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"l have come full circle back to my destiny: from Africa to America
and back to Africa. I could hear the cries and wails of my ancestors.

I weep with them and for rhem."'This is what an African Arnerican
wonan from Atlanta wrote in zooz rn the guest book of the Cape
Coast Castle, one of the many ports of embarkation for slaves located
along the coast of Ghana inWestAfrica.There she no doubt saw the
whips and leg irons used to discipline the captured Africans as well as

the windowless dungeons in which hundreds of them were crammed
while waiting for the ships that would carry rhenl across the Atlantic
to the Americas.Almost certainly she also caught sight of the infa-
mous "gate of no return," through which the captives departed to
their new life as slaves.

THIS VISITOR,S EMOTIONAL ENCOUNTEI\ WITH THE LEGACY
oF THE ATLANTIC sLAVE TRADr reminds us of the enormous sig-
nificance of this commerce in human beings for the early modern
world and of its continuing echoes even ar the beginning of the
rwenry-first century.The slave trade, however, was only one compo-
nent of those international trading ner\,vorks that shaped human inter-
actions during the centuries benveen r45o and r75o. Europeans now
smashed their way into the ancient spice trade of the Indian Ocean,
developing new relationships with Asian societies as a result. Silveq
obtained from mines in Spanish America, enriched Western Europe,
even as much of it made its wav to China. where it allowed Eurooeans

{

I
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The Atlantic Slave Trade: Among the threads of globat commerce during the early modern era, none has
resonated more loudly in historical memory than the Atlantic stave trade. This eighteenth-century French painting
shows the sale of sLaves at Goree, a major slave trading port in what is now Dakar in Senegal. A European merchant
and an African authority figure negotiate the arrangement, while the shackled victims themselves wait for their fate
to be decided. (Bibliothdque des Arts D€coratifs, Paris/Archives Charmet/The Bridgeman Art Ljbrarv)
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I Causation
What drove European

involvement in the world
of Asian commerce?
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to participate more fully in the rich commerce of East Asia. Furs from North Amer-
ica and Siberia found a ready market in Europe and China, while the hunting and

trapping of those fur-bearing animals transformed both natural environments and

human societies. Despite their growing prominence in long-distance exchange,

Europeans were far from the only active traders. Southeast Asians, Chinese, Indians,

Armenians,Arabs, andAfricans likewise played major roles in the making of the world

economy of the early modern era.

Thus commerce joined empire as the twin drivers of globalization during these

centuries.Together they created new relationships, disrupted old patterns, brought

distant peoples into contact with one another, enriched some, and impoverished or

enslaved others. From the various "old worlds" of the premodern era, a single "new

world" emerged-slowly, with great pain, and accompanied by growing inequalities.

What was gained and what was lost in the transformations born of global commerce

have been the subject ofgreat controversy ever since.

Europeans and Asian Commerce
Schoolchildren everywhere know that European empires in theWestern Hemisphere

grew out of an accident-Columbus! unknowing encounter with the Americas-
and that new colonial societies and new commercial connections across the Atlantic

were the result. In Asia, it was a very different story.The voyage (t497-t499) of the

Portuguese marinerVasco da Gama, in which Europeans sailed to India for the first

time, was certainly no accident. It was the outcome of a deliberate, systematic, cenrury-

long Portuguese effort to explore a sea route to the East, by creeping slowly down

the West African coast, around the tip of South Africa, up the East African coast, and

finally to Calicut in southern India in r498.There Europeans encountered an ancient

and rich network of commerce that stretched from East Africa to China.They were

certainly aware of the wealth of that commercial network, but largely ignorant of
its workings.

The most immediate motivation for this massive effort was the desire for tropical

spices-cinnamon, nutmeg, mace, cloves, and, above all, pepper-which were widely

used as condiments and preservatives and were sometimes regarded as aphrodisiacs.

Other products of the East, such as Chinese silk, Indian cottons, rhubarb for medic-

inal purposes, emeralds, rubies, and sapphires, also were in great demand.

Underlying this growing interest in Asia was the more general recovery of
European civilization following the disaster of the Black Death in the early four-

teenth century. During the fifteenth century Europe's population was growing again,

and its national monarchies-in Spain, Portugal, England, and France-were learn-

ing how to rax their subjects more efFectively and to build substantial military forces

equipped with gunpowder weapons. Its cities were growing too. Some of them-
in England, the Netherlands, and northern Italy, for example-were becoming

centers of international commerce, giving birth to a more capitalist economy based

on market exchange, private ownership, and the accumulation of capital for further

investment.
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For many centuries, Eastern goods had trickled into the Mediterranean through
the Middle East from the Indian Ocean comrnercial nerwork. From the viewpoint of
an increasingly dynamic Europe, several major problems accompanied this pattern
of commerce. First, of course, the source of supply for these much-desired goods
lay solidly in Muslim hands. Most immediately, Muslim Egypt was the primary point
of transfer into the Mediterranean basin and its European customers. The ltalian
commercial ciry ofVenice largely monopolized the European trade in Eastern goods,
annually sending convoys of ships to Alexandria in Egypt.venetians resented the
Muslim monopoly on Indian Ocean trade, and other European powers disliked rely-
ing onVenice as well as on Muslims. Circumventing these monopolies was yet another
impetus-both religious and political-for the Portuguese to attempt a sea route
to India that bypassed both Venetian and Muslim middlemen. In addition, many
Europeans of the time were persuaded that a mysterious christian monarch, known
as PresterJohn, ruled somewhere in Asia orAfrica.Joining with his mythical king-
dom to continue the crusades and combat a comnon Islamic enemy was likewise a

goal ofthe Portuguese voyages.

A final problem lay in paying for Eastern goods. Few products of an economi-
cally less developed Europe were attractive in Eastern markets.Thus Europeans were
required to pay cash-gold or silver-forAsian spices or textiles.This persistent trade
deficit contributed much to the intense desire for precious metals that attracted
early modern European explorers, traders, and conquerors. Portuguese voyages along
the West African coast, for example, were seeking direct access to African goldfields.
The enormously rich silver deposits of Mexico and Bolivia provided at least a tempo-
rary solution to this persistent European problern.

First the Portuguese and then the Spanish, French, Dutch, and British found
their way into the ancientAsian world of Indian ocean commerce (see Map r5.r).
How they behaved in that world and what they created there differed considerably
among the various European countries, but collectively they contributed much to
the new regime of globalized trade.

A Portuguese Empire of Commerce

The arena of Indian Ocean conunerce into whichVasco da Gama and his Portuguese
successors sailed was a world away from anything they had known. It was a vast
world,both in geographic extent and in the diversiry of those who participated in
it. East Africans, Arabs, Persians, Indians, Malays, chinese, and orhers traded freely.
Most of them were Muslims, though hailing from many separare communities, but
Hindus, Christians,Jews, and Chinese likewise had a role in this commercial nerwork.
Had the Portuguese sought simply to participate in peaceful trading, they certainly
could have done so, but it was quickJy apparent that European trade goods were crude
and unattractive in Asian rnarkets and that Europeans would be unable ro compete
effectively. Moreover, the Portuguese soon learned that most Indian ocean mer-
chant ships were not heavily armed and certainly lacked the onboard cannons that
Portuguese ships carried. Since the withdrawal of the Chinese fleet from the Indian

I Connection
To what extent did the
Portuguese realize their
own goals in the Indian
Ocean?www.gl
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Map r5.r Europeans in

fuia in the Early Modern Era

The early modern era wit'
nessed only very limited ter-

ritoriaI control by Europeans

in Asia. Trade, rather than

empire, was the chief con-

cern of the Western new-

comers, wno were nol, In

any event, a serious military

threat to major Asian states.

