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PREFACE

In May 2015, the Institute of World History of the Chinese Academy of
Social Sciences in Beijing invited the historian Hans Medick to give a lec-
ture, drawing on his work on the remote Swabian village of Laichingen,
located in the mountainous region of Wiirttemberg in southern
Germany.! Medick’s 1996 masterpiece features the daily struggle for
survival of the weavers and farmers of Laichingen, and forms part of an
approach known as Alltagsgeschichte or the history of the everyday. But
Medick’s approach is also explicitly a micro-historical one: he reads the
history of Laichingen through a micro-historical lens to reveal a view on
the past as a whole, or general history (allgemeine Geschichte).? The lec-
ture in Beijing was well-received, as Medick describes in a recent publi-
cation.? There were questions that connected the proto-industrial labour
practices of Laichingen to the pattern of development in the Yangtze
delta between Nanjing and Shanghai, and an observation by Institute
Director Zhang Shunhong that ‘world-history exists in micro-histories
and what happens in a village might be of a global meaning’.* Zhang’s
comment and Medick’s reflections in a recent volume of Historische
Anthropologie point in the same direction this edited volume seeks to
travel, namely, to draw on the methodologies of micro-historical studies
in combination with the broad spatial approaches of global and world
history.

We will explain in more detail below what we understand micro- and
global historical approaches to mean, but first it may be worth expanding
briefly on why this direction of combining the two seems prudent at this
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vi  PREFACE

particular moment in time. Whether we take the field of global history
to have started with the writings of Thucydides (460-395 BCE) in the
ancient Greek world and Sima Qian (¢. 145 or 135-86 BCE) of the Han
dynasty (206 BCE to 220 CE) in China, or with Kenneth Pomeranz’
2000 publication of The Great Divergence, there can be little doubt that
in the last two decades, the field of history has been inundated with pub-
lications that espouse a global approach.® Appearing more or less in tan-
dem with the first publications in this field were critical voices: those who
felt a history could only be called ‘global’ if it covered the entirety of
the globe;® those who felt global history was by necessity so general that
it failed to deliver anything concrete or new;” those who thought the
study of the global could never do justice to any primary sources, and
thus did not merit the term ‘history’;3 those who feel that the agency
of human entities is left out of a story ruled by macro-level structures
and institutions, etcetera.” Of course, micro-historians have also received
their fair share of critiques, from those who claimed the micro-level
of analysis rendered the results irrelevant for anything other than the
micro-unit it purported to study, from those who felt the scarcity of the
sources invited too much historical imagination, or from those who felt
approaches like thick description and close observation should be left to
the anthropologists.1?

In recent years, perhaps since 2010, the idea of combining the two
approaches, micro and global, has started to attract attention. Scholars
like Francesca Trivellato, Lara Putnam, John-Paul Ghobrial, Tonio
Andrade, Filippo de Vivo, Sebouh Aslanian, and Cao Yin, amongst oth-
ers, have begun to explore ways in which the two approaches can be
brought together.!! They have experimented with a number of different
terms—Ghobrial, Andrade, and Cao Yin describe their work as ‘global
microhistories’, fewer have used the term ‘micro-global history’—but
the intent of combining both is clear.!? Within the same period, sev-
eral of the gatherings of the professional associations in the field of his-
tory addressed this combination, including the European Social Science
History Conference and the congresses of the European Network in
Universal and Global History and the American Historical Association.!3
Most recently, Maxine Berg (University of Warwick) and John-Paul
Ghobrial (University of Oxford) organised a conference in Venice in
February 2016, entitled ‘The Space Between: Connecting Microhistory
and Global History’.14
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It is in the same context that the scholars brought together here
embarked upon a series of conversations that eventually led to this pub-
lication. Christian G. De Vito organised a panel at the 2014 European
Social Science History Conference in Vienna, followed by several pres-
entations at a conference in Salvador, Brazil, in the spring of 2015 and
the Cosmopolis seminar in Leiden. And last but not least, in January
2016, the Global History and Culture Centre at the University of
Warwick hosted all the authors at a writing workshop, where the ideas
presented here started to take their final form. We are grateful for the
numerous funders and organisations that supported these events and
our participation financially, especially the working group ‘Mundos do
Trabalho’ in Brazil, the University of Padua-FIRB 2012 Mediterranean
Borders, and the Global History and Culture Centre.

This volume, then, seeks to participate in the conversations about
global and micro-history, and make a contribution to their combination
as a way forward for historical research. As editors, we offer one particu-
lar model in our introductory chapter, which sets out our vision for a
new way of practicing the craft of global history, but we also present a
variety of different approaches in the empirical chapters offered by the
contributors to this volume. We have not imposed our editorial author-
ity to emphasize a singular approach; instead, we have encouraged a
diversity of visions so as to facilitate the debates and discussions that will
undoubtedly follow. In practice, what this means is that in the introduc-
tion, we set out our understanding of what we call ‘micro-spatial his-
tory’: an approach that seeks to avoid the ever so common conflation of
the analytical level of the analysis, macro or micro, with its spatial level
(global or local), proposing to combine the tools of micro-analysis with
a spatial approach. We suggest that a mere reduction of scales, which
starts with the necessarily generalised units, standards and measures of
the macro-level and ends with the smallest discernible historical unit,
goes directly against the appeal of micro-historians, which seeks to use
the particular and the exceptional as tools to enhance our understanding
of the unexceptional.

The individual chapters reveal the wide variety of ways in which this
combination of different tools from the micro-historical kit can be put to
use in the historical landscapes of the post-spatial turn. For Canepari, the
connections identified between different historical sites add up to a coher-
ent trans-local vision; for De Vito, the key point lies in the simultaneity
of singularity and connectedness of individual places; for D’Angelo, the
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historical landscape can be visualised as a carpet, where the pattern reveals
both the structuring elements of society in the warp of the carpet, and
the varied and multi-coloured stories of individual agency that make up
the weft. Atabaki looks at the consequences of a global event such as the
First World War from the perspective of short- and long-distance labour
recruitment across the Persian region; Gerritsen reverses the perspec-
tive, and focuses on a single locality where the manufacture of a prod-
uct was undertaken for both regional and world markets; in Pizzolato’s
chapter, the focus lies on how a located event was differently appropriated
and acted upon by historical actors and institutions in distinct sites. Of
course, a multitude of other methodologies, conceptualisations and theo-
ries feature in these studies: biography, to tell the story of global lives and
foreground the connected histories of distinct sites (Marcocci); prosopog-
raphy, to reveal the details of social groups where full biographical details
are absent (Tarruell); commodity chains, to follow the traces of com-
modities and the workers who handle them (Caracausi); network analy-
sis to show how people are connected across long distances (Mitsiou and
Preiser-Kapeller); and border studies, to examine short- and long-distance
migrations (Rolla and Di Fiore), to name but a few.

These methodological and theoretical insights are embedded in
research extensively based on primary sources. Ordered chronologically,
the chapters invite the reader to take an ideal voyage from the late medi-
eval Eastern Mediterranean to present-day Sierra Leone, through early
modern China and Italy, eighteenth-century Cuba and the Malvinas/
Falklands, the journeys of a missionary between India and Brazil and
those of Christian captives across the Ottoman Empire and Spain.
Labour is the trait d’union, analysed under multiple perspectives: its
management and recruitment; its voluntary and coerced spatial mobility;
its political perception and representation; and the workers” own agency
and social networks.!> We very much hope that this volume, and the vari-
ety of approaches on offer in this collection, will be part of continuing
and new conversations about the encounters between local and global
historians, between labour historians and area specialists, and between
medievalists, early modernists and historians of more recent times.

Leicester, UK Christian G. De Vito
Coventry, UK Anne Gerritsen
October 2016
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CHAPTER 1

Micro-Spatial Histories of Labour: Towards
a New Global History

Christian G. De Vito and Anne Gervitsen

INTRODUCTION

At first glance, global history and micro-history appear irreconcil-
ably disjunctive in their concerns, scope, and methodology. Is it possi-
ble to bring global and micro-history into a productive engagement? If
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so, which streams in these sub-disciplines might be relevant or open to
such an interaction? What might be the theoretical and methodological
implications of such an engagement? These questions present the central
concern of this essay: to identify the significant opportunities that arise
from combining the global historical perspective with micro-analysis. We
would argue that it is possible to overcome the binary division between
global and local by combining micro-analysis with a spatially aware
approach. We propose to use the term ‘micro-spatial history’ to refer to
this combination.

This essay begins by (re)defining ‘global’ and ‘micro’ from the per-
spective of their interaction. It then moves to an exploration of how the
perspective of micro-spatial history relates to periodisation and concep-
tualisations of time. The final section addresses the potential of micro-
spatial history for labour studies in particular. We close by framing this
approach as an alternative perspective on global history.

THE ‘GLOBAL’ AND THE ‘SPATIAL’

The move away from Euro-centrism and nation-based histories, which
defines the field of global and world history as a whole, has produced a
fundamental reorientation of historiography and of the historian’s craft
during recent decades.! However, as the field expanded and became
institutionalised, new conceptualisations and practices of global history
have been included in the discipline, while the debate on its epistemol-
ogy has lagged behind. Scholars have recently highlighted the conflict-
ing nature of some of the approaches within the field.? Lynn Hunt, for
example, has contrasted the ‘top-down’ approach of macro-analytical and
economics-driven global history with the ‘bottom-up’ perspective that
defines globalisation as ‘a series of transnational processes in which the
histories of diverse places become connected and interdependent’.? From
a different angle, Angelika Epple has insisted on the distinction between
global histories that stand in the tradition of universal history and seek
to cover the whole world, and those which are influenced by the spatial
turn and conceive space as ‘socially constructed and not as a geographi-
cal fact’.# Partly overlapping with these interpretations, we contend here
that the most important divide within the field of global history exists
between the interpretation that conflates the concept of ‘the global’ with
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a macro-analytical perspective, and the view of the global as a spatially
aware mindset and methodology. In other words, there are those who
mean ‘analysis on the macro level” when they say ‘global’, and those who
mean ‘connections that stretch across cultural boundaries’. We argue
that these are not complementary but mutually exclusive alternatives.
Consequently, after a brief exploration of the limitations of the macro-
analytical version of global history, we provide an epistemological basis
for our alternative vision.

For the purposes of this essay, we define the macro-analytical approach
as the perspective by which the researcher predetermines the catego-
ries, spatial units, and periodisations that shape the topic of research, as
opposed to seeing these as emerging from within specific historical pro-
cesses and as the products of the agency of historical actors. For exam-
ple, the macro-analytical approach might imply fitting the heterogeneous
datasets and practices yielded by the sources into standardised taxono-
mies, prioritising continuities across space, and establishing teleological
connections between events across time. Within the field of global his-
tory, this approach is usually, though not exclusively, combined with a
spatial focus that covers the whole planet. Some global historians build
databases that span the globe, as in the case of the Collaborative for
Historical Information and Analysis (CHIA), which brings together a
broad number of databases organised around predetermined variables
concerning population and migration, commodities, government systems
and actions, climate and health.> Other global historians seek to reach
across the globe by comparing large spatial units and civilisations—most
typically within Eurasia. In both cases, generalisations are made on the
basis of qualitatively diverse phenomena, brought together through spa-
tial units and conceptual categories constructed by the researchers them-
selves, with scarce attention to contextual differentiations and to the
agents’ own multiple perceptions and representations. For the same rea-
sons, discontinuities and other connections and interpretations are often
underplayed, elided, or omitted.

The focus on comparisons and relationships between macro-regions
has helped to overcome traditional geographical divisions that domi-
nate national historiographies and area studies, and revise (or ‘provin-
cialise’) Europe’s role in history.® Key works in the field illustrate the
impact of this approach: Janet Abu-Lughod’s study on the formation of
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a world-system between 1250 and 1350, i.c. ‘before European hegem-
ony’; the new visibility acquired by Central Asia, both in relation to the
decisive formation of the Mongol Empire, and regarding the vast region
away from any polity control that Willem van Schendel and then James
C. Scott namedZomia; Andre Gunder Frank’s study on the historical
centrality of Asia, and especially China; and Kenneth Pomeranz’ ‘great
divergence’ between Chinese and European history.” However, the
exclusive focus on the big scale also produces fundamental distortions.
To begin with, it accentuates economic and political-institutional issues
at the expense of social and cultural aspects, leaving little room for the
study of historical agency and rendering differentiations around space,
class, ethnicity, and gender barely visible. Moreover, from a spatial per-
spective, this approach tends to create a hierarchy between ‘centre’ and
‘periphery’, relegating ‘the local’ to the ranks of case studies that merely
serve to illustrate the interaction of predefined factors. Therefore, the
macro-historical approach also tends towards an ethnocentric perspec-
tive, albeit one that substitutes Euro-centrism with Eurasia-centrism. The
exclusive focus on the global scope also usually implies the juxtaposition
of contradictory insights from the secondary literature, and a move away
from in-depth study of primary sources.

An alternative approach might take ‘the global’ to mean a spatially
sensitive mindset. This makes the historian aware of the role of spatial
dimensions in the construction of history, the ways in which multiple
connections among places and temporalities construct spatiality, and the
need for methodologies that overcome the local /global divide. We con-
sider that three research strands belong to this approach, which we refer
to collectively as spatial history.® The first strand includes studies that
have sought to deconstruct the idea of the nation state as a homoge-
neous and ‘natural’ object, either by historicising its formation and ide-
ologies—focusing on cross-border economic and cultural exchanges—or
by exploring the tension between centralising projects of territorial state-
building and sub-national spatial units.® The second strand, the ‘new
imperial histories’; have focused on the intra- and inter-imperial circula-
tion of individuals, objects, ideas, and imaginaries, and have questioned
the centre/periphery model by showing the limits of imperial govern-
mentality, the impact of colonies on the metropole, and independent
connections among the colonies themselves.!? The third strand includes
studies that have explicitly addressed the connection between ‘the local’
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and ‘the global’; and in some cases have revealed the need to overcome
the very local /global divide.!!

Such approaches, in connection with the growing awareness of the
role of spatiality in history referred to as the ‘spatial turn’, characterise
the majority of publications in the field of global history.!> However,
they are largely under-represented in surveys of the discipline, perhaps
because their fragmented nature and lack of strong epistemological foun-
dations make their contributions to broader historiographical issues less
visible.!3 Indeed, most of this literature pays scant attention to analytical
issues such as the relationship between individuals and structures, power
inequalities, representativeness/generalisation, the structure of archives,
and the historian’s craft. We argue that micro-history can offer precisely
this epistemological basis, while benefiting from the methodological
insights offered by spatial history.

Micro

Pourquoi faive simple si on peut faire compligué2'* It seems to us that the
anti-reductionist approach of micro-history, captured above by Jacques
Revel, can provide spatial history with a solid epistemological basis. It is
not our intention to write the complete history of the vast and complex
field of micro-history.!> We draw here mostly on the Italian microstoria,
since this field has foregrounded some issues that are especially relevant for
the establishment of micro-spatial history.'® In particular, microstoria has
highlighted the need to define categories, spatial units, and periodisations
by the perspectives and actions of historical subjects themselves.!” Hence,
Italian micro-historians have on the one hand pointed to the importance
of the intensive study of primary sources and the attention to apparently
meaningless ‘traces’ within them, and on the other hand stressed the exist-
ence of multiple temporalities across various geographical and social con-
figurations, and refused teleological interpretations of history.

Building on these bases, particularly Maurizio Gribaudi has insisted
that differences and changes in social practices are ‘the natural dimension
of historicity’, and that the fabric of history can be described as ‘a con-
figuration of moving points, organised according to specific local forms.’
According to this perspective, each context is unique, and its unique-
ness is constructed at the intersection of infinite and ever-mobile con-
nections, to which, in turn, cach context contributes. This view of the
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past as a series of locally configured connected points calls for overcom-
ing both the global-local and the structure—agency divides. Indeed, as
Carlo Ginzburg has written, ‘any social structure is the result of inter-
action and of numerous individual strategies’!3: structures and agency
intersect at all scales, rather than being conflated with, respectively, the
global and the local scales.’ By ‘following the traces’ of distinct groups
of people, objects, and ideas across the spaces and times they relate to,
we can address broad historical questions.

It is this epistemology of difference and connectedness wherein lies
the most important contribution of micro-history to spatial history.
Yet, in turn, spatial history can be beneficial to micro-history, particu-
larly with regard to methodological concerns. Indeed, micro-historians
have traditionally focused on individuals and communities within specific
places or relatively small regions, and have postulated the need to ‘reduce
the scale’ in order to maintain complexity. In so doing, they have fallen
into the same logical problem as their macro-analytical colleagues: just
as some global historians equate macro approach and global scope, they
conflate the micro level of analysis and the local spatial scale.?’ However,
it is not the case that a micro-analytical approach can only be applied
to single and/or small spatial units. In fact, neither the intensity of the
archival research per se nor the awareness that ‘all phases through which
research unfolds are constructed and not given’ necessarily imply a focus
on one place or a single archive.?! Rather, they point to the need for a
high level of reflexivity on the part of the researcher, who should have
the latitude to make multiple choices and be aware of each.

Micro-historians’ conflation of the micro and the local reveals a lim-
ited conceptualisation of space, and of the connections between different
contexts. It implies that ‘the local’ is a close and inward-looking unit,
and prioritises the social relations that take place within certain locali-
ties as represented in records held exclusively in locally based archives.
Conversely, a spatial history centred on specific contexts could benefit
from a micro-analytical approach, provided that it is based on a dynamic
conceptualisation of spatiality. As Doreen Massey already noted: ‘the spa-
tial” is ‘constructed out of the multiplicity of social relations across all
scales’; and ‘the local’ can be understood as an open space, whose speci-
ficity stems from the unfinished process of the construction of interre-
lations across spaces rather than through bounded and self-referential
‘identities’.?? This perspective has three major consequences for our
micro-spatial research.
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First, circulations can be addressed that exist behind the scene of
even apparently static localities, and in relation to individuals who have
not themselves travelled. In fact, from this perspective, each place can
be seen as a contact zone, no matter whether it is Denys Lombard’s
‘Javanese crossroads’,>®> Mulich’s ‘inter-imperial microregion’, a world
city like Massey’s present-day London or Kapil Raj’s eighteenth-century
Calcutta,>* or a small village in a remote borderland.?> No individual
ever lives in totally isolated contexts: even if a whole life is spent in a
single place, objects, ideas, and people around him/her come from and/
or deal with other places. Each person is also part of multiple networks
of power extending into space, constantly interacting with all of these.
Moreover, each individual develops his or her own perceptions and rep-
resentations of space, of ‘otherness’ and of the world. Finally, all these
configurations of material and symbolic spatialities inevitably change
across time, and each person does not simply react to these changes, but
also shapes them.

