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INTRODUCTION

Brazil and Cuba

A Shared History
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I hope that everything that is good for agriculture, and can incite imitation, will be published, which is the reason why I mention what the Consulado de Havana has done. . . . one [of its] greatest concerns has always been to stimulate agriculture, especially for what belongs to the less considerable establishments, because it contributes more safely to the increase and progress both of population and wealth. . . . This consideration led [it] . . . to treat coffee cultivators favorably, their production being one of the most precious of America.

—DOMINGOS BORGES DE BARROS, “Memória sobre o café,” 1813

The wealth of the Brazilian Empire has similar foundations to those of Cuba and Puerto Rico, and is developed with the same means. Therefore, it is very important for the administration of our Antilles to study in detail the state of the black race in Brazil, the means used in agriculture and industry, and the increase or decrease experienced by slavery and the slave trade.

—MARQUIS OF PIDAL, Spanish minister of foreign affairs, 1849

MORE THAN THREE decades separate the quotations above. The first was written by Domingos Borges de Barros and published in O Patriota (the Patriot) in August 1813. The son of an important slaveholding family from the Bahian Recôncavo and a graduate of the University of Coimbra, Borges de Barros was part of the circle of lettered men surrounding Rodrigo de Sousa Coutinho, the Count of Linhares. The newspaper O Patriota had been started in Rio de Janeiro one year after the death of Coutinho with the objective of continuing his efforts to promote the diversification of exports from Portuguese America within the new context that had been created by the radical transformations of 1808. In his “Memória sobre o café,” Borges de Barros considered the Real Consulado de La Habana—a corporation created by Cuban slaveholders from the western part of the island and Bourbon administrators in the 1790s—a model for the improvement of slave agriculture in Portuguese America.1

In 1813, the Portuguese Crown, now based in Rio de Janeiro, was witnessing the first steps of the internationalization of British abolitionism, which would become a major concern for Brazil three decades later, when the second quotation above was written. In fact, the quotation comes from a letter written in April 1849 from the Spanish minister of foreign affairs—the marquis of Pidal—to his diplomatic representative in Rio de Janeiro. The moment was delicate for Spain due to revolutionary events in France, a diplomatic break with Britain, and, especially, burgeoning plans for the United States to annex Cuba (from both the Spanish island and the US South).

Like others of his time, Pidal believed that African slavery was the key to Spanish control over Cuba, which explains his interest in the Brazilian situation. Because of this, he sent an extensive questionnaire to the Spanish consul in Rio de Janeiro, José Delaval y Rincón, about the demographics of the black population in the Brazilian Empire, their experiences with free labor in plantations, the policies to preserve slavery in the absence of the transatlantic slave trade, the size of the illegal traffic, the actions of the British Royal Navy in Brazil, the penalties for slave traders, and, finally, the political strategy of the Brazilian government in relation to the contraband slave trade.2

The circumstances and the authors of the two quotations above, therefore, differed sharply from each other. The immediate contexts of these documents cannot be compared, but we believe they represented different conjunctures of a single historical structure. This structure brought together the destinies of Brazil and Cuba during the nineteenth century.

This is the starting point of the present book. It explores the relationship between slavery and politics in Brazil and Cuba between the 1790s and the 1850s—from the enlightened Luso-Brazilian and Hispano-Cuban proslavery proposals of the late eighteenth century to the effective suppression of the contraband slave trade to Brazil in the mid-nineteenth century. Despite growing interest in recent years, comparative studies of Cuba and Brazil are still rare.3 Even rarer are studies that integrate both societies into the broader context of nineteenth-century global capitalism.

Despite the differences between their political trajectories after the 1820s, Brazil and Cuba shared a common nineteenth-century history due to the centrality of slavery in both societies. This shared history started in the late eighteenth century with the enlightened projects for the economic recovery of Portugal and Spain, as well as with the responses from planter classes in Portuguese America and Cuba to the economic collapse of Saint-Domingue. After 1820, Brazil and Cuba were the only regions in the New World that continued to be supplied by a massive transatlantic traffic of enslaved Africans. For this reason, the two slave economies quickly became the leading coffee and sugar producers in the world. But the persistence of the slave trade also forced the Brazilian and Cuban slaveholding classes to deal with Great Britain and its intense diplomatic pressure.

In a world of American republics extending from north (the United States) to south (Chile), the political histories of the Empire of Brazil and the Spanish colony of Cuba were unparalleled. In the constitutional experiences leading to these political configurations (Brazil as an independent monarchy and Cuba as a province or colony of the Spanish monarchy), the proslavery platforms of Brazilian and Cuban representatives became crucial. In the Cortes of Cádiz (1810–1814), Madrid (1820–1823), and Lisbon (1821–1822), and in the Constituent Assembly of Rio de Janeiro (1823), Brazilian and Cuban deputies offered clear strategies to preserve slavery in their societies, as they would repeatedly reaffirm whenever the institution was questioned in subsequent years.

The main objective of this book is to examine the arguments and strategies in favor of slavery and the slave trade that supported the political projects of Brazilian and Cuban slaveholders in the aftermath of the Haitian Revolution, in the Iberian constitutional experiences of the 1810s and 1820s, in parliamentary experiences of the nineteenth century, and in other situations when the problem of slavery was at the center of debates. Our intention is to also discuss how these political arguments and strategies in the Brazilian and Spanish Empires were part of the broader history of an emerging liberal order.

Our argument is based on four main points. First, Brazil and Cuba shared a common space of experience that can be traced back to their participation in the Iberian Atlantic system. This shared space of experience became much narrower after the series of events marking the conjuncture of crisis at the turn of the nineteenth century, such as the American Revolution, the rise of British abolitionism, the Saint-Domingue Revolution, the collapse of Iberian monarchies, the internationalization of British pressure against the transatlantic slave trade, and the expansion of the global market for tropical goods that accompanied the growth of industrialization. Second, as a result of this same space of experience, the planter classes of Brazil and Cuba had a similar horizon of expectation based on the idea of perpetuating slavery.4 Third, these slaveholding classes successfully imposed their proslavery designs on the Brazilian and Spanish Empires in the early 1820s, developing political arrangements that lasted without major problems until the 1860s. As a consequence, both Cuba and Brazil experienced the crisis of slavery over the following two decades. And fourth, proslavery arguments in Cuba and Brazil can be traced back to responses to the first critiques of slavery in the late eighteenth century, but they also acquired particular characteristics in the Brazilian and Cuban environments. In any case, proslavery ideologues in both regions shared many views since at least the 1790s.

Having emerged in England, the northern United States, and France (although to a much smaller degree in the latter) in the late eighteenth century, the antislavery movement became remarkably internationalized after the 1830s. After the parliamentary victory of English abolitionists in 1833 and the appearance of Garrisonian abolitionism in 1831, a transatlantic abolitionist network involving British and US militants emerged.5 The internationalism of the nineteenth-century antislavery movement has received a great deal of attention from historians. Less known is the internationalist proslavery response of that same period, which will be discussed in the following chapters.