Ocean eariy ir-r the fifteenth century, no major power was in a position to dominate

the sea-lanes, and the many smaller-scale merchants generally traded openly, although

piracy was sometinres a problern.
(liven these conditions, the Portuguese saw an opening, for their ships could

outgun and outmaneuver collpeting naval forces, while their onboard cannons

could devastate coastal fortifications. Although their overall econoll.Iy lagged behind

that ofAsian producers, Europeatrs had more than caught up in the critical area of
naval technologry and naval warfare.This military advantage enabled the Portuguese

to quickly establish fortified bases at several key locations within the Indian Ocean

world-Mon'rbasa in EastAfrica, Hormuz at the entrance to the Persian Gulf, Goa

on the west coast of India. Malacca in Southeast Asia, and Macao on the south coast

of China.With the exception of Macao,which had been obtained through bribery

and negotiations rvith Chinese authorities, these Portuguese bases were obtained

forcibly against snlall and rveak states. In Monrbasa, for example, the commander of
a Portuguese fleet responded to local resistance in r5o5 by burning and sacking the

ciry killing sonte r,_5oo people, and seizing large quantities of cotton and silk tex-

tiles and carpets.The king of Monrbasa wrote a warning to a neighboring ciry:

This is to inlorrn you that a great lord has passed through the to'uvn, burnrng

and laying it waste. He canre to the town in such strength and was of such
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cruelry that he spared neither man nor
woman, or old nor young-nay, not
even the smallest child. . . . Nor can I
ascertain nor estimate what wealth

they have taken from the town.'

What the Portuguese created in the
Indian Ocean is commonly known as a

"trading post empire;'for they aimed to
control commerce, not large territories
or populations, and to do so by force of
arms rather than by economic competi-
tion. Seeking to monopolize the spice

trade, the Portuguese king grandly titled
himself "Lord of the Conquest, Navigation, and Commerce of Ethiopia, Arabia,
Persia, and India." Portuguese authorities in the East tried to require all merchant
vessels to purchase a cartaz,or pass, and to pay duties of6 to ro percent on their car-
goes.They partially blocked the traditional Red Sea route to the Mediterranean and
for a century or so monopolized the highly profitable route aroundAfrica to Europe.
Even so, they never succeeded in controlling much more than half of the spice trade
to Europe.3

Failing to dominate Indian Ocean commerce as they had hoped, the Portuguese
gradually assimilated themselves to its ancient patterns.They became heavily involved
in carryingAsian goods to Asian ports, selling their shipping services because they were
largely unable to sell their goods. Even in their major settlements, the Portuguese
were outnumbered by Asian traders, and many married Asian women. Hundreds of
Portuguese escaped the control of their government altogether and settled in Asian
or African ports, where they learned local languages, somerimes converted to Islam,
and became simply one more group in the diverse trading culture of the East.

By 16oo, the Portuguese trading post empire was in steep decline. This small
European country was overextended, and rising Asian states such as Japan, Burma,
Mughal India, Persia, and the sultanate of oman actively resisted Portuguese com-
mercial control. Unwilling to accept a dominant Portuguese role in the Indian Ocean,
other European countries also gradually contested Portugal's efforts to monopolize
the rich spice trade to Europe.

The Spice Trade
For thousands of years,

spices were a major trade
item in the Indian Ocean

commerciaL network, as this
fifteenth-century French

depiction of the gathering of
pepper in southern India
illustrates. ln the early mod-
ern era, Europeans gained

direct access to this ancient
network for the first time.
(BibliothCque nationale de

France)

Spain and the Philippines

Spain was the first to challenge Portugal's position.As precious and profitable spices
began to arrive in Europe on Portuguese ships in the early sixteenth century, the
Spanish soon realized that they were behind in the race to gain access to the riches
of the East. In an effort to catch up, they established themselves on what became
the Philippine Islands, named after the Spanish king Philip II. The Spanish first

I Comparison
How did the Portuguese,
Spanish, Dutch, and
British initiatives in Asia
differ from one another?
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encountered the region during the fanrous round-the-world voyage (r519-r5zr) of
Ferdinand Magellan, a Portuguese mariner sailing on behalf of the Spanish Crown.
There they found an archipelago of islands, thousands of them, occupied by cultur-
ally diverse peoples and organized in small and highly conrpetitive chieftloms. One

of the local chiefs later told the Spanish: "There is no king and no sole authoriry

in this land; but everyone holds his own view and opinion, and does as he prefers."a

Some were involved in tribute trade with China, and a small number of Chinese

settlers lived in the port towns. Nonetheless, the region was of little interest to the

€iovernments of China andJapan, the major powers in the area.

These conditions-proximiry to China and the spice islands, small and militarily
weak societies, the absence of competing claims-encouraged the Spanish to establish

outright colonial rule on the islands, rather than to imitate a Portuguese-sryle trading

post empire. Small-scale military operations, gunpowder weapons, local alliances, gifts

and favors to chiefi, and the pageantry of Catholic ritual all contributed to a relatively

easy and often bloodless Spanish takeover ofthe islands in the century or so after 1565.

They remained a Spanish colonial territory until the end of the nineteenth century,

when the United States assumed control following the Spanish-American'War of 1898.

Accon.rpanying Spanish rule was a major missionary effort, which turned Filipino

sociery into the only major outpost of Christianity in Asia.That eflort also opened up

a new front in the long encounter of Christendom and Islam,for on the southern

island of Mindanao, Islam was gaining strength and provided an ideology of resistance

to Spanish encroachment for 3oo years. lndeed Mindanao remains a contested part

of the Philippines into the twenry-first century.

Beyond the missionary enterprise, other features of Spanish colonial practice in

the Americas found expression in the Philippines. People living in scattered settle-

.Jnapshot Key Moments in the European Encounter with Asia

Vasco da Gama's arrival in India

Portuguese trading post empire established

Spanish takeover of Philippines begins

China estabtishes taxes payable in silver

Beginning of silver shipments from Mexico to Manila

British and Dutch East India companies begin operation in Asia

Missionaries expelled from Japan

Dutch conquest of nutmeg-producing Banda lslands

French East India Company established

British begin military conquest of India

r498

early r5oos

7565

757os

757o5

t6ot-t6o2

early r5oos

t6zo

t664

17sos
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ments were persuaded or forced to relocate into more concentrated Christian conr-
munities.Tribute, taxes, and unpaid labor becar.ne part of ordinary life. Large landed
estates emerged, owned by Spanish settlers, Catholic religious orders, or prominent
Filipinos.Women who had played a major role as ritual specialists, healers, and mid-
wives were now displaced by male Spanish priests, and their ceremonial instruments
were deliberately defiled and disgraced. Short-lived revolts and flight to interior
mountains were amon€l the Filipino responses to colonial oppression.

Yet others fled to Manila, the new capital of the colonial Philippines. By 16oo,

it had become a flourishing and culturally diverse ciry of more than 4o,ooo inhab-
itants and was home to Inany Spanish settlers and officials and growing nunrbers of
Filipino migrants. Its rising prosperity also attracted some 3,oooJapanese and more than

2o,ooo Chinese. Serving as traders, artisans, and sailors, the Chinese in particular
became an essential element in the Spanish colony's growing economic relationship
with China; however their economic pronrinence and their resistance to conversion
earned them Spanish hostiliry and clearly discriminatory treatment. Periodic Chinese
revolts, followed by expulsions and massacres, were the result. On one occasion in
r6o3, the Spanish killed about 20,ooo people, r'rearly the entire Chinese population
of the island.