Second, because places are hubs of multiple networks and intersec-
tions of multiple areas of influence by individual and institutional power,
the ways in which places are connected with one another require atten-
tion. To quote the insightful metaphor recently proposed by Kirwin
Shaffer, ‘the lines’ (the circulations) and ‘the dots’ (the contexts) should
be kept together in historical writing.?® The concept of trans-locality,
used in several disciplines, seems especially appropriate for this task for it
draws attention to the fact that connections, before linking large regions
and polities, put specific sites in contact with each other.?” Therefore,
trans-locality highlights the need for an integrated study of short-,
medium-, and long-distance connections within and across political,
administrative, linguistic, and cultural borders; and it enhances the ques-
tioning of the global /local divide through detailed analysis of the entan-
glements among sites, on the nature of connections, and on the reasons
and relevance of disconnections. Migration studies are one of the areas
for which the refreshing potential of trans-locality can best be glimpsed.
Historical studies on the topic still tend to be framed in macro-analyt-
ical and (at most) trans-national perspectives, by the idea of ‘sending’
and ‘receiving’ countries, and the exclusive focus on top-down exclu-
sion/integration dualism.?® Conversely, a trans-local insight demands
analysis of specific places and contexts implicated in migration, includ-
ing consideration of sources and destinations of actual and other places
that prove relevant in the migrant’s extended networks and imaginary.
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This also directs attention to the power relationships of which each
migrant is part, and with the multiple identities imbricated in the pro-
cess. Finally, because of this deep insight into the spatiality of migrations,
the relevance of traditional distinctions such as ‘internal” and ‘interna-
tional” migrations is not taken for granted, but addressed from a con-
text-bound perspective and from the standpoint of the migrants’ own
strategies.

Besides addressing the circulations in apparently static localities and
lives and paying attention to trans-local connections, a third consequence
stems from an open conceptualisation of place. It is possible to envis-
age a more dynamic comparative history, one that addresses distinctive
processes of ‘production of locality’ through the connections and con-
flicts that operate within and beyond each place.?® In this perspective,
the units to be compared are no longer taken for granted, and no prede-
termined ‘factor’ is being compared; rather, the key issues and the ever-
changing configurations are selected according to historical questions
and through the intensive study of primary sources. For instance, regard-
ing what they have termed ‘second slavery’, Dale Tomich and Michael
Zeuske have conceptualised ‘comparative microhistories’.3? They envis-
aged ‘a different method than the comparison of apparently independ-
ent and commensurate (national) units’ and therefore chose an Atlantic
plantation zone as the unit of observation; they sought to examine the
‘formation of relations in particular local time-place settings and theoret-
ically [to reconstruct] the complex and multiform processes that produce
the difference between them’; and explored ‘the conditions, possibilities,
and limits of agency’ at the cross-roads of ‘social relations that are spa-
tially and temporally complex and diverse’.

Comparisons then become possible in and across spatial units spe-
cifically related to the topic under research, or suggested by the histori-
cal sources. They might involve places that have not been in contact
through space, or belonged to different historical periods. Moreover,
as the borders of each place become porous under the action of mul-
tiple exchanges, direct and indirect entanglements between the units
that are being compared are taken into consideration. Some research
strategies are, therefore, particularly relevant. Examples include Sanjay
Subrahmanyam’s ‘connected histories’, because they foreground how
multiple local and regional interactions across different sites in the
world gave rise to historical phenomena;3! Sandra Curtis Comstock’s
‘incorporating comparisons’, so far as they incorporate the awareness
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of the fluid and historically defined nature of categories and borders;3?
and Ann Laura Stoler’s and Clare Anderson’s focus on ‘the politics of
comparison’, that is, those comparisons among places and phenomena
that were made by the historical actors themselves.33 Taken as a whole,
these approaches allow for a rethinking of comparison as the analysis of
the dialectics between specificity and connectivity of each site, and as the
ethnographical study of the impact of multiple connections on specific
localities.

MICRO-SPATIALITY

The key feature of the micro-spatial perspective lies in the focus on the
simultaneity of different and interconnected spaces. However, we may
ask ourselves how this epistemological approach can be operationalised
in empirical research. It is our contention that a research strategy is pos-
sible that exceeds the local boundaries by closely ‘following the traces’,
connecting multiple contexts by exploring the circulation of individuals,
objects, and ideas.?* In at least two arcas—‘global lives’ and the circu-
lation of objects—some research in the past decade has dealt with the
need to overcome the local/global divide and even explicitly addressed
the relations between micro-history and global history.

In an important article, Francesca Trivellato has considered the study
of the biographies of individuals who travelled across the globe of stra-
tegic importance to ‘global microhistories’ (or ‘global history on a small
scale’3%). Trivellato’s own study about the Sephardim of Livorno repre-
sents a model for this kind of global biography at once sensitive to con-
text and cross-cultural encounters and geared to address fundamental
historical issues. The author cites Emma Rothschild’s The Inner Life of
Emgpires as another example, directly inspired by the ‘manifesto of micro-
history” written by Carlo Poni and Ginzburg in 1979 in its effort to con-
nect ‘micro- and macro-histories by the histories of the individuals’ own
connections’.3 Interestingly, that very manifesto indicated the possibility
of a ‘micro-nominative’ research strategy regarding ‘individuals belong-
ing to those social strata characterised by greater geographical mobility’.
Other examples of this approach include Natalie Zemon Davies’ study of
Leo Africanus,®” Edoardo Grendi’s study of the trans-local connections
of the Genoese family Balbi, and Ginzburg’s ‘experiment in micro-his-
tory’ on the life of the seventeenth- to eighteenth-century corporal Jean-
Pierre Purry in Neuchatel, Amsterdam, Capetown, and Batavia.38
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As these works show, the life experiences of diverse individuals and
social groups can be dealt with through a micro-spatial approach. These
studies all address transcontinental circulations, but suggest a way for
dealing with much smaller, even local circulations: by following the indi-
viduals’ own connections, and acknowledging the same complexity in
cultural exchanges and in the individuals’ own spatial representations.
This is a field that some Italian micro-historians have explored during
recent decades, centring their analysis on jurisdictional contentions and
social networks of non-elite migrants across the borders of various pre-
unification ‘Italian’ states, and surrounding territories.3’

‘Micro-global’ connections have also been addressed in the context
of the circulation of objects. Studies in commodity chains, for example,
seek to trace the social and labour relations involved in the processes of
designing, producing, transporting, trading, and consuming a certain
commodity. These studies often foreground the cultural aspects of these
processes, unpacking the various representations they involve.*? Similarly,
this is the case for the interdisciplinary field of material culture research,
which, as Glenn Adamson and Giorgio Riello explain, ‘begins with a
piece of evidence (the thing itself), and slowly but surely teases questions
out of it’.#! They identify three ways by which ‘an artefact can fit into a
narrative of global history: objects that demonstrate cultural connection;
objects that synthesise global difference within themselves; and objects
that image the global’. As for commodity chain studies, the potential of
this approach lies in its capacity to bring together material and symbolic
connections, and circulations at various spatial scopes.

Of course, not only things have ‘global lives’, but also knowledge and
information.*? The expanding literature on the transnational circulation
of ideas promises to foster the spatial-sensitive perspective in areas of
research that are traditionally framed within the national borders, such as
the history of the prison, psychiatry, and criminology.*? Finally, the field
of digital humanities should be mentioned, for digitised accessibility of
primary sources, text searchability, data mining, and portals expand the
possibility to trace the transfers of individuals, objects, and ideas across
space and time.** Although tools such as GIS were originally conceived
for macro-analytical purposes, there is a considerable range of techniques
that brings together large sets of hard data to facilitate the analysis of
the complexity and intricacy of the data.*> Spatial analysis based on such
tools might challenge existing explanations, helping us to think about
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‘what impact location and space have on all aspects of human behaviour’,

‘establishing how different places behave differently’.*6

TiME IN MICRO-SrATIAL HISTORY

The integration of the micro-analytical perspective and spatial method-
ologies has several implications for the conceptualisation of time, in par-
ticular for periodisation and synchronic-diachronic integrations. Because
the micro-spatial approach views ‘the global’ as a mindset that does not
necessarily imply the study of world-scale phenomena, the chronological
scope can be extended back to periods when the interlocking of various
regional systems did not extend to the globe as a whole.*” Different from
macro-analytical global history, which takes the formation of world-sys-
tems as its main object, the micro-spatial approach allows for a broader
range of research questions concerning the contemporary perceptions of
time and space of historical actors. Several recent studies have shown the
ways in which such questions can be fruitfully asked of antiquity and the
‘pre-modern’ more generally, especially by focusing on migrations, trans-
port, and communication systems, and the historical actors’ own repre-
sentations and perceptions of the world.*® Against this background of
chronological expansion, new historical questions emerge. For instance,
we might ask what the implications were of the birth of an integrated
world-system for the quality and quantity of the connections and circula-
tions of people, goods, and ideas. Were the exchanges and connections
in the late-medieval, multi-polar world-system qualitatively different from
those of the age of European colonisation? Micro-spatial historians are
also particularly well-placed to explore the kind of spatialities that were
constructed by bottom-up circulations, and their entanglements or dis-
junctures with those planned and created by the economic and political
elites. Furthermore, we may ask how economic and cultural exchanges
were experienced and represented by individuals and collectives, and what
transformations they brought about in the everyday of different places.*®
The micro-spatial approach questions the very concepts of moderni-
sation and modernity. From this perspective, it is not enough to point
to the existence of multiple modernities, and to refuse the equation of
modernity with the Western standard.’® Differentiation and disconti-
nuity in social practices across the globe create ‘unpredicted sequences
of different configuration states’, which call into question any kind of
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evolutional and teleological perspectives.’! Consequently, a more radical
rethinking of periodisation is needed. The traditional division of history
into prehistorical, ancient, medieval, early modern, and modern periods
represents one of the most visible legacies of the Eurocentric approach
that micro-spatial history seeks to overcome. Only once we move beyond
this periodisation can alternative chronologies emerge, and the conti-
nuities and discontinuities that stem from empirical research on specific
issues become visible. Periodisations ought to be built on the basis of the
researcher’s questions and of the historical actors’ own connections and
representations, as Jerry Bentley sought to do in his 1996 comments on
periodisation and global connections.>? We, as researchers, will have to
acknowledge the existence of multiple and alternative periodisations.
Synchronicity characterises micro-history, which often leads to cri-
tiques of an absence of theoretical explanations for historical transforma-
tions.>3 Hans Medick’s study of the German town of Laichingen is one of
the few exceptions.>® By covering the period 1650-1900, Medick shows
the potential for a longue-durée micro-history centred on a specific place,
addressing the fundamental issue of ‘proto-industrialisation’. We suggest
that from a micro-spatial historical perspective, the possibility exists to
integrate synchronic and diachronic approaches, by following the traces of
individuals, objects, ideas, and representations both across space and time.

MICRO-SPATIAL HISTORY OF LABOUR

Labour history lends itself especially well to illustrate how our approach
of micro-spatial history might look in practice. On the one hand, it has
gone through several changes since the emergence of global history;
on the other hand, within the field of global labour history, macro and
micro approaches can be mutually contrasted with particular clarity.®
As is the case for other global historians, the proponents of the broad
and heterogeneous scholarly network of global labour history have in
common the opposition to Eurocentric and methodologically national-
ist approaches. By challenging the traditional conflation of labour history
with the history of wage labour, this approach has led to a re-concep-
tualisation of the working class.>® Global labour historians have ques-
tioned the validity of connecting the advent of capitalism to the process
of proletarianisation and stigmatising all labour relations that are dif-
ferent from wage labour as ‘peripheral’ or ‘backward’. In contrast, they
have shown that no exclusive connection exists between wage labour
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and the commodification of labour, and that multiple labour relations
have concurred to the latter. Starting from this premise, the traditional
‘free’ /‘unfree’ labour divide has been questioned, as has the alleged lin-
ear shift from early modern ‘unfree’ to modern ‘free’ labour relations;
conversely, a continuous process of replacement of one mixed configu-
ration of different labour relations with another has been envisaged.>”
Finally, the focus on the process of labour commodification and mul-
tiple labour relations allows for a long-term approach that significantly
resonates with the point we made in the previous section: the (for ‘old’
and ‘new’ labour history alike) seemingly impassable watershed of the
Industrial Revolution may now be overtaken, and the centuries before it
can be fully addressed in their own right.

The thematic and geographical expansion of research interests, there-
fore, has produced a qualitative change in the conceptualisation of key
issues in labour history. However, the impact of this change on the
ways in which space and connections are understood is limited to date.
In global labour history, even more markedly than in global history as
a whole, there is a tendency to conflate ‘the global” with the world, to
marginalise ‘the local” to the rank of ‘case study’, and to address the
connections within global space mostly through comparisons among
structural patterns in predefined spatial units. Leo Lucassen’s ‘new direc-
tions in global labour history’, exclusively based on a macro-analytical
approach, accentuate these limitations, which are already visible in empir-
ical research.®® Indeed, in major quantitative projects like the Global
Collaboratory and Clio-infra, data are aggregated on a national basis
even for periods prior to the existence of such political units; moreover,
they are categorised according to a predefined taxonomy®® that leaves lit-
tle or no space for fundamental qualitative insights such as those regard-
ing contextualisation and the actors’ own representations. Similarly, the
‘collective research model’ applied to various projects involving dock and
textile workers, shipbuilding labour, and prostitutes, by aiming to ‘cover
the world’, is striking for its essentialisation of the national frame and the
rigidity of its comparative approach.?

These trends reflect and accentuate the limited debate on spatiality
that has taken place among global labour historians so far. In an article
published in the French journal Le Mouvement Social, arguably the single
most influential scholar in this area, Marcel van der Linden, has explicitly
addressed this issue.%! He has affirmed that ‘global history...should not
necessarily deal with the big-scale; it can include micro-history as well’
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and has consequently pointed to the strategy of ‘following the traces we
are interested in, whatever the direction they lead us to: beyond political,
geographical and disciplinary borders, temporal frames and territories’.
‘Other methodologies used by global labour historians in their individ-
ual research also proceed in the same direction: the focus on household’
strategies; the study of commodity chains; the tracing of ‘teleconnec-
tions” between events that have taken place within various spatial con-
texts; and the reference to trans-locality.%?

This more dynamic approach resonates with our proposed micro-spa-
tial historical approach. Some Brazilian global labour historians have also
shown a consistent interest in the micro- and global historical perspec-
tives.®3 For example, Paulo Fontes has written a history of the migra-
tion of workers from the north-east of Brazil to an area of Sio Paulo
in the first two decades after the second world war: by using oral and
archival sources intensively he was able to grasp the process of construc-
tion of multiple identities, the experiences and representations of work,
and the power relationships embedded in these. As in the case of other
micro-historians, legal sources have also revealed their potential: Sidney
Chalhoub has Immersed himself into the records of ‘amazing trials, cen-
tred upon dense and fascinating individuals, who compelled me to tell
their stories’, in order to address ‘slave visions of slavery’ and view the
abolition of slavery as an open and unpredictable process rather than a
linear transition; and Henrique Espada Lima has discussed the relation-
ship between ‘little things and global labour history’ by thinking about
the inventory of the belongings of Augusto, an africano livre who
drowned at sea in 1861 while working as a mariner. Perhaps unsurpris-
ingly, Chalhoub’s work explicitly refers to Ginzburg’s ‘index paradigm’,
and Espada Lima is the author of arguably the most informative and
insightful history of Italian micro-history. The other chapters in this vol-
ume each shed light on the value of this micro-spatial approach for the
study of global labour without presupposing a link to the emergence of
capitalism or dismissing studies of non-wage labour as peripheral.

CONCLUSION

The move away from Eurocentrism and methodological national-
ism, which defines the field of global (and world) history as a whole,
has produced a fundamental reorientation of historiography and of the
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historian’s craft during recent decades. However, with the expansion
and institutionalisation of the field, potentially conflicting conceptualisa-
tions and practices of global history have become part of the discipline,
while the debate on its epistemology has lagged behind. This article has
intended to contribute to this discussion by highlighting potential prob-
lems within macro-analytical approaches to global history, and by lay-
ing out the epistemological and methodological bases for a micro-spatial
global history.

The prevailing approach to global history, it seems to us, conflates the
planetary scale with the macro-analytical approach. Consequently, it pro-
duces major distortions, especially regarding the ways in which concepts,
units of reference, and periodisations are predetermined. Meanwhile,
alternative ways of framing ‘the global’ in historiography have remained
under-conceptualised. In recent years, critical voices have emerged both
within and outside the field of global history, questioning the ways in
which global historians produce and use basic concepts like circulation,
exchange, and flows. We propose to overcome the global-local divide
with a spatially aware approach to the study of history (‘spatial history”).
We have argued that spatial insights and micro-analytical perspectives can
interact— ‘micro-spatial history’—, provided that we avoid the confla-
tion of the level of analysis (micro/macro) and its spatial scope (local/
global). Micro-history can offer the epistemological foundations of this
field, through its sensitivity to contextualisation and historical distinctive-
ness through time and space. At the same time, spatial history can help
micro-history to overcome its tendency to remain confined in geographi-
cally limited spaces and to conceptualise localities as self-sufficient units.

In conclusion, we argue that this approach potentially has major
implications for the ways in which global history has been practiced to
date. We propose that a micro-spatial approach allows us to expand the
chronological scope to the ancient, medieval, and early modern period,
when the interlocking of various regional systems was not co-extensive
with the globe, and to offer new ways of thinking about the process of
modernisation and the concept of modernity in general, which in itself
has significant implications for historical periodisation. Finally, we pro-
pose that micro-spatial history implies collaboration and co-operation.
We need multi-sited, cross-cultural, and cross-linguistic studies of his-
tory.%* We see collaboration not only as a technical response to prag-
matic problems, but as a genuine way forward for academic research
on a global scale: challenging existing boundaries created by linguistic,
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environmental, geo-political, and hierarchical differences. Only then can
we hope to aim for a new global history.
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CHAPTER 2

Moving Hands: Types and Scales of Labour
Mobility in the Late Medieval Eastern
Mediterranean (1200-1500 CE)

Ekaterini Mitsion and Johannes Preiser-Kapeller

Wny THE LATE MEDIEVAL EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN?

