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  [image: image] IN THE EARLY 1880S, THE MEMBERS OF THE SPANISH ABOLITIONIST Society wrote with outrage about the continued use of the stock (el cepo) and shackles (el grillete) as punishment for slaves in Cuba. At the time, Cuba, along with Puerto Rico, was Spain’s last colony in the Americas. It was also the biggest slave society in almost four centuries of Spanish colonial history. Slavery was not abolished there until 1886. Only Brazil maintained slavery longer, finally abolishing the institution two years later in 1888.


  Cuban slave owners clung to enslaved labor for as long as possible, especially in the rich western and central sugar regions of the island. The Spanish government abolished the slave trade to Cuba in 1867. It also passed gradual emancipation laws in 1870 and 1880. While the government and its allies sought to portray these measures as humane and enlightened, critics argued that they did not go far enough, pointing to the violence and lawlessness that thrived on the Cuban plantations in the form of unchecked corporal punishment. For even the most minor offenses, slave owners were able to put slaves in the stock. The suffering was horrific: “Any person can imagine what the headstock is like. A refinement of the old and barbarous torture of burying someone up to the head. The mosquitoes, flies, and insects of all kinds, whose number is infinite in the Antilles, fatten themselves upon the head and face of the poor slave, who cannot use his hands to defend himself.”1 The use of shackles was equally cruel: “Naturally, this punishment produces many illnesses. The black field hands suffer from sunstrokes or fevers, hernias and kidney ailments. The first of these results from the harshness of the work, which takes place under the open sky in an extreme climate with a sun that burns like no other.”2
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  FIGURE 1. El cepo de cabeza.


  The authors of the pamphlet noted that in metropolitan Spain, shackles were still employed as punishment but only for the gravest forms of treason or acts of violence. In Cuba, slave owners resorted to the stock and shackles for the most trivial offenses, real or perceived. The law denied the rights of slaves by allowing owners to terrorize them into hard work and obedience: “They do not punish crimes. Reader take note. What they punish is the resistance of the black stolen from Africa or from his family. Coerced, wronged, reviled, pressed into laboring gratis for the benefit of a master who forces him to work without the least consideration of his interests.”3
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  FIGURE 2. El grillete. Spanish abolitionists included these images in a pamphlet in order to depict and denounce punishments still practiced on Cuban plantations in the 1880s, during the final days of slavery on the island. Slave owners fought to the last to retain control over enslaved labor. Slaves and their allies faced bitter resistance throughout Latin America during the various stages of abolition. Sociedad Abolicionista Española, El cepo y el grillete (Madrid: Sociedad Abolicionista Española, [188?]).


  The abolitionists’ indignation derived from a series of contrasts that highlighted not only the cruelty of slavery but also its archaism. From the perspective of the lawyers, engineers, journalists, and politicians who composed the Abolitionist Society, most American and Western European nations of the era sought to govern themselves according to the rule of law, constitutional regimes, and market economies based on contract and the freedom of labor. Slavery was the historical residue of absolutist regimes in which power was arbitrary and capricious and unfree labor and monopolies dominated the economies. In this view of progress, slavery must give way to the imperatives of individual liberty.


  However, the resurgence and persistence of slavery in nineteenth-century Cuba, far from being the inverse of economic and civil progress, were products of revolutionary changes that had reshaped Latin America and the Atlantic world beginning in the previous century. Hostility to the African slave trade and New World slavery began to flourish in different corners of the Atlantic world in the mid-eighteenth century. This hostility coalesced into major challenges to both institutions. Slaves in the French colony of Saint-Domingue (Haiti) threw off their bondage between 1791 and 1804 in the greatest slave rebellion the Americas would ever see. Opposition to the slave trade spread through the British Isles in the same era, leading the parliament of the most energetic slave-trading nation to abolish the traffic to its colonies in 1806. In Spanish America, the wars of independence of the 1810s and the 1820s gravely weakened slavery. The newly independent nations passed emancipation laws, usually of a gradual nature, and banned the slave trade altogether.


  Yet merchants, planters, and government officials in some regions of the Atlantic world were fully capable of weathering and even exploiting these changes. In the United States, southern slave owners amassed considerable political clout and fended off serious challenges to their power until the Civil War. In Latin America, Cuba and Brazil saw a spectacular resurgence of the slave trade and the opening of new territories to slave-worked agriculture on an unprecedented scale. The decline of competitors such as Saint-Domingue and Jamaica on the world market presented Antillean and Brazilian planters with new opportunities, which they eagerly seized.


