts, working-class neighborhoods, 
and freight yards, the captains of industry and commerce erected new 
mansions and country villas. 

Labor on the Move 
To meet the increasing demand for labor power, labor began to flow 
from regions where people were underemployed, or displaced from 
agriculture or cottage industries, toward regions of heightened indus
trial or agricultural activity. The subsequent growth and expansion of 
capitalism evoked massive relocations of human populations as people 
carried their labor and resources from areas where they were redundant 
or obsolete to new key areas of accumulation. This is not to say that 
popUlation movements always occur in response to upswings and 
downturns of demand. Labor is often held fast by constraints, and 
governments are not always willing to allow their subjects to emigrate. 
Sometimes population movements precede rather than follow an up
swing in economic activity, the increased supply of laborers pushing 
down wages and favoring investment. Nevertheless, capitalism has 
generally found laborers when and where it needed them, and migra
tory movements have carried labor power to market all across the globe. 

In treating the subject of migration, social scientists usually distin
gUish "internal" from "international" migration, or contrast "intraw 
continental" and "intercontinental" flows of population. Movements 
over great physical distances or across politically demarcated borders 
create special problems of logistics and communication, both for the 
migrants and for the recipient populations. Yet the size of the social and 
cultural gap between origin and destination is not determined by physi
cal distance or political boundaries. Nor should we prejudge the degree 
of estrangement experienced by the migrant by applying an ahistorical 
measure of national identity. The nineteenth century was, in Europe, a 
century of nation building-a century of economic and political incor
poration, of linguistic standardization, and of the creation, imposition, 
and diffusion of hegemooic cultural patterns. These processes had been 
set in motion by the beginning of the century, but they had not yet run 
their course. Inhabitants of the same national polity were often still 
divided by barriers of linguistic and cultural incomprehension. These 
internal barriers between town and country, between classes, and be
tween regions were not different in kind from those that faced the 
migrant in external or intercontinental movement. 

It is an error to envisage the migrant as the bearer and protagonist of a 
homogeneously integrated culture that he either retains or yields up as a 
whole. We have learned enough about cultural patterns to know that 
they are often internally contradictory and, at the same time, able to 
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combine with patterns drawn from other cultures. It is no more difficult 
for a Zulu or a Hawaiian to learn and unlearn culture than it is for a 
Pomeranian or a Fukien Chinese. What is significant for the migrant is 
the position he is placed in, in relation to other groups, on arrival. That 
placement determines which of his prior resources he can apply and 
which new ones he must acquire. 

The migrant's position is determined not so much by the migrant or 
his culture as by the structure of the situation in which he finds himself. 
Under the capitalist mode of production, this structure is created by the 
relation of capital to labor in its particular spatial and temporal opera
tion, that is, the structure of the labor market. People may move for 
religious, political, ecological, or other reasons; but the migrations of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries were largely labor migrations, 
movements of the bearers of labor power. These labor migrations, of 
course, carried with them newspaper editors to publish papers for Polish 
miners or German metalworkers, shopkeepers to supply their fellow 
migrants with pasta or red beans, religious specialists to minister to 
Catholic or Buddhist souls, and others. Each migration involved the 
transferto the new geographical location not only of manpower but also 
of services and resources. Each migratory wave generated, in turn, 
suppliers of services at the point of arrival, whether these were labor 
agents, merchants, lawyers, or players of percussion instruments. 

In the development of capitalism, three waves of migration stand out, 
each a response to critical changes in the demand for labor. each creat
ing new working classes. The first of these waves was associated with 
the initial period of European industrialization. Beginning in England, 
these initial movements toward capitalist industry covered only short 
distances, since industrial development was itself still localized and 
limited. Thus, in the cotton town of Preston in Lancashire, where 
roughly half the population consisted of immigrants in 1851, over 40 
percent had come less than ten miles from their birthplaces and only 
about 30 percent had come more than thirty miles. Fourteen percent of 
all immigrants had been born in Ireland, however, and came to Preston 
as part of the rising tide of Irish immigration in the 1840s (Anderson 
1971; 37). Localized as such movements were, they made Lancashire 
the most urbanized county in Britain by the middle of the nineteenth 
century, with more than half the people of the county living in fourteen 
towns with populations of more than 10,000 (Anderson 1971: 32). 

Belgium followed Britain in the movement of workers from the 
countryside, as the industrial towns of the Walloon-speaking southern 
provinces burgeoned in the 1820s. In the 1830s the Prussian provinces 
of Westphalia, Rhine, Berlin, and Brandenburg initiated their industrial 
expansion, attracting a large-scale flow of population from Prussia's 
eastern agricultural regions (Milward and Saul 1977: 44-46). This flow 
intensified greatly in the last quarter of the century, as dependent 
cultivators were displaced by the consolidation and mechanization of 
the large Junker estates. 
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While the first wave of labor migration under capitalism carried 
people toward the industrial centers within the European peninsula, a 
se~ond flow sent Europeans overseas. An estimated 50 million people 
left Eur~pe permanently between 1800 and 1914. The most important 
deStinatIOn of thIS movement was the United States, which between 
[820 and 1915 absorbed aboUl 32 million immigrants, most of them of 
European origins (Rosenblum 1973; 70). This influx of people provided 
the labor power that underwrote the industrialization of the United 
States. 

A third Wave of migration carried contract laborers of diverse origins 
to the expanding mines and plantations of the tropics. This flow repre
sents a nnmber of developments, such as the establishment of a migra
tory labor force for the South African mines, the growth of the trade in 
Indian and Chinese cont:act labor, and the sponsored migration of 
Itahan laborers to the coffee regions of Brazil. These movements not 
only laid the basis for a large increase in tropical production but also 
played a major part in creating an infrastructure of transport and 
communication, prerequisites for a further acceleration of capitalist 
development. 

The United States 

While Britain, B~lgium, and Germany recruited their working classes 
largely through mternal and intracontinental migration, the United 
States Imported its working class by sailboat and steamship. Such re
hance on ImmIgrant labor, of course, predates the onset of industria liz a
tion in the United States. We have discussed the forced movement of 
Africans to. the New World, including the area that was to become, 
under the Impact of British textile development, the Colton South. 
European migration before the American War of Independence also 
mcluded many people who accepted the temporary bondage of inden
ture m the hope of establishing themselves in the New World; these 
mdentured laborers may have comprised as many as two-thirds of all 
early mtgrants. Later in the eighteenth century, there came a quarter of 
a mIllIon Seotch-IrIsh, transplanted first from the Scottish Lowlands to 
Ulster, and then forced by rack-renting and rising tithes to abandon 
Ulster f~r America. Another group that came in the eighteenth century 
were ScottIsh HIghlanders, dIsplaced by sheep or driven by rising rents; 
they were led by their "tacksmen," heads of cadet lines of the chiefly 
clann, who acted as intermediaries between chief and commoners (see 
Fox 1976: 112-113). Another quarter of a million migrants arrived 
from southwestern Germany, an area of impoverished and parcelized 
agnculture. Mass im?,igration into the United States, however, began 
only after the cessatIOn of the Napoleonic wars. 

In the 1820s, 151,000 immigrants came to the United States; in the 
decade of the 1830s, the numbertripled to 599,000. It increased again to 
1,713,000 m the 1840s, and to 2,314,000 in the 1850s (Jones 1960: 93). 
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The main factors pushing these people out of Europe were the spread of 
industrial capitalism and the commercialization of agriculture. As in~ 
dustrial capitalism spread, it displaced artisans and destroyed the do
mestic putting-out system. Transformations in agriculture burdened 
Irish and southwestern German cultivators with increased rents, mort
gages, and indebtedness, and drove Scottish. English, and Scandinavian 
cultivators off the land to make way for sheep or cattle. In the period 
between 1820 and 1860, therefore, the main contingents of immigrants 
carne from Ireland (2 million), southwestern Germany (1.5 million), 
and the British Isles (750,000). Of course, the United States was not the 
only target of such migrations. Between 1818 and 1828,250,000 Ger
mans settled in southern Russia. Others went to Brazil, while Irishmen 
settled in Canada and the Maritime Provinces, or sought new homes in 
Australia. In the United States, the advent of the new immigrants 
speeded up capitalist industrialization. "Neither the factory system," 
says Maldwyn Jones, "nor the great canal and railroad development of 
the period could have come into existence so quickly without the 
reservoir of cheap labor provided by immigration" (1960: 132). The role 
of the Irish immigrants, who quickly developed a new monopoly on 
unskilled labor in construction work and factory employment in this 
period, in fierce competition with American Blacks, proved especially 
important in this regard. 

More Englishmen, Swedes, and Germans from east of the Elbe 
arrived between 1860 and 1890. Again, many of them were displaced 
agriculturalists driven off the land by the disintegration of English, 
Swedish, and German wheat production between 1865 and 1875, a 
result of the importation of low-priced American and Russian grain. The 
Great Depression also affected German and English coal mining, iron 
and steel production, and textiles; miners, metalworkers, spinners, and 
weavers came to seek employment in the New World. The cultivators 
among them could take advantage ofland grants offered by the advanc
ing railroads and by the midwestern and western states and territories. 

Around 1890 the area of migrant supply shifted from northern and 
western Europe to southern and eastern Europe. The new immigrants 
were largely displaced peasants and agricultural laborers from southern 
Italy, the Austro-Hungarian empire, and the Balkans. In addition, there 
were Poles, Jews, and Volga-Germans from the Russian empire; Rus
sians themselves migrated mostly to Siberia. The newcomers quickly 
replaced their predecessors in a number of industrial locations and 
occupations. The coal miners in Pennsylvania had been largely of Brit
ish or German origin before 1890, but after that time they were mainly 
Poles, Slovaks, Italians, and Hungarians. Whereas the New England 
textile mills had been manned primarily by French-Canadians, English, 
and Irish, the new textile workers were Portuguese, Greeks, Poles, and. 
Syrians. In the garment trades, Russian Jews and Italians took over from 
Germans, Czechs, and Irish. 
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. This large-scale influx of European labor had a marked influence on 
the direction of American technological development. During the first 
half of the nineteenth century, capitalist entrepreneurs were faced with 
a relative shortage of labor. There was land available to those who 
wanted to farm, and there were opportunities for artisan employment, 
both of which attracted newcomers away from industrial work. Wages 
were relatively high for all categories of workers. This appears to have 
fostered the development of labor-saving devices and their early intro
duction into industry (Habakkuk 1962). The later influx of industrially 
unskilled workers from southern and eastern Europe, in turn, favored 
the further development of machinery and of rationalized processes of 
production that did not rely on mechanical skills. In 1908 the U.S. 
lnlmigration Commission noted that the new migrants were often 
drawn into highly capitalized industries, despite their lack of skills: 

As a consequence their employment in the mines and manufacturing 
plants of the country has been made possible only by the invention of 
mechanical devices and processes which have eliminated the skill and 
experience formerly recognized in a large number of occupations. [quoted 
in Rosenblum. 1973: 761. 

Most of the foreign-born workers entered the unskilled. lower-paid 
levels of industrial occupations. While their new employment yielded 
remuneration substantially higher than they would have earned in 
Europe, the combination of mechanization and unskilled immigrant 
labor permitted American entrepreneurs to keep wages down (Douglas 
1930; Rees 1961). Without the Italian, Slav, Greek, Portuguese, French
Canadian, and Russian Jewish workers who furnished the bulk of the 
labor for the leading American industries by 1900, the industrial expan
sion that took place between 1880 and 1900 would not have been 
possible (Jones 1960: 312). 

Labor for the Mines: South Africa 

We have seen (chapter 11) that at aboutthe same time the United States 
moved toward full industrialization, a takeoff into capitalist develop
ment also took hold in southern Africa. There, diamonds and gold were 
discovered in the last third of the nineteenth century, in the areas north 
of the Orange and Vaal rivers. The core area of South African develop
ment shifted correspondingly to these inland areas. At first diamonds 
and gold were both mined by surface diggers. Sometimes particular 
tasks were contracted to White entrepreneurs who organized work 
gangs. While some Africans paid the license fees needed to become 
fUll-time diggers, by 1876 the higher-paid skilled jobs were monopo
lized by White diggers (Welsh 1971: 181), and African laborers were 
contracted only for short periods of about three months. By 1892 the 
skilled workers had formed a trade union to defend their position 
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against any attempt of management to lower labor costs by using 
African laborers or by sponsoring further immigration from England. 

War between Britain and the Afrikaaners for political control of 
South Africa disrupted mining operations between 1899 and 1902, and 
cut the available working force in half. By 1906, however, the mines 
were again in full production, with a labor force of 18,000 Whites, 
94,000 Africans, and 51,000 Chinese indentured servants (Houghton 
1971: 15). In 1907 there was a strike of White skilled workers who 
opposed management plans to increase Chinese immigration and to 
replace White with Black labor. It was broken when unemployed Afri
kaaners were brought in as strikebreakers. The lasting outcome, how
ever, was the repatriation of Chinese miners and a reinforcement of the 
color bar in employment. 

Most of the White miners, as of 1912, came from outside South 
Africa-from Britain, Australia, the United States, and elsewhere. These 
Whites made up the skilled labor force. The Africans, in contrast, were 
unskilled migratory workers, on contracts from six to eighteen months' 
duration, who received a tenth of the wages paid to the Whites. 

The idea of employing Africans as temporary laborers became estab
lished in the first decade of mining. In the 1880s it was combined with 
the notion of confining Africans to residential compounds for their 
contractual period. This practice took root first in the Kimberley dia
mond mines, in part to stop the illicit sale of diamonds by African miners 
to dealers, in part to control desertion. This "closed" compound has 
remained a feature of the diamond mines ever since. Local traders 
initially protested the company stores set up by the mining companies 
for their shut-in work force. When the gold mines adopted the com
pound system somewhat later, compounds were set up in an "open" 
rather than "closed" form to meet the objections of local storekeepers 
(Welsh 1971: 180). 

From the beginning, the mining industry had attracted workers from 
as far away as Nyasaland and Mozambique, as well as from South Africa 
itself. In the second decade of the twentieth century, the mines began to 
rely increasingly on the import of temporary contract laborers from the 
so-called Native Reserves. The Reserves consisted of territories set aside 
specifically for African occupancy. They were formed from a land area 
that consisted of about 13 percent of the total territory of the Union of 
South Africa, as well as the area of the British "protectorates" of 
Bechuanaland (now Botswana), Basutoland (now Lesotho), and Swa
ziland. These areas were expected to furnish the migratory labor for the 
mines, while providing basic subsistence for the families of the migrants 
and for old people. The institution of the Native Reserves, however. 
formed only one component of a larger system of labor control, which 
involved simultaneously the organization of an African labor supply for 
white farmers and the denial to Africans of permanent legal residence in 
towns and cities. The Land Act of 1913 assigned those Africans re-



r 
I 

368 CAPITALISM 

mafning on White-owned land to the farm owners as "labor tenants.''' 
These tenants owed farmers stated amounts of labor in exchange for 
permission to reside on their land. This labor allowed the White farmers 
to expand the commercial production of food crops (notably maize) to 
provision the growing mines and cities, while at the same time it 
curtailed cash-crop sales by African cultivators living on the Reserves. 
This enhanced White-owned commercial agriculture and inhibited the 
growth of a cash-cropping African peasantry, confining the Reserves to 
production for subsistence only. The institution of Reserves had the 
effect of lowering the wages paid in the mines, since the mine owners 
were able to pay African labor at rates below subsistence, while the 
Land Act inhibited the movement of labor from White farms to towns. 

Still another cornerstone in the policy of labor control was the "pass" 
laws, which required Africans to carry residential permits, lodgers' 
permits, certificates from their employers, and curfew passes, and 
which allowed the state to move Africans deemed supernumerary from 
one location to another. These laws made free movement impossible. 
Further laws made desertion of employment and breaches of discipline 
criminal offenses. The effect of these laws was to inhibit the growth of a 
stable African working class in towns-a class able to make demands on 
the economic and political system-and to force urban Africans back on 
their ties with their Reserves. Simultaneously, White workers were 
granted advantages in access to supervisory positions and in remunera
tion, resulting in a segmented labor market maintained by political 
means. 

Since World War II, South African industrial development beyond 
mining has greatly speeded up, drawing ever larger numbers of black 
South African laborers into industrial employment other than mining. 
In response, the mining companies have intensified their search for 
cheap migratory labor beyond the confines of South Africa, as in 
Malawi and Mozambique. This policy has served to keep wages low for 
unskilled labor, both in the mining sector and in the industrial sector 
outside the mines. 

Labor for the Planters: East Indians 

While Britain, northwestern continental Europe, and the high South 
African veld were importing labor to man the new industrial machinery, 
other regions of the world were seeking new sources of agricultural 
labor. The "old" areas of plantation agriculture, most of them growing 
sugar cane, had lost their supply of slave labor with abolition. On some 
of the small islands of the Caribbean, such as Barbados and St. Kitts, the 
freed slaves had no alternative but to work for their former masters. But 
on the larger islands like Trinidad and Jamaica, and in the mainland 
sugar colony of Guyana (then Demarara), the ex-slaves could and did 
take up land beyond the confines of the plantation, and they resisted 
further work on the old estates. Facing potential ruin, the planters 

The 

began to agitate for new sources of labor. Sometimes the British inter
cepted slave ships going to Brazil, nominally freed the slaves, and then 
sent them to the West Indian sugar islands (Furtado 1963: 135). 

These proved to be only stopgap measures. To the cry for replacement 
of the old labor supply was soon added the demand for more and more 
labor as the scale of commercial agriculture expanded. Beyond the old 
sugar areas, there ",:,ere sometimes political reasons for importing 
laborers. In Malaya, for example, the British decided to maintain intact 
the Malay peasantry and its tributary relationship with village headmen 
and ruling nobles. The need for plantation labor was therefore met 
through the organized migration of indentured laborers from India and 
of contract labor from China. 

Whereas Chinese labor came to be utilized primarily in mining and 
construction wor~, Indian indentured labor was deployed mainly in 
plantatIOns, speCIfically plantations located within the British empire. 
Already nnder the Mughals groups of men had taken service as bearers 
and on ships, and by the end of the eighteenth century there were 
IndIan laborers-hired for periods of two to three years-in all the ports 
of Southeast Asia. Yet the great stimulus for the development of what 
TlI1ker (1974) has called "the second slavery" came with the abolition 
of the slave trade in 1808 and the sudden need for cheap and tractable 
labor, especially on the sugar-producing plantations of the tropics. 

Guyana asked for Indian laborers, as did Jamaica and Trinidad from 
1836 on. (At present, East Indians make up more than 50 percent of the 
population in Guyana, about 40 percent in Trinidad, and about 2 per
cent In Jamaica.) East Indian labor migration to Mauritius began in 
1835; by 1861 East Indians constituted about two-thirds of the popu
latIon of the Island. In 1860 the tea plantations in Assam and Bhutan 
began to compete for migrants, and between 1870 and the end of the 
century 700,000-750,000 laborers were recruited for work there. The 
demand for East Indians in Fiji began in 1879; today, Indians there 
outnumber native Fijians. After the 1870s Ceylon became a main area 
of den:and; in the 1880s, Burma; after the turn of the century, Malaya. 
NatallI1 South Afnca began importing East Indian contract labor for its 
sugar plantations around 1870. All together, Tinker estimates, "over a 
million Indian laborers went overseas to tropical plantations in the forty 
years before 1870; though the figure could be as high as two million" 
(1974: 114-115). 

When th~ English first began to recruit laborers for their indigo 
plantatIOns 111 BIhar and for service in Calcutta, they drew heavily on 
the dhangar, or hill-dwelling populations, of the Chota-Nagpur plateau, 
such as the Santa Is, Munda, and Oraons. These hill people were also 
significant among the indentured servants sent to Mauritius and Guy
ana immediately after the end of slavery. [n the 1870s they took part in 
the migration to the tea plantations of Assam and Bhutan. After the 
dhangar, labor recruiters turned to the populations of the "presidency 
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towns'~ of Bombay, Madras, and Calcutta. In the 1840s Bihar became a 
province for recruitment, as Bihari in the army were replaced by Brah
mans and Rajputs of Oudh. Then South India became a main recruiting 
ground, so much so that all South rndians overseas came to be called 
Malabars. Tamil-speakers made up most of the laborers for Ceylon, 
Burma, Malaya, and Natal. As of 1945 the population of East Indian 
origin in Burma was about a million, with 750,000 in Ceylon, 750,000 
in Malaya, 300,000 in Mauritius, 100,000 in Fiji, 300,000 in Trinidad 
and Guyana, and 100,000 in Natal. 