The East India Companies

Far more important than the Spanish as European competitors for the spice trade
were the Dutch and English, both of whom enrered Indian Ocean contnrerce in
the early seventeenth century. Together they quickly overtook and displaced the
Portuguese, often by force, even as they competed vigorously with each other as

well. These rising Northern European powers were both militarily and economi-
cally stronger than the Portuguese. For example, during the sixteenth century, the
Dutch had becon.re a highly commercialized and urbanized sociery and their busi-
ness skills and maritime shipping operations were the emy of Europe. Around
r6oo, both the British and the Dutch, unlike the Portuguese, organized their Indian
Ocean ventures through private trading companies, which were able to raise ntoney
and share risks among a substantial number of merchant investors.The British East
India Company and the Dutch East India Company received charters from their
respective governments granting them trading monopolies and the power to make war
and to govern conquered peoples.Thus they established their own parallel and com-
peting trading post empires, with the Dutch focused on the islands of Indonesia and
the English on India. Somewhat later, a French company also established settlements
in the Indian Ocean basin.

Operating in a region of fragmented and weak political authoriry the Dutch
acted to control not only the shipping but also the production of cloves, cinnamon,
nutmeg, and rnace.'W'ith nruch bloodshed, the Dutch seized control of a nur-nber of
small spice-producing islands, forcing their people to sell only to the Dutch and
destroying the crops of those who refused. on the Banda Islands, famous for their

I Change
To what extent did the
British and Dutch trading
companies change
the societies they
encountered in Asia?
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nutmeg, the Dutch killed, enslaved, or
left to starve virtually the entire pop-
ulation of some r5,ooo people and then
replaced them with Dutch planters,

using a slave labor force to produce the
nutmeg crop. For a time in the seven-

teenth century the Dutch were able to
monopolize the trade in nutmeg, mace,

and cloves and to sell these spices in
Europe and India at fourteen to seven-

teen times the price they paid in
Indonesia.r'While Dutch profits soared,

the local economy of the Spice Islands

was shattered, and their people were

impoverished.
The British East India Company

operated differendy than its Dutch coun-

A European View ofAsian
Commerce
The various East India com-
panies (British, French, and
Dutch) represented the
major vehicle for European

commerce in Asia during the
early modern era. This wall
painting, dating from 1778

and titled The East Offering
Its Riches to Britannia, hung
in the main offices of the
British East India Company.
(O British Library Board)

terpart. Less well financed and less commercially sophisticated, the British were

largely excluded from the rich Spice Islands by the Dutch monopoly.Thus they fell
back on India, where they established three major crading setdements during the sev-

enteenth century: Bombay, on India's west coast, and Calcutta and Madras, on the east

coast.Although British naval forces soon gained control of the Arabian Sea and the

Persian Gulf, largely replacing the Portuguese, on land they were no match for the

powerful Mughal Empire, which ruled most of the Indian subcontinent.Therefore,

the British were unable to practice "trade by wadare," as the Dutch did in Indonesia.6

Rather they secured their trading bases with the permission of Mughal authorities

or local rulers, with substantial payments and bribes as the price of admission to the

Indian market.When some independent English traders plundered a Mughal ship in

1636, local authorities detained British East India Company officials for two months

and forced them to pay a whopping fine.Although pepper and other spices remained

important in British trade, British merchants came to focus much more heavily on

Indian cotton textiles, which were becoming widely popular in England and its Amer-

ican colonies. Hundreds of villages in the interior of southern India became special-

ized producers for this British market.

Like the Portuguese before them, both the Dutch and English became heavily

involved in trade within Asia.The profits fiom this "carrying trade" enabled them to

purchase Asian goods without paying for them in gold or silver from Europe. Dutch
and English traders also began to deal in bulk goods for a mass market-pepper, tex-

tiles, and later tea and co{Ibe-rather than just luxury goods for an elite market. In
the second half of the eighteenth century both the Dutch and British trading post

empires slowly evolved into a more conventional form of colonial domination, in
which the British came to rule India and the Dutch controlled Indonesia'
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Asian Commerce

Although European conunerce in the Indian Ocean and the South China Sea created

new linkages between East and West, historians have sometimes exaggerated their
impact on Asian societies during the early modern era. Certainly the European
presence was far less significant in Asia than it was in the Americas or Africa during
these centuries. European political control was limited to the Philippines and a few of
the Spice Islands.To the great powers of South 2pd lx51 f,5i2-ptughal India, China,
andJapan-Europeans represented no real military threat and played minor roles in
their large and prosperous economies.Japan provides a fascinating case study in the
abiliry of majorAsian powers to control the European intruders.

'When 
Portuguese traders and missionaries first arrived on that island nation in

the mid-sixteenth century, soon followed by Spanish, Dutch, and English merchants,

Japan was plagued by endemic conflict among numerous feudal lords, known as

daimyo, each with his own cadre of samurai warriors. In these circumstances, the
European newcomers found a hospitable welcome, for their military technology,
shipbuilding skills, geographic knowledge, commercial opportunities, and even reli-
gious ideas proved useful or attractive to various elements in Japan's fractious and
competitive sociery.The second half of the sixteenth century for example, witnessed
the growth of a substantial Christian movement, with some 3oo,ooo converts and
a Japanese-led church.

By the early seventeenth century however, a series of remarkable military figures
had unifiedJapan politically, under the leadership of a supreme military commander
known as the shogun, who hailed from theTokugawa clan.with the end ofJapan's
civil wars, successive shoguns came to view Europeans as a threat to the country's
newly established unity rather than an opportunity.They therefore expelled Christian
missionaries and violently suppressed the practice of Christianiry.This policy included
the execution, often under torture, of some sixry-two missionaries and thousands
ofJapanese converts. Shogunate authorities also forbade Japanese from traveling
abroad and banned most European traders altogether, permitting only the Dutch,
who appeared less interested in spreading Christianiry to trade at a single site.Thus,
for two centuries (165o-185o),Japanese authorities of theTokugawa shogunate largely
closed their country offfrom the emerging world of European commerce, although
they maintained their trading ties to China and Korea.

Despite the European naval dominance in Asian waters,Asian merchants did not
disappear.Arab, chinese,Javanese, Malay, and other traders benefited from the upsurge
in seaborne commerce. chinese merchants, for example, continued to carry most of
the spice trade from Southeast Asia to China. Overland trade within Asia remained
wholly in Asian hands and grew considerably. christian merchants from Armenia
were particularly active in the overland commerce linking Europe, the Middle East,
and Central Asia. Tens of thousands of Indian merchants and rnoneylenders, rnostly
Hindus representing sophisticated family firms, lived throughout Central Asia, persia,

68r
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I Significance
What was the world
historical importance of
the silver trade?

Map r5.z The Global

Sitver Trade

Silver was one of the first

major commodlties to be

exchanged on a genuinely

globat scale.

EARLY MODERN WORLD, t45O-7750

and Russia, thus connecting this v:lst region to nrarkets in India.These courmercial

networks, equivllent in their sophistication to those of Europe, colrtinued to oper-

ate successfully even as Europeans nrilitarized the seaborne cornnlerce of the Indian

Ocean.