  A look at the slave population of Latin America is revealing. In 1800 there were 718,000 slaves in Brazil, 212,000 in Cuba, and 112,000 in Venezuela, the three largest slave populations in the Iberian empires. Venezuela soon experienced a violent and tortuous war for independence against Spain. One outcome of the war was the suppression of the slave trade and the passing of a gradual emancipation law in 1821. The number of slaves declined until final abolition in 1854. Brazil also gained its independence from Portugal in this period but through a largely negotiated process that involved little social or military upheaval. The slave trade and slavery continued to thrive. By 1822, the year of independence, the slave population had grown to more than 1.1 million and would increase until slave trade abolition in 1850. Cuba remained loyal to the Spanish metropolis during the era of revolution, partly because of the growth of the slave trade and plantation slavery. By 1842 the slave population had expanded to more than 320,000. After 1800, the transatlantic slave trade brought more than 700,000 captives to Cuba and more than 2 million to Brazil.4


  These data illustrate that even as political and economic liberalism took hold in much of Latin America and the imperial centers, broad commitment to the legitimacy of the enslavement of Africans and their descendants persisted almost until the end of the nineteenth century. Why these deeply entrenched ideas and institutions were so resilient and how they were ultimately overcome are the questions that this book will explore.


  This work is organized as a narrative of slavery’s uneven rise and fall in Latin America and those parts of the Atlantic world to which the region was inextricably connected. The story begins in the eastern Atlantic in the fifteenth century and extends to Cuba and Brazil at the end of the nineteenth. Since much ground will be covered, it might be useful for the reader to keep several organizing ideas in mind:


  •The rise of African slavery in Latin America was related to the conquest, subordination, and, in some cases, the decimation of the indigenous population.


  •Slavery existed in relation to a broad pattern of unfree and free labor in the Americas, Africa, and the imperial centers.


  •In the Americas, Brazil, as a Portuguese colony and then as an independent state, was the most constant and most massive importer of enslaved Africans over the centuries. According to estimates from Voyages: The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database (www.slavevoyages.org), Brazil received close to 5 million of the 10.7 million captives disembarked in the Americas (between the early sixteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries). As a destination for the transatlantic slave trade, Spanish America—with almost 1.3 million captives prior to slave trade suppression to Cuba in 1867—trailed far behind Brazil and the British and French colonies of Jamaica and Saint-Domingue. This situation changed significantly in the late eighteenth century when Cuba emerged as the biggest plantation society in Spanish American history, fully rivaling its Caribbean neighbors.


  •Plantation labor was the most powerful motor of the transatlantic traffic. At the same time, enslaved men and women worked throughout the economies of Brazil and Spanish America.


  •Enslaved Africans and their descendants in the Americas frequently sought to recreate their religions and forms of social organization in the New World. Paradoxically, the centrality and pervasiveness of the Catholic Church in the Iberian empires often facilitated this process.


  •Flight (maroonage) and other forms of resistance by enslaved people, coupled with legally and religiously sanctioned pathways to emancipation, created large free populations in Brazil and Spanish America even as slavery and the slave trade flourished.


  •Latin American societies were simultaneously inclusive and hierarchical. Because of the Iberian monarchies and the Church, all members of society, as long as they were nominally Christian, had some place within the larger social and cultural order. At the same time, inequality of status and privilege was the norm. Discrimination based on lineage, color, and gender was widely accepted and legally enforced. Nonetheless, social hierarchies were not static; indeed, frequent assertions of status and privilege indicated their permeability.


  •International and anticolonial warfare in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries had the most decisive impact on slavery’s survival in most of Latin America. War was the most common spur to abolition, in part because it presented slaves and free people of color with opportunities to demand the end of slavery and to claim inclusion as free and equal citizens in the emerging Latin American nations.


