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FOREWORD

When black scholars hear the call to equai opportunity in darkness,
they must remember that they do not beiong in the darkness of an
American culture that refuses to move toward the light. They are not
meant to be pliant captives and agents of institutions that deny light
all over the world. No, they must speak the truth to themselves and to
the community and to all who invite them into the new darkness. They
must affirm the light, the light movement of their past, the light
movement of their people. They must affirm their capacities to move
forward toward new alternatives for light in America.

=Vincent Harding, ‘““Responsibilities of the Black Scholar to
Community”

1 can say, without a trace of hyperbole, that this book changed my life. Like a specter,
it has haunted me from the day I pulled it out of its brown padded envelope over
sixteen years ago to the moment I agreed to write this foreword. The long hours,
weeks, and months I agonized over this essay proved as exhilarating and frustrating
and anxiety-ridden as my first encounter with Cedric J. Robinson’s magnum opus
during my first year in graduate school. It arrived out of the blue in the form of a
review copy sent to Ufahamu, a graduate student journal published by ucra’s African
Studies Center. The book’s appearance caught me off guard; none of my colleagues
had mentioned it, and I do not recall seeing any advertisements for it in any of the
scholarly journals with which we were familiar. Nevertheless, for me the timing was
fortuitous, if not downright cosmic. Just a few months into graduate school, I was
toying with the idea of writing a dissertation on the South African Left. The inspira-
tion was hardly academic; I was more interested in becoming a full-time Communist
than a full-time scholar. T could not have cared less about historiography or the
current academic debates about social movements. I wanted to know how to build a
left-wing movement among people of color so that we could get on with the ultimate
task of making revolution.

So when I saw the title, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition, 1
could hardly contain myself. I had never heard of Cedric J. Robinson despite the fact
that he was a faculty member and director of the Center for Black Studies at the



neighboring University of California at Santa Barbara. Whoever he was, I thought to
myself, he was certainly well read: his footnotes could have been a separate book
altogether. Indeed, I was shocked at the size of the text {just shy of 500 pages and with
tiny, almost unreadable print to boot!) given my own futile search for materials on the
history of the Black Left, not just in Africa but throughout the Diaspora. I quickly
stuffed this unusually dense paperback into my bag and took it upon myself to read it
in my capacity as book review editor for Ufahamu.

When I finally got around to opening the book, I realized why it was so big. Black
Marxism is far more ambitious than its modest title implies, for what Cedric Robin-
son has written extends well beyond the history of the Black Left or Black radical
movements. Combining political theory, history, philosophy, cultural analysis, and
biography, among other things, Robinson literally rewrites the history of the rise of
the West from ancient times to the mid-twentieth century, tracing the roots of Black
radical thought to a shared epistemology among diverse African people and provid-
ing a withering critique of Western Marxism and its inability to comprehend either
the racial character of capitalism and the civilization in which it was born or mass
movements outside Europe. At the very least, Black Marxism challenges our “com-
mon sense” about the history of modernity, nationalism, capitalism, radical ideology,
the origins of Western racism, and the worldwide Left from the 1848 revolutions to
the present.

Perhaps more than any other book, Black Marxism shifts the center of radical
thought and revolution from Europe to the so-called “periphery”—to the colonial
territories, marginalized colored people of the metropolitan centers of capital, and
those Frantz Fanon identified as the “wretched of the earth.” And it makes a persua-
sive case that the radical thought and practice which emerged in these sites of colonial
and racial capitalist exploitation were produced by cultural logics and epistemologies
of the oppressed as well as the specific racial and cultural forms of domination. Thus
Robinson not only decenters Marxist history and historiography but also what one
might call the “eye of the storm.”

Yet for all of Robinson’s decentering, he begins his story in Europe. While this
might seem odd for a book primarily concerned with African people, it becomes clear
very quickly why he must begin there, if only to remove the analytical cataracts from
our eyes. This book is, after all, a critique of Western Marxism and its failure to
understand the conditions and movements of Black people in Africa and the Dias-
pora. Robinson not only exposes the limits of historical materialism as a way of
understanding Black experience but also reveals that the roots of Western racism took
hold in European civilization well before the dawn of capitalism. Thus, several years
before the recent explosion in “whiteness studies,” Robinson proposed the idea that
the racialization of the proletariat and the invention of whiteness began within Eu-
rope itself, long before Europe’s modern encounter with African and New World
labor. Such insights give the “Dark Ages” new meaning. Despite the almost axiomatic
tendency in European historiography to speak of early modern working classes in
national terms—English, French, and so forth—Raobinson argues that the “lower

xii FOREWORD



orders” usually were comprised of immigrant workers from territories outside the
nations in which they worked. These immigrant workers were placed at the bottom of
a racial hierarchy. The Slavs and the Irish, for example, were among Europe’s first
“niggers,” and what appears before us in nineteenth-century U.S. history as their
struggle to achieve whiteness is merely the tip of an iceberg several centuries old.!
Robinson not only finds racialism firmly rooted in premodern European civiliza-
tion but locates the origins of capitalism there as well. Building on the work of
the Black radical sociologist Oliver Cromwell Cox, Robinson directly challenges the
Marxist idea that capitalism was a revolutionary negation of feudalism.? Instead,
Robinson explains, capitalism emerged within the feudal order and grew in fits and
starts, flowering in the cultural soil of the West—most notably in the racialism that
has come to characterize European society. Capitalism and racism, in other words,
did not break from the old order but rather evolved from it to produce a modern
world system of “racial capitalism” dependent on slavery, violence, imperialism, and
genocide. So Robinson not only begins in Europe; he also chips away at many of the
claims and assertions central to European historiography, particularly of the Marxist
and liberal varieties. For instance, Robinson’s discussion of the Irish working class
enables him to expose the myth of a “universal” proletariat: just as the Irish were
products of popular traditions borne and bred under colonialism, the “English”
working class of the colonizing British Isles was formed by Anglo-Saxon chauvinism,
a racial ideology shared across class lines that allowed the English bourgeoisie to ra-
tionalize low wages and mistreatment for the Irish. This particular form of English
racialism was not invented by the ruling class to divide and conquer (though it did
succeed in that respect); rather, it was there at the outset, shaping the process of prole-
tarianization and the formation of working-class consciousness. Finally, in this living
feudal order, socialism was born as an alternative bourgeois strategy to combat social
inequality. Directly challenging Marx himself, Robinson declares: “Socialist critiques
of society were attempts to further the bourgeois revolutions against feudalism.”
There is yet another reason for Robinson to begin in the heart of the West. It was
there—not Africa—that the “Negro” was first manufactured. This was no easy task, as
Robinson reminds us, since the invention of the Negro—and by extension the fabrica-
tion of whiteness and all the policing of racial boundaries that came with it—required
“Iimmense expenditures of psychic and intellectual energies in the West” (4). Indeed, a
group of European scholars expended enormous energy rewriting of the history of
the ancient world. Anticipating Martin Bernal’s Black Athena: The Afroasiatic Roots of
Classical Civilization, Vol. I (1987) and building on the pioneering scholarship of
Cheikh Anta Diop, George G. M. James, and Frank Snowden, Robinson exposes the
efforts of European thinkers to disavow the interdependence between ancient Greece
and North Africa. This generation of “enlightened” European scholars worked hard
to wipe out the cultural and intellectual contributions of Egypt and Nubia from
European history, to whiten the West in order to maintain the purity of the “Euro-
pean” race. They also stripped all of Africa of any semblance of “civilization,” using
the printed page to eradicate African history and thus reduce a whole continent and
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its progeny to little more than beasts of burden or brutish heathens. Although efforts
to reconnect the ancient West with North Africa have recently come under a new
wave of attacks by scholars like Mary Lefkowitz, Robinson shows why these connec-
tions and the debates surrounding them are so important.* It is not a question of
“superiority” or the “theft” of ideas or even a matter of proving that Africans were
“civilized.” Rather, Black Marxism reminds us again today, as it did sixteen years ago,
that the exorcising of the Black Mediterranean is about the fabrication of Europe as a
discrete, racially pure entity solely responsible for modernity, on the one hand, and
the fabrication of the Negro, on the other. In this respect, Robinson’s intervention
parallels that of Edward Said’s Orientalism, which argues that the European study of
and romance with the “East” was primarily about constructing the Occident.

At the very same moment Buropean labor was being thrown off the land and
herded into a newly formed industrial order, Robinson argues, African labor was
being drawn into the orbit of the world system through the transatlantic slave trade.
European civilization, either through feudalism or the nascent industrial order, did
not simply penetrate African village culture. To understand the dialectic of African
resistance to enslavement and exploitation, in other words, we need to look outside
the orbit of capitalism—we need to look West and Central African culture. Robinson
observes, “Marx had not realized fully that the cargoes of laborers also contained
African cultures, critical mixes and admixtures of language and thought, of cosmol-
ogy and metaphysics, of habits, beliefs, and morality. These were the actual terms of
their humanity. These cargoes, then, did not consist of intellectual isolates or decultu-
rated Blacks—men, women, and children separated from their previous universe.
African labor brought the past with it, a past that had produced it and settled on it the
first elements of consciousness and comprehension” (121).

Therefore, the first waves of African New World revolts were governed not by a
critique of Western society but rather a total rejection of the experience of en-
slavement and racism. More intent on preserving a past than transforming Western
society or overthrowing capitalism, they created maroon settlements, ran away, be-
came outliers, and tried to find a way home, even if it meant death. However, with
the advent of formal colonialism and the incorporation of Black labor into a more
fully governed social structure, a more direct critique of the West and colonialism
emerged—a revolt set on transforming social relations and revolutionizing Western
society rather then reproducing African social life. The contradictions of colonialism
produced the native bourgeoisie, more intimate with Buropean life and thought,
whose assigned task was to help rule. Trained to be junior partners in the colonial
state, members of this bourgeoisie experienced both racism from Europeans and a
deep sense of alienation from their native lives and cultures. Their contradictory role
as victims of racial domination and tools in the empire, as Western educated elites
feeling like aliens among the dominant society as well as among the masses, com-
pelled some of these men and women to revolt, thus producing the radical Black
intelligentsia. It is no accident that many of these radicals and scholars emerged
both during the First World War, when they recognized the vulnerability of Western
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civilization, and the second world crisis—the international depression and the rise
of fascism.

The emergence of this Black radical intelligentsia is the focus of the third and final
section of Black Marxism. Examining the lives and selected works of W. E. B. Du Bois,
C. L. R. James, and Richard Wright, Robinson’s engagement with these three think-
ers extends far beyond intellectual biography and critique. Taking us on a journey
through two centuries of U.S. and Diaspora history, Robinson revisits the revolution-
ary processes of emancipation that caught the eyes of these men. He demonstrates
how each of these figures came through an apprenticeship with Marxism, was deeply
affected by the crisis in world capitalism and the responses of workers’ and anti-
colonial movements, and produced, in the midst of depression and war, important
books that challenged Marxism and tried to grapple with the historical consciousness
embedded in the Black Radical Tradition. Du Bois, James, and Wright eventually
revised their positions on Western Marxism or broke with it altogether and, to
differing degrees, embraced Black radicalism. The way they came to the Black Radical
Tradition was more of an act of recognition than invention; they did not create the
theory of Black radicalism as much as found it, through their work and study, in the
mass movements of Black people.®

I finally completed my first reading of Black Marxism about two months after I took it
home. The book so overwhelmed me that I suffered a crisis in confidence. I never
wrote the review—thus contributing unwittingly to the conspiracy of silence that has
surrounded the book since its publication. Instead, I phoned Professor Robinson and
virtually begged him to take me on as his student. He agreed and played a formative
role in shaping my dissertation {(which, coincidentally, was published by the Univer-
sity of North Carolina Press a decade ago as Hammer and Hoe: Alabama Communists
during the Great Depression) and all of my work thereafter.

Although his book scared me to death, Cedric the teacher turned out to be remark-
ably humble, straightforward, down-to-earth, and generous with his time and energy.
A demanding reader, to be sure, he ranks among the warmest, funniest characters one
could ever meet in this profession—and his subtle sense of humor finds its way even
into Black Marxism’s most difficult passages. What also amazes me is that Professor
Robinson was still in his thirties when he published Black Marxism, a book which
would have compelled even the great Du Bois to take a seat and listen.

Like Du Bois and the other subjects of his book, Robinson’s political work on
behalf of Black liberation sent him to the library in search of the Black Radical
Tradition. His ideas evolved directly out of the social movements in which he took
part and the key social and political struggles that have come to define our era. For
example, as an undergraduate at the University of California at Berkeley during the
mid-1960s, Robinson was active in the Afro-American Association, a radical national-
ist student group based in California’s East Bay and led by Donald Warden. Founded
in 1962, the Association became the basis for the California chapter of the Revolution-
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ary Action Movement (RaM); some of its members, including Huey Newton, went on
to form the Black Panther Party. This small but militant group of Bay-area Black
intellectuals drew many of their ideas from Malcolm X and other Black nationalists,
and they were deeply influenced by revolutions in Africa, Asia, and Latin America.
Although they directed their attention to domestic problems such as urban poverty,
racism, education, police brutality, and Black student struggles, they understood the
African American condition through an analysis of global capitalism, imperialism,
and Third World liberation.”

It is hard not to see the links between Black Marxism and Robinson’s formative
experiences in the Afro-American Association. One of the key documents circulating
among this group was Harold Cruse’s 1962 essay, “Revolutionary Nationalism and the
Afro-American,” which argued that Black people in the United States were living
under domestic colonialism and that their struggles must be seen as part of the
worldwide anticolonial movement. “The failure of American Marxists,” he writes, “to
understand the bond between the Negro and the colonial peoples of the world has led
to their failure to develop theories that would be of value to Negroes in the United
States.” Cruse reversed the traditional argument that the success of socialism in the
developed West is key to the emancipation of colonial subjects and the development
of socialism in the Third World. Instead, he saw the former colonies as the vanguard
of the new socialist revolution, with Cuba and China at the forefront: “The revolu-
tionary initiative has passed to the colonial world, and in the United States is passing
to the Negro, while Western Marxists theorize, temporize and debate.”® Robinson
took up Cruse’s challenge to develop new theories of revolution where Marxism
failed, but he moved well beyond Cruse’s positions. Eventually, Robinson came to the
conclusion that it is not enough to reshape or reformulate Marxism to fit the needs
of Third World revolution; instead, he believed all universalist theories of political
and social order had to be rejected. In fact, Robinson’s first book, The Terms of
Order: Political Science and the Myth of Leadership, critiques the Western presump-
tion—rooted as much in Marxism as in liberal democratic theory—that mass move-
ments reflect social order and are maintained and rationalized by the authority
of leadership.’

The chaotic international political situation at the time Robinson was completing
Black Marxism was enough to dispel the myth of order. It was, after all, the last decade
of the Cold War, the era of Reaganism and Thatcherism and new imperialist wars in
the Middle East, Grenada, and the Falkland Islands. Yet the late 1970s and early 1980s
were also a new age of revolution. Dictatorships in Africa, Asia, and Latin America
were being challenged by radical movements from El Salvador to Zaire and Nicaragua
to South Africa. Political violence, torture, and assassinations seemed to proliferate in
the early 1980s; the casualties included the great Guyanese historian Walter Rodney,
an intellectual Robinson would certainly situate squarely within the Black Radical
Tradition. Let us not forget that under Reagan, the United States invaded Grenada in
1983 precisely because it had undergone its own socialist revolution four years earlier.
Closer to home, deindustrialization, the flight of American corporations to foreign
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lands, and the displacement of millions of workers across the country created further
turmoil in the metropolitan centers of global capital. Permanent unemployment,
underemployment, and homelessness became a way of life. And despite the growing
presence of African Americans in political office, city services declined, federal spend-
ing on cities dried up, and affirmative action programs came under assault. Racism
was also on the rise, resulting in urban rebellions from Liberty City, Florida, to the
English (and predominantly Black) suburbs of Bristol and Brixton. In the United
States, the Ku Klux Klan tripled its membership and waged a campaign of terror and
intimidation against African Americans. In Mississippi in 1980 (not 1890), at least
twelve African Americans were lynched, and at least forty racially motivated murders
occurred in cities as different as Buffalo, New York, Atlanta, Georgia, and Mobile,
Alabama. The era, in fact, saw police killings and nonlethal acts of brutality emerge as
central political issues among Black people on both sides of the Atlantic. Overall, the
Reagan and Thatcher years ushered in a new era of corporate wealth and callous
disregard for the poor and people of color.

This rightward drift did not go unchallenged, however. Black Marxism appeared
during a crucial period of political organizing, just a few years after the founding of
the National Black United Front (NBur) and the National Black Independent Political
Party (nB1PP). Black nationalism was on the rise in this period, following a decade in
which an increasing number of Black radicals turned to Marxism-Leninism and
Maoism as alternatives to liberal integrationism and “race first” capitalism. During
the 1970s, Black radicals took factory jobs to reach the working classes, sought to free
political prisoners and build prison movements, threw their energies behind building
a socialist Africa, and continued the long tradition of community-based organizing.
Meanwhile, Afrocentrism and cultural nationalism captured the imagination of vari-
ous segments of the Black community across class lines. Independent Black schools
flourished; kinte cloth and red, black, and green medallions adorned brown bodies;
Afrocentric literature finally found its market. On the other hand, we had reason to be
pessimistic. By the 1980s the jobs disappeared, the most progressive African nations
were as unstable as ever, and the Black prison population was growing by leaps and
bounds thanks to mandatory sentencing policies for possession of crack cocaine.

So there I and other young radicals stood, at a political and cultural crossroads,
ready for action but unsure where the world was heading. We needed analyses of
social movements that had made a difference. We needed to know how we built
communities and kept ourselves whole in the midst of slavery and Jim Crow. We
needed to figure out who our friends and enemies were, past and present. We needed
new histories willing to adopt a more global perspective. In short, we needed a clearer,
more radical understanding of the past in order to chart the way forward. And Black
Marxism was one of several books written by Black radical intellectuals in the late
1970s and early 1980s to meet these challenges. Among the others were Chinweizu’s
The West and the Rest of Us (1975), Angela Davis’s Women, Race, and Class (1981),
Vincent Harding’s There Is a River (1983), V. P. Franklin’s Black Self-Determination
(1984), Manning Marable’s Blackwater (1981) and How Capitalism Underdeveloped
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Black America (1982), and Cornel West’s Prophesy Deliverance (1982). For Black folk
with radical leanings, these were the new prophets of the era, and it seemed as if
everyone kept their ragged, marked up copies close to them. To the rest of the world,
however, these books barely existed. With few exceptions, they were initially ignored
in the mainstream, and sales fell below expectations. Even books published by com-
mercial publishing houses, such as Chinweizu’s biting and witty critique of Western
imperialism and its alliance with the African bourgeoisie, received very few reviews.'’

Black Marxism, in particular, garnered no major reviews and very little notice in
scholarly publications. The few reviews it did receive were mainly from left-leaning
publications or very specialized journals, and the only substantial review essays that
dealt with the book at length were written by Cornel West and the radical Black
philosopher Leonard Harris, with both published several years after the book ap-
peared.!! West, whose very critical yet respectful essay in the socialist Monthly Review
was a deliberate effort to generate renewed interest Black Marxism, suggested that the
book “fell through the cracks” in large part due to the state of the academic Left,
which was lost in “jargon-ridden discourses in which race receives little or no atten-
tion,” and the Black Left, which was simply too weak and disorganized to cultivate
and sustain a “high-level critical exchange.”!?

Whatever the reasons for the silence surrounding Black Marxism, the results have
been unfortunate. The Europeanists, whose historical scholarship Robinson chal-
lenges head-on, have never, to my knowledge, responded to his criticisms. Even the
new generation of scholars examining race and Black movements have paid scant
attention to Robinson’s insights. The 1990s witnessed the proliferation of scholarship
on Black radicalism, the African Diaspora, the origins of Western racism, and the
writings of Du Bois, James, and Wright, yet very few of these studies cite Robinson’s
work. One startling example is Winston James’s Holding Aloft the Banner of Ethiopia:
Caribbean Radicalism in Early Twentieth Century America (1998). While Robinson’s
book is much broader in chronology and scope, a portion of Black Marxism covers
the same ground as James’s text. Robinson, like James, discusses the overwhelming
Caribbean presence in U.S.-based Black radical movements, examining groups like
the African Blood Brotherhood and the Universal Negro Improvement Association
and intellectuals including Hubert Harrison and Cyril Briggs. In some respects, Rob-
inson’s arguments prefigure some of James’s claims; in other respects, the two are at
odds. Yet as prodigious and carefully researched as Holding Aloft the Banner of Ethi-
opia is (it is over 400 pages), Robinson is neither mentioned nor cited.??

Paul Gilroy’s much acclaimed The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Conscious-
ness (1993) is also surprisingly quiet about Black Marxism. While Gilroy at least
acknowledges Robinson in his text,' Gilroy’s lack of an extensive engagement or
dialogue with Robinson’s work is quite jarring, since they explore much the same
ground. I think it is fair to say that parts of Black Marxism anticipate Gilroy’s argu-
ment, for Robinson had established the centrality of African people in the creation of
the modern and premodern world. And he set the stage, in some respects, for Gilroy’s
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notion of Black Atlantic culture as a “counterculture of modernity” “The rebellious
slaves,” writes Robinson, “vitalized by a world-consciousness drawn from African
lore and composing their American experience into a rebellious art, had constituted
one of the crucial social bases in contradiction to bourgeois society” (314). Robinson
continued the earlier legacy of Diaspora studies but also developed a conception of
the Black Mediterranean as a precondition to the Black Atlantic and the making of
Europe itself. As for Gilroy’s emphasis on the double consciousness and cultural
hybridity of New World Black intellectuals such as Wright and Du Bois, this recogni-
tion is fundamental to Robinson’s argument about the radical petit bourgeoisie.
Indeed, drawing on the writings of Amilcar Cabral and the various musings of
C. L. R. James, Aimé Césaire, and others, Robinson demonstrates that their imbibing
of Western Civilization and their hybrid cultural lives were key to their radicalization.
When confronted with the limits of democracy under racial capitalism and colonial-
ism and with the uprisings of the Black masses whose access to bourgeois European
culture was limited, the Black petit bourgeoisie was forced to choose sides. Abandon-
ing the West was never an option, Robinson argues, but critiquing and challenging
it was.

Yet while Robinson and Gilroy grapple with many of the same questions, they do
have different agendas. Gilroy’s point, and one of his most important critical inter-
ventions, is to show the analytical limits of cultural nationalism and ethnic absolut-
ism. He demonstrates that Black people are products of the modern world, with a
unique historical legacy rooted in slavery; Blacks are hybrid people with as much
claim to the Western heritage as their former slave masters. Robinson, on the other
hand, takes the same existential condition but comes to different conclusions: slavery
did not define the Black condition because we were Africans first, with world views
and philosophical notions about life, death, possession, community, and so forth that
are rooted in that African heritage. And once we understand how to define ourselves
in terms of this collective identity, Robinson implies, then perhaps we can understand
the persistence of nationalism and various forms of race consciousness (which have
never been fully contained under the limited rubric of “nationalism”). Black Marxism
is less interested in whether or not these collective forms of struggle and conscious-
ness are “essentialist.” Instead, Robinson wants to know where they come from and
why they continue. Moreover, he is attempting to discover how these mass move-
ments shaped the thinking and actions of the Black middle strata, the most direct
recipients of Western “civilization.”

All this is to say that Gilroy and Robinson are indeed examining the same issues,
but each brings his own brilliant insights and challenging questions to the history of
Europe and the African Diaspora. I am not at all suggesting, then, that one is right
and the other wrong, or that any work that ignores Robinson’s interventions ought to
be discounted. My main point, instead, is that an opportunity for conversation has
been missed. The disappearance of such a powerful, provocative book as Black Marx-
ism from the landscape of Black cultural and political studies—not to mention the

FOREWORD  xix



vast literature on the rise of the West, capitalism, imperialism, colonialism, national-
ism, transnationalism, Diaspora studies, race, labor, and intellectual history—was a
genuine tragedy.

Thanks to the University of North Carolina Press, this tragedy should prove to be
temporary. Not unlike the music of Thelonious Monk, Black Marxism remains as
fresh and insightful as when it was first composed, still productively engaged with the
central questions posed by histories of the African Diaspora. For example, the book
attempts to address the important matter of how extensively Black people reproduced
an “African” culture in the New World. This age-old question was first raised provoc-
atively by scholars such as Melville Herskovits and Lorenzo Turner,' but it has
returned with a vengeance in the recent work of Michael Mullin, Gwendolyn Midlo
Hall, Carolyn Fick, Margaret Washington, Michael Gomez, and Joao Reis. These
newer studies, despite their emphasis on documenting and acknowledging African
“ethnic” diversity, reinforce Robinson’s thesis that African resistance to New World
slavery was profoundly shaped by the influence of slaves’ West and Central African
roots.'® Also, Black Marxism questioned what was then the existing scholarship on
both the Haitian Revolution and Brazil’s “Male Uprising” in Bahia, anticipating some
of the arguments proposed by the abovementioned authors. Robinson suggested, for
instance, as Carolyn Fick would later, that historians of Haiti need to pay more
attention to the role of the Maroons. Indeed, Robinson even took C. L. R. James’s
Black Jacobins to task for not paying enough attention to the mass uprising.

Yet while Robinson’s thesis finds confirmation in much of this new work, the
manner in which he makes his case is bound to draw criticism from scholars resistant
to the idea of “authentic” African culture or cultures. In our current era of extreme
antiessentialism, Robinson’s controversial chapter, “The Nature of the Black Radical
Tradition,” strikes a discordant note. The idea that all Africans share certain under-
standings of the world and their place in it, and that these shared understandings
shaped virtually all encounters between Black people and their European masters,
will invariably come across to some readers as a kind of nationalist fiction. But careful
readers will recognize that Robinson’s argument is deeply historical and powerfully
supported by evidence. He does not claim that Africans possess some kind of fixed
essence, for as he points out, the characteristics of the Black Radical Tradition are
more clearly evident in Africans less assimilated into a common New World identity.
Moreover, Robinson is broadly speaking of general ideas and belief systems—ways of
seeing, ways of worshipping. Few bat an eye when confronted with similarly broad
notions such as “Western thought,” “Western civilization,” and “Western philosophy.”

The most important benefit of the return of Black Marxism, however, is not its
confirmation of and challenges to recent scholarship but rather its ability to point
scholars in new directions and encourage them to take up where Robinson left off. He
opened up many roads we have yet to travel, roads that might bring us closer to
understanding and even enacting the real agenda Robinson had in mind: liberation.
How, for instance, have gender and sexuality shaped Black revolt? How do we inter-
pret the fact that Black women were often invested with great spiritual powers, or that
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Black men tended to have more opportunities to travel? Who else deserves a place in
the pantheon of Black radical intellectuals, and who will tell their stories? How does
Robinson’s framework challenge the familiar narratives of Black radicalism after
1960? What do we make of radicals who are neither black nor white, militants such as
Harlem’s Yuri Kochiyama or Detroit’s Grace Lee Boggs or the many South Asians in
England and elsewhere who cast their lot with the Black Radical Tradition? Are there
other avenues besides Marxism that have brought Black radical intellectuals face to
face with the Black Radical Tradition?!”

Let us briefly take up the last question. When we consider the lives and works of
Black radical intellectuals such as Aimé Césaire, Suzanne Césaire, Wifredo Lam,
Etienne Léro, Jayne Cortez, Simone and Pierre Yoyotte, René Dépestre, René Ménil,
and even Richard Wright, I think it could be argued that surrealism served as a bridge
between Marxism and the Black Radical Tradition. All of these thinkers were either
active in the surrealist movement or expressed an interest in surrealism. A revolution-
ary movement whose official origins can be traced to post—World War I Paris, sur-
realism drew on Marx and Freud while remaining critical of Marxism. What is
surrealism? The Chicago Surrealist group offers one of the most eloquent definitions:

Surrealism is the exaltation of freedom, revolt, imagination and love. . . . [It]
is above all a revolutionary movement. Its basic aim is to lessen and eventually
to completely resolve the contradiction between everyday life and our wildest
dreams. . . . Beginning with the abolition of imaginative slavery, it advances to the
creation of a free society in which everyone will be a poet—a society in which
everyone will be able to develop his or her potentialities fully and freely.!®

Although the surrealist movement was led by European writers and artists such as
André Breton, Paul Fluard, and Benjamin Péret, one could see in their pronounce-
ments why surrealism would attract the radical Black petit bourgeoisie. Surrealists
explicitly called for the overthrow of bourgeois culture, identified with anticolonial
movements in Africa and Asia, and turned to non-European cultures as a source of
ideas and inspiration in their critique of Western civilization. In 1925 the Paris surreal-
ist group asserted in no uncertain terms, “We profoundly hope that revolutions, wars,
colonial insurrections, will annihilate this Western civilisation whose vermin you
defend even in the Orient” And seven years later, amid economic crisis and the
spread of fascism, the group issued a document titled “Murderous Humanitarianism”
(1932) that consisted of a relentless attack on colonialism, capitalism, the clergy,
hypocritical liberals, and even the Black bourgeoisie. They also declared war: “we
Surrealistes pronounced ourselves in favour of changing the imperialist war, in its
chronic and colonial form, into a civil war. Thus we placed our energies at the
disposal of the revolution, of the proletariat and its struggles, and defined our attitude
towards the colonial problem, and hence towards the colour question.”"

For these Black intellectuals and activists, their dissatisfaction with socialist realism
had to do with the suppression of key elements of Black culture that surrealism
embraced: the unconscious, the spirit, desire, magic, and love. That most Black
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radicals did not jump headlong onto the surrealist bandwagon, ironically, has to do
with its similarity to the revolutionary core that was recognized as having always
existed in African and Black diasporic life. To paraphrase Cedric Robinson, surreal-
ism was not the path to inventing a theory of Black radicalism, but it might have been
a path to recognition.

The Afro-Chinese Cuban painter Wifredo Lam says he was drawn to surrealism be-
cause he already knew the power of the unconscious having grown up in the African-
ized spirit world of Santeria. Aimé Césaire insists that surrealism merely brought him
back to African culture. In a 1967 interview he explained, “Surrealism provided me
with what I had been confusedly searching for. I have accepted it joyfully because in it I
have found more of a confirmation than a revelation.” Surrealism also helped him to
summon up powerful unconscious forces: “This, for me, was a call to Africa. I said to
myself: it’s true that superficially we are French, we bear the marks of French customs;
we have been branded by Cartesian philosophy, by French rhetoric; but if we break
with all that, if we plumb the depths, then what we will find is fundamentally black.”
Likewise, Richard Wright, who began studying surrealist writings in the late 1930s,
discussed its impact on his thinking in his unpublished essay titled “Memories of my
Grandmother.” Surrealism, he claimed, helped him clarify the “mystery” of his grand-
mother, and by extension, the character and strengths of African American folk
culture. He gained a new appreciation for the metaphysical as well as for cultural
forms that do not follow the logic of Western rationality.?’ The artist Cheikh Tidiane
Sylla is even more explicit about how surrealism reveals what is already familiar in
African culture. “In the ecologically balanced tribal cultures of Africa,” he writes, “the
surrealist spirit is deeply embedded in social tradition. The ‘mysticismy’ prevalent in all
Black African philosophy presupposes a highly charged psychic world in which every
individual agrees to forget himself or herself in order to concentrate on the least
known instances of the mind’s movement—a thoroughly emancipatory experience.”
He further asserts that in Africa, the practice of poetry was always a way of life,
whereas in the West, surrealism was the product of a long philosophical and political
struggle “to recover what the traditional African has never lost.”?!

In many respects, the assertions of Sylla and other Black surrealists resonate power-
fully with Robinson’s description of the nature of the Black Radical Tradition. For the
Africans whom Robinson identified as the progenitors of this tradition in the New
World, he insists that the focus of their revolt “was [always] on the structures of the
mind. Its epistemology granted supremacy to metaphysics not the material” (169).
One can easily surmise from Black Marxism that surrealism might have been, at least
for some, the missing link that brought Black intellectuals (especially in the Fran-
cophone world) face to face with the Black radical tradition. The connection between
surrealism and Black radicalism certainly deserves greater exploration.

Of course, other missing links and roads not taken might shed greater light on the
history and meaning of Black radicalism. It is precisely because Robinson has written
such an ambitious, bold, and provocative book that it is bound to stimulate an endless
array of questions and challenges. And Black Marxism is as politically important and
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relevant now as it was seventeen years ago. The crises faced in the early 1980s have
hardly abated. We enter the new millennium with fewer well-paying jobs, fewer
protections for the rights of oppressed people, poorer health care, more prisons,
more wealth for fewer people, more racist backlash, more misery. In these cases, we
end the twentieth century almost where we ended the last one. Here, in the 1990s, so-
called legitimate intellectual circles openly proclaim a link between race and intel-
ligence; some, in very serious tones, are proposing the return of formal colonialism as
a way of solving Africa’s problems; the United States continues to wage imperialist
wars; and the problem of the color line as Du Bois saw it at the dawn of our century is
still with us.

Yet, amidst crisis and defeat, during the middle and late 1990s we witnessed well
over a million Black men and women, young and old, willing to march on Washington
or through Harlem in the name of atonement, freedom, self-determination, even
revolution. And in June 1998, several thousand of us gathered in Chicago to launch the
Black Radical Congress. The people drawn to these movements are looking for direc-
tion, trying to find their bearings in a world where Black existential suffering is as
much an internal, psychic, spiritual, and ideological crisis as it is a crisis of the material
world. We debate these tensions constantly—structure versus culture, spirituality
versus materiality. They are tensions Cedric Robinson explores in Black Marxism,
which is why the Black radical movement needs this book as much as the academy.

I have no doubt that the return of Black Marxism will have as great an impact on
current and future generations of thinkers as it had on me almost two decades ago. [
am also confident that this time around, it will reach a much larger audience and will
be widely discussed in classrooms, forums, and publications that take both the past
and the future seriously. Why? Because for all of its illuminating insights, bold procla-
mations, subtle historical correctives, and fascinating detours along paths still unex-
plored, Bluck Marxism’s entire scaffolding rests on one fundamental question: where
do we go from here? It is the question that produced this remarkable book in the first
place, and it is the question that will bring the next generation to it.

Robin D. G. Kelley
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PREFACE TO THE 2000 EDITION

The workers in the advanced nations have done all they could, or
intended, to do—which was always something short of revolution.
—Oliver C. Cox, Capitalism as a System

There is much to be admired in those who have struggled under the inspiration of
Marxism. And no recitation of their courage and sacrifice would be adequate or
sufficiently eloquent to capture their awesome achievements—or unhappy failures.
But the same may be said of diverse other social movements over the centuries,
equally inspired by particular constructions of human experience. What such histori-
cal spectacles of human endeavor share, of course, is the magnificence of the human
spirit: the inextinguishable resolve to refashion society according to some powerful
but imperfect moral vision.

Myths and theories of liberation have been constants in the long record of human
experience. They are the bracing concomitants to impositions of domination and
oppression, whatever the form of a particular regime. And even when the recorder of
the moment was unsympathetic or downright hostile to even the most fugitive and
muted affirmation of human integrity, there has been almost inevitably at least a
trace—a hint—of the desire for a just order. Solon, Aristophanes, Plato, Isocrates, and
Aristotle, notwithstanding their unrelieved identifications with the propertied classes
of ancient Athens, all could not entirely conceal or effectively dismiss the moral
challenges of the poor (demos), slaves, and women.! Among these writers were some
of the most clever weavers of aristocratic flummery. So it is not surprising that if the
moral authority spawned in the quest for freedom confounded their gifts for elo-
quent argument, the same would be repeated over the next two thousand years in the
works of their seemingly inexhaustible line of heirs. The medieval inquisition, with
its vast clerical intelligentsia and uncontested access to lethal force, never achieved
the extinction of the urban Waldensian, Franciscan, and Cathar rebellions against
poverty, or the largely rural communisms which bubbled up from among the peas-
ants and the Church’s own convents and monasteries.> And half a millennium later,
though the sheer volume of three centuries of legislation, literature, and state force in



support of slavery in Africa and the New World might have appeared daunting,
history proves otherwise—the liberationist agenda of antislavery triumphed.?

These three examples from ancient Athens, medieval Europe, and the modern New
World are merely instances, moments, in the extraordinary historical index of libera-
tion. Presently one might surmise that more attention is being given to liberation’s
record than at any previous moment in Western historiography. At least in part, this
is a legacy of Marxism. The more substantial inspiration, however, is the present state
of the world. For the vast majority of the planet’s peoples, the global economy
publicizes itself in human misery. Thus, the simple fact is that liberationist move-
ments abound in the real world—a reason for attention far more weighty than the
self-serving conceits of capitalist triumphalism and the incessant chants of globalism
which followed upon the disintegration of the Soviet Union.

As Foucault recounted, neither Marx nor Engels were particularly audacious when
they characterized the capitalist mode of production as voraciously exploitative. As far
back as the eighteenth century, David Ricardo, Adam Smith, and numerous other
nonradical predecessors in the emerging field of political economy had expressed
similar doubts and unease.* Hegel’s economic observations of industrial capitalism
were even more immediate to the studies conducted by Engels and Marx. In the late
eighteenth century, with uncharacteristic brevity and specificity, Hegel recorded:
“Complete mercilessness. Factories, manufacturing, base their subsistence on the
misery of one class.”® What was stunning in the writings of Marx and Engels, then, was
not their mere recognition of class struggle but rather their sympathies in that strug-
gle. While Kant and Hegel threw their support to the bureaucrats as that stratum
which constituted what Hegel designated as the “universal class,” Marx and Engels
proposed the industrial proletariat, wage laborers. But quite possibly that was less an
error in judgment (as Cox supposed) than a deceit: even in their own times, notwith-
standing their different historical contexts and their specific political maneuvers, it
should have been obvious that Kant, Hegel, Marx, and Engels all concealed their faith
in philosophy. As Marx put it in 1844: “The weapon of criticism cannot, of course, sup-
plant the criticism of weapons; material force must be overthrown by material force.
But theory, too, will become material force as soon as it seizes the masses.”® Given the
miserable social and political chaos of their era (and of our own), we should have little
difficulty in sympathizing with the impulse to seek political refuge—that is, a social
agenda—in the illusory order and power of pure logic and speculation.”

The “masses” whom Marx presumed would be “seized” by theory were European
male wage laborers and artisans in the metropoles of Western Europe, Britain, and the
United States. Here both theory and Marx’s casting of historical materialism betrayed
him. Instead of the anarchic globalism of modern capitalist production and ex-
change, Marx imagined a coherent ordering of things: congruous imperial sites from
which cohorts of capitalists cultivated, directed, and dominated satellite societies. For
Marx, capitalism consisted of a geometric whole whose elementary and often hid-
den characteristics (price, value, accumulation, and profit) could be discovered with
arithmetic means and certainty.
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Driven, however, by the need to achieve the scientific elegance and interpretive
economy demanded by theory, Marx consigned race, gender, culture, and history to
the dustbin. Fully aware of the constant place women and children held in the
workforce, Marx still deemed them so unimportant as a proportion of wage labor
that he tossed them, with slave labor and peasants, into the imagined abyss signified
by precapitalist, noncapitalist, and primitive accumulation.® And how, can we sup-
pose, was Marx’s conception of the mode-specific, internal development of European
productive forces to accommodate the technological borrowings from China, India,
Africa, and the Americas which propelled the West into industrialism and imperial-
ism?” As Andre Gunder Frank declares:

the original sin of Marx, Weber, and their followers was to look for the “origin,”
“cause,” “nature,” “mechanism,” indeed the “essence” of it [capitalism, develop-
ment, modernization] all essentially in European exceptionalism instead of in the

real world economy/system.°

Marx’s conceit was to presume that the theory of historical materialism explained
history; but, at worst, it merely rearranged history. And at its best (for it must be
acknowledged that there are some precious insights in Marxism), historical material-
ism still only encapsulated an analytical procedure which resonated with bourgeois
Europe, merely one fraction of the world economy.

Eurocentrism and secular messianism, however, were not the only ideological
elements which worked to constrict Marx’s imaginary. There was an obvious geneal-
ogy and a striking parallel between Aristotle’s treatments of slaves and slavery and
those of Marx. Aristotle saw slavery as necessary for the self-sufficiency of the polis,
and in only rare instances were slaves expected to achieve a virtuous life. Given their
marginal intelligence and development, Aristotle found no compelling reason for
inquiry into the ethics, consciousness, or desires of slaves, content to state that “the
slave is in a sense a part of his master, a living but separate part of his body.”!* Marx,
though he found slavery abhorrent, similarly recessed slaves from his discourse on
human freedom: “The slave only works swayed by fear, and it is not his existence itself
which is at stake, since it is guaranteed to him even if it does not belong to him.”!2
Their role in capitalist production, Marx believed, was an embarrassing residue of a
precapitalist, ancient mode of production, which disqualified them from historical
and political agency in the modern world. And this is not the only evidence that Marx
had been substantially influenced by Aristotle. As much as on his own immediate
predecessors (Kant, Hegel, etc.), Marx also had drawn on Aristotle for his notions of
class and class conflict, the latter most frequently signified by ancient Greek writers as
stasis. Moreover, in Capital, Marx had acknowledged the genius of Aristotle, whose
discussion of use-value and exchange-value in the Politics had predated by one and
three-quarters millenia any economic system which Marx was willing to acknowledge
as capitalist.’®

How and by what Marx and Engels were seduced into these misapprehensions is
explored in Part I of the following study. But of equal and perhaps greater interest are
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the efforts of renegade radical thinkers to determine what those seductions were and
how to recouperate radical theory from its blunders. These particular critics of Marx-
ism were products of other histories, other intellectual traditions, and other, ne-
glected participants in the world economy. When I took up this work, I was interested
specifically in those radical thinkers who had emerged from what I have termed the
Black Radical Tradition; how some of the most illustrious and perceptive of them
came to terms with Marxism is explored in Part IIl. Rather than belonging to the
mercantile, bureaucratic, or technical classes of Western Europe, their foreparents
had been the slaves and freedpersons of the West Indies and North America. More
accurately, their predecessors had been human beings who happened to be slaves.
And so in Part I, in lieu of simply locating these foreparents in some passive, residual
economic category, it was critical to explore the histories of their cultures and then
how these enslaved people responded to and reacted against the violence which
instigated and patrolled their slave statuses. Only through such an interrogation was it
possible to demonstrate their roles in the initiation of the Black Radical Tradition.

Ironically, to Black radicals of the twentieth century, one of the most compelling
features of Marxism was its apparent universalism. Unlike the dominant historical
discourses of the nineteenth century, historical materialism was inflected by an inter-
nationalism and a scientific rigor which plainly transcended the obnoxious and sinis-
ter claims for destiny exhibited by such conceits as German nationalism, British
imperialism, the racism of the “White Man’s Burden,” and so forth. For a time, then,
Marxism might have seemed an effective antidote to contemporary discourse. But
Marxism’s internationalism was not global; its materialism was exposed as an insuffi-
cient explanator of cultural and social forces; and its economic determinism too often
politically compromised freedom struggles beyond or outside of the metropole. For
Black radicals, historically and immediately linked to social bases predominantly
made up of peasants and farmers in the West Indies, or sharecroppers and peons in
North America, or forced laborers on colonial plantations in Africa, Marxism ap-
peared distracted from the cruelest and most characteristic manifestations of the
world economy. This exposed the inadequacies of Marxism as an apprehension of the
modern world, but equally troubling was Marxism’s neglect and miscomprehension
of the nature and genesis of liberation struggles which already had occurred and
surely had yet to appear among these peoples.

The Black Radical Tradition was an accretion, over generations, of collective intel-
ligence gathered from struggle. In the daily encounters and petty resistances to domi-
nation, slaves had acquired a sense of the calculus of oppression as well as its overt
organization and instrumentation. These experiences lent themselves to a means of
preparation for more epic resistance movements. The first organized revolts in the
slave castles in Africa, and on board slave ships, were generally communal in the
terms of their Old World kinships (Bambara, Ganga, Yoruba, etc.). These rebellions
sought return to African homelands and a repair of the discontinuity produced by
enslavement and transportation. Later, in the colonial settlements, when conditions
were favorable, revolts often took the form of marronage, a concession to the re-
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location of slavery and to the new, syncretic cultural identities emergent from the
social cauldron of slave organization. Newly transported “outlaw” Africans and creole
Blacks, and sometimes Native Americans and European slaves, withdrew beyond the
patrolled presence of exploitation to forge egalitarian societies.

With each historical moment, however, the rationale and cultural mechanisms of
domination became more transparent. Race was its epistemology, its ordering princi-
ple, its organizing structure, its moral authority, its economy of justice, commerce,
and power. Aristotle, one of the most original aristocratic apologists, had provided
the template in Natural Law. In inferiorizing women (“{T]he deliberative faculty of
the soul is not present at all in the slave; in a female it is present but ineffective”
[ Politics, 1260a12]), non-Greeks, and all laborers (slaves, artisans, farmers, wage work-
ers, etc.: “[T]he mass of mankind are evidently quite slavish in their tastes, preferring
a life suitable to beasts” [ Nicomachean Ethics, 1095b20]), Aristotle had articulated an
uncompromising racial construct. And from the twelfth century on, one European
ruling order after another, one cohort of clerical or secular propagandists following
another, reiterated and embellished this racial calculus.'* As the Black Radical Tradi-
tion was distilled from the racial antagonisms which were arrayed along a continuum
from the casual insult to the most ruthless and lethal rules of law; from the objec-
tifications of entries in marine cargo manifests, auction accountancy, plantation
records, broadsheets and newspapers; from the loftiness of Christian pulpits and
biblical exegesis to the minutia of slave-naming, dress, types of food, and a legion of
other significations, the terrible culture of race was revealed. Inevitably, the tradition
was transformed into a radical force. And in its most militant manifestation, no
longer accustomed to the resolution that flight and withdrawal were sufficient, the
purpose of the struggles informed by the tradition became the overthrow of the
whole race-based structure.

In the studies of these struggles, and often through engagement with them, the
Black Radical Tradition began to emerge and overtake Marxism in the work of these
Black radicals. W. E. B. Du Bois, in the midst of the antilynching movement, C. L. R.
James, in the vortex of anticolonialism, and Richard Wright, the sharecropper’s son,
all brought forth aspects of the militant tradition which had informed successive
generations of Black freedom fighters. These predecessors were Africans by origins,
predominantly recruited from the same cultural matrices, subjected to similar and
interrelated systems of servitude and oppression, and mobilized by identical impulses
to recover their dignity. And over the centuries, the liberation projects of these men
and women in Africa, the Caribbean, and the Americas acquired similar emergent
collective forms in rebellion and marronage, similar ethical and moral articulations
of resistance; increasingly, they merged as a function of what Hegel might have
recognized as the negation of the negation in the world system. Hegel’s “cunning of
history,” for one instance, was evident when in the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries, Franco-Haitian slaveowners fled to Louisiana, Virginia, and the
Carolinas with as many slaves as they could transport, thereby also transporting the
Haitian Revolution. The outrage, courage, and vision of that revolution helped in-
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spire the Pointe Coupee Conspiracy in 1795 in Louisiana, the Gabriel-led rebellion in
1800 in Virginia, and the rebellion organized by Denmark Vesey in 1822 outside of
Charleston.!s And, in turn, Denmark’s movement informed the revolutionary tract,
APPEAL in Four Articles; Together with a Preamble, to the Coloured Citizens of the
World, But in Particular, and Very Expressly, to Those of the United States of America,
penned by David Walker in Boston in 1829.

Du Bois drew on Hegelian dialectics and Marx’s notions of class struggle to correct
the interpretations of the American Civil War and its subsequent Reconstruction
period grown dominant in American historiography (for instance, Woodrow Wil-
son’s A History of the American People [1908]) and popular culture (Thomas Dixon’s
and D. W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation [1915]).'¢ Undaunted by the fact that he was
already on forbidden terrain in the thinking of Hegel, Marx, and his own American
contemporaries, Du Bois ventured further, uncovering the tradition. Almost simulta-
neously, James discovered the tradition in the Haitian Revolution. And only a little
later, Wright contributed his own critique of proletarian politics from the vantage
point of the Black Radical Tradition. For Du Bois, James, and Wright, Marxism
became a staging area for their immersion into the tradition. Black Marxism was not
a site of contestation between Marxism and the tradition, nor a revision. It was a new
vision centered on a theory of the cultural corruption of race. And thus the reach and
cross-fertilization of the tradition became evident in the anticolonial and revolution-
ary struggles of Africa, the Caribbean, and the Americas.

As a culture of liberation, the tradition crossed the familiar bounds of social and
historical narrative. Justas in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, to take one
instance, African marronage infected Native American and African settlements in
Florida to produce the Black Seminoles who fought against the United States for three
decades, the tradition has effused in myriad forms and locations. For some sense of the
diversity, one might examine how the tradition insinuated itself quite unexpectedly
into the writings of Harriet Beecher Stowe when she authored A Key to Uncle Tom’s
Cabin (1853), and particularly Dred, a Tale of the Great Dismal Swamp (1856); into the
Blacks who volunteered during the Civil War, and those in the American military who
sent letters of outrage from the Philippines during the Spanish-American War; into
Pentecostalism in the early twentieth century; into the blues composed by Rainey and
all the women named Smith; and into the filmic work of Oscar Micheaux‘during the
silent film era. Reviewing this list, I suspect the Black Radical Tradition extends into
cultural and political terrains far beyond my competence to relate.