A complex delivery system developed to carry on this trade in inden
tured servants. At the apex of the business in India stood an elite of 
subagents. These usually belonged to middleman minority groups, such 
as Jews, Armenians, Indian Christians, and Eurasians. The subagent 
would send out a recruiter (called an arka/ia or arka/i) who was knowl
edgeable about local conditions. He either contacted prospects directly 
or worked through local gang bosses or recruiters. In the South, such a 
local gang boss came to be known as a kangani, from kankani, the Tamil 
word for headman. By the middle of the century, a kangani often 
managed a team of labor recruits through silara, agents loyal to him. 
Recruiting was done by offering advances, which the recruit used to 
settle debts, give a going-away feast. and purchase his ticket. All the 
obligations incurred had to be worked off at the point of arrival. Unhap
pily, arrival at the final destination was not assured. In the 1850s nearly 
one out of six passengers to the Caribbean died on the three- to four
month journey. 

During the century following 1830, such Indian districts as Thanjavur 
in Madras province (called Tanjore by the British) were reorganized to 
meet the exigencies of the Indian labor trade (Gough 1978). In the 
1830s the British government began to restore Thanjavur's irrigation 
system, which had been destroyed during the conquest. By mid
century three-quarters of Thanjavur's cultivated area was irrigated and 
turned over to rice production. Irrigated rice made up nearly 70 percent 
of the district's exports in 1841-1842 and more than 80 percent by 
1868-1869, most of it going by sea to the plantation dependencies of 
Ceylon, Malaya, and Mauritius. At the same time, British rule wrought 
major changes in land tenure and in labor arrangements in Thanjavur. 
Lands were gradually allocated as private property to the individual 
households of the village managerial caste. The new landowners were 
empowered to negotiate private rental agreements with tenants, to 
dismiss unwanted dependents, and to hire casual wage labor at wilL 
instead of the former practice of dealing collectively with village ser
vants and tenants. These changes intensified emigration. The majority 
of the million or so people who left Thanjavur between 1830 and 1930 
were Untouchables or members of non-Brahmin lower castes of the 
peasantry. Three-qnarters were men, the others young women. Pro
ducing labor power and rice for export, Thanjavur became in effect "a 
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human and nutritional service station for British plantations" (Gough 
1978: 42). 

Labor for the Planters: Europeans 

Another major source of agricultural labor was European. We have 
already made mention of the Polish workers who began to replace 
German tenant-laborers on the Junker estates of eastern Gennany after 
1870. In the coffee belt of BraziL the end of slavery also created a labor 
crisis. It proved impossible to tap the labor ofLuso-Brazilian small-scale 
cultivators, most of whom were held fast in relationships of dependency 
upon local landlords and other powerholders. For a lime, some Brazilian 
political leaders harbored plans to bring in indentured "Asiatics." Fi
nally, the problem was solved by importing Italian laborers. The gov
ernment paid for their voyage, and the local planter advanced a year's 
wages and a subsistence plot. thus subsidizing "free" Italian labor. 

The Italian emigration was prompted largely by the crisis of agricul
ture within Italy beginning in the 1870s (see Schneider and Schneider 
1976: 120-125). The sale of public-domain land and church holdings 
had created a situation in which large landowners were able to add to 
their holdings, while small cultivators were being squeezed out by 
falling prices for agricultural products. This price decline was in con
siderable part the result of competition from Russian and American 
wheat. The increasing flood of manufactured goods also disrupted local 
handicrafts, while the phylloxera blight destroyed vineyards. Wealthy 
landowners began to move their liquid wealth into industry (see Mack 
Smith 1969: 159), but smallholders and laborers could escape the 
squeeze only by moving elsewhere, either seasonally, temporarily, or 
permanently. 

At first, in the 1860s, Italians took up work in France, Switzerland, 
Germany, and Austria-Hungary, but only 16,000 emigrated perma
nently in that decade. In the 1870s the stream of permanent emigration 
grew to 360,000, with some 12,000 now going to Argentina and Brazil. 
Then, between 1881 and 1901, the number of permanent emigrants 
rose sixfold to more then 2 million. In ali, more than 4 million left Italy 
permanently between 1861 and 1911. The majority came from south
ern Italy, where the agricultural crisis hit most heavily. Four-fifths were 
agricultural laborers and construction workers (Sereni 1968: 353). In 
the 1800s and 1890s South America was the major target of migration: 
three times as many went to Brazil and Argentina as went to the United 
States. By 1901, however, the trend was reversed. In the first decade of 
the twentieth century, more than twice as many went to the United 
States as to South America; in the second decade, more than three times 
as many. By that time, however, the new labor supply had pennitted 
Brazil's coffee planters to lay the basis for rapid industrial growth, with 
the Brazilian government paying the transportation costs for the new 
work force. 
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Rioe/dra, Brazil 
The changeover from slave labor to labor by immigrant workers?n the 
Brazilian coffee plantations has been studied by Warren Dean m one 
county about 150 miles north of Sao Paulo .(Dean 1976): In the elgh-. 
tee nth century the county of Rio Claro was sull boca do sertao, a mouth ot 
the backlands opening upon the wilderness beyond. It came to be 
inhabited by squatters who grew subsisteuce crops on s;;iddens aud 
raised pigs to supplemeut the meat obtamed trom game; a few sold theIr 
hogs and tobacco. By the 1830s, however, two-tlmds of the land had 
passed into the hands of plantation owners, merchants, offiCIals, and 
urban professionals, either through land grants or through pu:chase for 
speculation. The displaced squatters moved farther mto the wIlderness, 
encroaching on the territories of native Tupian groups. In the resultmg 
conflicts, they absorbed the fury of native American attacks; they 
attacked in turn, thus interposing a barrier between the Tupi and the 
developing plantations. . 

The first crop raised on the plantations of Rio Claro was sugar, whIch 
was usually grown by planters who owned processing mills. Their labor 
force was made up of African slaves, dependent laborers who settled on 
the plantations (agregados), squatters still in the area who turned to 
wage work to supplement their subsistence product. and floatmg labor
ers hired by the job (camaradas). 

CojJee plantations, Sao Paulo region. 
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In the 1840s coffee was introduced into the area, and by 1859 2.6 
million coffee trees had been planted in the county. The money for 
growing coffee came from reinvested sugar profits or from English and 
German exporters who made their homes in Santos, the port of Sao 
Paulo. The initial planting of trees was handled by contractors owning 
slaves. The planter then took over the groves and worked them with his 
own slaves; he also had to buy the expensive machinery required for 
hUlling. The high cost of land, slaves. and equipment favored concentra
tion, and by 1860 eleven growers accounted for more than 60 percent of 
the coffee produced. Although coffee became the major crop. the plan
tations never becalne entirely specialized. They grew their own food, 
raised their own draft animals, and Inaintained their own artisans, 
although they bought manufactured goods in town. 

Coffee production rose steadily, reaching its zenith in 190 L Expan
sion was aided by the construction of a railroad connecting the county 
with the pon of Santos; financing came from the local planters and from 
British investors. The coffee was sold to brokers who were sometimes 
related to the planters by kinship or marriage. With the passage of time, 
the planters themselves moved to Sao Paulo, leaving the supervision of 
their plantations in the hands of hired administrators. 

Although the African slave trade had been declared illegal in 1835. 
more than half the agricultural labor force in Rio Claro still consisted of 
slaves in the 18705. The use of slaves was declining in other parts of 
Brazil, but in Rio Claro it actually expanded as planters brought slaves 
frOID less prosperous regions and entrepreneurs with slave gangs still 
engaged in planting. Nevertheless. the slave population did not repro
duce itself. Infanticide was common and infant mortality from other 
causes very high. Slaves also ran away regularly, giving employment to 
professional slave catchers. After mid-century, when most of the slaves 
had been born in Brazil and the labor force had become more horno~ 
geneous. the slaves grew increasingly rebellious. 

To replenish their labor supply, the planters began to look to immi
grants. Some planters in Rio Claro had already experimented with the 
introduction of Portuguese, German, and Swiss indentured laborers in 
the 1840s and 1850s. In 1857 there were more than a thousand such 
workers in Rio Claro. The experiment failed, however, when the Euro
peans protested their working conditions through their consular repre
sentatives. The planters were thus forced back on the labor of their 
slaves, even though slave prices rose steadily for the next twenty years 
and the costs of control also rose. 

After abolition in 1888, the planters turned to the importation of 
Italian laborers. The state supported this practice by financing the pas
sage of men and their families from Europe to Santos. The newcomers 
were hired as families, and they worked under the direction of the male 
head of the household. Contracts were on an annual basis, extending 
from harvest to harvest. Wages were paid according to the hoe work 
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required and the quantity of coffee harvested. Houses were provided 
rent-free, and workers were allowed to buy at plantation stores, re
ceiving advances against work performed. They could also grow sub
sistence crops for themselves, although this created conflicts between 
workers and planters, who feared that the home garden tended to 
diminish attention to the coffee trees. At the end of each contractual 
period, there was a considerable amount of movement as workers 
sought employment on more productive estates. 

While much of the work on the plantations passed into the hands of 
such immigrants, about half the trees continued to be tended by Bra
zilian tenant laborers (c%nos) or gang laborers hired by the job. Gang 
labor by unmarried Italians or by freedmen was contracted out; it 
ren1ained important in such tasks as clearing, planting, and fencing. 

The advent of wage labor caused major changes in the class structure 
of the town. Only about 10 percent of the immigrant colonos bought 
land themselves, generally with subsidies from the state, which had an 
interest in stabilizing the immigrant population. The remainder either 
returned home or joined the proletariat of the town. The increased flow 
of cash provided by wages intensified commerce. This brought new 
merchants to town, who then invested their profits in purchasing land. 
The freedmen were generally depressed into the ranks of casual la
borers, along with the descendants of squatters remaining in the area. 
The Italian immigration thus created an "ethnic" stratification of the 
population, subsidized to a considerable extent by the state on funds 
that derived originally from the exploitation of Brazilian labor. 

Little was done to maintain the productivity of the coffee trees. As 
productivity decreased, the coffee frontier moved farther inland, and 
planters and camaradas moved inland with it. The town remained 
behind, with its new middle class of merchants and professionals and its 
depressed proletariat, to be engulfed gradually by the urban sprawl of 
Sao Paulo. 

The Trade in Chinese Labor 

China proved to be another source of labor for the outside world. In 
Southeast Asia there had been Chinese before the European expansion. 
Moslem Chinese of mixed Han, Persian, Arabic, and Central Asian 
origins, called Hwei or Hut moved into the southwestern Chinese 
borderlands during the Mongol period of the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries; many carried on the overland trade to southern Asia. Chinese 
trading colonies also settled in the islands at this time. In the fifteenth 
century, however, the Chinese state throttled foreign commerce and 
created an unpopulated no-man's-land along the coastal fringe in order 
to prevent foreign contacts with the Han population. This stemmed 
out-migration. Nevertheless, Chinese laborers were exported by the 
Portuguese through Macao, while the Dutch East India Company cap
tured Chinese along the China coast in order to populate its head-
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quarters town of Batavia (Derrnigny 1964, I: 831). 
The conclusion of treaties at the end of the Opium War in 1842 

removed the barrier to emigration and permitted foreign entrepreneurs 
to tap the Chinese labor market directly through the establishment of 
the "coolie" trade. Political disorders and economic crises in China, such 
as the Taiping rebellion, drove many to accept labor contracts abroad. 
Soon a sophisticated apparatus of traders grew up to facilitate this 
movement. If an entrepreneur wanted Chinese laborers for use in 
Mabya, he could contact a "coolie broker" in Singapore or Penang. The 
coohe broker, m turn, issued the orders for labor to "eating-house" 
keepers in Swatow, Amoy, Hong Kong, or Macao. The eating-house 
keepers then contacted "headmen" (khah-Iaus) , who recruited laborers 
on the village level. Laborers either paid for their own transportation or 
else mdentured themselves to a "credit-ticket" broker who paid the cost 
of thetr travel. 

The laborers who had paid their own fare could move about freely in 
search of work after arrival. The "unpaid passengers," however, were in 
debt to the broker and indentured to him forthe duration of their debt. 
In Malaya, such indentured arrivals were housed in depots, where they 
were. guarded by "depot keepers" employed by the coolie broker. 
Coolte brokers and depot keepers usually held positions in powerful 
s~c~et societies, which also furnished the depot guards. The secret so
CIetIes developed a dual fUnction in the context of the labor trade. They 
mamtamed SOCIal control and coercion over the dependent Chinese 
popUlation, while at the same time they defended the interests of the 
Chinese enclave against the dictates and strategies oflocal governments. 
The depot system lasted in Malaya until the onset of World War I in 
1914. 

Singapore 

One of the great hubs of this Chinese labor migration was Singapore. 
Singapore provides an apt example of the ways that the labor trade 
fitted into the other activities of a major port and commercial center in 
Asia. 

Singapore had been founded in 1819, when England received rights 
to the site-then inhabited by a few Malay and Chinese fishermen. 
By 1900 the city had 229,000 inhabitants-twa-thirds of them Chi
nese, the remainder Malays-drawn mainly from the Malay peninsula 
but also from the island archipelago as far east as Borneo and the 
Philippines. 

The surrounding popUlation was also largely Malay. This population 
was organized in the tributary mode and divided into a number of 
kingdoms. Each kingdom was headed by a monarch drawn from a royal 
lIne and confirmed m office by a hierarchy of territoriaL district, and 
l~cal chiefs of aristocratic descent. At the base of the hierarchy was the 
VIllage, mhabned by Malay peasantry, or ra'ayal. Tribute in kind and 
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labor flowed from the village, through the village headman (penghulu) 
and the hierarchy of nobles, toward the royal capital. which was usually 
located strategically near the mouth of the polity's principal river. In 
extending their sovereignty over the Malay states, the British made a 
political decision to preserve the Malay social order with as little change 
as possible, in return for an annual quitrent. As a result, "the great bulk 
of Malays remained locked within the framework of a traditional 
society which was changing only slowly" (Roff 1967: 122). 

Yet change it did, and largely through the agency of the great com
mercial city that had been created in its midst. When Chinese planters 
began to grow cash crops such as pepper and gambier (an astringent 
extracted from a plant and used in medicine, tanning, and dyeing) on 
Singapore Island, the Malay rulers welcomed further immigration by 
Chinese planters and cultivators in order to tap a welcome source of 
new revenue. After 1850 they also sponsored the movement inland by 
Chinese tin-mining companies. Soon the Singapore hinterland became 
a battlefield between rival coalitions of local Malay chiefs, Chinese tin 
miners, and Chinese merchants engaged in financing and supplying 
both chiefs and miners. The resulting rivalries undermined the edifice 
of indirect rule promoted by the British, inviting direct British 
intervention. 

From 1867 on, Singapore became a pivot of the British efforts to 
govern in the peninsula, using British officials, Malay adjutants, and 
Chinese and Tamil clerks. The British also managed the agency houses 
charged with handling the European-based trade. Alongside the Euro
pean traders stood the Chinese merchants, headed by the prestigious 
Baba families and closely interlinked through kinship ties. As non
Malays they were barred from any access to the formal positions of 
political authority, but they held much of the real power over capital 
and men in the city. They advanced money to planters and miners. They 
managed the labor trade through which workers were funneled to the 
tin mines of Perak and Selangor and to the plantations. They dominated 
the powerful secret societies that controlled the immigrant laborers and 
offered protection and assistance in return for loyalty and service (see 
Freedman 1960: 33). The British, in turn, used the heads of these secret 
societies as "captains of the Chinese" to control the Chinese population, 
until the secret societies themselves accumulated too much power and 
were declared illegal in 1889. Their place was taken by associations 
based on common dialect or surname, patterned on the regional asso
ciations found in China and fulfilling similar functions of support and 
welfare. These associations also functioned as religious bodies. In the 
setting of Singapore, they both embodied the anti-Manchu political 
stance of the secret societies and offered unorthodox religious expres
sion of individual needs through spirit-medium cults. 

Capital in the city thus flowed mainly through British and Chinese 
hands, while most of the labor was furnished by Chinese. In this city 
planted in their midst, the Malays were relegated to a minor role. A few 
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held political office. A number-Bugis from Celebes, Dyaks from 
Borneo, and Minankabau from Sumatra-were traders dealing with 
the archipelago. There were a few religious teachers and mosque of
ficials. The largest number were engaged in low-yield occupations: 
policemen, watchmen, drivers, servants, office runners, street hawkers, 
and small shopkeepers in the Malay quarter. When rubber growing 
became prominent at the beginning of the twentieth century, this too 
passed into the hands of Indian laborers, with the Malays in Singapore 
relegated to marginal and interstitial jobs. In the countryside the Malay 
cultivator, although protected in his political rights, fell victim through 
growing indebtedness to an army of non-Malay rice millers, rubber 
marketing agents, village shopkeepers, and moneylenders. 

Chinese Labor: Other Destinations 
Malaya was not the only destination of Chinese labor. Some 90,000 
indentured Chinese lahorers were sent to Peru between 1849 and 1874, 
mostly through Macao, to replace Hawaiians who had died working in 
the guano beds (Stewart 1951: 74). Some of these Chinese were 
assigned to work in the cotton fields of coastal Peru when demand lor 
cotton rose in the wake of the scarcity created by the war between the 
Union and the Confederacy. Others were employed in railroad 
construction. 

Another 200,000 Chinese were sent to California between 1852 and 
1875 (Campbell 1923: 33), where they were employed in fruit growing 
and processing, in panning for gold, and in building railroads. In the 
1860s some 10,000 to 14,000 Chinese laborers built the Central Pacific 
Railroad of California, which by 1885 linked the West Coast with 
eastern Utah and thus completed the transcontinental railroad. Five 
thousand more workers were taken from Hong Kong to Victoria to build 
the Canadian Pacific Railroad, which opened up the gold placer beds of 
British Columbia. 

In California the movement of Chinese labor was controlled by 
merchant-brokers who hired out the laborers as needed, while retain
ing control over them through the operations of secret societies (see 
Dillon 1962; Lee 1965). The secret societies, in turn, were interlinked 
with the so-called Six Companies, named for their districts of origin in 
Kwantung province and patterned after the regional associations that 
developed in China during the Manchu Ch'ing regime (Ho 1966). As in 
Singapore: the Six Companies defended Chinese interests in an antago
l1lStlC environment. At the same time, they exercised control over the 
Chinese population on the West Coast. The Pacific Steamship Company 
cooperated with them by agreeing not to allow any man to return to 
China who had not cleared his debts. After the cessation of the labor 
trade, the Six (later Seven) Companies continued as political, educa
tional. and welfare associations of the Chinese community in the United 
States. 

Gold was discovered not only in California and British Columbia but 
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also'inAustralia (1853). By 1854 there were 2,000 Chinese miners in 
the Australian gold fields, with 42,000 there by 1859. Other areas also 
entered the Chinese labor trade. Cuba contracted for 800 Chinese in 
1847, and for some 8,000 to 15,000 in 1852. Between 1856 and 1867, 
19,000 Chinese left Hong Kong under contract, of whom 6,630 went to 
the British West Indies (mostly Guyana). 4,991 to Cuba, 2,370 to 
Bombay in India, 1.609 to Dutch Guiana, and 1.035 to Tahiti. Hawaii, 
and other Pacific islands (Campbell 1923: 130, 150). 

In addition to Chinese laborers who stayed abroad only until their 
contracts expired, there were also migrants who went in search of 
permanent settlement. One of the major areas of such settlement was 
Southeast Asia, where the Chinese population in the 1970s was more 
than 12 million (McEvedy and Jones 1978: 166). Early migrant groups 
were often traders who in time formed a mercantile aristocracy, such as 
the Babas of Malacca and the Peranakans of Indonesia. Later comers 
frequently had to contend for power with the earlier arrivals. 