The Eastern Mediterranean in the late Middle Ages constitutes an ‘ideal’
area of research to reflect on questions related to micro-historical and
trans-local perspectives of global labour, since during this period, ‘no
other region of Europe or the Mediterranean became a cynosure of so
many ethnicities in such a small place’.! Due to a peculiar combination
of political fragmentation and economic integration, especially within
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the former imperial sphere of the Byzantine Empire in Anatolia and the
Balkans, there emerged a multitude of overlapping zones of power and
commerce, of various religious, ethnic and linguistic backgrounds. With
the conquest of Constantinople by the Crusaders in 1204, the (anew)
advance of the Seljuks towards the Anatolian coast, the increasing pres-
ence of Italian merchants in the harbours of the Aegean, the Black Sea
and the Levant and finally the Mongol expansion from the 1220s
onwards, the Eastern Mediterrancan became a zone of intensive con-
tact between Mongols (the realms of the Golden Horde in Russia and
the Ilkhans in Iran, Iraq, the Southern Caucasus and parts of Anatolia),
Byzantines (after 1204 in the competing exile realms of Nicaea, Epirus
and Trebizond), Armenians (in the Kingdom of Cilicia), Turks, Persians
and Arabs (in the Sultanate of Konya), Slavonic-, Albanian- and Vlach-
speaking people (in the realms of Serbia and Bulgaria as well as in the
Kingdom of Croatia united with the Crown of Hungary), ‘Latins’,
respectively, ‘Franks’ and a large number of further ethnicities (members
of which were, of course, also mobile across political borders?), thus also
between Orthodox, Oriental and Western Churches as well as Islam (in its
various denominations) and (within the Mongol Sphere) also Buddhism.
With the fragmentation of Seljuk central power after the defeat against
the Mongols in 1243 into various Emirates and their expansion especially
into Western Asia Minor towards the Aegean and the establishment of
Italian colonies (including ‘Catholic” bishoprics) in coastal towns and oft-
shore islands (e.g. the Genoese on Chios and in Phokaia/Foga) and of the
Knights Hospitallers on Rhodes, the number of zones of interaction, but
also conflict, increased in Anatolia, as they did in the Balkans in a dynamic
interplay between centralisations and fragmentations of political power in
Byzantium, Bulgaria and Serbia. At the same time, Venetians and Genoese
integrated all these locations and regions as hubs and nodes into their
commercial networks and into the Mediterranean subsystem of the late
medieval ‘World System’, as Janet Abu-Lughod has called it.> With the
Ottoman Expansion from 1300 onwards, these territories gradually were
absorbed into one imperial framework once more (as it has existed under
Byzantine rule until the eleventh century), which finally also included the
remaining western colonies.

Beyond traditional over-regional contacts of members of medieval
religious elites and nobilities, which always had crossed borders within
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and beyond cultural-religious frontiers,* the increase in the number of
contact zones, especially on the basis of commerce, opened paths to
border-crossing also for other, non-aristocratic members of society.
Commercial interests contributed to the establishment of a ‘middle
ground’ (for this issue, see below) beyond religious or ethnic antago-
nisms. As Kate Fleet stated in her study of Genoese and Ottoman trade:
‘money largely formed the basis of the relationship between the Genoese
and the Turks and this, rather than any religious scruple, dictated rela-
tions.”® One illustrative aspect of these relations also pertaining to labour
and labour mobility is the use of eastern-style textiles in Europe and of
western-style textiles in the Islamic world. This ‘cultural cross-dressing’
has found considerable scholarly attention recently and certainly deserves
further study; ‘adopted, adapted, and appropriated by medieval elites,
these kinds of artefacts produced networks of affinity not bounded by
religious, ethnic, or linguistic identity but by possession, consumption,
and display’.® Similar ‘networks of affinities’ also emerged based on pro-
fession and know-how, for instance. One most impressive result of entan-
gled phenomena in this regard is the emergence of the Lingua franca of
Mediterranean seafaring in the late medieval and early modern period.”

Within this framework, there emerged various phenomena of ‘labour
mobility’; both deliberate (by ‘economically informed actors’ from
elite and non-elite-strata of societies) and forced ones, across spatial
and temporal scales and especially also across political, religious or cul-
tural frontiers. Even more, the Eastern Mediterranean and the Black
Sea constituted the most important transfer zone between the Euro-
Mediterranean sphere and the Mongol-Islamic world of the thirteenth to
fiftteenth century, from which (again both deliberate and forced) mobility
of labour was effected across Eurasia—epitomised in the notorious figure
of Marco Polo, a labour migrant from Venice who between 1273 and
1291 joined the administrative service of the Great Khan in Yuan China
as did many other individuals from the Western regions and peripheries
of the Mongolian sphere. A survey of ‘moving hands’ across the late
medieval Eastern Mediterranean, therefore, very much illustrates the
‘global’ dimension of labour mobility before 1500 and its ‘trans-local’
character.
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CONCEPTS AND METHODS: MOBILITIES, NETWORKS
AND IDENTITIES

‘Mobility’ has been identified as a central aspect of socio-economic and-
political, cultural and religious developments in historical and social
research in recent years; some scholars even speak about a ‘mobility turn’
which ‘connects the analysis of different forms of travel, transport and
communications with the multiple ways in which economic and social
life is performed and organized through time and across various spaces.”
This ‘turn’, of course, resorts to earlier theoretical frameworks of mobil-
ity as they have been developed especially for phenomena of migration.

Typologies of Mobility

Already in the 1880s and 1890s, E.G. Ravenstein classified mobile indi-
viduals by distance and time into local migrants, short-journey migrants,
long-journey migrants, migrants by stages and temporary migrants. His
‘Laws of Migration’ identified economic factors as main causes of migra-
tion within a framework of ‘push and pull’, where socio-economic or
political conditions in places of origin motivate mobility while the char-
acter of these conditions in places of destination attracts mobility. This
framework, of course, underwent several modifications since then, but
core concepts are still valid especially within economic theories of mobil-
ity. Their relevance can also be demonstrated for our period.!?

A ‘global perspective’ on mobility was developed based on the
‘World-System Theory” as established by Immanuel Wallerstein and as
adapted by Abu Lughod also for the ‘late medieval World System’, as we
have seen. A ‘world system’ is characterised by a differentiation between
highly developed core areas, less developed peripheries and semi-
peripheries in between, connected via ‘labour supply systems’, within
which mobility takes place. Especially for ‘core centres’ such as Venice,
attracting manpower from nearby and far away ‘peripheries’ across the
Eastern Mediterranean, the value of such an approach can also be illus-
trated for the late medieval period (see below the example of maritime
workforce).!!

Such a macro-perspective pays little attention to the agency of indi-
viduals, while recent research on migration has very much focused on
the interplay between ‘structure’ and ‘agency’; this approach has been
summed up by McLeman as follows: “The terms structure and agency are
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inherently linked, but their precise definitions can vary according to the
context in which they are used. In simplest terms, agency refers to the
degree of freedom an individual has in choosing his or her actions, while
structure refers to the societal norms, obligations, and institutions that
shape and set limits on the individual’s actions’.!? Structure and agency
are also core concepts within a ‘system approach’ towards migration
phenomena as developed recently.!3 It focuses on the interplay between
socio-economic, political and spatial structures both in the ‘society of
departure’! and in the ‘receiving societies’,'> which very much defined
the scope of action, and the actual agency of individuals and groups.
Equally, it highlights the significance of social networks established and/
or used by individuals to effect mobility as well as integration within the
socio-economic framework in the places of destination.!® Also, Charles
Tilly analysed the relevance of ‘solidarity networks’, for instance, which
‘provide a setting for life at the destination, a basis for solidarity and
mutual aid as well as for division and conflict’ for the mobility of individ-
uals. But he also emphasised the potentially constraining effects of such
networks via which ‘members of immigrant groups often exploited one
another as they would not have dared to exploit the native-born’; he also

made clear that ‘every inclusion also constitutes an exclusion’.”

Networks, Mobility and Frontiers

The conceptualisation and analysis of social (and other) networks in
general has attracted increasing attention in social and historical studies
beyond mobility and migration studies. Tools of network analysis ena-
ble us to integrate information on the interactions, communications and
affiliations of individuals into ‘social topographies’, which make visible
the actual complexity of these entanglements beyond selective or serial
depictions of data. Researchers and other observers are able to detect
patterns of social interaction—sometimes previously unnoticed within
the mass of information. But network analysis claims ‘not only that
ties matter, but that they are organized in a significant way that this or
that individual has an interesting position in terms of his or her ties.”!8
Furthermore, network analysis can be combined with tools of historical
geographical information systems (HGIS), thus establishing the connec-
tion between ‘social’ and ‘geographical topography’, whose correlation
can also be inspected.!?
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At the same time, network analysis is only one aspect of the theoreti-
cal framework of relational analysis. In addition to quantitative analysis,
the field of ‘relational sociology’ has highlighted the more ‘qualitative’
aspects of social networks with regard to their relevance for the embed-
ding and even construction of identities and relationships.?® The rela-
tional approach views nodes and their identities as well as relations and
their interpretations as ‘mutually generative’. In a meshwork of structure
and culture, identities are created at the crossing points of relations and
networks emerge: ties create nodes create ties.?! The best-known theo-
retician of relational sociology is Harrison C. White; for him, ‘networks
are phenomenological realities as well as measurement constructs’—and
‘persons’ are constructs of communication; they only emerge in the pro-
cess of communication and gain profile by their embedding in the web of
communications.??

The usefulness of such a relational and flexible approach to the mobil-
ity of individuals and objects as well as to the fluid character of identities
has been demonstrated also recently for the medieval ‘Hindu-Muslim’
frontier zone in India by Finbarr B. Flood; he cites James Clifford:
‘Yet what if identity is conceived not as [a] boundary to be maintained
but as a nexus of relations and transactions actively engaging a subject?
The story or stories of interactions must then be more complex, less
linear and teleological.”?® The survey and mapping of the embedding
of individuals or localities in multiplex networks across allegedly fixed
boundaries and their modification through mobility thus in itself makes
visible the potentials for the modification—Dbe it affirmation or accom-
modation—of identities. But we have to take into account that also in
late medieval Eastern Mediterranean, we do not encounter ‘precise lin-
car divisions’ of boundaries, but ‘frontiers’, which ‘connotes more zonal
qualities, and a broader, social context’; and ‘rather than bounded (or
bordered) space, therefore, we are dealing with cultural and politi-
cal spheres of authority that intersected at their margins to form ‘zone
boundaries’ or ‘transfrontiers’ where limits of cultural and political
authority overlapped and were continuously negotiated, whether by bel-
ligerent ruler or itinerant merchants, pilgrims, and travellers’ (see also
below the examples of peasant mobility).?* Such frontier zones give
room for the emergence of what Richard White has famously called ‘the
Middle Ground’, ‘a place in between’, where ‘diverse peoples adjust
their difference through what amounts to a process of creative, and
often expedient, misunderstandings. (...) They often misinterpret and
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distort both the values and practices of those they deal with, but from
these misunderstandings arise new meanings and through them new
practices—the shared meanings and practices of the middle ground.’?®
Labour mobility within such a politically fragmented, religiously, ethni-
cally and linguistically diverse environment as the late medieval Eastern
Mediterranean thus very much demands a combination of perspectives of
history of labour and economy with that of cultural and religious history;
the high density of border zones as spheres of contact and exchange as
well as conflict and exclusion very quickly connected any act of spatial
mobility with the necessity for ‘cultural mobility’.26

Types and Institutional Frameworks of Mobility in the Late Medieval
Eastern Meditevvanean

In the late medieval Eastern Mediterranean, we encounter similar
types of mobile individuals, as Dirk Hoerder has identified them in his
‘Cultures in Contact’, especially for Western Europe (also a region of
origin of many of those mobile in the East), many of which can be con-
nected with phenomena of ‘labour mobility’: ‘cosmopolitan nobles and
their households’, ‘itinerant administrators’ and ‘warfaring mercenar-
ies’; ‘rural people, labourers and servants’; merchants and traders, ‘jour-
neymen artisans’ and ‘out of town maids’ as well as masons and miners;
and pilgrims and clerics. Hoerder has also highlighted the considerable
degree of agency (see above) of individuals also within non-elite strata
of societies, identifying, for instance, also itinerant peasants and artisans
as ‘economically informed actors’.?” But even more than in the ‘Latin/
Catholic Occident’, actors also had to take into account parameters for
mobility based on differentiations, especially of religion—especially since
institutional frameworks from the side of state authorities very much
operated along these lines.

Since the tenth century, the existence of a walled enclosure as quarters
for (Western) Christian individuals (especially merchants) (fundug/fun-
dncio) was a common and traditional solution for their presence in cities
under Muslim (and also Byzantine) rule and the most important clause
of the frequently renewed agreements between European merchant com-
munities and local rulers, be they Byzantines or Muslims.?® This was in
the interest of both sides; local authorities were able (up to a certain
degree) to control and limit the movement of strangers and their inter-
action with endogenous population, especially during times of religious
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significance such as the Friday prayer, but also for the purpose of taxa-
tion.?? Western travellers, in turn, could establish a secured area for living
and storage, which also allowed for the practice of their faith (includ-
ing church buildings) and a certain autonomy under their own consul,
who also represented the community towards the local authorities.3? At
the same time, as also recent comprehensive studies have highlighted,
there existed many occasion for interactions and commerce between
Europeans and Muslims beyond the borders of the fundug, establishing
partnerships and common commercial ventures.3! Thus, while commu-
nities already existing within such frameworks very much facilitated the
mobility of further individuals from regions of origin, these regulations
did not necessarily totally limit the potential of interaction with indig-
enous communities.

At the same time, there existed various voices against contacts, com-
mercial or otherwise, across the frontier, especially from the side of
representatives of religious authorities such as the Catholic orders also
active in the East. We observe deep suspicions toward the ‘results’ of
such ‘inappropriate’ exchanges, such as individuals of (religiously, ethni-
cally) ‘mixed’ origins; a crusading treatise of the earlier fourteenth cen-
tury, the Directorum ad passagium faciendum contains detailed chapter
on the spiritual and personal deficits of these groups and why one has
to be wary of them. For the Gasmouloi (descendants of ‘Latin-Greek’
unions), who in the Byzantine Empire played a special role as mariners
and marines (thus also one of several cases in which professional attri-
bution accompanied the ethnic one), the author provides an interesting
description of a what we would call today ‘transcultural’ identity: “When
they are with Greeks, they show themselves as Greeks, and when with
Latins, as Latins.’32

Similar differentiations were also made with regard to forced mobil-
ity. Slaves were a special ‘commodity’ in various regards; and while own-
ers and slaves could be of the same religious or ethnic background (see
also below), there existed certain reservations towards delivering co-reli-
gionists to ‘infidels’. Guillelmus Ada (d. 1338 /9, temporarily Bishop of
Smyrna and later Archbishop of Sultaniyya in Iran), for instance, wrote
about the spiritual danger of selling (Orthodox) Christians to Muslims:
“The miserable Greeks are sold and become slaves of every nation, that
is, of the Saracens, the Tartars, and the Jews, and each of them follows
the sect professed by his master.”® This issue became even more critical
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when slaves had become mobile on their own and had escaped across the
frontier to an area under control of fellow Christians or Muslims. In such
cases, the payment of a compensation was agreed upon in the treaties
of Venetian Crete with the Turkish Emirates of Menteshe and Aydin in
Western Asia Minor, for instance, while the restitution of an enslaved co-
religionist to the ‘infidels’ was neither expected by the Christian nor the
Muslim partner. Also, Ottomans and Genoese followed the same princi-
ples in an agreement in 1387.34

At the same time, too strong a presence of slaves of ‘inimical’ back-
ground was also considered a threat to security; in 1341, the Venetian
Senate decreed that Turkish slaves should not be present on Crete for
more than six months and should then only be transported further on to
the West. In 1363, we learn about measures against merchants declaring
Turkish slaves as ‘Greeks” (who were—due to the weakness of Byzantine
power—more or less ‘harmless’) to circumvent such restrictions.?> A
statute of the Hospitallers on Rhodes regulated in 1357 that no slave of
Turkish origin should be in the service of any knight of the Order living
within the fortified town of Rhodes for security reasons.3¢

As in many cases, we observe the friction between the utilisation of
the potential of contacts and of manpower across the frontier and the
necessity for control. Propagandists for a new crusade such as Guillelmus
Ade or Mario Sanudo Torsello (d. 1338, a Venetian statesman travel-
ling widely in the East) even argued for a total embargo against Muslim
powers as precondition for a successful re-conquest of the Holy Land,
denouncing also by name those among the Italian merchants doing
intensive business with the ‘enemy’ as bad Christians and ‘ministers of
hell’.3” Any instruments of control, of course, would have been of lim-
ited effectiveness under pre-modern conditions, and almost ineffective
in the face of extreme situations: when the armies of Timur devastated
Anatolia after the Ottoman defeat at Ankara in 1402, both ‘Latins’ from
Ayasoluk and Turci innumerabiles fled from the mainland to islands such
as Samos.38

An Analytical Framework Across Scales

Integrating historical conditions as well as various typologies of mobility
discussed above, we propose an analytical framework flexible enough to
capture the complexity of labour mobility across scales and beyond rigid
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Space, time and scale of labour mobility

Long term

Fig. 2.1 The ‘space of possible shapes’ of labour mobility (graph: Mitsiou and
Preiser-Kapeller)

categorisations. We understand the parameters of space, time and scale
(in term of numbers) as an axis of a three-dimensional ‘space of possible
shapes’ of these phenomena (Fig. 2.1).

Within this space, localities, due to a bundle of various socio-eco-
nomic and cultural factors, may have acted as attractors which created
‘pull effects” on specific combinations of parameters (short-distance sea-
sonal labour mobility at a large scale, long-distance permanent mobility
at a small scale) or also across scales. Also, individual life stories could
move across this space (from permanent, long-distance migration to
occupational, seasonal migration, for instance; see also examples below),
connecting various local attractors at a different scale. A cumulative map-
ping of such trajectories (micro-histories making up macro-history) may
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Structures and agency for late medieval labour mobility
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Fig. 2.2 The ‘space of options’ of individual agency (graph: Mitsiou and
Preiser-Kapeller)

help to identify the power of attractors, but also patterns of divergence.
Similarly, we draw a ‘space of options’ for individual agency limited by
axes of individual ‘socio-economic status’, of ‘socio-economic condi-
tions” and of ‘strength and range of social networks’ (Fig. 2.2).

Again, specific localities may provide specific parametric ‘boxes’ for
individual agencies—and individuals may open larger spaces of options
through mobility. In both cases, rigid typologies are replaced by a diver-
sity of combinations across scales and attributions of status.