In short, as a scholar it was never my purpose to exhaust the subject, only to suggest
that it was there.
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PREFACE

It is always necessary to know what a book is about, not just what has been written in
it but what was intended when it was written.

This work is about our people’s struggle, the historical Black struggle. It takes as a
first premise that for a people to survive in struggle it must be on its own terms: the
collective wisdom which is a synthesis of culture and the experience of that struggle.
The shared past is precious, not for itself, but because it is the basis of consciousness,
of knowing, of being. It cannot be traded in exchange for expedient alliances or
traduced by convenient abstractions or dogma. It contains philosophy, theories of
history, and social prescriptions native to it. It is a construct possessing its own terms,
exacting its own truths. I have attempted here to demonstrate its authority. More
particularly, T have investigated the failed efforts to render the historical being of Black
peoples into a construct of historical materialism, to signify our existence as merely
an opposition to capitalist organization. We are that (because we must be) but much
more. For the younger brothers and sisters, and for those who identify with the Black
struggle who are tempted by the transubstantiation of Black history to European
radical theory, this book is a challenge. I humbly submit this work to you—and to
the others with whom the project had its beginnings: Mary Agnes Lewis, Margot
Dashiell, Frederick Douglas Lewis, Welton Smith, Sherman Williams, Nebby-Lou
Crawford, Jim Lacy, Gopalan Shyamala, Jay Wright, J. Herman Blake, Don Hopkins,
Henry Ramsey, Donald Warden . . . and the others I met along the way.
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INTRODUCTION

This study attempts to map the historical and intellectual contours of the encounter
of Marxism and Black radicalism, two programs for revolutionary change. 1 have
undertaken this effort in the belief that in its way each represents a significant and
immanent mode of social resolution, but that each is a particular and critically
different realization of a history. The point is that they may be so distinct as to be
incommensurable. At issue here is whether this is so. If it is, judgments must be made,
choices taken.

The inquiry required that both Marxism and Black radicalism be subjected to
interrogations of unusual form: the first, Marxism, because few of its adherents have
striven hard enough to recognize its profound but ambiguous indebtedness to West-
ern civilization; the second, Black radicalism, because the very circumstance of its
appearance has required that it be misinterpreted and diminished. I have hoped to
contribute to the correction of these errors by challenging in both instances the
displacement of history by aeriform theory and self-serving legend. Whether I have
succeeded is for the reader to judge. But first it may prove useful to outline the
construction of the study.

In Western societies for the better part of the past two centuries, the active and intel-
lectual opposition of the Left to class rule has been vitalized by the vision of a socialist
order: an arrangement of human relations grounded on the shared responsibility and
authority over the means of social production and reproduction. The variations on
the vision have been many, but over the years of struggle the hardiest tradition has
proven to be that identified with the work and writings of Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels,
and V. L. Lenin. Obviously here the term “tradition” is used rather loosely since the
divergencies of opinion and deed between Marx, Engels, and Lenin have been demon-
strated by history to be as significant as their correspondence. Nevertheless, in com-
mon as well as in academic parlance, these three activist-intellectuals are taken to be
the principal figures of Marxist or Marxist-Leninist socialism. Marxism was founded
on the study of the capitalist expropriation and exploitation of labor as first taken up
by Engels, then elaborated by Marx’s “material theory of history,” his recognition of
the evolving systems of capitalist production and the inevitability of class struggle, and
later augmented by Lenin’s conceptions of imperialism, the state, the “dictatorship of
the proletariat,” and the role of the revolutionary party. It has provided the ideological,
historical, and political vocabulary for much of the radical and revolutionary presence



emergent in modern Western societies. Elsewhere, in lands economically parasitized
by the capitalist world system, or in those rare instances where its penetration has been
quarantined by competing historical formations, some sorts of Marxism have again
translated a concern with fundamental social change.

However, it is still fair to say that at base, that is at its epistemological substratum,
Marxism is a Western construction—a conceptualization of human affairs and his-
torical development that is emergent from the historical experiences of European
peoples mediated, in turn, through their civilization, their social orders, and their
cultures. Certainly its philosophical origins are indisputably Western. But the same
must be said of its analytical presumptions, its historical perspectives, its points of
view. This most natural consequence though has assumed a rather ominous signifi-
cance since European Marxists have presumed more frequently than not that their
project is identical with world-historical development. Confounded it would seem by
the cultural zeal that accompanies ascendant civilizations, they have mistaken for
universal verities the structures and social dynamics retrieved from their own distant
and more immediate pasts. Even more significantly, the deepest structures of “his-
torical materialism,” the foreknowledge for its comprehension of historical move-
ment, have tended to relieve European Marxists from the obligation of investigating
the profound effects of culture and historical experience on their science. The order-
ing ideas that have persisted in Western civilization (and Marx himself as we shall see
was driven to admit such phenomena), reappearing in successive “stages” of its
development to dominate arenas of social ideology, have little or no theoretical justifi-
cation in Marxism for their existence. One such recurring idea is racialism: the
legitimation and corroboration of social organization as natural by reference to the
“racial” components of its elements. Though hardly unique to European peoples, its
appearance and codification, during the feudal period, into Western conceptions of
society was to have important and enduring consequences.

In the first part of this study, I have devoted three chapters to explicating the
appearance and formulation of racial sensibility in Western civilization and its social
and ideological consequences. Chapter 1 reconstructs the history of the emergence of
racial order in feudal Europe and delineates its subsequent impact on the organiza-
tion of labor under capitalism. Racism, I maintain, was not simply a convention for
ordering the relations of European to non-European peoples but has its genesis in the
“internal” relations of European peoples. As part of the inventory of Western civiliza-
tion it would reverberate within and without, transferring its toll from the past to the
present. In contradistinction to Marx’s and Engels’s expectations that bourgeois so-
ciety would rationalize social relations and demystify social consciousness, the ob-
verse occurred. The development, organization, and expansion of capitalist society
pursued essentially racial directions, so too did social ideology. As a material force,
then, it could be expected that racialism would inevitably permeate the social struc-
tures emergent from capitalism. I have used the term “racial capitalism” to refer to
this development and to the subsequent structure as a historical agency. The second
chapter, as it rehearses the formation of the working classes in England, looks pre-
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cisely at this phenomenon. Since the English working classes were the social basis for
Engels’s conceptualization of the modern proletariat, and conjoined with the sans-
culotte of the French Revolution to occupy a similar place in Marx’s thought, their
evolving political and ideological character is of signal importance in reckoning the
objective basis for Marxist theory. Of particular interest is the extent to which racial-
ism (and subsequently nationalism) both as ideology and actuality affected the class
consciousness of workers in England. In the intensely racial social order of England’s
industrializing era, the phenomenology of the relations of production bred no objec-
tive basis for the extrication of the universality of class from the particularisms of
race. Working-class discourse and politics remained marked by the architectonic
possibilities previously embedded in the culture.

But the appearance of European socialism and its development into a tradition
was, as well, somewhat at odds with socialism’s subsequent historiography and ortho-
doxies. The third chapter pursues among the middle classes the obscured origins of
socialism and the contradictions that weakened its political and ideological expres-
sions. It was indeed nationalism, a second “bourgeois” accretion, that most subverted
the socialist creation. Nationalism, as a mix of racial sensibility and the economic
interests of the national bourgeoisies, was as powerful an ideological impulse as any
spawned from these strata. As an acquired temper and as a historical force met on the
fields of social and political revolution, nationalism bemused the founders of histori-
cal materialism and those who followed them. It was to overtake both the direction of
capitalist development and eventually the formative structures of socialist societies as
they appeared in the present century. The historical trajectories of those develop-
ments, again, were almost entirely unexpected in a theoretical universe from which it
had been discerned that ideology and false consciousness were supposedly being
expelled. When in its time Black radicalism became manifest within Western society
as well as at the other junctures between European and African peoples, one might
correctly expect that Western radicalism was no more receptive to it than were the
apologists of power.

Part II takes up this other radical tradition, Black radicalism, the conditions of its
historical emergence, its forms, and its nature. This exposition begins in chapter 4
with the reinvestigation of the past relations between Europeans and Africans, a past
that has been transformed by Europeans and for Europeans into a grotesque parody, a
series of legends as monstrously proportioned as Pliny’s Blemmyae “whose heads / Do
grow beneath their shoulders.” The obscuring of the Black radical tradition is seated
in the West’s suppression of Europe’s previous knowledge of the African (and its own)
past. The denial of history to African peoples took time—several hundreds of years—
beginning with the emergence of Western Europeans from the shadow of Muslim
domination and paternalism. It was also a process that was to transport the image of
Africa across separate planes of dehumanization latticed by the emerging modalities
of Western culture. In England, at first gripped by a combative and often hysterical
Christianity—complements of the crusades, the “reconquests,” and the rise of Italian
capitalism—medieval English devouts recorded dreams in which the devil appeared
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as “a blacke moore,” “an Ethiope.” This was part of the grammar of the church, the
almost singular repository of knowledge in Europe. Centuries later the Satanic gave
way to the representation of Africans as a different sort of beast: dumb, animal labor,
the benighted recipient of the benefits of slavery. Thus the “Negro” was conceived.
The Negro—whose precedents could be found in the racial fabrications concealing
the Slavs (the slaves), the Irish and others—substantially eradicated in Western histor-
ical consciousness the necessity of remembering the significance of Nubia for Egypt’s
formation, of Egypt in the development of Greek civilization, of Africa for imperial
Rome, and more pointedly of Islam’s influence on Europe’s economic, political, and
intellectual history. From such a creature not even the suspicion of tradition needed
to be entertained. In its stead there was the Black slave, a consequence masqueraded as
an anthropology and a history.

The creation of the Negro was obviously at the cost of immense expenditures of
psychic and intellectual energies in the West. The exercise was obligatory. It was an
effort commensurate with the importance Black labor power possessed for the world
economy sculpted and dominated by the ruling and mercantile classes of Western
Europe. As chapter 5 indicates, the Atlantic slave trade and the slavery of the New
World were integral to the modern world economy. Their relationship to capitalism
was historical and organic rather than adventitious or synthetic. The Italian financiers
and merchants whose capital subsidized Iberian exploration of the Atlantic and
Indian oceans were also masters of (largely “European”) slave colonies in the Mediter-
ranean, Certainly slave labor was one of their bases for what Marx termed “primitive
accumulation.” But it would be an error to arrest the relationship there, assigning
slave labor to some “pre-capitalist” stage of history. For more than 300 years slave
labor persisted beyond the beginnings of modern capitalism, complementing wage
labor, peonage, serfdom, and other methods of labor coercion. Ultimately, this meant
that the interpretation of history in terms of the dialectic of capitalist class struggles
would prove inadequate, a mistake ordained by the preoccupation of Marxism with
the industrial and manufacturing centers of capitalism; a mistake founded on the
presumptions that Europe itself had produced, that the motive and material forces
that generated the capitalist system were to be wholly located in what was a fictive
historical entity. From its very foundations capitalism had never been—any more
than Europe—a “closed system.”

Necessarily then, Marx’s and Engels’s theory of revolution was insufficient in scope:
the European proletariat and its social allies did not constitute the revolutionary
subject of history, nor was working-class consciousness necessarily the negation of
bourgeois culture. Out of what was in reality a rather more complex capitalist world
system {and one to which Marx in his last decade paid closer attention), other
revolutionary forces emerged as well. Informed as they were by the ideas and cultures
drawn from their own historical experiences, these movements assumed forms only
vaguely anticipated in the radical traditions of the West. In the terms of capitalist
society they were its negation, but that was hardly the source of their being. And
among them was the persistent and continuously evolving resistance of African peo-
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ples to oppression. The sixth chapter rehearses the history of this Black radical
tradition in the African diaspora and to some extent in the African continent itself. As
both this and the seventh chapter attempt to demonstrate, the record of resistance for
four centuries or more, from Nueva Espana to Nyasaland, leaves in no doubt the
specifically African character of those struggles. Resistances were formed through the
meanings that Africans brought to the New World as their cultural possession; mean-
ings sufficiently distinct from the foundations of Western ideas as to be remarked
upon over and over by the European witnesses of their manifestations; meanings
enduring and powerful enough to survive slavery to become the basis of an opposi-
tion to it. With Western society as a condition, that tradition almost naturally as-
sumed a theoretical aspect as well.

The third and final section of this study traces the social and intellectual back-
grounds of the processes that led to the theoretical articulation of Black radicalism.
The conditions for modern Black theory were present first in the African diaspora.
Far from Africa and physically enveloped by hostile communities, Black opposition
acquired a penetrative comprehension. But it was a social and political as well as a
historical process that nurtured theory. In the pursuit of that process I have identified
three seminal Black radical intellectuals: William Edward Burkhardt Du Bois, Cyril
Lionel Robert James, and Richard Nathaniel Wright. They have been chosen for
detailed treatment not only because they made substantial contributions to the theo-
retical text, but because their lives and circumstances were prisms of the events
impending on and emanating from the Black radical tradition. Their reactions to
their confrontation with Black resistance, the very means used for their expression
were distinct but related, characterized by circumstance, temperament, and training.
Though their lives were very dissimilar—only Wright could be said to have been
directly produced by the Black peasant and working classes—they all came to that
tradition late (and hesitantly, as I will argue with respect to Du Bois and James). For
all three, though, Marxism had been the prior commitment, the first encompassing
and conscious experience of organized opposition to racism, exploitation, and domi-
nation. As Marxists, their apprenticeships proved to be significant but ultimately
unsatisfactory. In time, events and experience drew them toward Black radicalism
and the discovery of a collective Black resistance inspired by an enduring cultural
complex of historical apprehension. In these concluding chapters I have attempted to
demonstrate how and why this was so. Taken together, the efforts of Du Bois, James,
and Wright consisted of a first step toward the creation of an intellectual legacy that
would complement the historical force of Black struggle. Their destiny, I suggest, was
not to create the idea of that struggle so much as to articulate it. Regardless, the Black
opposition to domination has continued to acquire new forms. In a very real sense
then, the present study follows.
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RACIAL CAPITALISM:
THE NONOBJECTIVE
CHARACTER OF
CAPITALIST
DEVELOPMENT

The historical development of world capitalism was influenced in a most fundamen-
tal way by the particularistic forces of racism and nationalism. This could only be true
if the social, psychological, and cultural origins of racism and nationalism both
anticipated capitalism in time and formed a piece with those events that contributed
directly to its organization of production and exchange. Feudal society is the key.
More particularly, the antagonistic commitments, structures, and ambitions that
feudal society encompassed are better conceptualized as those of a developing civili-
zation than as elements of a unified tradition.

The processes through which the world system emerged contained an opposition
between the rationalistic thrusts of an economistic worldview and the political mo-
menta of collectivist logic. The feudal state, an instrument of signal importance to the
bourgeoisie, was to prove to be as consistently antithetical to the commercial integra-
tion represented by a world system as it had to the idea of Christendom. Neither the
state nor later the nation could slough off the particularistic psychologies and inter-
ests that served as contradictions to a global community. A primary consequence of
the conflict between those two social tendencies was that capitalists, as the architects
of this system, never achieved the coherence of structure and organization that had
been the promise of capitalism as an objective system.! On the contrary, the history of
capitalism has in no way distinguished itself from earlier eras with respect to wars,
material crises, and social conflicts. A secondary consequence is that the critique of
capitalism, to the extent that its protagonists have based their analyses upon the



presumption of a determinant economic rationality in the development and expan-
sion of capitalism, has been characterized by an incapacity to come to terms with the
world system’s direction of developments. Marxism, the dominant form that the
critique of capitalism has assumed in Western thought, incorporated theoretical and
ideological weaknesses that stemmed from the same social forces that provided the
bases of capitalist formation.

The creation of capitalism was much more than a matter of the displacement of
feudal modes and relations of production by capitalist ones.? Certainly, the transfor-
mation of the economic structures of noncapitalist Europe (specifically the Mediter-
ranean and western European market, trade, and production systems) into capitalist
forms of production and exchange was a major part of this process. Still, the first
appearance of capitalism in the fifteenth century® involved other dynamics as well.
The social, cultural, political, and ideological complexes of European feudalisms
contributed more to capitalism than the social “fetters”™ that precipitated the bour-
geoisie into social and political revolutions. No class was its own creation. Indeed,
capitalism was less a catastrophic revolution (negation) of feudalist social orders than
the extension of these social relations into the larger tapestry of the modern world’s
political and economic relations. Historically, the civilization evolving in the western
extremities of the Asian/European continent, and whose first signification is medi-
eval Europe,’ passed with few disjunctions from feudalism as the dominant mode of
production to capitalism as the dominant mode of production. And from its very
beginnings, this European civilization, containing racial, tribal, linguistic, and re-
gional particularities, was constructed on antagonistic differences.

Europe’s Formation

The social basis of European civilization was “among those whom the Romans called
the ‘barbarians. ”® Prior to the eleventh or twelfth centuries, the use of the collective
sense of the term “barbarian” was primarily a function of exclusion rather than a
reflection of any significant consolidation among those peoples. The term signified
that the “barbarians” had their historical origins beyond the civilizing reach of Ro-
man law and the old Roman imperial social order. The “Europe” of the ninth century
for which the Carolingian family and its minions claimed paternity was rather limited
geopolitically’ and had a rather short and unhappy existence. Interestingly, for several
centuries following the deaths of Charlemagne and his immediate heirs (the last being
Arnulf, d.899), both the Emperor and Europe were more the stuff of popular legend
and clerical rhetoric than manifestations of social reality.® The idea of Europe, no
longer a realistic project, was transferred from one of a terrestrial social order to that
of a spiritual kingdom: Christendom.

In fact, those peoples to whom the Greeks and the Romans referred collectively as
barbarians were of diverse races with widely differing cultures.® The diversity of their
languages is, perhaps, one measure of their differences. But in using this measure, we
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must be cautious of the schemes of classification of those languages that reduce the
reality of their numbers to simple groupings like the Celtic, the Italic, the Germanic,
the Balto-Slavonic, and Albanian languages.'

Direct and indirect evidence indicates that a more authentic mapping of the
languages of the proto-Europeans would be much more complex. For instance,
H. Munro Chadwick, as late as 1945, could locate extant descendants of those sev-
eral languages among the Gaelic, Welsh, and Breton languages of Great Britain and
France; the Portuguese, Spanish, Catalan, Provencal, French, Italian, Sardinian, Al-
pine, and Rumanian languages and dialects of southern and western Europe; the
English, Frisian, Dutch, German, Danish, Swedish, Norwegian, and Icelandic lan-
guages of England, Scotland the Netherlands, Germany, and Scandinavia; the Russian,
Bulgarian, Yugoslavian, Slovenian, Slovakian, Czech, Polish, and Lusitian languages
and dialects of central and eastern Europe; and the Latvian and Lithuanian languages
of northern Europe.!! But even Chadwick’s list was of merely those languages that had
survived “the millennium of Europe.” The list would lengthen considerably if one
were to consider the languages which existed in this area at the beginning of this era
and are no longer spoken (for example, Latin, Cornish, and Prusai), along with those
languages of peoples who preceded the migrations from the north and east of Rome’s
barbarians (for example, Basque, Etruscan, Oscan, and Umbrian).!2

The Ostrogoth, Visigoth, Vandal, Suevi, Burgundi, Alamanni, and Frank peoples—
that is the barbarians—whose impact on the fortunes of the Late Roman Empire from
the fifth century was quick and dramatic,'® were in fact a small minority of thousands
among the millions of the decaying state. Henri Pirenne, relying on the estimates of
Emile-Felix Gautier and L. Schmidt, reports that the Ostrogoths and Visigoths may
have numbered 100,000 each, the Vandals 80,000, and the Burgundi 25,000.'* More-
over, the warrior strata of each kingdom are consistently estimated at about 20
percent of their populations. On the other hand, the Empire that they invaded
contained as many as 50—70 million persons.!* Pirenne cautiously concludes:

All this is conjecture. Our estimate would doubtless be in excess of the truth if, for
the Western provinces beyond the limes, we reckoned the Germanic element as
constituting 5 percent of the population.!®

More importantly, the vast majority of the barbarians “came not as conquerors,
but exactly as, in our own day, North Africans, Italians, Poles cross into Metropolitan
France to look for work.”'” In a relatively short time, in the southern-most European
lands that were bounded by the Western Roman Empire, these peoples were entirely
assimilated by the indigenous peoples as a primarily slave labor force.!® The pattern
was already a familiar one within the dying civilization of the Mediterranean'® with
which they desired and desperately needed to join.? It is also important to realize that
with respect to the emerging European civilization whose beginnings coincide with
the arrivals of these same barbarians, slave labor as a critical basis of production
would continue without any significant interruption into the twentieth century.!
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From the familia rustica that characterized Roman and even earlier Greek (doulos)
rural production within vast estates, through the manucipia of the colonicae and
mansi land-holdings of Merovingian (481—752) and Carolingian eras, the feudal vil-
lains of western medieval Europe and England, and the sclavi of the Genoese and
Venetian merchants who dominated commercial trade in the Mediterranean from the
thirteenth to the sixteenth century, slave labor persisted as an aspect of European
agrarian production up to the modern era.?? Neither feudal serfdom, nor capitalism
had as their result the elimination or curtailment of slavery.?* At the very most (it is
argued by some), their organization served to relocate it.*

Despite the “Romanization” of the southern Goths, or seen differently because of
it, the Germanic tribes did establish the general administrative boundaries that were
to mark the nations of modern western Europe. The kingdoms that they established,
mainly under the rules of Roman hospitalitas and in accordance with Roman admin-
istration,?® were in large measure the predecessors of France, Germany, Spain, and
Italy.

Still, we must not forget that in historical reconstruction, a medieval age is to be
intervened between these two ages. Medieval Europe, though still agricultural in
economy, was a much cruder existence for slave, peasant, farmer, artisan, land-owner,
cleric, and nobility alike than had been the circumstance for their predecessors in the
Empire. Urban life declined, leaving the old cities in ruins,?® long-distance trade,
especially by sea routes, decayed dramatically.”” Latouche summarizes:

The balance-sheet of the Merovingian economy is singularly disappointing. The
now fashionable, if unpleasant, word “rot” describes it to perfection. Whether in
the sphere of town life, commerce, barter, currency, public works, shipping, we
find everywhere the same policy of neglect, the same selfish refusal to initiate
reform. From this disastrous, drifting laissez-faire which left men and things as
they had always been, pursuing unchanged their traditional way of life, there
sprang the illusion that the ancient world still lingered on; it was, in fact, no more
than a facade.?®

The Carolingian Empire did little to repair the “rot” that anticipated the restructur-
ing of Europe in feudal terms. The Muslim conquests of the Mediterranean in the
seventh and eighth centuries had deprived the European economies of the urban,
commercial, productive, and cultural vitality they required for their reconstruction.
Pirenne put it boldly:

The ports and the cities were deserted. The link with the Orient was severed, and
there was no communication with the Saracen coasts. There was nothing but
death. The Carolingian Empire presented the most striking contrast with the Byz-
antine. It was purely an inland power, for it had no outlets. The Mediterranean
territories, formerly the most active portions of the Empire, which supported the
life of the whole, were now the poorest, the most desolate, the most constantly
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menaced. For the first time in history the axis of Occidental civilization was dis-
placed toward the North, and for many centuries it remained between the Seine
and the Rhine. And the Germanic peoples, which had hitherto played only the
negative part of destroyers, were now called upon to play a positive part in the
reconstruction of European civilization.?

Latouche, though he differed with Pirenne on many of the particulars of the
Carolingian response to the loss of the Mediterranean, finally concurred:

[T]he Empire broke up less than half a century after its creation, and Charlemagne
did nothing to prevent, and did not even attempt to delay, the development of
feudal institutions, so heavy with menace for the future. . . a world in which there
were no great business concerns, no industries, and in which agricultural activity
was predominant.*

Urban life, trade, and market systems incorporating the goods of long-distance
trade did not return to Europe until the end of the eleventh century at the earliest, and
most probably during the twelfth century.! By then, the depth to which the degrada-
tion of European life had fallen is perhaps best expressed by the appearance of
commercialized cannibalism.>

The First Bourgeoisie

Into this depressed land where few were free of the authority of an intellectually
backward and commercially unimaginative ruling class, where famine and epidemics
were the natural order of things, and where the sciences of the Ancient World had
long been displaced as the basis of intellectual development by theological fables and
demonology,® appeared the figure to which European social theorists, Liberal and
Marxist, attribute the generation of Western civilization: the bourgeoisie. The mer-
chant was as alien to feudal society as the barbarian invaders had been to the Empire.
Unlike the Mediterranean tradesmen,’ the origins of the western European bour-
geoisie are obscured. No doubt this is largely due to the fact that historical documen-
tation is inevitably sparse where civilization in the formal sense of urban culture has
largely disappeared, and where life is recorded by an elite of land and church largely
preoccupied with its own experience while hostile to commerce.?® Nevertheless, it is
clear that the western European merchant class—“a class of deracines”**—crystallized
within a social order for which it was an extrinsic phenomena.

The economic organization of demesne production was characterized by Pirenne
as a “closed domestic economy one which we might call, with more exactitude, the
economy of no markets.”?” In fact, there were markets, local ones, but their function
and existence had no part in the development of the markets of long-distance trades
that were the basis of the merchant class’s development. The mercati, whose existence
predates the bourgeoisie, dealt not in trade but foodstuffs at the retail level.*® The one
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factor “internal” to the feudal order that did contribute to the rise of the bourgeoisie
was the eleventh century’s population growth. This increase had ultimately placed
significant strains on feudal production:

It had as a result the detaching from the land an increasingly important number of
individuals and committing them to that roving and hazardous existence which, in
every agricultural civilization, is the lot of those who no longer find themselves
with their roots in the soil. It multiplied the crowd of vagabonds. . . . Energetic
characters, tempered by the experience of a life full of the unexpected, must have
abounded among them. Many knew foreign languages and were conversant with
the customs and needs of diverse lands. Let a lucky chance present itself . . . they
were remarkably well equipped to profit thereby. . . . Famines were multiplied
throughout Europe, sometimes in one province and sometimes in another, by that
inadequate system of communications, and increased still more the opportunities,
for those who knew how to make use of them, of getting rich. A few timely sacks of
wheat, transported to the right spot, sufficed for the realizing of huge profits. . .. It
was certainly not long before nouveaux riches made their appearance in the midst
of this miserable crowd of impoverished, bare-foot wanderers in the world.*

In the beginning, before they could properly be described as bourgeoisie, these
merchants traveled from region to region, their survival a matter of their mobility
and their ability to capitalize on the frequent ruptures and breakdowns of the repro-
duction of populations sunk into the manorial soil. Their mobility may have also
been occasioned by the fact that many of them were not free-born and thus sought
respite from their social condition by flight from their lords: “By virtue of the wan-
dering existence they led, they were everywhere regarded as foreigners.”* For security
they often traveled in small bands—a habit that would continue into their more
sedentary period. It was not long before they began to establish porti (storehouses or
transfer points for merchandise) outside the burgs (the fortresses of the Germanic
nobles) bishoprics and towns that straddled the main routes of war, communications,
and later, international trade. It was these porti, or merchant colonies, that founded,
in the main, the medieval cities of Europe’s hinterland. It was at this point that the
merchants of Europe became bourgeoisies (burgenses). By the beginnings of the
twelfth century, these bourgeoisies had already begun the transformation of Euro-
pean life so necessary for the emergence of capitalism as the dominant organization
of European production.

The western European bourgeoisie re-established the urban centers by basing them
upon exchange between the Mediterranean, the East, and northern Europe:

[In the tenth century] there appears in Anglo-Saxon texts the word “port,” em-
ployed as a synonym for the Latin words urbs and civitas, and even at the present
day the term “ports” is commonly met with in the names of cities of every land of
English speech.

Nothing shows more clearly the close connection that existed between the eco-
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nomic revival of the Middle Ages and the beginnings of city life. They were so
intimately related that the same word which designated a commercial settlement
served in one of the great idioms of Europe to designate the town itself.*!

Elsewhere, Pirenne puts it more succinctly: “Europe ‘colonized’ herself, thanks to
the increase of her inhabitants.”#? Flanders—geographically situated to service the
commerce of the northern seas, and economically critical because of the Flemish
cloth industry—was the first of the major European merchant centers. Close be-
hind Flanders came Bruges, Ghent, Ypres, Lille, Douai, Arras, Tournai, Cambrai,
Valenciennes, Liege, Huy, Dinant, Cologne, Mainz, Rouen, Bordeaux, and Bayonne.*
Cloth, which both Pirenne* and Karl Polanyi** identify as the basis of European
trade, originally a rural industry, was transformed by the bourgeoisie in Flanders into
an urban manufacture “organized on the capitalistic basis of wage labour*s The
urban concentration of industry was thus initiated:

The increase of the population naturally favored industrial concentration. Num-
bers of the poor poured into the towns where cloth-making, the activity of which
trade grew proportionately with the development of commerce, guaranteed them
their daily bread. . . .

The old rural industry very quickly disappeared. It could not compete with that
of the town, abundantly supplied with the raw material of commerce, operating at
lower prices, and enjoying more advanced methods. . . .

[Wlhatever might be the nature of industry in other respects, everywhere it
obeyed that law of concentration which was operative at such an early date in
Flanders. Everywhere the city groups, thanks to commerce, drew rural industry to
them.*’

It is also true that the bourgeoisie, in so doing, came to free some portions of the
serfs*® only to re-enslave them through wage labor. For with urban industry came the
successful attack on feudal and seigniorial servitude:

Freedom, of old, used to be the monopoly of a privileged class. By means of the
cities it again took its place in society as a natural attribute of the citizen. Hereafter
it was enough to reside on city soil to acquire it. Every serf who had lived for a year
and a day within the city limits had it by definite right: the statute of limitations
abolished all rights which his lord exercised over his person and chattels. Birth
meant little. Whatever might be the mark with which it had stigmatized the infant
in his cradle, it vanished in the atmosphere of the city.®

With the flourishing of long-distance trade and the development of urban centers in
western Europe came some specializations in rural production. Though open-field
agriculture dominated Europe as a whole in the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth
centuries, specialized grain production could be found in Prussia (corn), Tuscany and
Lombardy (cereals), England (wheat), and north Germany (rye). By the late fifteenth
century, viticulture had appeared in Italy, Spain, France, and southwest Germany. In
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the Baltic and North Seas, fishing and salt made up a significant part of the cargoes of
Hanseatic shippers. And in England and Spain, meat production for export had
begun to emerge.>°

In northern Europe, these exports joined wool and woolen cloth as the major bases
of international trade. In southern Europe—more precisely the Mediterranean—the
long-distance trade in cloth (wool, silk, and later cotton), grains, and wines came to
complement a significant trade in luxury goods:

The precious stuffs from the east found their way into every rich household, and so
did the specialities of various European regions: amber and furs from the countries
bordering on the Baltic; objets d’art such as paintings from Flanders, embroidery
from England, enamels from Limoges; manuscript books for church, boudoir or
library; fine armor and weapons from Milan and glass from Venice.>!

Still, according to Iris Origo, the most precious cargo of the Mediterranean trades-
men was slaves:

European and Levantine traders sold Grecian wines and Ligurian figs, and the
linen and woolen stuffs of Champagne and Lombardy, and purchased precious
silks from China, carpets from Bokhara and Samarkand, furs from the Ural Moun-
tains, and Indian spices, as well as the produce of the rich black fields and forests of
the Crimea. But the most flourishing trade of all was that in slaves—for Caffa was
the chief slave-market of the Levant.>

Tartar, Greek, Armenian, Russian, Bulgarian, Turkish, Circassian, Slavonic, Cretan,
Arab, African (Mori), and occasionally Chinese (Cathay) slaves®>—two-thirds of
whom were female®*—were to be found in the households of wealthy and “even
relatively modest Catalan and Italian families.”>

From the thirteenth century to the beginnings of the fifteenth century, the primary
function of these predominantly European slaves in the economics of southern Eu-
rope was domestic service.*® Nevertheless, in Spain (Catalan and Castile) and in the
Italian colonies on Cyprus, Crete, and in Asia Minor (Phocaea) and Palestine, Geno-
ese and Venetian masters used both European and African slaves in agriculture on
sugar plantations, in industry, and for work in mines:

This variety of uses to which slaves were put illustrates clearly the degree to which
medieval colonial slavery served as a model for Atlantic colonial slavery. Slave man-
power had been employed in the Italian colonies in the Mediterranean for all the
kinds of work it would be burdened with in the Atlantic colonies. The only impor-
tant change was that the white victims of slavery were replaced by a much greater
number of African Negroes, captured in raids or bought by traders.”’

In an unexpected way, this trade in slaves would prove to be the salvation of the
Mediterranean bourgeoisie. In the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, how-
ever, it appeared that the merchants of the European hinterland would inevitably
overshadow those of Italy’s city-states. They, unlike the Italians, were undeterred, as
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Giuliano Procacci points out, by the peninsula’s small but densely packed popula-
tions; the increasingly unfavorable ratios of townsmen to countrymen (Florence
could only survive on the produce of its countryside for five months of the year,
Venice and Genoa had to be almost entirely supplied by sea); and the rapid de-
forestation of the countryside that aggravated the destruction of the autumn and
spring floods.®

However, it was the fate of this nascent bourgeoisie not to thrive. Indeed, for one
historical moment, even the further development of capitalism might be said to have
been in question. The events of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries intervened in
the processes through which feudalism was ultimately displaced by the several forms
of capitalism.” The consequence of those events were to determine the species of
the modern world: the identities of the bourgeoisies that transformed capitalism
into a world system; the sequences of this development; the relative vitalities of
the several European economies; and the sources of labor from which each economy
would draw.

The momentous events of which we speak were: the periodic famines that struck
Europe in this period, the Black Death of the mid-fourteenth century and subsequent
years, the Hundred Years War (1337—1453), and the rebellions of peasants and ar-
tisans.®® Together they had a devastating impact on western Europe and the Mediter-
ranean—decimating the populations of cities and countryside alike, disrupting trade,
collapsing industry and agricultural production—leveling, as it were, the bulk of
the most developed regions of western European bourgeois activity. Denys Hay has
summed it up quite well:

The result of prolonged scarcity, endemic and pandemic plague, the intermittent
but catastrophic invasions of ruthless armies, and the constant threat in many areas
from well-organized robber bands, was seen not only in a dwindling population
but in roads abandoned to brambles and briars, in arable land out of cultivation
and in deserted villages. Contraction in the area of cultivation in its turn made
dearth the more likely. There was in every sense a vicious circle. A sober estimate
suggests that “in 1470 the number of households was halved in most European
villages compared with the start of the fourteenth century”; the reconquest of
forest and waste of the arable is “an episode equal in importance to the drama of
the earlier clearings.”®!

This general economic decline in Europe of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries
was marked in a final and visible way by social disorders much more profound than
the territorial wars. Such wars, after all had been in character with feudal society. The
appearance of peasant movements was not:

In the boom condition of the thirteenth century there had been in rural areas a
degree of over-population which made many peasants—day labourers, poor serfs—
very vulnerable. Now the countryside was more sparsely occupied and a better
living was possible for those who remained. . . . What was new in the slump
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conditions of the fourteenth century was a bitterness in the lord’s relations with
the villagers.®?

As Hay indicates, the most intense of the peasant rebellions occurred in Flanders
(1325—28), northern France (the Jacquerie of 1358), and England (1381). But such
movements erupted over much of western Europe during the fourteenth, fifteenth,
and sixteenth centuries. In France, and especially Normandy (precipitated surely by
the final savaging of the peasants by the forces of the Hundred Years War), in Cata-
lonia (1409-13 and later), in Jutland (1411), in Finland (1438), and in Germany (1524),
peasants arose, seizing land, executing lords, clergy, and even lawyers, demanding an
end to manorial dues, petitioning for the establishment of wage-labor, and insisting
on the dissolution of restrictions on free buying and selling.*?

Within the vortex of these disturbances, long-distance trade declined drastically. In
England, the export of wool and cloth, and subsequently their production, fell well
below thirteenth-century levels.* In France (Gascony), the export of wine was simi-
larly affected.®> Hay remarks that “Florentine bankruptcies in the first half of the
fourteenth century are paralleled by similar troubles in Florence at the end of the fif-
teenth century,”®® while P. Ramsey notes the precipitous fall of “the great merchant
bankers of southern Germany.”¢” Further north, the Hansa League disintegrated,®®
while to the west, the Flemish cloth industry collapsed.®® Finally, even the northern
Italian city-states found their bourgeoisie in decline. The rise of the Ottoman Empire,
at first disruptive to the Italian merchant houses, would dictate new accommodations
to Islam and commerce, eventually persuading some of the Italians to relocate as capi-
talist colonists in the Iberian peninsula.” For the moment, however, the foundations
of the European civilization, still figuratively embryonic, appeared to be crumbling.

The Modern World Bourgeoisie

Henri Pirenne, however, provided a key to one of the mysteries of the emergence of
the modern era in the sixteenth century from the chaos and desperation of the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries: the “survival” of the bourgeoisie. Pirenne also
anticipated the somewhat rhetorical question put by K. G. Davies in the heat of the
debate revolving around the historical authenticity of the phrase: the rise of the
middle class. Davies queried:

What, after all, is wrong with the suggestion that the bourgeoisie, not steadily but by
fits and starts, improved its status over many centuries, a process that began with
the appearance of towns and has not yet been finally consummated?”!

Forty years earlier, Pirenne had already replied:

I believe that, for each period into which our economic history may be divided,
there is a distinct and separate class of capitalists. In other words, the group of
capitalists of a given epoch does not spring from the capitalist group of the preced-
ing epoch. At every change in economic organization we find a breach of con-
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tinuity. It is as if the capitalists who have up to then been active recognize that they
are incapable of adapting themselves to conditions which are evoked by needs
hitherto unknown and which call for methods hitherto unemployed.”

Both Pirenne and Davies understood that the biological metaphor of a bourgeoisie
emerging out of the Middle Ages, nurturing itself on the “mercantilisms” and admin-
istrations of the Absolute Monarchies of the traditional period between feudalism
and the capitalism, and on the lands and titles of impoverished nobilities, then finally
achieving political and economic maturity and thus constituting industrial capital-
ism, is largely unsupported by historical evidence. Rather it is a historical impression,
a phantom representation largely constructed from the late eighteenth century to the
present by the notional activity of a bourgeoisie as a dominant class. This history of
“the rise of the middle class” is an amalgam of bourgeois political and economic
power, the self-serving ideology of the bourgeoisie as the ruling class and thus an
intellectual and political preoccupation—mediated through the constructs of evolu-
tionary theory:

From Darwin has descended the language of error, a language that has locked up
historical thinking and imposed slovenly and imprecise conclusions even upon
scholarly and sensible researchers. Words like “growth,” “decline,” “development,”
“evolution,” “decay,” may have started as servants but they have ended as masters:
they have brought us to the edge of historical inevitability.”?

Hegel’s dialectic of Aufhebung, Marx’s dialectic of class struggle and the contradic-
tions between the mode and relations of production, Darwin’s evolution of the
species and Spencer’s survival of the fittest are all forged from the same metaphysical
conventions. The declining European bourgeoisies of the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries were not, for the most part, the lineal antecedents of those that appeared in
the sixteenth century. The universality of capitalism is less a historical reality than a
construct of this “language of error.”’* These “distant and separate class|es] of capital-
ists” were less the representatives of an immanent, rational, commercial order than
extensions of particular historical dynamics and cultures. They were not the “germ”
of a new order dialectically posited in an increasingly confining host—feudalism—but
an opportunistic strata, willfully adaptive to the new conditions and possibilities
offered by the times. Not only did different western European bourgeoisies appear in
the sixteenth century, but these new bourgeoisie were implicated in structures, in-
stitutions, and organizations that were substantively undeveloped in the Middle Ages.

For one, the focus of long-distance trade in Europe gravitated from the Mediterra-
nean and Scania areas to the Atlantic. The most familiar forms of this extension of
trade to the south and west of the European peninsula were merchant voyages and
colonization. Second, “expanded bureaucratic state structures””> became the major
conduits of capitalist expansion: determining the direction of investment, establish-
ing political security for such investments, encouraging certain commercial networks
and relations while discouraging others:
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In these conditions, in fact, may be seen the matrix of modern capitalism: like
nationalism, less the creator than the creation of the modern state. It had many
antecedents, but its full emergence required a conjunction of political and moral as
well as strictly economic factors. This emergence could take place within the intri-
cate framework of one type of western state then evolving; it may be doubted
whether it could have done so under any other circumstances that we know of in
history; at any rate it never did.”

The city, the point of departure for the earlier bourgeoisies and their networks of
long-distance trade and productive organization, proved to be incapable of sustaining
the economic recovery of those bourgeoisies situated where the merchant town had
reached its highest development: northern Italy, western Germany, the Netherlands,
and the Baltic.”” The Absolutist State, under the hegemony of western European
aristocracies, brought forth a new bourgeoisie. The territories of Castile (Spain), the
lle de France, the Home Counties and London (England), the expansionist and
colonial ambitions and policies of their administrations, and the structures of their
political economies organized for repression and exploitation, these constituted the
basis of this bourgeois’ formation.

The bourgeoisies of the sixteenth century accumulated in the interstices of the
state. And as the state acquired the machinery of rule—bureaucracies of administra-
tive, regulatory, and extractive concerns, and armies of wars of colonial pacification,
international competition, and domestic repression’®*—those who would soon con-
stitute a class, settled into the proliferating roles of political, economic, and juridical
agents for the state. And as the state necessarily expanded its fiscal and economic
activities,” a new merchant and banking class parasitized its host: State loans, state
monopolies, state business became the vital centers of its construction.

So while the territorial states and empires acquired lands in plenty, they were
unable to exploit unaided the resultant huge economic units. This incapacity again
opened the door to the towns and the merchants. It was they, who, behind the
facade of subordination were making their fortunes. And even where the states
could most easily become masters, in their own territory with their own subjects,
they were often obliged to make shifts and compromises.*

It is still debatable whether this was a result of what Adam Smith and Eli Heckscher
after him termed the “system” of mercantilism,? or the consequence of what other
historians describe as the ideology of statism.®? Nevertheless, it is clear that by the
seventeenth century, the new bourgeoisies were identified with political attitudes and
a trend in economic thought that was pure mercantilism:

[TJmplicit in the “tragedy of mercantilism” was the belief that what was one man’s
or country’s gain was another’s loss. . . . It was, after all, a world in which popula-
tion remained remarkably static; in which trade and production usually grew only
very gradually; in which the limits of the known world were expanded slowly and
with great difficulty; in which economic horizons were narrowly limited; and in
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which man approximated more closely than today to Hobbes’ vision of his natural
state: for most men most of the time, life was “poor, nasty, brutish and short.”#

The parochialism of the town, which had so much characterized the perspective of
the bourgeoisie of the Middle Ages, was matched in this second era of Western
civilization by a parochialism of the state. Heckscher commented that:

The collective entity to [peoples of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries] was not
a nation unified by common race, speech, and customs: the only decisive factor for
them was the state. . . . Mercantilism was the exponent of the prevailing conception
of the relationship between the state and nation in the period before the advent of
romanticism. It was the state and not the nation which absorbed its attention.?*

Again, the particularistic character of the formations of these bourgeoisies®® with-
held, from what would be called capitalism, a systemic structure. The class that is so
consistently identified with the appearance of industrial capitalism was inextricably
associated with specific “rational” structures—a relationship that profoundly influ-
enced bourgeois imaginations and realizations. Political economies,* that is national
economies, enclosed them, and thus the bourgeoisie perceived what later analysis
argues in retrospect is the beginnings of a world system as something quite different:
an international system.®” The bourgeoisies of early modern capitalism were attempt-
ing to destroy or dominate each other.

The Lower Orders

Just as the western European middle classes were suspended in webs of state parochi-
alisms, so too was that vast majority of European peoples: the lower orders. The class
that ruled, the nobility, by its orchestration of the instrumentalities of the state,
imprinted its character on the whole of European society. And since much of that
character had to do with violence,® the lower orders were woven into the tapestry of a
violent social order. By the nature of hierarchical societies, the integration of the
lower classes—wage laborers, peasants, serfs, slaves, vagabonds, and beggars—into the
social, political, and economic orders of the Absolute State was on the terms of the
clients of the latter. The function of the laboring classes was to provide the state and
its privileged classes with the material and human resources needed for their mainte-
nance and further accumulations of power and wealth. This was not, however, a
simple question of the dominance of a ruling class over the masses.

The masses did not exist as such. As earlier, Greek and Roman thinkers had created
the totalizing construct of the barbarians, the feudal nobilities of western Europe had
inspired and authored a similar myth. Friedrich Hertz has reported that:

In the Middle Ages and later, the nobility, as a rule, considered themselves of better
blood than the common people, whom they utterly despised. The peasants were
supposed to be descended from Ham, who, for lack of filial piety, was known to
have been condemned by Noah to slavery. The knightly classes of many lands, on
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the other hand, believed themselves to be the descendants of the Trojan heroes,
who after the fall of Troy were said to have settled in England, France and Germany.
This theory was seriously maintained not only in numerous songs and tales of
knightly deeds, but also in many scholarly works.®

It was a form of this notion that Count Gobineau revived in the mid-nineteenth
century, extending its conceptualization of superiority so as to include elements of the
bourgeoisie.®® The nobilities of the sixteenth century, however, proved to be more
circumspect about “the masses” than their genealogical legends might imply. They
did not become victims of their own mythic creations. When it came to the structures
of the state, their knowledge of the social, cultural, and historical compositions of the
masses was exquisitely refined. Perhaps this is no more clearly demonstrated than in
one of the most critical areas of state activity: the monopolization of force.

The Absolutist State was a cause and effect of war. Its economy was a war economy,
its foreign trade was combative,® its bureaucracy administered the preparations and
prosecutions of war.”? Such a state required standing armies (and, eventually, navies).
But for certainly political and sometimes economic reasons, soldiers could not be
recruited easily from, in V. G. Kiernan’s phrase, “the mass of ordinary peasants and
burghers.” Kiernan puts the situation most simply for France, though it was the same
all over Europe: “Frenchmen were seldom eager to serve their king, and their king was
not eager to employ Frenchmen”®* Loyalty to the state of the monarchy from the
exploited ranks of the lower classes was rare. In any case, not one state of the sixteenth
or seventeenth century was reliant on such an identification between the masses and
their rulers. The soldiers of the armies of France, Spain, England, Holland, Prussia,
Poland, Sweden, and at first Russia, were either alien to the states for which they
fought and policed or very marginal to them:

European governments . . . relied very largely on foreign mercenaries. One of the
employments for which they were particularly well suited was the suppression of
rebellious subjects, and in the sixteenth century, that age of endemic revolution,
they were often called upon for this purpose. . . . Governments . . . had to look
either to backward areas for honest, simple-minded fellows untainted by political
ideas . . . or to foreigners.**

Depending then on changing fortunes, the “identities” of the combatants, the geo-
politics of wars, and the mission, mercenaries were drawn from among the Swiss, the
Scots, Picardians, Bretons, Flemings, Welsh, Basques, Mavarrese, Gallowayians, Dal-
matians, Corsicans, Burgundians, Gueldrians, the Irish, Czechs, Croatians, Magyars,
and from Gascony, Allgaeu, Norway, and Albania. Since one function and result of
the work of these mercenaries was the suppression of subject peoples, the degree of
their success is directly indicated by their own absence, for the most part, from the
political geography of modern Europe. The Absolute State (or its direct successors),
the instrument that propelled them into prominence in the sixteenth and seventeenth
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centuries (for France, into the late eighteenth century), ultimately absorbed the
autonomous sectors from which the mercenaries originated.

In the armies of the sixteenth century, native recruits distributed among the for-
eign mercenaries were also chosen with an eye to minimizing the political and social
risks of the monarchy and its allied nobility. In France, the army “drew its volunteers
from the least ‘national, most nondescript types, the dregs of the poorest classes,”
Kiernan informs us.”® In Spain, the hills of Aragon and the Basque provinces served
a similar function. In Britain, until the mid-eighteenth century, the Scottish High-
lands were the most frequent sites of recruitment; and the Welsh soldier’s skills
became legendary.%

Important as the formation of these armies was for the construction of the states
that dominated Europe for more than 200 years, we must not be diverted from their
more historical importance by the romantic richness of the social and political drama
to which they contributed. Louis XI’s innovation in 1474, of organizing a “French in-
fantry without Frenchmen”®” was revolutionary in scale, not in character.®® The tactic
of composing armies from mercenaries and from marginal peoples and social strata
extended back into the Middle Ages and earlier. Imperial armies, republican armies,
bandit armies, invading armies and defending armies, the armies of rebellious slaves,
of nobles, and even of the chauvinist medieval cities, all laid claim to, or incorporated
to some extent, souls for whom they had at best few considerations in less intense
times.” More significantly, in reviewing this phenomenon for the sixteenth and later
centuries, the point is not that mercenaries were recruited from the outside and from
among those least secure internally; this is simply the best documented form of a
more generalized pattern of structural formation and social integration.