The present book is also a contribution to the comparative history of slavery, a field that has been rapidly growing since the 1990s. Changing the terms of the debate started by Frank Tannenbaum in the 1940s (as will be discussed in chapter 1), historians have been comparing multiple aspects of slave societies in the Americas: the demographics of slavery and the slave trade, rural and urban slavery, patterns of manumission, slave resistance, cultural manifestations, labor arrangements, the law and legal practices, among many other topics. Many of the recent comparative studies have also adopted an Atlantic perspective, framing the experience of slaves in the New World within the broader context involving Europe and Africa.

Despite the growth of comparative and Atlantic studies, historians have generally continued to study slavery and politics in the Americas from individual imperial or national perspectives. These approaches usually isolate their objects of investigation from the broader context. This can be seen both in Atlantic studies that compare societies as isolated units (i.e., societies appear as external and without interconnections to each other) and in comparative discussions of formal aspects of Brazilian and Cuban slavery.6

The present study explores the history of Brazil and Cuba as part of an integrated unit, or, to use Philip McMichael’s concept, a historical “whole.”7 Thus, the kind of analysis developed here moves beyond formal comparisons of the differences and similarities between the politics of slavery in Brazil and Cuba, avoiding an approach that views the two regions as static units independent from each other. The politics and ideologies of slavery in Brazil and Cuba, therefore, are examined not as essentially national phenomena but as acts linked to the broader historical and geographical contexts that were created by the problem of slavery in the nineteenth century.

The book is divided into four chapters. Chapter 1 explores the asymmetries of slavery between the sixteenth and late eighteenth centuries in the Iberian colonies and their British and French counterparts. The main argument of the first chapter is that these differences were produced by the emergence of two distinct modern historical structures. The basic characteristics of these two structures can in turn be attributed to the different moments in which they were created. With this approach, we aim to contribute to the understanding of the dynamics of slavery in Brazil and Cuba in the longue durée and the responses of these two regions to the tensions brought on by the Age of Revolution.

The remaining chapters explore these responses in the short term. Chapter 2 analyzes the impact of the Saint-Domingue Revolution on Portuguese America and Cuba before the collapse of the Iberian Atlantic system in 1808. It also looks at the political reconstruction of slavery in Brazil and Cuba in the context of Iberian constitutional experiences between 1810 and 1824. Chapter 3 explores the politics of slavery in the Brazilian and Spanish Empires between 1825 and 1837, from the establishment of the Brazilian Parliament and the régimen de las facultades omnímodas for captains general in Cuba to the ascension of the Regresso Conservador in Brazil and the exclusion of Cuban deputies from the Spanish Cortes of 1836–1837. Finally, chapter 4 discusses the period between 1837 and 1850, showing how the different Brazilian and Hispano-Cuban political responses to British antislavery pressure led to the abolition of the transatlantic slave trade to Brazil in 1850.

Politics is an aspect of social life that pervades the daily problems and demands of anonymous social actors. The decision to explore it in the institutional spheres of the Cortes and the Parliament was taken based on theoretical, methodological, and practical considerations. National representation became the basis not only of constitutional regimes in the nineteenth century but also of the expansion of slavery in the Americas. The actions and speeches of deputies, senators, and colonial authorities reveal the connections between slavery and liberalism: in other words, the modern nation-state as part of the process leading to the enslavement of Africans. For this reason, parliamentary records are the centerpiece of this study. We nonetheless decided to include government documents, diplomatic correspondence, and writings from Brazilian and Cuban slaveholders in order to better understand our subject. Our hope is that the research results presented here will stimulate further studies about the history of slavery and politics in the Americas and their place in the broader history of the capitalist world economy.
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Research for this book was developed between 2004 and 2009 within the FAPESP (Fundação de Amparo à Pesquisa do Estado de São Paulo) Thematic Project “Fundação do Estado e da Nação—Brasil, 1790–1850,” supervised by the late István Jancsó. The ideas presented here were first discussed in a graduate seminar taught by two of the authors—Márcia Berbel and Rafael Marquese—and the visiting professor Matthias Röhrig Assunção (Essex University) in the Graduate Program in Social History at the University of São Paulo (USP), Brazil, during the fall of 2004. The close relationship between the ideas discussed in the seminar and those developed by Tâmis Parron as part of his graduate research—also financed by FAPESP—soon became clear. Thus, we would like to first thank all the friends who were part of the Thematic Project, who helped create a perfect academic atmosphere, and Matthias Assunção, who participated in the discussions of the graduate seminar. After the book was published in Portuguese (Escravidão e política: Brasil e Cuba, c. 1790–1850 [São Paulo: Editora Hucitec, 2010]), FAPESP sponsored this English translation prepared by Leonardo Marques.

Equally important for the results presented here were the debates within the research group Escravidão e História Atlântica, at the Graduate Program in Social History at USP. During our research we received support from a large number of friends and colleagues from various institutions: Izaskun Álvarez Cuartero, Manuel Barcia Paz, Manuel Chust, Ivana Frasquet, Reinaldo Funes Monzote, Luis Miguel García Mora, Flávio dos Santos Gomes, María Dolores Gonzáles-Ripoll Navarro, Keila Grinberg, Fábio Duarte Joly, Maria Elisa Mäder, Marco Pamplona, José Antonio Piqueras, Mónica Quijada, Ricardo Salles, Julio Sánchez Gómez, Christopher Schmidt-Nowara, Marco Antonio Silveira, Dale Tomich, Carlos Venegas Fornias, and Regina Xavier. Finally, we would like to thank Conselho Nacional de Pesquisas (the Brazilian Research Council, CNPq) and FAPESP for individual fellowships to Rafael Marquese and Tâmis Parron.


CHAPTER 1

Brazil, Cuba, and the
First Two Atlantic Systems
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Slavery and Atlantic History

In the mid-1940s, two books comprehensively reshaped the field of slave studies in the Americas. Eric Williams’s Capitalism and Slavery and Frank Tannenbaum’s Slave and Citizen—published in 1944 and 1946, respectively—set the research agenda for multiple generations of historians and social scientists for the three decades that followed. In turn, that group of scholars explored themes as wide ranging as the institutional differences of American slave systems, the varied patterns of race relations, the links between metropolitan economies and colonial slavery, and the nature of abolitionist processes.

The political and historiographical perspectives of Williams and Tannenbaum, however, were diametrically opposed. A precursor to Marxist interpretations of American slavery, Williams attacked the classic interpretation of abolition espoused by historians of the British Empire, many of whom had emphasized the humanitarianism and idealism of metropolitan abolitionists. Clearly inspired by the broader context of pan-Africanism and Caribbean nationalism, the Trinidadian historian focused on economic forces in his two-part argument on the relationship between slavery and capitalism.1 Tannenbaum’s main concerns, on the other hand, were the inclusion of African Americans in US society after World War II, which was still marked by institutional segregation at the time, and the post-Holocaust experience in Europe. Unlike Williams, he emphasized culture as the key factor for understanding race relations in the Americas. The differences between the United States and Latin American countries could be, in his view, traced back to their slave systems, which were built on distinct legal and moral foundations. In Iberian America, the confluence of a legal tradition of the Justinian Code (recognizing slavery as contrary to natural law and reason) and common Church practices (establishing the rights of slaves to receive sacraments) allowed the incorporation of former slaves as full citizens in nonracist societies. The absence of both traditions in British America, on the other hand, allowed masters to define their captives as movable property, thus lacking moral personalities. Consequently, for Tannenbaum, slavery became racialized in English-speaking societies while manumissions were largely prohibited. As a result, the abolition of slavery in the United States became inevitably violent and had damaging consequences for the African American population in the postemancipation period.2