In the following, we are, of course, not able to survey the entirety of
this multiplexity;3° instead, we will focus on two sample groups which
seem at the opposite ends of this ‘space of options’: groups for which
mobility was an integral part of their occupation; and groups which
became objects of forced mobility.
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MOBILITY AS AN INTEGRAL PART OF OCCUPATION

Itinerant Members of the Secular and Religious Elites: Samples
and Connections

As already mentioned above, Dirk Hoerder for the Middle Ages listed
several types of mobile individuals, for whom mobility was not a tem-
porary, but integral part of their occupation such as ‘cosmopolitan
nobles’, ‘itinerant administrators’ and ‘warfaring mercenaries’. One fig-
ure combining all these attributes as well as connecting the Western and
Eastern Mediterranean was the French nobleman Philippe de Mézicres
(ca. 1327-1405), who served rulers in Lombardy, Naples, Cyprus
and France, fought in Crusading expeditions in Smyrna (Izmir) and
Alexandria in Egypt as well as in the Hundred Years War and travelled
as diplomat and propagator of a crusade to the Papal Court in Avignon,
Venice, France, Spain and Germany. While his itinerary may suggest the
image of a free knight errant, his ‘space of options’ was also often limited
by factors beyond his influence, such as the death of royal patrons (King
Peter I of Cyprus in 1369, King Charles V of France in 1380), who
had supported his mobility in attempts to mobilise forces for another
crusade.*0

In total, warfare also supported the mobility of individuals across
the frontiers in the Eastern Mediterranean in various forms, and also in
the case of prisoners sold as slaves across the sea (see below) or via the
recruitment of mercenaries from various backgrounds; even the ‘crusad-
ing’ King Peter I of Cyprus employed Turkish mercenaries in his gar-
risons along the Pamphylian coast in the 1360s.*! In general, ‘war is
not, therefore, always inimical to the promotion of cosmopolitan iden-
tities. On the contrary, it can unite men of different ethnicities and
faiths (often against their coreligionists) and engender new patterns of
circulation.”*?

A most impressive example of a combination of both integra-
tion into recipient society and maintenance of connections to core ele-
ments of identity in the society of origin over long distances is a group
of (Orthodox) Christians in Mongol service recruited mainly among
the ethnicity of the Alans in the Northwestern Caucasus, but also
neighbouring ethnicities, who already took part in the conquest of the
Chinese Song Empire between 1265 and 1279. This is not only men-
tioned by Marco Polo, but also described in detail in the Annals of the



2 MOVING HANDS: TYPES AND SCALES OF LABOUR MOBILITY ... 41

Mongol Yuan Dynasty, who ruled over all of China from 1279 to 1368.
In biographical outlines, the careers of several members of the Asud (as
the Alans are called in the Chinese texts) regiments, which in 1309/11
comprised not less than 33,000 men and were stationed mostly in and
around the Yuan capital of Khanbaliq (Beijing), are described; they not
only included ‘Alans’, but also Russians. Unfortunately, the Chinese
sources, now accessible due to the book of Agusti Alemany, are inter-
ested only in their military deeds and not in their religious affiliation.*3
But the activities of Latin missionaries provide invaluable additional infor-
mation; in 1307, the Papacy ordained the Franciscan John of Monte
Corvino as Archbishop of Khanbaliq, where he served until his death in
1328. According to a Latin description, his flock also encompassed ‘some
good Christians, called Alans, 30,000 of whom are in the Great King’s
pay; these people and their families turn to Friar John and he comforts
them and preaches to them’.** This information seems reliable, since the
indication of the strength of Alan troops also accords with the one from
Chinese sources. Even more, after the death of John of Monte Corvino,
in July 1336, Emperor Toghon Temtir (1333-1368) and five Christian
Alan princes from his guard sent an embassy under the leadership of
Thogay, Alanus de Cathayo to the Pope; it arrived in Avignon at the
court of Pope Benedict XII in May 1338. The correspondence between
Beijing and Avignon is transmitted to us in Latin and conveys the names
of these Alan leaders, which, in turn, can be identified with individuals
from Chinese sources and allow us to reconstruct the lineage of several
Christian ‘Alan’ families in Mongol service in China from the 1240s up
to the 1330s. One of the addressees of the Pope was a certain Kathiten,
in Chinese Xzang Shan, who served in the Asud guards in the fourth
generation as had done his father Dimidier (Demetrios), his grandfather
Kouerji (Georgios, he died in 1311) and his great grandfather Fudelnics
(Fjodor?, Theodoros?).*> The same was true for Jemmega, in Chinese
Zheyan Bubua, the son of Jinohua (1328), son of Atachi (under Kubilai,
1260-1294), son of Niegula (Nikolaos), who had entered the service of
Moéngke Khan in 1251,/59.%6 Especially the usage of typically ‘Orthodox’
Christian names, also after the first generation, provides a hint of the
‘original’ denominational background of these families. In their letter to
the Pope, the Alan leaders demanded the dispatch of a new bishop, since
the flock was without a pastor after the death of John of Monte Corvino
in 1328.%7 This may also have been the motivation for the Alans to accept
the pastoral care of the Latin missionaries and hierarchs in China in the
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first place; this strategy also allowed them to maintain their Christian
faith until the end of the Mongol Dynasty. Also, beyond the route to
China, Alans became subjects and objects of deliberate and forced mobil-
ity, especially as mercenaries of the Golden Horde and later Byzantium,
as military slaves (Mamluks) in Egypt (thereby joining the leading stra-
tum of society there) and as slaves traded from the Black Sea in the entire
Eastern Mediterranean as far as Italy.*8

The evidence for the Christian Asud in China also highlights the
far-reaching occupational mobility of clergymen. The Western Church,
especially since the thirteenth century, tried to expand its influence to
the East under the banner of mission, especially through the monks of
the Mendicant orders. For their activities (and communication with the
ecclesiastical centre in Rome respectively Avignon), Dominicans and
Franciscans also relied on the networks of trade and founded their con-
vents and stations in mercantile nodes, where merchants from the West
supported them and became part of their flock besides (desired) converts
among the endogenous population. Archbishop John of Sultaniyya (in
Persia) wrote in retrospective at the beginning of the fifteenth century:
‘About the year of our Lord 1310, when there was no mention in the
regions of the east of the Church of Rome and of its ceremonies, some
of the Dominican Brothers went with merchants in these regions (...),
and from that time they began to preach the Catholic faith’.*® Over
time, Dominicans and Franciscans established convents which, in turn,
became bases for the founding of archbishoprics and bishoprics, such as
in China (Khanbalig—Beijing) in 1307 (see also above) or in Sultaniyya
(Iran) in 1318.5% The continuous presence of clergymen or even bish-
ops depended on the acceptance by the respective Muslim ruler; also in
this regard, the trading posts of European merchants provided important
support, since, as we have seen, agreements between merchants and local
authorities also included the maintenance of a church within the fonda-
ct0. Guillelmus Ade praised those “Tartars and Saracens, who allow the
friars to come to them to preach the word of God to them and to live
peacefully and quietly among them.’®! Yet, the success of missions was
limited, and bishoprics thus remain dependent on the ups and downs of
trade cycles and Latin presence. The collapse of the Mongol Ilkhanate
after 1336 (with the partial withdrawal of Italian merchants from Inner
Anatolia) and the Black Death after 1347 and especially ‘the absence
of any association between the mission and political power’ very much
limited the chances for a sustainable or even growing ecclesiastical life in
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many of the new foundations, although many sees existed as titular bish-
oprics until the fifteenth century.>2

Occupational Mobility and Shipboard Societies

As already mentioned, the networks of Catholic clergymen in the East
at all scales (from local to regional to long distance between China and
Europe) very much overlapped with those of merchants, another group
of occupational mobility. The famous ‘Handbook of Trade’ of Francesco
Pegolotti from the 1330s, for instance, provides not only an overview of
the most important ports and cities of Europe and the Mediterranean
as well as the commodities one could buy there, but also descriptions
of the inland route from Laiazzo (the harbour of Ayas at the Cilician
Coast) to Tabriz, the capital of the Ilkhans in Iran, as well as of the much
longer way from Tana/Azow on the Black Sea through Central Asia to
Khanbaliq in China.>?
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Fig. 2.3 The connections between the port of Tana/Azow and localities of ori-
gin of merchants active there in 1359,/1360 (graph: Johannes Preiser-Kapeller,
Before European Hegemony)
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Tana/Azow at the mouth of the river Don was the most important
trading post of the Venetians in the Northern Black Sea and a city of
many religious and ethnic groups, as the notarial records of Benedetto
Bianco for the period September 1359 to August 1360°* allow us
to reconstruct.’®> Under the sovereignty of the Golden Horde, Tana
attracted in this period many merchants from Venice and its Italian
hinterland as well as its colonies in the Adriatic and Aegean Sea, but
also many other Italians, even from Venice’s main rival Genoa, as
well as Catalans from the far west of the Mediterranean. But, in addi-
tion, we also find ‘Byzantine’ or ‘Greek’ traders from Constantinople
and Trebizond in the city, other orthodox Christians from Russia and
Alania (in the north-western Caucasus, see also above), Armenians from
diaspora communities in the Black Sea region as well as from Armenia
proper, Jewish merchants and Muslim merchants, some of them subjects
of the Golden Horde (‘Tatars’), others from Eastern Anatolia and Tabriz
(Fig. 2.3).

Tana therefore functioned as attractor of mobility across several spatial
scales.>® This mosaic becomes even more multifaceted if we look at the
places of origin of the most important commodity traded in Tana: slaves
(see below).

Central hubs of communication thus were once more the ports, con-
nected by a network of maritime routes; for their usage, merchants and
all other travellers had to rely on the knowledge accumulated in the
workforces of navigators, mariners and shipbuilders. Gilles Deleuze has
defined the sea as the ‘realm of the unbound, unconstructed, and free’,
where possibilities for the control of mobility of individuals and objects
were much more limited.®” Christer Westerdahl has described the emer-
gence of peculiar ‘maritime communities’ in ‘maritime cultural land-
scapes’, ‘the people who in their daily practice engage with the sea in
roles such a fishermen, coastal traders, seafarers, and shipbuilder’ and
construct their identities often in deliberate differentiation from the
‘landsmen’.>® A most interesting example for the transfer of maritime
know-how within networks based on kinship and ethnic affiliation has
been recently analysed by Ruthy Gertwagen in her article on ‘Byzantine
Shipbuilding in Fifteenth-century Venetian Crete: War Galleys and the
Link to the Arsenal in Venice’; she demonstrates how even the arsenal of
the Serenissima in the first half of the fifteenth century, for the building
of a specific type of light galleys, depended on the knowledge of a Greek
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master from Rhodes (Theodoro Baxon, d. 1408) and later his nephew
(Nicolo Palopano) and his son-in-law (Leo Miconditi, who was also
active on the Venetian island of Crete), to whom Baxon had transmitted
his skills.>®

Other research has called for the study ‘of communities of mariners
aboard ships, or shipboard societies’, also integrating Michel Foucault’s
notion of the ‘ship as the heterotopia par excellence’, meaning a ‘real
place in which society is simultaneously represented, contested, and
inverted’, capable ‘of juxtaposing different places that are in themselves
incompatible in a single real place’.®® As a matter of fact, we observe
that ships, regardless of the flag under which they were sailing, served as
mobile contact zones of individuals of different religious or ethnic back-
ground.®! Besides temporary passengers, ship crews permanently con-
sisted of individuals from many areas along the Mediterranean shores;
the manpower necessary to man a ship, especially a large galley with 200
oarsmen, could only be found by attracting hands from a lot of places.%?
A special issue of the journal ‘Medieval Encounters’ in 2007 was devoted
to ‘Cross-Cultural Encounters on the High Seas’; contributions illustrate
the poly-religious and poly-ethnic composition of crews on board ships
of Latin, Byzantine and Muslim fleets during the Middle Ages.®® For the
late medieval Eastern Mediterrancan, Bernard Doumerc has illustrated
the ‘Cosmopolitanism on Board Venetian Ships’ and Theresa M. Vann
has done so for Rhodes in the time between 1453 and 1480.64

Rhodes was also the place of origin of one of the best-documented
sailors of our period, Michael of Rhodes, who in the 1430s and 1440s
wrote a fascinating book (in Venetian Italian, while Greek was his mother
tongue, which he most probably was not able to write) summing up his
maritime and commercial know-how accumulated in 30 years of service
in the fleets of Venice across the entire Mediterranean and beyond. The
book ‘provides a fascinating window into the technological and practi-
cal knowledge of an ordinary, non-elite—but certainly exceptional—
Venetian mariner’.%> Michael started his career (maybe at the age of 16)
signing in as a simple oarsman on board of a galley of the Venetian guard
fleet in 1401 in Manfredonia in Apulia; he provides information on his
annual travels (commanders of ship and fleets, his own rank, places of
destination, purpose of the journey) until 1443. Michael worked his way
up to the rank of an ‘armiraio’, the highest position a non-noble could
achieve in a Venetian fleet. This was a remarkable career for a Greek
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coming from Rhodes, an island which itself since 1309 was under the
‘Latin’ rule of the Knight Hospitallers, who allowed the practice of the
Orthodox rite up to a certain degree.%® Unfortunately, Michael’s manu-
script does not provide any clear information on his own religious affilia-
tion beyond being Christian; but considering the relatively strict politics
of Venetian authorities regarding the practice of the Orthodox faith in
this period and the generally existing barriers for integration into the
citizenship of Venice, one may assume that in light of his continuous
advancement, Michael adopted Catholicism, at least to the exterior. Also,
his possible marriage to a Venetian woman (which would have made him
a Venetian citizen de intus in 1407) points in that direction.” One high-
light of his career may have been the convoys of 1437 and 1439, which
brought the Byzantine Emperor John VIII Palaiologos and his retinue
from Constantinople to Italy for the Council of Ferrara/Florence (with
the purpose of negotiations on a union of churches, which also brought
some cases for Orthodox Christians in Venice) and back.%® Michael
retired after a last journey to London in 1443 and may have died shortly
after 1445, maybe at the age of 60.9

Michael’s life (which certainly deserves further study) is a most
illustrative example for a combination of permanent migration and
occupational mobility; at the same time, it is representative for many
micro-histories summing up into a macro-perspective of labour mobility
centred on the core hub of Venice in this period. In a Venetian account
book, we possess the list of names and places of origin of many of the
oarsmen working on a ship which sailed from Venice to Jaffa and back
also along the Southern Anatolian coast between 9 May and 15 August
1414, under the command of Francesco Querini.”? If we combine this
data into a network model, we can visualise how the ship connects the
places of origin of its crew with the localities on its route from Venice to
the East. This data also allows us to visualise the relative significance of
localities on the basis of the respective number of oarsmen coming from
each of them. The largest numbers came from Venetian possessions and
other sites in Dalmatia and Albania as well as from further inland of the
Western Balkans, but also from the Italian hinterland of Venice, Hungary
and Germany, and from the Eastern and Western Mediterranean
(Fig. 2.4).7!
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Fig. 2.4 Dlaces of origin of oarsmen serving on the ship sailing from Venice
to Jaffa in 1414 (sites scaled according to the number of oarsmen coming from
there; graph: Johannes Preiser-Kapeller, Civitas Thauris)

This social network of the ship of 1414 is, of course, a mobile one
(Fig. 2.5), so that this assemblage of people and their places of ori-
gin connects to all ports on its route from Venice to Jaffa, establish-
ing a complex web of individual entanglements across the entire
Mediterranean. The ship thus emerges as a ‘heterotopia’, capable ‘of jux-
taposing different places that are in themselves incompatible in a single
real place’ (Fig. 2.6).72

This mobile poly-ethnic and poly-religious network, in turn, inter-
acted and overlapped with the trans-frontier networks in the various
ports and maritime contact zones, adding to their diversity and struc-
tural complexity. At the same time, this sample provides an impression
of the possible number of life stories of labour mobility similar to that of



48  E. MITSIOU AND J. PREISER-KAPELLER

[ J
i
Jra—
:L?_a_n.%.m. Hragens
. Vogien,
E/W/{?
Gutiiona
// 4;;.’* a/‘?

250 500 750 1000 km

Fig. 2.5 The route of the ship sailing from Venice to Jaffa in 1414 and the
places of origin of the oarsmen (graph: Johannes Preiser-Kapeller, Civitas
Thawris)

Michael of Rhodes we have to take into account for this period without
possessing comparable documentation.

FoRrCED MOBILITIES

Forced, Attracted and Restvicted Mobilities

Besides those who deliberately set out for the purpose of commerce,
work, diplomacy, pilgrimage or travel and thereby entangled themselves
in the manifold networks across frontiers, there were also hundreds
and thousands who were replaced from their original background and
exposed different ones against their will. Yet, also within the framework
of forced mobility, the parameters setting the space of options could very
much vary. When the Seljuk Sultan of Konya ‘Izz ad-Din Kaykawds, after
his conquest of the port of Sinop at the Black Sea in 1214, intended to
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Fig. 2.6 The network between localities emerging because of the mobil-
ity of the oarsmen and of the ship sailing from Venice to Jaffa in 1414 (graph:
Johannes Preiser-Kapeller, Civitas Thawuris)

stimulate the commercial activity there, he, according to the historian
Ibn Bibi, ordered ‘to select a well-funded merchant from every city and
to send him to Sinop. His movable and immovable property should be
bought by the privy purse with his consent and the full price should be
handed over to him. In accordance with this order, respected merchants
were sent to Sinop from the surrounding areas’. In such a case, authori-
ties were, of course, interested to preserve both the financial and the
human capital as well as the willingness to cooperate of those relocated
to another place.”?

Less cautious authorities may have acted towards peasants or even vil-
leins (which was the status of the majority of the rural workforce both
in areas under Latin and Byzantine rule)’#; their mobility was a priori
very much constricted if not executed with the approval or on the order
of their landlords. But as Hoerder has illustrated for Western Europe
(see above), the agency of this group as ‘economically informed actors’
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should also not be underestimated.”> Not only a rural workforce could
actively seek more beneficial conditions of labour; both landlords and
state authorities were actively attracting much-needed manpower by
promoting such more beneficial conditions, especially in periods of
demographic downturn due to epidemics, war or other calamities—
and especially if such a movement of workforce was to the detriment
of a direct neighbour and competitor. Under Emperor Theodore II
Laskaris (1254-1258), the Byzantine exile state of Nicaca welcomed
peasants migrating from the (then Latin-controlled) island of Samos to
the region of nearby Ephesus and provided them with land and utilities
as well as the status of free peasants (‘eleutheroi’).”® On the other side,
Theodore’s father John III Vatatzes (1221-1254) ordered the return
of paroikoi (villeins), who had fled from villages near Smyrna (Izmir)
in 1244 to nearby regions because of mistreatment by their landlords,
whose interests as military personnel outweighed those of the peas-
ants.”” David Jacoby has observed similar tensions between desired and
unwelcome mobility of rural workforces, especially for territories on the
island of Euboia (Negroponte) and in the southwest of the Peloponnese
(Methone and Korone). Both were areas of often overlapping and com-
peting zones of authority (Venice, local Latin landlords, Byzantium),
which provided ample opportunities for (in their majority, Greek) peas-
ants to cross (nearby) borders in the search of or already attracted by
promises of more beneficial conditions of service. Sometimes, the vari-
ous polities negotiated a return of such groups, but in many cases, such
agreements remained without effect or were deliberately ignored by local
authorities. One ‘solution’ from the side of landlords on either side of a
border was the establishment of ‘partitioned villages’ as in the region of
Corinth in the thirteenth century, where the revenues of such villages
would be shared by the local Frankish landlord and his Byzantine peer
right beyond the border, who then both would have an interest in the
stability of the peasants at their current place of residence—thereby lim-
iting their ‘space of options’ considerably.”® Yet, to cite David Jacoby:
“The flight of villeins was a constant concern of individual landlords,
landholders, and the Venetian government. The shortage in rural man-
power and growing competition between lords striving to acquire it
generated a growing mobility and instability of the peasantry from the
1340s onward, both in continental Greece and in Euboea. The villeins
were clearly aware that once they crossed political boundaries separat-
ing Venetian, Frankish and Byzantine territories, their return required
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complex diplomatic negotiations between political entities with contrast-
ing interests. They took advantage of these factors to obtain concessions
from their lords or to promote their chances to evade a forcible return to
their former residence. It follows that territorial fragmentation generated
an intensification of peasant mobility in the Peloponnesus and between
the mainland and Euboea.’”? Future research may produce similar results
on this interplay between socio-political structures and individual agen-
cies for other regions of the politically fragmented late medieval Eastern
Mediterranean.