Silver and Global Commerce
Even more than the spice trade of Eurasia, it was the silver trade that gave birth to a

genuinely global network of exchange (see Map r-5.2).As one historian put it, silver

"rvent round the rvorld and made the world go round."TThe mid-sixteenth-century

discovery of enornrously rich silver cleposits in Bolivia, and simultaneously inJapan,

suddenly providecl a vastly increased supply of that precious rnetal. Spanish America

alone produced perhaps 85 percent of the world'.s silver during the early modern era.

Spain's sole Asian colony, the Philippines, provided a critical link in this emerging

nerrvork of global comnerce. Manila, the colonial capital of the Philippines, was the

destination of annual Spanish shipnrents of silver, which were drawn from the rich

r.nines of Bolivia, transported initially to Acapulco in Mexico, and fror-n there shipped

across the Pacific to the Philippines.This trade was the first direct and sustained link

between the Anrericas and Asia, and it initiated a web of Pacific conrmerce that

grerv steadily over the centurics.

At the heart of that Pacific rveb, and of early nrodern global conl.nerce gener-

ally, was China's huse econonry, and especially its growing demand for silver. In the
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I57os, Chinese authorities consolidated a variety of tax levies into a single tax, which
its huge population was now required to pay in silver.This sudden new demand for
the white metal caused its value to skyrocket. It rrreant that foreigners with silver
could now purchase far more of China's silks and porcelains than before.

This demand set silver in motion around the world, with the bulk of the world'.s
silver supply winding up in china and much of the rest elsewhere in Asia. The
routes by which this "silver drain" operated were numerous. Chinese, Portuguese,
and Dutch traders flocked to Manila to sell Chinese goods in exchange for silver.
European ships carriedJapanese silver to china. Much of the silver shipped across

the Atlantic to Spain was spent ir.r Europe generally and then used to pay for the
Asian goods that the French, British, and Dutch so greatly desired. Silver paid for
some African slaves and for spices in Southeast Asia.The standard Spanish silver coin,
known as a "piece of eight," was used by merchants in North America, Europe,
India, Russia, andwestAfrica as a medium of exchange. By 16oo, it circulated widely
in southern china. A Portuguese rnerchant in r6zt noted that silver "wanders
throughout all the world. . . before flocking to china, u'here it remains as if at its
natural center."o

In its global journeys, silver transformed much that it touched. At the world's
Iargest silver mine in what is now Bolivia, the ciry of Potosi arose from a barren land-
scape high in the Andes, a ten-week mule trip away from Lima. "New people arrive
by the hour, attracted by the smell of silver," conrrnented a Spanish observer in the
t5Tos.with 160,000 people, Porosi became the largest ciry in the Americas and equiv-
alent in size to London,Amsterdanl, or Seville. Its wealthy European elite lived in
luxury, with all the goods of Europe and Asia at their disposal. Meanwhile, the ciry's
Native Arnerican miners worked in conditions so horrendous that some farnilies held

PotosI

This colonial-era painting

shows the enormousty rich

silver mines of Potosi, then
a major global source of the
precious metal and the
largest city in the Americas.

Brutally hard work and poi-
SOnOUS eXpOSUre tO mer-

cury, which was used in the
refining process, led to the
deaths of many thousands
of workers, even as the sil-
ver itseLf contributed to
European splendor in the
earty modern era. (Courtesy,

The Hispanic Society of America)

funeral services for nren drafted to work
the rnines. One Spanish priest referred
to Potosi as a "portrait of hell."e

In Spain itself, which was the initial
destination for rnuch of Latin America'.s
silver, the precious metal vastly enriched
the Crown, making Spain the envy of its
European rivals during the sixteenth cen-
tury. Spanish rulers could now pursue
military and political ambitions in both
Europe and the Americas far beyond the
countryt own resource base. "New World
mines," concluded one scholar, "sup-
ported the Spanish empire."'o Nonethe-
less, this vast infusion of wealth did not
fundarnentally transform the Spanish
economy, because it generated nrore
inflation of prices than real econornic
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growth.A rigid economy laced with monopolies and regulations, an aristocratic class

that preferred leisure to enterprise, and a crusading insistence on religious uniformiry

all prevented the Spanish from using their silver windfall in a productive fashion.When

the value of silver dropped in the early seventeenth century Spain lost its earlier posi-

tion as the dominant'Western European power.

Japan, another major source of silver production in the sixteenth century, did

better. Its military rulers, the Tokugawa shoguns, used silver-generated profits to
defeat hundreds of rival feudal lords and unify the country. unlike their Spanish coun-

terparts, the shoguns allied with the country's vigorous merchant class to develop a

market-based economy and to invest heavily in agricultural and industrial enterprises.

Japanese state and local authorities alike acted vigorously to protect and renew

Japan's dwindling forests, while millions of families in the eighteenth century took

steps to have fewer children by practicing late marriages, contraception, abortion, and

infanticide.The outcome was the dramatic slowing ofJapan's population growth, the

easing of an impending ecological crisis, and a flourishing, highly cornmercialized

economy. These were the foundations for Japan's remarkable nineteenth-century

Industrial Revolution.
In China, silver deepened the already substantial commercialization of the coun-

try's economy. In order to obtain the silver needed to pay their taxes, more and more

people had to sell something-either their labor or their products. Communities

that devoted themselves to growing mulberry trees, on which silkworms fed, had to

buy their rice from other regions.Thus the Chinese economy became more region-

ally specialized. Particularly in southern China, this surging economic growth resulted

in the loss of about half the area's forest cover as more and more land was devoted to

cash crops. No Japanese-sryle conservation program emerged to address this grow-

ing problem.An eighteenth-century Chinese poet,Wang Dayue, gave voice to the

fears that this ecological transformation wrought:

Rarer, too, their timber grew, and rarer still and rarer

As the hills resembled heads now shaven clean of hair.

For the first time, too, moreover, they felt an anxious mood

That all their daily logging might not furnish them with fuel."

China's role in the silver trade is a useful reminder ofAsian centraliry in the world

economy of the early modern era. Its large and prosperous population, increasingly

operating within a silver-based economy, fueled global colrlrnerce, vastly increasing

the quantiry of goods exchanged and the geographic range of world trade. Despite

their obvious physical presence in the Americas,Africa, andAsia, economically speak-

ing Europeans were essentially nriddlemen, funneling American silver to Asia and

conlpeting with one another for a place in the rich markets of the East.The produc-

tiviry of the Chinese economy was evident in Spanish America, where cheap and

well-made Chinese goods easily outsold those of Spain. In 1594, the Spanish viceroy

of Peru observed that"a man can clothe his wife in Chinese silks for [25 pesos],
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whereas he could not provide her with clothing of Spanish silks with zoo pesos.""
Indian cotton textiles likewise outsold European woolen or linen textiles in the sev-
enteenth century to such an extent that French laws in r7r7 prohibited the wearing
of Indian cotton or Chinese silk clothing as a means of protecting French industry.

The "'World Flunt": Fur in Global Commerce'3

58s

In the ear\ modern era, furs joined silver, textiles, and spices as major items of global
conlmerce. Their production had an important environmental impact as well as

serious implications for the human societies that generated and consumed them.
Furs, of course, had long provided warmth and conveyed srarus in colder regions of
the world, but the integration of North America and of northern Asia (Siberia) into
a larger world econon-ry vastly increased their significance in global trade.

By r5oo, European population growth and agricultural expansion had sharply
diminished the supply of fur-bearing animals, such as beaver, rabbits, sable, marten,
and deer. Furthermore, much of the early modern era witnessed a period of cool-
ing temperatures and harsh winters, known as the Lirtle Ice Age, which may well
have increased the demand for furs. "The weather is bitterly cold and everyone is in
furs although we are almost inJuly," observed a surprised visitor fromVenice while
in London in 16o4.'a These conditions pushed prices higher.The cost of a good-
qualiry beaver pelt, for example, quadrupled in France between 1558 and 16rr.This
translated into strong economic incentives for European traders to tap the immense
wealth of fur-bearing animals found in North America.