The diverging approaches of Williams and Tannenbaum inspired subsequent interpretations by other historians that became increasingly at odds with each other. Tannenbaum had, in fact, already criticized Williams in 1946 for his emphasis on economic factors when explaining the origins of racism in the Americas.3 Leaving aside Williams’s broader thesis on the relationship between slavery and capitalism, Tannenbaum had clearly written a politically informed critique marked by an anti-Marxist position that challenged growing nationalism in the Caribbean at the time. A compelling critique, however, also came from the other side. Tannenbaum’s description of a supposedly benevolent Latin American slavery owed much to the work of Gilberto Freyre. At the turn of the 1960s, when Freyrean explanations of the Brazilian slave past and contemporary race relations came under attack, the work of Williams inspired new studies on the economic and social history of slavery in Brazil. Despite their thematic, theoretical, and historiographical differences, the so-called São Paulo school (in fact, an informal group of social scientists and historians connected to the University of São Paulo) completely embraced the two-part argument of Eric Williams.4 A similar process took place with the historiography dealing with Cuba. Drawing on the work of the Trinidadian historian, historians criticized the contrast between Iberian and British slavery established by Tannenbaum.5

Notwithstanding these differences, both books can be considered precursors of what has been called “Atlantic history”: an approach that attempts to explore the flows of people, commodities, and ideas that tied together the four continents of the Atlantic between the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries in an integrated way.6 Ironically, many of the problems of Capitalism and Slavery and Slave and Citizen can still be found in much of the literature on Atlantic history. The former takes the Anglo-Saxon world as the historical norm and is informed by a conception of linear time in its interpretation of Atlantic slavery. Even in his broader study of the Caribbean, Williams explored Atlantic processes as part of a single historical structure, dictated by the persistence of sugar production and plantation slavery. These elements were analyzed under the light of events in the British and, to a much smaller extent, French worlds.7 Similar problems can be found in current key interpretations of what exactly “Atlantic history” means, with many scholars defining it as a fixed space (the ocean) and time period (from 1492 to 1830; i.e., from Columbus’s first voyage to the end of the first cycle of political independences). These problems also appear in the historiographical debates on the relationship between the rise of industrial capitalism and the antislavery movement, most of them dealing exclusively with the British Empire.8

Tannenbaum’s book, in turn, is part of a long scholarly tradition that has juxtaposed Catholic Europe with its Protestant counterpart, or rather, the Iberian with the Anglo-Saxon world. This opposition was constructed around a dichotomy that presented Protestant Europe as modern and evolving, and Catholic Iberia as traditional and unchanging. The origins of this comparative perspective can be traced back to the famous leyenda negra of the late sixteenth century (a general depiction of a supposedly intrinsic violence of Spaniards). It entered the historiography through what Robert Kagan has referred to as “Prescott’s paradigm,” a form of analysis that negatively contrasted Spanish (and Portuguese) decadence with British and, especially, North American progress. According to this perspective, the Inquisition, Catholicism, absolutism, and the waste of New World riches that accompanied the lack of entrepreneurship indicated that the train of modernity had left behind the Iberian countries and their colonies overseas already in the seventeenth century. The latter represented the perfect antithesis of England and the United States.9 In his comparative study, Tannenbaum simply inverted these terms, comparing the mild nature of race and slave relations in Iberian America to the brutality of their counterparts in the British colonies and in the United States. In doing so, the American historian refashioned some of the arguments of the leyenda blanca that had been created by nineteenth-century ideologues of the Spanish Empire, which stressed the benefits of Iberian imperialism in its incorporation of racially subaltern peoples in overseas territories. Slave and Citizen turned the depiction of an inherent backwardness of Spanish and Portuguese Americas upside down. In terms of race relations, the southern neighbors were a positive example for the United States.10

Scholars working with comparative studies of slavery and race relations have criticized Tannenbaum’s interpretation. The main points of contention are, first, the alleged divergence between legal Iberian and Anglo-Saxon traditions, and, second, the limits to the understanding of social actions through the study of laws. Critics indicate the commonalities between different slave societies in the Americas, which invariably employed systematic violence and created racial hierarchies. David Brion Davis, for example, minimized the differences between the role of manumissions in Latin America and in the United States and argued that they “could well be more of degree than of kind.”11 Sidney Mintz in turn made a fundamental point in his critique of Stanley Elkin’s book, which generally followed the interpretation of Tannenbaum. He argued that by looking at slavery in Latin America as a single social phenomenon—either precapitalist or traditional—both historians had placed it outside of historical analysis. Given the many changes brought by the sugar revolution, Cuban slavery in the nineteenth century could not be conflated with its seventeenth-century counterpart. The same could be said of Brazil. “The differentials in growth of the slave plantations in different colonies,” Mintz argued, “are to be understood as resulting from different ecologies, differential maturation of metropolitan markets and industries, and different political relationships between creole governing bodies and the metropolitan authorities.”12

Historians continue to compare Iberian and Anglo-Saxon societies, not only because of the many contrasts regarding slavery in these two worlds but also in relation to other institutions and practices. John H. Elliott, for example, compares different aspects of the British and Spanish Empires such as their modes of imperial legitimation and occupation of New World spaces; the efforts for the spiritual conversion of conquered peoples by Spaniards, a fundamental part of Spanish imperial ideology that had no counterpart in the British case; the “creolization” process of Spanish colonial elites through mixed-race marriages, a process that was also absent in British America; the economic bases of colonial exploitation and their respective commercial networks; the institutional structures of Spain—responsible for carrying the central authority of Madrid to many distant places—and the federative self-government of the British colonies in America; their distinct political cultures (the contractualist theories of the Second Scholastic versus the republican ideology of the Commonwealth); and, finally, their contrasting religious systems.13

The erudition and scope of Elliott’s book do not eliminate the fact that it is, above all, a formal comparison between two empires. It consists of an inventory of their similarities and differences, approaching them as two independent units completely external to each other. Such a methodological procedure does not allow Elliott to conceptualize the Spanish and British Empires as belonging to distinct, albeit interconnected, historical temporalities. In other words, he faces the difficulties inherent in the comparative method, as had been the case in the works of Tannenbaum and many other historians. Still, Elliott makes a good case—as other scholars have also done in recent years—when stressing the importance of manumission in the Iberian world compared to its limited role in the British colonies.14 How can we avoid the interpretive limitations in the various approaches outlined above?

Drawing on the pioneering suggestions of Sidney Mintz, some scholars have approached “the Atlantic” as a single geographic space that is shaped by multiple temporal rhythms.15 This chapter has two main objectives. First, it aims to overcome some of the problems inherent in approaches that either deal with the Atlantic as part of a single historical time, or merely contrast Iberian with British slavery. We believe that the differences between slavery in the Iberian Atlantic system and in its northwestern European counterpart between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries can be understood as part of two singular historical structures—two historical times—of the modern world that were defined by the different moments of their constitution. Second, it offers an interpretation of the general crisis of colonial slavery and colonialism in the New World at the turn of the nineteenth century as a moment of transition to a new structure, what historian Dale Tomich has called “Second Slavery.”16 Our goal is to frame the dynamics of Brazilian and Cuban slavery in the longue durée in order to understand how these areas reacted to the tensions of the Age of Revolution and created a space for action after 1808, when the Iberian Atlantic system collapsed.