Often Chinese merchants would, in their new homeland, build up a 
dependable following by calling on kinsmen or people from the same 
home region in China. In employment, close kin were preferred to more 
distant kin, more distant kin to speakers of the same Chinese dialect, 
members of the same dialect category to other Chinese, and Chinese to 
non-Chinese (Jeromin 1966: 53). Such a following, built up on kin or 
quasi-kin ties, would engage in many different activities, often center
ing around operations that connected the primary producers in the 
hinterland with Western commercial enterprises. Chinese were widely 
active as middlemen, to the point where Indonesians began calling 
them bangsa tengah, "the middle race." Chinese merchants also ad
vanced the credit necessary to oil the circuits of commerce. "The native 
peasant is in debt to the Chinese trader, the trader to the wholesaler, the 
wholesaler to the export-import firm. Debt obligations connect all the 
steps of trade with each other" (Jeromin 1966: 75). Unsurprisingly, 
these middleman and credit functions have often made the Chinese 
creditor-merchant the target of political attack and persecution in 
Southeast Asia, where their position has often been compared to that of 
the Jews in Eastern Europe. 

The Chinese laborers, too, faced hostility from workers in the areas to 
which they were brought: In 1882 the United States passed the Chinese 
Exclusion Act under pressure from the Knights of Labor, who had even 
insisted on the ejection of Chinese from the laundry business. The 
anti-Chinese agitations that broke out on the West Coast of the United 
States were not merely a California problem but part of an emergent 
racism in the United States (see Hune 1977: 48-50). Restrictions on 
Chinese immigration constitute merely one phase in a larger movement 
to divide employment opportunities along racial lines. Similar efforts at 
excluding the Chinese were made in Australia after their employment 
in the gold fields came to an end, and in South Africa, where 43,296 
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Chinese contract laborers worked on the Rand in 1904, only to be 
repatriated in 1907 (Campbell 1923: 187). 

Ethnic Segmentation 
A hallmark of the industrial and plantation complexes constructed 
under capitalist auspices all around the world has been thejuxtaposition 
of groups of different social and cultural origins. Societies based upon 
such complexes, plantation dependencies in particular. have sometimes 
been labeled "plural societies" (Furnivall 1939, 1942, 1948). This term 
was Intended to convey their internal disjunction into distinctive social 
and cultural segments. The disparate segments, juxtaposed in the mar
ketplace, were seen as being held together by power exercised by a 
dommant segment the European minority. An underlying assumption 
was that the segments would cannibalize each other as soon as sover
eign pow~r w~re r~moved; European rule was thus necessary to contain 
the conflIcts mevltably generated by diversity. The Caribbean and 
Southeast Asia furnished salient examples of such pluralism. 

This view is misleading in that it grants explanatory power to social 
and cultural heterogeneity. Rather, this heterogeneity must itself be 
located m the organization of the labor process. The diverse groups 
brought together dId, of course, make use of distinctive cultural forms 
to build ties of kinship, friendship,' religious affiliation, common in
terest, and political association in order to Inaximize access to resources 
in competition with one another. Such activity, however, cannot 
be understood without seeing it in relation to the ways different cohorts 
of the working class were brought into the process of capitalist 
accumulation. 

Emphasis on the distinctiveness of such cohorts leads, moreover, to a 
false contrast of heterogeneous "plural" societies with the supposedly 
homogeneous SOCIeties of Europe. It is not true that cultural uniformity 
e~sed the way to state making and nation formation in Europe. The 
dIfficultIes of mtegratmg the regional divisions of France and of turning 
"peasant~ into Frenchmen" (Weber 1976); the problems posed by 
the centnfugal propensities of "invertebrate Spain" (Ortega y Gasset 
1937); the obstacles encountered in turning the inhabitants of multiple 
CItre? ar,rd provmces into "Italians" (Mack Smith 1969); the forging of 
the mdlvlduahzed and reluctant "home towns" of Germany into one 
Reich (Walker 1971); and the enduring divisions of Britain between its 
Celtic fringe and "Sassenach" core (Hechter 1975). and between its 
classes, divided into "two nations" (Disraeli 1954)-all call into ques
tIon any simple opposition of plural heterogeneity and European 
homogeneity. 

The "plural societies" of the plantation dependencies do not consti
tute.a special type of society. They are historically and geographically 
spectfic mstances of the general tendency of the capitalist mode to create 
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a "disposable mass" of laborers out of diverse popUlations, and to then 
throw that mass into the breach to meet the changing needs of capital. 
In all such instances, the mode re-creates the basic relation between 
capital and labor power. At the same time, it re-creates the hetero
geneity of the labor force prodnced. It does so in two ways: by ordering 
the groups and categories of laborers hierarchically with respect to one 
another, and by continuously producing and re-creating symbolically 
marked "cultural" distinctions among them. 

We have noted earlier that shifts in the ratio of capital expended on 
plant to capital paid out in wages produce segmentation in the labor 
market. The workers filling positions in the more privileged segments of 
that market enjoy higher pay and better working conditions than those 
entering the lower segments: they are also better able to defend and 
augment their perquisities through union organization and political 
influence. In contrast, the workers in the lower segments are directly 
exposed to the downward pressure on their wages and conditions of 
work exerted by unemployed labor. In a wider perspective, not only are 
they worse paid and less secure in their jobs than the more advantaged 
echelons of the working class but they also buffer the upper echelons 
against direct job competition by the "reserve army," whether that 
labor reserve is national or international. 

The opposing interests that divide the working class are further rein
forced through appeals to "racial" and "ethnic" distinctions. Such 
appeals serve to allocate different categories of workers to rungs on the 
scale of labor markets, relegating the stigmatized populations to the 
lower levels and insulating the higher echelons from competition from 
below. Capitalism did not create all the distinctions of ethnicity and race 
that function to set off categories of workers from one another. It is, 
nevertheless, the process of labor mobilization under capitalism that 
imparts to these distinctions their effective values. 

In this regard, distinctions of "race" have implications rather different 
from "ethnic" variations. Racial designations, such as "fndian" or 
"Negro," are the outcome of the subjugation of populations in the 
course of European mercantile expansion. The term Indian stands for 
the conquered populations of the New World, in disregard of any 
cultural or physical differences among native Americans. The term 
Negro similarly serves as a cover term for the culturally and physically 
variable African populations that furnished slaves, as well as for the 
slaves themselves. Indians are conquered people who could be forced to 
labor or to pay tribute; Negroes are "hewers of wood and drawers of 
water," obtained in violence and put to work under coercion. The two 
terms thus single out for primary attention the historic fact that these 
populations were made to labor in servitude to support a new class of 
overlords. Simultaneously, the terms disregard cultural and physical 
differences within each of the two large categories, denying any constit
uent group political, economic, or ideological identity of its own. 

Racial terms mirror the political process by which populations of 
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whole con~in~nts were turned into providers of coerced surplus labor. 
Under capItalIsm these terms did not lose their association with civil
disability. They continue to invoke supposed descent from such sub
Jugated populations so as to deny their putative descendants access to 
upper segments of the labor market. "Indians" and "Negroes" are thus 
wnfined to the lower ranks of the industrial army or depressed into the 
md~st~lal ~eserve. The function of racial categories within industrial 
capItalIsm IS exclusionary. They stigmatize groups in order to exclude 
them from more highly paid jobs and from access to the information 
nee,ded for thei: ~xecution. They insulate the more advantaged workers 
agamst ~ompetItlOn from below, making it difficult for employers to use 
stIgmatIzed popuiallons as cheaper substitutes or as strikebreakers. 
Fmally, they weaken the ability of such groups to mobilize political 
mfluence on theIr own behalfby forcing them back into casual employ
m~nt and thereby intensifying competition among them for scarce and 
shtftll1g resources (see Bonacich 1972: 555-556). 

While the categories of race serve primarily to exclude people from all 
but the lower echelons of the industrial army, ethnic categories express 
the ways that partIcular populations come to relate themselves to given 
segments of the labor market. Such categories emerge from two sources, 
one external to the group in question, the other internal. As each cohort 
entered the industrial process, outsiders were able to categorize it in 
terms M putative provenience and supposed affinity to particular seg
~ents m the labor market. At the same time, members of the cohort 
Itself can:e to value membership in the group thus defined, as a quali
fication lor establIshmg economic and political claims. Such ethnicities 
rarel~ coincided with the initial self-identification of the industrial 
recrUIts, who first thought of themselves as Hanoverians or Bavarians 
rather than as Germans, as members of their village or parish (okolica) 
rather than as Poles, as Tonga or Yao rather than as "Nyasalanders." The 
more comprehensive categories emerged only as particular cohorts of 
workers gamed access to different segments of the labor market and 
be~a~ to treat their ac~es~ as a resource to be defended both socially and 
~ol!l!cally. Such ethIllcltles are therefore not "primordial" social rela
tIOnshIps. They are historical products of labor market segmentation 
under the capitalist mode. 

The process by which new working classes are simultaneously cre
and segmented has continued dow".to the present. It bas followed 

general rhythm of capitalist accuI]},llation, which spurred the devel
V~UH'lll 01 new labor markets as)t1ntensified and then narrowed the 

for labor as it sl~ckened. Accumulation slowed with the de
af mternanon,al markets in the wake of World War J, but it 

momentum between 1919 and 1926, when the introduction 
automatic conveyor systems lowered the cost of durable consumer 

goods such as automobiles and electrical applicances. The process of 



382 CAPITALISM 

accumlIlation then stagnated and collapsed, recovering only with the 
vast increase in military expenditures initiated by World War II and 
with the rebuilding of plants destroyed by the war. , 

This last phase of accumulation saw the introduction of automatJ~n 
guided by electronic machines ("continuou.s process technology). 
Automated units of production have grown mto larger complexes of 
automated plants and fields of related activities around them 
(Nehnevajsa and Frances 1959: 397). These complexesare increasingly 
manned by workers who no longer intervene directly 111 the process of 
production, but whose primary function is to ensure the smoot.h opera
tion of the automated machines. An automated factory reqUlres new 
operational teams composed of ~n elite of skilled workers anda support
ing cast of personnel engaged 111 sImplIfied routll1es of maIntenance. 
Automation thus creates a specialized demand for laborers WIth appro
priate skills, while at the same time reducing the size of that demand. 

Only a minority of plants, however, have been able to automate 
profitably. The rest must seek to maximize profits in other ways, rangll1g 
from partial automation to primary dependence upon cheap labor 
power. Continued reliance. on process.esof productto,~ m ,:,;hlch labor 
still plays a significant part IS charactenstlC not Just of lIght ll1dustnes 
such as textile production or semiautomated food processll1g. Even the 
electronics industry, producing the strategic means for controllmg auto
mation, remains highly labor-dependent, with labor accounting for 
about half of its costs of production (c. Freeman, quoted in Mandel 
1978: 206). Thus, capital continues to seek areas of redundant labor 
supply and lower labor costs, and creates new working classes through 
its demand for cheaper labor. Since 1960, for example, over forty 
top-ranked industrial firms moved from the northeastern Umted States 
to the South, where wages were 20 percent below the national average 
and only a minority of the labor force belonged to unions (NACLA-East 
Apparel Project 1977: 2). More American capital has moved south of the 
Rio Grande into Mexico's border region, while American, German, and 
Japanese capital has taken advantage of low labor costs .in the "Little 
Japans" of Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korea, and TaIwan. 

This migration of capital has given rise to an industrial pattern of 
combining high technology in some phases of productton .wah labor
intensive manual production in other phases. StandardIzatton of parts, 
electronic monitoring of production, and data processing have per
mitted the labor process to be fragmented between automated parent 
plants and labor-dependent assembly plants located in I~w-wage areas. 
The reduction of the labor force 111 automated plants IS thus accom
panied by the growth of new working class~s in so-called "export 
platforms," located primarily along the shores of e~stern and southeast
ern Asia and along the littoral of the Caribbean tn the Amencas. 

Capital has migrated not only toward more labor-dependent industry 
but also toward the new and different sectors of productJon generated 
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by the expansion of consumerism after World War II. This phenome
non-supported by the expansion of consumer credit and stimulated by 
advertising-has shifted many activities previously carried out in 
households to industrial and commercial enterprises, and has greatly 
increased the demand for industrially produced or processed commodi
ties. This growth of consumer-oriented industries and services has been 
accompanied by a concomitant demand for labor, especially low-wage 
labor, which has been met largely by new working populations. Large
scale industrial food processing, in turn, has given rise to renewed 
capital investment in agriculture, the reSUlting "agribusiness" enter~ 
prises combining high-cost machinery and scientific inputs with inten
sive manual operations by low-cost migratory labor. 

The period since World War II has thus intensified the recruitment 
and employment of working classes on an international scale. Some 11 
million "temporary workers" from the Mediterranean region were at 
work in the booming industrial centers of West Germany, France, 
Switzerland, and the Benelux countries in the late 1960s (Castles and 
Kosack 1973), while West German industry drew on the influx of 10 
million refugees from the European East. In the United States, the labor 
market was partly restructured by the northward movement of Afro
Americans displaced from the rapidly mechanizing South: by a nearly 
threefold increase in the number of working women between 1950 and 
1970; and by the immigration of laborers from Mexico and the Carib
bean. The oil-producing countries of the Middle East began to import a 
working class recruited among Egyptians, Palestinians, and Indians. 
Labor migration has also grown apace in Africa and Latin America. In 
1950 100,000 Mossi were migrating seasonally from Upper Volta to the 
plantations of the Ivory Coast; in 1965 there were almost a million. In 
1968 Ghana attracted 2.3 million foreigners, most of them coming to 
work in the cocoa orchards (Amin 1973a: 52-53,68). About a million 
rural Colombians have moved to neighboring oil-rich Venezuela: 
another 60,000 have entered Ecuador to take jobs in the new petroleum 
enterprises there (ChaneyI979: 205). 

Capitalist accul!!cuJafion thus continues to engender new working 
classes in wi<jelydispersed areas of the world. It recruits these working 
classes f~om a wide variety of social and cultural backgrounds, and 
inserts~fhem into variable political and economic hierarchies. The new 
working classes change these hierarchies by their presence, and are 
themselves changed by the forces to which they are exposed. On one 
level. therefore, the diffusion of the capitalist mode creates everywhere 
a wider unity through the constant reconstitution of its characteristic 
capital-labor relationship. On another level. it also creates diversity, 
accentuating social opposition and segmentation even as it unifies. 
Within an ever more integrated world, we witness the growth of ever 
more diverse proletarian diasporas. 



Afterword 

This book has asked what difference it would make to our understand
ing if we looked at the world as a whole, a totality, a system, instead of as 
a sum of self-contained societies and cultures; if we understood better 
hOW this totality developed over time; if we took seriously the admoni
tion to think of human aggregates as "inextricably involved with other 
aggregates, near and far, in weblike, netlike connections" (Lesser 1961: 
42). As we unraveled the chains of caus'es and effects at work in the lives 
of particular populations, we saw them extend beyond anyone popUla
tion to embracJ\the trajectories of others-all others. 

Ultimately, these chains of causation and consequence encompassed 
whole continents\ and brought together the Old World and the New, In 
bringing about thls global conjuncture, a signally important role fell to 
Europe-a small neninsula off the landmass of Asia. We took the year 
A.D. 1400 as a ref\,rence point in time, to exhibit the nature of that 
expansion. The wO,rld of 1400 was already burgeoning with regional 
linkages and connections; but the subsequent spread of Europeans 
across the oceans brought the regional networks into worldwide 
orchestration, and subjected them to a rhythm of global scope. 

Drawn by these forces into convergent activities, people of diverse 
origins and social makeup were driven to take part in the construction of 
a common world, They included the European sea merchants and 
soldiery of varions nationalities, but also native Americans, Africans, 
and Asians. In the process, the societies and cultures of all these people 
underwent major changes. These changes affected not only the peoples 
singled out as the carriers of "real" history but also the populations 
anthropologists have called "primitives" and have often studied as 
pristine survivals from a timeless past. The global processes set in motion 
by European expansion constitute their history as well. There are thus 
no "contemporary ancestors," no people without history, no peoples
to use Levi-Strauss's phrase-whose histories have remained "cold." 

To demonstrate the global interconnections of human aggregates is 
one task; to explain the development and nature of these connections, 
however, is another. I have taken the position that no understanding of 
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these',('onnections is possible unless it is grounded in the economic and 
political conditions that generated and maintained these connections. 
To explicate the material underpinnings of these linkages, I have drawn 
freely on concepts taken from the storehouse of Marxian ideas. I have 
taken from Marx the basic notion that social life is shaped by the ways 
human beings engage nature through production. I have also utilized 
the Marxian labor theory of value, the distinction between mercantile 
and industrial capital, and the idea of long waves of capitalist develop
ment. I have striven to treat these concepts as intellectual tools, not as 
ultimate verities; their utility resides in their explanatory adequacy. 

I have placed special analytic weight on a concept intended to reveal 
the key relationships through which social labor is brought to bear upon 
nature-the mode of production. In this usage "production" is not 
synonymous with work; a mode of production is not the same thing as a 
system of technology. Nor is a mode of production identical with a 
"society." The idea of society centers upon the social alignment of 
groups; the idea of mode of production aims at identifying the forces 
that guide those alignments. To speak of a mode of production, there
fore, draws attention to the ways in which human beings confront their 
world in order to modify it in their favor, and focuses on the dynamic 
consequences of that confrontation. I do not use the term relationship to 
indicate co-occurrence or co-variation of perceived characteristics of 
elements, an occurrence itself empty of consequences. I think of rela
tionships as possessing force: relationships subject human populations 
to their imperatives, drive people into social alignments, and impart a 
directionality to the alignments produced. The key relationships of a 
mode of production empower human action, inform it, and are carried 
forward by it. As Marx said, men make their own history but not under 
conditions of their own choosing. They do so under the constraint of 
relationships and forces that direct their will and their desires. 

Each mode of production gives rise to a characteristic conjunction of 
social groups and segments, a conjunction that embodies its dynamic 
and reproduces the conditions for its proliferation. Each mode also 
creates its own characteristic fissures and oppositions. The kin-ordered 
mode is predicated upon oppositions between those who "belong" and 
those who do not. and engenders distinctions of gender, rank, and 
privilege favoring some kin dver others. The tributary mode sets tribute 
takers against the producers of tribute and gives rise to military and 
political competition both within and between the contending classes. 
The capitalist mode acts to accumulate capital through the hiring of 
labor power, but it is marked by the cyclical alternation of labor mobil
ization and labor displacement; each intake of labor power uproots 
some prior adaptation, while each sloughing off of lab or power creates a 
new cohort of the dis employed. Since the key relationships governing 
the mobilization of social labor differ for each mode, and since each 
mode produces its own disjunctions, the encounter of different modes 
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spells contradictions and conflicts for the populations they encompass. 
To envisage human aggregates interconnected in time and space, yet 

responding to the forces generated by various modes of production, 
impels us to think in more processual ways about the notion of society. 
"Societies" emerge as changing alignments of social groups, segments, 
and classes, without either fixed boundaries or stable internal constitu
tions. Each mode, in the compass of its influence, generates conjunc
tions of groups and classes that serve its requirements under given 
historical and geographical circumstances. These requirements change, 
as do the reSUlting alignments. Where different modes of production 
intersect, the conjunctions of groups will bear the mark of the interplay 
of forces. Therefore, instead of assuming transgenerational continuity, 
institutional stability, and normative consensus, we must treat these as 
problematic. We need to understand such characteristics historically, to 
note the conditions for their emergence, maintenance, and abrogation. 
Rather than thinking of social alignments as self-detennining, more
over, we need-from the start of our inquiries-to visualize them in 
their multiple external connections. 

Such a view of the connectedness of human aggregates also demands 
that we rethink the concept of culture. We need to remember that the 
culture concept came to the fore in a specific historical context, during a 
period when some European nations were contending for dominance 
while others were striving for separate identities and independence. The 
demonstration that each struggling nation possessed a distinctive soci
ety, animated by its special spirit or culture, served to legitimate its 
aspirations to form a separate state of its own. The notion of separate 
and integral cultures responded to this political project. Once we locate 
the reality of society in historically changing, imperfectly bounded, 
mUltiple and branching social alignments, however, the concept of a 
fixed, unitary, and bounded culture must give way to a sense of the 
fluidity and permeability of cultural sets. In the rough-and-tumble of 
social interaction, groups are known to exploit the ambiguities of in her
ited forms, to impart new evaluations or valences to them, to borrow 
forms more expressive of their interests, or to create wholly new forms 
to answer to changed circumstances. Furthermore, if we think of such 
interaction not as causative in its own terms but as responsive to larger 
economic and political forces, the explanation of cultural fonns must 
take account of that larger context, that wider field of force. "A culture" 
is thus better seen as a series of processes that construct, reconstruct, and 
dismantle cultural materials, in response to identifiable determinants. 