Like other aspects of imperial expansion, the fur trade was a highly comperitive
enterprise.The French were nrost prominent in the St. Lawrence valley, around the
Great Lakes, and later along the Mississippi River; British traders pushed into the
Hudson Bay region; and the Dutch focused their attention along the Hudson River
in what is now NewYork.They were frequently rivals for the great prize of North
American furs. In the southern colonies of British North America, deerskins by
the hundreds of thousands found a ready market in England's leather industry (see

Map r5.3).

Only a few Europeans directly engaged in commercial trapping or hunting.
They usually waited for Indians to bring the furs or skins initially to their coastal
settlements and later to their fortified trading posts in the interior of North Amer-
ica. European merchants paid for the furs with a variety of trade goods, including
guns, blankets, metal tools, rum, and brandy, amid much ceremony, haggling over
prices, and ritualized gift-giving. Native Americans represented a cheap labor force
in this international commercial effort, but they were not a directlv coerced labor
force.

Over the three centuries of the early modern era, enormous quantities of furs
and deerskins found their way to Europe, where they considerably enhanced the
standard of living in those cold climates.The environmental price was paid in the

I Change
Describe the imoact of
the fur trade on North
American native
societies.
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Map r5.3 The North American Fur Trade

North America, as well as Russian Siberia, funneled an apparently endless supply of furs into the circuits

of global trade during the early modern era.

Americas, and it was high.A consistent demand for beaver has led to the near extinc-

tion of that industrious animal in much of North America by the ear\ nineteenth

century. Many other fur-bearing species were seriously depleted as the trade moved

inexorably westward. By the r76os, hunters in southeastern British colonies took about

5oo,ooo deer every yeaq seriously diminishing the deer population of the region-
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For the Nacive American peoples who hunted, trapped, processed, and transported
these products, the fur trade bore various benefits, particularly at the beginning.The
Hurons, for example, who lived on the northern shores of Lakes Erie and Ontario
in the early seventeenth century annually exchanged some 2o,ooo to 3o,ooo pelts,
mostly beaver, and in return received copper pots, metal axes, knives, cloth, firearms,
and alcohol. Many of these items were of real value, which strengthened the Hurons
in their relationship with neighboring peoples.These goods also enhanced the author-
iry of Huron chie6 by providing them with gifts to distribute among their followers.
At least initially, competition among Europeans ensured that Native American leaders

could negotiate reasonable prices for their goods. Furthermore, their important role
in the lucrative fur trade protected them for a time from the kind of extermina-
tion, enslavement, or displacement that was the fate of native peoples in Portuguese
Brazil.

Nothing, howeveq protected them against the diseases carried by Europeans.
In the r63os and r64os, to cite only one example of many, about half of the Hurons
perished from influenza, smallpox, and other European-borne diseases. Furthermore,
the fur trade generated wafare beyond anything previously known. competition
anlong Native American societies became more intense as the economic stakes grew
higher. catastrophic population declines owing to disease stimulated "mourning
wars," designed to capture people who could be assimilated into much-diminished
societies.A century of French-British rivalry for North America (1664-1763) forced
Native American societies to take sides, to fight, and to die in these European impe-
rial conflicts. Firearms, of course, made warfare far more deadly than before.

As many Native American peoples became enmeshed in commercial relation-
ships with Europeans, they grew dependent on European trade goods.Among the
Algonquians, for example, iron tools and cooking pots replaced those of stone,
wood, or bone; gunpowder weapons took the place of bows and arrows; European
textiles proved more attractive than traditional beaver and deerskin clothing; flint
and steel were more effective for starting fires than wooden drills. A wide range of
traditional crafts were thus lost, without the native peoples gaining a corresponding
abiliry to manufacture the new items for themselves. Enthusiasm for these imported
goods and continued European demands for furs and skins frequently eroded the
customary restraint that characterized traditional hunting practices, resulting in the
depletion of many species. one European observer wrote of the creek Indians:
"[They] wage eternal war against deer and bear... which is indeed carried ro an
unreasonable and perhaps criminal excess, since the white people have dazzled their
senses with foreign superfluities."ti

Beyond germs and guns, the most destructive of the imported goods was surely
alcohol-rum and brandy, in particular. whiskey, a locally produced grain-based
alcohol, only added to the problem.with no prior experience of alcohol and little
time to,adjust to its easy availabiliry these drinks "hit Indian societies with explosive
force."'o Binge drinking, violence among young men, promiscuiry and addiction
followed in many places. ln ryy,Iroquois leaders complained bitterly ro European
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I Comparison
How did the North

American and Siberian fur
trades differ from each

other? What did they
have in common?

authorities in Pennsylvania:"These wickedWhiskey Sellers,when they have once got

the Indians in liquor, make them sell their very clothes from their backs....If this

practice be continued, we must be inevitably ruined."tT In short, it was not so much

the fur trade itself that decimated Native American societies, but all that accompanied

it-disease, dependence, guns, alcohol, and the growing encroachment of European

colonial empires.

Much the same could be said about the other fur trade that was simultaneously

taking shape within a rapidly expanding Russian Empire. As a new Russian state

emerged from Mongol rule around the city of Moscow in the late fifteenth cen-

tury, it became a major source of furs for bothWestern Europe and the Ottoman

Empire.The profitability of that trade in furs was the chief incentive for Russiat

rapid expansion during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries across Siberia,

where the "soft gold" of fur-bearing animals was abundant.'With growing markets

in both China and Europe, the fur trade greatly enriched the Russian state as weU

as many private merchants, trappers, and hunters. Here the silver trade and the fur

trade intersected, as Europeans paid for Russian furs largely with American gold

and silver.

The consequences for native Siberians were similar to those in North America

as disease took its toll, as indigenous people became dependent on Russian goods,

as the settler frontier encroached on native lands, and as many species of fur-bearing

mammals were seriously depleted. In several ways, however, the Russian fur trade

was unique..Whereas several European nations competed in North America and

generally obtained their furs through comrnercial negotiations with Indian soci-

eties, no such competition accompanied Russian expansion across Siberia. Russian

authorities imposed a tax or tribute, payable in furs, on every able-bodied Siberian

male between eighteen and fifty years of age. To enforce the payment, they took

hostages from Siberian societies, with death as a possible outcome if the required

furs were not forthcoming. A further difference lay in the large-scale presence of
private Russian hunters and trappers, who competed directly with their Siberian

counterparts.

Fur and the Russians
This colored engraving
shows a sixteenth-century
Russian ambassador and

his contingent arriving at the

court of the Holy Roman

Emperor and bearing gifts of
animal pelts, the richest fruit

of the expanding Russian

Empire. (RlA Novosti)
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Commerce in People: The Atlantic Slave tade
Of all the con'rrnercial ties that linked the early modern world into a global nerlvork
of exchange, none had more profound or enduring human consequences than the
Atlantic slave trade. Between r5oo and r866, this trade in hunrankind took an esti-
rnated tz.5 nrillion people from African societies, shipped them across the Atlantic
in the infar"nous Middle Passage, and deposited sorrre ro.7 nrillion of them in the
Anrericas, where they lived out their often brief lives as slaves.About r.8 million
(r4.4 percent) died during the transatlantic crossing, while countless millions rnore
perished in the process of capture and transport to theAfrican coasr. 