The Iberian and Northwestern European Atlantic Systems

In the 1980s, David Meinig discussed the multiple temporalities of European overseas expansion in a book that played a central role in the delimitation of Atlantic history as a field of study. “Although news of the discoveries quickly reverberated through the maritime systems of western Europe,” he argues, “not all societies were equally well prepared for American adventures.” At the turn of the sixteenth century, Iberians were better prepared for the conquest and occupation of the New World than their northern neighbors (France, England, and the Netherlands). Despite their continuous presence in Atlantic waters, merchants from northwestern Europe were unable to “implant their versions of civilization firmly on American shores” before the seventeenth century. These distinct historical times reflected in the founding of Santa Fe (New Mexico), Jamestown, and Québec, all of them established between 1605 and 1608. They “were expressions of utterly different histories and phases of European expansion,” that is, the end of the Spanish conquest of Mexico and the beginning of the English and French occupation of North America.17

Using the concept of “cultural hearth,” Meinig argues that two cultural traditions pervaded Lisbon and Seville, the key centers of Iberian expansion: the accumulated experience with war (gained in the process of expelling Muslims) and maritime commerce (inherited from the old cosmopolitan centers of the Mediterranean). These two traditions had previously combined with each other, but on a much smaller scale and without the participation of Genoese capital. The “cultural heart” of northwestern Europe in turn emerged in the first half of the sixteenth century as a consequence not of the Christian Reconquista but of the Protestant Reformation (although the links between the English and French across the English Channel had been stimulated by Huguenots and by the commercial and political ties that dated back to the late medieval period). After the collapse of the Huguenot connection in the late sixteenth century, the London-Amsterdam-Baltic sea axis became a fundamental source of funds for expansion into the Atlantic. In the early seventeenth century, France, England, and the Netherlands had no experience in the conquest and peopling of overseas territories, developing new methods in the making; “the America created out of this northwest sector of Europe was necessarily more invention than extension.”18

Meinig’s argument is a good starting point to understanding the Iberian Atlantic system and its differences from its northwestern European counterpart. The overseas expansions of Portugal and Castile shared the same historical time and mutually influenced each other with political rivalries and economic links. On the one hand, the formation of both kingdoms took place in the context of struggles against both their common Muslim enemy and other Christian rivals on the Iberian Peninsula.19 On the other hand, the Reconquista shaped their integration into the European economy at the time. In the case of Portugal, the final expulsion of the Moors in the mid-thirteenth century gave the country access to routes connecting the commercial centers of the Mediterranean to those of the Hanseatic League through Gibraltar. By the end of that century, Lisbon had become an important outpost in the north-south maritime trade routes.20 The growth of sheep farming in Castile during the mid-thirteenth century was also related to the wool industry in Flanders and the Italian Peninsula. The main financer of these enterprises, as in Portugal, was Genoese capital.21

The rivalry between Portugal and Castile intensified during the crisis of the fourteenth century, reaching a critical moment during the events of 1383–1385. Despite the Portuguese victory at Aljubarrota (which was almost immediately used to justify the crowning of a new king and the ushering in of the Avis dynasty), the war against Castile continued until 1411. It did not take long before the political and economic disputes between the two rivals had spread beyond the Iberian Peninsula into the “Atlantic Mediterranean” (the Azores, the Canary Islands, Madeira, and Cape Verde). Demonstrating the intersection of dynastic interests and overseas expansion, the Treaty of Alcáçovas (signed at the end of the War of Castilian Succession, 1474–1479) recognized Portuguese sovereignty over the Azores, Madeira, and, especially, the territories south of the Canaries (although the latter remained under the control of the Spanish) in exchange for the recognition of Isabel as the queen of Castile.22

Two distinct but mutually influencing trajectories emerged already in the 1480s as a consequence of the Treaty of Alcáçovas. While Castile conquered and colonized the Canaries, in what many historians consider a prelude for the further conquest and colonization of the Caribbean,23 Portugal explored the coast of Africa and other Atlantic islands. In Africa, the Portuguese used their Mediterranean experience and established a string of trading posts (the so-called feitorias) in a response to the insurmountable obstacles posed by environmental conditions and native peoples. Thus, the Castilian and Portuguese strategies to reach the Indies in the early 1490s (by following Columbus’s plan and establishing an African route, respectively) can be considered different responses to a unified process of expansion that had in the Treaty of Tordesillas (1494) its corollary. As Luiz Felipe de Alencastro argues, the two Iberian crowns promoted the exploration, conquest, and occupation of the Mediterranean Atlantic and the coast of Africa in a sort of “preemptive expansionism.” In other words, they acted according to each other’s actions.24

The key issue here is the emergence of a slave complex in the Iberian Atlantic system, with Portuguese participation in the African slave trade beginning in the 1440s. This early access to African labor not only led to the disembarkation of enslaved Africans in the Iberian Peninsula but also proved important to the economic exploitation of the Atlantic islands in the following decades.25 This meant that a crucial structural characteristic of the Iberian Atlantic system had already been firmly established by the end of the fifteenth century with the treaties of 1479 and 1494 that limited the Spanish access to Africa: the Portuguese controlled the slave trade and were on the verge of exporting it across the Atlantic.26

It is important to note, however, that the Portuguese were not acting exclusively by themselves. The Genoese played a fundamental role in the establishment of an economic system in the Atlantic islands not only by providing capital and expertise but also by acting as merchants involved in commercial operations with the Portuguese. Together in Madeira and São Tomé, they laid the foundations for the slave-sugar complex that was later transposed to the New World, a partnership that also took place in the Canaries with the Spanish.27 Consequently, by the early fifteenth century, the Spanish and Portuguese—and their Genoese associates—had created the blueprint for a new form of exploitation of African slave labor that responded to and paralleled the demand for luxury goods in European urban centers. This was the main reason for the transplantation of the sugar complex of the Atlantic islands to the Caribbean shortly after the arrival of Columbus.

Still, the first three decades of Caribbean occupation were marked by gold extraction and the exploitation of local indigenous labor. The exhaustion of gold deposits and the demographic catastrophe of the indigenous population forced a general reorientation of economic activities on islands such as Hispaniola and Puerto Rico in the 1520s. At that point, the system of large-scale sugar production based on the exploitation of African slave labor that had been developed in the previous century in the Atlantic islands was transplanted and reestablished in a new world. The expertise for this transformation came from the Atlantic islands, with slaves coming directly from the Portuguese and Genoese merchants who had access to the trade licenses granted by the Castilian Crown to private parties (a direct consequence of their association to the commercial houses of Seville).28

By 1520, there were three models available to Iberian metropolitan powers for their economic operations in the New World: the feitorias on the coast of Africa, the sugar plantations of the Atlantic islands and the Caribbean, and gold extraction in the latter. This third form went through a radical transformation after the Spanish conquest of indigenous empires in Mesoamerica and the Andes, with their extremely large deposits of gold and silver. After 1530, the second and the third models became predominant in America and continued to influence and impact each other. News of the conquest of Mexico and the discovery of Potosí, for example, resonated in Portuguese America, inspiring the development of the system of captaincies (also inspired by previous experiences in the Atlantic islands) and the establishment of a general government. Likewise, the growth of sugar production in Pernambuco and Bahia contributed to the economic collapse of Santo Domingo and Puerto Rico.29

The enduring characteristics of the Iberian Atlantic system crystallized during the second half of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. The economic structure of the Spanish model was based on silver mining, which relied on forced (Peru and New Spain) and waged indigenous labor (New Spain), the adoption of a system based on an exclusive port in the metropolis (initially Seville and later Cádiz), a system of fleets and fortresses established in key intersecting points of the Caribbean (of which Havana was the main one), and the use of African labor, predominately in urban activities and gold mining. In contrast, the economic model adopted by the Portuguese was founded on sugar production (which was significantly larger than its preceding counterpart in the Atlantic islands in terms of both total global production and production per unit), the enslavement of indigenous populations in peripheral areas, and the fundamental role of African slavery and the transatlantic slave trade in central areas.