  The reader should also keep in mind the necessary Atlantic dimension of this study of slavery, freedom, and abolition in Latin America. The Atlantic world was a space that brought into contact and conflict the peoples, polities, and economies of Africa, Europe, and the Americas. The Iberian explorers and conquerors of the late Middle Ages were the pioneers of this world; the commercial networks, trading forts, and settlements they established in the eastern Atlantic islands and along the west coast of Africa in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries were the jumping-off point to the Americas, unbeknownst to them before 1492. Over the course of the sixteenth century they incorporated parts of the Americas into this world through conquest and settlement. Iberian priests, administrators, soldiers, and merchants flowed to the New World, as did African servants and slaves. Old World diseases decimated the indigenous peoples, while the flora and fauna imported by the conquerors, such as the horse and sugar cane, took root. In the reverse direction, American silver and agricultural products like tobacco and the potato would transform European and African tastes and economies. Exchange among the American colonies was also important. The licit and illicit movement of goods, people, and ideas across the Americas was a fundamental aspect of the Atlantic empires, despite the efforts of regimes to control the flows to and from their colonial territories. All of the colonial empires participated in the transatlantic slave trade, a far from unified system. Different colonial powers competed for control, though the Portuguese (and the Brazilians) and later the British were the most important carriers of African captives to the Americas.5 The Portuguese and Brazilians would cement a south Atlantic slave trade in the seventeenth century that conjoined Brazil and Angola until the middle of the nineteenth century. The Caribbean, the other major terminus of the trade, was part of a north Atlantic system linked to the Gold Coast and the Bights of Biafra and Benin, in which Britain was the major, though far from the only, slaving power.
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  MAP 1. Volume and direction of the transatlantic slave trade. David Eltis and David Richardson, Atlas of the Transatlantic Slave Trade (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2010). Courtesy of Yale University Press.


  One final coordinate will help the reader to situate this history: if we follow the circuit of some of these goods and voyagers, we will find that the boundaries of the Atlantic world were not hard and fast. The streams of Peruvian and Mexican silver did not halt in Spain but made their way across the world to China, brought there by European merchants eager to trade with the world’s largest economy. Mexican silver reached China not only via Europe but also through the galleon trade that linked Acapulco and Manila across the Pacific Ocean. The circuits of enslaved and unfree labor also stretched beyond the confines of the Atlantic. Portuguese slavers trafficked in captives from the east coast of Africa, while Spaniards sent captives from the Philippines to Mexico. Later in the nineteenth century, as the slave trade from Africa waned, indentured workers from China and India arrived in the Caribbean and Latin America in huge numbers. These examples show us that while the coming together (or collision) of Africa, Europe, and the Americas created a dynamic economic, cultural, and social space with African enslavement and the transatlantic traffic in captives at its heart, the Atlantic complex was also part of an emerging and evolving global system.


  CHAPTER ONE


  Slavery and Iberian Colonization
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  [T]o me it seems harsh to make slaves of those whom God and nature made free.


  —Miguel de Cervantes, Don Quixote, 170


  The Iberian Empires and the Atlantic World


  [image: image] AT THE END OF HIS FIRST VOYAGE, THE GENOESE MARINER Christopher Columbus sent a letter to Spain in which he reported on the lands that he called the Indies and the great wealth that would flow from them to his Spanish patrons, the Catholic Kings Ferdinand and Isabella: “their Highnesses can see that I will give them as much gold as they require, if they will render me some very slight assistance.” He also promised spices, cotton, mastic, rhubarb, cinnamon, and “countless other things in addition.” The natives of these lands, whom he called Indians, would be cooperative because they were gentle and generous. They seemed eager to convert to Christianity, in his view. He also thought they would make good servants for European overlords, as he promised to bring Ferdinand and Isabella “as many slaves” as they required.1
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  MAP 2. Eastern Atlantic around the time of Columbus. Courtesy of Ben Spieler.


  Columbus’s automatic appeal to slavery was rooted in medieval European conceptions of the globe and the different peoples that inhabited it. Because of climate and innate capacities, some peoples were born to be free, others to be enslaved. His reaction also arose from his familiarity with the complex of exploration, trade, colonization, and slavery that the Portuguese and Spanish were constructing in the eastern Atlantic at the same time that he traveled to the ocean’s distant western shores. The beginnings of African slavery in Latin America are to be found in these Portuguese and Spanish sallies into the Atlantic Ocean and in the widely, though not universally, held conviction that some peoples were natural slaves.
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  FIGURE 3. Spanish nautical chart from the mid-sixteenth century. This map shows the developing contours of the Iberian Atlantic world several decades after Columbus’s first voyage, divided by the boundary agreed upon in the Treaty of Tordesillas (1494). Note the importance of the eastern Atlantic islands in the transatlantic voyages. Pedro de Medina, Arte de navegar (Valladolid, 1545). Courtesy of the John Carter Brown Library at Brown University.


  In the Middle Ages, the Iberian Peninsula was a patchwork of kingdoms, some Christian, others Muslim. By the fifteenth century, Christian kingdoms held the upper hand. These included Portugal, Aragon, Navarre, and the largest of all, Castile. Castile became even more preeminent in the later part of the century when the crowns of Aragon and Castile were united in the persons of the Catholic Kings Ferdinand and Isabella. The last Muslim stronghold was Granada in the southeast of the peninsula.