The important meaning is that this form of enlisting human reserves was not
peculiar to military apparatus but extended throughout Europe to domestic service,
handicrafts, industrial labor, the ship- and dock-workers of merchant capitalism, and
the field laborers of agrarian capitalism. There has never been a moment in modern
European history (if before) that migratory and/or immigrant labor was not a signifi-
cant aspect of European economies.'® That this is not more widely understood seems
to be a consequence of conceptualization and analysis: the mistaken use of the nation
as a social, historical, and economic category; a resultant and persistent reference to
national labor “pools” (e.g., “the English working class”); and a subsequent failure of
historical investigation. Wallerstein, in his otherwise quite detailed study of the ori-
gins of the capitalist world system, can devote a mere page to this phenomenon,
including a single paragraph on the ethnic divisions of sixteenth-century immigrant
labor. And though compelled to acknowledge that “not much research seems to have
been done on the ethnic distribution of the urban working class of early modern
Europe,” he goes on to speculate that Kazimiery Tymimecki’s description of system-
atic ethnic distinctions of rank within the working class “in the towns of sixteenth-
century East Elba . . . [is] typical of the whole of the world economy.”*! Despite the
paucity of studies there are historical records that tend to confirm this view. We
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discover in them Flemish cloth workers in early sixteenth-century London; and later
in the sixteenth and in the seventeenth century, Huguenot refugees (40,000-80,000
of them), many of them handloom weavers, fleeing France and settling in Spitalfields
in London’s East End and thus, establishing England’s silk industry.’2 In the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries, Irish workers “formed the core of the floating armies
of labourers who built canals, the docks, the railways and transformed the face of
Fngland.”'%* And again on the European Continent, as German farm workers and
peasants were drawn to urban and industrial sectors of central and western Germany,
Polish labor was used to fill the vacuum in eastern Germany.!% France and Switzer-
land also recruited heavily from Poland, Italy, and Spain.!®® And, of course, the
formation of industrial cores in the United States before the Civil War located immi-
grant workers from northern Italy, Germany, Scotland, and Ireland; and after the
Civil War from southern Italy, and the lands of eastern, northern, and central Europe:
Russia, Finland, Poland, Greece, and the Balkans.'% (Perhaps the only unique aspect
of north American industrial recruitment was the appearance of Asian workers be-
ginning in the late nineteenth century, from China, Japan, and the Philippines.)'®

We begin to perceive that the nation is not a unit of analysis for the social history of
Europe. The state is a bureaucratic structure, and the nation for which it administers
is more a convenient construct than the historical, racial, cultural, and linguistic
entity that the term “nation” signifies.!® The truer character of European history
resides beneath the phenomenology of nation and state. With respect to the con-
struction of modern capitalism, one must not forget the particular identities, the
particular social movements and societal structures that have persisted and/or have
profoundly influenced European life:

Altogether western Europe had acquired a greater richness of forms, of corporate
life, a greater crystallization of habits into institutions, than any known elsewhere.
It had a remarkable ability to forge societal ties, more tenacious than almost any
others apart from those of the family and its extensions, clan or caste; ties that
could survive from one epoch to another, and be built into more elaborate com-
binations. But along with fixity of particular relationships went a no less radical
instability of the system as a whole.!%

European civilization is not the product of capitalism. On the contrary, the charac-
ter of capitalism can only be understood in the social and historical context of
its appearance.

The Effects of Western
Civilization on Capitalism

The development of capitalism can thus be seen as having been determined in form by
the social and ideological composition of a civilization that had assumed its funda-
mental perspectives during feudalism. The patterns of recruitment for slave and
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mercenary we have reviewed held true for bourgeoisies and proletariats. According to
Robert Lopez, in the Carolingian Empire long-distance trade was dominated by Jews
and Italians.!!® In medieval Europe, Lopez and Irving Raymond have documented the
importance of Mediterranean traders at international fairs, and the development of
foreign merchant houses in the towns of the hinterland.!!! Fernand Braudel amplifies:

[M]any financial centres, piazze, sprang up in Europe in towns that were of recent
origin. But if we look more closely at these sudden, and quite considerable develop-
ments, we shall find that they were in fact ramifications of Italian banking that had
by then become traditional. In the days of the fairs of Champagne it was already the
bankers from Sienna, Lucca, Florence, or Genoa who held the moneychanger’s
scales; it was they who made the fortune of Geneva in the fifteenth century and
later those of Antwerp, Lyons, and Medina del Campo. ...

In short, throughout Europe a small group of well-informed men, kept in touch
by an active correspondence, controlled the entire network of exchanges in bills or
specie, thus dominating the field of commercial speculation. So we should not be
too taken in by the apparent spread of “finance.”!!2

For Spain under Charles V (1516—56) and Philip II (1556~98), the German Fuggers,
the Genoese, and other “international merchant firms” organized the state revenues,
exploited mines, and administered many of the most important estates.'’* And at
Constantinople, Genoese, Venetian, and Ragusan bankers and merchants shepherded
the trade and financial relations between Europe and the Ottoman Empire.!!* For the
Mediterranean towns of the sixteenth century, Braudel has observed the functions of
the “indispensable immigrant.” To Salonica, Constantinople and Valona, Italian and
Spanish Jews, as merchants and artisans, brought new trades to further broaden an
already multicultured bourgeoisie.

There were other valuable immigrants, itinerant artists for instance attracted by
expanding towns which were extending their public buildings; or merchants, par-
ticularly the Italian merchants and bankers, who activated and indeed created such
cities as Lisbon, Seville, Medina del Campo, Lyons and Antwerp.!'>

And in Venice:

A long report by the Cinque Savii, in January, 1607, indicates that all “capitalist”
activity, as we should call it, was in the hands of the Florentines, who owned houses
in the city, and the Genoese, who provided silver, between them controlling all
exchanges.!!¢

Just as Nuremberg had ravaged Bohemia, Saxony, and Silesia, Braudel asserts, it
was the Genoese who “blocked the development of Spanish capitalism.”!” It was, too,
the “indispensable immigrant” who complemented the urban proletariat incapable
of maintaining itself “let alone increas[ing] without the help of continuous immigra-
tion.”!1® In Ragusa it was the Morlachi; in Marseilles, the Corsicans; in Seville, the
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Moriscos of Andalusia; in Algiers, the Aragonese and the Berbers; in Lisbon, Black
slaves; and in Venice, the immigrant proletariat was augmented by Romagnoli, Mar-
chiani, Greeks, Persians, Armenians and Portuguese Jews.!!?

The bourgeoisie that led the development of capitalism were drawn from particu-
lar ethnic and cultural groups; the European proletariats and the mercenaries of the
leading states from others; its peasants from still other cultures; and its slaves from
entirely different worlds. The tendency of European civilization through capitalism
was thus not to homogenize but to differentiate—to exaggerate regional, subcultural,
and dialectical differences into “racial” ones. As the Slavs became the natural slaves,
the racially inferior stock for domination and exploitation during the early Middle
Ages, as the Tartars came to occupy a similar position in the Italian cities of the late
Middle Ages, so at the systemic interlocking of capitalism in the sixteenth century, the
peoples of the Third World began to fill this expanding category of a civilization
reproduced by capitalism.!2°

As a civilization of free and equal beings, Europe was as much a fiction in the
nineteenth century (and later) as its very unity had been during the Merovingian and
Carolingian eras. Both the church and the more powerful nobilities of the Holy
Roman Empire and its predecessor had been the source of the illusion in those earlier
periods. From the twelfth century forward, it was the bourgeoisie and the administra-
tors of state power who initiated and nurtured myths of egalitarianism while seizing
every occasion to divide peoples for the purpose of their domination.??! The carnage
of wars and revolutions precipitated by the bourgeoisies of Europe to sanctify their
masques was enormous.

Eventually, however, the old instruments gave way to newer ones, not because they
were old but because the ending of feudalism and the expansion of capitalism and its
world system—that is the increasingly uneven character of development among Euro-
pean peoples themselves and between Europeans and the world beyond—precipitated
new oppositions while providing new opportunities and demanding new “historical”
agents. The Reformations in western Europe and then England that destroyed the last
practical vestiges of a transcendent, unified Christendom, were one manifestation of
this process of disequilibrium.

In England, as an instance, representatives of the great landowners, and agrarian
capitalism, in pursuit of their own social and financial destinies disciplined first the
church and then the monarchy and finally “the masses” through enclosures, the Poor
Laws, debtors’ prisons, “transportation” (forced emigration), and the like.!?? The
contrasts of wealth and power between labor, capital, and the middle classes had
become too stark to sustain the continued maintenance of privileged classes at home
and the support of the engines of capitalist domination abroad. New mystifications,
more appropriate to the times, were required, authorized by new lights. The delusions
of medieval citizenship, which had been expanded into shared patrimony and had
persisted for five centuries in western Europe as the single great leveling principle,
were to be supplanted by race and (to use the German phrase) Herrenvolk, in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.!?* The functions of these latter ideological
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constructions were related but different. Race became largely the rationalization
for the domination, exploitation, and/or extermination of non-“Europeans” (includ-
ing Slavs and Jews). And we shall have occasion in Part II to explore its applica-
tions beyond Europe and particularly to African peoples more closely. But while we
remain on European soil, it is Herrenvolk that matters. In eighteenth-century England,
Reginald Horsman sees its beginnings in the “mythical” Anglo-Saxonism that was
flown as an ideological pennant by the Whig intelligentsia.'?* In France (for example,
Paul de Rapin-Thoyras and Montesquieu, and before them Francois Hotman and
Count Henri de Boulainvilliers), in Germany (Herder, Fichte, Schleiermacher, and
Hegel), in north America (John Adams and Thomas Jefferson), “bourgeois” ideolo-
gists displayed the idea of the heroic Germanic race.!?® And the idea swept through
nineteenth-century Europe, gathering momentum and artifice through such effects as
Sir Walter Scott’s historical novels and Friedrich von Schiegel’s philological fables.
Inevitably, of course, the idea was dressed in the accoutrement of nineteenth-century
European science. Herrenvolk explained the inevitability and the naturalness of the
domination of some Europeans by other Europeans. Though he reconstructed the
pieces back to front, Louis Snyder, for one, recognized the effect.

Racialists, not satisfied with merely proclaiming the superiority of the white over
the coloured race, also felt it necessary to erect a hierarchy within the white race
itself. To meet this need they developed the myth of the Aryan, or Nordic, superi-
ority. The Aryan myth in turn became the source of other secondary myths such as
Teutonism (Germany), Anglo-Saxonism (England and the United States), and
Celticism (France).12¢

Then, in the nineteenth century, modern nationalism appeared.

The emergence of nationalism'?” was again neither accidental nor unrelated to the
character that European capitalism had assumed historically. Again, the bourgeoisie
of particular cultures and political structures refused to acknowledge their logical and
systemic identity as a class. Instead, international capitalism persisted in competitive
anarchy—each national bourgeoisie opposing the others as “natural” enemies. But as
powerful as the bourgeoisie and its allies in the aristocracy and bureaucracy might be
in some ways, they still required the co-optation of their “rational” proletariat in
order to destroy their competitors. Nationalism mobilized the armed might they
required to either destroy the productive capacities of those whom they opposed, or
to secure new markets, new labor, and productive resources.!?® Ultimately, the uneven
developments of national capitalisms would have horrifying consequences for both
Europe and the peoples under European dominations.

In Germany and Italy, where national bourgeoisies were relatively late in their for-
mation, the marshaling of national social forces (peasants, farmers, workers, clerics,
professional classes, the aristocracy, and the state) was accomplished by the ideologi-
cal phantasmagoria of race, Herrenvolk, and nationalism. This compost of violence,
in its time, became known under the name of fascism.'?® With the creation of fascism,
the bourgeoisie retained the full range of its social, political, and economic preroga-

RACIAL CAPITALISM 27



tives. It had the cake of the total control of its national society, an efficient instrument
for expanding its domination and expropriation to the Third World, and the ultimate
means for redressing the injuries and humiliations of the past. Again, not unexpect-
edly, slavery as a form of labor would reappear in Europe.!*

But this goes far beyond our immediate purposes. What concerns us is that we
understand that racialism and its permutations persisted, rooted not in a particular
era but in the civilization itself. And though our era might seem a particularly fitting
one for depositing the origins of racism, that judgment merely reflects how resistant
the idea is to examination and how powerful and natural its specifications have
become. Our confusions, however, are not unique. As an enduring principle of
European social order, the effects of racialism were bound to appear in the social
expression of every strata of every European society no matter the structures upon
which they were formed. None was immune. And as we shall observe in the next two
chapters, this proved to be true for the rebellious proletariat as well as the radical
intelligentsias. It was again, a quite natural occurrence in both instances. But to the
latter—the radical intelligentsias—it was also an unacceptable one, one subsequently
denied. Nevertheless, it insinuated itself into their thought and their theories. And
thus, in the quest for a radical social force, an active historical subject, it compelled
certain blindnesses, bemusements that in turn systematically subverted their analyti-
cal constructions and their revolutionary project. But this is still to be shown. To that
end we will now turn to the history of the English working classes. Since these
workers were one of the centerpieces for the development by radical intelligentsias of
the notion of the proletariat as a revolutionary class, an inquiry into the effects of
racialism on their consciousness forms the next step in the demonstration of the
limits of European radicalism.
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THE ENGLISH

WORKING CLASS
AS THE MIRROR
OF PRODUCTION

Until quite recently much of what was generally known about the appearance of the
industrial working classes in England and presumed about the development of class
consciousness among them was enveloped by ideological mists and historical simpli-
fications. This may be because the creators of heroic sagas of tragedy and triumph—
whether of the liberal or radical sort—frequently find close attention to history
confining. Historical inquiry, however, does have its rewards, often unexpected ones.
Nevertheless, no small amount of historical consideration had been given to the
English working classes. From these abundant materials we will attempt a com-
prehension of the material and social factors that impinged on the development of
working-class consciousness—the mirror of production—and the forms it assumed
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. We shall be guided, hopefully, less by what
we have been led in the abstract to expect should have occurred than by what did.
Expropriation, impoverishment, alienation, and the formations of class conscious-
ness and expression will be treated not as abstractions or the residual effects of a
system of production but as living categories. We are concerned with how real men
and women (and children) experienced dislocation, poverty, and the exploitation of
their labor and reacted to them; how they employed the intellectual and emotional
inventories available to them to come to terms with their experience. For that purpose
I shall endeavor to keep this inquiry to the framing declarations about the English
working class made by E. P. Thompson twenty years ago: “[T]he working class made
itself as much as it was made.” Further, he summarized:



Class consciousness is the way in which the experiences are handled in cultural
terms: embodied in traditions, value-systems, ideas and institutional forms. If the
experience appears as determined, class consciousness does not. . . . [C]lass is
defined by men as they live their own history, and, in the end, this is its only
definition.!

And since I have argued that among these “cultural terms” was racialism, I shall hold
Thompson to his word.? But first it is important to lay aside certain beliefs about the
circumstances in which the English industrial working classes made their appearance.

When one reviews the appearance of socialism in the nineteenth century, we are
repeatedly informed by its historians that the movement and its ideologies began with
the Industrial Revolution and the French Revolution.? However, the ease by which so
many students of socialism have arrived at this association between a multifaceted
ideal and the twinned catalysts of modernity is somewhat dissipated by a closer look
at the more concrete realities that lay behind these abstractions of sudden, irreversible
change. The Industrial Revolution, for one, was never quite the phenomenon it has
become in the hands of some of its historians and in the popular mind. Much has
been questioned since the popularization of the phrase in Arnold Toynbee’s Industrial
Revolution (1884). Still the legend lingers.

One might begin by noting that the large-scale [technical] economic and social
changes of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries,* which are now most
frequently referred to as the Industrial Revolution, affected the whole of Britain’s
Empire as well as parts of western Europe. This suggests that to comprehend the scale
on which this “revolution” operated requires a sense that it involved more than the
introduction of new techniques of production. The recruitment, training, and disci-
plining of labor, the transportation of goods and raw materials, the political and legal
structures of regulation and trade, the physical and commercial apparatus of markets,
the organization and instrumentation of communication, the techniques of banking
and finance, these too would have already had to be of a character that could accom-
modate increased commodity production. Their appearance was hardly instantane-
ous. On the contrary, their formation was organically determined by the economic
developments of previous centuries. Moreover, it is probable, as A. E. Musson has
argued, that the appearance of industrial production was neither revolutionary (in
the sense of a sudden, catastrophic change) nor uniquely British:

From a technological point of view . . . it may be said that the eighteenth century
witnessed little that was really revolutionary, and that the early Industrial Revolu-
tion was, in fact, based largely on . . . previous advances; even the steam engine was
a product of sixteenth and seventeenth century scientific theory and experiment,
while in other fields older techniques, such as water-powered machinery, were
developed and extended.

The majority of these technological developments from the late Middle Ages
onwards appear to have been introduced into England from the Continent.’
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Musson’s interpretation is not generally shared, nor are the facts® he marshals
to support his argument generally known. This is in large part a consequence of
the tendency of most historians and analysts of the processes of industrialization
to proceed along national (and much less frequently, subcontinental, i.e., western
European) lines. Indeed, it is by no means rare for the reader to encounter in other-
wise very careful studies, the statement—in some form—that the Industrial Revolu-
tion occurred in England: a popular proposition, which appears to stem from the
confusion of the points of origin of technical rationalization for the sake of pro-
duction with practical mechanical invention; and a further confusion of a national
economy with the ultimate impact of practical invention on an economic system
already extensively characterized by international production (e.g., English cotton,
sugar). Regardless, the systematic and detailed study of the technical and social con-
sequences of industrial production is still largely located in the historiography of
late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Britain (though one should note
that E. J. Hobsbawm is certainly correct that it would be more accurate to envision
several industrial revolutions occurring subsequent to the initial period of the Indus-
trial Age).”

Poverty and Industrial Capitalism

For the working classes in Great Britain, the immediate and terrible consequences of
the Industrial Age are generally, if not precisely, known.® In purely economic terms,
there is the direct evidence of the workhouses that began in the eighteenth century
but achieved their more permanent character in the two decades following Rev.
Robert Lowe’s experiment in deterrent welfare in 1818 at Bingham.® Though pauper-
ism (which Hobsbawm defines as “the permanent core of poverty”'®) as we have
suggested earlier was by no means a new phenomenon in England or western Europe
before the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, in England, at least, the numbers of
paupers increased somewhat rapidly during this latter period. This seems to have
been the direct result of both the interruption of rural life by the adoption of reaping
and threshing machines, and by the policy of land enclosures inspired by agricul-
tural capitalism that, between 1760 and 1810, included five million acres of common
fields.!! Elsewhere, in the industrial cores, unemployment accompanied the severe
business cycles of the period.!? The workhouse, whose truest function was to act as
asylums of last resort for the poor, was one response of the ruling classes. Charac-
teristically, this response was the rationalization of an almost total misperception of
the basis of pauperism: the presumption that the dispossessed and unemployed
lacked work discipline.

The recurring cycles of unemployment in the first half of the nineteenth century
were of a scale to give any observer pause. Hobsbawm’s comments on the slump of
1826, and Henry Mayhew’s observations of the rise of unemployment that would
persist from 1847 to 1851 are instructive. Hobsbawm found the figures
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so startling that they can bear a good deal of deflation. They suggest that in the
hard-hit areas of Lancashire between 30 and 75 per cent of the total population
might have been destitute in the course of this slump; in the woollen areas of
Yorkshire, between 25 per cent and 100 per cent; in the textile areas of Scotland,
between 25 per cent and 75 per cent. In Salford, for instance, half the population
was wholly or partly out of work, in Bolton about one third, in Burnley at least 40
per cent.'

Yet what Hobsbawm as a historian found difficult to accept, Mayhew as a contempo-
rary observer (described by E. P. Thompson as “incomparably the greatest social
investigator in the mid-century”)'® found matters of fact:

[E]stimating the working classes as being between four and five million in number,
I think we may safely assert—considering . . . particular times, seasons, fashions,
and accidents, and the vast quantity of over-work and scamp-work . . . the number
of women and children . . . continually drafted into the different handicrafts . . .
there is barely sufficient work for the regular employment of half of our labourers,
so that only 1,500,000 are fully and constantly employed, while 1,500,000 more are
employed only half their time, and the remaining 1,500,000 wholly unemployed,
obtaining a day’s work occasionally by the displacement of some of the others.'¢

Moreover, when we are informed by Hobsbawm that paupers housed in the pur-
posely punitive workhouses of the nineteenth century, though themselves victims of
the applied disgust of their social and economic superiors, probably ate substantially
better than significant proportions of farm-laborers and urban workers,” we are
chastened from the too easily presumed distinctions between employed and unem-
ployed labor and pauperism. All three constituted an underclass that extended into
the ranks of skilled workers.

Further evidence for the Industrial Age’s impact on the British working class and
the poor is to be found in the studies of housing (the term would presumably apply to
conditions of survival ranging from the makeshift night shelters in the doorways,
alleys, cellars, and streets of the towns and in the open fields beside village roads, the
parish and union workhouses themselves and the worker cottages—structures quite
different concretely and subjectively from the benign pastoralism now associated with
the term),!® morbidity, mortality, child-labor, the physical conditions of labor, and
food consumption.?® In general, the more reliable the data, the more firm is the
impression of a progressively depressed population during the period under discus-
sion. Still, all these figures are in some sense superficial to (though helpful for sens-
ing) the real issue that is the experience of the men, women, and children who made
up the English poor and working classes. Just what did they make of their lives?

Much of what can be measured is merely the conditions of their lives and not their
social, moral, and ideological contents. The objective conditions, rhythms, and pat-
terns of the proletarianization of English labor frame that experience, but do not
determine it, thus the social eruptions of that class have persistently resisted a mono-
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tonic correlation.?! In 1930, J. L. Hammond, who along with his colleague Barbara
Hammond contributed so much to the history of British labor, put this point well
enough to be repeated:

[T]f we are considering the kind of social life that was created by the Industrial
Revolution, we find that in one sense no class of work-people escaped the Indus-
trial Revolution. For all workers alike there was the same want of beauty, the same
want of playing fields or parks, the same want of pageants or festivals, the same
speeding up of industry, the same absence of anything calculated to create what
Sophocles called “the temper that buildeth a city’s wall” . . . the ugliness of the new
life, with its growing slums, its lack of beautiful buildings, its destruction of nature
and its disregard of man’s deeper needs, affected not this or that class of workers
only, but the entire working-class population.?

In terms of the “happiness and unhappiness of men and women,” Hammond would
write elsewhere, “if you look at the life of the age of the Industrial Revolution . . . you
are struck at once by its extraordinary poverty.”2?

The Reaction of English Labor

Hammond’s view of the sort of concerns that focused the minds of the laboring
classes as they came face to face with the dislocations of the industrial world is
in part substantiated by the political and social movements among the underclass
that so distressed the upper and middle classes of the earliest moments of this period.
(In 1831, James Mill had written to an associate, “Nothing can be conceived more mis-
chievous than the doctrines which have been preached to the common people.”)?
One quite obvious expression of working-class anger toward the impoverishment of
their social lives and, as Hammond called it, “Imagination,” is the movement to
which Hobsbawm refers as the “machine breakers.”?* Distinguishing between those
movements where attacks on private property and machinery were tactics designed to
force concessions from employers, and those movements energized by workers “con-
cerned, not with technical progress in the abstract, but with the practical twin prob-
lems of preventing unemployment and maintaining the customary standard of life,
which included nonmonetary factors such as freedom and dignity,”* Hobsbawm
linked the revolts that echoed the ideals initially recorded among the Spitalfields
weavers in 1675. Hobsbawm tells us of successive generations of weavers at Spitalfields
rioting in 1719 (“against wearers of printed calicoes”), in 1736, and again, in the
1760s, against machines; in 1778—80, machine-breakers appeared in Lancashire. Ludd-
ism, proper, appeared in 1802, peaked in the 1811—13 period (spinningjennys), before
largely disappearing after the suppression of the farm labor machine-breakers in 1830
in the southern counties, in East Anglia, and the Midlands.?” More interestingly, these
Luddite movements not only reflected a resistance to the machine as a tool of capital-
ist production on the part of workers, but also served to reveal the existence of a
broader social hostility to capitalist industry:
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The fully developed capitalist entrepreneurs formed a small minority. . .. The small
shop-keeper or local master did not want an economy of limitless expansion,
accumulation and technical revolution. . . . His ideal was the secular dream of all
“little men,” which has found periodic expression in Leveller, Jeffersonian or Jaco-
bin radicalism, a small-scale society of modest property-owners and comfortably-
off wage-earners, without great distinctions of wealth or power. . . . It was an
unrealizable ideal, never more so than in the most rapidly evolving societies. Let us
remember, however, that those to whom it appealed in early nineteenth-century
Europe made up the majority of the population, and outside such industries as
cotton, of the employing class.?®

A more critical confirmation of Hammond’s thesis on the significance that must be
attached to the subversion of the social and cultural integument of feudal society in
Britain by the imposition of industrial production, is suggested elsewhere. It would
appear that the ideological and social response of the English working classes to the
immanent domination by a new social order was not restricted to class-specific or
economistic behaviors. The class consciousness of English workers did not strictly
adhere to the logic of working-class formation premised on capitalist exploitation
and modeled by Marx from the histories of the French and English bourgeoisies.?
Indeed, the more profound reaction to an industrial capitalist order found among
English “producers” in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, largely deterred
those political and social consequences of proletarianization that had already become
the dogma of English radical thought and expectation in the years immediately
following the Great Revolution in France. The development of Anglo-Saxon chauvin-
ism, the earliest form of English nationalism, and the appearance of rather extreme
forms of racism among the English working class determined the form and charac-
teristics that English working-class consciousness assumed. The parochialisms of
ethnocentrism and race hostility constituted a response that was both a native of and
a consequence to the loss of precapitalist social integrations. Of the first, Anglo-Saxon
chauvinism, George Rude would note:

[O]ne of the most remarkably persistent beliefs of all was that perfect “Liberties”
had existed under the Saxon Kings and that these had been filched, together with
their lands, from “freeborn” Englishmen by the invading Norman knights under
William the Bastard in 1066. This myth of the “Norman Yoke” persisted until
Chartist times [1840s] and was handed down by generations of Levellers, Whigs
reared on “revolution principles,” London eighteenth-century radicals and demo-
crats nurtured on the more recent doctrines of “popular sovereignty” and the
“rights of man.”°

The existence of this “constantly recurring theme in popular ideology” in English
social history eventually took the form of nationalism, but more particularly as a
nationalism incorporating a virulent xenophobia. The processes behind the appear-
ance of a racially conscious working-class nationalism require some rather close
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attention, if for no other reason than that they have been obscured in radical English
histories written appropriately as responses to works less sympathetic to and less
comprehensive of the conditions and struggles of the English industrial working
classes.’!

English society was the first to have developed an industrial proletariat among its
working classes.*? Yet well before the peaks of Luddite and Chartist protests and
during the heyday of the earlier Owenite socialism, the supranationalist class identity
that Thompson has noted among English workers and in the “heroic culture” they
produced between the French Revolution and the defeat of Chartism (while demon-
strating its erratic course) had begun its retreat before protonationalism.* This was
one aspect of the “lost vision” of the English working classes in the 1830s, and one that
Thompson was forced to reluctantly recognize:

It is easy enough to say that this culture was backward-looking or conservative.
True enough, one direction of the great agitations of the artisans and outworkers,
continued over 50 years, was to resist being turned into a proletariat. When they
knew that this cause was lost, yet they reached out again, in the Thirties and Forties,
and sought to achieve new and only imagined forms of social control.3¢

It would reappear in the mid-1860s, but by then what would become the general labor
union movement (replacing an earlier and explicit consciousness of a class struggle
for political power) had so progressed as to be so much under the sway of labor
bureaucrats that not even the direct intervention of Marx was sufficient to more than
briefly deflect English working-class consciousness from nationalism.> Despite the
evidence that in 1864, the year of the founding of the International Working Men’s
Association (the LW.M.A,, or First International), spokesmen for British labor ad-
dressed themselves publicly to what Royden Harrison characterizes as the “national
liberation and unification movements in America, Italy and Poland,” by 1871 the more
persistent thrust of trade unionism was once more dominant:

In 1871 Marx was opposed to an attempt at a proletarian revolution in Paris. But
when it was made, his loyalty to the working class and his own past record left him
no choice but to give it his unflinching support. By identifying the International
with the Commune, Marx occasioned the break with the majority of English
labour leaders and sealed the fate of the LW.M.A., a course of action from which
there was no honourable release. . . . Marx and the English trade union leaders
disowned each other.

The formulation of an explanation for the revival and dominance of trade-union
consciousness among the English working classes is not a simple task. For one, it must
take account of what Thompson terms the “counter-revolution” of the dominant
classes that struck such decisive blows to working-class radicalism in 1834, 1835, and
1848;%7 it must also encompass the historical processes by which industrial forms of
production were established in England, including the patterns of labor recruitment
from the villages and countryside of England (and the subsequent forms of work dis-
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cipline established to proletarianize the recruits), and the divisions of labor that char-
acterized the international structure of British capitalism.?® But perhaps most impor-
tant to the understanding of the evolution of working-class nationalism in Britain,
and more to the issue here, is the role another nationalism—Irish nationalism—
played in the formative period of English working-class development and its con-
comitant construction of English working-class culture. Moreover, the part played by
Irish workers in the revolts of English labor in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries being the social and historical expression of Irish nationalism, must also
be noted.

The Colonization of ireland

As far as the English ruling classes might have been concerned, the nineteenth century
was inaugurated by the Irish Rebellion of 1798.> Having already survived the Ameri-
can and French Revolutions, the “immovable object,” Ireland and what the English
termed “the Irish Question,” became “the biggest issue in late-Victorian politics, as
perhaps it had been for most of the century”#® In any case, their response to what they
perceived as a particularly pernicious manifestation of Jacobin conspiracy and French
interference was to dissolve what had passed for an Irish parliament and to declare in
1800 an Act of Union between Ireland and the United Kingdom.*' In effect, the
English state was setting aside the ineffective structures and instrument of indirect
rule for those of a more direct and familiar domination.*? This substitution of one set
of institutions for another, in the long view, proved to be indifferent for the purposes
of the English state though it logically followed the evident interests of English capital
and Anglo-Saxonist ideology.** The Irish Question became much more a part of the
nineteenth century than it had been for the eighteenth. It would appear, however, that
its character had been fixed long before.

James Anthony Froude, in his history of The English in Ireland, provides his reader
with what is both a detailed political history and a demonstration of the extent and
sort of images of the Irish that had become fixed in the minds of Englishmen. Froude
began by informing his reader that when the “military aristocracy” of the Normans
invaded Ireland in the twelfth century, “the Irish . . . were, with the exception of the
clergy, scarcely better than a mob of armed savages.”** Having defeated the defenders
of the island, Froude continues, the Normans had three courses of action toward the
conquered peoples: extermination, armed occupation, or armed colonization.*> The
Normans, Froude laments, chose an entirely different path:

The Normans in occupying both England and Ireland were but fulfilling the work
for which they were specially qualified and gifted. . . . They did not destroy the Irish
people; they took the government of them merely, as the English have done in
India, dispossessing the chiefs, changing the loose order of inheritance into an
orderly succession, giving security to life and property, and enabling those who
cared to be industrious to reap the fruits of their labours without fear of outrage
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and plunder. Their right to govern lay in their capability of governing and in the
need of the Irish to be governed.*®

The end result was an unfortunate one for the civilizing mission of the Normans.
Instead of extending “English” civilization to the inhabitants of the island, the con-
quered people absorbed their Norman rulers racially, culturally, and politically.*’ By
the second half of the fourteenth century, England having undergone the disas-
ters detailed above, judicial, and political attempts at ensuring a specifically Anglo-
Norman presence in the four counties of the English Pale (Dublin, Meath, Kildare,
and Louth) were in actuality indications of the futility of the designs that had fol-
lowed the conquest. Indeed, the term “conquest” was a conceit of English political
history. With respect to their political relations with England, Ireland, and more
precisely the Pale, staggered between indirect rule and home rule, depending on the
resources of the English state, the preoccupations of English feudal society, and the
capacities and proclivities of various feudal lords in Ireland to command national or
English loyalties. In brief, such was the situation until the sixteenth century. In
economic, and often in political terms, feudal Ireland was almost entirely indepen-
dent from England.

This mode of English sovereignty in Ireland was to be initially pierced during the
reign of Henry VII (1485-1509), and finally reshaped altogether during that of Henry
VIII (1509—47). Between these first two kings of the Tudor Dynasty (1485-1603),
English policy toward Ireland managed to produce a bizarre series of results: an
administrative unification of Ireland under the Earl of Kildare (a Celticized Norman
family); the fomenting of a rebellion led by Kildare as the champion of Catholicism
following the rupture of the English state with the Papacy; and with the suppression
of rebellion and the execution of some of its leaders, a new subjugation of Ireland and
its most powerful families. The stabilization of the English feudal monarchy had
brought with it the possibility of transforming Ireland into an English colony.*

Once Elizabeth I (1533—1603) was established on the English throne—following the
brief and chaotic reigns of her siblings, Edward VI (1547-53) and Mary I (1553—58)—
English policy toward Ireland, not for the first or last time, changed dramatically:

The English set upon the plan of putting Ireland to plantation as the best means to
subdue the island. The most extensive of these plantations was to be that in Lon-
donderry, established in 1608, and roughly contemporaneous to the Virginia Plan-
tation. Englishmen and lowland Scotsmen were lured to Ireland by the promise of
free land. Their job was to drive the Irish into the woods and fortify their own
villages.*

The suppression of the rebellions that followed (the major rebellions were led by
Shane O’Neill in 1559, the Fitzgeralds of Desmond between the years 1568-83, and by
O’Neill, the former earl of Tyrone, and O’'Donnell from 1594-1603),% required such
extensive expenditures that at least one historian, R. D. Edwards, surmises that “the
poverty of the crown, which was a serious factor in the seventeenth-century conflict
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with parliament, was at least in part due to commitments over Ireland.”>* Whether
this was the case or not, a more lasting pacification of Ireland was not achieved un-
til the final years of Elizabeth’s reign, despite the persistence of legends which put
it otherwise:

The reputation of the Elizabethan settlers, won for the most part in other fields,
remains; but their Irish enterprise, lacking all sustained sense of purpose, proved
deservedly transient. And so in succeeding centuries the sombre tale of Plantation,
of rebellion, of Cromwellian violence, of civil and religious war, of the Penal Code,
mocked the illusion of a final Elizabethan settlement.>

Though it was Elizabeth’s administration that had initiated the policy, it was under
James I (1603—25) that the colonization of Ireland by planters and farmers from
Scotland and the western counties of England assumed significant proportions (first
in Ulster, and then proceeding to the alienation of Irish lands in north Wexford,
Longford, and Leitrim). By 1641, that is in the midst of the reign of James’s successor,
Charles 1 (1625—49), William Petty, the seventeenth-century English economist and
statistician, would estimate that there were 260,000 Undertakers (as the Protestant
colonists were called) among the one and a half million people living in Ireland.> Tt
was also in this year that the Irish rebelled again, mounting the most serious and
lethal effort to reject English rule since the Conquest. In English historiography, this
rebellion became known as the massacre of 1641. This rebellion was to last for 11 years,
a fire that ultimately had to be attended to by Cromwell himself. What followed was
what Froude, with inadvertent irony, would have us know as the Penal Era (1652—
1704).5* It would be during this latter period that Ireland assumed the characteristics
that typified the Irish experience until the early twentieth century:** colonized, absen-
tee land ownership; Catholic persecution and Protestant privilege; the land alienation
of its laboring classes; the corrupt and punitive administrations and official terror. It
was again during this Penal Era that much of the restrictive legislation written by the
English parliament would appear to complete the derationalization of the Irish econ-
omy:* acts against the marketing of Irish cattle in England, 1681; against Irish wool-
ens and colored linens, 1699; and against glass, 1746. Once these policies had accom-
plished their purpose, free trade could be re-established:

By 1801, free trade between Great Britain and Ireland was a reality; however, Irish
industry, with one exception—linen, could not withstand English competition.
After the Union, Ireland, therefore, became more rural, more agricultural, more
economically specialized than it had been previously.””

Ireland had been transformed into a dependent sector of the English economy.
Such were the historical experiences that informed Irish nationalism in the eigh-
teenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries. The psychic and intellectual characters of
the Irish workers who emigrated to England in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies to complement the labor of the emergent English proletariat were determined
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to a large extent by these same events. Certainly, the social and political relations
of the immigrant Irish workers with their English counterparts were severely con-
strained by a past consisting of almost unmitigated hostility between the interests that
had come to be identified with their respective national entities.

English Working-Class Consciousness
and the Irish Worker

The Irish immigrant was an important element in the industrial English working
class (by 1841, 400,000 Irish-born immigrants were living in Great Britain).*® He was,
as Thompson describes the Irish worker of the early nineteenth century, “the cheapest
labour in Western Europe.” Irish workers were recruited and used to fill

the heavy manual occupations at the base of industrial society [which] required a
spendthrift expense of sheer physical energy—an alternation of intensive labour
and boisterous relaxation which belongs to preindustrial labour-rhythms, and for
which the English artisan or weaver was unsuited both by reason of his weakened
physique and his Puritan temperament.®®

Still Thompson’s explanation for the need to complement the English working classes
was not the rationale that prevailed at the time. Engels was much closer to the English
manufacturing class, and perhaps more accurate in his assessment of their motives
when he observed that “the Irish have . . . discovered the minimum of the necessities
of life, and are now making the English workers acquainted with it.”¢! For whatever it
is worth, it would have been inconsistent with the tenets of Anglo-Saxonism to detach
the English worker from a racial hierarchy that was quite adequate in locating the
deficiencies of the Irish “race.”®? The Irish worker having descended from an inferior
race, so his English employers believed, the cheap market value of his labor was but its
most rational form.

Setting aside for the moment popular prejudices, the English working classes,
especially those at the industrial cores of English industry, had more occasion than
their superiors to form very different attitudes toward their Irish counterparts. In-
deed, in the early nineteenth century, the opportunities for the formation of success-
ful social movements built on Irish and English workers were frequent and seemed
promising. Irish labor leaders took prominent roles in working-class agitation in
England (in the Chartist movement for example)® and it is a widely held belief that
working class movements and organizations in England in general were modeled
from Irish organizational methods.** The extent to which the direction of a unified
and radical working-class movement had been realized and subsequently so easily
dispatched in the early nineteenth century, has troubled at least one historian of the
period so deeply that it has occasioned uncharacteristic speculation. E. P. Thompson,
reviewing the observations that Engels had made on the positive (revolutionary)
effects consequent to the mixture of the two “races” in the working class (“the more

THE ENGLISH WORKING CLASS 39



facile, excitable, fiery Irish temperament with the stable, reasoning, persevering En-
glish™),®* himself paused to reflect on the political possibilities that English capitalist
production had inevitably produced:

It was an advantage to the employers, at a time when precision engineering co-
existed with tunnelling by means of shovel and pick, to be able to call upon both
types of labour. But the price which had to be paid was the confluence of sophisti-
cated political Radicalism with a more primitive and excitable revolutionism. This
confluence came in the Chartist movement. . . . Once before, in the 1790s . . . it
seemed possible that English Jacobinism and Irish nationalism would engage in a
common revolutionary strategy. If O’Connor had been able to carry Ireland with
him as he carried the north of England, then the Chartist and “Young Ireland”
movements might have come to a common insurrectionary flash-point.%

Chartism, however, proved to be the high point of cooperation between the Irish and
English elements of the working classes in England.®” This movement, organized
behind a People’s Charter, the platform of universal suffrage, annual parliaments, and
parliamentary salaries; and represented by demonstrations, petitions, riots, and re-
bellions, though neither politically nor ideologically homogeneous, had once held the
promise of an enduring organization. Instead, it collapsed totally, from within and
without. After the late 1840s, the tentative efforts that might have resulted in a politi-
cally significant class solidarity were frustrated by events of both political and eco-
nomic character.

In England itself, the defeat of the Chartist protests came with the extent and kind
of reaction of the English ruling classes aptly recounted by Thompson:

[1]t was the organ of middle-class Radicalism, The Times, which led the outcry for
examples of severity. The advice was followed: “On the 9th of January [1831],
judgment of death was recorded against twenty three prisoners, for the destruction
of a paper machine in Buckingham; in Dorset, on the 11th, against three, for
extorting money, and two for robbery; at Norwich, fifty-five prisoners were con-
victed of machine-breaking and rioting; at Ipswich, three, for extorting money; at
Petworth, twenty-six for machine-breaking and rioting; at Gloucester, upwards of
thirty; at Oxford, twenty-nine; and at Winchester, out of upwards of forty con-
victed, six were left for execution. . . . At Salisbury, forty-four prisoners were
convicted.”

And it was a Whig Ministry again that sanctioned, three years later, the transporta-
tion of the laborers of Tolpuddle in Dorsetshire, who had had the insolence to form a
trade union.*®

Following this era of overt class warfare and its accompanying persecution, the
English working class, as we have seen, turned toward trade unionism as its primary
form of activity. In part, this was also a reflection of the social consequences concomi-
tant to the growth of English trade and production. The English worker in the second
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half of the nineteenth century began to enjoy certain of the perquisites of a labor
aristocracy in a world system.®

In Ireland, the late 1840s was the time of the great harvest disasters that came to be
known as the Potato Famine or the Great Hunger. Its immediate consequences were
both the momentous emigration from Ireland to the United States and the precipita-
tion of an even more extreme nationalism among Irishmen both home and abroad.”

Together, these political and economic setbacks—on the one hand to English and
Irish industrial workers, and on the other to Irish farmers, peasants, and industrial
workers in Ireland—resulted in both an ideological and physical drifting apart of the
two “races.” From the mid-nineteenth century on, among English workers, the ideol-
ogy of English nationalism gained ascendancy over the counterideology of inter-
national class solidarity and socialist hopes. This was a part of a conservative reaction
(trade unionism) to political defeat and economic growth, but it also had to do with
the radical directions the Irish working classes (and the nationalist Irish middle class)
had taken.”’ As Marx had often stated in one fashion or another: “The English
working class will never accomplish anything before it has got rid of Ireland.””? Early
on, of course, it had been the presence of the Irish immigrant as a distorting and de-
pressive element in the labor market that had produced markedly anti-Irish sentiment
among English workers. This hostility had merely confirmed and complemented the
racial feeling extant among England’s ruling classes, the historical bases of which we
traced above. Later, from the 1850s on, the development of sympathy among English
workers toward Irish nationalism became even more remote with the appearances of
Irish Radical (middle-class) nationalism—the Home Rule movement—and the more
radical peasant and working-class nationalist movement that assumed the form of a
revolutionary agrarian movement.”® By the end of the nineteenth century, the English
people were at one with respect to the Irish Question. Wherever exceptions existed,
they were associated with political weakness and inconsequentiality.

The Proletariat and the
English Working Class

The terms “English” and “Irish” have been used in the preceding discussion for
convenience. It would have been most difficult to be both precise while treating the
subject at an appropriate length. One hopes, however, that such conveniences have
not escaped the reader’s attention, given the consistent emphases here on ethnic and
cultural conservaticisms and their importance. Though Ireland is but a small island,
the integration of the Irish peoples was by no means an accomplished fact by the time
of the Great Famine and the major emigrations from Ireland in the nineteenth
century. Indeed, some students of the emigrations are quite specific as to the regions,
local cultures, dialect groups, and occupations from which successive emigrants were
drawn and how these particularities influenced historical movements.” The Irish
peoples had been in the process of achieving a national identity and a national culture
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since the Norman-led conquest. They had not done so when the time came for the
mass relocation that has marked their collective history for the past 200 years. Theirs
is, then, a national identity deeply marked by the Irish dispersion.

But even more to the point, we have seen that the generic terms “the English
working class” or “the English proletariat” mask the social and historical realities that
accompanied the introduction of industrial capitalism in England and its Empire.
Social divisions and habits of life and attitude that predated capitalist production
continued into the modern era and extended to the working classes located in Britain
specific social sensibilities and consciousness. The English working class was never
the singular social and historical entity suggested by the phrase. An even closer study
of its elements—for we have merely reviewed the more extreme case with the Irish—
would reveal other social divisions, some ethnic (Welsh, Scottish, and more recently
West Indian and Asian),”® some regional, and others essentially industrial and oc-
cupational. The negations resultant from capitalist modes of production, relations of
production, and ideology did not manifest themselves as an eradication of opposi-
tions among the working classes. Instead, the dialectic of proletarianization disci-
plined the working classes to the importance of distinctions: between ethnics and
nationalities; between skilled and unskilled workers; and, as we shall see later in even
more dramatic terms, between races. The persistence and creation of such opposi-
tions within the working classes were a critical aspect of the triumph of capitalism in
the nineteenth century.

Neither Marx nor Engels were unaware of the proletariat’s failure to become a uni-
versal class.”® Both studied the Irish Question closely, were active in the attempt to
resolve its destructive impact on the historical processes of English working-class
formation, and commented on its import for future proletarian organization.”” Nev-
ertheless, the impact of their experience with the English proletariat on their theory
of the proletariat’s historical role appears to have been slight. Shlomo Avineri ob-
serves that:

The universalistic nature of the proletariat does not disappear in Marx’s later
writings, when his discussion concentrates mainly on the historical causes of the
emergence of the proletariat. What was at the outset a philosophical hypothesis is
verified by historical experience and observation: the universalistic nature of the
proletariat is a corollary of the conditions of production in a capitalist society,
which must strive for universality on the geographical level as well.”8

This would appear to confirm one of Engels’s more famous estimations of their work:

Marx and I are ourselves partly to blame for the fact that the younger people
sometimes lay more stress on the economic side than is due to it. We had to
emphasize the main principle vis-a-vis our adversaries, who denied it, and we had
not always the time, the place or the opportunity to allow the other elements
involved in the interaction to come into their rights. But when it was a case of
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presenting a section of history, that is, of a practical application, it was a different
matter and there no error was possible.”

Engels was absolutely correct, though the instance to which he was immediately
responding might deceive.

The distinction that Engels was making here between history?® and theory can, at
one level, be read as an attempt to differentiate between the functions of the publicist
and the scientific philosopher. Such an interpretation would in fact trivialize Engels’s
intent. Like Marx, Engels understood that their attempt to construct a total system of
“the materialist conception of history” would bear the imprint of their historical
moment.?! Not only ideology and philosophy but all human activity was of such
a nature:

We make our history ourselves, but, in the first place, under very definite assump-
tions and conditions. Among these the economic ones are ultimately decisive. But
the political ones, etc., and indeed even the traditions which haunt human minds
also play a part, although not the decisive one.??

What history demonstrated to Marx and Engels was that dialectical change was never
a total negation of the conditions from which it generated, but a transformation of
the meaning, intent, and directionality of the elements and forces of the preexisting
whole. This meant that their work, itself the critique of “bourgeoise society” and
industrial capitalism, would some day—when the material forces of society had pro-
gressed beyond their stage of development in the nineteenth century—be subject to
criticism (negation). That which was ideological (“partial consciousness”) in their
study of history would be transcended by a necessarily higher form of social thought
corresponding to its historical moment.

Perhaps the most obvious of the ideological constructs that appear in the work of
Marx and Engels (and most of the Marxists who have followed them) are the notions
of the proletariat as the revolutionary subject, and the class struggle between the
proletariat and the bourgeoisie. They persist in Marxian thought in precisely the
terms suggested by Isaiah Berlin:

[T]he Marxist doctrine of movement in dialectical collisions is not a hypothesis
liable to be made less or more probable by the evidence of facts, but a pattern,
uncovered by a non-empirical historical method, the validity of which is not
questioned.®

To comprehend this “haunting” of radical European thought, and its Eurocentrism, it
becomes appropriate to review the socialist tradition from which Marx and Engels
emerged and that had for its historical setting the late eighteenth century and the early
nineteenth century. Here we will discover the groundings of the pattern that thrust
European Marxism into an era for which it was not prepared: the modern world.
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SOCIALIST THEORY
AND NATIONALISM

Scientific socialists have become accustomed to locating the source of their observa-
tional point on the modern era in the nineteenth century. But in truth it is the scient-
ism of the nineteenth century to which they refer. It was the political and intellectual
critique of capitalism—the opposition to the alienation of labor and the ordering of
social life according to the dictates and requirements of private property that could be
traced to nineteenth-century sources. On the other hand, their socialism had its ideo-
logical, analytical, and theoretical beginnings in even earlier times. As such, the begin-
nings of modern socialism, though likewise committed to the ultimate rationalization
of society, were informed by a fundamentally different conception of the project than
that socialism that resulted from the ideology’s collision with German materialism
industrial production, and the revolutionary events of the early nineteenth century.!

Prior to the nineteenth century, what has sometimes been referred to as the social-
ist vision was a species of the moral and architectonic traditions that had penetrated
European thought in the form of ethical systems and considerations preserved from
the civilizations of Egypt, ancient Greece, and Asia Minor. Norman Cohn states:

Like the other phantasies which have gone to make up the revolutionary eschatol-
ogy of Europe, egalitarian and communistic phantasies can be traced back to the
ancient world.?