One could ask whether it is possible, or even desirable, to group these different elements into a single system. There are a number of factors besides shared historical time that suggest the Portuguese and Castilian experiences in the Atlantic shared common trajectories: first, in the integration of these metropolises and their overseas colonies into the broader circuits of the European world economy; second, in the mechanisms for the reproduction of the labor power; third, in the colonial social structure; and, finally, in the imperial ideology of slavery.

One central aspect of the Iberian Atlantic system was the structural weakness of its metropolitan economies and their dependence on external sources of financing. From the beginning of colonial expansion, they depended on non-Iberian capital and trade networks to sustain their overseas colonies.30 The key Genoese role in this process can be seen as part of what Giovanni Arrighi calls a “Genoese systemic cycle of accumulation,” an interpretation that reinforces the argument that temporal asymmetries marked the emergence of modern Atlantic systems. Following the steps of Fernand Braudel, Arrighi considers “flexibility” and “eclecticism” to be the defining features of historical capitalism, a liquid and mobile capital driven by profit opportunities. In other words, the system is characterized by unending accumulation for the sake of accumulation.

Arrighi locates the emergence of the basic forms of historical capitalism in the late medieval period, describing significant transformations in the following centuries. These changes are analyzed using a concept he refers to as “systemic cycles of accumulation.”31 Since the advent of capitalism as a historical system, Arrighi argues, the world has seen four of these cycles: the Genoese (from the fifteenth to the early seventeenth century), the Dutch (from the late sixteenth to the late eighteenth century), the British (from the second half of the eighteenth to the early twentieth century), and the North American (from the late nineteenth to the present moment—in this case, 1994—of financial expansion). Each systemic cycle comprised specific patterns of capitalist organization, distinct geographic areas of production and circulation of commodities and capitals (“space-of-flows”), and conflicts between different political powers (“space-of-places”). “Historically,” Arrighi argues, “capitalism as a world system of accumulation and rule has developed simultaneously in both spaces.”32

Arrighi points to the existence of capitalist and territorialist logics of power in his explanation of the Genoese cycle of accumulation.33 These modes of rule combined with each other in multiple ways since the emergence of the modern interstate system in medieval Italy. The tensions between Venice and Genoa over long-distance trade in the Mediterranean started as a product of the capitalist logic of power, but soon came to include the territorialist logic that opposed Portugal to Castile and both to their Muslim enemies. Excluded from the Levant by the Venetians, Genoese capitalists searched for an exit in the western Mediterranean during the fifteenth century through an association with the Iberian territorialist powers, financing the Castilian mesta system at times and the Portuguese expansion over the Atlantic islands and the coast of Africa at others. The Genoese economic connections (which had Antwerp at their center) played a fundamental role in the Iberian expansion of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and, consequently, in the creation of their Atlantic system. Thus, it is not a coincidence that while silver mining in the New World reached its peak and sugar production in Portuguese America expanded, the Genoese became key bankers during the imperial expansion carried out by Philip II, which soon incorporated Portugal and its overseas possessions.34

The second cornerstone of the shared Iberian history in the Atlantic was the mechanisms explaining the shifting dynamic from metropolis to colony over who controlled the slave trade. Enslaved Africans had been used in Spanish America since the early sixteenth century, initially in the Caribbean and later on the mainland. The growth of black slavery in New Spain and Peru—and, consequently, of the transatlantic slave trade—only took place by the mid-sixteenth century after the demographic collapse of indigenous populations and the economic transformations brought by the rise of mining. Enslaved Africans were not directly employed in the Andean and Mesoamerican silver mines but played an important role in staple-producing enclaves and major urban centers such as the coast of Veracruz and Lima, or in the alluvial gold mines of New Granada. Despite the important role of the Genoese in the early transatlantic slave trade, the Portuguese soon became the main carriers of African captives to these areas. Slave traders based in Lisbon quickly seized the opportunities opened by the growing demand for slaves in New Spain and Peru after the 1570s, initially through licenses granted by Madrid and later, after 1595, through exclusive contracts called asientos. These slave trade interests played a key role in the union of the Portuguese and Spanish Crowns in 1580. At the turn of the seventeenth century, the growth of the transatlantic slave trade not only led to a larger Portuguese presence in Africa—especially in Angola—but also facilitated the transition from indigenous to African slavery in the sugar mills of Portuguese America. Before the sugar boom in Cuba in the late eighteenth century, the peak of the transatlantic slave trade to the Castilian Indies took place during the first quarter of the seventeenth century, with Portuguese merchants disembarking 117,709 enslaved Africans.35

During this same period, the Dutch attacked Portuguese possessions around the world, marking the emergence of the Atlantic system of northwestern Europe. Before discussing this new Atlantic system, however, two demographic changes in the Iberian Americas after the mid-seventeenth century must be noted. After falling to its lowest demographic point during the colonial era, the indigenous population of Mesoamerica (and later, in the Andes) started to grow again.36 The growth of the indigenous population and the rise of a large mixed-race population meant that the reproduction of the labor force did not depend on the metropolitan center anymore. A similar process, albeit for different reasons, took place in Portuguese America. The responsibility for defending Portuguese outposts in Africa against Dutch attacks fell squarely on the shoulders of Portuguese American settlers as a result of the incapacity of the Portuguese Crown to finance a military reaction from the metropolis. Consequently, the transatlantic slave trade came to be controlled mainly by individuals based in New World ports.37 During the following two centuries (1650–1850), this became one of the most distinguishing features of Brazilian slavery.