  The Portuguese and Spanish kingdoms were imbued with the crusading spirit against Islam. They aspired not only to drive Islamic princes from the peninsula but also to take the battle to North Africa, the Holy Lands, and beyond. In the early fifteenth century, the Portuguese landed in Morocco and conquered the city of Ceuta. From there they hoped to undercut Muslim strength by taking over trade routes of gold and slaves. Later in the century, they hoped to do the same by finding a path to India and China and controlling the rich trade in spices and other luxury goods. The spirit of religious warfare was thus intertwined with the spirit of commerce.


  These ambitions drove the Iberians into the Atlantic world and down the coast of Africa. Initially, gold was the major harvest of Portuguese exploration. By exploring southward and finally rounding Cape Bojador in 1434, they hoped to trade directly at the source. To that end, they established trading outposts such as Arguin and El Mina in the mid- to late fifteenth century.


  Traffic in slaves was also at the heart of Portuguese endeavors. Slavery was a well-rooted institution in the African societies with which they traded. As the historian John Thornton has observed of West and Central Africa in this period: “the necessary legal institutions and material resources were available to support a large slave market, one that anyone could participate in, including Europeans and other foreigners. Those who held slaves and did not intend to use them immediately could also sell them, and indeed, this is why the number of African merchants who dealt in slaves was large.”2 Slavery was an important form of property, and the capture of slaves was one of the goals of the frequent wars among polities in West and Central Africa. Slavery was not as universally associated with debasement, as it would be in the European colonial empires. Slaves worked in a wide variety of tasks, from agricultural and skilled labor to positions of military and political leadership. There was also a greater emphasis on assimilation into the social group of the slave owner.


  Moreover, long before the arrival of the Portuguese, other slave trades out of sub-Saharan Africa flourished. One crossed the Sahara into the Mediterranean world. Another linked East Africa to the Indian Ocean. Historians have traced both routes back to the seventh century. The Atlantic system would favor men over women as slaves by two to one. The Sahara and Indian Ocean traffics were exactly the reverse, women captives outnumbering men. Many of these slaves found homes in their new societies through marriage and other forms of kinship and service. Manumission—formal release of the enslaved person from her or his servitude—was frequent. While the Saharan and Indian Ocean routes were older than the Atlantic, the latter would surpass the others in the number of captives transported during its relatively short but intense life span. Pier Larson estimates that between 650 and 1900, the Saharan trade took 7,450,000 slaves, the Indian Ocean trade, 4,200,000. The Atlantic system, by his statistics, took 11,313,000 African slaves between 1400 and 1900, the overwhelming majority of them in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.3


  The Portuguese were therefore European pioneers in the African slave trade but a relatively minor force within the larger African slave market in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Portuguese explorers usually set up trading forts on islands off the coast of Africa such as São Tomé because they were generally unable to impose their will on African polities. Exchange with local merchants and officials was, for the most part, the mechanism of the Atlantic slave traffic, not direct conquest and slaving (with the important exception of Angola at the end of the sixteenth century, discussed in chapter 2). As Herbert Klein observes: “European buyers were totally dependent on African sellers for the delivery of slaves.”4


  Slaves purchased by the Portuguese were destined for work and service in various locales controlled by Iberian powers. The Portuguese cities Lisbon and Evora had an ample African and African-descended population at the end of the fifteenth century. The same was true of Seville, the jumping-off point for Spanish voyages to the Americas in the sixteenth century. Slaves also labored on sugar plantations on the Atlantic islands controlled by the Portuguese and Spanish—Madeira, São Tomé, and the Canary Islands—harbingers of the plantation complex that would arise in the Americas over time.


  Sugar plantations worked by unfree labor had a long history in the Iberian world, beginning in the Mediterranean. Italian and Iberian merchants established plantations in Cyprus, Sicily, and the southern part of the Iberian Peninsula. They found a ready market for their goods throughout Western Europe. They recruited workers from numerous sources: Muslim captives from the Crusades, Slavs from the Black Sea area, and increasingly, Africans from beyond the Sahara. This latter source of bonded labor became preeminent in the fifteenth century as the Portuguese built their commercial networks in Africa and founded productive plantations in Madeira and São Tomé. In contrast to the medieval Mediterranean world, the early modern Atlantic world would increasingly associate enslavement with Africa and blackness, though this process developed over time.5