Slavery and Mobility: The ‘Zevo Point’ of Agency?

The same political fragmentation constituted the framework of an inten-
sive slave trade which can be observed on the coasts of Asia Minor as
well as in the Aegean and also especially in the Black Sea.8? The main
sources of slaves were prisoners of the wars frequently fought among the
many polities of the respective populations of conquered or raided areas
sold by their captors.8! Slavery also implied the (from the perspective
of the slave, unintended and often painful) establishment of new social
connections and a modification and relocation of social networks, first
via the exposure to the invading captors, then through those involved in
the sale and transport of the slaves and (not necessarily) finally through
the owners and their households (which could include also slaves from
other or similar backgrounds), respectively, the entire society at the place
of destination. Slaves of course could be resold, but also ransomed by
kinsmen or fellow countrymen and (if possible) ‘repatriated’. Integrating
slaves of (sometimes, but not necessarily) very different religious, linguis-
tic or ethnic backgrounds, of course, also affected the social environment
of their owners;8? slave trade thus produced a series of recombinations
of social networks across frontiers due to the (forced) mobility of indi-
viduals, which, coming from Asia Minor, the Balkans or the Black Sea,
could end up in regions very near to their homeland, in the Latin colo-
nies on the islands and in mainland Greece, but also in the centres of
European commerce in Italy, in Ilkhan Persia or in Mamluk Egypt. The
last destination, of course, provided peculiar conditions for the ‘space of
options’ of slaves, since the ruling elite of the country since 1250 until
the Ottoman conquest in 1517 recruited from the ranks of slave sol-
diers, originating especially from the coasts of the Black Sea. Individual
trajectories of life stories could therefore lead from the ‘zero point’ of
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individual agency to ruling one of the most powerful polities of the
region in that period.?3

For many slaves, in contrast, enslavement was connected with a high
degree of mobility, both from a spatial and cultural point of view, with-
out such an enlargement of the ‘space of options’. Sources allow us to
partly reconstruct the recombination of social networks inherent into
this process for the port of Famagusta on Cyprus. For 1300/1, Ahmet
Usta has systematically analysed the documents dealing with the trade of
slaves in the acts of the Genoese notary Lamberto di Sambuceto, active
in Famagusta between 1296 and 1307, at that time dominated by traders
from his hometown. The documents, in most cases, register the ethnic/
religious background of the slaves (at least as attributed to them by their
sellers) and also of their sellers and buyers as well as the place(s) from or
via which they came to Cyprus.8* We used this data on the one hand to
capture the ethnic/religious composition of the 37 slaves and of the 50
sellers and buyers as well as the gender composition of the slaves and
then to create network models of slaves, owners and localities in order
to survey and visualise the manifold entanglements emerging from the
capture, relocation and sale of slaves. One ‘Turkish’ slave was Ali, who
stemmed from Kayseri in Cappadocia and was transported to Famagusta,
where he was sold by Gandulfus de Staeria (from Genoa) to Palmerio de
Florenzola (from Florence) on 27 July 1301 (Fig. 2.7).

As his name indicates, Ali was (still) a Muslim—in contrast to other
“Turkish” slaves, who had been given a (literally) ‘Christian’ name and
also may have been baptised already. We do not know if his new owner
transported Ali to another locality within the Eastern Mediterranean or
to his home city of Florence. Although the number of slaves from the
East brought to Italy in the fourteenth and fifteenth century was not
insubstantial, the number of ‘Turk’ slaves sold in Italy seems to have
been relatively small, at least later in this period.®> In any case, the docu-
ment for the sale of Ali illustrates connections between inland Anatolia to
Mediterranean commerce near (Cyprus) and far away (Genoa, Florence)
from its coast. An even more impressive geographical range emerges if
we visualise all connections between Famagusta and the Mediterranean
world on the basis of links to the places or origin of merchants who came
there to trade with slaves in 1300/1 (Fig. 2.8).

As expected, Genoa and cities in Northern Italy are predominant,
but we also encounter traders from Asia Minor, Syria and Egypt as
well as from the Crimea, Sicily, Libya, Southern France and the Iberian
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Fig. 2.7 The ‘ego-network’ of the ‘Turkish’ slave Ali from Kayseri, sold by
Gandulfus de Staeria (from Genoa) to Palmerio de Florenzola (from Florence)
in Famagusta on Cyprus, 27 July 1301 (graph: Johannes Preiser-Kapeller, Civitas
Thawris)

Peninsula. Not less far ranging is the (forced) mobility of the slaves if
we map the connections between Famagusta and the Mediterranean
on the basis of links to the places from or via where slaves came who
were traded in Famagusta: besides ‘nearby’ and ‘common’ markets
such as Anatolia, the Black Sea, the Aegean, slaves from Dalmatia (via
Italy) and from the Maghreb (via Spain) found their way from the West
to the East.36 All this adds up to a ‘multi-coloured’ web of connections
between slaves and traders in the market of Famagusta in 1300/1: we
find a Jewish merchant Raffael de Palermo from Sicily, ransoming five
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Fig. 2.8 Connections between Famagusta and the Mediterranean world on
the basis of links to the places or origin of merchants who came there to trade
with slaves in 1300,/1301 (links weighted according to the number of merchants
active in Famagusta from that city; graph: Johannes Preiser-Kapeller, Civitas
Thanris)

Jewish slaves displaced from Candia on Crete from a Genoese trader (on
the condition that they would repay Raffael’s expenses). An Ugolinus
from Messina sells an (unnamed) Muslim ‘Moor’ from the Maghreb,
who came to Cyprus via Spain, to Iohannes de Pando from the same
city, who also buys a ‘Saracen’ named Abraam from a Jewish merchant
named Mossa from Tripolis in North Africa, who had bought Abraam
in Alexandria in Egypt. We do not know what Iohannes de Pando did
with his two slaves, but this example illustrates a ‘recombination’ also
of individuals of very diverse Islamic backgrounds, not to speak of the
general multiplicity of religious/ethnic/linguistic identities forced to
reconnect and to modify within this framework.3” Similar observations,
both from an overall macro-perspective and for individual micro-his-
tories of forced labour mobility (at which we only get a glimpse, albeit
on maybe the most central episode within individual trajectories) could
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be made by combining the background of traders and slaves for Tana
at the Black Sea (see above). Most of the slaves (especially young girls)
sold there originated from the immediate hinterland of the city (Tatars,
Circassians, Alans), but we also encounter Russian, Greek, Armenian
and Jewish slaves as well as one Chinese girl in 1359,/60.88 A compara-
ble case study was also undertaken by us for the slave market of Candia
on Crete for the years 1305/6.% In any case, it becomes evident that
enslavement in the Eastern Mediterranean—similar to other forms of
labour mobility—not only enforced a considerable degree of spatial, but
also of cultural mobility on its victims. At the same time, other studies
have highlighted the remarkable degree of adaptability, but also of resist-
ance slaves were able to demonstrate within this framework.?® Also,
Stephen Greenblatt has called our attention to such phenomena: ‘mobil-
ity studies should account in new ways for the tension between individ-
ual agency and structural constraint. This tension cannot be resolved in
any abstract theoretical way, for in given historical circumstances struc-
tures of power seek to mobilize some individuals and immobilize others.
And it is important to note that moments in which individuals feel most
completely in control may, under careful scrutiny, prove to be moments
of the most intense structural determination, while moments in which
the social structure applies the fiercest pressure on the individual may in
fact be precisely those moments in which individuals are exercising the
most stubborn will to autonomous movement. Mobility studies should
be interested, among other things, in the way in which seemingly fixed
migration paths are disrupted by the strategic acts of individual agents
and by unexpected, unplanned, entirely contingent encounters between
different cultures.”®! These observations, of course, pertain to several
phenomena of labour mobility discussed in our paper—and open up per-
spectives for further in-depth analyses of micro-stories and macro-trends
embedded in our sources.

CONCLUSION

As our case studies have highlighted, a flexible approach towards a sur-
vey of types, ranges, scales and especially networks of labour mobility
in the pre-modern period has the potential to map both the entangle-
ments emerging from micro-histories of individuals and to accumulate
these individual trajectories into complex networks across spatial and
temporal scales up to the ‘systemic macro approach’. At the same time,
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it becomes evident that these two perspectives require each other: micro-
history provides us with an in-depth perspective of the interplay between
individual agency and structural constraints as well as opportunities and
their specific dynamics in each case. Within the sum of these interactions
and entanglements emerge the actual structural forces and socio-cultural
phenomena we observe from a macro-historical point of view, showing
also emergent properties not dependent on the agency (or design) of
any individual, but on the complexity of the entirety of a system—phe-
nomena such as the lingua franca of Medieval seafaring, for instance.”?
The interplay between structure and culture?® also entails the entan-
glement between labour mobility and cultural mobility highlighted in
almost all cases we have inspected in this paper; therefore, an integration
of concepts such as those developed by Stephen Greenblatt (see above)
is equally necessary. Along these lines, the value of micro-historical and
trans-local perspectives on the global history of labour in the period
before 1500 becomes visible.
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CHAPTER 3

Catholic Missions and Native Subaltern
Workers: Connected Micro-Histories
of Labour from India and Brazil,

ca. 1545-1560

Giuseppe Marcocci

INTRODUCTION

Pre-modern empires were political configurations in which both global
and local interactions took place.! We should understand these interac-
tions as the range of concrete connections that linked a specific place to a
multiplicity of other places at a variable distance. This is why the attempts
to identify the origin of impulses that had synchronic effects in seem-
ingly separated localities prove extremely difficult, while only a study of
the intersections that provided the ground for manifestations of simulta-
neity can disclose the real global nature of an empire. In particular, this
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chapter aims to show to what extent a micro-spatial approach to labour
history allows us to disentangle a number of global connections that
both framed and built imperial dynamics.

The transformation of the social and economic order in the territo-
ries affected by the presence of the Iberian overseas empires from 1500
onwards is still an open field of research. Although the new colonial
rule involved domination and exploitation, a variety of reactions from
the natives ensued, and the Portuguese and Spanish settlers constantly
negotiated with the many different local contexts in which they acted.?
Sometimes, Europeans simply tried to exploit pre-existing conditions,
but more often they had to come to terms with local structures and
resistance to change from the natives. The general picture emerging from
the Spanish conquest of America, with the collapse of complex social
organizations, the rapid demographic decrease of native populations, and
the massive importation of slaves from West Africa, cannot be taken as
representative of what happened elsewhere. This is particularly evident
it we focus on labour relations. Historians have discussed the fact that
the encomienda system, giving the holder (encomendero) the right to col-
lect a tribute in money, goods or labour services from native Americans
in return for protecting them and instructing them in the Catholic reli-
gion, had a basis in pre-colonial institutions like the cuatequil in Mexico
or the mita in Peru.® Surely the Iberian empires gave a remarkable con-
tribution to the increasing conversion of the majority of labour relations
on a world scale from reciprocal and tributary regimes to commodified
ones, which characterized the early modern period.* However, this gen-
eral tendency depended on different factors originating from a num-
ber of places. Therefore, we need to focus on dissimilar but connected
cases in order to properly understand the global character and the work-
ing of this non-linear, composite shift, which intersected the distinction
between free and unfree labour as well.?

In this chapter I will focus on the development of labour relations in
the context of the Portuguese overseas empire. Generally, scholars have
taken specific regions into account separately, among which the case of
slavery in Brazil is by far the best known.® A book on forced and state-
sponsored settlers examined the role of convicts and orphans in the mak-
ing of the empire, but we still lack an overview of work conditions in
the early modern Portuguese world.” The purpose of this chapter is to
counter this fragmentary picture and to highlight some trans-continental
connections that linked India and Brazil in the mid-sixteenth century,
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when colonial settlements were still at an early stage and their patterns
were unstable and unpredictable. By following the traces of a church-
man’s global life, a micro-spatial analysis of four radically different con-
texts—Goa and Chorio in India, Salvador de Bahia and Piratininga in
Brazil—should allow us to look at concrete interactions between settlers
and natives. The micro-spatial approach places stress on the importance
of considering together localities at distance and the connections exist-
ing among them in order to understand the very nature of their inter-
nal transformations. We need to include in the picture also the constant
presence of missionaries and their active role in organizing subaltern
workers, as we can define those natives who were obliged to carry out
the most menial tasks under a colonial order.® All this shows to what
extent global patterns emerged from a multiplicity of specific and variable
factors and contexts.

‘WORKERS IN THE VINEYARDS’: CATHOLIC MISSIONS
AND GLOBAL LABOUR HISTORY

Recent historiography has extensively investigated early modern Catholic
missions, with special regard to the Jesuits.” Going beyond traditional
approaches to church history, during the past two decades, scholars have
studied many aspects of this particular overseas mobility: for instance,
missionaries as go-betweens and cultural brokers, or the contribution
of their networks, as well as the circulation of the knowledge they pro-
moted, to early modern global exchanges.!? The reshaping of this field
of research has involved macro-economic analysis, such as Dauril Alden’s
systemic study of the Society of Jesus as an ‘enterprise’.!!

Labour is one of the few issues which this historiographical trend has
overlooked.!? This can be explained as a consequence of the highly spir-
itualized concept of the clergy that the Council of Trent affirmed in the
mid-sixteenth century, since it tended to remove the material dimension
of the ecclesiastical life, as well as the fact that serving the church was
also a way of earning a living. Historians seem to have ignored to what
extent the tripartition of pre-modern European society into ‘prayers’
(oratores), ‘warriors’ (bellatores) and ‘workers’ (laboratores) was signifi-
cantly complicated by the reality of daily life.!? In fact, missionaries were
involved in the redefinition of labour relations within the Portuguese
Empire and can be considered not only as prayers, but also as workers,
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although they chose their occupation as a ‘vocation’ and, at least if they
belonged to regular orders, did not earn any wage. Therefore, I suggest
rethinking some missionary sources in the light of the analytical chal-
lenge of global labour history.!*

Missionaries acted in the context of a pyramid structure, were obliged
to obey superiors, and their activities were carefully regulated and stand-
ardized. Their exceptional spatial mobility was not a free choice, but
depended on the assessment of what may be called the professional
skills of each missionary. Especially in the case of the members of regular
orders, we should consider missionaries as an evolution of the monastic
clergy, in which the second part of the famous sentence ‘pray and work’
(ora et labora) moved from farm work into the cloister to evangelization
around the world: the most recurring biblical metaphor used to describe
missionaries was that of the ‘workers in the vineyard’ (Matthew: 20,
1-6), and they termed their activities among non-Christians and neo-
phytes as ‘labour’ (trabalbo in the Portuguese sources). Of course, the
missionary rhetoric emphasized the ‘vineyard’, the fruit of missionary
work, which was conversion. This conventional language portrayed the
capability of a population of gaining salvation or not, by labelling them
as ‘sterile” or ‘fertile’ soil. There is convincing evidence that these rural
adjectives had an immediate meaning for religious men.'®> They were part
of the missionary code of communication and reflected a particular work
ethic.1¢

The self-representation of missionaries as ‘workers’ is telling in itself
and shows the hybrid character of this ecclesiastical personnel. However,
when we try to say what kind of workers missionaries were, things
become more difficult. While ‘missionary church’ is an expression group-
ing together different types of figures and activities in the context of
overseas empires and beyond, the distinction between regular ecclesias-
tics, who had made a vow of poverty, and secular priests, who earned a
wage, also depended on specific conditions on the ground.

Jesuit missionaries belonged to a hierarchical institution. A general
appointed for life led the Society of Jesus, which was organized into
administrative units (assistancies) and subunits (provinces). Periodically,
provincials, rectors, and other superiors took part in meetings and con-
gregations, while a permanent circulation of correspondence allowed a
widespread network of internal communication. Some authors look at
the Society of Jesus as a military organization, as its internal discipline
and several metaphors (‘military service for God’, ‘under the command
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of the Vicar of Christ’) would confirm. Others point to its patrimony of
lands and commercial and economic activities, which included lending
and borrowing, considering it as a prototype of modern multi-national
corporations. More appropriately, it can be seen as a multi-level enter-
prise, which is hard to characterize as a single organism, given its malle-
able nature adapting to different cultural and material circumstances.!”

The spiritual labour of Jesuits (confessing, preaching, disputing, vis-
iting, etc.) required a continuous basis of work by lay coadjutors and
financial support that, in the context of the Portuguese Empire, the
crown and other benefactors guaranteed, at least during the first decades
of the Society of Jesus’ existence. However variable the material state
of the overseas colleges and houses, labour relations inside them repro-
duced the pattern of the reciprocal regime: the relationship between the
Jesuit missionaries, ordained priests, and those who were lay coadjutors
was conceived as a ‘spiritual household’, with the former called ‘fathers’
and the latter ‘brothers’, while the economic aim of Jesuit residences
was self-sufficiency; in this framework, the fathers could be equated with
leading household producers, although they abstained from manual
work, and the brothers with household kin producers; they also counted
on houschold servants and slaves, who contributed to the maintenance
of self-sufficient residences.!8

Such a description does not apply to the other main component of
the missionary personnel in the Portuguese Empire: the secular priests.
In spite of significant differences among them, they were all wage earn-
ers employed by a typical non-market institution: the church. They did
not have to face a comparable selection and preparation process as the
Jesuits. Moreover, it was much more common for secular clergy to admit
natives and mestizos, who played a special role in the interaction with
their former coreligionists among the local population. This was not the
case, however, of those who occupied higher positions in the hierarchy,
such as bishops, vicar-generals, and their close collaborators, who led
complex structures with priests charged with special activities and doz-
ens of time-rate wage earners employed in multiple tasks, from finance
administration and justice to domestic work.!?