Besides the control over demographic dynamics (natural growth in the Spanish case and a bilateral slave trade between Africa and Brazil in the Portuguese case), another fundamental characteristic emerged within the shared Iberian Atlantic system: that is, the social complexity caused by the growth of slave manumissions. Tannenbaum argued, as we have seen, that manumission generated distinct modes of slave relations in Iberian dominions. Despite all the criticisms levied against his perspective in the decades that followed, and the fact that present-day scholarship rejects the corollary that relatively benign race relations existed in the Iberian Americas, studies conducted after the 1970s have indicated that the rates of manumission were indeed higher in areas of Portuguese and Spanish colonization than in their British, French, and Dutch counterparts, a difference that must be understood in qualitative and not quantitative terms.38

The effects of manumission on the demographic structure of the Iberian Americas were evident since the sixteenth century. The past metropolitan experience with slavery in the Mediterranean ensured that the juridical framework and social practices that crossed the Atlantic would not become obstacles to manumission. In the central areas of the Castilian Indies, the rise of manumission—along with the devastating impact of the conquest on the indigenous population and the disembarkation of enslaved Africans—stimulated the racial mixture between these different ethnic groups. This miscegenation in turn stimulated the growth of manumission. Thus, free blacks and freedmen (not necessarily racially mixed) already represented an important part of the population in the great urban centers of Mesoamerica and the Andean coast.39 Moreover, the limpieza de sangre led to the rapid integration of these groups into the colonial social structure in a subordinate position. Freedmen participated in institutions that were exclusive to them (such as militias and brotherhoods), and they were classified as castas during the seventeenth century in order to distinguish them from the “Republic of Indians,” which had already been formally separated from the Spanish world.40 The Portuguese colonial world did not see the emergence of castas, but the dynamics of manumission there were very similar to those in Spanish America. Institutions such as black and mulatto militias and brotherhoods not only became a common feature in Portuguese America but also inherited the existing divisions among groups of former slaves.41

The segregated integration of freedmen and free blacks was connected to the fourth characteristic of the Iberian Atlantic system, which was the ideology of slavery. Of all the forms of coerced labor established in Portuguese and Spanish America, the enslavement of Africans and their descendants was certainly the most extreme. Iberian men of letters had discussed slavery since the second half of sixteenth century but never justified the institution on a racial basis. They used a large number of sources—classics (especially Aristotle and the Stoics), sacred texts, the civil and canon law of the West, and the treaties of Church fathers (from Augustine to Aquinas)—and provided answers to the challenges brought by the Protestant Reformation and, especially, by the different overseas peoples that Iberians came into contact with.42

Iberian expansion into the Atlantic soon generated debates on the nature of indigenous peoples (of Africa and the Americas) and the rights of Iberian subjects over their labor, their conversion to Catholicism, and their formal incorporation into Christian monarchies. In a famous passage of Politics, Aristotle argued that some peoples were not capable of self-government and were naturally inclined to be slaves. This argument reverberated during the Iberian expansion, with theologian John Mair describing the inhabitants of the Antilles as natural slaves already in 1509. Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda perfected the Aristotelian theory in his work Democrates secundus (1547), which justified the absolute temporal power (dominium) of the Spanish Crown over American peoples based on three reasons: the natives violated natural law, sinned against the true religion, and were naturally incapable of governing themselves. If they refused to submit to Spanish authority, they could be justly enslaved.43

Theologians in the main universities of Castile and Portugal reacted to the emerging definition of aboriginal nations as being predisposed to slavery by seeking to establish (through a revival of scholasticism) the theological, legal, and moral basis for the Iberian dominium over other peoples and, consequently, the exploitation of their labor. From this emerged the body of ideas that justified the institution of slavery in the Iberian empires for at least three centuries. This juridical-theological rationalization of black and Amerindian slavery was based on four arguments: in a just war the winner had total dominium over the defeated and could either kill or enslave him; when sentenced to death, a prisoner could alienate his own life in order to stay alive; to avoid death from scarcity, one could sell his own freedom; and children of slaves were already born without their freedom. Slavery had not been created by nature but was legitimized by it. The institution was part of the law of nations and could be regulated by the Crown.44

It is clear, therefore, that the racial enslavement of Africans in the Portuguese and Spanish possessions was not racially conceptualized. It is important to note two corollaries of this. First, “racialization” was clearly absent at the ideological level and in the social practices as demonstrated by the limpieza de sangre regulations. “Despite its religious basis, the statute of blood purity,” historian Hebe Mattos argues, “undoubtedly led to a proto-racial stigmatization based on ascendency, which was used not to justify slavery but to assure the privileges and honor of a nobility made of Old Christians in a world of free men.” In Spanish America, the mechanism gracias al sacar allowed mixed-race individuals with legitimate ascendancy to purchase a certificate from the Crown attesting that they were Spanish, thus giving them access to institutions that were otherwise closed to those without “clean blood.”45 Second, the conceptual framework of the Second Scholastic questioned only illicit forms of enslavement and not the institution of slavery. This became clear in the controversy involving the friars Francisco José de Jaca and Epifanio de Morains in 1681–1682. While considering slave resistance a legitimate reaction to the unjust forms of enslavement in Africa, the two Capuchins never questioned the existence of slavery per se.46

If corporatist theories of the Second Scholastic were central to Iberian political culture in the metropolis and overseas until the late eighteenth century, the Atlantic system of northwestern Europe emerged from decidedly different intellectual and material foundations, a consequence of its distinct historical time. French and English merchants and sailors (based in ports of the English Channel such as Plymouth, Saint-Malo, and Le Havre) had been excluded from the main routes of European overseas expansion at the turn of the sixteenth century but soon started to challenge the long-standing Iberian monopoly in the Atlantic. They seized ships in the North Atlantic, attacked ports and cities in the Caribbean and Pacific Rim, and attempted to establish settlements during their coastal explorations of North America and Brazil. However, every French and English attempt to establish colonies in the Americas during the sixteenth century ultimately failed. The Iberians’ ability to resist originated not only from military prowess but also from the inability of northwestern European governments to develop consistent programs of overseas expansion. The latter was caused by internal political problems brought on by the Reformation and by the absence of a connection to the financial capital of northern Italy.47

This situation began to change in the last quarter of the sixteenth century after the Dutch Revolt against the Habsburgs. Antwerp was then the main trade center of the Iberian Atlantic system, operating, on the one hand, as the main distributor of Portuguese spices and sugar and Spanish silver to northern Europe and, on the other, as a key provider of primary products and manufactured goods to the Iberian countries and their overseas colonies. The war of independence against Philip II destroyed the market of Antwerp and contributed to the rise of Amsterdam in the 1580s. The latter quickly became the key center of the European world economy by operating as the main connection between the Baltic and Atlantic trades. The economic strength of this new center became clear during the Dutch conflict against Spain and Portugal. Overseas exports such as Brazilian sugar and Peruvian and Mexican silver continued to flow into Amsterdam despite the efforts from Madrid to curb exchanges with the enemy.48

The United Provinces of the Netherlands attacked the Spanish and Portuguese Empires around the world, thereby extending the conflict to territories beyond Europe and paving the way for the establishment of English and French colonies in the Americas.49 As had been the case during the Iberian expansion, the rise of the three northwestern European powers was an integrated process marked by mutual tensions and influences. In the early seventeenth century, the English and French initiated their activities in those parts of the New World that had been ignored by the Spanish: the Lesser Antilles, the east coast of North America, and, in South America, the Guianas and the mouth of the Amazon. The Dutch strategy was more aggressive. They inaugurated a new era of European imperialism with the creation of the Dutch East India Company, a privatized expansionist effort that targeted mainly Portuguese outposts in the Indian Ocean. It also had an Atlantic counterpart, the Dutch West India Company, which also attacked the weakest half of the Iberian Union.50