  Thus, by the late fifteenth century, the precedents for African slavery in the Americas were taking shape in the Iberian world. The Portuguese had established a slave trade in the eastern Atlantic, sugar plantations were exporting their product to European markets, and African slaves were prominent in various Iberian settings, from the plantation to the city. Moreover, both Portugal and Castile possessed Roman, Visigothic, and medieval law codes that would shape slavery’s development in the Americas. Slavery never faded as an institution in this corner of the defunct Roman Empire, so the laws that pertained to it continued to function and to find expression in legal codes. Among the important features of Roman law that survived in late medieval Iberia was the peculium, the slave’s personal wealth, which could be used to purchase freedom from the master, even though it was already technically the property of the master. The scale of slave societies in Latin America far surpassed that of their Iberian predecessors, but laws inherited from the Roman Empire would play an important role in the New World, often leading to unintended consequences.6


  It was from this commercial, colonial, and legal world that Christopher Columbus set sail in 1492 as an agent of the Spanish monarchy. His ambitions paralleled those of the Portuguese. He too sought to establish an oceanic path to India and China. He was also familiar with the budding sugar complex of the Atlantic islands. During a decade’s residence in Portugal, he traveled to the slaving fort of El Mina and established ties to Portuguese enterprises in Madeira (merchants from his hometown, Genoa, were instrumental in providing the capital and carrying networks that supported the production and trade of sugar).7 He also hoped that his discoveries would strike a blow against Islam. Indeed, one of his stated goals was to amass a fortune that would fund a new crusade to the Holy Lands. Unlike the Portuguese, he believed that he could reach the Indies by a westward and southerly route. This latter trajectory has recently received new attention. At the fore of Columbus’s endeavor was the goal of trade with India and China, far richer economies than Europe’s in this era. Always present in the background, however, was a plan of conquest and colonization. Columbus and other medieval geographers believed that an archipelago of islands extended from the Indian subcontinent far to the south and east, into the equatorial regions that they called the Torrid Zone. The conviction that Columbus shared was that precious metals and gems came exclusively from torrid climes and that the people who dwelled there were naturally weak and inferior, suitable as servants of the European powers.8


  This latter strategy, associated with the Torrid Zone, was what quickly won out. Columbus did not arrive in Asia, but his projection of an Indian archipelago led him to call the islands of the Caribbean the Indies and their inhabitants Indians. He established settlements on the island of Hispaniola and explored the Caribbean and the coasts of Central America and South America. Spaniards desiring wealth soon followed. By the early sixteenth century, there were settlements throughout the Caribbean and the Central American isthmus.


  Though Columbus and his royal patrons were in search of trade with the rich Asian economies, they were also interested in gold, which Columbus found in small amounts in the Caribbean rivers on his first voyage. The Taíno Indians of the Greater Antilles, where the Spaniards concentrated their first settlements, lived in large villages and subsisted on agriculture, fishing, and hunting. They possessed a small number of locally mined gold ornaments that whetted the appetites of Columbus and his fellows. However, it was immediately evident that they could not offer to the Spaniards the luxury goods that they anticipated finding in places like China, Japan, and India. Wealth was to be gotten by other means. The conquerors turned to mining, cattle ranching, and farming to exploit the potential of the new colonies. The question of labor quickly leapt to the fore. Indeed, Columbus noted to himself in the logbook of his first voyage that the peoples he encountered in 1492 “should be good servants.” The vision of a tropical overseas empire based on domination of the indigenous population had immediately sprung to mind.9


  The Spanish immigrants to the Caribbean who followed Columbus on subsequent voyages were adventurers in search of riches, not hard labor. The peninsula would never provide a steady stream of pliant workers to the New World. Settlers thus preyed upon the indigenous population. The Spaniards extracted native labor through an institution known as encomienda. This royal grant gave the Spanish holder, the encomendero, the right to receive tribute and labor from Indian villages. In exchange, the encomendero was to offer Christian tutelage to the Indians to facilitate the process of conversion. The conquerors imposed the system of encomienda with great brutality, terrorizing local chiefdoms through extreme acts of violence. The governor of Hispaniola, Nicolás de Ovando, who arrived in 1502, sought to settle the unrest on the island by carrying out massacres of Indian notables and warriors. In the chiefdom of Higüey, the Spaniards knifed to death hundreds of Indian men, whose bodies were then openly displayed. In the chiefdom of Xaraguá, Ovando lured dozens of notables into a meeting and then burned them to death in a locked building.


  The Spanish settlers in Hispaniola, Puerto Rico, and Cuba supplemented encomienda with Indian slavery. They opened trade with other islands, such as the Bahamas, which were completely depopulated by the slavers. They also used Spanish jurisprudence to justify enslaving Indians. The Spanish Crown permitted the enslavement of those Indians who were captured while resisting the authority of the
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