This chapter assumes not only that missionaries were workers, but
that they also made a decisive contribution to the formation of new colo-
nial societies arising from the European overseas empires, whose politi-
cal authority those missionaries recognized and served. Be it sincere or
not, conversion had a heavy impact on the legal order of pre-colonial
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societies: it was a formal prerequisite for the natives to become full sub-
jects of the new power.?? Even more, all this aimed at radically altering
former relations and hierarchies, by making a strict distinction between
converts and non-converts, and supporting the social advancement of
the former with respect to the latter: in this case, social mobility often
depended on a new occupation that was made possible only by baptism.
It is no accident that this prospect became a very persuasive tool, which
reinforced the arguments used by missionaries in their preaching to local
populations. More broadly, missionary ‘ethnographic’ observation of
natives, including their work skills, was the basis for every disciplinary
project regarding the natives’ position in new colonial societies, includ-
ing forced labour and migration.?! Therefore, the importance of the tra-
ditional condemnation of work as God’s punishment against mankind
for the sin of Adam and Eve, or the model of Christ’s passion, should
not be emphasized in relation to the missionary discourse about native
subalternworkers.?? If preachers sometimes evoked it to encourage slaves
to accept a heavy workload in return for the possibility of gaining eter-
nal salvation, it was much more usual to establish a direct link between
labour and conversion. According to the famous Jesuit father José de
Acosta, who wrote from Peru in the mid-1570s, especially in the case of
Amerindians and black Africans, there was a clear connection between
commitment to labour and chance of becoming good Christians.
Therefore, he recommended, ‘they must be trained [...] so that by
means of a healthy load of continuous work they will abandon their idle-
ness and passions and, restrained by an induced fear, just carry out their
duty’.23 As the evidence provided in the previous lines show, it is difficult
to overestimate the effect of the missionary enterprise in the reshaping of
labour relations in the early modern Iberian empires.

LABOUR AND RELIGIOUS SEGREGATION: PERO FERNANDES
SARDINHA IN GOoA

The main hypothesis of this chapter is that, at least in the case of the
Portuguese Empire, the history of missions is intertwined with global
labour history in two connected ways: on the one hand, missionaries
can be seen as a very peculiar typology of early modern global workers
engaged in the spiritual transformation of the world; on the other hand,
their consequential active presence at the settlers’ side contributed to



3 CATHOLIC MISSIONS AND NATIVE SUBALTERN WORKERS ... 75

profound modifications in the labour relations among natives in the new
colonial societies, which also affected the economic organization of the
overseas Jesuit colleges and houses. The four micro-historical case studies
I am going to discuss here below confirm this double connotation of a
global history of missionary labour.

The Portuguese overseas empire encompassed a variety of processes
of conversion and social transformation, including massive employment
of native subaltern workers and forced labour, from the very begin-
ning of the Atlantic slave trade.?* This led to the emergence of different
labour strategies across the empire. I will use the trans-local mobility of
the little-known figure of Péro Fernandes Sardinha, a secular priest who
experienced both India and Brazil in the mid-sixteenth century, in order
to connect different labour strategies existing in very dissimilar locali-
ties. Sardinha’s global life led him to face multiple societies and remote
regions, making significant comparisons among them and their inhab-
itants. His case allows us to consider together two distant areas of the
Portuguese Empire, focusing on the circulation of people, patterns and
ideas, as well as on the simultancous effects of the Catholic missions on
native subaltern labour.?® It also shows the early emergence of connected
histories of subjected or enslaved workers from three continents (Asia,
America and Africa) in the Portuguese imperial space.

Born in Evora, Portugal, around 1495, Sardinha studied humani-
ties and theology in Paris during the 1520-1530s, being in contact
with highly important future Jesuits like Ignatius of Loyola and the
Portuguese Simio Rodrigues, who would later become the first provin-
cial of the Society of Jesus in Portugal.?® It was a premonitory relation-
ship. After spending a period at the court of King John III of Portugal as
royal chaplain and preacher, in 1545 Sardinha continued his ecclesiastical
career overseas, joining the missionary personnel as vicar-general of Goa,
the capital of the Portuguese Empire in Asia.?” His arrival in the city fol-
lowed that of the first Jesuits, headed by father Francis Xavier, a mission-
ary from Navarre who was among the founders of the Society of Jesus,
in 1542. Sardinha found an atmosphere still marked by the destruction
of the Hindu temples, recently ordered by the Portuguese authorities.?
Moreover, factionary conflicts divided the imperial elites, and suspicion
of poisoning, either by local Brahmans or by no less than the bishop of
Goa, the Franciscan Juan Alfonso de Albuquerque, surrounded the death
of Sardinha’s predecessor, Miguel Vaz Coutinho.? At the time, Goa was
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a large merchant city, inhabited by a majority of non-Christian natives,
mainly Muslims and Hindus, and in whose streets it was usual to meet
people from all over South Asia.3?

In this context, the new vicar-general wielded power peremptorily
and developed his own view on the local population and the ways to
make them good Catholics and good subjects of the Portuguese crown.
Thus, he took up a position in the vibrant debate, rekindled by the Jesuit
fathers, about the most effective method to convert Konkani Indians
and other local inhabitants. In Sardinha’s opinion, conversion went
hand in hand with labour: the natives’ entry into service of the empire
was a decisive part of his proselytizing strategy. The main purpose of
the Portuguese presence in Asia was trading.?! Consequently, they did
not aim to substitute the whole pre-colonial social order with a com-
pletely new one, but to reconstruct it so far as was necessary to control
the exchange of the most lucrative goods, so as to make the ‘business of
India’ (negécio da India) profitable for the crown and the settlers (casa-
dos). In the case of an urban space like Goa, the missionary project to
convert all its inhabitants was associated with the imposition of a new
political order and the recruitment of commercial and cultural brokers.3?

Persuaded of the full intellectual capabilities of Konkani Indians,
Sardinha sided with thoseJesuits who opposed mass baptisms and
demanded an adequate period of instruction before conversion, so that
they might become sincere, committed Catholics.3® However, his mis-
sionary ideas collided with the strategy of Portuguese officials, who
needed to maintain order in the city by alternating campaigns of pros-
elytism with guarantees of some toleration towards non-Christian inhab-
itants. By contrast, Sardinha relied on the transformation of the major
urban centres into citadels of Catholicism. Therefore, he proposed the
creation of houses of catechumens in Goa, Cranganore and Bassein,
and supported the separation of neophytes from their former coreli-
gionists, including blood relatives, even suggesting the expulsion of all
Brahmans and the segregation of other Hindus within the islands of
Divar and Chorio, next to Goa. At the same time, his ideal of a gen-
eral conversion, understood as a ‘a great way to make all those liv-
ing in the other fortresses convert’, rested on the enthusiastic approval
of the imperial law issued in 1542 that, when possible, excluded non-
Christian Indians from public offices to the advantage of neophytes.3*
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Thus, in such a cross-cultural milieu, in which the support of natives’
linguistic and administrative skills was fundamental to the Portuguese in
order to exert their authority over a mixed population of tens of thou-
sands of inhabitants, conversion emerged as an opportunity of social
redemption through new labour relations for Indian converts. Sardinha
was well aware of the consequence of this social mobility when declar-
ing to King John III that ‘since the majority of neophytes (christanos)
here are poor, it is advisable to give them all public offices, as Your
Highness often ordered, and not to ask them for money their acts of
appointment’.3?

The promotion of the ‘Christians of the land’ (cristaos da terra) to
public activities in the framework of the Portuguese Empire consisted
of their transformation into interpreters, clerks and, if literate, scribes
employed in the services intended for natives. If we take into account the
wage earned working for non-market institutions, we can consider the
inclusion of natives in the imperial administrative structure as a further
step in the global move towards commodified labour relations. It is note-
worthy, however, that Sardinha’s stress on favouring converted workers
involved strict control over their religious and moral behaviour. In his
opinion, rectitude and discipline had to characterize every good Catholic
official or serviceman, whether Indian or European: if in his preaching
he censured those native soldiers of multiple ethnic origins, called las-
cars (lascarins), who, instead of serving the Portuguese Empire at war,
‘wandered about the streets of Goa [...] getting lost with single women
or provoking and dishonouring the married ones’, in his letters he rec-
ommended King John IIT that ‘none of the captains, soldiers or other
officers of Your Highness receive a wage, or money, without first exhibit-
ing a certificate attesting that every year he goes to confession and takes
the holy communion, because there are men who serve in India living
for 10 or 12 years a life of vice, without considering their conscience’.3%
Sardinha’s plan was not fulfilled during his stay in Goa, but, in spite of
his intention, it ended up contributing to setting the conditions for the
policy of mass conversion that developed from the late 1550s onwards.
In the urban space of the capital of the Portuguese Empire in Asia, reli-
gious concerns contributed to shaping the transformation of labour
relations by allowing indigent natives access to commodified jobs in
exchange for converting to Catholicism.
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DE-STRUCTURING SOCIAL ORDER: JESUITS AND LABOUR
RELATIONS IN CHORAO

Missionary strategies also affected the island of Chorio, but in an oppo-
site way than Sardinha expected.?” He believed that ‘the son will not pre-
vail in his faith in Christ, if he keeps talking with his gentile and idolater
father, therefore the gentiles of Goa should live segregated in the island
of Divar or in that of Chorao’.3® There were two villages in the latter,
one called Choriao with about 6000 inhabitants, the other Caraim. These
villages differed from each other in their internal configurations, political
relationship and economic dynamics. The activities of the members of a
significant part of the families residing there, however, revolved around
agriculture and the marketing of its produce. This was a sedentary popu-
lation living in a regime of reciprocal labour, in which community-based
redistributive workers performed different tasks for the local community
in exchange for communally provided remuneration of many kinds. Such
a system had proved capable of adapting to changing political authorities
in the course of time, by means of taxation, tribute or military service.
But this was not so under Portuguese rule, because after the Jesuit mis-
sionaries began their activities in Chordo, instead of becoming a place of
segregation of Hindus exiled from Tiswadi, as Sardinha had hoped, the
island went through a process of conversion. This de-structured the tra-
ditional social order, which was complex and stratified. Among the own-
ers and keepers of the better lands, including palm trees and rice fields,
there were ganvkars (descendants of the founders of the community,
who claimed to be of Brahmanical lineage and sat in the village assem-
bly), but also kulacari (literally ‘rent-payers’, who had a fixed status but
had to provide free services to ganvkars), officials of the temples and
artisans. Among the work activities, fishing was important. However, for
the economy of the island, the most important labour was that of the
chaundarins, those who collected coconuts from palms or extracted their
sap. This group was not homogeneous. It included supervisors on site
and peasants.

To sum up, these rural villages reproduced a typical labour division
among those who controlled the lands and those who cultivated them.
This social order, however, was based on a complex system of norms
for which the Portuguese for the first time used the word ‘caste’.3? Of
course, they were unable to describe it in all its complexity, but under-
stood its effect on social mobility. According to the chronicler Jodo de
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Barros, in India, ‘the peasant is distinct from the fisherman, the weaver
from the carpenter etc., so that the occupations created among these
people a kind of lineage according to which they cannot marry one
another, nor exchange many things. And the carpenter’s son cannot
be a tailor, since as it were a religion everyone must follow his father in
his life and occupation’.*? Of course, the subversion of this system had
great importance in the process of conversion in Chordo. As the Jesuit
visitor Alessandro Valignano wrote in 1574, ‘they do not take their con-
version as a supernatural thing with a sincere desire to save their souls,
but as a human one, as if it were no more than to change caste and life-
style by leaving the caste of the gentiles and passing to the caste of the
Christians’.#!

Since the arrival of the first Portuguese in the island, there had been
cases of land expropriation and, later on, this tendency had been ratified
by legal contracts signed by ganvkars in exchange for the guarantee that
they would conserve their properties. During the 1550s, the pressure of
proselytism increased and things changed rapidly. While rich Portuguese
started to build their own leisure farms on the island, including palm
tree fields and other economic activities, a growing number of native
peasants, especially chaundarins who lived in extreme poverty, converted
to Catholicism. By doing so, they abandoned their social universe and
the strict correspondence between family origin and occupation that it
implied. Natives were attracted by the prospects that the full legal inclu-
sion in the Portuguese imperial order offered them. Thus, they finally
experienced a sought-after social mobility, which was associated with a
transformation of labour relations: being now ‘Christians of the land’,
these peasants were in a good position to aspire to receiving the fields
expropriated from those who did not convert, or to take advantage of
them as employees of the new churches built in place of Hindu temples;
moreover, converts could also obtain public offices that had previously
been held by coreligionist neighbours.

During the 1550s, a new area for the residence of Indian converts was
realized in Chorio. Even for those who did not significantly improve
their material conditions thanks to the new occupation, at least the tran-
sition to the protection of the Jesuits meant a daily ration of food—for
this reason, in the Portuguese sources, they are sometimes called ‘rice-
Christians’ (cristdos de arroz).*?> At the end of the decade, the Hindu
population of Chorao went through a mass conversion, whose dynamics
confirm to what extent the missionary project was connected to labour
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relations. In 1557, the chaudarins were the first to become Catholics.
Their choice caused serious problems to the ganvkars and the kulacari
since they ended up with no peasants farming their fields, and no right
to ask people from lower castes to take on tributary services like cleaning
the houses of the Brahmans or the streets of the village. A year later, in
1558, the Hindu e¢lites of Chordo also succumbed to the Jesuits and con-
verted en masse.

An exclusively local focus on the cases of Goa and Chorio as discussed
above would make us conclude that the transformations in the regime
of labour relations they went through had just a regional character in
the context of the Portuguese Empire. However, moving from India
to Brazil and focusing on the connections that existed among specific
places, we can recover the global nature of these transformations, with-
out giving up the peculiarity of their local manifestations.

ENSLAVING NATIVES: PERO FERNADES SARDINHA IN SALVADOR
Da Bania

By the time Chorio and its inhabitants were experiencing such a deep
religious and social transformation, with serious consequences on native
labour relations, Sardinha was on the other side of the southern hem-
isphere. He had gone back to Portugal in 1549, after spending about
four years in Goa, a significant junction of the trade networks in the
Indian Ocean, facing chronic difficulties in earning a wage (ordenado).
He had coped with different situations and a variety of peoples and cul-
tures, while taking part in an imperial project, which included religious
conversion and social reorganization. Labour had a special role in this
project for three reasons: (a) it was a means of legal distinction between
converts and non-converts; (b) it allowed social promotion of neophytes,
who were considered impure by their former coreligionists because of
the adoption of a lifestyle that contrasted with the traditional system of
norms and customs; (c) natives could be employed in the service of the
empire, entrusted with public offices and activities that the Portuguese
were unable to assume, due to their ignorance of local languages, rules
and etiquette in India.

In 1551, Sardinha was appointed first bishop of Salvador da Bahia, the
capital city of the Portuguese Empire in Brazil. He was one of the first
exponents of a new class of missionaries and imperial agents who spent
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their life serving in multiple places and continents within the Portuguese
world, with the possibility of contacting and comparing Konkani Indians,
Tupi people and Africans from the sub-Saharan coast and the Gulf of
Guinea.*® His appointment was justified by his former experience as
vicar-general in Goa. Thus, his biography followed a trans-local itiner-
ary connecting the so-called East and West Indies. Strictly speaking,
Sardinha might not have been a worker, but despite the title, his new
position was not prestigious or sought-after, given the harshness of the
colonization of Brazil, which was then at its outset, and the relative lack
of means of the local church.**

Sardinha’s initial approach to America was probably influenced by
some of the factors that had led the Portuguese to develop a uniform
perception of the natives from India to Brazil, described both as ‘gentiles’
(gentios) and ‘black’ (negros).*> Many of these people were on the move,
due to the impact of conquest, commerce and conversion, on their own
lands and societies, which had sometimes turned them into chattel slaves.
The classic example is the forced migration of the Africans involved in
theAtlantic slave trade, a brute reality Sardinha came in touch with dur-
ing his journey to Brazil, when he stopped in the Cape Verde islands,
labelled as a ‘land richer in money than in virtue’.*6

Contrary to his expectations, in spring 1552, when Sardinha arrived in
Brazil, he found a situation quite distinct from that of Goa.*” Salvador da
Bahia was a city under construction. A few years before, it had become
the seat of the first central government of the Portuguese in America.
Meanwhile, facing institutional confusion and material difficulties,
Portuguese settlers (moradores) had started to subject local natives with
very different methods to those used in India, that is, by massive, undis-
criminating enslavement.*® Of course, they found a number of pretexts
to justify their actions. However, after the arrival of the first Jesuits in
1549, things became much more complex both from a moral and practi-
cal point of view. Some missionaries tried to limit the raiding (resgate)
but in vain. The voice of father Manuel da Nobrega, however, caused
some stir at court in Lisbon, following the more effective protestation of
the Dominican father Bartolomé de las Casas against the encomienda sys-
tem, which had persuaded Emperor Charles V to forbid the enslavement
of native Americans in the Spanish Empire. Perhaps influenced by Las
Casas’ arguments, soon thereafter father Nobrega began to denounce
the illicit methods of Portuguese settlers, as well as the prejudice against
conversion caused by the wild conditions of forced labour and the
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excessive workload they imposed on enslaved natives, some of whom
were already stricken with disease. But Portuguese settlers, who soon
developed a new sense of their social position, to the point that they
considered themselves as ‘nobles’; were too attracted by the wealth they
hoped to obtain from natives’ labour in the fields, the first sugar plan-
tations and the mines discovered in the south. Their economic interest
was stronger than any religious and moral admonition from missionaries,
most of whom approved of slave raiding and the cavilling justifications
the settlers advanced.*’

In line with the idea of a substantial continuity between East and
West Indies, the first reaction of Bishop Sardinha to the situation
of Salvador—a ‘flaming Babylon’, in the words of a contemporary
Jesuit®®>—was to associate it with Goa, calling for more rigorous cat-
echization: ‘in this land I want to follow the same method as I did in
India’; he told father Noébrega, adding that ‘since in this land I am as
a speculator of souls and I have great experience of India, [Jesuit mis-
sionaries] cannot do anything without my advice’.?! The equivalence
Sardinha made between India and Brazil led him to oppose one particu-
lar catechistic method, which was based on preaching in Tupi languages
(through an interpreter), the use of Tupi dances and rituals, and the cre-
ation of villages (a/deins) of neophytes under Jesuit custody.

Within a few months, Sardinha developed new ideas about the natives,
particularly as regards slavery. His opposition to Nébrega’s method led
him, once more, to impose a harsher separation between converts and
non-converts, forbidding the latter to enter the church during the Mass.
He not only took converted slaves away from the Jesuits’ catechiza-
tion, but he also ended up siding with the settlers in favour of enslaving
the Tupi.’? In so doing, he became a strong supporter of a project of
colonial society, shared by settlers and the majority of Jesuits, but not
by Nobrega and a few imperial high officials. His negative view of Tupi
people rested on the prejudice that they were inconstant by nature. This
view produced an association that gave rise to an enduring representa-
tion of a supposed ‘American character’: as the conversion of Tupi peo-
ple was difficult and uncertain, due to their natural inclination to both
embrace and abandon a new faith, just as they showed little propensity to
labour and extraordinary indolence.>3

The reverse side of this portrayal of Tupi people was the idea that
by means of labour and discipline they might become good Catholics.
Jesuits too shared this view, but not all of them believed that it should be
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stretched to the point of approving enslavement as a way to conversion,
as in the case of the Wolofs in West Africa.>* Here again, as in the case
of Goa, we can see a direct link between change of religion and transfor-
mation of labour relations, though any impulse to social promotion was
absent in the case of Salvador da Bahia.