Nearly fifty years ago Robert Lowie distinguished between "matter
of-fact usage" and "secondary interpretations" or "rationalizations" 
(l937: 138- 139). The distinction is still useful. Even the simplest food
collecting group deploys an impressive array of objects, customs, and 
knowledge in its dealings with the world, together with a body of 
instructions for their use. This constitutes the matter-of-fact level of 
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culttlral phenomena. On another level, such instrumental forms
objects, acts, and ideas-appear as elements in cultural codes, which 
purport to define their place in the relations of human beings to one 
another, and of human beings to the surrounding world. Instructions 
about the instrumental use of cultural forms are synchronized with 
communications abollt the nature and praxis of the human situation. 
This is the level of interpretation, rationalization, or ideology, of 
assumptions and perspectives defining a particular view of the human 
lot. These communications are more than denotative and logical; they 
are often somatic, kinesthetic, affective, and aesthetic as well. 

Anthropologists have called particular combinations of such matter
of-fact usages and ideological rationalizations "cultures," dealing with 
them as if they possessed an inherent coherence over time. Yet the 
association of matter~of-fact instruments with communications about 
their wider import is by no means automatic and self-evident. Meanings 
are not imprinted into things by nature; they are developed and im
posed by human beings. Several things follow from this. The ability to 
bestow meanings-to "name" things, acts, and ideas-is a source of 
power. Control of communication allows the managers of ideology to 
lay down the categories through which reality is 10 be perceived. Con
versely, this entails the ability to deny the existence of alternative 
categories, to assign them to the realm of disorder and chaos, to render 
them socially and symbolically invisible. Once things are named, more
over, power is required to keep the meanings so generated in place
names must, as the Chinese say, be "rectified." Sanctions must be used 
to defend the categories of ideological discourse against possible chal
lenges. The construction and maintenance of a body of ideological 
communications is therefore a soda I process and cannot be explained 
merely as the formal working out of an internal cultural logic. The 
development of an overall hegemonic pattern or "design for living" is 
not so much the victory of a collective cognitive logic or aesthetic 
impulse as the development of redundancy-the continuous repetition, 
in diverse instrumental domains, of the same basic propositions regard
ing the nature of constructed reality. 

[f ideology-making is social in nature, it follows that the processes 
through which ideologies are constructed take place in historic time and 
under definable circumstances. The ability to project symbolic universes 
may well be located in the structure of the human brain, driven
according to Levi-Strauss-to resolve the irresolvable contradiction 
between Nature and Culture. Levi-Strauss notwithstanding, however, 
this contradiction is dealt with not in pure thought alone ("myth think
ing man"), but in the active transformation of nature through the social 
labor of human beings. Contrary to those who believe that Mind follows 
an independent course of its own, I would argue that ideology-making 
does not arise in the confrontation of Naked Man thinking about Naked 
Nature; rather, it occurs within the determinate compass of a mode of 
production deployed to render nature amenable to human use. 
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Each mode of production entails essential distinctions among human 
beings. The social oppositions engendered by these distinctions consti
tute the forcing ground for the construction of ideologies. In the kin
ordered mode, the key distinction betweer, kinsmen by descent and by 
affinity is variously symbolized as tks of blood, bone, or fertilizing spirit. 
The tributary mode's primary antithesis is phrased as that between 
tribute-taking "children of the Sun," "descendants of the gods," "blue 
bloods," or "white bones," and tribute-producing "commoners," 
"black bones," or "black-haired people." The primary antithesis is then 
compounded by further differentiation among the various grades 
within each category. The capitalist mode's basic opposition between 
owners of means of production and working hands is legally and polit
ically sanctified, and is conjugated by additional discriminations, such as 
"white-collar" and "blue-collar" workers. 

Ideologies codify these distinctions not merely as instrumental 
aspects of social relations, but as grounded in the essence of the uni
verse-in the nature of nature, the nature of human nature, and the 
nature of society. In kin-ordered societies the distinctions of descent and 
affinity are anchored in the workings of super-nature. In tributary 
societies the differences in basic social categories are conceptualized as 
an aspect of cosmic hierarchies, and myth and ritual as well as force are 
deployed to maintain the proper orchestration between Earth and 
Heaven. In societies dominated by the capitalist mode, distinctions of 
essence appear in the Calvinist notion that God rewards virtue and that 
the successful are virtuous, or in the idea that Nature awards the palm of 
success to winners in natural selection. Poverty is thought to demon
strate lack of worth and failure in natural selection to merit assignment 
to base occupations. 

Yet each mode at the same time generates characteristic contradic
tions that appear in both behavior and thought. In the kin-ordered 
mode, some kinfolk emerge as "more equal than others," and lesser kin 
confront the real limits of kin-based assistance. A social world divided 
into insiders and outsiders, moreover, creates the problem of strangers 
and orphans. In the tributary mode, the continuing clashes of interest 
between tribute takers and tribute payers engender not only social 
opposition but also ideological concerns about what constitutes "right 
action" or "commensurate justice:' as opposed to "wrong action" and 
lIinjustice." Thus tributary social orders, in enforcing divine hierarchies, 
may yet face rebellion to right the injustices caused by such 
enforcement. 

In the capitalist mode the regnant ideology assumes the equality of all 
participants in the market, in the face of basic distinctions in political 
and economic power between capitalists and workers. While all social 
actors are defined as participants in commodity exchange, the mode is 
structurally dependent upon the "unequal factor endowment" of 
owners of capital and sellers of labor power. Ideology-making thus 
transmutes the distinction between classes into distinctions of virtue 
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and l)1£rit. Success is demonstrated by the ability to acquire valued 
commodities; hence, inability to consume signals social defeat. Since 
the mode alternates continuously between labor mobilization and 
abandonment, however, it also continuously reproduces an opposition 
between virtuous consumers and the disvalued poor. Just as the tribu
tary mode gives rise to both class opposition and rebellions to right 
injustice, so thc capitalist mode spawns both labor discontent and ideo
logical movements to change the definitions of virtue and demerit. 

Ideology may mediate contradictions, but it cannot resolve them. 
Alternative systems of ideas and ideologically charged behavior are 
continuously generated by the operations of the modes themselves. 
They are produced in the interplay of groups and classes that use 
ideological alternatives to define their place in the field of force gener
ated by a mode of production. The alternatives take various forms, 
expressing both the relatedness of groups and classes within a given 
mode and their opposition. They may appear as different accents or 
connotations imputed to the same communicative code by social actors 
occupying distinct points of vantage. They may take shape in ideas and 
practices that sound a systematic counterpoint to the mainstream of 
communication. They may even develop into heterodox visions of 
reality, carrying with them a threat of rebellion against the prevailing 
order. Such connotations, counterpoints, and heterodoxies, moreover, 
remain but rarely confined within a single social constellation or soci~ 
ety; cults, religions, or political movements all tend to overleap bounda
ries and to convey ideological alternatives to audiences beyond the 
frontiers. 

There is thus an economic and political side to the formation of 
idea-systems, and idea-systems. once produced, become weapons in the 
clash of social interests. Sets of ideas and particular group interests, 
however. do not exist in mechanical one-to-one relationships. If a mode 
of production gives rise to idea-systems. these are mUltiple and often 
contradictory. They form an "ecology" of collective representations, 
and the construction of ideology takes place within a field of ideological 
options in which groups delineate their positions in a complex process of 
selection among alternatives. This process of inclusion and exclusion is 
not only cognitive; it also involves the exercise of power. To sustain 
ideological hegemony, the defenders of orthodoxy must carry their 
message into an ever larger number of instrumental domains, while 
curtailing the ability of subaltern groups to advance viable alternatives. 
Where redundancy falters and ideology-making fails, the deficit may be 
made up by force. 

It has been an argument of this book that we can no longer think of 
societies as isolated and self-maintaining systems. Nor can we imagine 
cultures as integrated totalities in which each part contributes to the 
maintenance of an organized, autonomous, and enduring whole. There 
are only cultural sets of practices and ideas, put into play by determinate 
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human actors under determinate circumstances. In the course of action. 
these cultural sets are forever assembled, dismantled, and reassembled, 
conveying in variable accents the divergent paths of groups and classes. 
These paths do not find their explanation in the self-interested decisions 
of interacting individuals. They grow out of the deployment of social 
labor, mobilized to engage the world of nature. The manner of that 
mobilization sets the terms of history, and in these terms the peoples 
who have asserted a privileged relation with history and the peoples to 
whom history has been denied encounter a common destiny. 
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This book incorporates the findings of various disciplines, and ranges 
widely in historical time and geographical space. In such a work the 
author owes his readers an account of his sources, together with the 
reasons for their selection. The body of the text includes reference only 
for quantitative informati'on, quotations, and points upon which there 
might be dispute. In this essay I present the larger body of materials on 
which this book is based. My intent is not to cite all the works I have 
consulted, but rather to indicate those that most significantly shaped my 
theoretical understandings and most directly contributed to my educa
tion in each subject malter. Since this book is the cumulative outcome of 
many experiences and research efforts, the discussion of my sources is 
to some extent also an intellectual autobiography. 

L Introduction 
Criticism of the social sciences for excessive specialization, professional 
myopia, and a neglect of history is not new. Sociologist Robert S. Lynd 
wrote Knowledgefor What? in 1939, and a critique of sociological method 
in "The Science of Inhuman Relations" in 1949. C. Wright Mills advo
cated a renewal of sociology throughout his career, and Alvin Gouldner 
was a major intellectual critic of the field until his death in 1981. In 
trying to understand the development of social thought. I have found 
most useful the masterful trilogy by H. Stuart Hughes (1958, 1966, 
1975). Leon Bramson has provided insight into the conservative basis of 
sociology in his too little-known Political Context of Sociology (1961). 

Political science has lost its generalizing thrust since it forsook political 
sociology and a concern with economics for "behavioral" studies. The 
influence of scholars like V. O. Key, Jr., who combined micro-studies 
(such as his 1949 Southern Politics) with an interest in the state apparatus, 
seems to have been swept away by a concentration on small-group 
politics and attitude surveys. The recent work by Charles Lindblom 
(I977). which compares the economic performance of different polit
ical systems, is quite unique. The most vital work on politics recently has 
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com~)fom historically minded sociologists, such as Barrington Moore, 
Jr. (1966, 1978), Charles Tilly (1975), Ellen K. Trimberger (1978), and 
Theda Skocpol (1979). Political theory has been greatly illuminated by 
C. B. Macpherson's Political Theory of Possessive Individualism (1962) and 
by the works of Nicos Poulantzas (especially Political Power and Social 
Change, 1973), whose promise was cut short by his suicide in 1979. A 
useful overview of "recent theories of the capitalist state" can be found 
in Bob Jessop (1977). 

Anthropology has been slower than sociology to take a critical look at 
its basic assumptions, An early attack on functionalism and its implica~ 
tions by Dorothy Gregg and Elgin Williams (1948) presaged later criti
cisms, but its effects were neutralized by its style of argument and by the 
wrath unleashed against it by both Kroeber and Radcliffe-Brown. The 
next major critical voice to be heard was that of Peter Worsley, first in 
the little-read appendix to his Trumpet Shall Sound (1957), then in "The 
Analysis of Rebellion and Revolution in British Social Anthropology" 
(1961). In the early 1960s J. R. Hooker raised questions about anthro
pology in Africa (1963), and Jacques Maquet wrote critically about 
"Objectivity in Anthropology" (1964). Within American anthropology 
it was Kathleen Gough who first asked, in 1967, why the discipline 
seemed to "bypass the most crucial problems of world society" (1968: 
138). Thereafter there was an outpouring of self-consciously critical 
discussions, such as Dell Hymes, ed., Reinventing Anthropology (1969), 
Talal Asad, ed .. Anthropology and the Colonial Encounter (1973, and Jean 
Copans, ed .. Anthropologie et imperialisme (1975), to name only a few. 
The search for viable alternatives, however, has been slow. Two Inter
esting attempts, from very different perspectives, are Worsley's Third 
World (1964) and Darcy Ribeiro's Civilizational Process (1968). 

Since Karl Marx's name is such a bugaboo, it is important to focus on 
his ideas rather than on the polemics surrounding them. Vernon Ven
able's Human Nature: The Marxian View (1945) is, to me, still the best 
all-round introduction to the subject. Bertell OIlman's "Philosophical 
Introduction" to his book Alienation (1976) offers a useful entry into 
Marxian philosophical ideas. Alfred Schmidt's Concept of Nature in Marx 
(1971) is rewarding but difficult. I have learned a great deal about the 
development of Marx's ideas from Franz Mehring's biography of Marx 
(1935). Alvin Gouldner's Two Marxisms (1980) is a good introduction to 
the contradictions in Marx's own thought and to the subsequent vari
ants in Marxism that incorporate one or another aspect of that thought. 
Eric J. Hobsbawm has written perceptively on "Karl Marx's Contribu
tion to Historiography" (1973). 

Anthropologists may wish to turn to Eleanor B. Leacock's introduc
tion to the 1972 edition of Friedrich Engels's Origin of the Family, Private 
Property and the State, to Maurice Godelier's "Dead Sections and Living 
Ideas in Marx's Thinking on Primitive Society" (1977), and to the 
well-written book by James W. Wessman, Anthropology and Marxism 
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(1981). Marx's own ethnological researches have been edited and 
brought into publication by Lawrence Krader (1972). 

2, The World in 1400 

The effort to write a world history as a process of cultural connections, 
or to understand culture in global terms, is uot new in anthropology. I 
carne into the field when V. Gordon Childe's What Happened in History 
(1946) was required reading, and graduate education included an 
obligatory immersion in Kroeber's rewritten Anthropology (1948). Ralph 
Linton's Tree of Culture (1955), based on his lectures and bereft of 
references, is also in that tradition, which seems to be ~hve m anthro
pology today only among archaeologists. Within the held ot hIStory, 
there are prodigious universal historians such as Arnold Toynbe~, 
whose view of history as a march toward salvation, however, WIll 
persuade only believers. Much more helpful for anthropologIsts IS 
William McNeill's Rise of the West (1963), WhICh attempts to portray 
human history as linkages and interconnections, challenging the civil
izational monads of a Spengler or a Toynbee. 

My penchant for seeing Europe and Asia synoptically traces back to 
the influence of Joseph Strygowski, whose lectures and exhIbIts on the 
Eurasian animal style were much discussed during my chIldhood In 
Vienna. Owen Lattimore's Inner Asian Frontiers of China (1951) offered a 
stimulating general view of nomad-cultivator interaction, as did his 
later collection of essays (1962). 

In trying to understand nomad-cultivator relations around the 
Mediterranean region, I have benefited by Althelm (1954, 1960), as 
well as by von Barloewen (1961). Frederick J. Teggart's Rome.andChll1a 
(1939) is an interesting work; an example ;If early chometncs, It also 
reveals the limitations of mechanical quantIfication, 

My major source on the political history of Asian nomadism has been 
Rene Grousset's Empire of the Steppes (1970). The anthropology of thIS 
cultural type owes a great deal to Lawrence Krader, especially his papers 
on social organization (1955), ecology (1957), and pohty (1958). [t IS 
clear that one should not regard the role of the pastoral nomads as an 
independent prime mover of political history, but view it rather in 
relation to the ecology, exchange systems, and power structure of the 
settled areas. On this, see Lacoste (1974) and Lees and Bates (1974). 

I have had a long-standing interest in the history and development of 
the Islamic world (see Wolf 1951; 1969: Chap. 5). A great deal of what I 
know I learned from teaching on Mediterranean cultures jointly with 
William D. Schorger at the University of Michigan from 1961 to 1971. 
The standard treatises on Islam are listed in readily avaIlable bIblIog
raphies, but I would single out Marshall G. S: Hodgson's three-~olume 
Venture of Islam (1974). This work has been cntlClzed for Its Ideahst bI~S, 
a charge that can be laid at the door of most treatments that emphaSIze 
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the'normative character of Islam. It does, however, deal with the Islamic 
world in all its geographic and temporal dimensions, and it avoids many 
of the ethnocentric biases of other Western writers. Its major short
coming is its lack of grounding in social and economic history-a weak
ness, once again, that is general among writers on Islam. For a trenchant 
critique of much ofthe writing on the Islamic world, see Bryan Tnrner's 
Marx and the End of Orientalism (1978). 

Apart from a few scattered essays of an earlier time, the social and 
economic history of Islam is only now beginning to be written. The 
salient efforts include the volumes edited by M. A. Cook (1970), Charles 
Issawi (1966), and, especially, Abraham Udovitch (1980). Useful dis
cussions of technology and production are Andrew Watson's" Arab 
Agricultural Revolution" (1974) and Richard Bulliet's Camel and the 
Whee! (1975). On relations between town and country, see Ira M. 
Lapidus's collection, Middle Eastern Cities (1969), especially the essay by 
Lapidus himself. The writers on Islamic history who pay special atten
tion to social and economic aspects include Claude Cahen (1955, 1957, 
1959, 1965) and S. D. Goitein, who has dealt with the rise of Near 
Eastern artisans and bourgeoisie (1956-1957, 1964). Some day we will 
have a better understanding of the wide-ranging trade connections of 
the Islamic world. Heyd (1885) and Lybyer (1915) remain classics; there 
is much information in Robert Lopez and Irving Raymond's collection 
on Mediterranean trade (1955); and D. S. Richards has edited a useful 
book on Islam and the trade of Asia (1970). Udovitch has written a 
splendid book on commercial law in medieval Islam ([970), and 
Maxime Rodinson's [slam et capitalisme (1966) is replete with insights 
and information. 

On early Ottoman history, Wittek (1957) is indispensable, especially 
if read in conjunction with Werner (1966). Halal Inalcik's Ottoman 
Empire (1973) is a valuable contribution by a Turkish historian; I would 
also call attention to his "Capital Formation in the Ottoman Empire" 
(1969). Most challenging are the recent papers by <;:aglar Keyder on 
Ottoman disintegration (1976) and by Huri Islamoglu and Keyder, 
"Agenda for Ottoman History" (1977). 

The exploration of African prehistory constitutes an exciting research 
frontier. A useful overview of the subject is Roland Oliver and Brian 
Fagan's Africa in the Iron Age (1975). J. D. Fage and Oliver had edited a 
selection of major papers from the Journal of African History under the 
title, Papers in African Prehistory (1970). Oliver's own paper in that 
volume, on "The Problem of Bantu Expansion," however, must yield 
first place in an exposition of this subject to D. W. Phillipson's "Spread of 
the Bantu Languages" (1977), on which I have relied. Vansina, Mauny, 
and Thomas (1964). as well as McCall (1969), explore the possibilities 
and difficulties facing the historian in Africa. 

We now know something about the extensive networks of exchange 
that linked many parts of Africa. E. W. Bovill's Golden Trade of the Moors 
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(1968) deals with trans-Saharan trade; this is a revised version of a book 
that he wrote in 1933, Caravans of the Old Sahara. Lars Sundstrom's 
Exchange Economy of pre-Colonial Tropical Africa (1974) is a welcome 
reprint of a little-known book published in Sweden. Also valuable is 
Mauny (1961). IvorWilks ([962) stresses east-west trade routes, as well 
as north-south connections. A collection edited by Claude Meillassoux 
(1971) contains relevant information, but it deals mostly with nine
teenth-century trade. On West Africa as the leading supplier of gold to 
the international economy between the eleventh and the seventeenth 
centuries, see Braudel ([972: 462-475) and Hopkins (1973: 82). 

The politics of the Sudan have been discussed by Nehemia Levtzion 
and by Abdullahi Smith in Ajayi and Crowder, eds .. History of West Africa 
(1972). Levtzion deals with the states of the Western Sudan before 
1500, Smith with those of the Central Sudan. Daniel McCall (1971) has 
written on Islamization in this area in the eleventh century. Jack Goody 
(1971) illuminates state formation in Africa through comparisons with 
state-formation processes in Europe and Asia; but see also the critique 
by Emmanuel Terray (1973). 