18 (See Map r5.4

and l)ocuments: Voices of the Slave Trade, pp. 7oo-og, for various perspectives from
the slave trade.)

Beyond the multitude of individual tragedies that it spawned-capture and sale,

displacerrrent from home cultures, forced labor, beatings and brandings, broken
fanrilies-the Atlantic slave trade transformed the societies of all of its participalrts.
Within Africa itself, some societies were thoroughly disrupted, others were strength-
ened, and nlany were corrupted. Elites were often enriched, while the slaves thern-
selves, of course, were victirnized beyond imagination.

Map r5.4 The Attantic
Slave Trade

Stimulated by the pLantation

complex of the Americas,

the Atlantic slave trade rep-

resented an enormous
extension of the ancient
practice of people owning
and selling other people.
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I Comparison
What was distinctive
about the Atlantic slave

trade? What did it share

with other patterns of
slave owning and slave

trading?

In the Americas, the slave trade added a substantial African presence to the mix
of European and Native American peoples.This African diaspora (the transatlantic

spread ofAfrican peoples) injected into these new societies issues ofrace that endure

still in the twenry-first century. It also introduced elements ofAfrican culture, such

as religious ideas, musical and artistic traditions, and cuisine, into the nuking of
American cultures.The profits from the slave trade and the forced labor ofAfrican
slaves certainly enriched European and Euro-American socieries, even as the practice

of slavery contributed much to the racial thinking of European peoples. Finally, slav-

ery became a metaphor for many kinds of social oppression, quite different from
plantation slavery in the centuries that followed.Workers protested the slavery of wage

labor, colonized people rejected the slavery of imperial domination, and feminists

sometimes defined patriarchy as a form of slavery.

The Slaue Tiade in Context

The Atlantic slave trade and slavery in the Americas represented the most recent large-

scale expression of an almost universal human practice-the owning and exchange of
human beings.With origins in the earliest civilizations, slavery was widely accepted

as a perfectly normal human enterprise and was closely linked to r,vafare and cap-

ture. Before r5oo, the Mediterranean and Indian Ocean basins were the major arenas

of the OldWorld slave trade, and southern Russia was a major source of slaves. Many
African societies likewise both practiced slavery themselves and sold slaves into these

international commercial networks. A trans-Saharan slave trade had long funneled

African captives into Mediterranean slavery, and an East African slave trade brought
Africans into the Middle East and the Indian Ocean basin. Both operated largely

within the Islamic world.
Furthermore, slavery came in many forms. Although slaves were everywhere

vulnerable "outsiders" to their masters' societies, in many places they could be

assimilated into their owners'households, lineages, or communities. In some places,

children inherited the slave status of their parents; elsewhere those children were

free persons.'Within the Islamic world, the preference was for female slaves by a two-
to-one margin, while the later Atlantic slave trade favored males by a similar margin.

Not all slaves, however, occupied degraded positions. Some in the Islamic world
acquired prominent military or political status. Most slaves in the premodern world

worked in their owners'households, farms, or shops, with smaller numbers laboring

in large-scale agricultural or industrial enterprises.

The slavery that emerged in the Americas was distinctive in several ways. One was

sin-rply the imrnense size of the traffic in slaves and its centrality to the economies of
colonial America. Furthermore, this New World slavery was largely based on plan-

tation agriculture and treated slaves as a forrn of dehumanized properry lacking any

rights in the society of their owners. Slave status throughout the Americas was inher-

ited across generations, and there was little hope of eventual freedom for the vast

majoriry. Nowhere else, with the possible exception of ancient Greece, was widespread

slavery associated with societies affirming values of human freedom and equalify.
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Perhaps most distinctive was the racial dimension:Atlantic slavery came to be identi-
fied wholly withAfrica and with "blackness." How did this exceptional form of slav-

ery emerge?

The origins ofAtlantic slavery clearly lie in the Mediterranean world and with
that now common sweetener known as sugar. Until the Crusades, Europeans knew
nothing of sugar and relied on honey and fruits to sweeten their bland diets. How-
ever, as they learned from the Arabs about sugarcane and the laborious techniques
for producing usable sugaq Europeans established sugar-producing plantations within
the Mediterranean and later on various islands offthe coast ofWest Africa. It was a
"modern" industry, perhaps the first one, in that it required huge capital investment,
substantial technology, an almost factory-like discipline among workers, and a mass

market of consumers.The immense difficulry and danger of the work, the limitations
attached to serf labor, and the general absence of wage workers all pointed to slavery

as a source of labor for sugar plantations.
Initially, Slavic-speaking peoples from the Black Sea region furnished the bulk of

the slaves for Mediterranean plantations, so much so that "Slav" became the basis for
the word "slave" in many European languages. In 1453, however, when the Ottoman
Tirrks seized Constantinople, the supply of Slavic slaves was effectively cut off.At the

I Causation
What explains the rise of
the Attantic slave trade?

The Middle Passage

This mid-nineteenth-century
painting of slaves held

below deck on a Spanish

slave ship illustrates the
honendous conditions of
the transatlantic voyage, a
journey experienced by

many millions of captured
Africans. (The Art Archive)

same time, Portuguese mariners were explor-
ing the coast ofWest Africa; they were looking
primarily for gold, but they also found there

an alternative source ofslaves available for sale.

Thus, when sugar, and later tobacco and cot-
ton, plantations took hold in the Americas,
Europeans had already established links to a

West African source of supply.

Largely through a process of elimination,
Africa became the primary source of slave

labor for the plantation economies of the
Americas. Slavic peoples were no longer
available; Native Americans quickly perished
from European diseases; marginal Europeans

were Christians and therefore supposedly

exempt from slavery; and European inden-
tured servants were expensive and temporary.
Africans, on the other hand, were skilled farm-
ers; they had some immunity to both tropical
and European diseases; they were not Chris-
tians; they were, relatively speaking, close at

hand; and they were readily available in sub-
stantial numbers through African-operated
commercial networks.

Moreover, Africans were black.The precise

relationship between slavery and European
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I Connection
What roles did Europeans

and Africans ptay in the
unfotding of the Atlantic
slave trade?

racisrn has long been a much-debated subject. Historian David Brion Davis has sug-

gested the controversial view that "racial stereorypes were transmitted, along with
black slavery itself, from Muslims to Christians."'e For many centuries, Muslims had

drawn on sub-Saharan Aflica as one source of slaves and in the process had developed

a form of racism. The fourteenth-century Tunisian scholar Ibn Khaldun wrote that
black people were "submissive to slavery,because Negroes have little that is essentially

human and have attributes that are quite similar to those of dumb animals."'o
Other scholars find the origins of racism within European culture itself. For the

English, argues historian Audrey Smedley, the process of conquering lreland had gen-
erated by the sixteenth century a view ofthe Irish as "rude, beastly, ignorant, cruel,
and unruly infidels," perceptions that were then transferred to Africans enslaved on
English sugar plantations of the West Indies.tt Whether Europeans borrowed such

images ofAfricans from their Muslim neighbors or developed them independently,

slavery and racism soon went hand in hand. "Europeans were better able to tolerate

their brutal exploitation ofAfricans," writes a prominent world historian,"by imag-
ining that these Africans were an inferior race, or better still, not even human."tt

The Slaue Tiade in Practice

The European demand for slaves was clearly the chief cause of this traglc commerce,

and from the point of sale on theAfrican coast to the massive use of slave labor on

American plantations, the entire enterprise was in European hands. lVithin Africa
itself, however, a different picture emerges, for over the four centuries of the Atlantic
slave trade, European demand elicited an African supply. A few early efforts by the

Portuguese at slave raiding along the West African coast convinced Europeans that

such efforts were unnecessary and unwise, for African societies were quite capable

of defending themselves against European intrusion, and many were willing to sell

their slaves peacefully. Furthermore, Europeans died like flies when they entered the

interior because they lacked immunities to common tropical diseases.Thus the slave

trade quickly came to operate largely with Europeans waiting on the coast, either

on their ships or in fortified settlements, to purchase slaves from African merchants

and political elites. Certainly Europeans tried to exploit African rivalries to obtain

slaves at the lowest possible cost, and the firearms they funneled into West Africa may

well have increased the wafare from which so many slaves were derived. But from

the point of initial capture to sale on the coast, the entire enterprise was normally
in African hands. Almost nowhere did Europeans attempt outright military con-

quest; instead they generally dealt as equals with local African authorities.