AFRICAN SL.AVES AND TUPT WORKERS: JESUITS AND LABOUR
RELATIONS IN PIRATININGA

The massive enslavement of Tupi people provoked a violent reaction,
particularly from the tribes of Caeté and Tamoio, which gave rise to
serious attacks against the first farms (fazendas) Portuguese settlers had
organized outside urban centres.>® The latter were aware that there were
many different and conflicting groups among Tupi people. They also
knew that commodified work, as we can define the labour relation these
slaves entered being sold in the market and being forced to work the
land for the market, was something absolutely new in a region inhabited
by semi-nomadic people, who did not reside for more than a few years in
the same place and lived by subsistence agriculture and fishing on com-
munity property. Despite their enormous distance from the Konkani
Indians living in rural villages, their pre-colonial organization, too, can
be subsumed in the category of reciprocal labour, as community-based
redistributive workers.

Initially, Nobrega’s opposition to the enslavement of native Brazilians
resulted in the freeing of those assaulted (negros salteados), especially if
they had already converted to Catholicism before capture, as in the case
of the Carijé people. Moreover, in a letter addressed to King John III
in July 1552, he claimed provocatively that, as Brazil was a poor land,
it was expedient ‘that Your Highness sends settlers who farm and grow
fond of the land, and calls back so many officials who receive so much
money and do not expect anything else than finishing their period here
and earning their wage’.5¢ What happened, however, was quite differ-
ent. Before the resistance of Tupi people, settlers opted for an alterna-
tive forced labour that already characterized the Portuguese Atlantic
world. In a letter written from Salvador da Bahia in 1556, local inhab-
itants asked the crown to allow a peculiar slave trade: sending Tupi
to the archipelagos of Sio Tomé and of Cape Verde in exchange for
black Africans ‘from Guinea’ (da Guiné). The settlers inaugurated an
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ethnographic comparison grounded on practical considerations, by argu-
ing in particular that Wolofs were much more useful and reliable than
native Brazilians (naturais), because, while the latter were ‘very incon-
stant’ (muito imcertos), the former tolerated a much heavier workload
and provided significant assistance in military defence against rebel
Tupi.?”

Whatever the king’s answer, while a huge number of African slaves
were forcibly transported to the Americas, some Tupi and mestizos from
Brazil actually ended up working as slaves in West Africa and its Atlantic
islands.5® The beginning of this long-distance and bidirectional migra-
tion of forced labour was a result of the social project Sardinha helped
formulate. The increase in the Atlantic slave trade and the massive use
of Africans as chattel slaves that marked colonial Brazil so heavily were
still to come, but the first steps of the introduction of African slaves in
Brazil reproduced what was going on in Spanish America, where even
Bartolomé de las Casas suggested using them in place of freed natives to
carry on forced labour in the encomienda system. The main difference
was that the enslavement of Tupi people in Brazil was not completely
prohibited before the eighteenth century, and the first royal legislation
regulating it dated only to 1570.%°

Nobrega and the Jesuits who shared his position were not against the
arrival of enslaved Wolofs either.%? As early as 1551, they sent an explicit
request for ‘some slaves from Guinea’ to be used in a house to be built in
Bahia for the catechization of native young boys (meninos), ‘because the
land is so fertile that many children will be easily supported and dressed,
if they will have some slaves who plant field with food and cotton (7o¢as
de mantimentos ¢ algodnis)’.®1 Nobrega, however, also showed appre-
ciation for Tupi slaves, on condition that their capture had been lawful
and they were non-converts. In a letter sent from Salvador in 1552, he
announced that he had purchased some Brazilian slaves for the house
of native young boys. His description of their labour organization casts
light on both gender relations and the indirect involvement of religious
men in managing this contingent of reciprocal household slaves: ‘A few
slaves of those I ordered to buy for the house are women, and I made
them marry the (enslaved) men. They live secluded in the fields (ro¢as),
with their own houses, and I found a layman who takes care of, rules and
governs all of them, while we do not look after them and we interact
with the layman and he did so with them. We had to get women because
otherwise it is not possible to have fields in this land, since they make
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flour and do all the service and work, while the men just clean land, go
fishing and hunting, and little more’.%?

This experience influenced the organization of the Jesuit house of
native young boys in Piratininga, the future Sio Paulo, established in
the following years by Nébrega and his fellows.%3 The material subsist-
ence of the house was entrusted to the Jesuit brother Mateus Nogueira,
a blacksmith (ferreiro) who ‘supports these young boys with his labour,
because he crafts some objects thanks to which they buy some food’.
“This land’, Nébrega remarked in a letter to a Jesuit father in Portugal,
‘is very poor and it is not possible to relate to the local gentile (este gen-
ti0) without hooks and knifes that make it easier to attract them’.%* In a
difficult and isolated context like that of Piratininga, labour and barter
were a fundamental part of the missionary strategy in order to guarantee
self-sufficiency to Jesuit residences, as well as to come into contact with
the local population and, if possible, convert them. A few years later,
while supporting new patterns of settlement for local natives, allowing
them to be reunited in bigger villages with better conditions to farm and
fish, Nobrega also argued for intense use of African slaves in the house
of Piratininga, ‘without our looking after them, because we all confess
that we cannot live without someone who gathers the wood, brings the
water, cooks the bread that we eat and does other services that, being

just a few, the brothers cannot do’.?

CoNCLUSION: THE SPECTRE OF PERO FERNANDES SARDINHA

The second half of the 1550s and the 1560s saw a wild period of unlim-
ited enslavement of Tupi people, especially from the Caeté tribe, until
the first law concerning native slavery in Brazil (1570) distinguished
between those living in villages under Jesuit custody (indios aldeados)
and those wandering in the inland (sertio), called ‘rogue gentiles’ (gen-
tios bravos), who were out of the control of the Portuguese Empire,
but could be enslaved in the case of just war.% In the previous years,
Nobrega had contributed to this legal agreement, which, however, the
settlers contested. He had disputed publicly against the reasons by which
the assaults and captures against Tupi people were justified. For a long
time, Nobrega had criticized the use of native slaves (escravos da terra),
however they had been captured, in Jesuit colleges and houses, but the
brute spectacle of the mass enslavement of Caeté people in the area of
Bahia led him to question openly the whole legitimacy of this action.®”
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In this circumstance, however, Nobrega had first considered the possibil-
ity of importing the encomienda system from Spanish America, as some
settlers also asked the general governor of Brazil. Finally, he rejected it
for he was sure that Portuguese encomenderos would not take care of the
catechization and conversion of natives. He ended up by feeling the con-
crete realization of this model of tributary labour as the opposite of his
project to gather neophytes in separated villages under Jesuit custody:
‘now that they [i.e., the Brazilian converts] live together with churches
to indoctrinate them, they [i.e., the settlers] want to distribute them (os
quevem repartidos). Thus, there is no lack of those who go kidnapping
our Indians, whom we gathered with a lot of labour (#rabalbo) and take
them to live in their fields’.8

Nobrega’s defence hid the fact that the material conditions of the
neophytes living in the Jesuit villages, while certainly better than the
Spanish encomiendas or the settlers’ plantations in Brazil, were not those
of community members working in a regime of reciprocal labour rela-
tions, but rather of a kind of spiritualized tributary system that was to
draw harsh criticism not only from settlers, but also from royal coun-
cils.%? Actually, Nobrega was still dealing with the spectre of Sardinha
and the legacy of his missionary ideas, which included the rejection of
Jesuit villages. The bishop was also unintentionally responsible for the
atmosphere of a ‘native-hunt’, in which Noébrega fought his battle
against the settlers and those missionaries who supported the legitimacy
of the mass enslavement of Caeté. The decree issued in 1562 by the
general governor of Brazil that allowed the capture of everyone belong-
ing to this tribe in the area of Bahia followed the circumstance in which
Sardinha was said to have died. According to a report, after his depar-
ture to Portugal, ‘the ship on which he was travelling was wrecked along
the coast of Brazil and the Indians killed and ate all those who were
on board, with the exception of the few who spread the news (of the
accident)’.”?

Rumours of acts of cannibalism may appear as psychological sugges-
tion, partly due to the violence the bishop had permitted against Tupi
people during his stay in Salvador. Be that as it may, this story must be
seen as a successful attempt to exploit Sardinha’s passing to improve his
own view of a new colonial society, based on the alternative for natives
between conversion and segregation on the one hand and forced labour
on the other. As the connected micro-histories of labour discussed in this
chapter show, spatial differences matter and there was a great distance
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between the social project Sardinha had developed for West India and
the one he supported for Brazil. In life and death, however, he was a
true example of the multiple intersections between Catholic missions and
native subaltern workers in a globalizing world.
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CHAPTER 4

Prisoners of War, Captives or Slaves?
The Christian Prisoners of Tunis

and La Goleta in 1574

Cecilia Tarruell

INTRODUCTION

The study of early modern Mediterranean bondage, understood here as
the various forms of dependence and coerced labour experienced by indi-
viduals in this area, stretching from captivity to slavery, has an extremely
long tradition.! The burgeoning number of articles and books published
every year reflect the vitality of this field of research.? Over the past dec-
ades, scholars have sought to complexify our understanding of these phe-
nomena. However, the depiction of Mediterranean bondage as an ordeal
suffered exclusively by Christians, who became victims of the Barbary
corsairs, still remains a prevailing notion in a certain number of studies.?
Two aspects of this representation are especially worth pointing out:
first, the presumed existence of a unilateral phenomenon and, secondly,
the fact that it was a consequence of low-intensity warfare driven by pri-
vateers from North Africa. In reality, as many studies have convincingly
shown, the dynamics that defined the early modern Mediterranean were
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reciprocal, albeit frequently asymmetrical.* Captures related to warfare
were no exception. Therefore, bondage affected Christians seized by
Muslims as well as Muslims and Jews captured by Christians.?

With regard to the importance of corsairing, the picture is consid-
erably more complicated. In the past decades, a strand of the schol-
arly debate has emphasized the role of Christian privateers in the
Mediterranean, especially since the beginning of the seventeenth
century.® In parallel, some of the most interesting recent works on
Mediterranean bondage have focused on the development of an econ-
omy of ransoming.” At this stage, there is no doubt that low-intensity
warfare was not the monopoly of corsairs from the Maghreb. Yet the
prevalent role of corsairing as the main cause for the capture of Christian
populations has frequently been presented as a certainty.

Were all Christian detainees indeed seized during actions carried
out by corsairs? The aim of this essay is to call into question this histo-
riographical trope. To this end, the following pages discuss the case of
prisoners of war in the Mediterranean during the second half of the six-
teenth century. In so doing, the purpose is not to dismiss the importance
of corsairing, but to show that there were other complementary circum-
stances in which people were deprived of their freedom.

At the same time, this chapter explores the different status that detain-
ees could experience during detention. Scholars such as Michel Fontenay
have emphasized the need to distinguish between the categories of cap-
tive and slave.® Yet these terms are frequently used as synonymous in
studies revolving around early modern Mediterranean bondage. As such,
some scholars have preferred to maintain the apparent similar meaning
that contemporaries conferred on various situations of lack of freedom.
However, this choice implies mixing very different realities and labour
relations between owners and detainees. This essay aims to clarify these
distinctions and to show the diverse fates prisoners of war lived through
depending on whether they were held as captives or slaves. Moreover,
this chapter aspires to stress the existence of a continuum between life
before, during and after detention, and a gradation of situations of
dependence experienced by detainees and former detainees.

In focusing on a phenomenon—imprisonment on the battlefield—
that was neither specific to the early modern Mediterranean nor to
confrontations between Muslim and Christian powers, this research is
motivated by three main concerns. First, the need to set Mediterranean
bondage within a broader frame of analysis, namely the existence of
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shared cultures of dependence and the treatment of defeated populations
following the codes of warfare. From this perspective, the second con-
cern is to analyse what made the Mediterranean case different from sim-
ilar situations encountered in other geographic areas. Finally, based on
the conception of bondage as a process with a beginning and, hopefully,
an end leading to detainees’ liberation, this essay studies the shifting con-
ditions that individuals might experience over the course of their lives
and the uncertain limits between free and unfree labour.

In its methodology, this chapter proposes to tackle these issues using
a prosopographical approach and, specifically, through the analysis of
the fate of prisoners of war of one single event: the loss of Tunis and
La Goleta by the Spaniards in 1574. This episode was one of many in
which the military forces of the Spanish Monarchy opposed those of the
Ottoman Empire. The outcome was a crushing defeat of the Christian
forces: between late August and mid-September, the North-African
presidio of La Goleta, conquered by Charles V in 1535, and the city
of Tunis, recently incorporated into the Spanish Monarchy in October
1573, became definitively part of the Ottoman Empire.?

The choice to select only one case study has the advantage of combin-
ing a micro-historical study of the fate of a group captured in a specific
place at a given time—i.e. Tunis and La Goleta in 1574—with an analy-
sis of their subsequent careers, which were characterized by an intense
geographical mobility, both during and after their period of detention.
Contrary to some works dealing with ‘global lives’, I do not focus on
the trajectory of an exceptional individual or a small set of individuals.'?
Instead, I seek to reconstruct the trajectories of the largest possible num-
ber of actors who were seized by the Ottomans in Tunis and La Goleta
in 1574.11

In order to do this, the following pages are rooted in an in-depth
analysis of primary sources. Scholars have traditionally relied on two
kinds of archival materials in studying Christian bondage in Islamic
lands: the records of the religious orders dedicated to redeeming cap-
tives (Mercedarians and Trinitarians), and the Inquisitorial trials, when
detention was followed by a religious conversion to Islam. Instead, my
research is based on a study of the so-called informaciones de méritos y
servicios. These ‘reports of merits and services’ were petitions sent by
individuals to the king in order to request a reward for their services to
the Crown. They were routinely sent along with a cache of supporting
documents supplied to buttress their claims, which offer historians rich
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materials with autobiographical content, overlooked until now by schol-
ars interested in Mediterranean bondage.'? These sources provide a win-
dow into many human experiences that would otherwise be difficult to
access, since the majority of petitioners were not elite actors and left very
few other traces.

In particular, my reconstruction of the trajectories of prisoners of
Tunis and La Goleta is based on a systematic investigation of petitions
sent by former prisoners—and their families—which were processed by
the councils of State, of War and of Italy between 1574 and 1609. These
petitions have been read alongside subsequent administrative docu-
mentation generated by these petitions. In addition, I have carried out
selective surveys of documentation from the Chamber of Castile, the
councils of Castile, of Aragon and of the Indies and, occasionally, from
the Council of Finance during the same period.!?® This has allowed me
to reconstruct 328 life trajectories related to the events. Of these 328
individuals, 267 were captured during the loss of Tunis and La Goleta,
51 were the relatives of prisoners and 10 were killed during the sieges.
Whereas the total number of Christian survivors is estimated at 770, this
sample covers a significant percentage of the prisoners taken after the
Spanish defeat.1*

TuE Loss orF Tunis AND LA GOLETA IN 1574 AND ITS
SIGNIFICANCE IN MEDITERRANEAN WARFARE

From the late fifteenth century onwards, the Mediterranecan became
a scene of imperial and confessional competition between the Spanish
Monarchy and the Ottoman Empire.!® This rivalry inevitably forced the
remaining powers in the area, and those that gradually came to play a
role in it, to take sides in the on-going conflict.!® The result was a sit-
uation of permanent and multifaceted warfare which certainly adopted
the form of clashes between regular armies. Examples such as the bat-
tle of Preveza (1538) or the battle of Lepanto (1571) are paradig-
matic of this form of war. However, in a more durable way, warfare in
the Mediterranean was an irregular and privatised war driven both
by Muslim and Christian corsairs—termed the ‘little war’ by Fernand
Braudel, which attained its ‘Golden Age’ precisely during this period.!”
Importantly enough, these hostilities occurred in an area with a long
tradition of interactions between Christian Europe and North Africa,
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and between the Eastern and Western Mediterranean. Contrary to the
Americas—and other parts of the globe—there was no discovery of the
‘Other’. Instead, tensions arose between enemies who were also neigh-
bours and who had long experience of implementing mechanisms for
coexistence and for the regulation of daily violence.!8

In these circumstances, the loss of Tunis and La Goleta in 1574 has
traditionally been considered one of the highlights of the histoire événe-
mentielle of the Mediterranean front during the second half of the six-
teenth century. It was preceded by other military defeats of the Hispanic
forces in North Africa—such as the loss of Bugia (1555), the expedition
to Mostaganem (1558) and the disaster of Djerba (1560)—and would be
followed by the famous battle of Alcazar (1578), during which the two
Moroccan contenders, Muhammad al-Mutawakkil and ‘Abd al-Malik, as
well as the Portuguese king, dom Sebastido, died. The loss of Tunis and
La Goleta was also the event that closed the victorious cycle of Lepanto
(1571) and don John of Austria’s activities in the Mediterranean.

Nevertheless, this episode did not represent a mere military setback,
but an event with long-standing consequences. The Spaniards lost a stra-
tegic position in the central Maghreb which had been vital in ensuring
the defence of the South of Italy, the control of trade and the isolation
of focal points of Barbary privateering. Traditionally, the historiographi-
cal interpretation has considered 1580 to be the conclusive date for the
changing rhythms and dynamics on the Mediterranean front. Hence,
1580 would have been the turning point that signalled the transition
from the open conflict between the forces of the Spanish Monarchy and
the Ottoman Empire to a form of warfare driven by corsairs and priva-
teers, in which a large number of powers, including English and Dutch
vessels, participated.!” In reality, the signing of the truce between the
Catholic king and the Ottoman sultan only consolidated the status quo
that had been established in 1574.2° From September 1574 onwards,
the central Maghreb conclusively swung to the Ottoman side. With this
conquest, and the Portuguese defeat of Alcazar four years later, the sul-
tans considered their Mediterranean objectives achieved.?! Henceforth,
there were no significant territorial gains by either of the two hegemonic
Mediterranean powers. Their naval strength gradually declined and their
strategic priorities changed: the Spanish Monarchy shifted to the Atlantic
while the Ottoman Empire turned its attention to the wars against the
Safavids.??
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As for the human consequences of the events of 1574, both Christian
and Muslim sources highlight the bloody nature of the sieges. The
Ottoman and Barbary forces suffered heavy losses, while most of the
besieged population died during the assaults or shortly after as a result
of their injuries.?? The majority of the few survivors were professional
soldiers; there were also some sailors who had probably arrived during
the summer of 1574, coming from the galley squadrons of Naples and
Sicily.?* In addition, at the moment of the attacks, there were a consid-
erable number of civilians living in the city of La Goleta and, to a lesser
extent, in Tunis. We should remember that La Goleta was not only a mil-
itary post but a real city, where soldiers’ families had lived—in some cases
for more than a generation?®>—and where all kinds of activities, besides
the military, took place. Therefore, there were many women and children
among the prisoners, as well as different categories of workers, medical
personnel, some ecclesiastics and several merchants.?®

PrisONERS OF WAR, CAPTIVES OR SLAVES?