The volume edited by Robert Rotberg and H. Neville Chittick on East 
Africa and the Orient (1975) makes one think about connections across 
the Arabian Sea and the Indian Ocean. G.S.P. Freeman-Grenville's 
Medieval History of the Coast of Tanganyika (1962) and Chittick's paper on 
"The Coast Before the Arrival of the Portuguese" (1972) provide the 
archaeological background of coastal settlement. Roger Summers has 
been interested in defining and dating the archaeological sequences at 
Zimbabwe; see his book Zimbabwe (1963) and his later "Rhodesian Iron 
Age" (1970). K. R. Robinson has written on "The Archaeology of the 
Rozwi" (1966). D. P. Abraham has pioneered the combined study of 
Portuguese records and African oral traditions in several articles (196 L 
1962, 1966). Also useful are Edward Alpers's discussion of "The Mutapa 
and Malawi Political Systems" (1968) and S. G. Mudenge on "The Role 
of Foreign Trade" (1974). 

My perspective on India was shaped early in my graduate-school days 
by a paper by Paul Rosas, "Caste and Class in India" (1943), and later by 
Frederic K. Lehman's ambitious doctoral thesis, Anthropological Param
eters of a Civilization (1957). Bernard S. Cohn's India: The Social Anthro
pology of a Civilization (197 I) is excellent. I have also learned something 
from K. S. Shelvankar's little book on The Problem o[India (1943), and a 
great deal from an article by P. C. Joshi (1970), who argues against the 
uniformity and unchangeability of traditional India. 

Like everyone who has studied India, I have tried to comprehend 
caste. The literature on the topic is labyrinthine, and the reader is not 
always sure there is light at the end of the tunnel. There are those who 
locate the cohesive forces holding the caste system together in ideology, 
in an underlying structure or postulate of ritual purity and pollution. 
The major statement of this position is Louis Dumont's Homo Hier-
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archicus (1970). Others, whose approach I find more persuasive, hold 
"that caste systems are held together by power, concentrated in certain 
groups, more than by consensus" (Berreman 1979: 112). That power 
plays an important role in maintaining caste distinctions and caste 
positions was made abundantly clear in M. N. Srinivas's paper, "The 
Dominant Caste in Rampura" (1959), and in F. G. Bailey'S books, Caste 
and the Economic Frontier (1957) and Tribe, Caste, and Nation (1960). The 
systemic nature of this power emerged for me from Eric Miller's demon
stration that royal power was the linchpin of the system in his "Caste 
and Territory in Malabar" (1954); from the discussion of the conflict 
between priestly and political power in J. C. Heesterman's "India and 
the Inner Conflict of Traditions" (1973); and from Chandra Jayawar
dena's explanation of "The Disintegration of Caste in Fiji Rural Society" 
(1971). 

At the same time, one should not conclude that caste is merely 
epiphenomenal. Caste categories involve notions of corporate member
ship, comInon descent, and endogamy, even when subcastes and caste 
sections merge or separate according to context and situation (BeteiIle 
1969: 157), or when castes as a whole change their social positions (see 
Sinder 1964; Silverberg 1968). Morton Klass (1980) has plausibly 
traced the rise of the caste system to a process of differentiation of 
originally equivalent corporate groups. Claude Meillasoux (1974) has 
offered a model of the caste system based on such differentiation in 
access to means of production, although he slights the ideological ele
ment in the determination of which group gets what. Joan Mencher's 
"The Caste System Upside Down" (1974) clarifies the position of the 
Untouchables. 

I conclude that the caste phenomenon is tied up intimately with 
power and control of ecouomic resources, but that the corporate nature 
of descent-based groups must be taken into account in trying to under
stand the workings of the Indian system of classes within a field of 
power. The model for such an approach, forme, is Richard G. Fox's Kin, 
Clan, Raja, and Rule (1971); [have relied heavily on this brilliant study, 

My reading on China began with Owen and Eleanor Lattimore's 
Making of Modern China (1944) while [was in the army during World 
War II. [ subsequently encountered two remarkable books: Karl Witt
fogel'S Wirtschaft tll1d Gesellschaft Chinas (1931) and Owen Lattimore's 
Inner Asian Frontiers (1951). During my graduate studies [learned much 
from Morton Fried, who was then laying the basis for his renowned 
courses on China and the Chinese periphery, first offered in 1950. Fried 
also introduced me to the ethnic complexities of the Southwestern 
Chinese frontier; see his "Land Tenure, Geography and Ecology" 
(1952). Wolfgang Eberhard's writings, now synthesized in A History of 
China (1977), as well as Mark Elvin'S notable Pattern of the Chinese Past 
(1973), provided a different perspective in their emphasis on cumula
tive, noncyclical changes in Chinese development. Elvin offers an 

especially dramatic account of Han expansion into the Chinese South. 
My discussion of trends in Chinese land tenure draws on Etienne 

"Evolution of Landownership in Fourth- and Fifth-Century 
China" and "Landownership in China from the Fourth to the Four
teenth Century," both included in a book of his essays (1964); Denis 
Twitchett's Land Tenure and the Social Order in T' ang and Sung China 
(1962); and chapters 6 ("Manorialism without Feudalism") and 15 

. (i'The Disappearance of Serfdom") of Elvin's Pattern of the Chinese Past. 
Elvin has also influenced my view of Chinese mercantile activity, 
together with W. E. Wilmott, ed .. Economic Organization in Chinese Society 
(1972). Trade connections with the Arab world are discussed by Jitsuzo 
Kuwabara in the work "On P'u Shou-keng" (1928-1935). I first be
came aware of Chinese contacts with Africa through J.J.L. Duyvendak's 
China's Discovery of Africa (1949). 

In early graduate work in anthropology [ read on the ecology of 
Southeast Asia; E.C.J. Mohr'S Tropical Soil Forming Processes (1933) and 
Soils of Equatorial Regions (1944); Pierre Gourou's Les paysans du delta 
tonkinois (1936); and Karl Pelzer'S Pioneer Settlement in the Asiatic Tropics 
(1945). At that time, various writings by Robert von Heine-Geldern, 
Anj. Thomassen a Thuessink, and B.H.M. Vlekke furnished a spotty and 
conjectural view of early culture history. The situation has much 
improved since then, through such works as.1. C. van Leur'S Indonesian 
Trade and Society (1955); George Coedes's Les peuples de la Peninsule 
Indochinoise (1962) and Les etats hindouises d'Indochine et d'Indonesie 
(1964); Paul Wheatley'S Golden Kltersonese (1961) and his fine essay on 
the change from reciprocity to redistribution (1975); and the books by 
O. W. Wolters on Early Indonesian Commerce (1967) and Tlte Fall of 
Srfviyaya in Malay History (1970). 

D.G.E. Hall's History of South-East Asia (1968) offers a sound general 
introduction to the history and politics of the area. I have also found 
useful the systematized ethnographic information in Lebar, Hickey, and 
Musgrove, eds., Ethnic Groups of Mainland Southeast Asia (1964), as well 
as Kunstadter, ed., Southeast Asian Tribes, Minorities, and Nations (1967). 
An enduring contribution to the understanding of this area is Harry J. 
Benda's 1962 essay, "The Structure of Southeast Asian History," which 
calls for systematic attention to major social. economic, and political 
relationships. It is included, together with his other essays, in a volume 
published to honor that gifted author after his death (Benda 1972). 

The study of cultural development in the New World owes a debt to 
Julian Steward for his part in moving American archaeology toward a 
concern with ecology and socioeconomic processes. I cut my anthro
pological eyeteeth on the Handbook of South American Tndians, which 
Steward edited (1946-1959). A synoptic version of this seven-volume 
work is available in Steward and Faron (1959). Steward'S paper, 
"American Culture History in the Light of South America" (1947), has 
been an aid to me in thinking comparatively about native American 
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ethnology. I found very useful the papers in Jennings and Norbeck, eds" 
Prehistoric Man in the New World (1963) and in Meggers and Evans, eds., 
Aboriginal Culture Development in Latin America (1963); Gordon R. 
Willey's two-volume Introduction to American Archaeology (1966, 1971); 
and William T. Sanders and Joseph Marino's New World Prehistory 
( 1970). 

The "paleosociology" of the Andean and sub-Andean areas is illumi
nated in John V. Murra, Formaciones econamicas y politicas del mundo 
andino (1975); Betty J. Meggers, Ecuador (1966); and Gerardo Reichel
Dolmatoff, Colombia (1965). On the site of Buritaca, see Colombia Today 
(1979). Donald Lathrap, in The Upper Amazon (1970), emphasizes the 
relationship of the Andean and Amazonian zones, a topic that is likely to 
hold some surprises in the future. The archaeology ofIsthmian America 
is ably reviewed by Olga R. Linares (1979). Mary Helms has written a 
fine book on Ancient Panama: Chiefs in Search of Power (1976). 

For Mesoamerica, on which I have written earlier (Wolf 1959), I have 
made use of William T. Sanders and Barbara J. Price, Mesoamerica: The 
Evolution of a Civilization (1968); Pedro Carrasco et aI., Estratificacian social 
en la Mesoamerica prehispanica (1976); and Carrasco and Johanna 
Broda, eds" Ecol1omia, politica e ideologfa en Mesoamerica (1977). 

Gordon F. Ekholm and Gordon R. Willey together edited the fourth 
volume of the Handbook of Middle American [ndians, entitled Archae
ological Frontiers and External Connections (1966), in which J. Charles 
Kelley deals with Mesoamerica-Southwest connections and James B. 
Griffin discusses the relation of Mesoamerica to the Eastern United 
States. See also Charles Di Peso, Casas Grandes (1974). On the prehistory 
of the Eastern United States, see Joseph R. Caldwell's Trend altdTradition 
( 1958) and "Eastern North America" (1962); Melvin L. Fowler's 
"Agriculture and Village Settlement in the North American East" 
(1971); and James A. Brown's "Spiro Art and Its Mortuary Contexts" 
(1975). 

3, Modes of Production 

This book makes extensive use of the concept of "mode of production," 
but in a more eclectic fashion than some of its current advocates. An 
introduction to the concept can be gained from Bridget O'Laughlin's 
"Marxist Approaches in Anthropology" (1975), Jonathan Friedman's 
"Marxism, Structuralism and Vulgar Materialism" (1974), and Chapter 
6 of Wessman (1981). Readers should be aware, however, that the 
concept of the mode of production has achieved its current salience only 
recently, through the fusion of Marxism and structuralism in France. It 
thus represents a particular variant of Marxian thought and not its 
totality. 

Marx and Engels themselves used the term Produktionsweise quite 
freely and often ambiguously. They distinguished a number of "generic 

Bibliographic Notes 40 I 

types of productive systems" (in Venable's terms). They sometimes 
wrote as if they saw the succession of such systems-primitive com
munism, Asiatic society, slaveholding society, feudalism, capitalism, 
and socialism-as evolutionary stages. At other times, they arranged 
these generic types bilineally, visualizing one line of evolution moving 
from primitive communism to the Asiatic mode, and another line from 
primitive communism to capitalism on the Western European model. 
Eric J. Hobsbawm has examined some of the issues involved in his 
"Introduction" to Marx's Precapitalist Economic Formations (1964), which 
embodies a part of the long-untranslated and unknown Grundrisse. 
Orthodoxy after Marx and Engels tended to favor a unilineal evolu
tionary model in which each generic type of productive system gave 
rise, in turn, to a higher stage. Soviet interpretations, especially under 
Stalin, tended to favor a worldwide universal sequence-slaveholding 
society, feudalism, capitalism, and socialism-in order to lend ideolog
icallegitimacy to Soviet socialism as a rightful successor to its feudal and 
capitalist predecessors. 

The attempts of French structuralists (notably Louis Althusser and 
Etienne Balibar in philosophy and Maurice Godelier in anthropology) 
to define and analyze modes of production as structures or systems in 
their own right, without reference to questions of evolution, transition, 
or history, needs to be understood as a reaction against the accepted 

.;unIllou.oxy. These attempts have contributed clarity to the discussion, as 
well as a good deal of sophisticated Gallic logic chopping. 

I have learned much from the structuralists; at the same time, J see 
limitatiotlS in their approach. Since they believe that Marx was a sys

'''':VI <>, before his time, one who used Hegelian language because 
not speak Althusserian, they have eliminated the Hegelian 

Marx. This does away with Marx's interesting (and, to me, 
ivalLtable) effort to build a philosophy of internal relations, in favor of a 

systems approach that deals with elements-in-relation 
itlstc~ad of elements-of-relation (see OIlman 1976: Part J). The struc
.'UW'l>", moreover, have endowed the structure or system with an 
.illJ>U'lUI.C teleology ("structural causality"), which moves people as car

of the system but leaves no room for human consciousness or 
;nlSlO1ry, In their anthropology they consequently show a tendency to 

col1allse all culture and cultural diversity iuto the elements of the mode 
production. Furthermore, they reify the mode of production concept 

timeless essences, which are then allowed to reproduce themselves 
("articulate") with one another without reference to 

Ilh;t01,iGll time or circumstance. 
have adopted the mode of production concept as a way of thinking 

relationships, not as God's truth. The concept cannot account for 
,e,rer'vtJlinQ. nor is it the solution to all theoretical problems. I favor it in 

because it allows us to move away from mechanical, linear 
:,CdU"Ull.IC>; but I am not prepared to embrace the Rube Goldberg-like 
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theoretical constructions of articulated sectors, levels, moments, and 
instances that are often only complicated rephrasings of the time
hallowed notion of "function." 

Those interested in delving deeper into the relevant literature should 
read Althusser and Balibar, Reading Capital (1970), especially Part III, 
and Godelier's Rationalite et irrationalite en economie ( 1966). A book edited 
by David Seddon, Relations of Production (1974), offers a convenient 
selection of writings in English translation by French structuralist 
anthropologists; however, Seddon's introduction misleads in ,sug
gesting that Marxist approaches in anthropology originated at the Ecole 
Normale Superieure in Paris in the 1960s. Those able to read German 
will find Irmgard Sellnow's Grundprinzipien einer Periodisierung det 
Urgeschichte (1961) an interesting contribution from a different tradi
tion. Barry Hindess and Paul Q. Hirst, acting as the enfants terribles of 
Marxian social science in Britain, "out-Althusser" Althusser in their 
"Introduction" to Pre-capitalist Modes of Production (1975). They are 
infuriating in their insistence that no fact exists without theory, and in 
their resolute denial of history in constructing their modes of produc
tions; but their extremism provides a standard against which others can 
test their own ideas. An informed, angry critique of the entire struc
turalist enterprise is provided by E. P. Thompson in The Poverty of Theory 
(1978). 

Some of my insights into how the capitalist mode operates derive 
from the experience of growing up among textile workers in the 
German-Czech borderland of northern Bohemia in the Depression 
years of the 1930s. My interest in an alternative economics was whetted 
by John Strachey's Nature of the Capitalist Crisis (1935), which I read in 
1939. When I attended Queens College in New York, I became 
acquainted with institntional economics through reading Dixon and 
Eberhardt (1938). Two outstanding books dealing with Marxian 
economics are Paul M. Sweezy's Theory of Capitalist Development (1942) 
and Ernest Mandel's Marxist Economic Theory (1968). Since 1968, the 
Review of Radical Political Economics has proved a lively and productive 
source of high-quality publications on economic and political subjects. 
The Rosetta stone of analysis is, of course, Karl Marx's Capital; I have 
used the 1977 Vintage/Random House edition for Volnme I and the 
1967 International Publishers edition for Volume III. 

The concept of a "tributary mode of production" has been used by 
Samir Amin in a number of his writings, such as Le developpement inegal 
(1973), especially Chapter 1 on precapitalist formations. Bnt the con
cept is foreshadowed by Marx in a discussion, in the Gnmdrisse, of the 
possible ontcomes of conquest (Gr. 1973: 97). The Japanese historian 
Jiro Hayakawa, writing in the mid-1930s, equated the tributary mode of 
prodnction with the Asiatic mode (see Shiozawa 1965). Ion Banu, 
historian of philosophy at the University of Bucharest, similarly identi
fied Asiatic and tributary social formations (1967). 
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The notion of a distinctive Asiatic mode of production stems from the 
writings of the classical economists: Adam Smith, James Mill, Richard 
Jones, and John Stuart Mill. Marx developed the concept in a number of 
writings, notably the Gnmdrisse, bnt with varying emphases, stressing 
sometimes the hydraulic underpinnings of Asiatic societies, sometimes 
the presence of village communities acting in support of a god-king who 
represents their undifferentiated nnity. The pioneer attempt to use the 
concept operationally in the analysis of a hydraulic society is Wittfogel's 
masterly Wirtscha!t und Gesellschaft Chinas (1931). Wittfogel continued to 
be the main protagonist of the idea after the advent of Stalinism ren
dered its discussion impernlissible in the Soviet Union and elsewhere in 
the member parties of the Communist International. Soviet Marxism
Leninism evidently felt threatened by the critical stance toward state 
managerial bureaucracies that the concept implied; by the possibility 
that it could be used to characterize Soviet society as "Asiatic"; and by 
the implication that sociocnltural evolution might be multilineal rather 
than unilinea!, and thus might demand multilineal and heterodox 
political responses and strategies rather than uniform and orthodox 
ones. The renewed interest in the concept after Stalin's demise seems to 
be the result of efforts on the Left to chart multilinea!, nationally 
differentiated roads to socialism. Among writings pointing in that direc
tion are those by the redoubtable East German historian of the Near East 
and classical antiquity, Elisabeth Charlotte Weiskopf (1957); the French 
historian of the Orient, Jean Chesneaux (1964); the French anthro
pologist Maurice Godelier (1965); and the Hungarian historian of 
Oriental literature, Ferenc Tokei (1966). Useful works dealing with the 
issues posed by the concept are Wittfogel's Oriental Despotism (1957), 
especially chapter 9; the volume of collected papers, Sur Ie 'mode de 
production asiatique, 'published by the Centre d'Etudes et de Recherches 
Marxistes (1969); Lawrence Krader's Asiatic Mode of Production (1975); 
the critical chapter 4 in Hindess and Hirst (1975); and Irfan M. Habib's 
"Examination of Wittfogel's Theory of Oriental Despotism" (1969). 
Jonathan Friedman's System, Structure and Contradiction (1979) suggests 
the possible development of Asiatic state forms out of pre-existent 
kin-ordered "conical clan" structures, and encourages one to think of 
rank-ordered and kin-based, feuda!, and Asiatic formations as trans
formations of one another. 

An introduction to the issues posed by feudalism and to the relevant 
bibliography is the article "Feudalism" by Joshua Prawer and Shmuel 
N. Eisenstadt in the International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences (1968). 
The classic work on the topic remains Marc Bloch's Feudal Society (1961), 
first published in 1939-1940 at the beginning of the war from which its 
anthor would not return. The Centre d'Etudes et de Recherches Marx
istes has published a volume of papers, Sur lefeodalisme (1971), in which 
Rene Gallissot questions why the weak, short-lived, and peripheral 
Northwest European feudalism should serve as the type case for 
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feudillisms everywhere. Heide Wunder has brought together an inter
esting collection of papers by West and East German authors, Feudal
ismus (1971), which includes a helpful introduction by Wunder. The 
publisher did not, however, receive permission to reprint Otto Hintze's 
important essay on "We sen und Verbreitung des Feudalismus" (1929). 
This paper first encouraged me to think of feudalism as a phase within a 
larger mode. It treats feudalism as a recurrent, but not universal, con
stellation or syndrome, which can occur either in the course of state 
formation or as a result of political devolution and breakdown. The East 
German scholars included in the Wunder volume treat feudalism as a 
mode of production, as do Hindess and Hirst (1975: Chap. 5). Among 
the East Germans, Bernhard Topfer (Wunder 1971: Chap. 7) is the most 
concerned with feudalism as particular outcomes of multilineal pro
cesses; in contrast, Hindess and Hirst are prevented by their extreme 
structuralism from asking questions about the cross-cultural temporal 
and geographic occurrence and variability of their postulated mode. 
Also important for its discussion of feudal "rationality" and the role of 
commerce in a feudal system is Witold Kula's economic theory of the 
feudal system (1970). 