An arrogant agent of the British RoyalAfrica Company in the r6Uos learned the

hard way who was in control when he spoke improperly to the king of Niurni, a small

state in what is now Gambia.The companyt records describe what happened next:

[O]ne of the grandees [of the king], by name Sambalama, taught him better man-

ners by reaching hirn a box on the ears, which beat offhis hat, and a few thumps
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on the back, and seizing him, disarmed him together with the rest of his atten-

dance, among which was Benedict Stafford, commander of the Margarer... (who

made his escape and ran like a lusry fellow to his ship) and several others, who
together with the agent were taken and put into the kingt pound and stayed

there three or four days till their ransom was brought, value five hundred bars.'3

In exchange for slaves,African sellers sought both European and Indian textiles,

cowrie shells (widely used as money inWest Africa), European metal goods, firearms

and gunpowder, tobacco and alcohol, and various decorative items such as beads.

Europeans purchased some of these items-cowrie shells and Indian textiles, for
example-with silver mined in the Americas.Thus the slave trade connected with
comnerce in silver and textiles as it became part of an ernerging worldwide nerwork
of exchange. Issues about the precise mix of goods African authorities desired, about

the number and qualiry of slaves to be purchased, and always about the price of every-
thing were settled in endless negotiation (see l)ocument r5.2, pp. 7o3-oj). In most
places most of the time, a leading scholar concluded, the slave trade took place "not
unlike international trade any'"vhere in the world of the period."2+

IfAfrican authorities and elite classes in many places controlled their side of
the slave trade, on occasion they were almost overwhelmed by it. Many small-scale

kinship-based societies, lacking the protection of a strong state, were thoroughly dis-
rupted by raids from more powerful neighbors. Even some sizable states were desta-

bilized. In the early sixteenth century, the kingdom of Kongo, located mostly in
present-day Angola, was badly damaged by the conlmerce in slaves and the author-
iry of its ruler severely undermined (see Document rJ.3, pp.7o5-o7).

-Whatever 
the relationship between European buyers and African sellers, for the

slaves thernselves-who were seized in the interior, often sold several times on the har-
rowing journey to the coast, sometimes branded, and held in squalid slave dungeons

while awaiting transportation to the NewWorld-it was anything but a normal com-
mercial transaction (see l)ocument rj.r, pp. 7oo-o3). One European engaged in the
trade noted that "the negroes are so willful and loath to leave their own country, that
they have often leap d out ofthe canoes, boat, and ship, into the sea, and kept under
water till they were drowned, to avoid being taken up and saved by our boats."'r

Over the four centuries of the slave trade, millions ofAfricans underwent some

such experience, but their numbers varied considerably over time. During the six-
teenth century, slave exports from Africa averaged under 3,ooo annually. In those
years, the Portuguese were at least as much interested in African gold, spices, and

textiles. Furthermore, as in Asia, they became involved in transporting African
goods, including slaves, from one African port to another, thus becoming the "truck
drivers"of coastal West African cornmerce.'o In the seventeenth century, the pace

picked up as the slave trade became highly competitive, with the British, Dutch, and
French contesting the earlier Portuguese monopoly.The century and a half berween
rToo and r85o marked the high point of the slave trade as the plantation economies
of the Americas boomed (see the Snapshot on p. 694).
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$napshot The Slave Trade in Numbers (15or-1866)"7

The Rise and Decline ofthe Slave Trade
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Where did these Africans come from, and where did they go? Geographically, the

slave trade drew mainly on the societies ofWest Africa, from present-day Mauritania
in the north to Angola in the south. Initially focused on the coastal regions, the slave

trade progressively penetrated into the interior as the denrand for slaves picked up.

Socially, slaves were mostly drawn from various marginal groups in African societies-
prisoners of war, criminals, debtors, people who had been "pawned" during times
of difficulry. Thus Africans did not generally sell "their own people" into slavery.

Divided into hundreds of separate, usually small-scale, and often rival comnrunities-
cities, kingdoms, microstates, clans, and villages-the various peoples of West Africa
had no concept of an "African" identity. Those whom they captured and sold were

normally outsiders, vulnerable people who lacked the protection of nrembership in an

established cornmunity.'When short-term economic or political advantage could be

gained, such people were sold. In this respect, the Atlantic slave trade was little differ-
ent from the experience of enslavement elsewhere in the world.

The destination of enslaved Africans, half a world away in the Americas, was very
diflerent.The vast majority wound up in tsrazil or the Caribbean, where the labor
demands of the plantation econonry werc r.nost intense. Smaller numbers found them-
selves in North America, nrainland Spanish America or in Europe itself.The jour-
ney across the Atlantic was horrendous almost beyond description, with the Middle
Passage having an overall nlortality rate of more than 14 percent (see Docunrent rJ.I,
pp.7oo-o3).About ro percent ofthe transatlantic voyages experienced a nrajor rebel-
lion by the desperate captives.

Comparing Consequenres : The Impact
of the Slaue Trade in Africa

From the viewpoint of world history, the chief outcome of the slave trade lay in the
new transregional linkages that it generated. Both commercially and demographi-
cally, Africa became a permanent part of an interacting Atlantic world. Millions of
its people were now compelled to make their lives in the Americas. West African
economies were increasingly connected to an emerging European-centered world
economy.These vast processes set in motion a chain of consequences that have trans-
formed the lives and societies of people on both sides of the Atlantic.

Although the slave trade did not result in the kind of population collapse that
occurred in the Americas, it certainly slowed Africa's growth at a tinle when Europe,
China, and other regions were expanding dernographically. Scholars have estimated

that sub-SaharanAfrica represented about r8 percent of the world's population in
16oo, but only 6 percent in r9oo.'n A portion of that difference reflects the slave

tradei impact on Africa's population history.
That impact derived not only frorn the loss of millions of people over four cen-

turies but also fronr the economic stagnation and political disruption that the slave

trade generated. Economically, the slave trade stimulated little positive change in
Africa because those Africans who benefited nrost from the trafhc in people were

6gs

I Change
In what different ways did
the Atlantic slave trade
transform African
societies?
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not investing in the productive capacities of African societies. Although European
imports generally did not displace traditional artisan manufacturing, no technolog-
ical breakthroughs in agriculture or industry increased the wealth available to these

societies. Maize and manioc (cassava), introduced from the Americas, added a new
source of calories to African diets, but the international demand was for Africa's
people, not its agricultural products.