While the Dutch West India Company attempted to take over the Portuguese sugar complex in the South Atlantic between the 1620s and 1640s, the French and the English consolidated their presence in the Lesser Antilles (Saint Kitts, Barbados, Guadeloupe, and Martinique) and in North America (the Saint Lawrence River, the Chesapeake Bay, and New England). During this period, the Caribbean became a sort of informal “condominium” shared by the Dutch, English, and French. Despite the territorial rights and exclusive licenses of the French and English commercial companies, the region’s scarce resources and the constant Spanish threat blurred imperial boundaries in the Caribbean. Each developed similar systems of economic exploitation in their colonies: cultivating tropical products such as tobacco, indigo, and cotton based on contract labor (coming from Europe) and, to a large extent, Amsterdam capital.51

The failure of the Dutch West India Company (WIC) in Portuguese America marked a turning point in Caribbean history. After the Luso- Brazilian revolt against the Dutch in Pernambuco, the latter transferred the expertise on sugar production that had been used in the sugar mills of Portuguese America to French and English colonists while also connecting them to the main routes of the transatlantic slave trade. A sugar revolution started around the 1650s, profoundly shaping the English and French Caribbean in the following two centuries. Precisely when sugar production based on slave labor became the norm in the Antilles, France and England reacted against Dutch naval and commercial power by adopting mercantilist policies that excluded Dutch merchants—whether they were connected to the WIC or not—from their Caribbean operations. While the measures taken by Jean-Baptiste Colbert failed, those imposed by Oliver Cromwell and, after the Stuart restoration, Charles II effectively kept Dutch merchants away from British colonies in the following decades.52 At the turn of the eighteenth century, when the French Antilles started to grow at the same speed as their English counterparts (based on the massive importation of enslaved Africans and supplies from the North American mainland), the Atlantic system of northwestern Europe was operating at full force.

A practical way to understand the characteristics of this new Atlantic system is to explore the same four aspects—integration into the circuits of the European world economy, mechanisms for the reproduction of labor power, colonial social structures, and imperial ideologies of slavery—that we discussed in the Iberian context. Still following in the steps of Giovanni Arrighi, it is possible to argue that the creation of the northwestern European Atlantic system was connected to what he calls the “Dutch cycle of accumulation.” While triggering the Genoese financial expansion (CM phase of the cycle of accumulation), the Dutch war for independence initiated the process that removed the bankers of the Phillips of Spain from their central position in the capitalist world economy. From their original center in the Baltic, the Dutch created a new and larger commercial space that expanded in three different directions. First, Amsterdam became the key entrepôt of the European world economy, with extremely large warehouses capable of storing large quantities of nonperishable goods for long periods of time. This was related to the capacity of Dutch merchants to manage liquidity and outperform their actual or potential competitors. Second, as a direct consequence of this Amsterdam became the central market for money and capital after the creation of the first stock exchange, which was open to investors of any nationality. Third, sizable trade and shipping companies were created not only to generate great profits and dividends but also to manage state and war functions. There were similar companies in Italy during the late medieval period, but the scale of Dutch operations was unprecedented. The Amsterdam Stock Exchange stimulated the activities of the Dutch East India Company (VOC) (and the other way around).53

Finally, it is important to note the connections between the Dutch cycle of accumulation and the establishment of French and English colonies in the New World. Besides the obvious case of the WIC and the creation of a slave-sugar complex in the Caribbean, the key link was between Dutch commercial success and the mercantilist reaction of France and England in the second half of the seventeenth century.54 After their exclusion from commercial operations in the Caribbean (and in the Baltic, where similar mercantilist policies were established), Dutch capitalists specialized in high finance over the following century. The strengthening national economies of France and England during this period—which included the economic exploitation of overseas colonies in the Caribbean based on sugar production and slavery—were novel elements in the European world economy. Thus, it is not a coincidence that the Caribbean became center stage for Anglo-French imperial conflicts during the Second Hundred Years’ War (1689–1815). Moreover, as a result of the broad reconfiguration of the world economy and the global geopolitical milieu, the space-of-flows of the Genoese cycle of accumulation was replaced by its Dutch counterpart. In a peripheral position, the Iberian metropolises saw a large part of the wealth of their colonies flow into northwestern Europe.

What emerged on the American side of this new Atlantic system had no parallel in other areas of European colonization in the New World, even if we include the old sugar-producing zones of the Atlantic in the discussion. Like São Tomé, Pernambuco, and Bahia before them, the English and French plantation islands were, in fact, characterized by the intimate connection between sugar production and slavery. But, unlike those other cases, the English and French plantation systems had a highly capitalized agriculture, a vertically integrated production process (with individual entrepreneurs owning both the agricultural and manufacturing aspects of their businesses), and a tendency to focus on the production of a single product (consequently experiencing the scarcity of basic foodstuffs). Moreover, their social structure was marked by a deep demographic imbalance between a minority of free whites and an overwhelming majority of black slaves, the near absence of manumissions, and a high level of owner absenteeism.55

The Atlantic system of northwestern Europe was also distinguished by the central role of metropolitan merchants—based in ports such as Liverpool, Bristol, London, Nantes, and Bordeaux—in the reproduction of colonial labor power. In other words, they controlled the transatlantic slave trade. During the seventeenth century, English and French slave traders tried to follow the example set by the Dutch West India Company and created companies that had exclusive rights over the commerce of enslaved Africans. These companies were all dissolved at the turn of the eighteenth century, but they established the material structure—forts, factories, connections, and expertise—that was used during the period of imperial free trade that defined that century.

During this period, the English and French slave trades reached their peak, with the disembarkation of approximately 2.8 million captives in their Caribbean possessions. If metropolitan merchants always controlled the English and French slave trades (unlike their Portuguese counterparts after the seventeenth century), the concept of a “triangular trade” must be revised. The English and French slave ships that left Europe, Herbert Klein argues, “were not a significant element in the transportation of slave-produced American goods to the European market.” There were two relatively specialized Atlantic routes: Europe-America-Europe (with the exchange of metropolitan products for tropical goods) and Europe-Africa-America (the transatlantic slave trade).56 Finally, it is important to note the impact of the English and French slave trades on the Iberian Atlantic system. The growth of competition not only led to the rise in slave prices on the coast of Africa, but northwestern European merchants became the main suppliers of captives to the Castilian Indies after the independence of Portugal in 1640. This was yet another example of the structural weakness of the Spanish metropolis.57

The enslaved Africans who disembarked in the English and French Caribbean entered societies that were markedly different from the Iberian colonies. Slavery in the Iberian Atlantic system can be described as both an extended and refashioned version (hence, modern) of old slaving practices inherited from the Mediterranean world.58 The genesis of this difference between the two systems can be traced back to the distinct historical moments of their creation. It is clear that Dutch, English, and French involvement with New World slavery in the early period followed in the footsteps of their Iberian counterparts, as shown in their slaving patterns, acculturation processes involving captives, and higher rates of manumission.59 The French slave code of 1685 also owed much to the same legal sources that had been used by the Spanish and the Portuguese.60 Something new came, however, with the dramatic rise of African slavery in the British and French Americas in the late seventeenth century. The British and French societies of the Caribbean and the North American South were exceptions and not the rule in the global history of slavery, mainly because of the obstacles to manumission that became endemic to them.61