Christianity, of course, was an important conduit in the intervening ages. But inter-
estingly enough, the growing power, wealth, and human properties of the church, an



important focus of medieval socialism, did not obviate the retention and enunciation
of communistic doctrine.? For more than a millennium and a half, often based upon
specious ecclesiastical authority,

it became a commonplace amongst canonists and scholastics that in the first state
of society, which had also been the best state, there had been no such thing as
private property because all things had belonged to all people.*

Indeed, the communal life was taught and practiced among both the monastic and lay
lower orders of the church. The church thus incorporated the oppositions of feudal
privilege and Christian dogma. Eventually, this contradiction would erupt, informing
the heresies of the fourteenth century and beyond as well as the revolutionary es-
chatology of the numerous peasant revolts that occurred in the last Middle Ages.
Both the doctrine of primitive communalism and the movements of insurrection
would become a part of the socialist tradition.® Surveying the history of feudal
Europe, Marx and Engels recognized the predecessors of socialist praxis in such
movements as the sixteenth-century Anabaptists in Germany, and in seventeenth-
century England, the Levellers; Engels had called them forerunners of the “modern
proletariat”” On their part, the historians of nineteenth-century socialist construc-
tions place their points of origin quite firmly on French soil and among the sons and
daughters of the most politically and intellectually mobile elements of the Third
Estate: the bourgeoisie, the petit bourgeoisie, and the artisans.® Moreover, these
historians of the socialist movement unanimously assert that the French Revolution
(an event upon which there is less agreement among them) was the more dramatic of
the two moments that spurred the development of socialist ideas. As we have already
noted, somewhat peculiarly, the Industrial Revolution, that is, the appearance of a
technologically vigorous and mechanically imaginative industrial capitalism as the
second moment that allowed for the subsequent development of socialist thought,
has been seen as an English phenomenon.

Socialist Thought:
Negation of Feudalism or Capitalism?

Just as the historical character of capitalist development and the working classes
associated with that development can be better understood through the medieval
civilization in which they were created, a similar task applies to the history of social-
ism. Socialism as an articulated opposition to social inequality and poverty was first
addressed to the adaptation of bourgeois society to feudal structures. Socialist cri-
tiques of society were attempts to further the bourgeois revolutions against feudalism.
It possessed then a moral character:

The critique of property that arose with the liberalism of eighteenth-century France
was not . .. geared to the industrial system at all. Aside from advocating that private
property be eliminated, it had no economic orientation. Rather, the concern of
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such a characteristic communist thinker of the era as Morelly was entirely moral,
and the abolition of private ownership was for him simply the focal point of a
rationalized social and political structure that would then bring about the moral
regeneration of man.’

As Marx and Engels made obvious in The Communist Manifesto (as polemicists, their
intention was to emphasize their differences with those socialist traditions that had
preceded them, not to identify with them), the socialism with which they were
contemporaries was generally founded on the attempt to distinguish and preserve the
rights of property (bourgeois) from the wrongs of property (feudalism).!® Socialism
was an expression of the social and intellectual liberation and enlightenment of a
strata of European societies for which the terrors of feudalism and the power of the
Absolute State were no longer natural, immediate, or inevitable. As an ideology
committed to the historical and providential force of science, reason, and rationality,
it was largely an obviation of those ideologies and structures that had served to
legitimate the manifold forms of feudal and imperial authority: caste hierarchies,
aristocratic privilege, the absolute power of the prince (later, the state) over the peas-
antry, the authority and wealth of the church, and finally, the poverty and powerless-
ness of the masses.!! The cause to which early socialism was addressed was the freeing
of the secularized soul:

The highest point attained by contemplative materialism, that is, materialism which
does not comprehend sensuousness as practical activity, is the contemplation of
single individuals in “civil society.”12

To accept the notion, so frequently put forth, that early socialist thought was the
ideological and theoretical negation of capitalist society (industrial capitalism during
the stages of competitive and monopoly capitalism) is to presume a historical rela-
tionship that is not in evidence. As Schumpeter has so cleverly cautioned:

[T]he question arises whether the economic interpretation of history is more than
a convenient approximation which must be expected to work less satisfactorily in
some cases than it does in others. An obvious qualification occurs at the outset.
Social structures, types and attitudes are coins that do not readily melt. Once they
are formed they persist, possibly for centuries, and since different structures and
types display different degrees of this ability to survive, we almost always find that
actual group and national behaviour more or less departs from what we should
expect it to be if we tried to infer it from the dominant forms of the productive
process. . . . Such facts Marx did not overlook but he hardly realized all their
implications.!?

The initial appearances of modern socialism and its forms are more closely related to
feudal society than is suggested by the later shapes socialist thought would assume.
Socialism began as one expression of the bourgeois society and the bourgeoisie that it
came to oppose explicitly.
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The materialist historicism of socialism is thus mistaken. That “nature” of social-
ism to which scholars like George Lichtheim!* have devoted so much attention is
a philosophical-ideological construct—an interpretation of the history of socialist
thought that fixes on that variant of the tradition which was a response to the revolu-
tionary failures of the mid-nineteenth century. Combined with the persistent thrust
of Marx’s materialism toward a positive science—the critique of the capitalist mode of
production, and the political-historical myths of Leninist revolution, the dominant
legend of the socialist tradition replaces a history of socialism. The function of the
alternative “history” of socialism is to obscure the obvious: that the origins of socialist
thought are not with the European proletariat but the middle classes.!®

It was not the working classes in Germany who were at the origin of socialist
ideas. . . . [S]ocialist ideas were spread by a party of the intellectual elite, who saw
the proletarian masses as a possible instrument of social renewal.!¢

Indeed, the history of European socialism is dotted by a consistent opposition to the
practical activity and consciousness of proletarian classes. As Marx and Engels them-
selves declared:

The question is not what goal is envisaged for the time being by this or that member
of the proletariat, or even by the proletariat as a whole. The question is what is the
proletariat and what course of action will it be forced historically to take in confor-
mity with its own nature.'”

The intelligentsia was by far the stratum most likely to discern that course of action.
Of course, Lenin, in substituting the revolutionary party for the conscious proletariat,
agreed with Marx and Engels, both theoretically and programmatically.'® Unfortu-
nately, neither of them recalled to any significant political purpose, Marx’s warning,
in 1851, of the nature of their own class as it was demonstrated in Paris of 1848:

[O]ne must not form the narrow-minded notion that the petty bourgeoisie, on
principle, wishes to enforce an egoistic class interest. Rather, it believes that the
special conditions of its emancipation are the general conditions under which
modern society can alone be saved and the class struggle avoided.

. . [Tlhe democrat, because he represents the petty bourgeoisie, therefore a
transition class, in which the interests of two classes are simultaneously deadened,
imagines himself elevated above class antagonism generally.'

As a class whose historical character included the ideological and administrative
mediation of bourgeois rule and domination, the petit bourgeoisie tended to produce
political and conceptual lattice-works from which its inevitably derivative authority
might extend and absorb the whole of society.?® So as utilitarianism and function-
alism had served as bases for those elements of the petit bourgeoisie enveloped
by bureaucracy, commerce, and the professions—that is, the mainstream of a capi-
talist social order—socialism became the pennant of those members of the petit
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bourgeoisie appalled by the cruel lack of restraint and the chaotically foreshortened
vision of the bourgeoisie.

From Babeuf to Marx:
A Curious Historiography

The industrial working classes constituted a minority of the workers of England
and France at the moments when modern socialism began to take form.2! Indeed,
much of the revolutionary agitation that marked this period was pushed forward by
crowds dominated by artisans and shopkeepers. (Albert Soboul, for instance, indi-
cates that though the most powerful element of the Third Estate of the French
Revolutionary period was bourgeois, two-thirds of the order, that is its Jacobin wing,
were artisans and shopkeepers.)?? England and France (the latter as the most indus-
trialized economy in continental Europe) were still essentially agrarian societies when
their working-class movements assumed class-specific ideological and organizational
forms in the 1830s and 1840s. Even then, for example, Rude speaks of the importance
of “the survival of traditional ideas and values” in movements that were to come so
close to power.? The relationship between the social movements of the lower classes
and the socialist intelligentsia was at least ambiguous.

Students of socialism generally argue that the socialist tradition that would come to
be closely identified with an industrial proletariat begins in 1795 with the Conspiracy
of Equals in which Frangois-Noel (Gracchus) Babeuf was so prominent.?* G. D. H.
Cole, with apparent approval, notes that:

Babeuf’s Conspiracy continued to be regarded by revolutionary Socialists, and is
to-day regarded by Communists, as the first plain manifestation of the proletariat
in revolutionary action, proclaiming from afar the new revolution which was
destined to complete the work begun in 1789.2

Lichtheim, quite naturally, makes an identical remark before proceeding to the decla-
ration of a direct legacy from Babeuf to Lenin:

Babeuf and his associates appear as the precursors of nineteenth-century radicals
like Blanqui and, at a remove, of the Russian revolutionary Populists of the 1860s
and 1870s whose heritage was subsequently assumed by the Bolsheviks.?

Though Lichtheim’s lineage may be problematic, certain similarities are obvious
between the moments at which the Babeufists and the Bolsheviks emerged from their
respective revolutionary situations. Since it is the Conspiracy of Equals that is likely to
be the lesser known, some detail might be appropriate to demonstrate this apparent
similarity.

By 1794, that is Year II of the French republic, the most radical of the several
bourgeois-dominated governments established in Paris had been overthrown and its
leading citizens (most prominently Robespierre) had been executed, exiled, or forced
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to flee to the countryside and beyond.?” The reaction that followed, under the Direc-
tory, had abolished the radical legislation and the egalitarian policies of a directed
economy decreed the year before.® The limitations on prices (the maximum), the
taxation of the wealthy classes, national assistance to the poor, free and compulsory
education, the confiscation and distribution to the poor of emigre property, were
either repealed or discontinued in practice. As had been the case on several previous
occasions since the aristocracy’s power had been challenged, the revolutionary crowds
of France’s towns and cities, and the peasants in the countryside began to suspect that
the Revolution was being betrayed.?® This time the traitors were the reactionary
bourgeoisie, those members of the class whose wealth and power the Revolution had
already secured. The executions of the leaders of the Jacobin “left wing” of the
Convention, removed from the Parisian sans-culottes those elements (the Monta-
gnard) which had been most responsive to its demands. Those members of the left
wing that had survived its repression had gone underground, frequently organizing
themselves into secret societies and clubs. One such group was the remnant of the
Union du Pantheon: the Conspirators. While Babeuf and his comrades were negotiat-
ing in 1796 with the Jacobin underground, they were betrayed by a military associate,
Crisel, acting as a spy for the Directory.3® At their subsequent trial in Year V (1797), the
intent of the Conspiracy of Equals was revealed for the first time:

[T]hey had projected a seizure of power by a small revolutionary group of leaders,
who were then to establish a revolutionary government based on their following
among the Parisian local societies, with the intention of summoning as speedily as
possible a National Assembly, to be elected under the democratic franchise of the
abortive Constitution of 1793, which had never been allowed to come into force.
Pending the bringing into action of this Constitution, Babeuf and his followers
proposed to establish a temporary dictatorship, based mainly on the Paris workers;
but they had no theory of revolutionary—much less of proletarian—dictatorship as
more than an expedient of transition over a short period to a fully democratic
Constitution based on manhood suffrage. They did, however, propose to proceed
immediately . . . to large measures of expropriation and redistribution of property
holdings on a basis of communal appropriation and enjoyment of all goods.*!

Such were the beginnings of the notion of proletarian dictatorship in European
socialism. It is a heritage that tends to confirm Marx’s later characterizations of the
petit bourgeoisie while suggesting some of the political forms and consequence of
such presumptions. It is also useful to note that at no point had the conspiracy
become a popular or mass movement. Cole observes

that Babeuf’s movement [n]ever really took shape as a nationwide revolutionary
campaign. It found its support, as the Jacobins had done, mainly in the larger
towns and pre-eminently in Paris, where its following was attracted to it mainly by
the conditions of scarcity and unemployment that followed upon the reluctance of
emancipated peasants to keep the towns supplied with the necessaries of life. Nor
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did it ever command more than a small fraction even of the urban proletariat. It
was a conspiracy of a few who aimed at drawing after them the large elements of
urban discontent arising mainly out of sheer hunger.?

It would be another thirty years before a working-class movement gave evidence of its
influence, and much longer than that before the principles of a socialist society
became dominant in European social movements.*?

Following the execution of Babeuf and his co-conspirators, it is not until almost
mid-century, the years noted for the appearance of Marx and Engels, that thinkers in
the socialist tradition became actively engaged in working-class politics. The histo-
rians of socialist thought take this period for what it was, in relationship to their
subject, and unanimously commit themselves to exegeses. The literary, pamphleteer-
ing, and historical works of forgotten and dimly remembered writers, with the rare
interruptions of a Buonarroti, Blanqui, or Blanc, are sequenced to form the tapestry
of socialist thought. It is a period dominated by eccentrics, visionaries, and didacts.
The wistful trails of Godwin, Paine, Fourier, Saint-Simon, Cabet, Pecquer, lesser and
grander lights, preoccupy the historians, along with the most often short-lived uto-
pian communities associated with some of them. The agitations, rebellions, riots, and
struggles of artisans, wage laborers, peasants, and slave laborers are largely irrelevant
to the tradition in the early nineteenth century and mostly constitute a background
“noise” in this the era of the socialist writer. The “historical” issues that arise are each
writer’s contribution to socialist theory, and whether or not the “systems” that were
constructed should properly be categorized as “socialist” This is a particularly telling
historical project since so many of the historians, the Coles, Lichtheims, Beers, are
themselves sympathetic to the tradition they reconstruct. Their work becomes a
demonstration of the independence of socialist theory and social movements from
one another. When once again they collide, in the 1840s, 1870s, and early 1900s, each
had assumed forms and prerogatives only slightly tolerable to those of the other.
While the movements of the working classes tended toward an accommeodation with
capitalism in the form of trade unionist demands, abandoning revolutionary initia-
tives to those whose social origins were, most often, the peasant and petit bourgeois
classes, socialist theory became more and more dominated by the figure of the
revolutionary proletariat.

Marx, under the influence both of his readings of Hegel and his intense encounters
with a number of intellects of his own generation who had identified themselves as
Hegelians (David Strauss, Bruno Bauer, Karl Koppen, Moses Hess, Lorenz von Stein,
and Ludwig Feuerbach),?* had sought to construct an epistemological system founded
on materialism as a metatheoretic; the currency underneath social structures and forms:

My inquiry led me to the conclusion that neither legal relations nor political forms
could be comprehended whether by themselves or on the basis of a so-called
general development of the human mind, but that on the contrary they originate in
the material conditions of life . . . that the anatomy of this civil society . . . has to be
sought in political economy.*®
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History, for Marx, became the antagonistic play of the relations of living social
categories whose existence was predicated on the particular characters of production
and property that had been the basis of social life.* Political economy was thus the
most fundamental of historical inquiries. The materialist conception of history situ-
ated the objective and necessary forces of a society, distinguishing their significance
from those categories of human activity that were the result of pure speculation
(idealism) and ideology. As Marx’s theoretical work proceeded, the progressive ten-
dency to place the study of capitalist forms of production, exchange, and distribution
at the center of his work became more and more pronounced. By 1847, capitalism had
become his primary subject. His infrequent sojourns into the study of revolutions
were dictated by their occurrence (he would write in 1850 articles later published as
The Class Struggles in France and, in 1851, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte
as studies of the 1848 revolutionary movement in France, and, in 1871, The Civil War
in France as a statement of the Paris Commune of the same year) and the degree to
which Marx believed them to be important testaments to the political and method-
ological efficacy of the materialist conception of history.>”

Marx, Engels, and Nationalism

The bulk of the almost two decades that Marx spent on his “Economics,” largely
sandwiched between the revolutions of 1848 and the appearance of the rather more
ambiguous “International” in 1864, though substantially marked by intensive re-
search, writing, mathematical training, and theoretical development, was also a pe-
riod of extreme frustration. Plagued by what he constantly referred to as “bourgeois”
troubles (indebtedness, familial demands, and disruptions) and debilitating ilinesses
(carbuncles and boils),*® Marx’s celebrated temper and sometimes mean preoccupa-
tions propelled him into drawn quarrels, some petty but no less vicious (with Karl
Vogt; Ferdinand Lassalle, “the dirty Breslaw Jew”; Giuseppe Mazzini; and even one,
probably the only one, with Engels following the death of Mary Burns);*® most the
result of Marx’s proprietary attitude toward a “party” (the Communist League),
which he himself in 1860 had declared defunct since 1852.*° One of these disputes,
however, is particularly instructive here for it reveals in dramatic terms the ideological
restraints and theoretical bounds that placed Marx and Engels at an especial dis-
advantage in their confrontation with the form of nationalism beginning to surface
by the mid-nineteenth century. Because nationalism is the most important ideology
of our time, its treatment by Marx and Engels and later Marxists can be informative
both with respect to the essence of Marxist thought as well as the nature of ideology.
The nationalism in question was German, a nation from which Marx and Engels
had been in enforced exile for several years. Exile, however, is hardly a satisfactory
defense in this instance since Marx and Engels, as leaders of the German democratic
(socialist) movement, were in almost daily touch with German correspondents. It is
true that as émigrés from Germany, Marx and Engels can be expected to have drawn
increasingly distant from the ambitions and moods of working-class organizations at
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home. Franz Mehring, one of Marx’s most sympathetic biographers, notes that in
Marx’s and Engels’s argument with Lassalle over the consequences for the German
revolutionary struggle of a war between Germany (Prussia and the German League)
and Italy (the Kingdom of Sardinia) and France, “the two friends had to pay for
having lost touch with conditions in Germany for so long”*! Given the world-
historical scope that Marx and Engels attempted to achieve in their work, however,
Mehring’s intervention by interpretation appears excessively apologetic and not par-
ticularly instructive. He failed to come to terms with the political-ideological effect
that Marx’s notion of the logic of capitalist development would incur.

In brief, the situation was this. Neither Italy, Germany, ot France (and for that
matter Austria) had yet achieved territorial configurations that conformed to the
ambitions of their ruling and military elites, nor the natural (ethnic and linguistic)
affections of their nationalistic citizenry. Cavour, the Prime Minister of the Sardinian
kingdom, had gradually been converted from a repressive antinationalist to an ex-
tremely skilled unificationist by the persistent development and growth of nationalist
sympathy and organization both on the Italian peninsula and among the exiles his
government had been so instrumental in relocating.*? By the outbreak of the Crimean
War in 1854, Cavour had become convinced that the French army would be the
critical tool for the expulsion of Austria from central Italy and the achievement of a
decisive advantage for Piedmont (continental Sardinia) over the Papal States (Cavour
appears to have presumed the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies beyond his reach). Cavour
saw to it that Sardinian troops accompanied the British and French armies when they
invaded Russia in 1854. The Crimean War ultimately resulted in the weakening of
both Austria and Russia, and at the peace conference in Paris (1856), Austria’s Italian
possessions (Venetia and Lombardy) became a matter for discussion as a breach of
the Vienna settlement (1815). It appears that diplomatic considerations and the brutal
and continuing suppression of Italian rebels by Austria had joined to make Austria’s
position in Italy untenable. By July 1858, Napoleon III, convinced on the one hand, as
a Bonaparte, that Italy was ancestral country,*® and on the other that French power
required a larger destiny than that bounded by the defeat of his imperial uncle,
had met secretly with Cavour** and agreed on a joint venture against Austria: Pied-
mont was to lure Austria into a declaration of war. The French army would inter-
vene against the aggressor Austria. France would be rewarded by the ceding of the
Savoy and Nice provinces; Sardinia, by incorporating Lombardy, Venetia, and the
central Duchies, would become the Kingdom of North Italy. Mehring continues
the story:

On New Year’s Day, 1859, Bonaparte received the Austrian Ambassador in audience
and informed him of the French intentions, whilst a few days later the King of
Sardinia announced to the world that he was not deaf to the heart-rending appeals
of the Italian people. These threats were perfectly understood in Vienna . . . the
Austrian government was clumsy enough to let itself be manoeuvred into the role
of attacker. Half-bankrupt, attacked by France and threatened by Russia, it wasin a
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difficult position . . . so it therefore sought to win the support of the German
League. . . . [I]t tried to persuade the League that the maintenance of Austrian
oppression in Italy was a matter of vital national importance for Germany.*

In order to comprehend the response of Marx and Engels to this situation it is first
necessary to know more about the Germany from which they came, and the Germany
to which Austria appealed.

The defeat of the Napoleonic armies and the 1815 settlement of Vienna that fol-
lowed, had not resulted in the reunification of Germany. The “Holy Alliance” of the
Reich, whose most recent manifestation was an alliance between Prussia, the Con-
federation of the Rhine, and Austria, which had been dissolved in 1806, was entirely
frustrated by a statesmanship whose architect was Austria’s Metternich and that was
dominated by the interests of Austria, Russia, and Great Britain. Between 1815 and
1866, Germany—the Deutscher Bund—consisted of 39 states or principalities (includ-
ing the four free cities of Hamburg, Bremen, Lubeck, and Frankfurt).* Even during
the War of Liberation (1812~15), the particularisms of the German principalities had
been persistent, causing Johann Friedrich Bohmer’s father to write to his son, the
future historian, “Unhappily, those fighting for the great patriotic cause are not so
much Germans as Bavarians, Wurttemberger, Hessians, Saxons, Nassauer, Wurz-
burger and even subjects of the petty state of Ysenburg”¥ Within the Bund (or
League), Prussia emerged as the most powerful competitor to Austria on the basis of
its army and its bureaucracy (a legacy of French rule).*®

W. O. Henderson indicates that Germany, at the beginning of the nineteenth
century, was much less industrialized than France. The industrialization of Germany
really began in the 1830s and 1840s with the introduction of steam-powered machin-
ery and the importation of skilled artisans from England (to operate mule-jennys in
the cotton mills of Saxony, build textile machinery and steam-ships, and inaugurate
power loom weaving in Lower Silesia).#” Up through the mid-nineteenth century,
however, Germany was still overwhelmingly agricultural. And despite an estimated 38
percent rise in population between 1815 and 1845,

the proportions of town and country dwellers remained virtually unchanged. Few
towns had recovered from the effects of the Thirty Years War and the stagnation of
the eighteenth century, and at the beginning of the nineteenth century the total
population of all the free cities and university towns of Germany was scarcely the
equivalent of the population of Paris. Hence neither industrial capitalists nor
industrial workers existed as a serious political force, and the towns were still, as in
the eighteenth century, dominated by a professional and bureaucratic middle-
class, which had little to gain by radical political change.>

Still, it was largely out of this middle class that early nineteenth-century liberalism
and nationalism found their social base.>! Barraclough, indeed, expressed some sur-
prise that “radical and national feeling” would persist so long in Germany as to
achieve popular support in the German revolutions of 1848. Yet when crowds of
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artisans and workers rose in Vienna and Berlin in that year, the liberal elements of the
middle classes were not enthusiastic, choosing politically to abdicate their momen-
tary advantage rather than provide any further momentum to the revolutions.5 We
shall see that Marx and Engels, as members of that generation and class that had
committed themselves to the democratization and reunification of Germany, were
thus deeply implicated and consequently ambivalent toward the events that affected
these interests between the liberal defection of 1849 and the assumption of power in
Prussia by Bismarck in 1862. Lichtheim is quite correct to observe that:

Neither the Marxian theory of democracy nor the Marxian view of national evo-
lution is fully comprehensible unless it is remembered that they took shape on
the morrow of the worst defeat democracy and nationalism had yet suffered in
Europe.”

When the liberal parliamentarians abandoned the attempt at democratic reforms
in May 1849, the future of German liberalism and nationalism was remanded into
the hands of the Prussian Junker class. The first, liberalism, was to be destroyed as
a threat to that class, the second retained as a weapon of that class against Austrian
ambitions:

Bismarck. . . realized that, despite the setback of 1848-1849, German liberalism and
nationalism supported by Austria were still a serious threat to Prussian particular-
ism and Prussian aristocratic privilege. . . . Liberalism was fatal to the social order
for which Bismarck stood; but nationalism, carefully handled, could be made to
subserve the purposes of Prussia. . . . He separated German national aspirations
from the liberal background which, from 1813 to 1848 and in centuries past, had
given them meaning. Nationalism had grown strong as an instrument of liberal
reform, as an essential means of breaking the stranglehold of particularist interest
over the German people. . . . {H]e offered the German people unity, but at the
expense of the radical reform which alone made unity worth while.>

Bismarck, as we know, was successful, but not on the basis of sheer energy or diplo-
matic acumen. The economic prosperity, between 1850 and 1871, of an industrializing
Germany had made radical (that is liberal) reform less urgent,> while the ubiquitous
international machinations and the persistent hostility of Napoleon III to German
unity underscored the logic of nationalism. As we return to the first months of the
war, these dynamics and their history should be kept in mind. And though the era of
Bismarck takes us beyond the moment of the Italian war, some familiarity with these
later events is useful since they indicate the momentum of certain social processes
more clearly evident to Lassalle than to Marx or Engels.

Engels’s reaction to the outbreak of war in 1859 between Austria, Sardinia, and
France, and to the German nationalist movement that had attended the prelude of
war, was to publish a pamphlet entitled Po und Rhein.> Lassalle acted for Engels as his
German agent with Franz Duncker, while Marx gave his enthusiastic support to the
project. In his pamphlet, Engels argued that though the Po river boundary was of no
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military significance to Germany (in these terms, Engels added, France’s claims were
more defensible), politically, the French encroachment on the Po was the beginning
of an attempt to recapture the Rhine frontier. On this basis, Engels insisted, the Po
was where Germany must make its stand with Austria. The pamphlet was published
in Germany, anonymously, on the advice of Marx so as to give the impression that the
author was probably a Prussian general—a stratagem that was apparently quite suc-
cessful, to Marx’s great satisfaction. He wrote to Engels, congratulating him on the
fact that in his induced identity he was now being celebrated in their homeland as a
military expert.’” The intent of Marx and Engels, their “ulterior motive” as they put it,
has been reconstructed by Mehring:

First of all both Marx and Engels believed that the national movement in Germany
was a really genuine one. . .. The instinct of the people demanded war against Louis
Bonaparte as the representative of the traditions of the First French Empire, and
this instinct was right.

Secondly, they assumed that Germany was really seriously threatened by the
Franco-Russian alliance. . . .

And finally . .. [i]n their opinion the German governments needed goading on
by the national movement, and what they then expected was described by Engels in
a passage of a letter to Lassalle . . . : “Long live a war in which we are attacked
simultaneously by the French and the Russians, for in such a desperate situation
with disaster immediately threatening, all parties, from those which are now ruling
to Zitz and Blum, would exhaust themselves, and the nation would then finally
turn to the most energetic party in order to save itself.”>

But what Mehring did not recognize as an important element of both Engels’s and
Marx’s position was a fundamental historicism. Engels had made clear in Po und
Rhein that the logic of capitalist development supported German nationalism but not
Italian nationalism:

All changes (in the map of Europe), if they are to last, must in general start from the
effort to give the large and viable European nations more and more their true
national boundaries, which are determined by language and sympathies, while at
the same time the ruins of peoples, which are still found here and there and which
are no longer capable of a national existence, are absorbed by the larger nations and
either become a part of them or maintain themselves as ethnographic monuments
without political significance.”

We shall return to the implications of this theme more than once.

Lassalle, we know already, disagreed with Marx and Engels. He quickly responded
to Engels’s essay by writing a pamphlet of his own, The Italian War and Prussia’s Task.
In it he urged the Prussian government to side with France and Italy against Austria
on the grounds that “the complete destruction of Austria was the preliminary condi-
tion of German unity.”¢® As he would inform Marx by letter, he wrote in this way so as
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to appeal to a public mentality (which he believed Marx and Engels to be unaware of)
in order to discredit a policy (Prussian defense of Austria) that he believed inevitable:

My dear Marx, You simply cannot conceive the idiocy of opinion here which is all
for war with France, and which threatens to sweep away in its current even those
democrats who are not thoroughly independent. I should regard the popularity of
the war as a much greater misfortune than the war itself—and there can be no
doubt that at the present moment a war would be extremely popular.

... T'have pointed out to the government an extremely national and popular way,
which in abstracto it could very well follow, but which in concreto would prove
utterly impracticable. For the very reason that the government will not take this
course, it seems to me that I have found a means of making it fundamentally
unpopular. 1 do not know whether you have read enough of the German news-
papers to be well informed concerning the popular mood. The press is in full blast
for the devouring of all Frenchmen and voices an unqualified Gallophobia. (Napo-
leon is a mere pretext; the underlying ground is the revolutionary development of
France) . . . a war supported by a blind uprush of popular feeling would be most
prejudicial to our democratic development.®!

Lassalle, whose pamphlet was described by Marx as “an enormous blunder”¢? and
“monstrously false,”®® prompting Marx to observe to Engels that “we must now
absolutely insist on party discipline or everything will be in the soup,”®* was decidedly
more insightful as to the nature of German nationalism than either Marx or Engels.5>
Mebhring, largely free of the restraints that bound Lassalle to a solicitous concern for
Marx’s feelings, presented Lassalle’s thesis with less discretion than Lassalle and in
language much more appropriate:

In his eyes a Franco-German war in which the two greatest Continental peoples
would rend each other for mere nationalist delusions, a really popular war against
France not prompted by any vital national interest, but nourished by patholog-
ically irritated nationalism, high-flown patriotism and childish anti-Gallicism, was
a tremendous danger to European culture and to all really national and revolution-
ary interests.s®

Thus the dispute between Lassalle, Marx, and Engels had not merely raised questions
as to the nature of the political relationship between them (that is whether Lassalle
had the right to disagree publicly with an anonymously authored position) or the
extent to which Marx and Engels were themselves victims of a Germanic chauvin-
ism.%” Certainly these were important issues, but they could just as well be understood
as the inevitable excesses of personality and political ambition to which intellectuals
such as Marx and Engels in the midst of a workers’ movement fall prey.®® More
important, however, is the effect that political economy, the central analytical tool of
their materialist conception of history, had on their ability to conceptualize correctly
the ideological character of industrial social movements.
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In Marx’s historical view, the “genesis of the industrial capitalist” was inextricably
tied to the development of the state. It was by means of the state that the proletariat
came into being, transformed as producers from peasants to wage laborers,

Thus were the agricultural people, first forcibly expropriated from the soil, driven
from their homes, turned into vagabonds, and then whipped, branded, tortured by
laws grotesquely terrible, into the discipline necessary for the wage system.®®

and as consumers into the home market.

The many scattered customers, whom stray artisans until now had found in the
numerous small producers working on their own account, concentrate themselves
now into one great market provided for by industrial capital. Thus, hand in hand
with the expropriation of the self-supporting peasants, with their separation from
their means of production, goes the destruction of rural domestic industry, the
process of separation between manufacture and agriculture. And only the destruction
of rural domestic industry can give the internal market of a country that extension
and consistence that the capitalist mode of production requires.”®

Having secured the home market, the further expansion of capitalism required of
the state that it assume new forms and additional functions. “National debts, i.e. the
alienation of the state—whether despotic, constitutional or republican—marked with
its stamp the capitalistic era.””" First in Holland, and subsequently in England (but
with precedents in Genoa, Venice, Spain, and Portugal), the primitive accumulation of
capital that was the basis for manufacturing had been accomplished through the
agencies of a “colonial system, public debts, heavy taxes, protection, commercial wars,
etc”7?—all the attributes of state structures. Marx conceived the triumph of bourgeois
society over feudalism as a victory won by the most extraordinary instrument of class
struggle: the state. He was inclined, then, as we have already noted in Engels,” to see the
nation (the manifest form of the state in the nineteenth century) as a sine qua non of
bourgeois rule.” In turn, bourgeois rule and capitalist production were necessary for
the development of the socialized production that the immanent society required.”

The development of the industrial proletariat is, in general, conditioned by the
development of the industrial bourgeoisie. Only under its rule does the proletariat
gain that extensive national existence that can raise its revolution to a national one,
and only thus does the proletariat itself create the modern means of production,
which becomes just so many means of its revolutionary emancipation. Only bour-
geois rule tears up the material roots of feudal society and levels the ground on which
alone a proletarian revolution is possible.”s

Marx had initially presumed (with an enthusiasm of youth, according to Licht-
heim) that the bourgeoisie would reproduce itself everywhere, “In one word, it
creates a world after its own image.””” However, while Marx clearly envisioned the
historical role of the bourgeoisie in world-historical terms,” he also maintained the
contradictory view of its historical development as occurring in national terms.” The
expansion of the bourgeoisie meant the extension of the nation-state:
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The bourgeoisie keeps more and more doing away with the scattered state of the
population, of the means of production, and of property. It has agglomerated
population, centralized means of production, and has concentrated property in a
few hands. . . . Independent, or but loosely connected provinces, with separate
interests, laws, governments and systems of taxation, became lumped together into
one nation, with one government, one code of laws, one national class-interest, one
frontier and one customs tariff.5

It may be that at this stage of Marx’s development, his universe consisting of western
Europe might dissolve this contradiction through the vision of an immanent pan-
European formation. It may be that his ideas demonstrated an unresolved strain
between his predilection as an idealist-trained philosopher-theorist and his processes
of inquiry as a social and historical analyst. Further, Marx may have already begun the
tendency, much more obvious in his later work, to confuse and confound his theory
of historical change by extrapolating from French social history a sense of the ulti-
mate character of class struggle in capitalist society (in spite of the rather primitive
development of industrial capitalism in France, the dominance of a maritime bour-
geoisie, the presence of a capitalist aristocracy, and a working class more peasant and
artisan than industrial proletariat) while determining the nature of capitalism from
the more industrially developed England.® Last, as a propagandist, he may simply
have been more concerned with the political impact of rhetoric on his audience than
with analytical precision. Whichever of these explanations one chooses, none really
reconciles the existence in the early work of two opposing views of the nature and
character of bourgeois society. In time, Marx would relinquish one for the other.

Interestingly enough, Marx’s disavowal of the genesis of capitalism in western
Europe as a general “historico-philosophic theory” is best illustrated by letters written
to Russian Marxists who, from the 1870s on, became engaged in controversies con-
cerning the process of industrialization and social development that Russia should
assume in order to achieve a social revolution. In November 1877, Marx drafted a
letter (never sent) to the editors of the Russian socialist journal, Otechestvenniye
Zapiski. He meant to object to the use a Narodnik author, N. K. Mikhailovsky, had
made of his work in an attack on Marx’s sympathizers in Russia. Marx wrote:

The chapter on primitive accumulation does not pretend to do more than trace the
path by which, in Western Europe, the capitalist order of economy emerged from
the womb of the feudal order of economy. . . . That is all. But that is too little for my
critic. He feels he absolutely must metamorphose my historical sketch of the gene-
sis of capitalism in Western Europe into a historico-philosophic theory of the
general path every people is fated to tread, whatever the historical circumstances in
which it finds itself, in order that it may ultimately arrive at the form of economy
which ensures, together with the greatest expansion of the productive powers of
social labour, the most complete development of man. But I beg his pardon. (He is
both honouring and shaming me too much.)??
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Four years later, in a letter written to Vera Zusulich, the Russian revolutionary who
would later work with Lenin in London, Marx would quote from the French edition
of Capital as a response to her inquiries on “the agrarian question” in Russia: “The
‘historical necessity’ of this movement is thus explicitly restricted to the countries
of Western Europe. The reason for this restriction is indicated . . . in chapter XXXII.”#?

Yet the historical figure of the nation, conceived in terms of its historic role in the
development of capitalist production, remained an aspect of the acceptance or rejec-
tion of nationalist movements by Marx and Engels. Nationalism was acceptable if its
success resulted in the construction of a “viable” industrial nation. In the same vein, it
was unacceptable (“nonsense,” “impracticable,” “fanatical”) for nationalist move-
ments to threaten what Engels had termed “true [i.e. productive] national bound-
aries” in Po und Rhein.? As late as 1888, Engels was still giving his blessing to German
nationalism on this basis:

One can see from all this that the desire for a united “Fatherland” had a very
material foundation. It was no longer the dim impulse of the students of the
Wartburg days, when “strength and courage burned in German souls,” . . . neither
was it any longer the much more down-to-earth call for unity advanced by the
lawyers and other bourgeois ideologists of the Hambach Festival . . . no, it was the
demand arising from the immediate commercial needs of practical businessmen
and industrialists for the elimination of all the historically out-dated rubbish
which obstructed the free development of trade and industry, for the removal of all
the unnecessary irritations, which all his competitors had overcome, and which the
German businessman had to put an end to at home if he wished to play a part on
the world market.*

Though Marx and Engels substantially agreed about the historical elements and
characteristics of European nations extant in the mid-nineteenth century, there were
some differences between them respecting the nationalism, or what they came to call
the national question (the difference was linked in all probability with whatever it was
behind Engels’s contempt for the Slavs).*® In The Communist Manifesto and The
German Ideology, Marx had stressed proletarian internationalism over nationalism,
observing, as we have seen, that it was in the nature of the bourgeoisie to have
national interests and retain them, but in the nature of capitalism to dissolve national
interests both politically (through the formation of an international class: the pro-
letariat) and economically (through the creation of a world system). Later on, as
noted, particularly in his considerations of Ireland®” Marx began to deal with the
question of national liberation more deliberately, and, perhaps, realistically. Here
Marx came to insist that national liberation was the precondition for proletarian
internationalism and simultaneously the destruction of bourgeois economic, politi-
cal, military, and ideological hegemony.®® He did not, however, extend this analysis to
India, Mexico, or Italy.*” Engels, on the other hand, tended to recognize and em-
phasize a counterrevolutionary tendency of national liberation movements, which he
had sensed since observing the social upheavals of 1848—49. Including the Scots,
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Bretons, and Basques with the Southern Slavs, Engels had declared these peoples
“non-historic nations,”

remnants of a nation, mercilessly crushed, as Hegel said, by the course of history,
this national refuse, is always the fanatical representative of counterrevolution and
remains so until it is completely exterminated or de-nationalized, as its whole
existence is in itself a protest against a great historical revolution.*

Michael Lowy’s observation that Marx’s treatment of national liberation tended to-
ward economism,” while Engels’s was legalistic® is a bit simplistic, if not entirely
incorrect. Their habits of thought tended toward the recognition of different forces if
not configurations in human experience. The familiar, in the instance of Marx, was of
things philosophically dialectical and reflective, with Engels it was the mundane and
the practical instincts of the market place. While Marx tended, at the level of the
historical epic, to discover the forces of the new world disguised in epiphenomenal
forms, Engels’s commitment to the revolutionary vision determined for him ul-
timately, the uses of history (and science). With respect to nationalism, Marx was the
more likely to recognize that as an ideology its historical significance was ambiguous
at worst, and Engels that such ambiguity constituted an unacceptable threat.

As analysts of nationalism, their legacy then was ambiguous. It appears that with
respect to the actual nationalist movements of their time, in Germany, Poland, east-
ern, or southern Europe, neither Marx nor Engels achieved an extraordinary com-
prehension or fully escaped the parochialisms of the day. Rather, their historical
method provided them with a means of supporting their predispositions on the
historical worth of peoples and the varying capacities of the several European na-
tional movements. Their own nationalism whether “unconscious or subconscious,”
as Davis is forced to concede,”® or otherwise, made them generally unsympathetic to
the national liberation movements of peoples (e.g., the Russians and other Slavs) that
historically threatened what Marx and Engels believed to be the national interests of
the German people. An opposition to movements such as these could be rationalized
by their failure to accord with the practical requirements of a viable political econ-
omy. On the other hand, certain European peoples were destined to be unified by the
state and capitalist development. For the time being, in the interests of socialism, the
proletariat of such societies were best advised to support their bourgeoisie. Germany,
they argued, fitted that circumstance:

For some other countries, nationalism still meant struggling for national unifica-
tion, as with the East European countries from Poland to the Balkans; or fighting
for national independence against the imperialist powers, as with the Irish, the
Czechoslovaks, and the oriental and African peoples. Marxism had still to answer
the questions of how far these nationalist movements were justified, how far they
were a legitimate concern of the working class, and what attitude the proletariat of
all countries should take to them. Was there a general principle involved? If so,
Marx and Engels had not clearly enunciated it.>*
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Marxism and Nationalism

After Marx and Engels, the most significant contributors to the national question
were the Bolsheviks, the Radical Left (Luxemburg, Pannekoek, Strasser, and Trotsky),
and the Austro-Marxists (Karl Renner and Otto Bauer). Luxemburg attacked the
notion of the right of self-determination as abstract, metaphysical, bourgeois, and
utopian.” Her argument was based largely on both the economistic strain in Marx’s
thought, which underscored the cultural element of national divisions, and on En-
gels’s characterization of “non-historic nations.” Both Anton Pannekoek and Josef
Strasser®® saw the nation as an ideology comparable to religion, which disappears
with the advent of socialism. Opposing Otto Bauer’s position, which identified the
national question in psychocultural terms,”” Pannekoek and Strasser rejected the
theory of a national culture that could be appropriated for its own interest by the
working class.

The permutations were (and are) seemingly endless, each evidently possessing its
own rationales. In the characterization of nationalism by Marxist theorists, presum-
ably general principles of historical or objective nature were opposed to factors of
special and short-term significance; but every debate responded to contemporary
events by attempting to encompass the evidences of new sciences, new events, and the
effects of immediate political and ideological struggles. And the antagonists often
reversed their opinions with the appropriate shows of “new understanding.” Unfortu-
nately, the relegation of consciousness in the Marxian logic to a reflex of the relations
of production and the frequent preoccupation with capitalism as a system deter-
mined by its own objective laws and the motivating force of historical change, most
consistently led to the conclusion that nationalism among working classes was con-
trary to the historical movement of modern societies. In this sense, nationalism was a
backward ideology, often a means of deflecting the class struggle into imperialist
wars, and in any case not a fit subject for serious study in its own right since it was
merely a politically convenient conduit of other forces and interests. Franz Borkenau
would rejoin:

In the political field, nationalism is the fact against which the Marxist theory breaks
itself. Here is a force which has proved definitely stronger in the modern world
than the class struggle which for orthodox Marxists makes the essence of history.
The natural result was that the Marxists constantly tended to underestimate a force
which did not easily fit into their ideas, and which at the same time was clearly
contrasted with the ideals of the class-struggle. It became almost a mark of an
orthodox Marxist to despise every nationalist feeling.?®

The dismissal of culture, that is, a transmitted historical consciousness, as an aspect of
class consciousness, did not equip the Marxian movement for the political forces that
would not only erupt in Europe and the Third World but within the movement itself.
For many Marxists it would be left to the new ideological and political order in-
stituted by the Bolshevik triumph in the Russian Revolution, and not received theory,
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to sort out a Marxist orthodoxy on the national question. Ultimately the resolution
was a political one clothed only partially by theory. Here we need only to sketch its
politically authoritative form since we will return to more closely inspect its develop-
ment in Part III.

Trotsky, though early on committed to the idea that nations had the right to self-
determination,® was also of the opinion that the “centralizing needs of economic
development” would ultimately lead to the dissolution of the nation-state. “The
nation, divorced from the economy and freed from the old framework of the state,
would have the right to self determination . . . in the sphere of ‘cultural develop-
ment. 1% Trotsky’s formulations seemed to be entirely borrowed first from Marx and
later from Lenin.

Lenin, indeed, seems to have done most to extend Marxist theory on the national
question. Lowy writes:

Lenin understood better than his comrades of the revolutionary left the dialectical
relationship between internationalism and the right of national self-determination.
He understood, firstly, that only the freedom to secede makes possible free and
voluntary union. . . . Secondly, that only the recognition by the workers’ movement
in the oppressor nation of the right of the oppressed nation to self-determination
can help to eliminate the hostility and suspicion of the oppressed, and unite the
proletariat of both nations in the international struggle against the bourgeoisie.!%!

Of course, Lenin’s prominence as an architect of the October Revolution, as leader of
the Soviet State and a founder of the Third International, gave his opinions the
requisite authority to become dogma. Nevertheless, the complex and rather volu-
minous character of his writings on the national question left his ideas vulnerable to
simplification. In the course of things, it was Lenin’s successor, Stalin, who would
supply the most simple and authoritative proclamations on the national question. In
1913, with the instruction of Lenin, Stalin wrote his now famous pamphlet, Marxism
and the National Question. In his article, Stalin took it upon himself to define a nation
(” A nation is a historically evolved, stable community of language, territory, economic
life, and psychological make-up manifested in a community of culture. . . . It is only
when all these characteristics are present that we have a nation.!?2 He also declared his
support for the right of national self-determination (“The right of self determination
means that a nation can arrange its life according to its own will. It has the right to
arrange its life on the basis of autonomy. It has the right to enter into federal relations
with other nations. It has the right to complete secession. Nations are sovereign and all
nations are equal.”)!%® It was Stalin’s formulae that would dominate discourse on the
national question for at least three decades after Lenin’s death. This is particularly
unfortunate since it was precisely during this period that socialist organization and
thought came to the most persistent encounters with the ideology of nationalism.
‘What the Marxists did not understand about the political and ideological phenom-
enon of nationalism is that it was not (and is not) a historical aberration (of pro-
letarian internationalism). Nor is it necessarily the contrary: a developmental stage of
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internationalism. Nationalism defeated the Marxism of the Second International
(World War I), but ironically, was a basis of the Marxism of the Third International
(the Russian revolutions; Stalin’s socialism in one country; the conditions for mem-
bership in the Comintern), yet its primary world-historical significance was denied. It
remained for most northern Marxists a secondary phenomenon (to the class strug-
gle). As I have indicated, Lenin saw its character as principally political, Luxemburg as
principally cultural. The error resided less in the mythic, analytic, or theoretical
treatments of nationalism, than in “a defective grasp of the overall nature and depth
of capitalist development.”!%4

The unforeseeable, antagonistic reality of capitalism’s growth into the world is
what the general title “uneven development” refers to. . . .

In the traditional philosophical terminology, this amounts of course to a “con-
tradiction.” The contradiction here is that capitalism, even as it spread remorse-
lessly over the world to unite human society into one more or less connected story
for the first time, also engendered a perilous and convulsive new fragmentation of
that society. The socio-historical cost of this rapid implantation of capitalism into
world society was “nationalism” . . .

The world market, world industries and world literature predicted with such
exultation in The Communist Manifesto all conducted, in fact, to the world of
nationalism.!%

The consequence of the hegemony of capitalism, that is, the social and political
reactions to capitalism, have seldom held to those conjectured by a logic bound by the
laws of “capitalism.” It is not that those reactions have been illogical, but that they
have failed to conform to the political economic code emergent from capitalist soci-
ety. It is this same code that still influences—maintains, as it were—the epistemologi-
cal boundaries of radical social theory.

It generalizes the economic mode of rationality over the entire expanse of human
history, as the generic mode of human becoming. It circumscribes the entire
history of man in a gigantic simulation model. It tries somehow to turn against the
order of capital by using as an analytic instrument the most subtle ideological
phantasm that capital has itself elaborated.!%

It is in no way unusual for Marxian thinkers to declare, as Alex Callincos did recently:
“The role of philosophy is that of the theoretical reflection of proletarian class posi-
tions.”1%” It does not seem to matter that this tradition placed Trotsky and Bukharin in
Brooklyn only weeks before the revolution against Tsarist Russia.'®® We are again
reminded of Engels’s warning to the Marxist generation of his last years:

Marx and I are ourselves partly to blame for the fact that the younger people
sometimes lay more stress on the economic side than is due to it. . . . Unfortunately,
however, it happens only too often that people think they have fully understood a
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new theory and can apply it without more ado from the moment they have
mastered its main principles, and even those not always correctly.!%®

This criteria might well have been extended to the more mature, and ultimately more
responsible, members of later generations of Marxists. It would have to be deepened,
however, to fathom the structure of Marxian theory.

With respect to Marxism’s failure in determining the historical force and character
of ideology as nationalism, another of Engels’s remarks is apropos:

[O]nce an historic element has been brought into the world by other, ultimately
economic causes, it reacts, can react on its environment and even on the causes that
have given rise to it.!1°

Just as the expansion of capitalism has resulted in the preservation of certain aspects
of non- (“pre-”) capitalist modes of production, there is also evidence that national-
ism in many places has assumed forms largely organized through ideational systems
indigenous to those peoples exploited by the world market. It is not entirely accurate
to argue as Tom Nairn has recently that:

Nationalism defeated socialism in the zone of high development, forcing it out-
wards into successive areas of backwardness where it was bound to become part of
their great compensatory drive to catch up—an ideology of development or indus-
trialization, rather than one of post-capitalist society.!!!