My construction of a kin-ordered mode was prompted by diverse 
influences. Among these were Paul Kirchhoff's "Principles of Clanship 
in Human Society," written originally in 1935 but not published until 
1955 (reprinted 1959), along with Morton H. Fried's reworking of 
Kirchhoff's ideas in his "Classification of Corporate Unilineal Descent 
Groups" (1957). A second source was the essays of Claude Meillasoux, 
especially "Essai d'interpretation du phenomene economique" (1960), 
"From Reproduction to Production" (1972), and "The Social Organiza
tion of the Peasantry" (1973). A third influence was Marshall Sahlins's 
notion of the contradiction between the domestic level and kinship (see, 
especially, his Stone Age Economics, 1972: Chaps. 2 and 3). A fourth was 
Janet Siskind's excellent "Kinship and Mode of Production" (1978), 
which links the basic elements of kinship and marriage to the division of 
labor between the sexes. The complexities of kinship as a symbolic 
construct were brought home to me by David M. Schneider's "What is 
Kinship All About?" (1972). 

On the contradictory role of the chief within the kinship order. and on 
the transition from kinship to classness, see Kirchhoff (1959), Fried 
(1957, 1960), Sahlins (1960; 1972: 130-148,204-2!O),Ruyle(1973), 
and Webster (1975, 1976). 

The question of how modes of production articulate with one another 
has been raised by Pierre-Philippe Rey's Les alliances de classes (1976), the 
essay on articulation included in that volume having been circulated in 
mimeographed form since 1969. Barbara Bradby's article, "The De
struction of Natural Economy" (1975), represents a lucid and important 
contribution. Aidan Foster-Carter's "Can We Articulate Articulation?" 
(1977) discusses some of the relevant literature and its problems. 

Bibliographic Notes 405 

4, Europe, Prelude to Expansion 

To explain Europe's peripheral position in relation to the Levant after 
the raIl of the Roman Empire requires one to ask first just who and what 
fell. A useful introduction to diverse views on the problem is the booklet 
edited by Mortimer Chambers, The Fall of Rome (1963). A sophisticated 
r~cent appraisal of the question is Perry Anderson's Passages from Antiq
llity to Feudaltsm (1978). There clearly was a political collapse in the 
western half of the empire, but a simultaneous diffusion of Roman 
patterns throughout the rural areas; on this point, see Heichelheim 
(1956). One mnst also remember that while Western Rome fell, Eastern 
Rome survived for another thousand years. The major work on Byzan
tIUm IS Georg Ostrogorsky'S History of the Byzantine State, but Anderson's 
discussion of Byzantium (1978: 265-293) cites much new literature. 
My concept of the Byzantine-Viking pincer that contained Europe to 
the west is based on my reading of Archibald Lewis's splended Naval 
Power and Trade in the Mediterranean, 500-1 JOO (1951) aud The Northern 
Seas (1958), as well as Gwyn Jones's History of the Vikings (1968), which 
treats the Viking connections to the east (Part 2, Chap. 4). 

There is need for further detailed study of the trade in European 
slaves to the East, where until the tenth century they constituted a 
major article of commerce. On Byzantine slavery, see Hadjinicolaou
Marava (1950); on the slaving activities of the AI-Radhaniyya in the 
nmth century, Lopez aud Ramond, Medieval Trade (I 955: 31-32, 115); 
on Viking trade in slaves to the Islamic world, see the chilling account of 
Ibn Fadlan, in Togan (1939); on the Venetian slave trade, Lane's Venice 
(1973: 69). Charles Verlinden's L'esc!avage (1955) is the major source on 
the slave trade through the ports of the Black Sea. Iris Origo documents 
the presence of large numbers of such Eastern slaves in Tuscany in the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries (1955). 

On the development of the Italian city-states, see Robert Reynolds's 
Europe Emerges (1961); Gino Luzzatto's Economic History of Italy (I 961), 
which includes much pertinent bibliography; and Robert Lopez's book
let on the commercial revolution of the Middle Ages (1971). The entire 
subject of the Crusades requires re-examination. Reynolds offers useful 
comments on European expansion in the Mediterranean in "The 
Mediterranean Frontiers, 1000-1400" (1957). Heyd (1885) remains a 
key source for the commercial activity connected with the eastward 
religious-political thrust. The renewed European movement beyond 
the frontiers of the peninsula after 1400 should be seen as a response to 
the so-called "crisis of the fourteenth century." This crisis is well dis
c~ssed by Leopold Genicot in his contribution to the Cambridge Economic 
Htstory of Europe (1966), which includes an extensive bibliography. 
Immanuel Wallerstem offers a particularly clear presentation of the 
issues posed by the crisis in his Modern World-System (1974: 21-28). 
Rodney Hilton (1951) argues that there was a general crisis of feudal-
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isril: He sees the roots of the crisis in the inability of the kudal system to 
increase production without stepping up the level of tnbutary extrac
tion from the peasantry, and in the peasant revolts that engulfed Europe 
in response to heightened exploitation. . . , 

Portuguese development is well covered in k H. OlIveIra Marques s 
History of Portugal (1972). My sources for the discuSSIOn of the Porm
guese abroad indude: Charles R. Boxer, The Port~9uese Seaborne Empire 
(1973a); Bailey W. Diffie and George D. WmlU~, Found~t/ol1; of the 
Portuguese Empire (1977); and VilOnno Magalhaes. Godlr;ho s two
volume work on the global economic aspects of the dlscovenes (1963-

1965). - I" I "EI 
My views on Spain have been shaped by Angel Pa erm s.artIC ~ 

industrialismo Y la decadencia" (1949). Indispensable are Jaime VlCens 
Vives's Economic History of Spain (1969) and his Approaches to the Hlstoryo! 
Spain (1970), as well as John H. Elliott's ,Imperial sp~zn 1469-1716 
(1966). Palerm also introduced me to Ramon Carande s Carlos Vysus 
banqueros (1943, 1949). I learned much from Ruth Pike's account of the 
Genoese role in the opening of the New World (1966). I have ~on
suIted-but am overawed by-Huguette and Pierre Chaunu's eIght
volume study of the Spanish and Spanish-American economIes, SeVIlle 
et I 'Atlantique (1955 - 1959). E. J. Hamilton's Amencan Treasure (1934), a 
book much discussed and much criticized, remams the classIC work on 
the impact of American silver on the Spanish economy. 

On the development of the Dutch Republic, I read Pierer Geyrs bo?k, 
The Revolt of the Netherlands (1932), while still in college .. Hlstoncal 
geography, such as the work of C. T. Smith (1967), IS useful m lo.catmg 
the Low Countries within the developmg European economy. Vlrglma 
Barbour (1963) on seventeenth-century Amsterdam, and Charles 
Boxer (1973b) and George Masselman (1963) on Dutch overseas ex
pansion, allow one to connect internal an~ e~ternal developments. I 
have found helpful the symposium on Bntam and the Netherlands 
edited by J. S. Bromley and E. H. Kossman (1964, 1968), espeCIally the 
contributions (in Vol. II) by J. G. van der Dillen on the role of Amster
dam and by J. D. Roorda on the ruling classes of seventeenth-c~nwry 
Holland. Jan de Vries (1974) has stressed the high level of speClalIzaMI1 
achieved by the Netherlands, and has argued that Dutch success III 

making the most of the "Renaissance" technology ofwmdmllls, canals, 
wood mechanisms, and peat fuel inhibited the capacIty of the Nethe~
lands to move in the direction of industrial capitalism and proletanam-
zation (de Vries 1975). . 

It is not easy to grasp the continuous threads m French development, 
perhaps because few books on French history escape the Impact of the 
revolutionary rhetoric of 1789. As an anthropologIst, I am Impressed 
with the diversity of the nation, pulled into concordance by the force of 
its political and ideological center at Paris. This impression has b,:e~ 
heightened by reading Edward W. Fox (1971) on the geographiC d!VI-
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sions within France; Charles Tilly's analysis of the Vendee rising against 
the revolution (1964); and the fine, unpublished doctoral dissertation 
by Harriet Rosenberg ( 1975) on the development of underdevelopment 
in the Alpine Queiras. The growth of hegemonic France has been 
clarified for me by Henri See (1937), by Barrington Moore (1966), and 
by Theda Skocpol (1979). Marc Bloch's French Rural History (1970) deals 
with the development of the French agrarian base and its many varia
tions, and offers counterpoints with the course of English agriculwral 
development. I have found convincing Fran<;ois Crouzet's comparison 
of economic growth in France and England during the eighteenth 
century (1967). Cobban (1964), Hobsbawm (1962), and Kemp (1971) 
all wrestle with the paradoxical character of the French Revolution
bourgeois but noncapitalist, even anticapitalist. 

For an understanding of medieval England I have relied on Doris 
Stenton's English Sodely in the Early Middle Ages (1952), Marion Gibbs's 
Feudal Order (1949), and Joseph Strayer's insightful On the Medieval 
Origins of the Modern State (1970). These works elucidate the apparent 
paradox of the early political unification of the realm and its simultane
ous delegation of legal and political activities to locally based groups and 
categories of people. S. T. Bindoff's Tudor England (1966) shows how the 
Tudor dynasty was able to consolidate its rule upon the ruins of the 
English aristocracy, brought on by its internecine War of the Roses after 
withdrawal from the Hundred Years War with France. Rodney Hilton's 
book on the decline of serfdom (1969) and, especially, Robert Brenner's 
trenchant article on "Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Develop
ment" (1976) throw light on the contradiction between the political 
gains of the English peasantry and its weakening grip on economic 
resources. Alan MacFarlane (1979) deals with many of the same issues, 
but he takes the idealist view that English individualism led to the 
development of private property in land rather than looking to the 
condition of the English peasantry to explain its individualism. The 
separation of English cultivators from the land is well treated, !think. by 
Richard Tawney's Agrarian Problem in the Sixtee11lh Century (1967), 
Moore's Democracy and Dictatorship (1966: Chap. I), and William Lazo
nick's paper on enclosures (1974). Lazonick properly argues that schol
ars such as T. S. Ashton, J. D. Chambers, and G. Mingay, who claim that 
the separation of people from the land improved their chances of 
employment, do so from the perspective of a developed capitalism 
rather than from the evidence of the period in which the capitalist 
system was first installed. Sylvia Thrupp deals with The Merchant Class of 
Medieval London in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries (1962), while 
Ralph Davis summarizes his many papers on the trade abroad in English 
Overseas Trade 1500-1700 (1973). The subsequent development of 
England is well covered in Maurice Dobb's Studies in the Development of 
Capitalism (1947), in Christopher Hill's Reformation to Industrial Revolu
lion (1967), and in Charles H. Wilson's England's Apprenticeship (1965). 
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Wilson has also written a fine book on English-Dutch rivalry, Profit and 
Power (1957). Both Moore (1966) and Wallerstein (1974) make perspi· 
cacions nse of the voluminous literature on the class alliances and 
fissions of England from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries. 

In gaining an overview of European overseas expansion, I 
drawn on a number of writers. Wallerstein, as always, provides infor· 
mation and insight. Andre Gunder Frank's World Accumulation (J 978) 
details the global scope of the stockpiling of mercantile wealth, although 
he calls capitalist what I would, with Marx, treat as "the prehistory of 
capital." I have learned a great deal from Oliver C. Cox's Foundations of 
Capitalism (1959), even though I part company with him when he traces 
the roots of capitalist development back to the Italian city·states. Fred· 
eric Mauro furnishes a temporal frame for European expansion 
between 1600 and 1870 (1967). and provides a useful model of "inter
continental" economic connections from 1500 to 1800 (1961). John H. 
Parry has written on the establishment of European hegemony 
between 1415 and 1715 (1966) and on European overseas empires in 
the eighteenth century (1971). 

5. Iberians in America 
Since I first began to read and write on Iberian America in the 1950s, 
research has opened up new sources of information and novel interprew 

tat ions. It is now clear, after the work on silver mining by Peter J, 
Bakewell (1971). D. A. Brading (1971). and Brading and Cross (1972), 
that there was little or no relation between the massive decline of the 
native American population and the level of silver production. It now 
also seems that while the seventeenth century was a period of depres· 
sion for the Iberian mother countries, the colonies prospered, although 
in contradictory ways. One of the important sources of this prosperity 
was contraband. This suggests that much of world history needs to be 
rewritten in light of what is now politely called "the informal econ
omy." Further research on areas beyond the main centers of colonial 
government has also revealed unexpected variation and interesting 
differences. The organization and functioning of the hacienda now also 
seem more variable than they once did. See, on this point, Magnus 
Marner (1973) and the. volnme on Haciendas, latifundios y plantaciones 
brought together by Enrique Florescano (1975). 

I have found valuable the two volumes by James Lang on Spain 
England in the Americas (1975) and on Portuguese Brazil (1979). These 
works, by a historical sociologist with a firm grounding in economic 
realities, focus on the different kinds of states created by European 
colonization. Other productive general treatises are Stein and Stein 
( 1970). which views Latin America through the optic of dependency 
theory; Carmagnani ( 1975), specifically useful for its discussion of trade 
and economic rationality; and the provocative essays compiled by 

Florescano (1979), including one that has been especially important for 
own thinking, Palerm's "Sobre la formacion del sistema colonial." 

There now exists a growing body of work by anthropologically in-
formed historians and historically informed anthropologists on particu-

populations and regions. To name the most important, there is 
>(;h,'rl(~S Gibson's now classic work on the colonial Aztecs (1964); Wil

Taylor's book on Oaxaca (1972); Murdo MacLeod on Central 
America (1973); Jnan and Judith Villamarin on Colombia (Juan Villa

:. marin 1972, 1975; J. and J. Villamarin 1979); James Lockhardt on the 
first century of the Spanish conquest of Peru (1968, 1972); Karen 
Spalding on colonial Indian society in Peru (1967, 1972); Frederick 
Bowser on slavery in Peru (1974) and William Frederick Sharp on 
sla-vclv in the Choco (1976); Michael Craton and James Walvin on a 

{JamaIC'an plantation (1970); and Manuel Moreno Fraginals on the 
Cuban sugar mill (1978). 

The Fur Trade 
development of the fur trade runs like a thread of blood and gold 

tmuugn the history of North America. Anthropological ethnohistory 
begun to converge with the research of social and economic 

llistorians to produce a clearer picture of the ways that the expanding 
trade involved local populations and was affected by them in turn. 

One of the most useful books I have come by for understanding the 
histrwir'"l encounters of different populations in North America during 
the colonial period is Gary Nash's Red, White, and Black (1974). Some 
good standard works on the fur trade are those by Murry Lawson 
1943), E. E. Rich (1959), Panl Phillips (1961), and especially Harold 

(1956, a revised edition of a 1930 classic). Useful papers dealing 
the trade appear in several collections, among them the contribu
to two conferences (American Fur Trade Conference, 1967; Bolus, 

1972); two special issues of the Western Canadian Journal of Anthro
in 1972, and in 1976, under the editorship of Bishop and Ray; 

volume edited by Hauptman and Campisi (1978). Eleanor Lea· 
and Nancy Lurie have brought together a number of case histories 

American Indians in Historical Perspective (1971), some of them 
d(~aling explicitly with the effects of the trade. 

Northeastern popUlations, Alfred Bailey wrote in 1937 a 
• "t'Ueral acconnt of The Conflict of European and Eastern Algonkian Cultures 

1700 (1969). Leacock (1954). writing on the Montagnais, was the 
to detail the impact of fur trapping on the organization of family 

hlillting territories. Francis Jennings (1976) has dealt with the Euro· 
U<Vd>1Ull of the Atlantic coast, concentrating specifically on New 

Iroquois have played an important part in American 
.ilrlthrolJology as they have in American history, but informed synoptic 

Iroquois development, such as Quain (1937) and Fenton 
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(19'7'l), are rare, Volume V of the new Handbook of North American 
Indians, dealing with the Northeast (Trigger 1978), synthesizes the 
results of Iroquois research by William N, Fenton, Elizabeth Tooker, 
Anthony Wallace, and others; it also contains an unparalleled bibliog
raphy, George Hunt (1940), Allen Trelease (1960), and Barbara Gray
mont (1972) have illuminated the external political involvements of the 
Iroquois, On the Huron there is now the truly outstanding work by 
Bruce Trigger, The Children of Aatael1tsic (1976); see also the review by 
Fenton (1978), 

Great Lakes ethnography is covered in traditional fashion in Kinietz 
( 1965), but our new understandings of the Ojibwa and their neighbors 
owe everything to Harold Hickerson and, more recently, to Charles 
Bishop, I have relied on Hickerson (1960, 1962a) for the interpretation 
of the Feast of the Dead and the Midewiwin, and also on his Southwestern 
Chippewa (l962b) and his fine ethnohistory, The Chippewa and Their 
Neighbors (1970), I have drawn on Bishop (1976) for a discussion of the 
development of the northern Ojibwa. Peckham (1970) is a study of 
Pontiac's revolt by a historian, The Indian role in the trade of the 
Hudson Bay Company has been examined by Arthur Ray (1974), There 
are fine papers on subarctic hunters and trappers by Edward Rogers, 
Richard Slobodin, and June Helm in the volumes edited by David 
Damas (l969a, 1969b). 

The literature on Plains Indians is rich, exciting, and uneven, Perhaps 
the best overview of Plains adaptation is provided by Symmes Oliver's 
"Ecology and Cultural Continuity" (1974). H, Clyde Wilson (1963) has 
analyzed Plains pastoralism, and Frank Secoy's doctoral dissertation 
(1953) is a masterful account ofthe emergence of Plains social. political, 
and military organization, Edward Bruner (1961) has looked at Mandan 
development in connection with the growth of trade, and Preston 
Holder (1970) has outlined the contradictions produced by fully special
ized horse pastoralism within Plains horticultural societies, Two contri
butions deal specifically with the external linkages of Plains groups: 
Oscar Lewis's monograph on the effects afthe fur trade on the Blackfoot 
(1942), and Joseph Jablow's fine Cheyenne in Plains Trade Relations, 
1795 -1840 (1951). The spread of slave raiding in the Southwest is 
discussed by L R, Bailey (1966); its wider implications still need to be 
defined, The changed logistics of the fur trade, with its expansion from 
the Great Lakes toward the drainage of the Saskatchewan, only became 
clear to me after reading Robert Merriman, The Bison and the Fur Trade 
(1926), On the Red River metis, an interesting source is Joseph 
Howard's Strange Empire (1952); see also McHugh (1972) and Hickerson 
(1956). 

Philip Drucker's little book on The Indians of the Northwest Coast (1963) 
remains a useful introduction full of insight. Erna Gunther (1972) has 
gathered together the reports-most of them not easy to come by-of 
early European travelers to the region. The Notidas de Nutka of 1792 by 
the Spanish naturalist Jose Mariano Mozino is now available in transla-
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lion (1970). Robin Fisher (1977) offers an account of the contacts 
between native Americans and newcomers over time. 

Joyce Wike completed an outstanding thesis on the maritime trade 
and its effects at Columbia University in 1947, when I was in my first 
year of graduate studies there. All her later papers (1952, 1957, 1958a, 
1958b) have proven invaluable. Wayne Suttles and the scholars he has 
influenced have deepened our understanding of regional ecology; an 
article on environmental and cultural variability in the Northwest Coast 
area (1960) exemplifies his approach, Abraham Rosman and Paula 
Rubel's study of potlatching (1971) fruitfully examines the role of gift 
exchange in succession and marriage. For me, the ecological approach 
of Suttles and the structuralist approach to group relations of Rosman 
and Rubel are complementary rather than opposed. I have also used the 
work of Frederica De Laguna on the Yakutat Tlingit (1972); Kalervo 
Oberg on the Chileat Tlingit (a 1933 dissertation, published in 1973); 
Viola Garfield on the Tsimshian (1939); "Bella Coola" McIlwraith on 
the Bella Coola (1948); Philip Drucker on the Nootka (1951); Helen 
Codere (1950,1961) and Irving Goldman (1975) on the Kwakiutl; and 
June Collins on the Skagit (1974). I have always thought that Gold
man's paper on the Alkatcho Carrier (1940), a contribution to Linton's 
volume on acculturation among North American Indians, was a small 
masterniece. 