.Within 
particular African societies, the impact of the slave trade differed consid-

erably from place to place and over time. Particularly in small-scale societies that were

frequently subjected to slave raiding and that had little centralized authoriry inse-
curiry was pervasive. Oral traditions in southern Ghana, for example, reported that
"there was no rest in the land," that people went about in groups rather than alone,

and that mothers kept their children inside when European ships appeared.'e Some

larger kingdoms such as Kongo and Oyo slowly disintegrated as access to trading
opportunities and firearms enabled outlying regions to establish their independence.

However,African authorities also sought to take advantage of the new commercial
opportunities and to manage the slave trade in their own interests, as the contrasting
experience of the neighboring kingdoms of Benin and Dahomey illustrates.3o

The kingdom of Benin, in the forest area of present-day Nigeria, was one of the

oldest and most highly developed states in the coastal hinterland ofWest Africa, dat-
ing perhaps to the eleventh century c.E. Its capital was a large walled ciry with wide
avenues, a lavish court, a wealthy elite, and a powerful monarch, or oba, who strictly
controlled the countryt trade. Benin's uniqueness lay in its relatively successful efforts

to avoid a deep involvement in the slave trade and to diversi$r the exports with which
it purchased European firearms and other goods. As early as r516, the oba began to

restrict the slave trade and soon forbade the export of male slaves altogether, a ban

that lasted until the early eighteenth century. By then, the oba's authoriry over out-
lying areas had declined, and the country's major exports of pepper and cotton cloth
had lost out to Asian and then European competition. In these circumstances, Benin
felt compelled to resume limited participation in the slave trade. But even at the

height of the trade, in the late eighteenth century, Benin exported fewer than r,ooo

slaves a year.

Arnong the Aja-speaking peoples to the west of Benin, the situation was very

different.There the slave trade had thoroughly disrupted a series of small and weak

states along the coast. Some distance inland, the kingdom of Dahomey arose in the

early eighteenth century, at least in part as an effort to contain the constant raiding
and havoc occasioned by the coastal trade. It was a unique and highly authoritarian
state in which comnloners and chief alike were responsible directly to the king and

in which the power of lineages and secret societies was considerably weakened. For a

tin-re, Dahomey tried to limit the external slave trade, to import European craftsmen,

and to develop plantation agriculture within the kingdom, but all this failed. In view
of hostile relations with the neighboring kingdom of Oyo and others, Dahomey

instead turned to a vigorous involvement in the slave trade, under strict royal control.
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The army conducted annual slave raids, and the government soon cane to depend
on the trade for its essential revenues. Unlike in Benin, the slave trade in Dahomey
became the chief business of the state and remained so until well into the nineteenth
century.

.t# Reflections: Economic Globahzatron-
Then and Now

The study of history reminds us of two quite contradictory truths. One is that our
lives in the present bear remarkable similarities to those of people long ago.We are

perhaps not so unique as we might think. The other is that our lives are very dif-
ferent from theirs and that things have changed substantially. This chapter about
global commerce-long-distance trade in spices and textiles, silver and gold, beaver

pelts and deerskins, slaves and sugar-provides both perspectives.

If we are accustomed to thinking about globalization as a product of the late
rlventieth century early modern world history provides a corrective. Those three

centuries reveal much that is familiar to people of the twenry-first century-the
global circulation of goods; an international currency; production for a world mar-
ket; the growing economic role of the West on the global stage; private enterprise,

such as the British and Dutch East India companies, operating on a world scale;

national governments eager to support their merchants in a highly competitive envi-
ronment. By the eighteenth century, many Europeans dined from Chinese porcelain
dishes called "china," wore Indian-made cotton textiles, and drank chocolate from
Mexico, tea from China, and coffee fromYemen while sweetening these beverages

with sugar from the Caribbean or Brazil.The millions who worked to produce these

goods, whether slave or free, were operating in a world economy. Some industries
were thoroughly international. New England rum producers, for example, depended

on molasses imported from the Caribbean, while the'West Indian sugar industry
used African labor and European equipment to produce for a global market.

Nonetheless, early modern economic globalization was a far cry from that of
the twentieth century. Most obvious perhaps were scale and speed. By zooo,
immensely more goods circulated internationally and far more people produced for
and depended on the world market than was the case even in r75o. Back-and-forth
communications between England and India that took eighteen months in the
eighteenth century could be accomplished in an hour by telegraph in the lare nine-
teenth century and almost instantaneously via the Internet in the late twentieth
century. Moreover, by rgoo globalization was firmly cenrered in the economies of
Europe and North America. In the early modern era, by contrast, Asia in general
and China in particular remained major engines of the world economy, despite the
emerging presence of Europeans around the world. By the end of the twentieth
century the boorning economies of India and China suggested at least a partial
return to that earlier pattern.
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Early modern globalization differed in still other ways from that of the contem-
porary world. Economic life then was primarily preindustrial, still powered by human

and animal muscles, wind, and water and lacking the enormous productive capaciry

that accompanied the later technological breakthrough of the steam engine and the
Industrial Revolution. Finally, the dawning of a genuinely global economy in the

early modern era was tied unapologetically to empire building and to slavery both of
which had been discredited by the late twentieth century. Slavery lost its legitimacy
during the nineteenth century and formal territorial empires largely disappeared in
the twentieth. Most people during the early modern era would have been surprised
to learn that a global economy, as it turned out, could function effectively without
either of these long-standing practices.

Whatl the Significance?

Indian Ocean commercial

network

trading post empire

Philippines (Spanish)

$..ond fhorghtu

British/Dutch East India

companies

Tokugawa shogunate

"silver drain"

To assess your mastery of the

material in this chapter, visit

the Student Center at

bedfordstmartins.com /strayer.

For Web sites and additional

documents related to this

chapter, see Make History at

bedfordstmarti ns.com /straye r.

Potosi

"soft gotd"

African diaspora

Benin/Dahomey

Big Picture Questions

r. In what specific ways did trade foster change in the world of the earty modern era?

z. To what extent did Europeans transform earlier patterns of commerce, and in what ways

did they assimitate into those older patterns?

3. Describe and account for the differing outcomes of European expansion in the Americas

(see Chapter 14), Africa, and Asia.

4. How should we distribute the moral responsibility for the Attantic slave trade? ls this a task

appropriate for h istorians?

5. What lasting legacies of early modern globatization are evident in the early twenty-first

century? Pay particular attention to the legacies of the stave trade.

Next Steps: For Further Study

Gtenn J. Ames, Ihe Globe Encompassed: The Age of European Discovery, $oo-17oo (zoo7). An

up-to-date survey of European expansion in the earty modern era.

Andre Gunder Frank, ReOrient: Global Economy in the Asian ACe G99B).An account ofthe earty

modern world economy that hightights the centratity of Asia.

Erik Gitbert and Jonathan Reynolds, Trading Tastes: Commodity and Cultural Exchange to ry5o
(zoo6). A world historical perspective on transcontinental and transoceanic commerce.

David Northrup , ed., The Atlantic Slave Trade (z.ooz). A fine collection of essays about the origins,

practice, impact, and abolition of Attantic slavery.
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fohn Richards, The Endless Frontier(zooj). Explores the ecological consequences of early

modern commerce.

f ohn Thornton, Africa and Africans in the Making of the Atlantic World (tgg8). Awell-regarded but

somewhat controversial account of the slave trade, with an emphasis on African authorities as

active and independent players in the process.

"Atlantic Slave Trade and Slave Life in the Americas: A Visual Record,' http://hitchcock.itc.virginia

.edu/Slavery/index.php. An immense collection of maps and images illustrating the slave trade

and the life of slaves in the Americas.
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