Nairn suggests the transfer of a socialism bred in the historical conditions at the
center of industrial capitalism. This is a socialism capable of changing place without
changing character! However, no single model of socialist industrialization or de-
velopment has resulted from the revolutionary social orders of the Soviet Union, the
People’s Republic of China, Cuba, Vietnam, Kampuchea, Mozambique, or Angola.
That is because each of these revolutionary orders is informed by political, moral, and
ideological presumptions with priorities that precede their envelopment into the
modern world system. Again, it may not be the case that we have seen “the full
historical potential of ‘nationalism.’ 712

Conclusion

Among the several curious and unhappy legacies in Western civilizations of those
centuries nearest to us are the system of capitalism and the beliefs in rationalism and
science. But perhaps in some sense the term “legacy” is inappropriate, not the least for
its suggestions of fatality, for none of these has passed away. Capitalism, rationalism,
and scientism are not merely forms of activity (production) and reflexives of that
activity. Each became a momentous historical force, providing substantially the char-
acter of the present industrial world—its character, but not necessarily its historical
direction. This has been, of course, a frustrating disappointment to some—particu-
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larly those who believed that through the movement of capitalism they had dis-
covered the nature, that is, the basis for historical change. For them, perhaps, the
most disturbing social phenomenon of our time has been the “re-emergence” of
ideology—what Marx called partial consciousness—to its prescientific, prerational
prominence in the affairs of humankind. Ideology, especially in the twentieth century,
has come to play a discordant role within the body of modern social thought, some-
what akin to that which slavery assumed among the rationalistic analytical frame-
works concomitant to the rise of capitalism. Ideology, simply, is a negation of those
strains of contemporary social inquiry that have become dominant. Its “intrusions”
in our century and the one that preceded it have helped to abort those social and
historical processes believed to be necessary and inevitable; have catalyzed rebellions
and revolutions in often unlikely circumstances and among unlikely peoples; and
have assisted in extraordinary historical achievement where failure was “objectively”
immanent. As an ally of historical forces only poorly understood, ideology has ex-
posed Western thought both in its form as mechanical Marxism for its reduction-
ism,!'3 and, in an entirely different way, liberal thought for its reifications.!*

The limits of Western radicalism as demonstrated in Marxist theory, the most
sustained critique of the modern era, are endemic to Western civilization. Those
limitations relate directly to the “understanding” of consciousness, and the per-
sistence of racialism in Western thought was of primary importance. It would have
been exceedingly difficult and most unlikely that such a civilization in its ascendancy
as a significant power in the world would produce a tradition of self-examination
sufficiently critical to expose one of its most profound terms of order. Racialism, as I
have tried to show, ran deep in the bowels of Western culture, negating its varying
social relations of production and distorting their inherent contradictions. The com-
prehension of the particular configuration of racist ideology and Western culture has
to be pursued historically through successive eras of violent domination and social
extraction that directly involved European peoples during the better part of two
millennia. Racialism insinuated not only medieval, feudal, and capitalist social struc-
tures, forms of property, and modes of production, but as well the very values and
traditions of consciousness through which the peoples of these ages came to under-
stand their worlds and their experiences. Western culture, constituting the structure
from which European consciousness was appropriated, the structure in which social
identities and perceptions were grounded in the past, transmitted a racialism that
adapted to the political and material exigencies of the moment. In the medieval and
feudal social orders of the European hinterland and the Mediterranean, racialism was
substantiated by specific sets of exploitation through which particular caste or classes
exploited and expropriated disparate peoples.

At the very beginnings of European civilization (meaning literally the reappearance
of urban life at the end of the first Christian millennium), the integration of the
Germanic migrants with older European peoples resulted in a social order of domina-
tion from which a racial theory of order emerged; one from which the medieval
nobilities would immerse themselves and their power in fictional histories, positing
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distinct racial origins for rulers and the dominated. The extension of slavery and the
application of racism to non-European peoples as an organizing structure by first the
ruling feudal strata and then the bourgeoisies of the fourteenth, fifteenth, and six-
teenth centuries retained this practical habit, this social convention. And as we shall
soon see in Part II, from the seventeenth century on, English merchant capital (to cite
an important example) incorporated African labor in precisely these terms, that is,
the same terms through which it had earlier absorbed Irish labor. Moreover, Euro-
pean racialism was to undergo a kind of doubling onto itself, for in between the era
of intra-European racism that characterized the first appearance of European con-
sciousness and the predatory era of African enslavement, is the almost entirely exoge-
nous phenomenon of Islamic domination of the Mediterranean—the eventual fount
of European revitalization and recivilization. Independent of the historical meshings
of European development but profoundly restricting that development—first in liter-
ally retarding European social development by isolating it from civil life, science,
speculative thought, and so on, and then, after four centuries, by accelerating its
recovery from the twelfth century onward—Muslim civilization mapped the contours
of the European cultural renaissance. These events were to leave tell-tale marks on
Western consciousness: the fear and hatred of “blackamoors”; the demonization of
Islam; the transfiguration of Muhammad the Prophet into the anti-Christ. Not sur-
prisingly, Europeans, that is “Christendom,” still experience recurrences of antipathy
toward what became their shared phantasmagoria.

In short, there were at least four distinct moments that must be apprehended in
European racialism; two whose origins are to be found within the dialectic of Euro-
pean development, and two that are not:

1. the racial ordering of European society from its formative period, which extends
into the medieval and feudal ages as “blood” and racial beliefs and legends.

2. the Islamic (i.e., Arab, Persian, Turkish, and African) domination of Mediterra-
nean civilization and the consequent retarding of European social and cultural life:
the Dark Ages.

3. the incorporation of African, Asian, and peoples of the New World into the
world system emerging from late feudalism and merchant capitalism.

4. the dialectic of colonialism, plantocratic slavery, and resistance from the six-
teenth century forward, and the formations of industrial labor and labor reserves.

It is now a convention to begin the analysis of racism in Western societies with the
third moment; entirely ignoring the first and second and only partially coming to
terms with the fourth. As we shall observe in the next section of this study, the results
have been rather bizarre: some students of racism have happily reiterated the premise
of a sort of mass psychology of chromatic trauma in which European reactions to
darker-skinned peoples are seen as natural; others, including Marxists, have argued
for a simplistic “empiricism” where the inevitable consequences of slavery and domi-
nation are the rationalizations of racial superiority and inferiority. In each instance,
the root of the methodological and conceptual flaws is the same: the presumption
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that the social and historical processes that matter, which are determinative, are
European. All else, it seems, is derivative. (On this score the preoccupation of Western
radicalism with capitalism as a system has served the same purpose. Marxists have
often argued that national liberation movements in the Third World are secondary to
the interests of the industrial proletariat in the capitalist metropoles, or that they need
to be understood only as the social efflux of world capitalism. Such movements
require fitting in at the margins of the model for socialist revolution.) What is
least defensible though, is how scant the attention paid to intra-European racialism
has been.

We have now given consideration to the first moment of European racialism; it is
time to explore the other three. This we shall do, but with a difference. History will no
longer be left to revolve around European peoples or to originate from Europe as its
center. In Part II, in particular respecting African peoples and the African diaspora,
we will explore the foundations of the modern era as they were forged or enhanced by
the activities of other peoples. In focusing on the history of the struggles of Black
peoples for a different social order, we will of course, be reminded again of the
limitations of Western radicalism, but more importantly we shall be preparing our-
selves for a more profound understanding of the Black radical tradition. When in
turn we have concluded that preparation, we shall then examine the pioneering
efforts of Black radical theorists. This, too, will provide us with some insight into the
problems of Western radicalism. The basis of Part III will be the thought of three
Black ideologists, Du Bois, James, and Wright, who became conscious of their own
positions and that of Black struggles in Western civilization and thought. Their
attempts to reconcile their social consciousness to the priorities of “historical mate-
rialism” led to a critique of the very tradition in which they sought relief, and finally
to a radical Black consciousness. Most important, however, is their eventual encoun-
ter with the Black radical tradition. The result was the first theoretical articulation of a
revolutionary tradition whose nature was founded on a very different historical role
for consciousness than was anticipated in Western radicalism. The object informing
this study is to synthesize the elements of that emergent Black tradition into a co-
herent schema so that its remarkable insights and its historical project might assume
their most authentic significance.
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THE ROOTS OF
BLACK RADICALISM







THE PROCESS AND
CONSEQUENCES
OF AFRICA’S
TRANSMUTATION

In the 500 years that have led directly to our moment, the destinies of African peoples
have been profoundly affected by the development of economic structures and politi-
cal institutions among European peoples. Moreover, it has been the nature of these
relationships between Africans and Europeans that both Western civilization and the
cultures of African peoples have been increasingly contorted and perverted as the
years have accumulated. For the West, the appropriation of the means and forces of
African reproduction have had unintended and unacceptable significance. The psy-
chic, intellectual, and cultural consequences of Europe’s intrusion into African his-
tory have served to accelerate the formulation of the mechanisms of self-destruction
inherent in Western civilization, exacerbating its native racisms, compelling further
its imperatives for power and totalitarian force, while subverting the possibilities of
the rationalization of its states, its diverse cultural particularities, and its classes.
Everywhere one turns or cares to look, the signs of a collapsing world are evident; at
the center, at its extremities, the systems of Western power are fragmenting. Thus the
British Empire at the beginning of the twentieth century, the German Empire in the
middle years of this century, and the American empire today are simultaneously
forewarnings, witnesses, and the history of this dissolution; and the development
of each testified to the characteristic tendency of capitalist societies to amass vio-
lence for domination and exploitation and a diminishing return, a dialectic, in its
use. “Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold.” My subject, however, is not pri-
marily the modern Western world and its contortions. Rather, I intend to focus



here on the centuries of the modern world’s adolescence, and on the formation
and emergence of African peoples.

The Diminution of the Diaspora

Before the African and New World Black liberation movements of the post—Second
World War era, few Western scholars of the African experience had any conception of
the existence of an ideologically based or epistemologically coherent historical tradi-
tion of Black radicalism. The presence of such a tradition, the possibilities and condi-
tions of its existence were literally and configuratively alien to these observers. Given
the presumptions these students of Africa and its diaspora made about the bases of
the identities, cultures, ethnicities, and group formations of these various African
peoples, neither space nor time, geography nor periodicity, led them to suspect the
presence of such a tradition. In its stead, these observers reconstructed social and
ideological movements among Blacks to conform to the exigencies of specific locales
and of immediate social causes.! If in their minds such movements occasionally were
allowed some resemblance to one another, this followed from the fact of a general
racial order shared by most Blacks, whether as slaves or ex-slaves, rather than the
presence of a historical or political consciousness or a social tradition among Blacks.
An ideological connective was presumed remote between the African mutineers on
the Amistad or the captors of the Diane; the maroon settlements in Pernambuco,
Florida, Virginia, Jamaica, the Guianas, and the Carolinas; the slave revolutionists
of the Revolution in Haiti; the slave insurrectionists of the Caribbean and early
nineteenth-century America; the Black rebels of the regions of the Great Fish River,
the Limpopo and the Zambezi in southern Africa; the Black emigrationists of the
American antebellum period; the untolled wars across the African landscape in the
1800s and 1900s; and their twentieth-century successors in Africa and the diaspora.

These events were seen as geographically and historically bounded acts, episodes
connected categorically by the similarity of their sociological elements (e.g., slave or
colonial societies) but evidently unrelated in the sense of any emerging social move-
ment inspired by historical experience and a social ideology.? Such scholarship, of
course, was either inspired or at least influenced by the ideological requirement that
modern Western thought obliterate the African. As an ideological current, its ad-
herents were not always Europeans. It permeated the intellectual culture and even
compromised the work of some of those Africans’ descendants. The pioneering work
of Black scholars such as C. L. R. James and W. E. B. Du Bois was obviously unaccept-
able to orthodox Anglo-American scholastic establishment.?

The difference was not one of interpretation but comprehension. The makings of
an essentially African response, strewn across the physical and temporal terrain of
societies conceived in Western civilization, have been too infrequently distinguished.
Only over time has the setting for these events been integrated into the tradition. The
social cauldron of Black radicalism is Western society. Western society, however, has
been its location and its objective condition but not—except in a most perverse
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fashion—its specific inspiration. Black radicalism is a negation of Western civiliza-
tion, but not in the direct sense of a simple dialectical negation. It is certain that the
evolving tradition of Black radicalism owes its peculiar moment to the historical
interdiction of African life by European agents. In this sense, the African experience
of the past five centuries is simply one element in the mesh of European history: some
of the objective requirements for Europe’s industrial development were met by the
physical and mental exploitation of Asian, African, and native American peoples.
This experience, though, was merely the condition for Black radicalism—its immedi-
ate reason for and object of being—but not the foundation for its nature or character.
Black radicalism, consequently, cannot be understood within the particular context
of its genesis. It is not a variant of Western radicalism whose proponents happen to be
Black. Rather, it is a specifically African response to an oppression emergent from the
immediate determinants of European development in the modern era and framed by
orders of human exploitation woven into the interstices of European social life from
the inception of Western civilization:

[T]he similarity of African survivals in the New World points not to tribal pecu-
liarities but to the essential oneness of African culture. That culture was the shield
which frustrated the efforts of Europeans to dehumanize Africans through servi-
tude. The slave may have appeared in a profit and loss account as an “item,” and
“thing,” a piece of “property,” but he faced his new situation as an African, a
worker, and a man. At this level of perception, it is quite irrelevant to enquire from
which tribe or region a particular African originated.*

As we shall see, in slave society such a signification of African culture was accessible
for practical and ideological reasons only in a most grotesque form, that is, racism.
Racist ideologues observed that all Blacks were identical and supplied the content
of that identity. More important, though, few of the proponents of the philosophi-
cal, epistemological, or historical traditions of Western culture have found the au-
thentic reality easy to grasp. For longer than the African slave trades to the old or new
worlds, the Eurocentric traditions of Western civilization have categorically erred.
And though he appeared rather late in this process, Hegel, perhaps somewhat crudely,
spoke for these traditions when he declared, “The true theatre of History is therefore
the temperate zone”; and further:

The peculiarly African character is difficult to comprehend, for the very reason that
in reference to it, we must quite give up the principle which naturally accompanies
all our ideas—the category of Universality. . . . Another characteristic fact in refer-
ence to the Negroes is Slavery. Negroes are enslaved by Europeans and sold to
America. Bad as this may be, their lot in their own land is even worse, since there a
slavery quite as absolute exists; for it is the essential principle of slavery, that man
has not yet attained a consciousness of his freedom, and consequently sinks down
to a mere Thing—an object of no value. . ..

At this point we leave Africa, not to mention it again. For it is no historical part
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of the World; it has no movement or development to exhibit. Historical move-
ments in it—that is in its northern part—belong to the Asiatic or European World.®

Except, perhaps, in its form of expression, the Eurocentrism that Hegel displays in
these passages has proven to be neither anachronistic nor idiosyncratic. He would be
echoed by legions of European scholars (and their non-European epigony) in a
myriad of ways into the present century.® The tradition persisted and permutated.

Such was the character of the world consciousness that dominated thought in
Western Europe. Its origins, as we have seen in Part I, were intra-European rather
than a reflex of encounters between Europeans and non-Europeans. Indeed, the
social base to which this conception was a response assumed its sociological forms
more than a millennium before the advent of an extensive European trade in African
workers and they were not easily displaced even by the eighteenth century.” This
cultural tradition of a moral and social order that rested on racial distinctions was
nevertheless readily available for the extension to Asian, African, and other non-
European peoples when it became appropriate. With respect to the African, that
occasion presented itself in the trade that saw its most bountiful fruition in the
New World.

The Primary Colors of
American Historical Thought

In the summer of 1856, the pro-slavery apologist’s argument for the inferiority of
African peoples was most eloquently summarized in an article appearing in the
fledgling but prestigious American literary magazine, Putnam’s Monthly:

The most minute and the most careful researches have, as yet, failed to discover a
history or any knowledge of ancient times among the negro races. They have
invented no writing; not even the rude picture-writing of the lowest tribes. They
have no gods and no heroes; no epic poem and no legend, not even simple tradi-
tions. There never existed among them an organized government; there never
ruled a hierarchy or an established church. Might alone is right. They have never
known the arts; they are ignorant even of agriculture. The cities of Africa are vast
accumulations of huts and hovels; clay walls or thorny hedges surround them, and
pools of blood and rows of skulls adorn their best houses. The few evidences of
splendour or civilization are all borrowed from Europe; where there is a religion or
creed, it is that of the foreigners; all knowledge, all custom, all progress has come to
them from abroad. The negro has no history—he makes no history.?

This anonymous writer’s tortuously comprehensive characterization of the history
and social integrity of Black peoples had appeared in print midway between two
desperate acts in American history: the enactment of the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 by
a Congress panicked into legislating martial law to defend slavery as a property right,
and the desperate resoluteness of John Brown’s final bloody and radical blow against
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slavery in 1859.° It was not, however, some sort of mathematical mean between the
political sentiments, economic interests, and moral consciousness that inspired these
two mutually contradictory but historically complementary public acts (each in its
own way, of course, proved to be a necessary condition for the Civil War that fol-
lowed). The division of opinion among whites and the European immigrant (who
perhaps too would be “white” someday) could not be neatly correlated in arrange-
ments of paired and equivalent moral postures: Black inferiority/pro-slavery; Black
equality/anti-slavery. On the contrary, this confident declaration from the bleached
bowels of mid-nineteenth-century American intelligentsia, wrenching history and
historical consciousness from Black peoples, was the dominant ideological rational-
ization of racial oppression in the United States.!® Its arrogant and specious histo-
riography, itself the immediate and mangled product of 300 years of systemic African
slavery in the New World, was both an absolute imperative as a cornerstone for the
rationalization of a slave society!! and a logical development of an errant civilization
served so long by racial orders. By the middle of the nineteenth century, Western
civilization, both at the strata of intellectual and scientific thought and that of popular
opinion and mythology, had effectively sealed the African past.!> The undercurrent
that gave some recognition to the African’s and the Black slave’s humanity, and that
had been used to nurture much of the earliest anti-slavery sentiment and litera-
ture, had been overwhelmed by the more constant and morally profound tradition
of racism."?

The denial of the African’s social order and history was not simply a question of
Europe’s or colonial America’s ignorance of Africa. David Brion Davis, while recon-
structing the descent of the African’s image in eighteenth-century European thought,
has sifted through materials that indicate that at least in this instance knowledge had
not been cumulative:!

It was known two centuries ago that Negroes lived in settled, agriculture societies;
that they cultivated a variety of crops, raised large herds of cattle, and planted
groves of shade trees. It was known that they were highly skilled in the use of iron
and copper, in the making of jewelry and pottery, and in the weaving of fine cotton
textiles.

... It was known that Africans lived in neat and spacious villages which allowed
privacy to the individual while preserving an intricate system of class and family
distinctions. . . . Numerous books told of the Negroes’ polite manners, their well-
established patterns of trade, their knowledge of the planets and constellations.*®

European travelers and tradesmen, their lives and fortunes so often dependent upon
practical knowledge of African peoples, had frequently published such informed
accounts, detailing social relations with which they had become familiar. Why such
understanding had not persisted in European thought, Davis is at a loss to explain.
Having come to the proposition that slavery had always been problematic to Western
culture,'® Davis, like Jordan,!” resorted to mystery: “For reasons that can perhaps
never be fully explained, it was the African’s colour of skin that became his defining
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characteristic, and aroused the deepest response in Europeans.”!® Davis in conform-
ing to racial convention has inherited its tautology: racial distinctions are the basis
of racial sensibilities. He would have been better served by a less presumptuous in-
quiry into the ideological traditions resident in Western history. Then he might have
realized that after some centuries of racial indulgences the substratum of Western
thought was unprepared for anything else. Even the shift in eighteenth-century and
nineteenth-century Western thought from a basis of a religious and philosophical
epistemology to that of modern science had made little difference.!® In point of fact, it
had merely served to extend the terms and rationales for the fantasy of racial in-
feriority (for the Jews, Irish, Slavs, and Asians as well as for Blacks).2® Western scien-
tific thought simply took its place as the latest formal grammar for the expression of a
racial metaphysics to which its most natural response was acquiescence. Indeed,
during much of the nineteenth century, one of the most persistent projects for which
Western science was employed was the attempt to demonstrate what was already
understood to be the natural order of the races.?!

In America, the accommodation of Western historical consciousness to racial ide-
ologies created a particular chain of social misperceptions and historical distortions
that endured into the present century. Not only was popular thought affected but
the very foundations of that American academic thought which first began to mature
in the nineteenth century was suffused with racialist presumptions. The emerging
American bourgeoisie, in its mercantile, manufacturing, and plantocratic aspects,
was purposefully and progressively achieving its first stages of ideological coherence.
This intellectual grounding came to absorb the past of those peopling America as well
as their present. The result was the construction of the historical legends that ob-
scured the origins and character of the republic and the social relations upon which it
rested.?> The hard edges of class divisions, rooted in the European socioeconomic
traditions of English gentry and continental European aristocracies and their lower
classes, were softened and obscured by a mythical racial unity. The existence of land-
rich elites, the social and political prerogatives of mercantile capital and agrarian
property, even the genesis of a southern American aristocracy, all this was inundated
by paeans to the political enlightenment that—culling from Europe the “best” of
its moral traditions—had presumably conducted the people to independence, con-
structed near-perfect instruments of governance, and provided to the individual
rights guaranteed by formal legal codes.?? Even the long, vociferous, and sometimes
violent opposition of “American Democracy” (the Democratic Party that had domi-
nated federal policy and federal offices in the second quarter of the nineteenth cen-
tury) to social democracy or “mob rule” (to its opponents)—both symptomatic of the
truer character of the social order and one of its last overt manifestations—was faded
and forgotten in the wake of an emergent racial consensus.?* John Brown, closer to
the artisanal origins associated with English working-class radicalism a quarter of a
century earlier, was a suggestion of a certain strata not entirely mesmerized by the still
novel variant of Western hierarchical systems.

One could discern the character and direction of historical distortion much earlier
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of course. Some of the realities of colonial America were hardly the stuff from which
national legend could be easily formed. By the eighteenth century, American ideolo-
gists, already exempted by colonial victory, pacification and an established slave
system from the challenges of the non-Western peoples their narratives would abuse,
had begun to construct alternative realities. It would be some time before their
machinations were no longer tolerable fictions. More recently, while reviewing these
beginnings, Edmund Morgan, reconstructing the relations of the earliest Virginian
colonists with native peoples, summarized the collective psychic state that he felt
must have accompanied the cycle of atrocities that would extend ultimately into the
present century:

If you were a colonist, you knew that your technology was superior to the Indians’
You knew that you were civilized, and they were savages. It was evident in your
firearms, your clothing, your housing, your government, your religion. The In-
dians were supposed to be overcome with admiration and to join you in extracting
riches from the country. But your superior technology had proved insufficient to
extract anything. The Indians, keeping to themselves, laughed at your superior
methods and lived from the land more abundantly and with less labor than you
did. They even furnished you with the food that you somehow did not get around
to growing enough of yourselves. To be thus condescended to by heathen savages
was intolerable. And when your own people started deserting in order to live with
them, it was too much. . . . So you killed the Indians, tortured them, burned their
villages, burned their cornfields. It proved your superiority.?®

Yet as early as 1751, Benjamin Franklin, a most deliberate ruling-class colonial intellec-
tual whose ultimate influence on American society would be vast in ideological,
financial, and territorial terms, was already immersed in a quite different record of
these relationships:

The Europeans found America as fully settled as it well could be by Hunters; yet
these having large Tracks, were easily prevailed on to part with Portions of Terri-
tory to the new Comers, who did not much interfere with the Natives in Hunting,
and furnish’d them with many Things they wanted.?®

The violent event of colonial aggression and its corollary of “Indian” slavery had
already been transmuted in Franklin’s neo-nativistic “American” mind into a rela-
tionship of supplication secured by an economic rationale; indeed, the dependence of
“new Comers” on natives already reversed. The curtain of supremacist ideology had
by now begun its descent on American thought, obscuring from the historically
unconscious generations of descendants of colonialists and later immigrants the
oppressive violence and exploitation interwoven in the structure of the republic.

The emigrant indentured servant, whose origins were most frequently and casually
traced to England, was another of the labor forces upon which the colonial set-
tlements of the seventeenth century depended. They would fare little better than
the native American in the traditions being shaped in American historiography by
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ruling-class ideologues. Of course, it is now generally presumed that the “white
servant” as a class had soon disappeared in the English mainland colonies as a result
of the trade in African workers that had begun to reach substantial numbers begin-
ning in the late seventeenth century.?”” This, however, was not the case. Richard
Hofstadter tells us: “ “The labor of the colonies, said Benjamin Franklin in 1759, is
performed chiefly by indentured servants brought from Great Britain, Ireland, and
Germany, because the high price it bears cannot be performed in any other way. 728
And as late as the years immediate to the American Revolution, servants still con-
stituted approximately 10 percent of the two and one-half million people occupying
the rebellious colonies. Like the slave, legally chattel to be sold at the discretion of a
master, often the subject of cruel punishments, and without the rights to property, to
marry without the permission of the master, or to drink in a public tavern, the white
servant joined the vast excluded majority of the young republic’s population:?°

Had Lockean dicta been applied to all the human beings in British North America
on the eve of the Revolution, and had all been permitted to enjoy the natural and
legal rights of freemen, it would have been necessary to alter the status of more than
85 per cent of the population. In law and in fact no more than 15 per cent of the
Revolutionary generation was free to enjoy life, liberty, and the pursuit of happi-
ness unhampered by any restraints except those to which they had given their
consent.

The unfree of Revolutionary America may be conveniently considered in five
categories: Negroes, white servants, women, minors, and propertyless adult white
males.>°

The privileges of democracy were illusory for most.?! White servants themselves were
no closer to liberation at the end of the eighteenth century than were their distracted
predecessors who had joined with the rankly ambitious Indian-killer Bacon in a
desperate attempt to redraw the boundaries of power and wealth of colonial society in
the seventeenth century.> Nevertheless, the tragic experiences of these generations of
working poor were seldom transliterated into heroic saga. Even Abbot E. Smith,
whose studies would prove to be so important to the reclamation of this class’s
historical role, found that an appropriate instrument was difficult to construct. While
he fiddled with the calculation that the actual importance of the servant class to those
who organized the settlements might be measured by their proportions of the colo-
nial populations (indentured servants amounted to “at least half, and perhaps two-
thirds, of all immigrants to the colonies south of New York”),>* Smith would ul-
timately insist in bemused concord with his less than objective primary sources that
such a measure was finally inflationary:

[M]odern writers have generally viewed them with generous tolerance, and magni-
fied their virtues either out of patriotic pride or out of a wish to demonstrate how
grievously worthy persons were exploited by economic overlords in the bad old
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days. But almost with one accord their own contemporaries, who knew them and
saw them, denounced them as next to worthless.

... [Alfter making due allowances for middle-class arrogance and the necessities
of argument, there cannot remain the slightest doubt that in the eyes of contempo-
raries, indentured white servants were much more idle, irresponsible, unhealthy
and immoral than the generality of good English laborers. Common sense, with-
out evidence, would in fact indicate much the same thing.>

Smith would have little of this “tolerance” for the servant class. Nor would Hof-
stadter. White servitude was a gathering of the inevitable effluence of “casual workers,
lumper-proletarians, and criminals” of an England characterized by Hofstadter as a
“backward economy . . . moving toward more modern methods in industry and
agriculture.”® Only vaguely understood was the fact that white servants, held to be
virtually silent on their experiences by the majority of American historians,*® were
drawn from those redundant sectors of English and continental European societies
whose economic and political displacements constituted the basis for the judgment of
“overpopulation.” Even quite good historians could be smitten by the ideological
prerogatives of their class predecessors.

As might be expected, the white servant class drew to itself the social categories that
had long been a basic currency for Western culture. Smith recorded the points of
observation of the contemporaries of these “white” servants. He noted the attempts
made to characterize the colonial lower class in racial and national terms:3’

Franklin said the Germans were stupid. . . . Rarely was any criticism levelled against
the Scots. . . . Even though they had been rebels or vagabonds at home, they were
looked upon as universally ambitious, industrious, and intelligent. . . . Irish were
least favored, and some colonies taxed or even forbade their importation. This was
partly because of their religion, which was held to be politically dangerous, but
mainly because of their tendency to be idle and to run away. [Christopher] Jeffer-
son wrote that many of them were “good for nothing but mischief”; we read that
they “straggled” in Bermuda, that they rioted in Barbados, that they would never
settle down to an obedient servitude, satisfactory to their masters. Welsh were
highly esteemed.®

Smith’s inventory, however, was far from complete. It was, as well, somewhat decep-
tive, since neither the Welsh nor the Scots were as numerous as the Irish or Germans
among seventeenth- and eighteenth-century immigrants.®® Not surprisingly, given
the history of Ireland since the sixteenth century, the Irish were the primary source of
indentured and forced immigrants. In the eighteenth century, for example, perhaps
as many as 10,000 men, women, and children were “transported” from Ireland to the
New World as convicts.** And again between 1745 and 1775, according to the Naval
Officer’s Returns for the Maryland port of Annapolis, 5,835 servants emigrated from
Ireland compared to a total for Great Britain (London, Bristol, and “other ports™) of
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4,725, some of whom were doubtlessly Irish.*! As significant as the numbers, is the
role that the colonization of Ireland had played in the development of English coloni-
zation of the New World:

The adventurers to Ireland claimed that their primary purpose was to reform the
Irish and . . . “to reduce that countrey to civilitie and the maners of England.” It is
evident, however, that no determined effort was ever made to reform the Irish, but
rather that at the least pretext—generally resistance to the English—they were
dismissed as a “wicked and faythles peopoll” and put to the sword. This formula
was repeated in the treatment of the Indians in the New World. . . . We also find the
same indictments being brought against the Indians, and later the blacks, in the
New World that had been brought against the Irish. It was argued that the Indians
were an unsettled people who did not make proper use of their land and thus could
be justly deprived of it by the more enterprising English. Both Indians and blacks,
like the Irish, were accused of being idle, lazy, dirty, and licentious, but few serious
efforts were made to draw any of them from their supposed state of degeneracy.*?

The Irish were, then, the prototype for the white servant. And as their own impressive
numbers were increased, and the servant class augmented by immigrants from Ger-
many and other refugees from the political upsets of European society and their
socioeconomic aftershocks in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the vise
of intra-European racialism, religious oppression, and class contempts was lifted to
embrace most of them.** This enveloping racial social order was an ideological ac-
commodation for ignoring or obfuscating the real origins and the more authentic
categories of the developing white working class. If they were poor, it was because
they had been victims of massive thefts by states and ruling classes; if they were rude
and unruly, it was a consequence of the wholesale violations to which they had been
subject. Little of this was ideologically convenient when it was comprehended by that
infinitesimally small colonial capitalist class that was to use them as laborers, as buffer
settlements at the frontiers, or as instruments of discipline for the African popula-
tions. It was enough to know that they were “the middling and the poor that emi-
grated,” as Crevecoeur put it.* That, of course, was the barest outline of the tale.

By the eighteenth century, the racial mist of European civilization had settled over
the social topography of the English colonies, its blanket scattering the realities of
domination and remixing their elements into familiar hues. However, in the lower
orders, where the mist was thickest and where received wisdom has taught us to
expect Blackness, the contemporary spectrum was more complex: the natives of the
New World obtained a savage red, European labor a mottled gray. Above their heads it
was a simpler matter: the ruling classes stood in dramatic, white relief. But between
ourselves and the specter of that American past are the historical and racial fables that
obscure the related exploitations and oppressions of African, European, Asian, and
Amerindian peoples during the intervening 200 years. As a means of obliterating
these events, the myth of white solidarity arose and came to dominate American
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sensibility. It was for the most part a lie but a terribly seductive one. By the end of the
nineteenth century it had already substantially displaced the past and mystified the
relations of the day. It remains in place.

The Destruction of the African Past

For many reasons, however, it is fair to say that the most significant of the oblitera-
tions of the New World’s past was that which affected the African. The African
became the more enduring “domestic enemy,”** and consequently the object around
which a more specific, particular, and exclusive conception of humanity was molded.
The “Negro,” that is the color black, was both a negation of African and a unity of
opposition to white. The construct of Negro, unlike the terms “African,” “Moor,” or
“Ethiope” suggested no situatedness in time, that is history, or space, that is ethno- or
politico-geography. The Negro had no civilization, no cultures, no religions, no
history, no place, and finally no humanity that might command consideration.* Like
his eastern, central, and western European prototypes, in their time, and the French
peasants, the Slavs, the Celtic peoples, and more recently the American “Indians,” the
Negro constituted a marginally human group, a collection of things of convenience
for use and/or eradication. This was, of course, no idle exercise in racial and moral
schemata since it directly related to a most sizable quantum of labor disciplined and
applied in a most extraordinary way. Slave labor in the New World, as we have seen in
the precapitalist societies of Europe, was an inextricable element in the material,
commercial, and capital development that took place. Leaving little to the imagina-
tion, Marx, in a letter to P. V. Annenkov, had argued:

Direct slavery is as much the pivot of our industrialism today as machinery, credit,
etc. Without slavery no cotton; without cotton no modern industry. Slavery has
given value to the colonies; the colonies have created world trade; world trade is the
necessary condition of large-scale machine industry. . . . Slavery is therefore an
economic category of the highest importance.*’

Though Marx’s declaration was even then a slight over-simplification, it did make the
point that has not only endured but to some extent dominated attempts to character-
ize the relationship of slave labor to industrialization:** the creation of the Negro, the
fiction of a dumb beast of burden fit only for slavery, was closely associated with the
economic, technical, and financial requirements of Western development from the
sixteenth century on.* Slave labor, the slave trade, and their associated phenomena—
markets for cheap commodities; shipbuilding and outfitting; mercantile and military
navies; cartography; forestry; banking; insurance; technological improvements in
communication, industrial production (e.g., metallurgy)—profoundly altered the
economies of those states directly or indirectly involved in colonization and produc-
tion by slave labor.’® And nowhere was the trade between Europe, Africa, and the New
World more significant than in England:
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The triangular trade . . . gave a triple stimulus to British industry. The Negroes were
purchased with British manufactures; transported to the plantations, they pro-
duced sugar, cotton, indigo, molasses and other tropical products, the processing
of which created new industries in England; while the maintenance of the Negroes
and their owners on the plantations provided another market for British industry,
New England agriculture and the Newfoundland fisheries. By 1750 there was hardly
a trading or a manufacturing town in England which was not in some way con-
nected with the triangular or direct colonial trade. The profits obtained provided
one of the main streams of that accumulation of capital in England which financed
the Industrial Revolution.*!

Still England was not alone, nor the English unique in having arrived at a point where
the appearance of representatives of the “Negro race” was convenient. One simple
measure of the importance of African labor that lay behind the construction of this
creature is that “before the nineteenth century . . . for 300 years more Africans than
Europeans crossed the Atlantic each year.”® Only the accumulated interests and
mercantile activities of the ruling classes and bourgeoisies of Portugal, Spain, France,
Belgium, the Netherlands, Italy, and Britain could have accomplished such a massive
scale of exploitation.

This “Negro” was a wholly distinct ideological construct from those images of
Africans that had preceded it. It differed in function and ultimately in kind. Where
previously the Blacks were a fearful phenomenon to Europeans because of their
historical association with civilizations superior, dominant, and/or antagonistic to
Western societies (the most recent being that of Islam), now the ideograph of Blacks
came to signify a difference of species, an exploitable source of energy (labor power)
both mindless to the organizational requirements of production and insensitive to
the subhuman conditions of work. In the more than 3,000 years between the begin-
nings of the first conception of the “Ethiopian” and the appearance of the “Negro,”
the relationship between the African and European had been reversed.

Premodern Relations between
Africa and Europe

Because one’s sense of the past is so often conceptually distorted by a consciousness
whose natural world of things and relationships is the present, it is important to recall
that the collisions of the Black and white “races” began long before the events of the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries that prefigured modern African slavery.>® The oblit-
eration of the African past from European consciousness was the culmination of a
process a thousand years long and one at the root of European historical identity.

More than a millennium before the beginning of the Christian era, civilizations of
the eastern and northern Mediterranean had encountered at least one of the “high
civilizations” of Africa.
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The Mediterranean:
Egypt, Greece, and Rome

Ancient Egypt was a land primarily of peasants and farmers whose chief preoccupa-
tions centered on the Nile’s beneficence. It appears quite likely that the state emerged
as a direct result of the administrative requirements involved in planning and control-
ling the waters the Nile brought or did not bring during its periods of inundation.
Reservoirs, dikes, canals, and dams became the means of preserving the land during
the frequent periods of drought. Once institutionalized, the state became the basis of
the first world system, extending Egyptian civilization down the Nile into eastern
and northern Mediterranean lands.>* As early as the Egyptian nineteenth dynasty
(1320—1200 B.c.) the Lukku (Lycians), and Teresh (Tarsians) and the Akaiawasha (the
Achaeans), as either mercenaries or allies of the Hittites (and most probably the
former) had been recorded on the stele of Merneptah (1236—23 B.c.) as among the
enemies of Egypt which he had defeated.>> Greek traditions themselves speak of the
founding of Egyptian colonies (Attica, Argolis) in Greece in the fifteenth and four-
teenth centuries.’® Seven hundred years passed before the historical evidence as it is
presently preserved reveals another encounter. In the seventh and sixth centuries s.c.,
Ionian and Carian mercenaries served the Pharaohs Psamtik 1 (663—609 B.c.) and
Psamtik IT (594—88 B.C.).”” Among other duties, they were used to man the garrison at
the Pelusian Daphnae (now the western Sinai), and along with Greek merchant
traders encouraged to settle at Naucratis near the capital of Sais in the western Nile
delta. The settlement of Greeks at Naucratis is interesting, since before this time they
had been forbidden residence in Egypt. This dependence on foreign mercenaries to
defend its borders was one symptom of the weakness of an Egyptian state that would
succumb to the Assyrians less than half a century later.’® In the fifth century B.cC.,
Herodotus, the first of Europe’s historians, traced Egyptian colonial settlements as far
as the northern Black Sea region. Herodotus described a Black people, the Colchians
(“they are black skinned and have woolly hair”)* living in what at present is Soviet
Georgia. Herodotus believed that the Colchians were descendants of an Egyptian
army under “King Sesostris” (believed to be a composite of Sety I, 1313—1301 B.C., and
Rameses II, 1301—-1234 B.C.).%° He also noted the participation of Ethiopian soldiers
under Xerxes in the Persian wars.’! Herodotus’ references to Black peoples may be
taken quite literally since his Egyptian travels (around 440 B.c.) took him up the Nile
as far as Elephantine (an island opposite modern Aswan), fully acquainting him with
the people whom he called Ethiopians.

From the pre-Christian seventh century on, Egyptian law, science, religion, and
philosophy began to have dramatic impacts on the development of Ionian and Greek
thought.®? The Egyptian Mysteries, expelled from Greece 300 or 400 years earlier in
the struggle against Egyptian imperialism, once again became the basis of Greek
development. Now the spoils of a crumbling state, this time the Mysteries served to
advance intellectual and scientific development rather than a technology extended for
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purposes of imperialist exploitation.®® Two centuries later, Plato in his Timaeus, while
reconstructing the legend of Atlantis (presumably told to Solon by Egyptian priests
during the statesman’s visit to Egypt), seems to have accepted in his stride the notion
of Egyptians as mentors of the Greeks.** As Margaret Stefana Drowser has put it “The
Greeks felt that their own civilization was new and inexperienced in comparison
with the age-old traditions and skills of this ancient land where the past still lived in
the present.”®*

As for the origins of Egyptian civilization itself, both Egyptian and non-Egyptian
sources of the ancient period agree. Chiekh Anta Diop has observed that:

Egyptians themselves—who should surely be better qualified than anyone to speak
of their origin—recognize without ambiguity that their ancestors came from Nubia
and the heart of Africa. The land of the Amam, or land of the ancestors . . .
the whole territory of Kush south of Egypt, was called land of the gods by the
Egyptians.*

Diodorus Siculus (of Sicily), writing in the first century B.c., came to a similar
conclusion (a conclusion for the most part only quite recently accepted by Western
archaeologists and Egyptologists):

The civilized Ethiopians . . . according to Diodorus, were the first to honor the
gods whose favor their [sic] enjoyed, as evidenced by the fact that they had been
free from foreign invasion. These Ethiopians were not only pioneers in religion,
Diodorus informs us, but also originators of many customs practiced in Egypt, for
the Egyptians were colonists of the Ethiopians. From these Ethiopians the Egyp-
tians derived, for example, beliefs concerning their kings, burial practices, shapes
of statues, and forms of letters.®”

As one might anticipate, during the more than 3000 years of Egyptian pre-Christian
history, the relationship between Lower and Upper Egypt was never a stable one. First
one or the other of the two kingdoms was dominant. During the eighth and seventh
centuries, perhaps for the last time, the south (Upper Egypt, Nubia, or Ethiopia)
reasserted its dominance, conquering and ruling Lower Egypt until the defeat by the
Assyrians in 671-61 B.c.%® Unquestionably, Western Egyptologists of the eighteenth,
nineteenth, and early twentieth centuries found the next 2000 years more palatable to
their racial cosmologies and ethnocentrism than Egypt’s more ancient past.

The Romans, of course, succeeded the Greeks as the dominant civilization in the
northern Mediterranean. As their empire far exceeded the dimensions of Hellenic
adventure, their knowledge of Africa was much more extensive. And much like the
Greeks, it was those most integral to Rome’s imperialist apparatus—its military com-
mand, its administrative and colonialist bureaucrats, and its intelligentsia responsible
for the training and education of the ruling class’s heirs—who achieved the most
intimacy with the continent. The Greeks’ actual acquaintance with Africa in large
measure had been confined to the upper (southern) and lower (northern) Nile
regions. The Romans, however, achieved familiarity with peoples along the Nile but
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also assumed relations with African peoples of northwestern Africa (that is Libya and
west of Libya) and as far south as Cameroon and the Sudan.®® As the Greeks had in
Egypt, the Romans found in north Africa peoples such as the Garamantes who were
Black or mixed. (Evidence found in Cyprus of an earlier period, the sixth century B.c.
tends to confirm the role of Blacks in even late Egyptian history.)” The Romans had
as well encountered Black soldiers in the army of Hannibal the Carthaginian, which
invaded Europe in 218 B.c. The Romans are also known to have sent military expedi-
tions and to have established military posts and diplomatic relations among peoples
south of Egypt. These efforts were in keeping with the attempt to secure the southern
boundaries of their Egyptian colony and to preserve trade routes to Meroe, the
eastern desert, and central Africa.”! Peace, however, was elusive, as evidenced by the
successive wars fought against the armies of the Ethiopian queen Candace during the
last third of the first century B.c. In addition, an Ethiopian people, the Blemmyes,
fought continuous wars with Roman armies from 250 a.D. to 545 A.D.”2 West of the
Egyptian delta, Roman military expeditions in 86 A.D. and a few years later may have
penetrated as far as Lake Chad.” The purpose seems to have been primarily the
defense of trade routes and caravans, though joint efforts with the Garamantes may
have related directly to the state interests of Rome’s African allies. Yet despite their less
than cordial relations with Africans, the Romans, like their Greek predecessors, did
not evolve prejudices of color and race:

[S]ocial intercourse did not give rise among the Greeks and Romans to the color
prejudice of certain later western societies. The Greeks and Romans developed no
doctrines of white superiority unsupported by facts or theoretical justifications for
a color bar.

The presence of large numbers of Negroes in a white society, according to some
modern views, gives rise to anti-Negro feeling. Ethiopians were far from rare sights
in the Greco-Roman, particularly the Roman, world. Yet the intense color preju-
dice of the modern world was lacking. Although it is impossible to estimate the
Negro element in the classical world in terms of precise statistics, it is obvious
that the Black population in Greece and Italy was larger than has been generally
realized.”

The Dark Ages: Europe and Africa

After the dissolution of Roman administration, in the fifth century A.p., knowledge of
either the ancient African period or of more contemporary periods, began to dissi-
pate dramatically among European peoples. For Europeans beyond the Mediterra-
nean it had never been extensive in any case, restricted largely to those privy to state
affairs and those few engaged in the quite sparse literary traditions. In western Eu-
rope, its peoples isolated from the centers of civilization by geography, the rigors of
transhumance and resettlement, the absence of urban centers, and the lateness of
their development, the subsequent dominance of the Mediterranean area by Muslim
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peoples proved to be catastrophic for their knowledge of peoples beyond the eastern
fringes of the European peninsula. As one example, in the mid-thirteenth century,
Bartholomew Anglicus observed with unjustifiable certainty:

Ethiopia, blue men’s land, had first that name of color of men. For the sun is nigh
and roasteth and toasteth them. And so the color of men showeth the strength of
the star, for there is considerable heat. . . . In this land be many nations with divers
taces wonderly and horribly shaper. There be two Ethiopias, one in the East and the
other is Mauretania in the West, and that is more near Spain. And then is Numidia
and the Province of Carthage. Then is Getula, and at last against the course of the
sun is the land that is hight Ethiopia Adusta, burnt, and fables tell that there
beyond the Antipodes men that have their feet against our feet.”

The ancient civilizations of the Old World, in Asia as well as Africa, became
legends, preserved most constantly in the obscure and recondite histories of biblical
narrative. As knowledge became more and more a monastic preserve, secular recon-
structions assumed a certain rarity due to the church’s commitment to the interpreta-
tion of history in accord with its perceptions of divine will.”® Ethnocentrism, legiti-
mated by the authorities of church and ignorance, the two fountains of medieval
knowledge, became the basis for world knowledge. Ultimately, with the evolution of
Christian ideology into a worldview, it was enough to know that mankind was
divisible into two collectivities: the army of Light and the army of Darkness:

Whether men wrote of an imperium christianum, a regnum Europae, or later of a
societal christiana, there was the same impulse to separate the known securities of
the “inside” from the dark and threatening forces of paganism, heresy, and schism
which lay beyond the perimeter.””

Europe was God’s world, the focus of divine attention; the rest of mankind belonged
for the moment to Satan. For perhaps a thousand years or more, western European
world historical consciousness was transformed into theosophy, demonology, and
mythology.”® And, indeed, in a most profound sense European notions of history,
both theological and pseudo-theological, negated the possibility of the true existence
of earlier civilizations. The perfectability of mankind, the eschatological vision, pre-
cluded the possibility of pre-Christian civilization having achieved any remarkable
development in moral law, social organization, or natural history (science). For 600
years more, Cassiodorus’ sixth-century prescription for putting “the devil and his
work to flight” held sway over medieval education and knowledge:

Let us who sincerely long to enter heaven through intellectual exertions believe that
God disposes all things in accordance with his will, and let us . . . reject and
condemn the vanities of the present life and carefully investigate the books of the
Divine Scriptures in their normal order, so that by referring all things to the glory
of the Creator we may profitably assign to the celestial mysteries that which those
men have seemed to seek vainly for the sake of mortal praise. And, therefore, as the
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blessed Augustine and other very learned Fathers say, secular writings should not
be spurned. It is proper, however, as the Scripture states, to “meditate in the
(divine) law day and night,” for, though a worthy knowledge of some matters is
occasionally obtained from secular writings, this law is the source of eternal life.””

Islam, Africa, and Europe

Ironically, south of the Pyrenees, encircling the Mediterranean extending beyond the
Indus, the scholars among the figurative descendants of the prophet Abraham’s first
son, Ishmael, were becoming the direct heirs of ancient learning and thought. Lerner
and Mahdi argue that this was made possible by the fact that in Islam the absorption
of “new and alien sciences” was a juridical rather than a theological question and was
thus resolved by the dispute of advocates before a jurist. The issue was whether or not
these sciences interfered with beliefs prescribed by Law as defined by jurists. There
was too, they note, an absence of ecclesiastical authority in Islam; an authority that
might well have paralleled the medieval Christian Church in its preoccupation with
competing “heresies.”®® Rodinson believes that perhaps even more significant was the
ethos of Arab culture:

Arab customs accepted and encouraged the adoption, by every clan, of people of all
kinds and every nationality, who then became wholly Arab. . . . Persians, Syrians,
Egyptians, Berbers, Goths, Greeks and a host of others joined the Arabs, consid-
ered themselves as Arabs and really became Arabs. But still greater numbers be-
came Muslims.®!

While the spiritual and most often the temporal authorities of Christendom shunned
much of the learning amassed by pre-Christian civilizations, the Arabic-speaking
scholars took to this knowledge as a legitimate booty of the wars won by Muslim
armies. Arabic culture now began the absorption of the more developed scientific and
philosophic thought of the defeated, just as earlier, the Persian and Syriac cultures
had absorbed like elements of Greek culture once it was finally proscribed officially in
the Christian Rome of the sixth century, and the Greeks before them took to the
intellectual produce of Egyptian and Babylonian cultures.

Protected and facilitated by the expansion of Islamic states, Arabic scholars be-
tween the seventh and tenth centuries achieved access to the works of their Mediterra-
nean predecessors. The most intensive period of translation into the Arabic from
Greek, Sanskrit, Persian, and Syriac took place between 750 and 900 A.p.%2 Transla-
tions, however, appear to have been selective, since historical works were generally
neglected during the earliest period of absorption. Translators, tending toward a
predominance of physicians, demonstrated interests that generally attended to works
in the fields of medicine, mathematics, and astronomy.

In the Islamic east, the artistic and intellectual center would gravitate from Damas-
cus and Baghdad to Cairo, as the toll from incursions by Seljuq Turks, Christian
Crusaders, Berbers, Arab nomads, and Mongol armies mounted. In the west, the al-
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Maghrib, the most glorious centers of Islamic culture were to be found on the Iberian
peninsula. It was in Spain and particularly Toledo (reacquired by “Christendom” in
1085 after more than 300 years of Muslim rule) that the work of translation was
concentrated. In the twelfth century, following closely the eleventh-century transla-
tions, from Arabic to Latin, of Constantine the African (d. 1087) of medical writings,
European scholars came face to face with the knowledge of the ancient world’s
philosophy, physics, mathematics, medicine, alchemy, and astronomy for the first
time in almost 1,000 years:

At the beginning of the twelfth century, Greek knowledge was available in Greek
and in Arabic, but more accessible in the latter form. Moreover, many Greek works
were lost in the original but available in Arabic translations. When the West be-
came sufficiently mature to feel the need for deeper knowledge, when it wanted to
renew its contacts with ancient thought, it turned to Arabic sources.