My interest in the Russian fur trade goes back to childhood, when I 
read stories of the Russian explorer Arseniev and Dersu the Trapper, 
along with The Last of the Mohicans and Winnetou, Coming into anthro
pology, I was intrigued by the seemingly apocryphal story about the 
fish-eating horses of the Yakuts; James Gibson (1969: 191) provides 
bona fide evidence that they were reaL Robert Kerner'S The Urge to the 
Sea (1942) is a basic source on Russian expansion and fur trading. John 
Baddeley's book on Russia, Mongolia, and China (1919) contains a copy 
of the 1673 map from the Remezojf Atlas. Raymond Fisher (1943) covers 
the Russian trade between 1500 and 1700; Mark Mancall (1971) is 
informative about the trade with China until 1728; and Clifford Foust 
(196 L 1969) deals with the Chinese segment of the trade in the eigh
teenth century. E. E. Rich, in "Russia and the Colonial Fur Trade" 
(1955), sheds light on the international linkages of the trade. James R. 
Gibson (1969) touches on much Siberian ethnology in showing how 
the fur trade was provisioned in Russia's Asiatic maritime provinces. 
Some of the effects of the trade on the Yakuts are discussed in Nelson 
Graburn and B. Stephen Strong's Circumpolar Peoples (1973). 

7, The Slave Trade 
As an adolescent I read Leo Frobenius's Kulturgeschichte Afrikas (1933); I 
remained fascinated by it long afterward, while growing increasingly 
suspicious of its conjectural history and subjective interpretations of 
"cultural morphology," Reading Robert Stevenson's book on Population 
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and, Rqlitical Systems in Tropical Africa (1968) first persuaded me that a real 
history of African societies was possible, and that the results of such a 
history would alter the perspectives developed by social anthropologists 
working in Africa. The book, which in criticizing functionalist demog
raphy also criticized functionalist anthropology, has been both chal
lenged (see Goody 1973) and successfully defended (Harris 1979: 306-
307). Since about 1960, there has been an upsurge of writings on 
African history, much of it truly excellent and deserving of a wide 
audience. 

The question of whether slavery in Africa antedates the arrival of the 
Europeans or was a phenomenon largely generated by European 
demand for coercible labor is a difficult one that requires further re
search. Igor Kopytoff and Suzanne Miers (1977) argue that African 
slavery represents but an extension of the quest to augment rights over 
persons, a drive at the root of African systems of kinship and marriage. 
In their view, slavery allowed kin groups to increase their scope by 
adding persons who did not have the backing of a corporate group of 
kin; the opposite of slavery is thus not "freedom," but "belonging." 
Mary Douglas argues in the same direction in her valuable paper on 
pawning (1964). Various researchers have also pointed out-properly 
so-that rights over slaves and the rights of slaves varied greatly from 
society to society. 

It would be erroneous, however, to conjure up a vision of an Africa 
wholly composed of egalitarian kin groups. Tributary states and kin
ordered societies in the process of stratification existed before 1400, as 
did the trade in African slaves across the Sahara and the Indian Ocean. 
Much more needs to be learned about slavery in the Islamic world, from 
the eighth ceotury on. Raymond Mauny (1961: 379) and Tadeusz 
Lewicki (cited in Hopkins 1973: 82, n. II) both suggest that slave 
exports across the Sahara involved millions of people. The sustained 
European demand for slaves certainly intensified enslavement and 
furnished the structural impetus for the growth of slave-raiding aristoc
racies and states. Some other contributions to the elucidation of slavery 
in Africa are Meillassoux (1975) and Watson (1980). 

For a grasp of the slave trade in West Africa, I turned to Philip Curtin 
on Senegambia (1975), Walter Rodney on the Upper Guinea Coast 
(1970), Kwame Daaku on the Gold Coast (1970), and Kwame Arhio 
(1967) and Ivor Wilks (1967, 1975) on the development of Asante. 
Peter Morton-Williams's paper on the role of trade in shaping the 
policies of Asante and Oyo (1969) provided major insights, as did L A. 
Akinjogbin on the linked development of Oyo and Dahomey (1972). 
Both Morton-Williams (1964, 1965, 1967, 1969) and Robin Law (1975) 
were helpful for my understanding of Oyo, while Akinjogbin (J 967, 
1972) added to what I had learned earlier about Dahomey from Melville 
Herskovits (1938), Stanley Diamond (1951), and Karl Polanyi (1966). 
Peter Lloyd (1954, 1965, 1968), as well as William Bascom (1969) are 

important sources for the Yoruba kingdoms; R. E. Bradbury has written 
on Benin (1957, 1964). The literature on the Niger Delta is rich and full 
of surprises. In addition to G. L Jones (1963) and K. 0. Dike (1956) on 
trade and politics in the Delta region, there is Robin Horton's social 
history of New Calabar (1969), A. J. Latham on Old Calabar 1600-1891 
(1973), and Richard N. Henderson's The King in Every Man (1972) on 
Onitsha Ibo. David Northrup is inf<mnative about Ibo trade (1972), and 
Simon Ottenberg is excellent on oracles and intergroup relationships 
among the Ibo (1958). 

For Central Africa, Jan Vansina's Kingdoms of the Savannah (1968) 
provides a pioneering effort and the basis for further research. Also 
important are his papers on long-distance trade routes in Central Africa 
(1962) and on the origin of the Congo kingdom (1963). The great 
archives of Lisbon and Rome will undoubtedly yield still unsuspected 
riches, but Jean Cuvelier and Louis Jadin have begun to collect the 
Roman documents on the Congo. Their L 'Ancien Congo (1954) furnishes 
the basis for Georges Balandier's account of Congo history in Daily Life in 
the Kingdom of the Congo (1968). I have relied heavily on Kajsa Ekholm's 
insightful structural study (1977), which relates matriliny to political 
relations based on the circulation of prestige goods. For Angola, I read 
David Birmingham's The Portugllese Conquest (1965) and Trade and Con
flict (1966), as well as his thoughthIl re-evaloation of some earlier 
interpretations (1972). Joseph e. Miller's works on the Mbundu States il1 
Angola (1975) and on "The Slave Trade in Congo and Angola" (1976) 
made me wish that I had read him long ago. Vansina's Kingdoms also 
provided a basis for understanding the Luba-Lunda expansion, along 
with Jean-Luc Vellut's "Notes sur Ie Lunda" (1972). Ian Cunnison deals 
with the eastern marches of Lunda expansion (1956, 1957, (961), and 
Malyn Newitt discusses Portuguese Settlement on the Zambesi (1973). 
Andrew Roberts's History of the Bemba (1973) places this group firtnly in 
the context of the expanding trade in slaves and ivory. 

Figures on slave exports from Africa are drawn from Philip Curtin's 
The Atlantic Slave Trade, a Census (1969). 

8. Trade and Conquest in the Orient 

European penetration into Asian waters must be understood as a con~ 
tinuation of past European involvements with Asia. J. Innis Miller 
(1969) offers a detailed treatise on the Roman-Asian spice trade. The 
book by Lopez and Raymond on trade in the Mediterranean (1955) 
includes a great deal of information abollt European commercial deal
ings in Asia. Lopez, in his little book on The Commercial Revolution of the 
Middle Ages (1971), speaks of the "explosion of Italian lrade" from 
Greenland to Peking. The Islamic expansion into southern and South
east Asia is sketched out in Hall's History of South-East Asia (1968, Chap. 
10) and discussed in Wertheim (1973: 13). e.G.F. Simkin (1968) deals 
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with.the "traditional" trade of Asia before the advent of the Europeans. 
The first part of Carlo Cipolla's book on European overseas expansion 
(1970), on "guns and sails," offers an excellent introduction to the 
naval and military logistics of European sea-borne commerce. Niels 
Steensgard (1973) is masterly on the impact of that commerce on the 
continental caravan trade of Asia. 

For an understanding of Portuguese expansion in Asia, I have drawn 
on Godinho (1969), Boxer (1948, 1953, 1973a), rien-tse Chang 
(1934), and Diffie and Winius (1977). On Dutch expansion I have 
consulted Masselman (1963), Boxer (1973b), Kristof Glamann (1958), 
and especially M.A.P. Meilink-Roelofz (1962). 

The agrarian system of Mughallndia was first described in detail by 
W. H. Moreland (1963, first pub. 1929), but Irfan Habib has added 
greatly to our knowledge of it with his recent Agrarian Systems (1963). 
Habib stresses cornmercialization and class conflict; he has also dis~ 
cussed the prevalent money economy in a paper on "Banking in 
Mughal India" (1960), included in Raychaudhuri's Contributions. 
Howard Spodek emphasizes the role of independeut merchants and 
moneylenders, among other urban-based social segments, in his 
"Rulers, Merchants and Other Groups" (1974). Percival Spear offers an 
excellent introduction to the governing structure of the Mughal realm 
in his contribution to the volume edited by Leach and Mukherjee 
(1970). 

The role of the English in India is illuminated by Philip Woodruff's 
two-volume The Men Who Ruled India (1964). This work is enjoyable and 
useful. as long as one balances its celebration of the British raj against 
other works, such as Romesh Dutt's Emnomic History of India (1960), 
originally published in 190 Land Ramkrishna Mukherjee's appraisal of 
the English East India Company (1958). A new economic history of 
India by Indians is represented in the two volumes of essays edited by 
Ganguli (1964) and Raychaudhuri (1960). Morris D. Morris and Burton 
Stein have written a helpful bibliographic essay on Indian economie 
history (1961); Morris's own attempt to evaluate positively Indian 
industrialization and commercialization in the nineteenth century has 
been reprinted, together with critical comments by Japanese and Indian 
economists, in the Indian Economic and Social History Review (see Morris 
1963). The papers in Leach and Mukherjee (1970) portray various 
Indian mercantile and governmental elites. J. H. Broomfield's excellent 
article on "Regional Elites" (1966) offers inSight into the rise and 
succession of such elites under British rule. Spear delineates the life
style adopted by the English in India in his book The Nabobs (1963). 

Bernard S. Cohn has given us several fine studies on the effects of 
British rule at the local level in northern India. 1 have drawn on his 
discussions of legal change (1959, 1961) and on his analyses of the 
interplay of political systems in the Benares region (1960, 1962). For 
information on English-held Madras, 1 have used Holden Furber 

(1970). Kathleen Gough (1978) deals with the changes initiated in 
Thanjavur. 

My understanding of how British control of India related to the 
commercial penetration of China has benefited greatly from the large
scale, exciting, Braudel-like work of Louis Dermigny, La Chine et L 'Occi
dent (1964). This book also gave me a sense of the importance of 
clandestine trade and politics along the South China coast in the six
teenth and seventeenth centuries. Bromley and Kossman have com
piled a useful set of papers on Dutch-English relations and competition 
(1964, 1968). 

There are many books on the opium trade. Michael Greenberg points 
out that trade in opium was "probably the largest commerce of the time 
in any single commodity" (1951: 104). Frederic Wakeman depicts the 
resulting social disorders in his excellent Strangers at the Gate (1974). 
John Fairbank's Trade and Diplomacy 011 the China Coast (1953) has 
become a classic statement on the subject for the nineteenth century. 

A wholly satisfactory account of commodity trade and cultural en
counters in the Pacific seems to have escaped me. Oliver (1961) and 
Dodge (1976) provide good introductions. Two books by historians-H. 
E. Maude (1968) and R. Gerard Ward, ed. (1972)-furnish more de
tailed accounts of certain trades. Ward's collection contains his own 
essay on the beche-de-mer, or trepang, trade (pages 91 123). The 
implications of this trade for relationships between Malay fishermen 
and Australian aborigines is dealt with by C. C. MacKnight (1972); but I 
remember an earlier treatment of the subject by W. Lloyd Warner in his 
book on the Murngin (1958, original ed. 1937, especially Appendix I). 
Dorothy Shineberg has written on the sandalwood trade in Melanesia 
(1966, 1967); she is also the author of a perceptive paper on the 
difficulty of using musketry in the wet tropics (1970). J. C. Furnas's 
Anatomy of Paradise (1947) is useful for Hawaii. Webb (1965), Levin 
(1968), and Davenport (1969) all explore why Hawaii abolished its 
complex taboo system, an event that Kroeber hlld ascribed to "cultural 
fatigue" (1948: 403 -405). 

9. Industrial Revolution 

Many authors have questioned the uniqueness of the period beginning 
around 1750, suggesting either that the industrial revolution was but 
one industrial revolution among many, or that it was simply a phase in 
an ongoing cumulative process. I have nevertheless adopted the term 
industrial revolution in this chapter, because it indicates a qualitative 
change both in the forces and in the relations of production. This view is 
based on Maurice Dobb (1947) and Paul Mantoux (1928); both the 
titles and the substance of Polanyi's Great Transfonnation (1944) and 
David Landes's Unbound Prometheus (1969) carry the same conviction. I 
learned a great deal from Kriedte, Medick, and Schlumbohm (1977), 
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which builds on Franklin Mendels's concept of proto-industrialization 
(1972), The section by Schlumbohm (pages 194-257) dealing with the 
limitations of the putting-out system was especially useful. I think these 
authors have a sound analytic grasp of the phenomena involved, al
though Pierre Jeannin (1980) has taken them to task for underestimat
ing the variability caused by geographic and social differentiation, 

Dobb (1947) and Hobsbawm (1962,1969,1975) provided the guid
ing threads of my presentation; but I have also consulted Lampard 
(1957), Flinn (1966), and Hanwell (1970) for differing perspectives, 
The social background of the first factory masters is now fairly well 
understood, especially through the work of S. D. Chapman (1967, 
1973), on whose findings I have relied. Harold Perkin (1969) offers a 
sociologically oriented discussion of English society in the century after 
1780; see also Thompson (1978). 

In explicating the development of cotton manufactures, the "carrying 
industry" of the industrial revolution, I drew on knowledge accumu
lated in my own patriline, in the textile trades for generations. My basic 
sources included Mantoux's Industrial Revolution (1928), A. P. Wads
worth and Julia de L. Mann's classic The Cotton Trade and Industrial 
Lancashire (1931), Mann's Cloth Industry (1971), and the valuable book
let by S. D. Chapman (1972). On factory organization and management, 
I read Sidney Pollard (1965) and Reinhard Bendix (1956), and benefited 
from the insistence by Bowles and Gintis that "authority at the point of 
production must be used to evince worker behaviour not guaranteed by 
the wage labour contract" (1977: 177). 

A now-classic work dealing with the growth of the English working 
class has been written by E. P. Thompson (1966). Duncan Bythell 
(1969) deals specifically with the handloom weavers. from a point of 
view opposed to Thompson's. To gain an acquaintance with the grow
ing literature on working-class recruitment, families, and kinship ties, I 
read Neil Smelser (1959), who stresses the continuity between domestic 
work and factory employment, as well as his (to me, convincing) critics, 
Michael Edwards and R. Lloyd-Jones (1973); Arthur Redford (1926) on 
labor migration; and Michael Anderson (1971) and David Levine 
(1977) on family transformation among increasingly proletarianized 
cultivators and artisans. John Foster's Class Struggle and the Industrial 
Revolution (1974) is an excellent study of the developing working-class 
communities in three English towns, including Oldham. Steven 
Marcus, in Engels, Manchester, and the Working Class (1974), presents a 
sympathetic view of Engels as an interpreter of the new capitalist 
industrialism. 

Since 1960 many outstanding works on Black slavery and the Ameri
can Cotton South have appeared. I have steered away from the moralis
tically tinged literature on race relations and concentrated instead on 
empirically-based historical studies, such as those by Eugene Genovese 
(1966, 1969), Edmund Morgan (1975), Robert Fogel and Stanley 
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Engerman (1974), Edgar Thompson (1975), and Gavin Wright (1978), 
in order to better understand the relation between slavery and planta
tion agriculture. I think rather better of Fogel and Engerman than many 
of their critics for raising important questions, and have relied on them 
for quantitative information, although r would not agree with some of 
their conclusions. I have drawn on Bruchey, ed .. Cotton and the Growth of 
the American Economy (1967), as well as Moore (1966: Chap, 3), Dowd 
(1956), North (1961), and Bruchey (1965), to place Southern cotton 
production within the larger context of the developing economy of the 
United States. To get a sense of "the world the slaves made," I turned to 
Genovese (1972), Herbert Gutman (1976), John Blassingame (1972), 
and George Rawick (1972). Sidney Mintz and R;chard Price (1976) offer 
a useful approach to Afro-American culture patterns, and Gutman 
(I 976: Chap. 8) suggests how such patterns might have been generated. 

The literature on the native American populations of the south
eastern United States is rich and suggestive, although uneven. John 
Swanton (1946) and Charles Hudson (1976) provide ethnological over
views. William Willis (1980) draws on archaeological and ethnohistori
cal evidence to discuss the formation of native multicommunity 
systems. On the interaction between European settlers and native 
American groups in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, I found 
Verner Crane (1956) and David Corkran (1962, 1967) helpfuL G, Fore
man's The Five Civilized Tribes (1934) and R. S. Cotterill's The Southern 
Indians (1954) have become standard sources, Fred Gearing's Priests and 
Warriors (1962) analyzes Cherokee society and politics. Gary Nash 
(1974: Chap. 10) offers a summary statement of Creek and Cherokee 
social and political change, and discusses Indian strategies in the face of 
the encroachment of Whites. More needs to be learned about the 
enslavement of Indians in the Southeast, building on the work of 
Lauber (1913) and Winston (1934); about the interaction of Africans, 
Indians, and Whites (Willis 1963, 1970); and about the enslavement of 
Blacks among Indian populations (Willis 1955; Perdue 1979). William 
Sturtevant has written on Indian-Spanish relations (1962), and has 
published an excellent article on the development of the Seminole, 
"Creek into Seminole" (1971). I have also benefited from an unpub
lished manuscript on the Southeast by Gerald Sider, based on his doc
toral thesis (1970). The question ofIndian removal is treated in Debo 
(1941). I have drawn on Michael Rogin (1975) for historical informa
tion about the role of Andrew Jackson in the forcible displacement of 
the native Americans from the region, without relying in any way on 
Ragin's psychohistorical interpretation. 

On the topic of Egypt, I used Alan Richards's brilliant analysis of 
Egypt's separation from the Ottoman Empire, the attempt of Muham
mad Ali to set in motion an autonomous process of modernization, and 
the gradual conversion of Egypt to the production of cotton, in "Primi
tive Accumulation in Egypt, 1798-1882" (1977). E. R. J. Owen (1969) 
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deals:specifically with the role of cotton in the Egyptian economy, and 
GahrIel Baer (1962) details the displacement of the peasantry by cotton
growing large estates. Elsewhere, Baer (1969: Chaps. 2, 3) sketches the 
dissolution of the Egyptian village community and the growing power 
of the local sheikhs who became landowners. David Landes (!958) has 
stndied the impact of international finance on EgypC a topic explored 
earlier by Leland Jenks in a splendid chapter, "Bankrupting the Near 
Easc" in his Migration of British Capital to 1875 (1973, first pub. 1927). 

On the British cotton trade, Michael Edwards (1967) deals with the 
development of the trade; D.C.M. Platt (1973) provides infonnation on 
the limitations of Latin America as a market for cotton goods; and Peter 
Harnetty (! 972) discusses the relation between Lancashire and the 
Indian market. Morris D. Morris (! 965) has written a major work on the 
development of the Bombay cotton mills and the growth of their labor 
force; Morris's essay on "The Recruitment of an Industrial Labor Force 
in India" (1960) provides interesting comparisons with labor-force 
recruitment in England and America. Amalendu Guha (1972, 1973) 
was Iny major source on Indian production of raw cotton between 1750 
and 1901. Richard Schermerhorn (1978: 268-272) discusses the back
ground of the Parsi business elite involved in the cotton industry and 
trade. The impact of cotton growing on Uganda is delineated in Lucy F. 
Mai~'s AnAfrican People in the Twentieth Century (1934) and David Apter's 
PolItical Kmgdom of Uganda (1961). Cotton production is also a theme in 
Beverly Gartrell's doctoral dissertation on British officials in Uganda 
(1979). 