The institutional basis for this new form of slavery dates back to the 1660s. According to the English tradition of representative government that granted significant autonomy to assemblies in the Caribbean and North America, colonial laws should reflect local priorities and needs. In the specific case of slave laws, this convention allowed the master classes who resided in the Americas to create a body of legal norms that reflected their concern for greater control over their captives.62 All legislation created in the British colonies of the New World (always based on the Barbados Act for the Better Ordering and Governing of Negroes of September 1661) constructed strict boundaries that distinguished contract laborers, free whites, and the growing number of enslaved Africans from each other (and unmistakably associated Africans with slavery). These boundaries included the prohibition of interracial marriages, distinct punishments for each discrete group of workers (whipping a naked white servant could only take place with the authorization of a judge, while masters wielded unlimited power to punish their slaves), the permission to own personal property for white servants (forbidden to black slaves), and, crucially, the prohibition of private manumission of slaves. The governor and the colonial assembly only allowed manumission in special cases after a formal authorization had been granted. Freedmen (black or mixed race) and their descendants had no access to the civil and political rights of other free persons because of their African blood.63

These laws reflected the social dynamics (and were reinforced by them) that coalesced with the spread of slave plantations across the Caribbean islands and the southern colonies of British North America. Openly racist forms of ideological justification endorsed slavery in this new context. First, the Second Scholastic had no ideological influence over slavery in the Atlantic system of northwestern Europe. Despite a few commonalities between the Iberian neoscholastic constitutionalism and natural rights theories of the seventeenth century, the latter were markedly different from previous traditions. While natural law theories emphasized the artificial character of social contracts, the Second Scholastic considered them natural.64 This distinction had important consequences for justifications of slavery. The new language of natural rights did not necessarily lead to a critique of slavery, and when it did it was the result of historical contingencies that will be discussed later. This was radically different, however, from the discourse of Iberian scholastics, who never criticized slavery as an institution.

John Locke noted the inherent difficulties of using the discourse of natural law to justify slavery. His use of the theory of just war, for example, was very different from that of Iberian neo-Thomists. It never made reference to slavery in the Americas, a topic that the eminent philosopher later addressed by writing the Fundamental Constitutions of Carolina, financing the Royal African Company, and working as secretary of the Council of Trade and Foreign Plantations and commissioner of the Board of Trade.65 How could slavery be justified in an intellectual and political context marked by the new perspectives of natural law?

Locke remained silent, but many of his contemporaries provided answers to this issue. Leaving aside the arguments about the economic necessity of slave labor in New World plantations that pervaded mercantilist literature throughout the eighteenth century, the Atlantic system of northwestern Europe became defined by the use of racial theories that attempted to justify the exploitation of enslaved Africans. Montesquieu’s climate theory was one of them. Equally important was pre-Adamism, a theory popularized by Isaac de la Peyère in the mid-seventeenth century based on the polygenic view that Adam was not the first human. This approach slowly replaced Greco-Roman and medieval interpretations that assumed human diversity had been a product of either surrounding factors (diet, the stars) or biblical passages (especially Noah’s curse upon Canaan). The long and complex history of how this interpretation acquired racial connotations cannot be fully discussed here, but it is important to note two arguments that became central to polygenism in the following decades: first, that different human types could be hierarchically distributed according to their somatic and sociocultural characteristics, and second, that these were innate and transmissible from generation to generation. Many theologians rejected polygenism during the seventeenth century, but the belief in the existence of natural limits to human capacities progressively became the norm within European scientific circles, where the conflation of phenotypic and moral attributes was commonplace. English and French proslavery ideologues quickly took advantage of this new conceptual apparatus.66

Racial justifications of slavery thrived within the broader political culture of the British world and its imperial identities. From the Chesapeake Bay to Barbados, white settlers noticed the positive political benefits afforded by the institution at the turn of the eighteenth century. White communities increasingly considered the ownership of slaves a precondition for the exercise of civil liberties and local autonomy during this period. Atlantic republicanism—an ideology that can be traced back to the Italian political thought of the Renaissance that had been refashioned during the English Civil Wars—cemented this association between slavery and freedom. While republican ideals became relatively weak in England after the Glorious Revolution, they flourished on the North American mainland and in the Caribbean throughout the eighteenth century. Such an ideology, as British colonists quickly realized, was fully compatible with the social and economic organization of the colonies. According to the ideals of Atlantic republicanism, a republic depended on the existence of a body of free, independent, and property-holding citizens. In the case of slave colonies, the ownership of lands and captives to work them guaranteed the independence of rural owners and made them capable of engaging in political life. The imperial identity that emerged in the aftermath of the Acts of Union of 1707—based on the idea of freedom as the common element that united all the British—reinforced those associations by excluding Africans and their enslaved descendants from the new definitions of “Britishness.”67

Such exclusion also took place within the religious sphere. After the failure of the sixteenth-century Protestant projects of colonial expansion developed by Richard Hakluyt and Samuel Purchas and the subsequent changes brought by the adoption of the Roman principle of res nullius (which argued that “empty things,” including unoccupied lands, were the common property of all men until they were effectively used) to justify their right over the American colonies, ideologues of the British Empire abandoned their efforts to convert conquered peoples (Indians or Africans) to Protestantism.68 Slave owners in the British colonies reinforced this exclusion by either ignoring or openly opposing efforts to Christianize their black slaves.69

The ideological characteristics of French colonial expansion in the seventeenth century were closer to their Iberian counterpart than the British, mainly because of an imperial ideology that defended the conversion of conquered peoples. The famous Code Noir of 1685, which made the conversion of all slaves employed in the Caribbean colonies mandatory, was a clear example of this.70 It is nonetheless possible to see the unity of the Atlantic system of northwestern Europe here as well. In the early eighteenth century, the Christianization projects of the previous century were gradually abandoned as French officials became increasingly concerned with the maintenance of order in their Caribbean slave colonies. Measures such as restricting manumission, limiting the civil rights of freemen, and limiting the autonomous meetings of slaves—adopted first in Martinique and Guadeloupe—made the actions of missionaries in the name of slaves and free people of color extremely problematic. The establishment of these procedures by authorities and slaveholders in the early eighteenth century made slavery in the French colonies more similar to its British counterpart. Finally, one last example shows the contrast between slavery in the Iberian and northwestern European Atlantic systems. Despite the common Catholic background of Portugal, Spain, and France, the latter never witnessed the establishment of black and mulatto brotherhoods in its Caribbean colonies. The official response to the possible establishment of such an institution in Guadeloupe had no counterpart in the Iberian world: in 1753, the naval minister instructed French officials to suppress the creation of a brotherhood under the excuse that “the establishment of such a confraternity would be completely contrary to the regulations for policing slaves and to the precautions taken against them for the safety of the colonies.”71

Many of the differences between the two Atlantic systems discussed here have been explored by Robin Blackburn in his monumental study about slavery in the New World, and by Pieter Emmer in a short but groundbreaking essay. Both authors, however, analyze these differences through the traditional/modern duality. For example, Blackburn frames the differences in the categories of “baroque slavery” and “modern slavery” (the latter is also described as “commercial slavery” elsewhere in his book, a consequence of the “increasing commercialization of social relations in the metropolis”), suggesting that Iberian slavery had not been integrated into modernity. The same can be said of Emmer, who argues that “in the second Atlantic system [which had been created by the Dutch, English, and French in the Caribbean], the modern capitalist structure was much more dominating than in its Iberian counterpart.”
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