Thus the main intellectual task of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries was one of
translation. Much of the intellectual energy of medieval times was spent not in the
creation of new intellectual values but in the transmission of older ones. Knowl-
edge was won not by fresh and independent investigation but by translation,
chiefly from Arabic.®

By the end of the twelfth century, the universities of Salerno and Bologna in ltaly,
Paris and Montpellier in France, and Oxford (and in the thirteenth century, Cam-
bridge) in England had been founded on this quite extraordinary event.®

Islamic civilization, however, did more than simply function as a belated conduit in
the development of Western civilization. Northern Africa as the end point to the gold
trade with West Africa was systematically proscribed to European merchants. The
purpose, apparently, was to maintain the secret of the sources of the mines and the
trans-Saharan routes of trade. In the tenth century, however, the Arab traders began
the extraction of a more variable wealth: slaves. Utilizing ports on the Red Sea coast,
over the next 9oo years, Arab slave traders plundered African societies for perhaps as
many as 17 million people.®

That, however, is another story, perhaps another history. More to the point is the
drawing of the following historical schemata that traduces some of the more conse-
quential effects of Islamic civilization on European peoples, their histories, and their
institutions. What is compelling, of course, is that the impact of Islam on Europeans
goes far beyond the accepted lore of Muslim civilization as a “treasury for ancient
knowledge.” This was but an important petard. A much greater force confronted
European destiny.

It was not as the descendants of legendary Hebrews or as the vessels of ancient
knowledge that Muslims came to be most frequently represented among European
peoples. Islam, a faith that embraced a multiracial civilization incorporating peoples
from Arabia, Africa, the Near East, the East, and southern Europe, would be known
by its armies. And Africans were prominent in its armies from the very beginning.
Africans had fought in the pre-Islamic Arabian wars, and within the first century of
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the Islamic era (the Christian seventh century), their presence had already been noted
in the empires of Europe.®® Four hundred years later, when Christendom launched a
furious counterassault against the enemy whose very being mocked the beliefs of
Europe and materially diminished its daily life, Islam, and “blackamoors,” was a
familiar identity. The Christian encounter with Islam would have then both racial and
economic resonances.

On account of their logistical appetites, the Christian Crusades, beginning in the
eleventh century against the Saracens in Jerusalem, brought to fruition the mercantile
Italian city-states of the Middle Age. These entrep6ts dominated southern and west-
ern European commerce with the non-European world until the middle of the four-
teenth century.?” By the beginnings of that century, though Papal and regal levies for
crusades increased in number and frequency, actual crusades had almost entirely
ended. Once the religious enthusiasm and fanaticism that clothed the carnage of the
crusades had abated, and the ambitions of Norman and Frankish feudal lords and
their clerical allies had been satiated or overwhelmed by the weight of bureaucratic
administrations and the seductions of corruption, the sea trade of the Italian coastal
states turned from the merchandising of war, the conveyance of armies, and the
financing of invasion, to the conventions of commercial trade and of course piracy.3
Europe—whose population had been stimulated by a higher food productivity associ-
ated with new tillage technology, the clearing of cultivable lands for fuel, and as a
concomitant to the preparation and transportation of its armies of invasion, and
perhaps by benign climatic changes—had expanded.® Europe extended itself both
horizontally into the establishment of new towns and the resettlement of old ones,
and geopolitically—eastward into the lands of the Prussians, Slavs, and Christian
Byzantium, westward into England, and south into the calves of the Iberian and
Italian peninsulas.”® The Christian and Jewish merchant lords and bankers of Venice,
Florence, and Genoa, already implicated by the opportunities, associations, and in-
vestments of the previous period, successfully resisted their abhorrences of the Mus-
lim infidel and his nefarious trades.’’ Following the much more frequent practice
among clerics of purchasing dispensations to legitimize their bastard offspring, mer-
chants bought dispensations for their commercial trafficking with the infidels. (Pope
John XXII (1316—34) may have also used one if he had not had the fortune of being
infallible, for he bought forty pieces of gold cloth from Damascus.) Meanwhile, the
gold of Africa, the silks, spices, and sugar of the East and Asia Minor were measured
by the Italians and their Islamic correspondents against European slaves (Slav, Turk-
ish, Bulgar, and Circassian) and goods.*?

Europe and the Eastern Trade

In Europe, however, the feudal system had exceeded its limits, politically, economi-
cally, and socially. The European crisis that followed manifested itself in the late
thirteenth century and came to full maturity in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.
Whatever its root causes—and Wallerstein reminds us of just how subtle the scholars’
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debate has become by recalling that Edouard Perroy’s thesis was that it was “a satura-
tion of population” and the limits of agrarian technology, while R. H. Hilton believed
that the primary cause was the overbearing expense of feudal superstructures inflated
by war and leached by peasant insurrections and famines®>—Europe’s population
declined, and its markets, trade, towns, villages, and cultivated areas contracted. It
was not, however, a purely internal affair, nor one entirely dependent upon events or
elements encompassed by human society. It remains for one such force to be noted
for the devastating role it played in the crisis of fourteenth-century Europe.

Along with quite a few other historians, Trevor-Roper has added to his list of
suspects behind the collapse of Europe the Mongol Empire and its dissolution in the
mid-fourteenth century. His reasons include the ideological importance that the
Mongol movement immediately assumed in the minds of European Christian rulers.

Here was a powerful second front against Mamelukes and Turks; here also was a
huge free-trade area from Budapest to Canton; and both could be exploited. . ..

Thus, when the crusaders’ way of imperialist colonization had failed, the alter-
native way of “pure and friendly correspondence” succeeded, and in the century
after the failure of the Crusades, Europe was still living, successfully, on the East. . ..
The great, orderly, tolerant Mongol Empire >

At first, that is in the 1220s, the Franks had mistaken the intent of the Mongols, basing
their expectations on the fragmentary reports on the Mongols by eastern Christians:

These eastern Christians made a Christian “King David” out of the Mongol con-
queror, who would have destroyed the Moslem empires, in order to head for the
Holy Land and liberate Jerusalem.>

By the 1240s, after a series of exchanges between Mongol capitals and armies and
Frankish lords and popes, Christendom had been disabused of its error. It learned
that: “The program of the Mongols was wholly and entirely based on a rule given by
Chingis-khan: ‘There is only one God in heaven, and on earth there is only one
sovereign, Chingis-khan. ”*¢ The Mongol Empire ordered the Pope and the Christian
kings to submit. Still, by the 1260s Mongol and Franks were formally agreeing to joint
crusades against the Muslim Mamelukes, and by the first decades of the fourteenth
century the Italian “merchant republics” and the Mongols had established treaties of
commerce. This meant that whatever other significances Mongol stability, trade, and
technological exchange (e.g., China’s gunpowder and printing techniques) would
have for a Europe still compelled by Christian dogma to abhor and shun the southern
infidels, the gold, which was largely brought out of Africa,”” found its way to central
and eastern Asia only to pave the route to Europe of the Black Death. William McNeill
describes the plague’s itinerary in its less nefarious terms:

Not only did large numbers of persons travel very long distances across cultural and
epidemiological frontiers; they also traversed a more northerly route than had ever
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been intensively traveled before. The ancient Silk Road between China and Syria
crossed the deserts of central Asia, passing from oasis to oasis. Now, in addition to
this old route, caravans, soldiers and postal riders rode across the open grasslands.
They created a territorially vast human web that linked the Mongol headquarters at
Karakorum with Kazan and Astrakhan on the Volga, with Caffa in the Crimea, with
Khanbaliq in China and with innumerable other caravanserais in between.*®

Ostensibly, it was the revolt in the eastern end of the Mongol Empire, a revolt that
would culminate in the establishment of the Ming Dynasty, which provided the
chaotic conditions for the vermin to multiply. The account of the plague left by Ibn
al-Ward (who died of plague at Aleppo in 1349) has been generally accepted: it began
somewhere in what al-Ward termed “The Land of Darkness” (Yunnan-Burma) be-
fore 1331; it then spread to China and northern Asia, and then to central Asia and
eastern Europe—all the time following the Mongol trade route between the Mediter-
ranean and China; by the end of 1347, it crossed from Caffa on the Black Sea to the
Sicilian port of Messina; within three years, it is estimated, more than 20 million
Europeans (one-third to one-half the population of Europe) had joined the more
than 60 million Chinese dead.”

Islam and the Making of Portugal

Keeping in mind that our interest in the effects of Muslim civilization on Europe is
related to the attempt to reconstruct the processes by which the African past was
extracted from European consciousness, perhaps the greatest irony of this history
concerns the founding of the Portuguese state and the ruling class that ran it. The
Portuguese state’s expansion into Africa marks, of course, the beginnings of the
modern era in European development: the “Age of Discovery” It also marks the
beginnings of those encounters between the peoples of the European peninsula and
the African continent that would produce the Negro.

The appearance and the development of the Portuguese state were also the re-
sults of processes both directly and indirectly related to Muslim civilization. Though
Anglo-Saxonist shrouds persist in many English-language treatments of Portuguese
history (no doubt in part attributable to Portugal’s client relation to Britain since the
eighteenth century), these stories bear some relationship to the past. For instance, in
the mid-twelfth century, as Trevor-Roper recalls,

a party of English and Flemish crusaders, sailing towards the Mediterranean to join
the second crusade, arrived at the mouth of the river Souro. They were easily
persuaded that there was no need to sail further. There were infidels in Portugal,
and lands as rich as any in Palestine: the crusaders agreed; they stayed. Instead of
Edessa they captured Lisbon; and having massacred the Muslim inhabitants and
installed themselves on their lands, they forgot about the Christian kingdom of
Jerusalem and founded that of Portugal.!®
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As a British historian, Trevor-Roper gives due weight to the English intervention but
ignores their Iberian and French allies (e.g., Henry of Burgundy). Nevertheless, it is
true that erstwhile crusaders played an important part in the establishment of Portu-
gal during the colonial wars against the Muslims. As Americo Castro declares:

The fleet engaged in the conquest of Lisbon had weighed anchor in England with
169 ships provided and manned by Englishmen, Germans, Flemings, Frenchmen,
and Gascons. The towers raised for the conquest of the city were the work of
Flemings, Englishmen, and an engineer from Pisa. All the booty was for the for-
eigners, who, through a pact with the Moors, took for themselves the gold, the
silver, clothing, the horses, and the mules, and gave the city to the king.!%!

Three hundred years later, as the dominant legend goes on, unexercised by the wars
and internal conflicts besetting the leading powers of western Europe; geographically
proximate to the West African Atlantic coast;!%? with both a direct experience of long
distance sea trade and one borrowed from the Italian merchants (who had begun
their own commercial colonization of Portugal by the thirteenth century);'%* and
with a powerful residue of Christian anti-Islamic adventurism, the Portuguese state
launched the first of the great discoveries that would mature into the modern world
systems of Europe and European colonies. By the fifteenth century, Portugal and her
Italian (and English) partners had transformed sugar production, the plantation
system, and, of course, the system of slavery from the islands of the eastern Mediterra-
nean to those of the eastern Atlantic. By the sixteenth century, Spain had inherited the
Italian capitalists and all that went with them—and so had the New World.'*

Still, as Castro had warned: “It is impossible to understand the formation of the
immense Portuguese Empire solely in terms of economic or statistical analysis.”%> It
might be added that this is particularly the case when such analysis is based on
indifferent historical reconstruction. The “peacefulness” of Portugal’s fifteenth cen-
tury, which C. R. Boxer asserts (and Wallerstein repeats)!® for example, is to be
doubted when one learns elsewhere that the century was punctuated by a martial and
diplomatic war with Castile, and that the century ended with the homicidal suppres-
sion of a dynastic struggle.!%” Castro, himself, came to the conclusion that much more
attention had to be paid to Portuguese nationalism:

Portugal wanted and believed a history of her own, and she did this with such in-
tensity that she was successful little by little incorporating both an imagined history
and the practice of imagining it into the process of her authentic existence. The
imperial enterprises; the enduring imprint of Portugal in Brazil, in the East Indies,
and in Africa; the imposing figures of Vasco da Gama, Affonso de Albuquerque,
Ferdinand Magellan, and others; the works of Gil Vicente and Camoems—all this
and more have motivated the recreation of the origins of Portugal.'%

This, however, was not a simple “nationalism”: a mass ethos bound to a national
destiny. The Portuguese of the twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth centuries were an
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extraordinary mix of western European and Mediterranean peoples. More impor-
tant, the new nation’s ruling classes, the nobility and the bourgeoisie who wove the
ideological tapestry of nationalism and constructed those ideographs that framed
their families and deeds, were drawn from the landed and titled aristocracies of Spain
(Castile, Aragon, and Catalonia), France (Flanders and Burgundy), and England.!®
The threads of Portuguese nationalist identity were spun from a European source.
Portugal inherited, consequently, not merely its royal houses—and their Italian capi-
talist creditors, but as well the mercantile and scientific migration that was the social
and intellectual efflux of Venice, Genoa, Pisa, Majorca, Florence, Flanders, Catalonia,
and England. With these disparate elements came, too, a certain malaise and the
resolve to construct a state whose character would be distinct from the corrupt,
chaotic, and mean societies from which they had fled or been driven:

Those Europeans found Europe morally distasteful, with constant internecine wars
between so-called Christian princes; with heresy rife, and schism a fact for almost
forty years; with confused relations ever apparent between ecclesiastical and secular
authority; with charity often non-existent; with marriage made a mockery, and
adultery widespread; with lying and unvarnished thievery apparent on every side.!*

It was again, this “nationalism,” and particularly the element of Muslim antago-
nism, that played such a critical role in Portuguese expansionism in the fifteenth
century. Robert Silverberg, in chronicling Portugal’s and Europe’s fascination with
Prester John, has recorded:

In 1411, when Portugal had arrived at an unaccustomed state of complete peace,
Joao of Avis adopted a suggestion of his English-born queen, Philippa: to maintain
the momentum of the national economy, he would send an armed expedition to
North Africa. Joao and Philippa envisioned a conquest of the Moorish kingdom of
Fez, thus opening the way for a Portuguese penetration, by land, of Prester John’s
kingdom, somewhere in the heart of Africa. With Prester John’s cooperation,
perhaps, a new spice route could be established, with caravans crossing Africa from
Morocco to the Red Sea and bringing pepper and cloves to Lisbon.!!!

Dom Henrique (the Navigator), who is credited with marshalling the energies of
Portugal, the resources of the Order of Christ, the skills and instruments of Europe’s
most developed seamanship, and the navigational wisdom of Muslim and Italian
mathematicians, cartographers, astronomers, and geographers for the purpose of
exploring Africa and its coastline for a route to the Indies and to Prester John, was of
course the ascetic, celibate, and reclusive son of the newly royal Joao and Philippa.
Following the Portuguese capture of Ceuta in 1415, for more than forty years, Dom
Henrique dedicated himself to the achievement of his parents’ dream. Henrique,
however, was not distinctive in this regard. He was in reality simply a more psycho-
logically severe version of his family and the class with whose destiny it was intimately
linked.!'2 Francis Rogers quite effectively argued:
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The Lusitanian translation of the European dreams concerning the East into action
was precipitated, not by Ceuta, but by the simultaneous Council of Constance. It
gained further impetus with brother Pedro’s travels . . . and final direction by
Portuguese relations with Pope Eugenius IV and the Council of Ferrara-Florence-
Rome. . ..

I am convinced that various manifestations of Western Europe’s great Oriental
dream came to bear on Pedro as he wandered, and that by, let us say, 1433 or 1434
(the beginning of Duarte’s reign), the royal brothers, including and most espe-
cially Henry, had talked over at length the exciting reports related by Pedro upon
his return.'’?

Gomes Eannes de Azurara, his historian contemporary, recorded Dom Henrique’s
motives:

1. [Henrique] desired to know what lands there were beyond the Canary Islands
and a cape called Bojador. . ..

2. If in these territories there should be any population of Christians, or any
harbours where men could enter without peril, they could bring back to the realm
many merchandises at little cost. . . .

3. It was said that the power of the Moors of this land of Africa was very much
greater than was generally thought, and that there were among them neither
Christians nor other races. And because every wise man is moved by desire to know
the strength of his enemy . ..

4. During one and thirty years of battles with the Moors, the Infante had never
found Christian King or Seigneur outside this kingdom, who for the love of Our
Lord Jesus Christ was willing to aid him in this war. He desired to know whether in
those regions there might be any Christian princes in whom the charity and love of
Christ were strong enough to cause them to aid him against these enemies of the
faith.

5. ... [L]ost souls should be saved.

6. [The astrological reason, from which all the others proceed, that as Henrique
was born on 4 March 1394, he was under the influence of | the Ram, which is in the
House of Mars, with the Sun in the ascendant. . .. [T]his indicated that this prince
was bound to engage in great and noble conquests, and above all he was bound to
attempt the discovery of things which were hidden from other men, and secret.!™

Silverberg added, in order to underscore his own interest, that Henrique had “told
one of his companions in 1442, he desired to have knowledge not only of Africa and
the Indies but ‘of the land of Prester John as well, if he could. ”!*> One hundred years
later, at the beginning of the sixteenth century, the quest that had so obsessed the
House of Avis from its own beginnings (and before it Europe for 300 years) was finally
completed. Pero da Covilha, the Portuguese king (1495~1521) Manuel I's emissary to
Prester John’s kingdom, was discovered by his ambassadorial successors to have
become an honored but unwilling captive for life of the court of Ethiopia.!!¢ Islam
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had provided for the emerging Europe a powerful ideological, economic, and politi-
cal impulse.

There was, however, one element in Islamic civilization that had little or no effect
on medieval Europe as the latter was being transformed into the center of a dominant
world system. This was the Muslim concept of the slave. Great differences persisted
between slavery in Western and Christian societies and slavery in Islam.

The Prophet had said:

Fear God concerning your slaves. Feed them with what you eat and clothe them
with what you wear and do not give them work beyond their capacity. Those whom
you like, keep, and those whom you dislike, sell. Do not cause pain to God’s
creation. He caused you to own them, and had He so wished he would have made
them own you.!!?

The Islamic ideal concerning slavery was without parallel in Christian law and dogma.
Islamic jurists had codified both the liabilities and the rights of slaves; customs among
the Sunni, Shia, and Maliki schools had limited the rights of masters and extended the
legal, religious, and social capacities of the slave. The Koran encouraged manumission
as an act of piety, in many instances the punishment for criminal acts was less harsh
for the slave than the freeman, slaves might purchase their freedom and might assume
second-rank offices in state administration and the religious hierarchy. Since Muslim
slavery was characteristically associated with unlimited potential for social mobility
and much less racialism, it is not surprising to find whole dynasties in Muslim his-
tory founded by slaves (e.g., the Egyptian Mamelukes) or the emergence to promi-
nence of Africans as soldiers, poets, philosophers, writers, and statesmen. As early as
the eighth century,

Ibrahim, the son of a Black concubine of the caliph al-Mahdi (775-85) came very
close to being caliph in 817—19 when a faction in Baghdad supported his candida-
ture against the nominated successor of the caliph al-Ma'mun. In spite of being
“excessively black and shiny” he was preferred by some ‘Abbasid loyalists to the
‘Alid candidate of Persian descent.!!®

Al-Mustansir, another such son, Hunwick reports, reigned in Egypt between 1036 and
1094. In the seventeenth century, Mulay Isma’il, sharing the same condition, ruled in
Morocco. Even Black eunuchs such as Kafur who ruled Egypt for 22 years could
achieve enormous power.

That Christendom failed to be impressed by Islamic law and customs on this
matter is hardly surprising since the traditions of European slavery were already quite
ancient and quite elaborately rationalized by the time of the appearance of Islam in
the seventh century. Moreover, it was highly improbable that the Christian establish-
ment of the medieval era would countenance the adaptation of customs from what
they considered the ultimate Christian heresy—Islam, many believed, was based on
sexual license and forced conversion;''? and finally, Western xenophobia—so critical
to the character of European identity and so fundamental to Christian slave systems—
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expressed a revulsion toward Muslim ideals. “A fund of xenophobia was latent in the
homogeneous culture of Europe,”'? is how Norman Daniel has put it. Further:

[X]enophobia and hysteria were compounded at the inception of the Crusades and
it is a mistake to view them as an isolable phenomenon They were just one Euro-
pean activity. Fighting, robbing, killing, trading, making profits, taking rents or
tributes, all these were closely linked to philosophical and theological analysis, to
the composition of history and propaganda, and even to love of one’s neighbor.
The Crusades renewed the idea that we need not do as we would be done by. They
were also an expression of a much older history of suspicion. . . . The expectation of
difference goes back to the cultural intolerance of “barbarians” which is one of the
less useful legacies of Greece.!*!

This is not to deny that there were no differences among Christians respecting slavery.
There were, in medieval Christendom, as later. Debates between Christian masters,
notwithstanding, David Brion Davis observed that “the distinctive characteristic of
medieval theology [was] to justify the existing world while providing the means for
escaping from it.”1??

In the late Medieval Age, the defenders of slavery, whether the issue was the
enslavement of Europeans, infidels, “Indians,” or Blacks, frequently turned to the
pages of Aristotle to justify slavery as a natural condition of some parts of mankind.'?*
In the early sixteenth century, when Fray Bartolome de las Casas converted from
colonialist to anticolonialist pamphleteer, it was Aristotle whom he was forced to
confront and use for his own purposes:

He described Aristotle as “a gentile burning in Hell whose doctrine we do not need
to follow, except in so far as it conforms with Christian truth.” . ..

But . . . Las Casas equally applied the Aristotelian model to “prove” that the
Indians were rational beings, not one whit inferior to the Spaniards or any Euro-
pean, ancient or modern for that matter, but in some respects even superior to
Europeans.!*

Las Casas’s ploy met, however, with only quite limited success in either his own time
or later. His Very Brief Account of the Destruction of the Indies was roundly de-
nounced by his contemporaries and their successors. Aristotle’s “aristocracy of race”
was proved to be much closer to the core of Western civilization than the complaints
of Las Casas, his fellow priests Motolinia and de Landa, or such co-sympathizers as
governor de Castaneda of Nicaragua and the anonymous bureaucrat who reported
on the brutal excesses of Viceroy de Mendoza of New Spain. As Mavis Campbell has
suggested with polemical force:

It should not be too out of place to remind ourselves here that this concept of
race has never since been too far from the European psyche, peering out sporadi-
cally, with blue eyes and lily white skin, whether through that grotesque Sepulveda
[one of Las Casas’ most persistent opponents] who spoke of the “Superior” Span-
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iards, and applied the very Greek word “barbarian” to the Indians, or through
Count Gobineau or Richard Wagner and his son-in-law, Houston Stewart Cham-
berlain, or Thomas Carlyle who had much influence on New World slavery,
culminating in the megalomaniac excesses of Hitler and the racist regimes in
Southern Africa.!?

Aristotle was thus sustained into the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
until a more scientistic rationale could overtake the ideological needs of the New
Imperialism. Still, through Aristotle the convergence of moral resolution and practi-
cal necessity between Christian societies of the medieval and modern periods and the
slave societies of the pre-Christian eras was striking:

[Flrom the Homeric period onward the passionate adherence of the Greeks to the
desire for political and personal liberty made it difficult for them to find a satisfac-
tory explanation of their own slave organization. . . . Plato’s reaction took the form
of a mild protest that Greeks should not enslave their fellow Greeks while, as a
matter of fact, the Hellenes of his day were using their fellow Hellenes as slaves, and
without much compunction about it. Aristotle’s explanation of the origin of slav-
ery was rationally based upon the then accepted theory of congenital and heritable
differences in human capacities, as displayed both individually and in national
totalities. . . . His definition of a slave in the Politics is not so admirable . . .: a slave is
a tool with a soul. Only in the most superficial and materialistic sense is this true.
The slave, as a human being, is not a tool; and a tool has not a soul.2¢

In Islamic societies, however, the nature and the thrust of religious authority left little
leeway for the use of Aristotle or any other non-Muslim apologists of slavery in this
fashion.

Islam and Eurocentrism

The history of Europe for the millennium following the fifth century of the Christian
era had not been markedly unilinear. That immense span of time had contained little
if any basis for teleological certainty. Indeed, there had been eras such as the eighth
century when the very presence of Western high culture had been faint, preserved in
scattered outposts whose own fate was made doubly uncertain by barbarian invasion
and the pathetic social and material conditions of the pagan societies that surrounded
them.

By the year 700, European learning had fled to the bogs of Ireland or the wild coast
of Northumbria. It was in the monasteries of Ireland that fugitive scholars pre-
served a knowledge of the Latin and even of the Greek classics. It was in a monas-
tery in Northumbria that the greatest scholar of his time, the greatest historian of
the whole Middle Ages, the Venerable Bede, lived and wrote. And it was from the
monasteries of Ireland and England, in the eighth and ninth centuries, that English
and Irish fugitives would return to a devastated Europe.'?”

PROCESS AND CONSEQUENCES OF AFRICA’S TRANSMUTATION 97



Christendom slowly recovered. During what would be called the Dark Age, allied
with barbarian chiefs and kings, converted or otherwise, the church gradually grew
into the most mature base for the feudal organization that characterized the early
Middle Ages. It acquired land, and the peasants and slaves who made that land
productive and valuable. Without the slightest sense of its moral bankruptcy, more-
over, the leaders of the Christian Church unmercifully exploited its human base,
legitimating the brutality of the nobility, their secular kin, and sharing the profits
from the labor of bound workers and a foreign trade more than eight centuries long
that delivered European slaves (among other goods) to Muslim merchants. Feudal
Europe, for a time, however, proved to be capable of expansion while rotting from
within—but it was only for a time.

By the thirteenth century, that phase of European development was at a close; the
system collapsed. The ruling classes of feudal Europe were succeeded by their Medi-
terranean factors: merchants, traders, and bankers. They in turn spawned or defined
the roles for those actors who supplied capital, technical, and scientific expertise, and
administrative skills to the states that would lead the emergence of capitalist Europe.
By then, however, European culture and consciousness had been profoundly affected.
Legend, as we have seen, acquired the authority of history. Moral authority continued
to dissipate. The mystifying veil, which the feudal ruling classes had created to hide, or
at least soften the crushing oppression that they had put in place, was in tatters.
Prester John’s first appearance in the European imagination of the twelfth century
was consequently understandable.

The legend, if it indeed originated from within the ruling class, accomplished two
very disparate ends: for one it presented Europe’s intelligentsia with a powerful
counterpoint, inspired by Christian idealism, biblical imagery and splendor, Roman
law, and Greco-Egyptian civil craftsmanship. Here was the ideal Christian society,
secure in its political body and spiritual soul. It was the measure by which the failures
and insidious corruptions of actual Christendom could be calibrated in detail. A
model Christian Empire, which, when compared to Europe, displayed those faults
that had contributed to the inability to defeat Islam either spiritually or militarily.
This was the legend’s internal function.

Its other significance, however, was even more critical. The legend transmuted the
world beyond Europe, “the Indies,” into Eurocentric terms.!?® Whatever was the reality
of those lands and their peoples, came to be less and less important. For the next 300
years, between the twelfth and the fifteenth centuries, the legend of Prester John
provided Europe’s scholars and their less learned coreligionists with a structured and
obfuse prism through which the authenticity of every datum, every traveler’s report,
every intelligence of its foreign trade, every fable of its poets, and every phatic foible of
its soldiery would be screened and strained. Even direct evidence was not immune, for
in the next century, G. K. Hunter tells us, this “frame of reference” was sustained:

The new information which the English voyages of the sixteenth century brought
to the national culture had to be fitted, as best it could, into a received image of
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what was important. This means that the facts were not received in quite the same
way as they would have been in the nineteenth century. Historians of the last
century were much taken with the idea of the Elizabethan imagination liberated by
the voyagers. But there is little evidence of this outside the unhistorical supposi-
tion, “that’s how I would have reacted” The voyages certainly did expand the
physical horizon, but it is not clear that they expanded the cultural horizon at the
same time. . . . The image of man in his theological, political and social aspects
could not be much affected by the discovery of empty or primitive lands.*?®

The architects of European consciousness had begun the construction of that world-
view that presumed the basic structure of other than European societies was at its
foundation a European structure, that the moral, ideological, and spiritual scaffold of
these societies was the same bottom structure discernible in European culture, that
the measure of mankind was indeed the European. The legend of Prester John and his
wondrous realm, the formidability of this purely Christian king who waited in pa-
tience for his Christian allies at the other end of the world, all this was the form of the
impulse in its appropriate medieval costume. Thus, when the miraculous kingdom
could not be located in the deserts and steppes of central Asia or even Cathay, it did
not cease its fascination but was transferred to the south beyond the upper Nile. The
fantasy and its attendant resolve to bend the very existence and being of other peoples
into convenient shapes were important beginnings for the destruction of the African
past. While the vitality of Islam had seemed to mock the pathetic feebleness of Christ’s
chosen, humiliating them in defeat and with the persistent threat of further occupa-
tions and invasions, the legend was compelling. And a basic lesson of propaganda was
learned: Europe’s destiny was incompatible with the autochthonous meaning of the
non-European worlds. An increasingly prominent concomitant of the European mil-
lennium (roughly from the tenth to the present century) would be the refutation of
those terms.

In freeing itself from Muslim colonization, Europe once again had a vigorous
bourgeoisie and the state institutions to begin the construction of its own extra-
European colonialism. From the fifteenth century on, that colonialism would encom-
pass the lands of Asian, African, and New World peoples and engulf a substantial
fraction of those peoples into the European traditions of slave labor and exploitation.
Capitalists were, from this point on, no longer dependent upon the material restraints
Europe presented for the primitive accumulation of capital. What Genoese, Pisantine,
and Jewish capitalists accomplished for Portugal and Spain in the fourteenth, fif-
teenth, and sixteenth centuries, on their expulsions from Iberia they transferred to
northwestern Europe. Soon after, an English bourgeoisie succeeded those of Belgium
and the Netherlands in the domination of the now-extensive world system. We have,
however, gone far beyond our immediate interests in the Muslim part in Europe’s
development. Here we must conclude, still somewhat arbitrarily and abruptly, the
survey of the significance of Islam in European history. For the moment it will have to
be sufficient to remind ourselves that Islam once represented a more powerful civili-

PROCESS AND CONSEQUENCES OF AFRICA’S TRANSMUTATION 99



zation, and, again, one closely identified in the European mind with African and
Black peoples.

In retrospect the Western potential for creating the Negro had moved closer in a
way to its realization. The cultural and ideological inventory was at hand. A native
racialism had already displayed its usefulness for rationalizing social order, and with
the advent of the Islamic intrusion into European history it had further proved its
value by its transformation into an instrument of collective resistance and a negation
of an unacceptable past. For the Negro to come into being all what was now required
was an immediate cause, a specific purpose. The trade in African slaves, coming as it
did as an extension of capitalism and racial arrogance, supplied both a powerful
motive and a readily received object.
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THE ATLANTIC
SLAVE TRADE AND
AFRICAN LABOR

Fifteenth-century “Portugal,” the singularly ambitious historical agent one encoun-
ters in countless scholarly studies, is a metaphor. It is, as we have already seen, largely
a convenience, an appropriately deceptive categorical referent to what in actuality was
a mixture of political and economic forces, both national and supranational in ori-
gins. The term “Portugal,” while symbolizing a nation, has as well obscured these
forces and their significance for what was a little nation of less than one million
people. Moreover, Portugal was to play a critical role in exploiting the transfer of
African labor to the New World. Consequently, for those concerned with the slave
trade and its ultimate significance for Black people, a better understanding of the
Portuguese nation is imperative. This is so, as I shall argue, because the same but not
identical interests and dynamics that slowly formed Portugal into “an important
pawn on the chessboard of European history,”! were also implicated in the transfor-
mation of African labor into capital. For this reason, it is worth our time to review
and identify these elements as they appeared in Portugal’s history.

There were several very real agencies whose interests and activities have been
glorified as Portugal’s national concerns in the general histories of the modern West-
ern academy. Too often, however, the nature and identities of those agencies have
been inadvertently disguised by the rather grander levels of generalization that have
accompanied the search to capture their ethos. For some students of the era, the
motives for European expansion were material and physical: “What western Europe
needed in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries,” Wallerstein writes, “was food . ..



and fuel”? Braudel, on the other hand, has suggested that western Mediterranean
overpopulation was the key to expansion.? There are also those who have argued, like
Livermore, that the motivation was organizationally systemic, that the militaristic
machinery of the Reconquista required new “targets of opportunity” if it were not to
be turned inward.* Others, as we have noted earlier, with more attention to ideology,
have supposed the real issue was the defeat of the Muslims and the revitalization of
Christendom.® No single such explanation seems entirely correct or sufficiently spe-
cific, though all have been persuasively presented. The result is that at the grand level
of reconstruction, the analysis of fifteenth-century Portugal and its historical role
would appear to have no satisfactory measure for distilling this multiplicity of needs,
actors, and historical forces. Still, though their number might be confusing, recon-
struction of the actual power relations between these actors may simplify the task of
their identification and assessment.

One generally unrecognized but crucial relationship, when we speak in strictly
political terms, involved a relatively weak but native feudal ruling class and its more
powerful extra-national ruling-class allies. Specifically, this amounted to an alliance
between Portugal’s House of Avis, with its neodynastic nobility and bourgeoisie,® and
a strain of capitalistic aristocracy that had been bred in England by war and civil war,
political chaos, and economic recession, and a close connection to an emerging
British bourgeoisie. In fifteenth-century England, Postan has surmised:

The great breeding season of English capitalism was in the early phases of the
Hundred Years War, the time when the exigencies of Royal finance, new experi-
ments in taxation, speculative ventures with wool, the collapse of Italian finance
and the beginning of the new cloth industry, all combined to bring into existence a
new race of war financiers and commercial speculators, army purveyors and wool-
monopolists.”

Historically, the relationship between the maturing ruling classes of Portugal and
England had been sealed at the end of the fourteenth century with the Treaty of
Windsor (1386), which secured the Portuguese throne from the ambitions of Castile’s
monarchy, and was itself closed by the marriage between Joao of Avis and Philippa of
Lancaster, the daughter of John of Gaunt. This alliance was one that the English had
believed would ultimately lead to the acquisition of the throne of Castile.? The designs
of the English on Castile were never fulfilled. The conclusion of the Hundred Years
War, with its disastrous results on English territorial interests on the continent, a civil
war in England and Spain’s own national vigor at the end of the century, extinguished
those interests. But the relationship with Portugal would prove to be one so valuable
that it is still celebrated by English historians. In our own century, for example, Carus
Wilson has written:

Portugal’s relations with England were consistently friendly. These two states were
naturally disposed to be allies, since neither of them was on good terms with
Castile. There was also kinship between their dynasties, and the men of both
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countries were born seamen and adventurers. . . . The friendship . . . lasted on in
spite of temporary ruptures through acts of violence and changes of dynasty in
England; and throughout the fifteenth century the provisions made in this charter
of commerce [the Treaty of Windsor] were confirmed, and the kings of both
countries were pledged to punish infractions of it.?

As C. R. Boxer would have it, these Portuguese “kings” were, of course, “half-English
princes.” War had brought these two nobilities together. War had indeed been the
very basis of their existence. War, finally, had so enlarged their political alliance until it
achieved what could pass for historical proportions, surviving several centuries de-
spite “temporary ruptures.” Regardless, in the fifteenth century—when the necessary
conditions for the Atlantic slave trade were being laid down—the link between the
emerging bourgeoisies resident in (but not always native to) the two countries pro-
vided the basis for a North Atlantic commerce and the mercantilisms that would
dominate their economies for the next three hundred years. This would prove no
small matter for the directions in which the slave trade would develop.

The Genoese Bourgeoisie
and the Age of Discovery

Even more important than these political relations, however, and certainly more
directly germane to our interests in the Portuguese as the historical force that laid the
basis for the Atlantic slave trade, were the merchants and bankers of Italian origins
who colonized Portugal (and the Spanish kingdoms) during this period. Though
Verlinden’s use of the term “nation” is more figurative than political, his characteriza-
tion of the historical significance of these capitalists is helpful:

Italy was the only really colonizing nation during the middle ages. From the
beginning of the crusades onwards, Venice, Pisa, Genoa, later Florence, and south-
ern Italy under the Angevins as well as under the Aragonese, were interested in the
Levant and in the economic and colonial possibilities offered there by the gradual
waning of the Byzantine Empire. It is also at about the same time that Italian
merchants appear in the Iberian peninsula, and obtain an influence that will persist
until far into the modern period, both in European and colonial economy.?

Virginia Rau notes that “[t]he earliest documental references we have concerning
the activities of Italian merchants in Portugal date from the XIIIth century. When
they come to our notice, they had already boldly found their way into the Portu-
guese money market.”)!! These “Italian merchants” were in fact (in order of impor-
tance) Genoese and the sons of Piacenza, Milan, Florence, and Venice.!? Further,
we learn from Rau that by the fourteenth century, whose beginnings were appropri-
ately marked by the appointment by King Diniz of a Genoese (Manuel Pezagno)' to
the Portuguese admiralty in 1317, Lisbon had become “the great centre of Genoese
trade.”4 With Lisbon and Oporto as bases of operation, the Genoese merchant-
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capitalists ensconced themselves into the entire structure of Portuguese power: serv-
ing as creditors to the monarchy, financiers for the state’s ambitions and adventures,
monopolists under royal charters of security, and ultimately Portuguese nobles by a
series of events including royal decrees, marriage into the native nobility, and par-
ticipation in military projects organized by the state.!> Precisely as Rau’s example of
the Lomellini family would suggest—beginning with the appearance of Bartholomeu
Lomellini, the merchant, in Portugal in 1424 and ending with integration of his heirs
and relatives into the landed aristocracy of Madeira and the peninsular nobility by the
end of the century—the Genoese merchant princes proved to be far more success-
fully adaptable than their countrymen (i.e., Italian) competitors. Unlike the arrogant
Venetians, the Genoese made themselves available to their hosts financially, intellec-
tually and fraternally. As Wallerstein has observed:

To the extent that [the Portuguese bourgeoisie] lacked the capital, they found it
readily available from the Genoese who, for reasons of their own having to do with
their rivalry with Venice, were ready to finance the Portuguese. And the potential
conflict of the indigenous and foreign bourgeoisie was muted by the willingness of
the Genoese to assimilate into Portuguese culture over time.'¢

While the Venetians continued to concentrate on the domination of the Mediterra-
nean, and the Florentines on their banking and wool trade in continental and north
Atlantic commerce, the Genoese positioned themselves to take advantage of the trade
that eventually would progress from the Maghreb, to the mid-Atlantic and finally to
the trans-Atlantic.!” By the middle of the fifteenth century, it was their capital that
determined the direction and pace of “discovery.” Verlinden remarks:

Lagos [Portugal] became, from about 1310, an important harbor on the route of the
Italian convoys to northwestern Europe. If one remembers that Lagos, much more
than Sagres, was the starting point of the first Portuguese discoveries, the impor-
tance of the bonds, established there with Italian seamen and businessmen, grows
evident.!

Moreover, it was the favored status of these Italians in Portugal that facilitated Por-
tuguese claims at Rome resulting in Papal Bulls sympathetic to Portuguese commerce
and state imperialism,'® and it was Genoese capitalists who sustained the links be-
tween the English and Portuguese ruling classes by assuming a relationship to English
trade and the state directly complementary to their presence in Portugal.?°

In England, as in Portugal, Genoese made up the bulk of the Italian merchants who
in turn composed the majority of alien merchants in that kingdom during the fif-
teenth century.?! There, too, they won royal exemptions from commercial taxes and
restrictions, and managed to monopolize imported goods as diverse as the foreign
medicines (like medicated treacle) and other drugs in vogue during that century,?
and Portuguese cork and sugar at whose points of origin they had already contracted
exclusive monopolies.?* Finally, in England, too, as creditors for its kings, as fac-
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tors and merchants for royal monopolies, they came to occupy special positions in
English trade:

In vain the English petitioned against the lavish privileges obtained with a great
sum by these merchants from needy kings whose financiers they had become,
begging that they might be restricted to bringing goods of their own manufacture;
unable to vie with the mighty Italian cities in wealth, the little English towns
received scant attention.?*

In an England rent by civil war, court intrigues, and a fractious aristocratic class, the
financial support of the Italians along with their trade and concomitant sources of
intelligence could be decisive. The English monarchy, with its Italian and other for-
eign commercial and financial collaborators, for the time being secured an indepen-
dence from its native aristocratic and bourgeois classes.

It was in this way that Italian capitalists situated themselves to play a critical role in
determining the pace, the character, and the structure of the early trans-Atlantic slave
trade of the next century. Without them and the complicity of part of the English
aristocracy and of the Portuguese and English merchant classes, and, of course, the
clerical nobility of Rome, it is doubtful that a Portuguese Empire would ever have
come into existence. Without that empire, nothing would be as it is.

The Portuguese Empire did come into being, however, and from the middle of the
fifteenth century and for the next one hundred years—to the good fortunes of both its
national and expatriate sponsors—its mixture of greed, piety, savagery, militarism,
cultural arrogance, and statescraft swept across the world. Not surprisingly, given the
long-standing preoccupations of medieval long-distance merchants, the winds of
commercial interests blew the empire first to the south and east: Senegambia, Elmina,
and Luanda along the west coast of Africa; Safala, Mozambique and Mombasa on the
African east coast; Hormuz in the Persian Gulf; Goa on the Malabar coast of India;
Malacca in Malay; and Ternate in the Moluccas. And if their several motives still
perplex us, at least to some of them the issue was clear:

When the Portuguese finally came ashore at Calicut, some astonished Tunisian
traders in the crowd asked them what the devil had brought them so far. “Chris-
tians and spices,” was the answer allegedly given by da Gama’s men. . . . This
close association between God and Mammon formed the hallmark of the empire
founded by the Portuguese in the East, and, for that matter, in Africa and in Brazil
as well.?

Once the Portuguese had rounded what was for them the Cape of Good Hope (and
perhaps even before they reached that point), these voyagers had become actually an
analogue of the Chinese who preceded them: we refer, of course, to the “seven
massive” imperial expeditionary fleets commanded by the Muslim admiral Cheng Ho
between 1405 and 1434 (Cheng Ho died that year) that had already confidently assayed
these waters for trade and plunder.?® The Chinese ventures that with their fleets of
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junks carrying sometimes as many as 40,000 people, amounted to convoys of “im-
pressive intercontinental missiles” according to William Appleman Williams.”” With
its fleets the Chinese Empire successfully challenged the Arab and Muslim traders
who had already grown accustomed to their own domination of the East African and
Indian Ocean commercial trades. This did not please the former masters of the trade
of these seas, but it did not seem to matter. Whatever the weight of their resistance it
never amounted to enough to be included among the reasons speculated to underlie
the apparently sudden imperial decision to forego further adventures in the area.?®
The withdrawal would seem to have been an affair internal to the Chinese Empire.

The Portuguese, less audaciously but necessarily more cunning,? accomplished the
displacement of the area’s “resident” tradesmen at the end of the century and the
beginnings of the next. Momentarily, the maritime markets most coveted by Euro-
peans were in the hands of the Portuguese/Italians—the African and south Atlantic
trades with their gold, salt, malagueta pepper, gum, cork, cereals, sugar, and slaves;
and the trade with the East with its spices, wools, and dyes.*® This Portuguese monop-
oly was, however, not entirely uncontested in Europe.’! In the Atlantic region, Cas-
tile’s commercial strata had shadowed its rival’s ventures along the Guinea coast from
at least as early as 1453—54, laying claims through the Castilian crown to both Guinea
and the Canary Islands.?? The controversy between the “two Catholic kings” con-
tinued even beyond its formal resolution by the Treaty of Toledo (1480) and into the
following century. It was punctuated by raids by each of the other’s merchant ship-
ping and trading posts, and by claims and counterclaims to ancient or papal privi-
leges.® Though their defeat would prove to be only a temporary setback, the point is
that the monarchal claimants of Spain lost. With the south Atlantic closed to them for
legitimate merchant exploitation, the Spanish Crown and its native and Italian part-
ners began to explore the possibilities of an entirely different route to the East.>

Genoese Capital, the Atlantic,
and a Legend

For Spain, the key to its achievement of a western route to the “East” was, as it had
been for the Portuguese Empire of the Indies, the Genoese. In particular, in Seville in
1492, the experience, energies, and ambitions of the Genoese became concentrated in
the figure of Cristofolo Colombo (Christopher Columbus). Still it was not a simple or
straightforward event, there were some elements of even this relationship between the
Spanish and the Italians that in retrospect seem almost entirely fortuitous.

Although much of his background before his journey to Seville in 1485 will proba-
bly always remain obscure, Columbus was in many ways a natural if not typical
bourgeois creation of Genoese capital, trade, and manufacturing. Born around 1451 of
parents whose origins appear to have been in the Ligurian Republic, Columbus, at
fourteen years of age, first took up his father’s trade: wool weaving.?* Notwithstand-
ing the fictional constructions of his past that Columbus, his son Ferdinand, and Las
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Casas would perpetrate, it appears he remained a weaver into his early twenties,
taking part in occasional voyages in that capacity to Genoese possessions in the
Mediterranean.’® Around 1476, the documents of his contemporaries place him on a
voyage to England undertaken by the bankers Giovanni Antonio di Negro and Nico-
las Spinola. This trip was intercepted by French pirates, and the survivors, Columbus
among them, found refuge in Lisbon.?” Columbus settled in Lisbon and like some
other notable Genoese bourgeoisie, he eventually married into Portuguese nobility.
In his case, Felipa Moniz Perestrello, whose family had property on the island of Porto
Santo near Madeira, became his wife and his entree into the stream of Portuguese
overseas expansion.?

By all rights, the credit for Columbus’s rediscovery of the “new world” beyond the
ocean should have attached to the Portuguese throne. Columbus had taken up resi-
dence in Lisbon in 1477 and five years later had made his first attempt at petitioning
for state sponsorship (and the grant of feudal privileges) at the royal court of Portu-
gal. Interestingly enough, it is still not clear what Columbus had in mind at this stage
for what he would persist in describing as his divinely appointed mission. It is very
possible that Columbus’s initial petition (1482) concerned islands in the Atlantic
rather than the search for a mainland, but by 1484, a second submission spoke of
Cipango (Japan) and Cathay (China).*® Apparently, Columbus’s application was
clumsily constructed (Davies believed that Columbus had no command of written
Latin until 1489 and never mastered the writing of Italian or Portuguese), his calcula-
tions unpersuasive, and his use of cosmographies authority suspect.®’ The court’s
Mathematical Junta, after a year of study of Columbus’s proposal and consultation
with Martin Behain,* the Nuremberg cartographer, convinced King Joao II to reject
Columbus’s project on the grounds that Joao had “information regarding the western
lands more positive than the visions of Columbus.”*? If Joao’s technical commission
now appears to have been a bit dismissive of Columbus’s scheme, the same could be
said of Castile, the more enthused but still cautious Andalusian dukes of Medina-
Sidonia and Medina-Celi, and the English Crown (in England, Columbus had been
represented by his brother, Bartolomeo)—all of whom rejected the Genoese’s peti-
tions for support between 1485—89.

The Portuguese, however, seemed to have been on fairly firm ground, for at least by
1486 there is some indication that some of their seamen had sighted land west of the
Azores. Verlinden is confident enough of this to conclude: “What is certain is that in
1486 the talk was no longer of one Island of the Seven Cities, but of the possibility of
an archipelago or even a continent. Clearly, then, the period of the hypothetical or
legendary island had passed.”*® For some at court, the western route across the
seas to Cipango and Cathay—a distance calculated by the Florentine mathematician
and cosmographer Toscanelli to be 5,000 miles and by Columbus as 3,500 miles—
appeared to be a distinct possibility.# Thus, in 1487, the same year that (Verlinden
points out) saw Pero da Covilhao and Afonso da Paiva pursuing Portuguese interests
in India, Arabia, and Ethiopia, and Bartolomeu Dias round the Cape of Good Hope
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(all three contributions to the Portuguese commitment to the African route to the
East), the Portuguese Crown had authorized its own exploration of a western route.*
Since the bourgeoisie dominating the Genoese colony of Lisbon were unwilling to
show any tangible interest in a western route, the Portuguese Crown’s participation in
the project mounted (and paid for) by the Flemish Azoresian Ferdinand van Olmen
(Bartolome de las Cases would refer to him as Hernan de Olmos)* and the Por-
tuguese Madeiran, Joham Afomso do Estreito, was limited to the ceding of jurisdic-
tional powers and territorial rights in the new land. The Crown was apparently
incapable of much more than that when it sought to act independently of its major
commercial partners. Unfortunately for the Portuguese monarch, neither van Olmen
nor Estreito ever returned from their winter excursion.

Columbus was a bit luckier than either of his predecessors in the Atlantic, for at
least he had their example to profit from. Verlinden is convinced that “Columbus
must have learned of the voyage in Seville, for there was active communication
between the Italian colony of Lisbon and that of the great Andalusian port”#” This
would, of course, imply that the Genoese families, their joint-stock companies, and
their banks were in the habit of exchanging or sharing information that might be of
value to their commercial interests. Whatever the case might be, Columbus did find
something of value in Seville:

Italian bankers, much of whose activities were blocked by the Turks, were the
financiers for a big part of ocean-borne trade. There was a Genoese commercial
colony in Seville and local links with the Italian banking house of Spinola and Di
Negri, Columbus’s old employer. Francesco Pinelli, a Genoese banker of Seville and
co-director of the Santa Hermandad, the Spanish state police, guaranteed a loan
for the Columbus plan. Pinelli’s fellow police director was none other than Luis de
Santangel, the royal treasurer.*®

With the support, at least, of these two highly placed Genoese, and several forms of
assistance from the powerful Pinzon family, which dominated the port of Palos de la
Frontera,” Columbus now had a project worthy of the Spanish Crown’s official
support. And if we recall that Columbus’s appearance before Ferdinand and Isabella
coincided historically with that moment when the Spanish Crown was intent upon its
self-appointed mission to unify Spain, centralize state authority, vanquish its rivals
among its own aristocracy, and acquire an independent source of capital for itself,
Columbus and his Genoese collaborators and countrymen were an almost perfect
instrument.