The role of railroad construction in restarting the engine of capital 
accumulation is dealt with convincingly in Jenks (1973: Chap. 5); both 
Dobb and Hobsbawm acknowledge their debt to him. Daniel Thorner 
(1950) has written on railroad building in India, and George Taylor's 
Transportation Revolution (1951) is an outstanding contribution to the 
economic history of the United States. William Woodruff discusses the 
role of land and maritime transport in unifying the world in a chapter 
entitled "The Conquest of Distance" (! 966: Chap. 6). The development 
of transport and trade in the Far East is examined by Francis Hyde 
(1973). Both Bairoch (! 975) and Latham (1978) discuss the decline of 
transportation costs in the second half of the nineteenth century. 

10. Crisis and Differentiation in Capitalism 
While I am persuaded by Marx's argument that the process of capitalist 
accumulation entails a tendency for the rate of profit to decline, I also 
thmk that Otto Bauer (1907), Paul Sweezy (1942), and Ernest Mandel 
(1978) are correct in arguing that particular crises may be set off by a 
vanety of causes and may issue in a variety of responses. Crisis may be 
endemic, but the form of crises and the manner of their resolution are 
variable and contingent. I find convincing Mandel's argument (1978: 
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Chap. I) that Marx's theory of the capitalist crisis was intended to 
explain why capitalism, with all its inherent tendencies toward chaos, 
could function at all. 

In contrast to the position of Lenin (1939), Luxemburg (1922), and 
also Sternberg (1929), I would argue that aggressive warfare, imperial
ism, colonialism .. and neocolonialism are contingent and not structural 
phenomena. Roger Owen and Bob Sutcliffe (1972) have brought to
gether a useful reader on different theories of imperialism and on the 
different imperialist strategies pursued by various European nations. I 
find the recent attempt by Giovanni Arrighi (1978) to develop a struc
tural model for analyzing and predicting these various responses to be 
full ofinsights, but overly "Cartesian" and typological. Forme, two facts 
stand out. First, England secured its dominion over world trade in the 
nineteenth century through imperialism and colonialism in India, while 
exercising only indirect "neocolonial" influence in Latin America; on 
the crucial economic role of India, see Barratt Brown (1970) and 
Latham (1978). Second, the success of the first capitalist nation altered 
the conditions encountered by nations launched into capitalist devel
opment later, a point first raised explicitly by the "first National Social
ist," Friedrich List (1789-1846), and later by Alexander Gerschenkron 
( 1962: Chap. I). While the competition between capitalist cohorts, 
segments, or fractions may be structural, moreover, there is no inherent 
reason why such competition ought to involve nations rather than 
city-states, regions, or multinational finns. 

The division of the competitive arena among a number of rivalrous 
nation-states is one ofthe moot points of Marxian analysis. We can now 
see, more clearly than was possible in the nineteenth century, that 
nations and nation-states may be but historical products, built up over 
time and perhaps withering away in the face of new, transnational 
processes. I know of no fully satisfactory argument that can explain why 
a particular form of "thick" state is essential or even functional for 
capitalist accumulation during strategic phases of its growth, or why the 
historic articulation of classes requires the development of just this kind 
of political-economic apparatus. There remains valuable ore to be 
mined on this question in Otto Bauer's wrongly maligned Nationali
tiitenfrage (1907), as well as in Karl Deutsch's Nationalism and Social 
Communication (1966). I have tried my own hand at explanation in a 
paper available only in Spanish (Wolf 1953). Some progress in compre
hending what the capitalist state does has been achieved by Nicos 
Poulantzas (1968, 1978) and by James O'Connor (1974). 

On changes of phase in capitalist development, I have used Mandel's 
discussion of "long waves" in Late Capitalism (1978: Chap. 4). I also 
accept, in general tenns, his explanation of the phenomenon, although I 
am mindful of the criticisms of it (e.g., Rowthorn 1976). Mandel, like 
many others, continues the tradition of Nikolai D. Kondratieff, an 
economist and statistician who headed the Moscow Business Condi-
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Hons [nstitute between 1920 and 1928 but who disappeared in the 
subsequent Stalinist purges. Kondratieff formulated his hypothesis in 
1919- 1921. A paper by him in Russian appeared in 1925, was trans
lated into German in 1926, and translated once again into English for a 
special issue of Review devoted to "Cycles and Trends" (Kondratieff 
1979). Scbumpeter used the Kondratieff concept in Business Cycles 
(I 939) .. Walt W. Rostow's discussion of Kondratieff cycles (1978) coin
Cides with Mandel's interpretation from an opposed political position 
(see Wallerstem 1979: 665). Hans Rosenberg, in his Grosse Depression 
(1967), uses the conceptlO interpret the multifaceted German reaction 
to the Great Depression in the -last third of the nineteenth century. 

11. The Movement of Commodities 

In tracing the flow of particular products from production to market, my 
mtenuon w~s to bnng together three aspects usually dealt with sepa
rately: the Imperatives deriving from the requirements of capital 
accumulatIOn; the ecological implications of collecting or raising a given 
crop or extracting a given substance; and the consequences for the 
people whose labor is mobilized for these endeavors. Particular com
modities were included in the discussion because these commodities 
were quantitatively significant in world markets; because economists, 
econonllc geographers, or historians had paid some attention to the 
transformations wrought by the large-scale production of these com
modItIes; aud because anthropologists had something to say about the 
popUlations caught up in these transformations. 

. My dis~ussion of plantations owes much lO an interest shared by 
SIdney Mmtz and me in the dialectic between plantations and peas
antnes, an mterest that goes back to our common participation in Julian 
Steward's study of Puerto Rico; see Steward et al. (1956: Chaps. 7, 9), as 
wellas the reappr~isals of the. study in Duncan, ed. (1978), especially 
WIlham Roseberry s contnbuuon. Among our various writings on the 
tOpIC are those by Mintz on the plantation type (1959b), on peasantries 
m the Canbbean (1961. 1979a), and on "the definition of peasantries" 
(1973); by Wolf O? subcultures and classes in plantation systems (1959) 
a?d on peasantry m general (1966); and by Wolf and Mintz on different 
kmds of large estates (1957). Edgar Thompson has made major contri
butIOns to an unde:standing of plantation agriculture, and his many 
wntmgs on the subject are now collected in one volume (1975). Also 
useful are Lloyd Best's model of the "pure plantation economy" (1968) 
and George Beckford's book on the plantation as a source of under
development (1972). 

Among the ma?y smdies of peasant marketing by anthropologists, I 
have been espeCIally mfluenced by Mintz's attempt to understand 
market systems as "mechanisms of social articulation" (1959a). For me, 
the market IS constituted by relations between classes, not by house-
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holds acting as "market agents." In contrast to neoclassical economic 
theory, which treats the initial factor endowments of households as 
givens and argues that competition in the market sorts them according 
to the relative efficiency with which they employ these factors, I accept 
Edward Nell's contention that "markets distribute income according to 
relative power" (1973: 95). Nell's juxtaposition of the opposing para
digms of orthodox neoclassical economics and what he calls "Classical
Marxian" economics is superlatively clear and concise. 

On wheat production in North America, I consulted Paul Gates's 
Prairie Frontier (1973). the now-classic book by Walter Webb on The 
Great Plains (1931), and Charles Kraenzel's Great Plains in Transition 
(1955). Especially helpful was the brilliant paper by Harriet Friedmann 
on "World Market, State, and Family Farm" (J 978). James Scobie 
(1964) has written an excellent history of wheat production in Argen
tina. Junker wheat farming has been discussed by Max Weber (1979) 
and by Alexander Gerschenkron (1943). On commercial grain farming 
in Russia, I relied on Peter r. Lyashchenko's economic history (1949) 
and on a paper by Patricia Herlihy on the role of Odessa in the grain 
export trade (1972). The development of rice production in Burma is 
well discussed by Michael Adas in The Burma Delta (1974). On Thailand, 
see Lucian Hanks's Rice and Man (1972): on Vietnam, Charles Robe
quain's Economic Development (1944) and the historically oriented chap
ter 2 in Robert Sansom's Economics of Insurgency (1970). 

My understanding of the growth of livestock production after 1860 
owes a great deal to Arnold Strickon's paper on "The Euro-American 
Ranching Complex" (1965), which compares the western United States 
and Argentina. Webb (1931) is again indispensable for understanding 
cattle herding in North America, as is E. S. Osgood's Day of the Cattleman 
(1957). Joe Frantz and Jnlian Choate (1955) have written on the myths 
and realities of the American cowboy, a topic that demands further 
inquiry; on Black cowboys, see Durham and Jones (1965). Strickon's 
paper and his dissertation (1960) are most nseful on Argentina, as is 
Tulio Halperin-Donghi's reinterpretation of Sarmiento's polarity of 
Civilization and Barbarism in his Aftermath of Revolution (1973: Chap. 3). 
On Australia I read the volume edited by G. Greenwood (1955), which 
contains a very good paper by Ronald Hartwell on the "pastoral ascen
dancy." I have also benefited by comments in Rosecrance (1964) and in 
Burt (1957) on the political implications of Australian pastoralism. 

The literature on banana cultivation is strong with regard to business 
and company history; much less attention has been paid to the fate of 
affected local populations. I have drawn on Charles Kepner and Jay 
Soothill's Banana Empire (1935), Kepner's Social Aspects of the Banana 
Industry (1936), Charles Wilson's Empire in Green and Gold (1947), and 
Watt Stewart's biographical study of Minor C. Keith, the founder of the 
United Fruit Company (1964). Michael Olien (1970) discusses the role 
of Black populations, with specific reference to Costa Rica. 
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.'There are a great many works on sugar. Some that were of special 
Importance for my understanding of the issues involved were Noel 
Deerr's voluminous History of Sugar (1949); Fernando Ortiz's Cuban 
Counterpoint (1947); Mintz's writings on sugar plantations in Puerto 
Rico (especially 1956, 1974); Solomon Miller's study of sugar planta
tIOns m coastal Peru (1967); and Clifford Geertz's discussion of the 
interdigitation of plantation-grown sugar and subsistence rice fields in 
Java (1963). Mintz's "Time, sugar and sweetness" (1979b) marks an 
interesting new departure into the question of the cultural dynamics of 
diet. 

A practical guide to coffee production and marketing that contains 
much mformation is William Ukers's All About CoiJee (1935). Case 
studIes of coffee-growing regions include my doctoral thesis on high
land Puerto Rico (Steward et a!. 1956: Chap. 7), William Roseberry's 
fine work on Andean Venezuela (in press), and the excellent historical 
account of southern Brazil by Warren Dean (1976) described in chap
ter 12. Alain Dessain!. in his paper on the impact of coffee production on 
native American communities (1962), was perhaps the first anthropol
ogIst to stress labor migration in Mesoamerica. We still need a history of 
the coffeehouse and its effects on European patterns of politics and 
sociability; Braudel's comments (1973b: 184-187) are suggestive. On 
tea drinking in England, see Forrest (1973). 

In addition to the sources on the opium trade listed for chapter 8, I 
have relied heavily on Alain and William Dessaint for a grasp of the 
mechamcs and consequences of opium production (A. Dessaint 197 L 
1972; W. Dessaint and A. Dessaint 1975). The volumes edited by Peter 
Kunstadter on Southeast Asian Tribes, Minorities, and Nations (1967) in
clude ethnographic data on opium raising among the hill-dwelling 
popUlations of mainland Southeast Asia. Alfred McCoy's Politics of 
Heroll1 (1972) traces the growth of heroin production after World 
War II. 

I have drawn on Robert Murphy's discussion of changes wrought by 
rubber cultIvatIOn among the Mundurucu (1958, 1960); however, his 
account of early Mundurucu history has been challenged by Alcida 
Ramos (1978). There is need for a detailed study of the impact of the 
rubber trade on Amazo~ian populations. In the meantime, we must rely 
on dramatIc accounts such as Richard Collier's story of the Amazon 
rubber barons (1968). On rubber production in Malaya, I have used G. 
C. Allen and A. G. Donnithorne's Western Enterprise in Indonesia and 
Malaya (1962), James Jackson's work on Planters and Speculators (1968), 
and the study of a rubber plantation by Ravindra Jain (1970). On cocoa 
production in West Africa, I read A. Hopkins's economic history (1973), 
Polly Hill's excellent book on migratory cocoa planters in Ghana (1963), 
and Rodolfo Stavenhagen's summary of research on the IVOry Coast 
(1975: Part II), which interprets much ofthe available French literature. 
Keith Hart also allowed me to read his as yet unpublished manuscript on 
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the development of commercial agriculture in West Africa (1979). 
For a grasp of what transpired in South Africa, I turned to the useful 

historical geography by N. C. Pollock and Swanzie Agnew (1963) and to 
the fine two-volume Oxford History of South Africa, edited by Momca 
Wilson and Leonard Thompson (1969-1971). I greatly benefited from 
Benjamin Magubane's paper, "The Politics of History in South Africa" 
(1978). On the specific events of the Xhosa cattle killiogs, see Keller 
(1978). 

12, The New Laborers 
This chapter draws on several different, though convergent, sources. 
One of these is the "new urban sociology," which is interested in cities 
as loci of capital accUfllulation and investment as reservoirs of labor, 
and as nodes of intervention by the state. Major contributions to this 
development are Manuel Castells's Urban Question (1977) and David 
Harvey's Social Justice and the City (1973). I have also benefited from 
Caste lis's discussion of trends of research in his "Urban Sociology and 
Urban Politics" (1975) and the literature cited there. An outstanding 
discussion and overview of this direction in research is Sharon Zukin's 
"A Decade of the New Urban Sociology" (1980). Some recent work in 
urban anthropology shares similar concerns; see Jack Rollwagen's 
review of "New Directions in Urban Anthropology" (1980). 

A second body of material relevant to this chapter is provided by the 
new labor history. This approach is exemplified by such works as 
Thompson's The Making of the English Working Class (1966), Hobsbawm's 
Labouring Men ( 1964), Rolande Trempes Les mineurs de Carmaux ( 1964). 
and Alan Dawley's study of Lynn, Massachusetts (1976). These scholars 
write a social history that tries to locate working classes in a wider and 
historically changing social and cultural matrix, rather than focusing 
only on working-class or labor organizations. A programmatic state
ment of the approach is given in Georges Haupt's paper, "Why the 
History of the Working-Class Movement?" (1978). For an overview of 
this trend in the United States, see David Brody on "The Old Labor 
History and the New" (1979). In anthropology, there was an early move 
in this direction by Godfrey Wilson, the embattled head of the Rhodes
Livingstone Institute, 1938- 1941. What Wilson called "detribaliza
tion" in The Economics of Detribalization (1941-1942) was none other 
than the process of working-class formation in the Rhodesian Copper 
Belt. On Wilson and his attempt to effect "a marriage of Marx and 
Malinowski," see the evenhanded account by Richard Brown (1973). 

A third inspiration for this chapter was the new literature on migra
tion. The older work on the subject dealt with migration primarily as the 
collective outcome of attempts by individuals or groups to better their 
life chances, and sought explanations for their success or failure in the 
cultural processes of assimilation or pluralism. The new research on 
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migration attempts to see it in international terms, as the result of 
political and economic changes in the "sending" societies as well as of 
shifts in the demand for labor on the part of the "recipient" societies. 
Among the contributions that have been especially helpful to me are 
Marias Nikolinakos's attempt to develop a general theory of migration 
in "late" capitalism (1975), together with Teodor Shanin's of 
this study (1978); Saskia Sassen-Koob's papers on migrant and "',UUH-,, 

grant labor (1978, 1981); and Alejandro Partes's "Migration and Under
development" (1978). Some interesting comments from an anthropo
logical viewpoint appear in Anthony Leeds's article on "Women in the 
Migratory Process" (1976). A successful attempt to apply the perspec
tives of the new approach to the particular case of Puerto Rico can be 
found in the volume by the History Task Force (1979). 

A fourth research direction I drew on is the work on labor market 
segmentation. This concept first appeared in Clark Kerr's "Balkaniza
tion of Labor Markets" (1954), but it has since been elaborated in 
various writings. The most significant for me were David Gordon's 
Theories of Poverty and Underemployment (1972) and the book on Labor 
Market Segmentation edited by Edwards, Reich, and Gordon (1975). Edna 
Bonacich (1972) has made an innovative attempt to relate the "split; 
labor market" to issues of ethnic antagonism. This general approach, 
which takes account of changing labor markets and shifting group 
placement within them, avoids the static and confining model of a 
hierarchy of occupations serving as niches for supposedly stable, cultur
ally marked groups. 

Among publications on migration to the United States, I found most 
helpful Maldwyn Jones's book on American Immigration (1960) and 
Gerald Rosenblum's Immigrant Workers (1973). I also learned from 
Shirley Hune's Pacific Migration to the United States (1977). The main 
source for the Chinese labor trade is still Persia Crawford Campbell's 
Chinese Coolie Emigration (1923). Hugh Tinker, in A New System of Slavery 
(1974), deals with the Indian labortrade; I have also drawn on Kathleen 
Gough's account of the impact of the trade on Thanjavur (1978). 

In reading on South Africa, I returned to S. H. Frankel (1938) on 
capital investment and to the section on southern and eastern Africa by 
H. J. Simons in Linton, ed., Most of the World (1949), both of which I had 
first read in graduate school. The book Simons later coauthored with 
Ruth Simons, Class and Color (1969), also proved useful. Benjamin M. 
Magubane has written a fine work on the Political Economy of Race and 
Class (1979); see also the interesting review by David Kaplan (1979). 
The chapters by D. Hobart Houghton and by David Welsh in the Oxford 
History of South Africa (Wilson and Thompson, eds., 1971: Vol. lJ) are 
informative, and two articles in the collection edited by Palmer and 
Parsons (1977), Martin Legassick on the shift from mining to industry 
and Colin Bundy on the Transkei peasantry, are most valuable. Charles 
Van Onselen, who is also the author of a book on African mine labor in 
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Southern Rhodesia (1976), has written on the creation of the dual Black 
and White labor force on the Rand (1979), and Francis Wilson (1972) 
has dealt specifically with labor in the gold mines. Harold Wolpe (1972) 
and Michael Burawoy (1976) both discuss, from somewhat different 
perspectives, the interdigitation of labor reserves and mining locations 

characteristic of southern and central African development under 
capitalist auspices. 

The section of this chapter on Rio Claro in Brazil is based on Warren 
Dean's historical study (1976). William Roff (1967), dealing with Malay 
nationalism, and Maurice Freedman on Chinese migrants (1960), offer 
information and insight into Singapore. 

The concept of "plural societies" was first proposed by J. S. Furnivall 
writings on Indonesia and Burma (1939, 1948),and elaborated by M. 

G. Smith, especially in his Plural Society in the Brztlsit West IndIeS (1965). 
The literature on the concept and its uses has grown large; a conveIllent 
entry into the relevant problematic, with bibliogr?phy: is the vol':'n:e 
edited by Leo Despres, Ethnicity and Resource Competlf/Onll1 Plural SOCIetieS 
1975). 

The Afterword represents an attempt to rethink the anthropological 
culture concept in the light of the Marxian notion of ideology and of the 
sociology of knowledge. The gamut of writers on the subject range from 
Friedrich Engels, August Thalheimer, Franz Borkenau, AntOIllO 
Gramsci, Louis Althusser, and Stuart Hall on the Marxian side to sociol
ogists ofknow1edge who trace their lineage to Max Weber and Wilhelm 
Dilthey. Georg Lukacs, Lucien Goldmann, and Karl Mannhelm have 
combined the two traditions, albeit in different ways. Talal Asad, Steve 
Barnett and Martin Silverman, Maurice Bloch, Stephan Feuchtwang, 

Friedman, Maurice Godelier, and Joel Kahn have variously 
used the Marxian concept of ideology in anthropological discussions. 

The concept of ideological alternatives or variants, produced within 
and between societies, informs the work of Claude Levi-Strauss; but 
Levi-Strauss sees the relation of Nature and Culture as passing directly 
through the human mind. I hold that thought is mediated by the 
prevailing mode of production. The concept of hegemony denves from 
the writings of Antonio Gramsci. Raymond Wilhams (1973) has bnl
liantly elaborated the notion of alternative and oppositional forms. The 
concept of differential accents appears in Volosinov (1973), that of 
counterpoints in Willem Wertheim (1974). I continue to believe that 
the human sciences cannot do without a conception of culture. I think 
of the present discussion as a contribution to an ongoing debate on how 
the concept can be recast in the light of new understandings. 
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