Italian support was unquestionably well received, at least by the rulers. Ferdinand
the Catholic, in particular, understood admirably the contribution Italian capital
and techniques could make at that crucial time to his kingdom. Coming from the
east of the peninsula, he was accustomed to look to the Mediterranean and Italy
and considered economic relations with that country as obvious and natural. This
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attitude of mind dictated a similar policy in Andalusia, in the Canary Islands, and
in America, when destiny put control of these areas into his hands.5

Here was a resourceful community whose very existence rested on the persistence of
its interdependence with the state. The colonial trade that the Genoese (and Italian)
community dominated, the capital that it commanded, the inventory of science and
culture that it possessed, all were Spanish at the pleasure of the state—no matter how
independently powerful and significant they might appear to be. And for the moment
it was the state’s pleasure to balance the Italians (and also—but not for long—the
Jews) against its own bourgeoisie and its still militaristic aristocracy.' Columbus’s
luck was holding.

With only the barest of exaggeration, then, it might be said that Columbus’s
achievements of 1492—beginning with the extraordinary concessions he acquired
from his royal partners in April of that year at Santa Fe, and ending with the arrival of
the ships under his command in the West Indian islands in October—amounted to
one more level on the extraordinary financial scaffold that Genoese and other Italian
capitalist families had been constructing in the Iberian peninsula for nearly 300 years.
When Columbus came to terms with Ferdinand and Isabella, the road had been paved
for him by Genoese admirals who had served Portuguese and Spanish kings for
centuries; by Genoese, Piacentine, and Florentine merchants who had assumed the
primary financial risks in colonizing the Portuguese Azores and Madeiran islands, and
Spain’s Canary Island group; by Italian factors and money lenders who had strung
their capital from Algiers and Ceuta in north Africa, to Elmina and Luanda on the west
coast of that continent, and east to the Moluccas and Nagasaki; and by an Italian
bourgeoisie whose financial and technical character and business affairs had become
totally assimilated to the interests of the Spanish and Portuguese states and their most
adventurous aristocracies. Whether Columbus was the extraordinary seaman that
Samuel Eliot Morison has persisted in making him,> whether his obsessive person-
ality and religious zeal were so compelling as to have cast a spell over Isabella and her
religious advisers,> are all of secondary significance to the single fact of his origins and
the legacy to which he was heir as a Genoese. This was the structural means of his
accomplishment: the two-centuries-long apogee of Genoese influence in Spain and
Portugal.’® Thus, when Columbus and the others with him (and those who followed)
came face to face with the Arawaks, the Tainos, the Aztecs, the Mayans, the Quechuas,
and all the other inhabitants of the western hemisphere, it was this complex mixture of
feudal authority and privilege, comingled with the appetites of emergent merchant
capitalism, national ambitions, and missionary compulsions that stood at their backs.

African Labor as Capital

The use of slave labor in the New World of the sixteenth century by the Spanish
Crown (and soon after the Portuguese) and its merchant concessionaires was conse-
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quently a most natural step. Slave labor had been a basis for colonial trade in the
Mediterranean,* Africa, and the Indies; it was already the foundation of colonization
in the Canaries, the Azores, and the Madeiran islands. At first, the relationship
between capitalism, colonization, and slave labor had appeared almost coincidental.
To some it still does. Philip Curtin, for example, has written:

The choice between freedom and slavery . . . depended on European institutions
and habits of mind. . . . One was the Mediterranean tradition of filling the gaps
between the demand and supply of people by importing alien slaves. The Venetians
used that device in their east Mediterranean colonies, where imported slave labor
played an important role in agricultural development in Crete, Cyprus, and Chios.
This institutional habit was no doubt reinforced by the fact that Venice was a city-
state, not a large territorial unit with abundant population resources to be mobi-
lized and sent overseas as colonists.>”

Notwithstanding Philip Curtin’s rather casual language in describing the process, we
should remember that it was in Venice’s affairs of trade that Oliver Cox situated “the
first capitalistically organized commerce in human beings.”>® Still, at first as we have
noted before, the slave trade had been more significant to Venetian commerce than
slave labor.

As Italian capitalism matured, however, this emphasis on trade was to change for
three reasons. Briefly, they were the expansion of the power of the Ottoman Turks in
the eastern Mediterranean in the fifteenth century, the extension of sugar-cane culti-
vation from Asia Minor to Cyprus, Sicily, and the Atlantic islands (Madeira, Cape
Verde, and the Azores) at the end of that century, and the collaboration of Genoese
capitalists with the ruling classes of Iberia. These events transformed the incidental
relationship between capitalism and slave labor into the very foundation of New
World enterprise.>®

Madeira, as it turned out, was the physical and historical juncture where these
processes congealed. Sidney Greenfield observes:

[W]ith the introduction of sugar cane and its commercial success . . . Canary
Islanders and Moors—followed by Africans—as slaves, performed the necessary
physical labor that enabled the upwardly mobile settlers of Madeira to develop
a life style, derived from the tradition of the continental nobility but based upon
the physical efforts of slaves producing commercial crops for sale on the markets
of the continent, that characterized the emerging social institution of the slave
plantation.®®

The “Admiral of the Ocean Sea” was the embodied connective. Columbus, a son of
Genoa, an agent of the Spanish Crown, an ambitious merchant who had married into
one of the families of lesser Portuguese nobility which had acquired its new wealth
from the early colonization of Madeira and the cultivation of sugar there, and the
founder of Spain’s Caribbean colonies had also brought sugar to the New World.** In
England, where envy of Spain’s monopoly was tempered by the Spanish Empire’s
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seapower for at least the next century and a half, it was all said quite simple. Co-
lumbus’s “West Indies” became known by English merchants as the “Sugar Islands.”®2

However, for the time being—that is the better part of the sixteenth century—Italo-
Portuguese enterprise dominated the European trade with the Atlantic coast of Af-
rica. This meant that African labor for the colonial plantations of Sao Tome, Cape
Verde, the Azores, Madeira, and the West Indies, and the mines of New Spain and
Peru was supplied by these merchants. “Until 1570,” Leslie Rout Jr. maintains in an
almost absolute consensus with other students of the trade, “the Portuguese had the
lucrative slave trade entirely to themselves.”s®> And as the colonies grew, so did their
appetites for piezas de Indias,** “captives of just war” For Angola, as early as 1530, Jan
Vansina calculates, “the annual export figures were from four to five thousand slaves a
year—and if there were no more, this was due only to the lack of ships to carry
them.”®> No wonder Affonso, the Catholic king of the Kongo and collaborator in the
trade with the Portuguese Crown, had been shaken enough to write to his “partners”
in 1526: “There are many traders in all corners of the country. Every day people are
enslaved and kidnapped, even nobles, even members of the king’s own family.’s¢ Tt
seems the trade was already exceeding the boundaries of its commercial origins. Even
the conquest of Portugal by Spain in 1580 did not retard the acceleration of the trade.
Indeed, the Spanish left the trade to their Portuguese underlings to administer.” That
relationship persisted until the Portuguese regained national independence in 164o0.
By 1650, it is estimated that 500,000 Blacks were living in Spanish America. More than
220,000 Africans had been transported to the ports of Cartagena and Veracruz by
Portuguese merchants during the first 45 years (1595-1640) of their Spanish trade.
Enriqueta Vila writes:

It is undoubtedly the Portuguese era that marks the African ethnic influence in the
new continent. It was the Portuguese who, by creating a vast network of traders,
factors, and middlemen, and by profiting from the drop in the Indian population,
achieved a market capable of absorbing such enormous quantities. . . . I be-
lieve that the Portuguese period was a special era for the slave trade, which was
never repeated.®®

“For Brazil,” Inikori writes, “the first reliable census . . . in 1798 . . . showed that there
were 1,988,000 negroes in that country by this time.”s® (By the eighteenth century, of
course, Portugal’s monopoly in the Atlantic slave trade had been superseded first by
the Netherlands, and was now the business of the merchants and ruling classes of
England and France.)

The Ledgers of a World System

The historiography of the Atlantic slave trade is immense and is still growing. Conse-
quently, at least the outlines of the trade and the characteristics of those economies
and societies that required slave labor are fairly well known. In any case, even the
barest review of the literature would entail volumes in its own right and perhaps
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deflect us from our primary purpose here, to ascertain the material, social, and
ideological foundations for the emergence of a Black radical tradition. Our attention,
then, will be centered on the work that most directly bears on this problem.

The significance of African labor for the development and formation of the com-
mercial and industrial capitalist systems can be only partially measured by numbers.
This is the case because, first, the numbers we have are questionable, but more
disconcerting, the relationship between the growth of capitalism and slave labor has
persistently been in dispute. At least one influential “school” of historiography has
denied this relationship, challenging the volume of the slave trade, its profitability,
and in some instances even arguing for the benevolence of the trade and slavery. As
Roderick McDonald puts it, “The shadows of Adam Smith and Ulrich B. Phillips
loom large and dark over the profitability question, and their perspectives continue
profoundly to influence the debate.”? Still it is not quite the case, as McDonald terms
it, that “you pays your money and you takes your pick.”

With respect to the volume of the piezas de Indias transported to the New World,
Philip Curtin’s work is at the center of the storm. In 1969, Curtin authoritatively
calculated that between 1451 and 1870, 9,566,000 African workers were brought to the
Western Hemisphere. He further concluded that “it is extremely unlikely that the
ultimate total will turn out to be less than 8,000,000 or more than 10,500,000.”7! This
significantly lowered the figure most commonly used, 50,000,000. In 1976, however,
I. E. Inikori published a critique of Curtin that took him to task for the casualness of
his methodological and statistical computations, his shallow historicity and, in a
subsequent debate, for the peculiarities of his logic and ideology.”? Inikori’s argument

related to slave population and slave import figures in the Americas; slave smuggling
and the inaccuracy of official slave export data in Portuguese African territories
(Angola and Mozambique); understatement by the customs records of the volume
and value of commodities employed by English merchants in the purchase of slaves
on the African coast, as well as the number or tonnage of shipping employed.”

Inikori’s treatment of customs records, contemporary censuses of slave populations,
descriptions of population fluctuations due to epidemic and the varying conditions
of work, and the studies of Eltis, Anstey, Daget, Peytraud, and Davis, would appear to
support an upward revision of Curtin’s figures by at least one-third.” A preliminary
summation of Inikori’s figures for only the major periods of the slave trade comes to
15,399,572.7° Still, whatever the actual number was, the volume of the trade was
enormous. The work of Inikori, McDonald, D. R. Murray, and others, however, serves
to underscore dramatically Curtin’s remark that before the nineteenth century the
number of Africans crossing the Atlantic each year exceeded that of Europeans.”
Moreover, as we shall see momentarily, the relative decline of European colonists to
African populations from the end of the seventeenth century—and in some instances
the decline of the Europeans was absolute—may have helped to confuse the issue of
the profitability of the slave system.

With respect to the significance of African labor for the development of Furopean-
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directed economies on both sides of the Atlantic, the literature again is substantial.
We have already noted Marx’s assessment in his letter to Annenkov in 1846, and his
later treatment of the same issue in the first volume of Capital. For Marx, slavery had
been “the chief momenta of primitive accumnulation,” “an economic category of the
highest importance.””” First, African workers had been transmuted by the perverted
canons of mercantile capitalism into property. Then, African labor power as slave
labor was integrated into the organic composition of nineteenth-century manufac-
turing and industrial capitalism, thus sustaining the emergence of an extra-European
world market within which the accumulation of capital was garnered for the further
development of industrial production.

Marx, however, was not the first to recognize the existence of a relationship be-
tween Britain’s economic growth and the business in slaves. Williams reminded us
that in eighteenth-century Liverpool, “the red brick Customs House was blazoned
with Negro heads.””® In 1788, to Bristol, which had preceded Liverpool in the slave
trade, “The West Indian trade was worth . . . twice as much as all her other overseas
commerce combined.””” Even contemporary English writers were prescient enough
to match the signs and lexicon of the streets. In 1839 at Oxford, Herman Merivale had
anticipated Marx when he lectured:

We speak of the blood-cemented fabric of the prosperity of New Orleans or the
Havanna: let us look at home. What raised Liverpool and Manchester from provin-
cial towns to gigantic cities? What maintains now their ever active industry and
their rapid accumulation of wealth? The exchange of their produce with that raised
by the American slaves; and their present opulence is as really owing to the toil and
suffering of the negro, as if his hands had excavated their docks and fabricated their
steam-engines. Every trader who carries on commerce with those countries, from
the great house which lends its name and funds to support the credit of the
American Bank, down to the Birmingham merchant who makes a shipment of
shackles to Cuba or the coast of Africa, is in his own way an upholder of slavery:
and I do not see how any consumer who drinks coffee or wears cotton can escape
from the same sweeping charge.®

A century later, Eric Williams, as we have noted, made the point again. So, too, has
McDonald more recently:

Labour was the key to the development of the Americas; initially land was plentiful,
capital was available to “prime the pump,” and labour was provided by African and
Afro-American slaves. The source of all value is labour; the value of the New World,
the fabulous wealth of St. Domingue, Brazil, Jamaica and Cuba, created by slaves,
was enjoyed not only by planters and in the colonies, but by the mother country. It
was reinvested, purchased power and position, and stimulated development in
commercial and industrial spheres.?!

These assertions of Merivale, Marx, and McDonald, and the political economy of
Williams’s analysis can be buttressed in a myriad of ways. One writer indicates that
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quite early “England’s colonies had begun to pay off, and by the middle of the
seventeenth century, of a population about five and a half million it is estimated that
about fifty thousand were at sea.”®> Moreover, the wealth of the plantations drew
together the commercial bourgeoisie and the state, implicating them in behaviors and
institutions entirely dependent on the existence of slavery and long-distance trade. In
Spain, Portugal, the Netherlands, France, and England, the immensity of the profits
to be made spawned extensive corruption as its tell-tale mark. The English and
French colonists and planters were slower than their Spanish, Portuguese, and Dutch
contemporaries to come to sugar but when they did—that is when tobacco ended its
reign of wealth83—they, too, displayed their venality. For one, the colonies had helped
to transform England into a bourgeois democracy with a capitalist and commercial
trading economy. At the end of the seventeenth century, mercantile elements of the
Christian nation had circumvented the religious prohibitions against usury, institu-
tionalizing their financial freedom with the official establishment of the Bank of
England in 1694. The rise of the English bourgeoisie of course occasioned the begin-
nings of the overturning of English society. The leading members of this mercantile
clique had been associated with “republicanism, treason and Dutch connections” in
the previous decade. “This was exactly the background,” P. G. M. Dickson suggests,
“that contemporaries expected plans for a national bank to have”®* In France, the
maritime bourgeoisie were forced into a much more dangerous game:

The slave-trade and slavery were the economic basis of the French Revolution. “Sad
irony of human history,” comments Jaures. “The fortunes created at Bordeaux, at
Nantes, by the slave-trade, gave to the bourgeoisie that pride which needed liberty
and contributed to human emancipation.” Nantes was the center of the slave-
trade. . .. Nearly all the industries which developed in France during the eighteenth
century had their origin in goods or commodities destined either for the coast of

Guinea or for America . . . upon the success or failure of the traffic everything else
depended.®

The demonstration of the relationship between slavery and the development of West-
ern Europe, however, need not end here.

One other sort of direct evidence respecting the profitability of slave labor can be
found in the later work of Richard Pares, a scholar who earlier on, McDonald re-
minds us, had questioned the relationship between capitalism and slavery.® Discuss-
ing the wealth of the planters themselves, Pares wrote in 1960:

The absentee sugar planters were, with the East India Nabobs, the most conspic-
uous rich men of their time. Other absentee planters were nothing to them. There
were some coffee and indigo absentees in France, but the tobacco planters of
Virginia and even the rice planters of Carolina could not afford to behave in
England like the sugar planters. They might go to England for their education but,
unlike the sugar planters, they returned home when it was over; for in Virginia and
Maryland, unlike the islands, life was tolerable and a real local patriotism came
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more easily to the planters; besides, their estates were mostly too small to support
an absentee owner for the whole of his life. Yet they lived a luxurious life at home.®”

Another clue, also drawn from Pares, was the source of the capital that edged planters
into the indebtedness for which they were notorious:

The money came, in the last resort, from the planters themselves. . . . The money
which was received from one planter was lent again, either to him or to another
planter. . . . Thus it was the planter who was paying, so to speak, for his own
enslavement. The profits of the plantations were the source which fed the indebted-
ness charged upon the plantations themselves. In this sense Adam Smith was
wrong: the wealth of the British West Indies did not all proceed from the mother
country; after some initial loans in the earliest period which merely primed the
pump, the wealth of the West Indies was created out of the profits of the West
Indies themselves, and, with some assistance from the British tax-payer, much of it
found a permanent home in Great Britain.3

Even the fabled decline of European merchants in the New World in the eighteenth
century provides little support to the thesis that the slave system was of marginal
economic significance to metropolitan development. Here again the later Pares inter-
venes. He maintains that the explanation of this phenomenon lies both in K. G. B.
Davies’s assertion that the merchants had been displaced by planters engaged in
entrepreneurship and the fact that Europeans were being displaced by Africans. “As
the white populations diminished in most of the British islands, and were replaced by
slaves who were hardly allowed to consume anything, the market for European goods
must have fallen off quite considerably. (Incidentally, this reduction in the number of
their customers helps to account for the decline of the class of resident merchants.)”®
Finally, one might add the testimony of contemporaries. The comments come from
widely different moments in the business of slavery but their sources, their specifics,
and their timing all describe the enthusiasm with which the system of slavery was
undertaken. From the archives of the first “large-scale introduction of Africans” into
the New World, Vila discovers:

In a report about the asientos taken to the Junta in 1612 it was affirmed that, should
the trade be lost, not only would the income produced by it be lost, but also the
sales tax (alcabala) and the export-import tax (averia) on the money that arrived
from the Indies. . . . Moreover the buying and selling of slaves was one of the most
important and lucrative sources of the Alcabalas.®®

Almost 200 years later, on 20 February 1793 to be exact, Bryan Edwards wrote to
Henry Dundas from Jamaica:

Our harbours are full of Guineymen [African slave ships], yet the price keeps up
enormously. Mr. Shirley gave £100 a head for a pick of 20 Koromantees out of a
ship of Mr. Lindo’s, and so long as the notion continues that the trade will be
abolished, people will buy at any price, even to their own ruin, and the destruction
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of half the negroes, for want of provisions. (Meaning that the planters are not in
general provided with sufficient means to support so great an influx of newly
imported negroes on a sudden.)**

From whatever vantage point one chooses, the relationship between slave labor, the
slave trade, and the weaving of the early capitalist economies is apparent. Whatever
were the alternatives, the point remains: historically, slavery was a critical foundation
for capitalism.

The Column Marked “British Capitalism”

We may now have sufficient grounds for saying that in the New World, the Brit-
ish (and French) entrepreneurs—following the models provided by the Portuguese,
Spanish, and the Dutch—substantially substituted human capital for commodities in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. We will follow this British trade for the
moment because it seems the best documented, because it so firmly seats slavery in
the movement from mercantile to industrial capitalism, and because many of the
clearest tracings of a Black radical tradition lead back to it.

To be sure, the leaders of the colonizing efforts of Britain had begun by export-
ing those colonized peoples to whom they had immediate access, that is the Irish.
We have already made mention of that fact as well as the collateral uses of labor
from Germany and Great Britain itself. It appears that the earliest investors in the
colonies—lord proprietors, politicians, and merchants according to Pares—had eco-
nomic designs that at first could be met by a modest labor pool. As independent
venturers, the landed rich seemed most frequently to anticipate that their colonies
would produce an income resembling in form the manorial dues to which they were
accustomed in England.®? The joint companies, in which some lords along with
merchant and public representatives of the bourgeoisie also took an interest, were
typically more trade oriented. These companies were promoted for the colonial
cultivation of cotton, tobacco, indigo, ginger, and the production of extractive in-
dustries such as timber, glass, iron, and precious metals.”® Thus, until the arrival of
sugar in the early 1640s, and the development of large plantations, labor was ade-
quately supplied by Europeans: indentured peasants, political outcasts produced
at varying times by national and civil wars, and poor or orphaned females (only some
of whom possessed “bad reputations”).”* As Richard B. Moore reiterates, their lots
were oppressive:

Somewhat less onerous [than African slavery], but still quite oppressive, was the
system of indentured slavery of Europeans, forced in one way or another into the
colonies whether on the mainland or in the islands. Writing of this, the Jesuit
priest, Joseph J. Williams, relates how Irish peasants were “hunted down as men
hunt down game, and were forcibly put on board ship, and sold to the planters of
Barbados”*
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Between 1624 and 1634, tobacco became the main staple of the colonies, earning in
that period profits that attracted more and more English and French planters to it. By
the end of this period, a glut of tobacco had hit the market and prices declined. The
resultant long depression of the late 1630s and early 1640s compelled the search for a
new staple, despite the lingering expectations that tobacco would recover.? In En-
gland, an additional strain was being generated: “harried by depression and the ever
growing threat of civil war, Englishmen left their homeland in such numbers during
the 1630s that their exodus was called the ‘Great Migration, %7 Batie tells us. Many of
these newcomers settled in the West Indies, and particularly Barbados, which only
made the attempt to locate a substitute for tobacco more desperate. The cunning of
history then intervened, cutting off Europe’s supply of New World sugar as one result
of the wars for the possession of Brazil between the Spanish, the Portuguese, the
Dutch and the Luso-Brazilians.*®

The cultivation of sugar in the English colonies began consequently in the late
1630s. Once the techniques of sugar cultivation and refining were mastered, it rapidly
displaced the less profitable crops of tobacco, indigo, and ginger in the islands. With
the massive demands for labor that sugar production engendered, the appetite of
colonial production for labor increasingly outpaced supply. Having already deci-
mated those aboriginal populations they had encountered in the West Indies, the
English mercantile and planter bourgeoisie found it necessary and expedient to ex-
pand their Irish (and homeland) strategy to West Africa. As they did so, the scale of
their enterprise grew beyond anything seen in English history.

During the seventeenth century as a whole, Curtin claims, 60 percent of the slave
trade in the New World “went to the Hispanic colonies.” This may, or may not have
been the case, since Curtin’s figures have been shown to have a rather erratic authority
and accuracy. Here, at least, he has consistently maintained some caution (in the
wrong direction)'® and even, on occasion, admitted to error (again toward lessening
the numbers of Africans impressed into slavery).!®! The more immediate concern,
however, is that by the last quarter of that century, English merchants supplying slaves
primarily to the British Caribbean had surpassed the Portuguese and the Dutch, their
predecessors in the trade. Curtin’s approximations reveal that while imports by the
Portuguese and Dutch merchants during the first half of the century exceeded the
English trade by a substantial margin (a combined 327,000 for the Dutch and Por-
tuguese as compared to 20,700 for English traders), by the third quarter, the English
territories had overtaken the Spanish colonies in labor imports. By the last 25 years of
the seventeenth century, English merchants had more than doubled their perfor-
mance in human trading for the previous quarter (69,000 for the earlier period ver-
sus 174,000) thereby besting their commercial contemporaries.'®? This achievement,
again, was largely due to the demands of sugar production.

By the end of the eighteenth century and the abolition of the legal British slave
trade in 1807, British factors, merchants, and traders alone were to account for the
transportation of 3,699,572 more Africans to the New World.!% If we were to accept
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Curtin’s argument concerning the levels of death in transit during this period, then
perhaps as many as 400,000 or more of these people never saw the western end of the
Atlantic.!™ They died “in transit,” and thereby produced one profoundly tragic mea-
sure of the extent to which the development of the capitalist world system depended
on labor its metropolis could not produce.

The Africans were, however, not the only ones to be so unfortunately used in the
slave trade. The greed of the English and European merchants easily overran their
racial and national sympathies. Thus it was that the crews of their slaving ships died at
rates perhaps even higher than their human cargoes. In time, English seamen sang
about their fate in graphic terms:

Beware and take care
Of the Bight of Benin:
For one that comes out,
There are forty go in.!%

After the 1680s, Jamaica consistently began to exceed Barbados and the Leeward
Islands in sugar exports. By the early 1700s, Jamaica’s slave population followed suit,
reflecting the island’s preeminent role in British colonial commerce. By the end of the
English trade in slaves, something like 38 percent of the slave labor force transported
by English shippers had been relocated to Jamaica.!%

In almost equal parts, the origins of these Africans had been along the routes that
fed into the slave ports at the Bight of Biafra, the Gold Coast, Central Africa, the Bight
of Benin, and Sierra Leone. This ethnic distribution, however, was not the result of
consistent or regular patterns of recruitment. Initially, Orlando Patterson concludes,
the predominant groups were the “Coromantees” (Kormantin was a port about 70
miles west of Accra), the Akan, and Ga-Andangme peoples. After 1675, and for the
rest of the century, the British trade for Jamaica shifted to Angola and the Ewe-
speaking peoples of Dahomey. Between 1700 and 1730, the Slave Coast and Ghana
became the favorite sources only to be succeeded themselves in the years between 1730
and 1760 by the Niger and Cross deltas. At the end of the eighteenth century, the
Congo once again became the dominant region, followed successively by the Niger
and Cross deltas, the Gold Coast and (by a much smaller order) the Windward
Coast.1%7

In many ways the Jamaican trade followed a pattern established by the European
mercantile predecessors of the English. They, too, had deposited the majority of their
African labor in the islands of the Greater and Lesser Antilles. Both tobacco and sugar
had something to do with this since the islands possessed the ideal climate for the
production of these crops. The Portuguese, with the lush tropical fertility of their
Brazilian territories, had been the exception—an exception that Curtin maintains ac-
counted for approximately 38 percent of the total number of African peoples brought
to the New World.1%

To the North American colonies it can be estimated that the British merchants sent
approximately 20 percent of their slave cargoes in the eighteenth century. Surpris-
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ingly, perhaps, to many present-day North Americans, this amounted to less than 5
percent of the total number of Africans brought to the New World by European
merchants. Curtin’s best estimate is that 399,000 Africans were brought to the English
colonies during the entirety of the slave trading period (another 28,000, he suggests,
came to the continent by way of French traders supplying the Louisiana region).1®
Inikori, however, warns us that “meaningful import estimates for the United States
are yet to be made.”!1° This African population, however, differed from that dis-
tributed in Jamaica in that at least a quarter of these peoples had originated from
Angolan ports. Nearly as many came from the Bight of Biafra, half as many from the
Gold Coast and Senegambia, followed by ever decreasing proportions from the ports
of Sierra Leone, the Bight of Benin, and Central Africa.!!!

In South Carolina, Blacks made up 60 percent of the colony’s population in the
eighteenth century. In Virginia, the comparable figure was 40 percent. They were
used as laborers on the tobacco farms, and, later, on the cotton plantations, but they
also worked “in mines, salt- and rope-works; and they trained as shipwrights, black-
smiths, and as various kinds of woodworkers, including carpenters, coopers, wheel-
wrights, and sawyers.”!!? Those who were imported directly from Africa were termed
“outlandish” to distinguish them from what their masters called the “new negroes” of
the fields and the supposed deracinated, acculturated artisan slaves with whom they
were more “comfortable” As Gerald Mullin has demonstrated, these distinctions
were for the colonists practical considerations:

In sample runs of the South Carolina Gazette in the early 1750s and 1771 there was
clear evidence of tribal cooperation in advertisements for the return of four “new
Gambia men”; three Angolans, “all short fellows”; six other Angolans. . . and four
men from the “Fullah Country.”!1?

The invention of the Negro was proceeding apace with the growth of slave labor.
Somewhat paradoxically, the more that Africans and their descendants assimilated
cultural materials from colonial society, the less human they became in the minds of
the colonists. Just as instructive, the rebels among these Africans and “negroes” were
described as “runaways,” a term that has endured in the historiography of the period.
It should be remembered, however, that it was from the efforts of men and women
such as these that the Black settlements of Virginia’s piedmont and the Afro-Creek
“Exiles of Florida” (the Seminoles) would consist.!# In similar fashion, the maroon
peoples of the Caribbean and South America would be formed. They were as well, at
the end of the eighteenth century, among the estimated 55,000 who fled to the British
forces and the loyalist settlements when the colonists pursued the logic of the fear of
their own enslavement to the point of revolution.!®

Still, enough of the African laborers remained in the colonies of North America
and the Indies to play a significant role in the development of the English imperial
economy. The “triangular trade” in slaves, as Eric Williams asserted, broadened the
“home market” by stimulating the production of British manufactures that English
merchants exchanged in Africa for Black workers. Once in place, these workers
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formed the labor for British tropical production, craft work, and extractive indus-
tries. The end result was capital accumulation for the advance of productive forces in
England and Europe (the Industrial Revolution), for the growth of staple industries
in northern America (fisheries, food crops, etc.), for timber, ship-building, and tex-
tiles, and for the expansion of colonization and settlement. The concomitant, how-
ever, was the degradation of these African peoples and their social institutions when
touched by that trade, and, as Walter Rodney has argued, the underdevelopment of
Africa’s economies. !

This trade, this movement of Black workers, though, did not end with slavery’s
legal termination in the nineteenth century. Leopold’s Congo, Harry Johnston’s Cen-
tral Africa, Cecil Rhodes’s southern Africa, Lugard’s West Africa, Portuguese Africa,
and French Africa as well as the New World’s slave descendants all contributed to the
further development of the capitalist world system. As peasants, as tenant farmers, as
migrant laborers, as day laborers, as domestic servants, and as wage labor, their
expropriation extended into the present century. Even in the destruction of the means
of production, the wars that Marx and Engels had stipulated as inevitable in capital-
ism, Black labor was pressed into service.!'” They were exempt from no aspect of
exploitation.
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THE HISTORICAL
ARCHAEOLOGY OF
THE BLACK RADICAL
TRADITION

The role of Black labor in the expansion and preservation of capitalism was not,
however, the whole of it. The deposition of Black peoples in the New World had still
another consequence—a consequence entirely unintended and unanticipated by the
tradesmen and ideologists of slavery. Still, the naivete of the Europeans was substan-
tially of their own making; slavery, as a system and way of life, was hardly a propitious
setting for much else. The “structured” ignorance that was an almost inevitable
concomitant of the use of enslaved labor weighed heavily on European thought in
general, irrespective of social ideology.

Marx had once assigned slavery to that stage of capitalism’s development that he
characterized as “primitive accumulation.” He had not meant the term in any invidi-
ous sense but had intended simply to—in part—emphasize that the dominant capital-
ist mode of production bore little responsibility for the production and reproduction
of the human materials it commanded in this aspect. Marx had meant by primitive
accumulation that the piezas de Indias had been produced, materially and intellec-
tually, by the societies from which they were taken and not by those by which they
were exploited. The cargoes of the slave ships were real human beings, notwithstand-
ing their manner of transport, the bills of ladino, the captains’ logs and trade account
books that designated them otherwise.

However, Marx had not realized fully that the cargoes of laborers also contained
African cultures, critical mixes and admixtures of language and thought, of cosmol-



ogy and metaphysics, of habits, beliefs, and morality. These were the actual terms of
their humanity. These cargoes, then, did not consist of intellectual isolates or decultu-
rated Blacks—men, women, and children separated from their previous universe.
African labor brought the past with it, a past that had produced it and settled on it the
first elements of consciousness and comprehension.

This was the embryo of the demon that would be visited on the whole enterprise of
primitive accumulation. It would be through the historical and social consciousness
of these Africans that the trade in slaves and the system of slave labor was infected
with its contradiction. Much later, in the midst of the struggle against Portuguese
imperialism in Guinea-Bissau in this century, Amilcar Cabral would reveal the nature
of that contradiction:

[[Jmperialist domination, by denying the historical development of the dominated
people, necessarily also denies their cultural development. Itis . . . understood why
imperialist domination, like all other foreign domination, for its own security,
requires cultural oppression and the attempt at direct or indirect liquidation of the
essential elements of the culture of the dominated people. . . . [I]t is generally
within the culture that we find the seed of opposition.!

The transport of African labor to the mines and plantations of the Caribbean and
subsequently to what would be known as the Americas meant also the transfer of
African ontological and cosmological systems; African presumptions of the orga-
nization and significance of social structure; African codes embodying historical
consciousness and social experience; and African ideological and behavioral con-
structions for the resolution of the inevitable conflict between the actual and the
normative. Michael Craton grasps this when he recounts that:

their African peasant roots clearly predisposed all slaves to regard plantation agri-
culture as being as unnatural as the institution which sustained it. From the ear-
liest days, runaway slaves settled around provision grounds (called “polinks” in
the English colonies, “palenques” in the Spanish), worked in a manner owing
something to African farming, something to the conuco agriculture of the Amer-
indians. . ..

More deeply, the slaves retained and developed concepts of family and kin quite
beyond the comprehension and control of the master class, and a concept of land
tenure that was in contradiction to that of the dominant European culture. . . .
They wanted to live in family units, to have ready access to land of their own, and
be free to develop their own culture, particularly their own, syncretized religion.
These were the basic aspirations, which varied according to the different condi-
tions in each of the colonies affected [by rebellion].?

These were the terms upon which the response of the enslaved to the slave system
would be grounded.
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History and the Mere Slave

But even to those unfamiliar with the histories of enslaved Africans, it should come as
no surprise that these African peoples responded to slavery in several ways. In the
North American slave experience, particularly with respect to the nineteenth century,
the attempts to portray the “slave personality type,” to identify a “plantation type”—a
notion already firmly in place by the time the system produced its most celebrated
post hoc apologist, Ulrich Bonnell Phillips—had as their results a veritable stock
company of characters. John Blassingame, a recent contributor to a literature that has
ranged from the observations of eighteenth and nineteenth centuries travelers and
sometimes equally peripatetic abolitionists, plantation records, and memorabilia,
“slave testimony,” contemporary novels, and conventional historiography, has made a
good effort to organize its depictions of the slave laborers.> He enumerated the masks,
the posturings, and the more naked affects the African workers and their descendants
displayed: the vain house servant, frequently wearing the airs and the clothes of those
who owned the “house” and who made similar claims on the slave workers. The
“Sambo,” the docile, submissive, terrorized individual, broken by the omniscience of
psychological and physical pain—often such men and women grew increasingly in-
different to the specter of punishment and suffering, both that of others and them-
selves. Separation, the trauma of realization that one had neither the right nor the
power to resist what must have seemed so often to be the arbitrary or cruel removal
from those who really mattered, too, registered its own particular marks:

Angry, despondent, and overcome by grief, the slaves frequently never recovered
from the shock of separation. Many became morose and indifferent to their work.
Others went insane, talked to themselves, and had hallucinations about their loved
ones. A few slaves developed suicidal tendencies.*

Others, still further along the path of “distraction,” came to accept the assertion of the
sanctity of whiteness and the shame of blackness. But Blassingame was convinced by
contemporary testimony and observation that for the majority of the enslaved (the
“fieldhands”) the oppressiveness of the system compelled social rather than psycholog-
ical fetters. For the most part, the slave laborers were “sullenly obedient and hostilely
submissive,” according to Blassingame. He contends:

Having a variety of relationships, besides that with his master, the slave was able to
preserve his self-esteem in spite of the cruel punishment he received. The docility
of the slave was a sham, a mask to hide his true feelings and personality traits.

Blassingame would conclude—too casually we will suggest—that “[t]he same range of
personality types existed in the quarters as in the mansion.®

Leslie Howard Owens, another Black historian, exhibited even fewer reservations
than Blassingame on the naturalness of rebelliousness within the domination of the
American slave structure. Where Blassingame hedges, apparently conceding to the
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dichotomies frequently encountered in the literature on American slavery between
“house slaves,” and “field slaves,”” between the “cruel master” (redundancy) and the
“benevolent master”® (contradiction), Owens asserted simply: “That slaves were dis-
contented with their bondage is overwhelmingly documented by manuscript and
narrative materials.”® For Owens, then, rebelliousness was situational, its context the
slave system.!® Tracing what he termed the “logic of resistance,” Owens noted among
the slave workers the multiplicity of their responses to domination: the broken and
misplaced tools, the burning of crops, the work slowdowns, the assistance and pro-
tection afforded to “runaways,” stealing, flight, the forming of short-lived maroon
communities, even self-mutilation and suicide.’! Ultimately, of course, there was
insurrection. The existential constancy of the slave system with its inevitable demon-
strations and exercises of the collective and individual wills of the master class had as
their result the persistence of attacks upon the system. “Suppression of minor and
serious slave disturbances by the slave regime did not erase slave disobedience for
long,”?? Owens remarks. The slave system generated its own maelstrom. Aside from
this dialectic, it seems, nothing else was fixed or static, certainly not the personalities
in which the enslaved “publicly” dressed themselves: “some recognition of the slave’s
shifting rather than static identity is important to understanding why sometimes very
little separated his minor acts of disobedience from his serious acts or threats of
rebellion.”** Most disturbing of all, perhaps, to the master class was the monstrous
deception lying behind the Black docility it so desperately desired: “That there was
some docility among slaves need not be denied. But it was not the norm. Masters and
authorities repeatedly linked seemingly docile slaves to acts of resistance”'* The
psychological dividends for those who commanded the system were drawn from
necessary vigilance: fear and paranoia, moral degeneration, and finally, according to
some historians, a failure of will.!®

Still, it is useful to pause here for a moment to consider what revisionists such as
Blassingame and Owens and a score of other historians, Black and non-Black, in the
past twenty years or so, have taken to be the issue.'s Clearly, they have addressed
themselves to one overriding claim: that the enslaved in time came to accept the terms
of slavery. The practice of submission, so went the conventional wisdom embodied in
the American disciplines of history, sociology, and psychology, became for the slaves
the habits of inferiority; for their descendants, the psychological “marks of oppres-
sion,” the culture of the dominated, the perverted, twisted familial structures of
matriarchy and matrilocality (notice, if you will, how often the violation of the slave is
referred to as “emasculation,” “castration,” etc.). The American revisionists in the
main have sought to refute the tradition deposited in their national record and
consciousness that Blacks became slaves, finally. They have chosen to come to terms
with the reiterated public fantasy that the subsequent generations of “native sons”
were fatally marked culturally and emotionally by the accommodations effected by
their forebears. The American revisionists have attempted to supply academic sub-
stance to the insistence of their own generations that the material, political, and social
circumstances of Blacks in the twentieth century are not the consequences of private
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or even collective psychopathologies among Blacks. They have transformed this Afri-
can people into human beings capable of judgment, injury, accommodation and
heroism. In short, a people possessing, as Blassingame put it, “the same range.”

To this point, their project has been successfully executed. The scholarship, the
narratives, the documents speak for themselves in a stridently eloquent way. Still this
“political” triumph is but a partial one, for the defense of the slaves addresses its
antagonists in their terms. Expectedly, in a post-slave society where the historical
victory of the enslaved stratum was incomplete, the question of the humanity of the
enslaved people would linger. It would, it follows, have to be spoken to. We now
“know” what the master class certainly knew but for so long publicly denied only to
be confronted with the truth in its nightmares, its sexual fantasies, and rotting social
consciousness: the enslaved were human beings.'” But the more authentic question
was not whether the slaves (and the ex-slaves and their descendants) were human. It
was, rather, just what sort of people they were . . . and could be. Slavery altered the
conditions of their being, but it could not negate their being. Long before the trou-
bled American republic of the nineteenth century even became a possibility, a part of
the answer began its unfolding. As we shall soon see, its historical imprint is still clear.

Reds, Whites, and Blacks

African labor in the Western hemisphere became necessary only when native labor
was exhausted and European labor became evidently inadequate.

Apparently, it took no longer than the period between Columbus’s first and third
voyages (1497) for the Spanish government to recognize and respond to the special
problems it faced in depending upon its nationals for supplemental colonial labor. In
June 1497, “a general order was issued to all justices in Spain authorizing the trans-
portation to Hispaniola of criminals—with the exception of heretics, traitors, coun-
terfeiters, and sodomites—in commutation of death or prison sentences.”!® This
supply proving inadequate, the crown successively and contemporaneously resorted
to white slavery (1504, 1512, 1521), foreign immigrants (1526), and inducing non-
Castilian Spanish emigration (1511) as the shortage of Indian labor became more
acute in the West Indies.!® Nevertheless, by the mid-sixteenth century, Iberian capital-
ists had come to understand something that their English successors would only need
to take to heart a hundred years later: the production of sugar required a labor force
that was larger and more politically and morally unencumbering than Europe could
supply.?® At least in the beginning, the alternative had been the “Indian.”

“It has been said of the Spanish conquistadors,” Eric Williams was to write, “that
first they fell on their knees, and then they fell on the aborigines.”?! From the first, it
would seem, Columbus had little else in mind for these “wild people.” The reparti-
miento de Indios (the division of Indians for tasks necessary to the colonial settle-
ments) of Columbus and his immediate successor, Francisco de Bobadilla, became
the encomienda in the hands of the third governor of the Indies, Nicolas de Ovando.
C. H. Haring details:
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The Indians were assigned in lots of fifty, a hundred, or more, by written deed or
patent, to individual Spaniards to work on their farms and ranches or in the placer
mines for gold dust. Sometimes they were given to officials or to parish priests in
lieu of part of their annual salary. The effect was simply to parcel out the natives
among the settlers to do with as they pleased.??

The consequences of their exploitation were dramatic:

The results are to be seen in the best estimates that have been prepared of the trend
of population in Hispaniola. These place the population in 1492 at between 200,000
and 300,000. By 1508 the number was reduced to 60,000; in 1510 Oviedo doubted
whether five hundred Indians of pure stock remained. In 1570 only two villages
survived of those about whom Columbus had assured his sovereigns, less than
eighty years before, that “there is no better nor gentler people in the world.”?*

Still the West Indies was only the beginning.

In Mexico, or New Spain (Nueva Espana) as it was then called, the native popula-
tion has been estimated by Sherburne Cook and Woodrow Borah to have been 25
million or more at the beginning of the sixteenth century.?* Whatever the true figure,
this aboriginal population would become the object of a most intensive exploitation
by its Spanish conquerors. Chilam Balam, a native of the Yucatan, recalling the days of
the pre-Conquest, would write:

There was then no sickness; they had no aching bones; they had then no high fever;
they had then no smallpox; they had then no burning chest; they had then no
abdominal pain; they had then no consumption; they had then no headache. At
that time the course of humanity was orderly. The foreigners made it otherwise
when they arrived here.?

The world for which Chilam displayed such poetic nostalgia ended quickly. Within
nine decades “diseases, wars, relocations, and the ecological changes wrought by
Spanish settlement and control”? and (it should be added) slave labor had reduced
the number of indigenous inhabitants to an estimated 1,075,000.2” The Conquest had
an even more insidious effect. As early as the 1514 census, according to C. O. Sauer, the
repartimiento records of natives on Santo Domingo, working land seized for the
crown, indicated an average of less than one child per family. Las Casas had indicated
that in the period immediately prior to the Conquest, Indian women had averaged
between three and five children each. Flsewhere, “Jaramillo Uribe remarks that at the
beginning of the seventeenth century it was common in New Granada to find that
half the Indian couples had no children. On the average they had only two children,
and the family with four offspring was exceptional.” Sanchez-Albornoz concludes: “It
is evident that the Indians decreased not only on account of deaths, but also partially
because they did not ensure the normal replacement of the generations.”? This
decimation of the “Indian” population, rather than the controversial royal decrees of
1542 (the Nuevas Leyes) that “prohibited the further enslavement of Indians except as
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punishment for rebellion against Spanish rule,” resulted in a significant demand for
additional labor toward the second half of the sixteenth century.?® Ultimately, the
source of that labor was to be the west coast of Africa.

Not unexpectedly, Las Casas, whose bitter charges against the conquistadors and
whose calculations of the terrifying numbers of Indian deaths had done much toward
obtaining the New Laws from Charles V, assumed full responsibility. He wrote of
himself in his Historia general de las Indias: “The priest Las Casas was the first to
suggest that one should introduce Africans to the West Indies. He did not know what
he was doing.”* It was, however, he would continue to maintain, a somewhat under-
standable error:

In the old days, before there were any ingenios, we used to think in this island that,
if a Negro were not hanged, he would never die, because we had never seen one die
of illness, and we were sure that, like oranges, they had found their habitat, this
island being more natural to them than Guinea. But after they were put to work in
the ingenios, on account of the excessive labor they had to endure, and the drinks
they take made from cane syrup, death and pestilence were the result, and many of
them died.!

Las Casas, of course, had miscast himself in the drama and tragedy of Indian and
African enslavement. It was an old tactic of his. Though not entirely innocent of guilt
in this matter, he was only a link in the chains fastened around the necks of the
enslaved. But as the son of an Andalusian aristocratic family, he was better placed
than most to understand that his appeal to the Emperor on behalf of the Indian had
to flatter the imperial ego as well as shock the imperial morality. Charles V of Spain
was much more implicated in “the devastation of the Indies” than Las Casas thought
it prudent to review. Hans Magnus Enzensberger captures the situation exactly:

Of course Las Casas was completely aware that the Spanish crown was totally
dependent on the income from the colonies. One year before the audience [1519]
the Augsburg business firm Welser had financed the election of Charles V, and his
dependency on the banks was notorious everywhere in Europe. Las Casas . . .
charged that the conquistadors’ violent behavior had cost the King many hundred
thousand crowns year after year. . . . This line of argument . . . certainly must have
made more of an impression on Charles V than all the theological and legal reasons
that Las Casas brought to bear.»

It would still take Las Casas twenty more years to win this victory for his charges.
Altogether, it is written, he would make 14 trips between the Old and New Worlds
during this time pursuing his mission (several of these trips were command perfor-
mances since he was forced to return to Spain to answer accusations of treason). In
the end, his victory would be short and meaningless. Charles V revoked the New Laws
three years after their appearance.’ The natives of the conquered lands were already a
vanishing presence. The survival of New Spain’s economy was already being trans-
ferred to new hands.>
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Black for Red

David Davidson argues that: “It is now fairly certain that in the period 1519-1650 the
area [New Spain] received at least 120,000 slaves, or two-thirds of all the Africans
imported into the Spanish possessions in America.”* Enriqueta Vila’s more recent
studies, as we have already seen, confirm Davidson’s impressions while substan-
tially expanding the total number of transported Africans.’® The colonial indus-
tries of sugar and cloth production, and later of the silver mines, were the primary
sites to which African labor was assigned. As Indian labor atrophied during the
second half of the century in consequence of its unnatural declines or legal restric-
tions®” and the settlers “stumbled upon the richest silver mines in the world,”
African workers began their domination of the labor of the plantations and the
mines. By 1570, Mexico contained over 20,000 Africans; by 1650, their numbers were
believed to be closer to 35,000—by then, what amounted to a supplement to the more
than 100,000 Afromestizoes of Black-Indian parentage. Again, by this latter period,
Davidson states, 8,000—10,000 Africans could be found working the sugar plantations
and cattle ranches in the eastern region around the coastal lowlands between Veracruz
and Panuco and the slopes of the Sierra Madre Oriental; another 15,000 were ab-
sorbed by the silver mines and ranches of the regions north and west of Mexico City;
3,000—5,000 were bound to similar industries located between Puebla and the Pacific
coast; and 20,000 to 50,000 employed in urban occupations in Mexico City and the
valley of Mexico.*® By the beginnings of the nineteenth century, Gonzalo Aguirre
Beltran states, the descendants of these workers, who by then were classified in rough
terms as Blacks, mulattos, and zambos (Afro-Indians), were reported by the 1810 cen-
sus at 634,461, a little more than a tenth of the Mexican population.*

There is, however, much more to be understood of their presence in Mexico and
the Spanish colonies of the Indies and South America than their mere numbers.
The systematic transportation of Black labor to the New World had not always been
an obvious or requisite step. For a few decades, as we have seen, it had not seemed
necessary at all. When it did begin, it almost completely overturned the more ca-
sual application of Iberian racial structures that had already been transferred to
the colonies.

In the beginning, that is, most probably in the decade that ended the fifteenth
century but most certainly in the one that began the sixteenth, small groups of
enslaved Africans had come to the New World as “companions” of the conquista-
dors.”* When Nicolas de Ovando took up his governorship of Hispaniola in 1502, his
company included “an unknown number of black and mulatto servitors.”*2 They
were ladinos, Hispanicized Blacks, but within the year Ovando requested of his queen
that she prevent all future arrivals of such people.

He reported that those already on the island had been a source of scandal to the
Indians, and some had fled their owners and established, independent settlements
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in the mountains. Concerned that the Indians might be led from the path of
Christian righteousness, Isabella immediately barred the shipment of ladinos.*

The Queen of Castile, however, had provided only a short relief for ladino workers.
She died in 1504 and the colonies that had previously been exclusively administered by
Castile now came under the direction of her husband, Ferdinand of Aragon. Ferdi-
nand, who at some point became convinced that “one black could do the work of four
Indians,” informed Ovando that the threat of Black rebellion was offset by the need of
Black labor in the mines and plantations.** From 1505 until 1522, ladino slaves in-
creasingly replaced the native work force as the latter was decimated by the discipline
of the encomienda, disease, and demoralization. In the latter year, the policy prohibit-
ing the import of ladinos was reinstituted. That policy was reiterated in 1530, 1532,
1543, 1550, and in the various assientos granted between 1595 and 1609. Henceforth,
only bozales—Africans obtained in Africa—were to be eligible for transport to the
New World.* We shall investigate the reasons behind this turn of fortune shortly.

A few ladinos, however, played less anonymous parts in the conquest of the New
World. Leslie Rout characterizes them as “compatriots.” One, Nuflo de Olano, ac-
companied Balboa in 1513.%6 Another, Juan Garrido (Handsome John),

apparently crossed the atlantic as a freeman, participated in the siege of Tenochti-
tlan [1521] and, in subsequent conquests and explorations, tried his hand as an
entrepreneur (with both Negro and Indian slaves of his own) in the early search for
gold, and took his place as a citizen in the Spanish quarter of Mexico City.*’

Garrido, whose fortunes were entirely linked with those of his patron, Hernan Cortes,
died in poverty, a victim it is believed of the great plague that struck Mexico City in
1547.% Esteban (Estebanico) was with the less hardy Narvaez in Florida in 1528.
Having survived his master, he completed an eight-year trek from Florida to Mexico
City with three other conquistadors, only to perish at the hands of Zuni in 1538 while
acting as a guide for another master, Friar Marcos de Niza.* Juan Valiente accom-
panied Alvarado’s army in its march from Guatemala to Peru in 1534. In 1536 and 1540,
Valiente fought with Valdivia’s army against the Araucanian Indians in Chile. In 1546,
when Valdivia granted him an estate, and in 1548, Valiente became the first ladino to
receive an encomienda. Significantly enough, when he died in 1553 (killed in action
against the Arauca), his old master, Alonso Valiente had begun legal action to reclaim
him and any property he had amassed.”® Other ladinos were to be found in the
entourages of Avila (1514), Narvaez (during his initial appearance in the New World in
1520), Alvarado (in his expeditionary force into Guatemala in 1523), Montejo (in
Yucatan in 1532), and Pizarro as well. Jose Franco reminds us, “the Spaniards fre-
quently used Negroes and Indians as shock troops in their own internal wars.”! Still,
it seems they were as historically inconspicuous as the white slaves>> who shared their
condition in the New World of the early sixteenth century. In economic terms,
however, theirs was the first phase that would lead ultimately to the placement of
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Africans in the Indies, Nueva Espana, Peru, Columbia, Chile, Venezuela, Argentina,
and Uruguay as domestics; growers of sugar, wheat, grapes, olives, cacao; miners of
gold and silver; craft workers (blacksmiths, cobblers, brick masons, carpenters, tai-
lors); teamsters; cowboys; pearl divers; and prostitutes.*

Their consequences, though, were not simply economic. Slave labor required the
elaboration of systems of control and discipline. Moreover, the intercourse of the
several races extant in Spain’s new possessions precipitated the formation of rather
complex racial codes and codifications. The results were practical while being bar-
baric and absurd:

In Spanish America the lash, the stock, detention, and deprivation were standard
means by which unruly and defiant slaves were kept in line. Some masters were
known to have whipped their bondmen to death, while others continued to muti-
late their dusky properties with hot branding irons even after the crown had
prohibited this act. Worst of all were the vengeful sadists who made their slaves eat
excrement and drink urine.>*

Castration and the severing of other limbs were common and legal. Aguirre Beltran
reports that some slave mulattos who were no longer phenotypically distinct from the
ruling class had to be branded

with hot irons in places where the insignia of servitude could not for a moment be
hidden. The faces of many of them were completely covered with branded legends

saying: “I am the slave of Senor Marque del Valle,” “I am the slave of Dona
Francisca Carrillo de Peralta.”>

Such treatment and the almost inevitably foul conditions in which most of them
labored reduced the active working lives of slaves to between ten and twenty years.*®

Black Resistance: The Sixteenth Century

At first, as a rule, resistance among the enslaved Africans took the form of flight to
native or “Indian” settlements. The notarial archive of the Mexican city of Puebla de
los Angeles, for example, which is “virtually complete from 1540 on” is filled with the
official reaction to mid-sixteenth-century “runaways.”>” Fugitives drew the attention
of Hernan Cortes as early as 1523 and the first general uprising in Nueva Espana is
thought to have occurred in 1537.%® Some of these Africans, however, did not com-
pletely sever their contacts with the Spanish. Once freed by their own wits, they
returned to plague the Spanish colonists, appropriating food, clothes, arms, tools,
and even religious artifacts from the colonists’ towns, their villages, and ranch homes,
and from travelers along the roads connecting the ports and settlements. Once they
armed themselves, the Spanish would refer to these “fugitives” as cimarrones.®® (The
English would incorporate the term into their own language as “maroons.”) In 1503,
we recall, Ovando had observed subversive activities among Hispaniola’s ladinos. In
the last month of 1522, Ovando’s prevision was realized. Fittingly enough, slaves on
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the plantation of Diego Columbus (a son of the Admiral) revolted, killing some 15
colonists before they were themselves captured and executed.®® This had been the
occasion for the prohibition of future employ of ladinos as slave labor in the colonies.
Similar revolts had occurred in Puerto Rico (1527), Santa Marta, Colombia (1529),
and Panama (1531). Back in Hispaniola, Blacks had joined the native uprising of 1533.
Resistance had continued for ten years.5! Decades later, Spanish authorities continued
to be concerned about such events. Viceroy Martin Enriquez had written Philip II:

(1]t appears, Our Majesty, that the time is coming when these people will have
become masters of the Indians, inasmuch as they were born among them and their
maidens, and are men who dare to die as well as any Spaniard in the world. But if
the Indians become corrupt and join with them, I do not know who will be in the
position to resist them. It is evident that this mischief will take place in several
years.?

Soon, however, the fugitive slaves grew numerous enough to begin the formation of
their own settlements, communities that came to be known in Mexico as palenques.

Edgar Love recalls Aquirre Beltran’s estimate that by 1579 some 2,000 Blacks had
escaped from their masters. Love goes on to indicate that “[{]or more than a century,
the escaped slave was a serious problem in many parts of Mexico.”6* David Davidson,
writing of the third quarter of the century, declares:

By the 1560s fugitive slaves from the mines of the north were terrorizing the regions
from Guadalajara to Zacatecas, allying with the Indians and raiding ranches. In one
case maroons from the mines of Guanajuato joined with unpacified Chichimec
Indians in a brutal war with the settlers. The viceroy was informed that they were
attacking travelers, burning ranches, and committing similar “misdeeds.” To the
east, slaves from the Pachuca mines took refuge in an inaccessible cave from which
they sallied forth periodically to harass the countryside. Negroes from the Ato-
tonilco and Tonavista mines joined them with arms, and created an impregnable
palenque.®

The response of the representatives of the Spanish state was unequivocal. Between 1571
and 1574, royal decrees detailed new systems of control and surveillance, stipulating
progressively harsher treatment of fugitives: 50 lashes for four days absence; 100 lashes
and iron fetters for more than eight days absence; death for those missing for six
months, commuted in some cases to castration.

Yet neither the code of 15711574 nor the issuance of restrictive legislation in the
1570s and 1580s was of any avail. A viceregal order of 1579 revealed that the con-
tagion of revolt nearly covered the entire settled area of the colony outside of
Mexico City, in particular the provinces of Veracruz and Panuco, the area between
QOaxaca and Gualtuco on the Pacific coast, and almost the whole of the Gran
Chichimeca. Only emergency repressive measures and the continued importation
of Africans maintained Mexico’s slave labour supply.®®
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Nevertheless, African resistance in Mexico continued to mature in form and charac-
ter. The struggle against slavery was being transferred into the battle to preserve the
collective identity of African peoples. By the early seventeenth century, according to
official colonial documents, at least one Black community, San Lorenzo de los Negros,
had acquired its right to existence by war and treaty.

The terms of the truce, as preserved in the archives, included eleven conditions
stipulated by Yanga upon which he and his people would cease their raiding. The
African demanded that all of his people who had fled before September of the past
year (1608) be freed and promised that those who had escaped slavery after that
date would be returned to their masters. He further stipulated that the palenque be
given the status of a free town and that it have its own cabildo and a justicia mayor
who was to be a Spanish layman. No other Spaniards were to live in the town,
although they could visit on market days. . . . In return Yanga promised that for a
fee the town would aid the viceroy in capturing fugitive slaves. The Negroes, he
said, would aid the crown in case of an external attack on Mexico.®

In the mountains near Mt. Orizaba, led by this man called Yanga, “reputedly a
Congolese chief from an African kingdom bordered by the Nyonga River,”® the
“Yanguicos” had won the formal status as a free Black settlement. The mountains,
however, seemed to promise much more security to some Yanguicos and other cimar-
rones than the words and treaties of their Spanish oppressors. Throughout New Spain
palenques continued to multiply and, with a still undetermined frequency, to give
occasion for the establishment of officially recognized free communities. In a period
between 1630 and 1635, for example, an agreement was reached with cimarrones whose
redoubts had been established in the mountains of Totula, Palmilla, Tumbacarretas,
and Totolinga near Veracruz. The town of San Lorenzo Cerralvo became their free
settlement. In 1769, a similar history preceded the establishment of Nuestra Senora de
Guadalupe de los Morenos de Amapa, near the southern tip of the modern state of
Veracruz.®® We have learned of their existence through quite recent research into the
early colonial history of New Spain. In Colombia, their revolts are detailed in 1530,
1548, and again in the 1550s.7° In 1552, Venezuela had its first major slave revolt. This
rebellion of slaves who had worked in the mines of Buria was defeated in 1555.
Nevertheless, by the beginning of the seventeenth century, independent Black com-
munities with legal standing in the eyes of state agents had begun to appear.”!

Palmares and Seventeenth-Century Marronage

In Brazil, which we have seen dominated the Portuguese slave trade, the maroon settle-
ments (quilombos) that began in the sixteenth century would extend into the next.
Ernesto Ennes, a scholar who was far from being in sympathy with the fugitives,”
nevertheless recorded in 1948 from his review of the documents in the Arquivo
Historico Colonial in Lisbon that he found “traces in every corner of Brazil” of
quilombos.” Arthur Ramos, summarizing his own studies of Blacks in Brazil, declared:
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From the beginnings of slavery, escapes were frequent. The escaped slaves, called
locally, quilombolas, often gathered together in organized groups, known in Brazil
as quilombos. . . . From the beginning, the owners complained of the frequent
escapes of the slaves, demanding protection and security from the public authori-
ties. Later the situation was met by the employment of the bush captain and by
notices in the press, publicizing the loss of the slaves and urging collective action
for their recapture.”

That the slaves had good reason to be concerned for their liberty, despite bland
suggestions from scholars like A. J. R. Russell-Wood that the only thing at issue was
their “adapting to a new diet, new environment, and new working conditions,””> is
suggested by Stuart Schwartz’s consideration of the sugar industry in colonial Bahia;

Added to the rigors inherent in the system of sugar production and to occasional
acts of individual cruelty, slaves also suffered from a planned policy of punishment
and terror as a means of control. Plantation owners believed that only by severity
could work be accomplished and discipline maintained, especially when the ratio
in the fields was often forty slaves to one white sharecropper or overseer. This sort
of institutionalized brutality, when coupled with arduous labor, poor working
conditions, and simple cruelty, contributed to the motivations for escape.”®

The work of Ramos, R. K. Kent, Irene Diggs, Donald Pierson, Edison Carneiro,
Schwartz, and Raymundo Nina Rodriques indicates that for Brazil as a whole, from
the sixteenth century into the late nineteenth century, slave resistance, rebellions, and
conspiracies were constants in that land.” In the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies, though, it was the maroon settlements that dominated the reaction to slavery.

In the Pernambuco region, the greatest settlement of all, the extraordinary state of
Palmares would endure from 1605 to 1695. Palmares was a plural, designating the
several settlements (palmars) that made up a community, which, though necessarily
agrarian, was even more preoccupied with its defense. Diggs gives us this description:

The site of the quilombo of Os Palmares was a mountainous region, steep and
precipitous—a natural defense of the inhabitants—but at the same time a virgin
land whose exuberance was considered the best in the state of Pernambuco. The
many fruit trees gave easy sustenance to those who knew where they were. Timber-
yielding trees served various industrial uses. Most important of all trees was the
palmera pindoba, the cocoanut palm, which . . . provided excellent food . .. and a
delicious drink.”®

In 1645, Bartholomeus Lintz, acting as a scout for the expeditions that the Dutch were
to mount against Palmares, was the first hostile European to discover that the state
consisted of several settlements (two major palmers of 5,000 inhabitants, and several
small units totalling 6,000). By 1677, there were ten major palmars, one of which was
the capital (Macoco) where the “king” (Ganga-Zumba from the Zanda signifying
consensus ruler) resided, the whole state spanning over sixty leagues.” It was then
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estimated that the population numbered between 15,000 and 20,000, a mixture of
Creoles and Africans largely drawn from the Angola-Congo regions. For almost a
century, neither the Portuguese nor the interloper Dutch, nor the Creole moradores
could destroy it, though they tried for more than seventy years. Even in the end,
“[b]etween 1672—94,” R. K. Kent tells us, “[i]t withstood on the average one Portu-
guese expedition every fifteen months.”®® There was, however, one important political
development during this period. In 1678, “[a]s he had done earlier, whenever a new
governor came to Pernambuco, Ganga-Zumba sued for peace” The treaty that was
eventually signed, Kent quotes Nina Rodriques, “gave a real importance to the Negro
State which now the Colony treated as one nation would another.” The treaty, how-
ever, had little import for the moradores, who proceeded to claim and distribute
among themselves a substantial portion of the “Negro State.”®! Ganga-Zumba’s au-
thority was breached:

By 1679, a palmarista “captain named Zambi (whose uncle is Gana-Zona) was in
revolt (with) Joao mulato, Canhonga, Gaspar (and) Amaro, having done the per-
son of Ganga-Zumba to death” By March 1680, Zambi was being called upon to
surrender, without success. The war was on once more.®

Zambi (Zumbi), according to Ramos, “was already a well-known chief, whose deeds
amazed even the white soldiery.”®> He would apparently reign as king in New Pal-
mares until its end almost two decades later. But in his accession to authority, it is
possible to recognize what Ramos and others have described as “the Bantu origins” of
Palmares.® The perception of authentic authority as identical with secured social
integrity was characteristically Central African.®

Palmares did fall, eventually, in 1694, the result of campaigns launched by succes-
sive Portuguese governors of Pernambuco (Joao da Cunha Sotto-Mayor, Marques de
Montebello, and Melo de Castro). The last expedition sent against it consisted of
nearly 3,000 men and was in the field for several months. The final siege was estab-
lished on 10 November 1693 and lasted until early February of the following year. The
total cost of the adventure was estimated by Melo de Castro at somewhere near
1,400,000 cruzados.?®

On the night of 5 February 1694, “Zumby,” organizer of the defense of Palmares,
having discovered that his position on Barriga mountain had been nearly encircled,
sought a last desperate chance to escape. The result was described by Colonel Do-
mingos Jorge Velho, the leader of the Portuguese forces:

During the second watch of that night, between the fifth and sixth of February,
suddenly and tumultuously [Zumby] with all his people and the equipment which
could follow him through that space, made an exit. The sentinels of that post did
not perceive them almost until the end. In the rear-guard Zumby himself was
leaving, and at that point he was shot twice. As it was dark, and all this was taking
place at the edge of the cliff, many—a matter of about two hundred—fell down the
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cliff. As many others were killed. Of both sexes and all ages, five hundred and
nineteen were taken prisoner.?”

In Pernambuco, again according to Governor Melo de Castro, “This happy victory
was regarded as no less important than the expulsion of the Dutch. It was, accord-
ingly, celebrated by the whole population with displays of lights for six days and many
other demonstrations of joy, without any command being given to them.” Keeping in
character, Ennes attributed this excitement to the “moral influence which it conferred
on the authorities.”® “Palmares,” Ramos reminds us, “was not, however, the only out-
standing case. In 1650 the slaves in Rio de Janeiro organized a number of quilombos
which caused the police authorities of that region untold difficulties until suppressed
by Captain Manoel Jordao da Silva.”®

In this same century, the seventeenth century, the slaves of Jamaica joined the tradi-
tion of those in Brazil and Mexico. Barbara Kopytoff has summarized the conditions:

During the era of slavery, communities of maroons, or escaped slaves, sprang up
throughout the New World. Wherever there were slave plantations, there was
resistance in the form of runaways and slave revolts; and wherever mountains,
swamps, or forests permitted the escaped slaves to gather, they formed commu-
nities. These ranged in size from Palmarres, in Brazil, with over ten thousand
people, to the handfulls of runaways who hid on the fringes of plantations in the
American South. While most . . . were destroyed . . . a few could not be reduced or
even contained.”

The mid-century exploded with revolts on that island in 1669, 1672 (twice), 1678, 1682,
1685, and 1690. In Jamaica, marronage had begun during the period of Spanish
colonization (1509—1655).°! And in the very last years of Spanish resistance (1655—60)
to British occupation of the island, at least three maroon camps played decisive roles
in supporting the guerrilla campaign led by Christobal de Yassi against the British.”
In the first month of 1660, however, the English made peace with one of the maroon
chiefs, Juan Lubolo (Juan de Bola), who promptly went to aid them in the destruction
of, first, the remaining major maroon camps, and, finally, Yassi’s guerrillas. A little
more than three years later, Juan de Bola met his appropriate fate. What reads like an
official entry observed: “On the first day of November the outlying Negroes met with
Juan de Bola and cut him to pieces; else all things were quiet in the country.”®® Three
hundred years later, with an equal amount of sympathy David Buisseret and S. A. G.
Taylor unhesitantly estimated: “His death seems to us an act of justice . . . he was ‘the
great traitor. ”%*

During the next eighty years, two major maroon societies were formed in the high-
lands of Jamaica. One, the Windward Maroons, settling in the eastern mountains,
had as its nucleus the Spanish maroons and those who subsequently joined them
from the English plantations and towns. The other, the Leeward Maroons of the west-
central interior, came into being in 1673 after the first of the slave rebellions during the
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English period.®® In 1690, another major rebellion, beginning on the Sutton estate,
added more than 200 refugees to the Leeward settlements complex. Such was the
primary fashion in which the settlements grew and maintained themselves:

The maroon societies were formed, and their numbers increased, largely by slave
rebellions and by individual and group escapes from the plantations. In addition,
slaves were captured by maroons during raids, and slave or free Negroes, sent to
fight the maroons, occasionally defected.

Rebellions furnished the largest numbers, as many as several hundred at a time,
but rebellions were only one of a number of occasions for escape. . . . There was a
steady trickle of runaways, and the trickle became a stream whenever English
punitive expeditions failed of their purpose.®®

Apparently, too, because of the low ratio of women to men, the maroon communities
were not yet self-reproducing.

Though Akan-speakers seemed to have been dominant among these Jamaican
maroons, the political structure of the Leeward Maroons closely followed that found
among the more central African palmaristas in Brazil. Cudjoe, who became a domi-
nant Leeward maroon chieftain in the 1730s, employed a paramilitary organization
that combined central authority with decentralized settlement. On the other hand,
Kopytoff notes, “by the 1730s, the maroons in the east had coalesced into a kind of
cooperative federation in contrast”” One clear distinction, though, between the
Jamaican and Brazilian Blacks was the presence of “obeah men and women, magical
practitioners” among the Windward and Leeward maroons.

To the masters Obeah was simply witchcraft, detested both for its secrecy and its
alleged skills in the poisoning of enemies. Even to blacks once assimilated, Obeah
assumed a sinister aura because of its association with the casting of spells to cause
harm as well as good. To the unassimilated, on the other hand, Obeah was both a
genuine religion and a potent source of medicine. Obeah (like the Haitian Voodoo,
or the Jamaican variant, Myalism, or Trinidadian Shange) sought ritualistic links
with the spirit world beyond the shadows and the sacred trees, providing a mystical
sense of continuity between the living, the dead, and those yet to be born.%®

In Palmares, in keeping with the cosmologies of Congolese and Angolan societies,
magicians had been banned as inimical to the king’s authority.”® Among those peo-
ples it was most often the case that legitimacy of authority and the very existence of
social order were concomitants to the eradication of sorcery and witchcraft.!® In the
British West Indies, the elimination of obeah had become an official preoccupation.’®!
And for good reason. Obeah men and women were frequently the source of ideology
for the slave rebellions:

[O]beah functioned largely in the numerous rebellions of the slaves. This was
particularly the case with the obeah-men from the Gold Coast. . . . In the plotting
of these rebeilions the obeah-man was essential in administering oaths of secrecy,
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and, in cases, distributing fetishes which were supposed to immunize the insur-
gents from the arms of the whites.102

As it happened, obeah proved to be more resilient than its opponents. Indeed, it was
never extinguished. It continued its mutational adaptation and development in Ja-
maica (and elsewhere) over the centuries, successively manifesting itself in the so-
cieties of Myalism in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Pocomania move-
ment of the late nineteenth, and the Rastafarians of the present.!%> As we shall see, as it
was with obeah, it was also the case with marronage.

Returning to the seventeenth century, the palenques, mocambos, quilombos, and
maroon settlements that found sometimes tenuous, sometimes permanent existences
in Mexico, Brazil, and Jamaica were replicated throughout the Spanish territories and
the newer colonial possessions marking the expansions of British, French, and Dutch
merchant, agrarian, and bureaucratic interests. In Colombia, near the city of Carta-
gena, a palenque known as San Basilio was founded at the beginning of the century.
Earlier, in 1529 and 1550, revolts had occurred on the coast of this largely gold-, sugar-,
and cacao-producing colony. But as the extractive industries moved further into the
interior and Colombia’s demand for labor had made it a major importer of Africans
(200,000), revolts and the establishment of refugee settlements became more fre-
quent. Nevertheless, Aguiles Escalante tells us:

The most vigorous insurrectionist movement on the Caribbean coast of Colombia
occurred in Cartagena de Indias at the beginning of the seventeenth century during
the administration of Jeronimo de Sanzo Casarola. . . . The fiery and daring
Domingo Bioho was the first slave to revolt publicly. Claiming to have been king of
an African state, he plunged himself with thirty Negro men and women into the
forests and the marshy areas of Matuna (south of the town of Tolu). . . . Domingo,
now known as “King Benkos” . . . put an end to the period of colonial tranquility in
Cartagena, Tolu, Mompos, Tenerife, and so forth, by assaulting and robbing plan-
tations, cattle ranches, cultivated farms . . . even canoes carrying fellow Negroes
who had been sent to fell large trees for lumber.!%

Numerous expeditions against San Basilio failed and in 1612 and 1613, a treaty that
included amnesty was offered by the governor, Diego Fernandez de Valesco. Many of
the palenqueros accepted the terms, which included the abandonment of the settle-
ment. But in 1619, when another major slave revolt occurred in Cartegena, Rout
maintains the occasion was seized by a subsequent governor to mete out what he took
to be a too-long deferred revenge on the ex-rebels.!®> Escalante, however, insists:
“Governor Garcia Giron . . . uncovered a new plot by Benkos and captured him, and
finally had him hanged”'% Still, descendants of the San Basilio palenque were to be
encountered in the hinterlands as late as 1790.17 Not until the very last years of the
seventeenth century (1696) did the last of the period’s major slave rebellions in
Colombia take place.

In Venezuela, the settlement of Nirgua, which Baron de Humboldt apparently with
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some cynicism referred to as the “Republic of Zambos and Mulattoes,” was founded in
similar circumstances in 1601.1% As such, it was in a direct line of descent from the
rebellions that began in the colony in 1532 and again in 1555 with the establishment of
the Buria palenque associated with “King Miguel.”!* Venezuela, whose economy was
a close replica of that of Colombia, would historically absorb a little more than half
the number of slaves (121,000). However, for almost 300 years, Venezuela’s Spanish
settlements would have visited upon them the combined vengeance of Blacks, mulat-
tos, Indians, and zambos. In its highlands and valleys, which became the sites for
rebellious cumbes, the social bases of liberation movements became increasingly
miscegenous after the seventeenth century. The same could be said of the towns that
developed in close approximation to its ports and inland markets. In the countryside,
the forming peasantry became anarchic. As far as is known, no vision of an African
state was ever associated with the flights or rebellions recorded in Venezuela. In the
towns, something more akin to class wars became the rule, pitting free Blacks, slaves,
poor whites, mulattos, zambos, and sometimes ladino Indians against the Spanish
ruling class. Perhaps another consequence of the deracination of Blacks and Indians
was that in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries Venezuela obtained a level of
violence in its rebellions and reactions that was barely matched elsewhere in the slave
societies.

Finally, in the British and French Guianas and Dutch Suriname, there occurred the
most extraordinary instances of marronage, the formation of what in the literature is
rightly referred to as the “Bush Negro tribes.” These people—the Saramaka, Matawai,
Kwinti, and the Djuka, Aluku, and Paramaka—constitute the most enduring and
oldest examples of continuous marronage.''® They are a people who, in the instance
of Suriname, could be until quite recently in this century described as constituting “a
state within a state.” Their history, too, begins in the seventeenth century, somewhere
near its second quarter. Richard Price, one of the best informed students of these
communities, has observed:

For some 300 years, the Guianas have been the classic setting for maroon com-
munities. Though local maroons in French and British Guiana were wiped out by
the end of the eighteenth century, the maroons of Suriname, known as “Bush
Negroes,” have long been the Hemisphere’s largest maroon population. Except
perhaps for Haiti, these have been the most highly developed independent societies
and cultures in the history of Afro-America.!!!

Though the ancestries of these peoples are to be traced to the Windward, Gold, and
Slave Coasts and to Loango/Angola, they fought and achieved a new identity: Bush
Negro. That past demands attention.

The conditions that produced the maroon communities and ultimately the genesis
of new peoples in the Guianas and Suriname were a product of a slave system in
extremis. Its most important characteristic was that for African labor Suriname
became the most lethal colony in the New World. As Price remarks: “The most
striking feature of Suriname’s demographic history is the extraordinary cost of its
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slave system in human lives.” And R. D. Simons exclaimed: “[W]e have seen some
plantations swallow as many as four slave complements in a period of twenty-five
years.”''2 The Dutch West Indies Companies and their successors were hard pressed to
supply and resupply the colony’s need for fresh African workers. Suriname’s laboring
population, then, was constantly being revitalized biologically and, as it turns out,
culturally. In a colony where the ratio of Blacks to whites became as high as 25:1 (in the
eighteenth century), and whose population maintained fewer than 10 percent Creoles
for the first century, where labor was concentrated on large sugar, coffee, cacao, and
then cotton plantations, Price seems entirely justified in asserting that “inter-African
‘syncretism’ . . . was almost everywhere the central process.”!'?

We can assert with some confidence, then, that within the earliest decades of the
African presence in Suriname, the core of a new language and a new religion had
been developed; and the subsequent century of massive new importations from
Africa apparently had the effect merely of leading to secondary elaborations.!!*

It was not long before the rain forests that boldly defined the limits of cultivable land
became the bounds for a resistance of an entirely different sort.

Marronage, of course, was a concomitant of slavery. Brutality was as much a raison
d’étre of the former as it was a condition of the latter. The English colonization of
Suriname was of short duration (1651—-67), but even before the Dutch invasion of the
colony and the Treaty of Breda (1667}, which formally ceded it to them, maroons had
appeared.!!s

By the beginning of the eighteenth century, the maroon population was estimated
to have reached 5000 to 6000 . . . clearly an inflated figure, but indicative of the fear
in which the colonists held the rebels.!!¢

Extraordinary rewards were posted for the hunters of the liberationists, but even
more remarkable are the “rewards” that became customary for maroons. Price cites
an early (1718) contemporary report:

If a slave runs away into the forest in order to evade work for a few weeks, upon his
being captured his Achilles tendon is removed for the first offense, while for a
second offense, if he wishes to increase the punishment, his right leg is amputated
in order to stop him from running away; I myself was a witness to slaves being
punished thus.!”

Others were whipped to death with what was called the Spaanse bok (Spanish whip),
or quartered alive, burned alive, decapitated, impaled with a meathook, or broken on
scaffolds. Price argues that the multiplicity of travelers’ accounts and local reports
attesting to the “unusual brutality” of the Suriname planters of both Dutch and
Portuguese Jewish origins fully substantiate that such practices were neither isolated
nor unofficial: “the colony’s judiciary was often as brutal as the individual plant-
ers.”118 The report of the English mercenary, Captain J. G. Stedman, Narrative, of a
Five-Years’ Expedition, Against the Revolted Negroes of Surinam, in Guiana, on the Wild
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Coast of South America; from the Year 1772, to 1777 (1796), is a classic and authentic
account of a starkly brutal slave society. Price concludes:

All in all, the excesses of colonial Suriname—in terms of both the brutality and the
luxury amid which the planters lived—must be constantly kept in mind in building
toward some understanding of the slaves’ response.*

Thus were the beginnings of the Bush Negroes of that land, the oldest being the
Saramaka people. And at the end of the eighteenth century, after more than five
decades of intensive warfare, they achieved a formal peace.!?® But perhaps the last
word should be from one of their own. In 188s, Johannes King recalled from the oral
traditions of his people:

The story of how our forefathers honored God and their early ancestors when they
came to receive the presents [presented by the government to the Bush Negroes as
confirmation of peace treaties] and then returned to their villages:

When they got back safely to their villages, they fired many salutes for the people
who had waited at home. These people came to the bank of the river singing, to
escort them to shore. They played drums, danced, blew African trumpets, and
sang, danced and celebrated the whole afternoon until nighttime and the whole
night until morning. . . . And they played drums so! When they were finished, they
would bring a bush drink that they made from sugar cane juice, and which is called
bush rum. They would pour a libation on the ground. That was in order to give
thanks to God and the ancestors. After that they would play for the obeahs and for
the other gods who had helped them fight.!2!

The struggle that had begun in the seventeenth century had met its fruition among
these African peoples far from the land of their ancestors.!??

Black Resistance in North America

And so the litany of rebellions and marronage continued into the eighteenth century;
in the Guianas of Berbice, Essequibo, and Demerara in the 1730s and 1760s; in Jamaica
in the 1780s; in Cuba in the 1780s; in Venezuela in the 1730s and 1780s.12* As the
capitalist strata of western Europe achieved political, social, and ideological maturity,
their jockeying for hegemony over the world system reduced African labor in its
homelands and in the New World peripheries to pawns of power.!? State banditry, as
E. P. Thompson named it, became the modus operandi that weeded out the landed
nobilities and integrated their survivors with the rising bourgeoisies.'? Intensive
exploitation of labor became the basis for purchasing new sortings of intra-European
domination.!?¢ In the overseas territories, in the slave societies of Cuba, Brazil, North
America, Jamaica, and Haiti, restive colonial elites amassed wealth but envisioned
how much greater and diverse that wealth could become without the parasitism and
restraints of state and trade imposed by the dominant orders in the mother countries.
For these “ruling” elites, too, enslaved African labor, that is its super-exploitation,
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became the key to their liberation.!?” All—whether landed nobility, landed colonists,
or the masters of long distance trade—believed the brutality of the slave system to be a
practical necessity. Maroon settlements like those of Jamaica, Cuba, and North Amer-
ica had to be destroyed, or failing that, quarantined. They could not be allowed to
contaminate a labor upon which so much depended. Frequently—too frequently for
the masters, however, it did not seem to matter.

Who, then, resisted slavery in the eighteenth century? The records concerning
armed revolt indicate that it was mainly the African-born, including male and
female, young and old, plantation slave and urban slave. This emphasis on the
African-born may have been for the simple reason that Africans outnumbered the
Creoles owing to the low birthrate on the plantations and the heavy importation of
Africans.!2®

Wars of repression, then, still had to be undertaken, severe discipline maintained.
Even then, the masters’ nightmares kept recurring and their hysterias periodically
assumed epidemic proportions.!?® As Christians, it might be added, they were pos-
sessed by a mythology of apocalypse too easily converted into frightening visions.!>
At every opportunity, as Joshua Giddings’s tale of Florida reminds us, the logic of
marronage was manifest.

The efforts of the Carolinians to enslave the Indians, brought with them the natural
and appropriate penalties. The Indians soon began to make their escape from
service to the Indian country. This example was soon followed by the African
slaves, who also fled to the Indian country, and, in order to secure themselves from
pursuit, continued their journey into Florida.

We are unable to fix the precise time when the persons thus exiled constituted a
separate community. Their numbers had become so great in 1736, that they were
formed into companies, and relied on by the Floridians as allies to aid in the
defense of that territory. They were also permitted to occupy lands upon the same
terms that were granted to the citizens of Spain; indeed, they in all respects became
free subjects of the Spanish crown.™!

In North America, the maroon communities of the mid-century in Florida, Virginia,
and the Carolinas were anticipated by the slave revolt in New York City in 1712 and
that of Stono, South Carolina, in 1739.13? In the final seventy years of the century,
Gerald Mullin found in Virginia newspapers alone advertisements for nearly 1,500
fugitives from slavery.!>

Colonial North America was particularly vulnerable to slave liberation move-
ments in those regions where Blacks made up a majority. At the century’s beginning,
South Carolina and the eastern counties of Virginia were two such areas. And in the
early eighteenth century when South Carolina’s African population was being hastily
enlarged—at a rate in the 1730s of more than 1,000 per year, according to Peter
Wood!?**—as a concomitant to the colony’s growing domination by rice production,
Harvey Wish writes that “the plantation-system had yielded bumper crops of slave
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uprisings and revolts.”' In 1713, 1720, the 1730s, and the 1740s, conspiracies and
actual rebellions were routinely reported to London. From the early 1780s the Black
liberationists were further encouraged by the action of the Spanish king, Philip V,
who authorized granting them liberty once they reached Florida.!* In 1738, when
sixty-nine slaves escaped to St. Augustine, they were settled at Pueblo de Gracia Real
de Santa Terese de Mose, or “Moose,” two and one-half miles north of the city.!*” Ten
months later,

In September 1739 South Carolina was shaken by an incident which became known
as the Stono Uprising. A group of slaves struck a violent but abortive blow for
liberation which resulted in the deaths of more than sixty people. Fewer than
twenty-five white lives were taken, and property damage was localized, but the
episode represented a new dimension in overt resistance. Free colonists, whose
anxieties about controlling slaves had been growing for some time, saw their fears
of open violence realized, and this in turn generated new fears.'**

It was several months before the officials of the colony were satisfied that the Stono
rebellion was over. By then, however, a second conspiracy, in June 1740, demanded
their attention.'®® Reports of and official reactions to maroons continued into the
1740s but with the formation of Georgia as a colony free of Black slavery (until 1750),
the southern route to liberty became more hazardous (both for the slaves and the
Georgian colonists who sought to impede them). Still, Henry Laurens, “distinguished
native,” had cause to note in a letter dated 21 March 1748,'%° “a most horrid insurrec-
tion” in the colony.

In colonial Virginia, trials of “Negro rebels” began to dot the counties’ records as
early as the late seventeenth century.!*! Seldom very expansive, the records of the
period most often reflected official fastidiousness. In James City county on 30 May
1688, for example, the disposition of a case remanded from Westmoreland County
earlier (26 April) was concluded by the General Court: “It apeard that Sam a Negro
Servt to Richard Metcalfe hath several times endeavoured to promote a Negro Insur-
reccon in this Colony” We shall never know what this man said to his accusers, his
reasons or his achievements. We do know that Sam was ordered to be whipped
around the town and fitted with an iron collar with four spriggs that he was to wear
until his death. It was hoped that this would “deter him & others from the like evil
practice for time to come.”*# Just how effective the General Court’s punishment was
can perhaps be judged by the fact that in the counties of Surrey, Isle of Wight, James
City, Middlesex, and Gloucester, several plots involving first Indian and Blacks, and
then Blacks separately were reported discovered in 1709, 1722, and 1723.14* And in 1727,
a maroon community of Indians and Blacks, which its inhabitants called des Natana-
palle, was betrayed by a former resident.# Further marronage in Virginia and neigh-
boring Maryland has been reported by Allan Kulikoff:

A few Africans formed communities in the wilderness in the 1720s, when Black
immigration was high and the frontier close to tidewater. . . .
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At least two outlying runaway communities were established during the 1720s.
Fifteen slaves began a settlement in 1729 on the frontier near present-day Lex-
ington, Virginia. They ran from “a new Plantation on the head of the James River,”
taking tools, arms, clothing, and food with them. When captured, “they had al-
ready begun to clear the ground.” Another small community evidently developed
on the Maryland frontier in 1728 and 1729. Harry, one of the runaways, returned to
southern Prince George’s County to report on the place to his former shipmates.
He told them that “there were many Negroes among the Indians at Monocosy” and
tried to entice them to join the group by claiming that Indians were soon going to
attack the whites.!4°

But the history of marronage in colonial Virginia is still far from complete. In a
period (1718-69) during which Philip Curtin calculates the proportion of Africans
brought directly to the colony increased, the absence of the mention of marronage in
the 175080 years seems odd.'*¢ This is particularly the case when Gerald Mullin
informs us advertised “runaways” were prominent, 12 percent of them being de-
scribed as African-born or “outlandish,” and a third of the fugitives were thought by
their masters to be headed for inland North Carolina.'¥” Nevertheless there is evi-
dence of such communities in the late eighteenth century (1781) in what was by then a
commonwealth, as well as references to maroon communities having been estab-
lished in areas of South Carolina (1765) and Georgia (1771, 1772, 1780s) in the colonial
and post-colonial periods.!*® Again, it was precisely in those places where Blacks
constituted a substantial proportion of the population—North Carolina, where the
1790 census'#® put the slave population at 26.8 percent; Maryland, 34.7 percent; Geor-
gia, 35.9 percent; Virginia, 40.9 percent; South Carolina, 43.7 percent—that the avail-
able records indicate rebellions and maroon activity was most likely to occur.

Moreover, it was precisely these Black populations that demonstrated, in the cen-
tury’s eighth decade, the capacity to respond to British overtures during the American
rebellion and to the presence of British troops and propaganda. Jack Foner writes:

At the very time that the American Army ended the practice of recruiting blacks,
the British adopted it, hoping in this way to overcome their acute manpower
shortage, to cripple the rebellious colonies economically by inducing slaves to
desert their rebel masters and seek refuge within the British lines, and to convince
the blacks, by offering them liberty in exchange for military service, that their
freedom depended on the success of British arms.'*

Nonetheless, as Jeffrey Crow cautions, the slaves’ response to the machinations of the
British General Thomas Gage, and Lord Dunmore, governor of colonial Virginia, had
its independent context:

But the slave unrest that accompanied the opening stages of the war was too
widespread to have been the work of a single British conspiracy, though royal
governors and military observers had often commented on the potential for a
massive slave insurrection in the southern colonies. From the Chesapeake to the
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Georgia coast, black insurgents sprang into action even before the British tendered
their help.!>!

Rebellious slaves had always been attentive to the crises among their exploiters, and
any momentary advantage, whether it be a master’s absence for a few days, the
French-Indian War, or a nationalist rebellion, was likely to be seized.'”> And on those
rare occasions when the slaves perceived the appearance of a powerful ally, as with the
British during the 1770s,'* the consequences could be dramatic: “Contemporaries
estimated that the South lost as many as 55,000 bondsmen,” Crow suggests. Many
evacuated with the British or were emancipated. Others simply attempted to pass as
free Blacks.'** By 1775, the leaders of the Continental Army had been compelled to
compete with the British authorities for Blacks both for their efforts on land and
sea.'® And though some fractions of the ruling class continued to resist the enlarge-
ment of the slave soldiery—notably the state legislatures of Georgia and South Caro-
lina—in the end more Blacks were enlisted as combatants by the nationalists than by
their British opponents.!>® After the war, however, the British military proved to be
the more faithful ally of the slave soldiers.'>” Not surprisingly, then, in the Carolinas,
Georgia, and Virginia, the 1780s and the 1790s were times of rebellion in the young
“republic.”

Black assertiveness in postwar North Carolina revealed a greater collective con-
sciousness among slaves and an increasing willingness to use violence to liberate
not only individuals but groups of slaves. In 1783 the Chowan County court tried
the slave Grainge for the “atrocious Crime of endeavouring to Stir up Slaves for the
Diabolical purpose of Murdering their Masters and Mistresses.” . . .

In the summer of 1795 Wilmington suffered sporadic attacks by a “number
of runaway Negroes, who in the daytime secrete themselves in the swamps and
woods” and at night commit “various depredations on the neighbouring planta-
tions.” . . In Bertie County in 1798 three black men were accused of heading a
conspiracy of 150 slaves, armed with “Guns, clubs, Swords, and Knives.”15

And it was not only the slaves who were dissatisfied with the political issue of the
Rebellion. During the waning months of the war, whites joined them in attacks on
plantations in Virginia’s Goochland and City (formerly King George) counties.!>

The Haitian Revolution

The eighteenth century ended with a movement of slaves to match the drama of
Brazil’s Palmares and the significance of the maroon settlements in Jamaica and Suri-
name during the preceding century. In Haiti, between 1791 and 1804, slave armies
managed to defeat the French, Spanish, and English militaries—the most sophisti-
cated armies of the day. Haiti thus became the second New World colony to achieve
political independence from its European master and the first slave society to achieve
the permanent destruction of a slave system. Modern Haiti constituted the western
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third of the island that sixteenth-century Spaniards had known as Hispaniola. Its early
history during this Spanish occupation has already been rehearsed here. Having
largely eliminated its native inhabitants and leached its sources of precious metals, the
conquistadors quickly moved on. With the depopulation of Hispaniola and the com-
plete domination of Spain’s New World economy by the mines and plantations of
Nueva Espana and Colombia after the mid-sixteenth century, the island retreated to
the more remote pages of history. Only the eastern regions retained any substantial
remnant of its colonial population while, as T. O. Ott, in slight imitation of the poetic
form lilts, “the only inhabitants on the western part of the island were the roving herds
of cattle and swine, which had escaped the Spanish.”'% In the seventeenth century, the
western regions of what the French called Saint-Domingue acquired some settlements
based on the activities of renegade seamen and pirates from Tortue (Tortuga). At-
tracted initially by the supply of meat in that region, and then subsequently encour-
aged by French colonial authorities (one of which, Bertrand d’Ogeron, imported
women from Paris in the 1660s), the boucaniers (named for their diet of almost-burnt
meat) gradually transformed into planters. Just as gradually, their French settlements
in western Hispaniola reintroduced a slave system.'®! The census of 1681 recorded a
slave population of 2,000 and that of 1687, one of 3,400. But after the Treaty of Ryswick
(1697) in which Spain officially recognized French Saint-Domingue, and Louis XIV
restricted the boucaniers plunder to slaves, the Black population increased rather
rapidly. By 1701, an official memoir destined for the Ministers of Marine estimated the
slave population at 20,000, and in 1754 a similar document put the figure then at
230,000.192 On the eve of the Revolution, the slave population was estimated to be
between 450,000 and 509,000, the white population, 30,000 and the mulatto popula-
tion (“French colonies being what they are,”'** as Norman Stone has observed)
roughly equalling the whites. It was all quite understandable.

By 1790, Haiti was perhaps the most productive colony the modern world had
known. Its sugar, coffee, indigo, and tobacco production was said to be greater than
the total for British North America. And what the British West Indies had done for
the economies of Bristol, Manchester, and the like, Saint-Domingue did for Nantes,
Bordeaux, Marseilles, Orleans, Dieppe, Bercy-Paris, and another “dozen great towns.”
C. L. R. James commented:

It received in its ports 1,587 ships, a greater number than Marseilles, and France
used for the San Domingo trade alone 750 great vessels employing 24,000 sailors. In
1789 Britain’s export trade would be 27 million pounds, that of France 17 million
pounds, of which the trade of San Domingo would account for nearly 11 million
pounds. The whole of Britain’s colonial trade in that year amounted to only five
million pounds.!¢*

And all of it rested on slavery. “Negroes, and food for the negroes; that is the one rule

for the Colonies,” a French economist of the late eighteenth century declared.!s>
Haiti’s slave population, however, was not self-reproducing. And even so severe a

“Negrophobe” as Lothrop Stoddard had to admit to the reason why. Sandwiched
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between his evocation of the official rationalizations for the persistent destruction of
the Black population—explanations that ranged from the truths of improper food,
the exploitation of pregnant women, high infant morality, and venereal disease, to the
absurdities of proposing the “nervous strain” on savages suddenly introduced to
continuous labor, and the supposition of an analogy to the impact of captivity on the
reproductive capacities of wild animals—Stoddard was compelled to acknowledge:
“The general opinion seems to have been that the negroes were worked too hard,
and . .. that this was often deliberately done, as many masters considered it cheaper to
buy slaves than to breed them.”'¢¢ As a consequence, the colony was forced to import
Africans at a rate, which, by the time of the revolution, had grown to at least 40,000
each year. In turn, Stoddard recognized, “One of the most important considerations
for the history of the Revolution in San Domingo is the fact that a majority of the
negro population was African-born.”1¢?

In its second slave era, then, Haiti had ultimately recapitulated some of the phe-
nomenology of its first, Its slave system was cruel and genocidal; its master class made
up of destitute aristocrats and others just as desperate to achieve the wealth and titles
of noble status; its laboring class increasingly African; and its whites differentiated
between the few who succeeded and then absented themselves and the many whose
only achievement was as minor functionaries. One other such reoccurrence was
marronage. Stoddard in typical fashion commented:

there was always a minority of untamable spirits who burst their bonds and sought
an outlaw’s freedom. In a mountainous country like San Domingo this was easy,
and soon every tract of forest and jungle came to have its wild denizens.

... [A]s time went on, the numbers of the maroons steadily increased. During
the year 1720 alone, over one thousand negroes took to the woods, while in 1751 a
high official estimated the refugees in the mountains of the Spanish border at over
three thousand.!%

“Wild” outlawry was the most respect that scholars in the tradition joined by Stod-
dard could accord to the maroons. Despite repeated efforts to destroy the commu-
nities, they persisted, however, “devastating the countryside and inspiring fear in the
Saint-Domingue settlers at the end of the eighteenth century”'®® Others, like the
famed Le Maniel, made their peace with the colonial authorities only on the very eve
of the revolution that would eventually make them redundant. Yet their importance,
the significance they bore for the ideologists of the colonial regime, went far beyond
their objective achievement. Like the revolution their existence foretold, they were
demeaned and devalued by those who saw in them a contradiction to the myths of
European superiority.

The precise, that is historical, relationship of the maroons to the Haitian revolution
is still a matter of debate—particularly so among Haitian historians.!”® Some tradi-
tions hold that the maroons played no role in the revolution at all. Others declare that
the maroons were “the principal origin of the rising of 1791.”17* If it were not Haiti
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about which the controversy revolved, the debate might have very well been settled by
the available evidence. After all, voodoo, which James termed “the medium of the
conspiracy” (of 1791), had also inspired earlier maroon revolts, the most important of
which had occurred barely thirty years before under the guide of Mackandel; two of
the Revolution’s first leaders were maroons: Boukman “a fugitive slave from Jamaica,”
and Jean Frangois “who had spent the last few years prior to 1791 as a maroon”; and, as
well, when in late August, mulattos of the Western Province too rose up against the
French, we know that they enlisted maroons whom they termed “the Swiss,” (and
whom they would eventually betray).!”2 The maroons, it would seem, were an integral
part of the disparate elements that crystallized into the Haitian Revolution. But they
had been party to the genesis of a pariah nation, a Black republic that, in the first years
of the nineteenth century, threatened the slave societies that were its neighbors and
confounded the heirs to the more recent racial ideology. Haiti’s maroons were part
of an unacceptable entity. Their history and their historical character had become
pawns; objects of contest between Haitian ideologues representing what David Nich-
olls calls “the black and mulatto legends of the past”; and related to the diminution of
the revolution itself by European and American historians and scholars:17

Divisions among the whites, the population structure, the international situation:
these are all factors which must be taken in account when attempting to explain the
course of events leading up to Haitian independence. To conclude from this that
the black slave population played a merely passive role in the revolution would be
seriously to misperceive the situation. Perhaps we may excuse the anthropologist
Leyburn for a somewhat naive approach to the past, when he suggests that “it was
not the resentment of slaves against their masters which caused the final explosion;
the slaves were tinder used by others to keep the conflagration burning” Less
innocent, however, is T. O. Ott in his explicitly historical work, The Haitian Revolu-
tion. The author clearly sees that “there was no monolithic cause of the slave
rebellion,” yet he commits himself to the extraordinary view that the whites and
mulattos “handed them [the slaves] the colony by default,” and “forced them into a
course of action which they would not otherwise have adopted.”7*

Less comfortable with the dialectic that James employed so effectively in his study
of the revolution (and which we will explore in Part III), Nicholls concluded: “the
movement succeeded because of its structural relationship to the global situation. But
this is not to say that the slaves were merely passive.”1”> We should know, though, that
Nicholls’s tempered criticisms are of the milder and more recent expressions of an
academic tradition some of whose elements appeared as early as October 1791.7¢ And
among its contributors were those of w