Human bondage resulting from warfare was a common practice in the
early modern Mediterranean (and beyond). Obviously, it coexisted with
other forms of bondage: bondage by birth, the African slave trade—before
it became primarily oriented towards the American territories—as well as
slavery resulting from raids in Central and Eastern Europe. Moreover, it is
important to underline the fact that early modern Mediterranean bondage
did not represent a qualitative break with medieval times, even if it reached
an unprecedented scale from a quantitative point of view.?”

In order to distinguish Mediterranean bondage from other forms of
enslavement—in particular, from the Atlantic chattel slavery—Giovanna
Fiume has characterized its main features in the following way. First,
it was a reciprocal—albeit not necessarily symmetrical—phenomenon
that affected Christians captured by Muslims as well as Muslims and
Jews imprisoned by Christians. Its duration was generally limited, since
detainees had the chance of being redeemed or exchanged with other
prisoners. Besides this reversibility, bondage had an iterative nature. In
other words, there was a real chance of becoming captive several times
over a lifetime. Finally, this phenomenon gave rise to the creation of
dense financial networks of merchants, redeemers and all sorts of inter-
mediaries who were sometimes more interested in speculating on the
amount of ransoms than in liberating the detainees.?®
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In general, contemporary accounts and propaganda from the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries, alongside most of the scholarly works
on Christian Mediterranean bondage, have focused on the victims of
the Barbary corsairs. This emphasis has tended to obscure the fact that
a considerable percentage of detainees held in the Ottoman Empire and
Morocco were actually prisoners of war captured on the battlefield.?® In
reality, the figure of the prisoner of war is as old as warfare itself. The
payment of ransoms and exchange of prisoners were part of the codes
and practices of war.3? Moreover, the expectation of taking booty, as
much material as human booty, was one of the main motivations for
soldiers who participated in military campaigns and was also a primary
source of remuneration.?! Surprisingly, the analysis of the treatment and
fate of the prisoners of war is a field of research overlooked by early mod-
ern historians. Unlike the fate of their twentieth-century counterparts,
this topic has scarcely attracted scholars’ attention.3? In most cases, the
interest in early modern prisoners of war has been placed in longue durée
collective endeavours, from antiquity to contemporary times, which has
targeted to explain, explicitly or implicitly, the background of the experi-
ence of the two world wars.33 Yet, there are certainly numerous examples
of early modern prisoners of war, with some famous cases such as the
king of France Francis I, captured at the battle of Pavia (1525).34

From a global perspective, it becomes apparent that the capture of
prisoners was a common procedure throughout time and space. Bondage
related to warfare was neither an exclusively early modern phenomenon
nor specific to Mediterranean (or to Christian-Islamic) conflicts. It is
from this approach, which challenges the assumed ‘exceptionalism’ that
sometimes arises from works on early modern Mediterranean bondage—
especially those dealing with Christian captivity in Islamic lands—that
we should understand the experience of the prisoners of Tunis and La
Goleta.

The question remains, however, of how to explain the essential differ-
ences that we can observe between the fate of the prisoners of war held
in intra-European conflicts and those who were captured during clashes
involving extra-European powers in contexts of cross-confessional dif-
ference, namely, for the purposes of this essay, in conflicts between the
Spanish Monarchy and the Ottoman Empire. While prisoners in intra-
European conflicts were generally held for short periods of time and
their liberation was granted, at the latest, during the peace agreements
between contenders, this was not necessarily the case for the servants of
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the Spanish Monarchy seized by the Ottomans. The treatment of these
two categories of prisoners thus differed widely.

In order to understand the reasons for such differences, it is crucial
to take into account the prisoners’ legal status, i.e. whether their legal
status was that of captive or slave. Both in Christian and Islamic law, the
enslavement of prisoners of war was permitted when there was a reli-
gious difference between contenders.?® Related to this, we have to keep
in mind the distinctions between captivity and slavery. Michel Fontenay
has proposed a differentiation between these two categories of analysis
based on the exchange value and use value of detainees, to which we
should also add different temporalities. Hence, captives were held until
the payment of a ransom and were assessed according to their exchange
value. On the contrary, slaves were estimated by their use value and so
were kept by their owners until they fulfilled their duties.?® In addi-
tion, captives were not expected—at least in theory—to work, whereas
slaves were owned in prospect of their capacity to work, whether that
work was physical, intellectual or sexual. Nonetheless, these two concep-
tual realities were not immutable, since a captive could easily become a
slave when his prospects for redemption faded away.3” Moreover, these
taxonomies should be verified empirically since there could be a broad
spectrum in these situations of dependence in addition to the theoretical
differences that were contingent on distinct legal status.

Concerning the prisoners of war seized during military conflicts
between the Ottomans and Spaniards, many elements could intervene
in order to determine whether they would become captives or slaves.
Nevertheless, a considerable number of prisoners were directly held as
slaves. As stated previously, the cross-confessional setting legally allowed
this outcome. In such circumstances, it is easy to understand why the fate
of those prisoners was so different from their counterparts in Europe.

However, the religious difference was not the only element that
explained these differences. The nature of the diplomatic relations
between contenders also played a crucial role, probably even more deci-
sive than the former. The instrumentalisation of prisoners was a common
fact; they could become an important part of negotiations, often used
as bargaining chips to free respective prisoners.3® Normally, most of the
prisoners were not destined to permanently remain in this situation; they
were held for the duration of the conflict that had caused their impris-
onment. Yet, the total absence of official relations could prevent any
kind of agreement for mutual exchange of prisoners, which is precisely
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what happened to the subjects and servants of the Spanish Habsburgs
who were captured by the Ottomans. In addition, elements such as who
was the owner, the place of detention, the social status of prisoners, their
symbolic value, etc., could also influence the fate of the prisoners of war
seized in fights against the Ottomans.

THE PRISONERS’ FATE DURING DETENTION

In the aftermath of the assaults of Tunis and La Goleta, the over 770
survivors were divided up between the winning forces. This was the nor-
mal process on these occasions. The most significant and valuable prison-
ers were handed over to the sultan and the main figures of the besieging
armies. The majority of the prominent prisoners were held as captives
in the prospect of getting a ransom for them. The rest of the prison-
ers, sometimes heavily injured—to the extent of not knowing whether
they would survive or die in the following days—were distributed among
the remaining participants. Some were taken as captives, others directly
as slaves.

Algiers and Istanbul were the main destinations of the prisoners.
However, some remained in Tunis and the neighbouring areas, or were
sent to other Ottoman dominions. For instance, a significant percent-
age found themselves in the province of Egypt, especially in Alexandria.
This geography was related to the owners of the prisoners and the place
where they were living or serving the sultan. Moreover, it was linked to
the activities to which prisoners were devoted.

Even if it is difficult to generalise, an important number of the
defeated population was held as slaves and used as oarsmen. In the early
modern Mediterranean, both in Christian and Islamic lands, the pro-
pulsion of galleys was one of the more demanding activities in terms
of employment of slave labour.3? The high number of rowers that was
needed, together with their high rate of mortality and the continu-
ous flow of fugitive slaves and those who were disabled, explain this
huge demand. Therefore, it is not surprising that the map of the pris-
oners’ destinations is a perfect match with the geography of the main
ports where the Ottoman Empire maintained galley squadrons, such as
Istanbul, Alexandria, the islands of Rhodes, Cyprus, Chios, Mytilene and
Negroponte.*?

It is worth pointing out, however, that the use of slaves in the gal-
leys has benefited to some extent from good documentary visibility, both
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in Christian and Ottoman sources and propaganda, which has attracted
considerable historiographical attention. Conversely, we know very little
about the Christian slaves employed in agricultural activities, artisan tasks
or domestic service. This fact, which is common to the whole phenom-
enon of Christian enslavement in Islamic lands, is also applicable to the
particular example of the prisoners of Tunis and La Goleta. Furthermore,
the employment of slave rowers in galleys was subject to the seasonal
calendar of sea navigation. Hence, during the winter, owners often used
their slaves for other tasks, such as building infrastructure, construction
or carrying water or wood.

Finally, there is no indication regarding the activities of the women
and children imprisoned in 1574. We can assume that their fate did
not substantially differ from the treatment of these social groups in the
Maghreb and in the rest of the Ottoman Empire. It is probable then that
they were employed in domestic service, in combination with meeting
sexual demands.*!

The example of the prisoners of Tunis and La Goleta is also inter-
esting since it offers new insight into the phenomena of early mod-
ern Mediterranean bondage. In particular, two elements are especially
important in adding nuance to some of the general assumptions about
Christian captivity—and enslavement—in the Islamic lands: the prison-
ers’ geography of detention and the duration of this ordeal.

With regard to the first aspect, we have already seen that the places of
detention were not limited to the Maghrebi coast, but encompassed a
larger portion of the domains of the Ottoman Empire, especially in the
Eastern Mediterranean and, in particular, in Istanbul. This contradicts
the traditional image of a phenomenon reduced to the main cities of the
Barbary Coast, where the victims of the North African corsairs suffered
all sorts of ill treatment until they were ransomed. More importantly, the
prisoners of Tunis and La Goleta frequently enjoyed considerable spatial
mobility during their detention. This might be due to the move of their
owner or their sale to another master.

This mobility within—and outside of—the Ottoman dominions, both
across the Barbary Coast and the Levant, can be illustrated by Jer6nimo
de Pasamonte’s trajectory. During his 18-year detention, Pasamonte
lived in Tunis, Bizerte, Alexandria, the Peloponnesus, Rhodes and
several times in Istanbul.*2 Meanwhile, the Cordoban soldier subse-
quently renamed Soliman Pacha was sold to ‘Abd al-Malik, the future
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Moroccan sharif (1576-1578), who attended the sieges of Tunis and
La Goleta as Ottoman protégé. Our character followed his master to
Morocco, where a few years later he converted to Islam and started a
promising career in the Moroccan sharifs” entourage. With Ahmad al-
Mansur, he obtained the charges of equerry and ‘viceroy’ of Gao, capital
of the recently conquered Songhay Empire.*3 Soliman Pacha died during
the civil war among the successors of al-Mansur at the beginning of the
seventeenth century.**

The second element that the case study of the prisoners of Tunis and
La Goleta allows us to enlarge upon is the length of the prisoners’ captiv-
ity or enslavement. The majority of works, based on records of the reli-
gious orders dedicated to redeeming Christian captives in the Barbary
Coast, have observed that the average time of detention barely exceeded
5 years.*® Yet, a careful analysis of the prisoners’ petitions to the Spanish
Crown offers a different picture, which is summarized in the tables
below:*¢ (Table 4.1) (Fig. 4.1).

Thus, even if the duration of detention varied considerably, we can
observe a relative predominance of cases lasting more than the sup-
posed average length of detention. The majority of the captives held in
the Islamic lands remained for between 5 and 15 years. Multiple rea-
sons explain these long detentions. First, many prisoners were held
directly as slaves, especially among those who were not prominent fig-
ures. In addition, the possession of Philip II’s subjects could have a spe-
cial symbolism for some owners, as they represented a constant victory
against the enemy. On other occasions, long captivities were related to

Table 4.1 Duration of detention

Duration of detention Number of individunls Percentage (%)
<1 year 14 6
>1 year to <5 years 38 18
>5 years to <10 years 52 24
>10 years to <15 years 51 24
>15 years to <20 years 17 8
>20 years to <25 years 9 4
>25 years to <30 years 15 7
>30 years 20 9

Total 216 100
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Duration of detention

30 years N

31 years

32 years

20 years NN

21 years Il
22 years Il
23 years Il

24 years I
25 years NN
26 years I
27 years I
28 years NN
29 years NN

33 years NN

34 years 1l

35 years N

36 years
38 years Il

37 years

Fig. 4.1 Duration of detention

difficulties that arose in negotiating the liberation of these individuals.
For instance, Manuel Pérez was a surgeon from the fort of Tunis. He
was captured with his brother Antonio, who was also a surgeon, and
who was released on payment of a ransom at Istanbul shortly thereat-
ter. In contrast, Manuel was sent to Algiers and remained captive for
more than 10 years. His master would only free him in exchange for
Hassan Desmir, who was detained as an oarsman on the Lisbon galleys.
Although the Spanish Crown was willing to relinquish this slave, in 1584
the parties had not yet reached an agreement. The exchange presumably
took place a year later.#”

Moreover, the duration was closely related to the place of deten-
tion and, therefore, to the possibility of being liberated. 80% of pris-
oners were held in the Levant (essentially in Istanbul), where they had
fewer chances of being freed than in North Africa, since the Orders of
Redemption did not operate there. There were also fewer networks
dedicated to ransoming. The following graph shows us the varia-
tion in the duration of captivity depending on the place of detention
(Fig. 4.2).
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THE LIBERATION AND POSSIBLE RETURN TO CHRISTIAN LLANDS

The likely possibility of being freed after a given amount of time is one
of the major aspects that differentiate Mediterranean bondage from that
of the Atlantic slave trade. Whether the liberation occurred a few months
after the events of 1574 or several decades later, as discussed in the previ-
ous section, a considerable percentage of the prisoners of Tunis and La
Goleta managed to become free persons again. Indeed, the 267 trajec-
tories studied here correspond to individuals who were lucky enough to
recover their freedom.

There were several paths to obtain freedom. Of course, many of the
prisoners were liberated after the payment of a ransom. Yet, relatively
few of them benefited from the mediation of the Mercedarians and
Trinitarians in the Maghreb.*® Instead, the majority defrayed the ransom
themselves after settling the terms with their masters. Often, they relied
on the mediation of intermediaries who acted as negotiators or advanced
the necessary sums of money. Rosa Carta’s path is a good example of
this. Rosa Carta was the wife of the maestre de campo Luis de Segura.
Her husband, severely wounded, died shortly after the surrender of
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La Goleta. She was captured together with her 3-year-old son and
6-ycar-old daughter; all three were sent to Istanbul. In 1585, after 11
years of being held captive, she finally managed to arrange their ran-
som for the price of 400 escudos. Her master allowed her to return to
Christian lands with the stipulation that this sum, plus interest, would be
paid within a year and a half. Therefore, she had to leave a guarantor as
well as her children as hostages. In the meantime, her relatives had prob-
ably concluded that she was dead. In 1584, her sister-in-law Juana de
Segura had already asked for the overdue wages of her brother, Juan de
Segura, and her son, the alférez Jerénimo de Valdés, who had both died
during the sieges. The fact that Rosa Carta asked a notary to authen-
ticate the will that her husband had made in La Goleta on 20 August
1574 immediately after she arrived at Court, proves that she needed to
reclaim what was hers.*’

Others financed their freedom through their own work, after estab-
lishing a contract (miikdtebe) with their owners.®® This modality was
frequent within the dominions at the heart of the Ottoman Empire,
especially in Istanbul, whereas it remained quite rare in the Maghrebi
provinces. This solution certainly demanded several years work before
becoming effective—on average between 10 and 15 years—but it guar-
anteed liberation. At the same time, it helped to foster bonds between
the slave and the master, since many freed slaves continued to work for
their former owners, showing the continuity between forms of ‘unfree’
and ‘free’ labour. Furthermore, although their numbers remain difficult
to evaluate through the sources used for this study, it is important to
note that freedom did not necessarily imply a direct return to Christian
lands. On the contrary, many of the prisoners of Tunis and La Goleta
probably remained in the Ottoman Empire once they were manumitted;
they got married and never felt the need—or perhaps were unable—to
return home.?!

One of the main tropes about Mediterranean Christian bondage is
that many slaves and captives were freed thanks to their religious conver-
sion to Islam.>? Even though the figure of the ‘renegade’ has retained
so much attention in the scholarly debate, the truth is that renegades
are barely visible in the inquiry I have conducted on the prisoners of
Tunis and La Goleta. I am inclined to think that this is essentially due to
documentary visibility, rather than corresponding to a historical reality.
Invariably, all renegades that I have found were children when they were
captured, or they were relevant spies working on behalf of the Hispanic
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authorities. In the first case, authorities were willing to forgive conver-
sions that had occurred when the actors were too young to be able to
discern their mistake. In the last case, the utility of these spies made it
possible to minimise the problem of apostasy.

Nevertheless, almost half of the sample gathered for this research
gained their freedom by running away. This was sometimes an individ-
ual escape, and sometimes a small group enterprise. For instance, the
Valencian Juan Bautista Navarro was captured in La Goleta when he
was 10 years old. He was brought to Algiers and converted to Islam. In
August 1583, he made a small boat with which he fled to Oran accom-
panied by twelve Christian captives.’® Antonio de Lucia was also cap-
tured in La Goleta when he was fifteen. After becoming a renegade, he
rose to the post of captain of janissaries. Throughout the almost 30 years
he lived as a Muslim, he helped the Christian captives as much as pos-
sible and secretly baptized his son in Istanbul. Finally he escaped in the
company of fifteen captives and three renegades, reaching Palermo.>*
Sometimes, these escapes required extremely long journeys. Juan de
Arenas was captured in the fort of Tunis and was sent to Istanbul. After
eighteen years of captivity, he fled on a trip that led him through Poland,
Germany, Austria, Bohemia, Milan, Rome and the Iberian Peninsula.5?

Taking part in a slave rebellion in a galley was another escape route
for the Christian prisoners of Tunis and La Goleta. These extraordinary
actions, which allowed the release of a large number of Christian captives
at once, were also endowed with a great symbolic and propagandising
power. They were a tangible sign of victory against the political and reli-
gious enemy and possessed a strong exemplary value. In the years after
the events of 1574, several collective escapes of this type occurred. For
instance, Alonso Fernandez de Salamanca, the author of a chronicle of
the events, was released in January 1577. He took part in the mutiny of
a galley of Alexandria in which 270 rowers were freed.>® Curiously, it was
the same galley from which John Fox was also liberated, the author of
the first English account of captivity.>”

The degree of difficulty in returning and reintegrating into Hispanic
society generally depended on the duration of captivity and the condi-
tions under which these individuals returned. Oversimplifying, trajectories
after bondage followed two major patterns. On the one hand, there is the
model corresponding to relatively short captivities, where individuals were
still young, in good health and had gathered useful insight into the enemy,
especially in terms of geography and languages. As paradoxical as it may
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seem, for some prisoners, bondage was an opportunity for social advance-
ment. When they returned home, they had acquired skills that were appre-
ciated and needed by authorities. Many became specialised in espionage
and intelligence activities that were indeed risky but were also well paid.
The Greek Jorge de Amodeo was captured in La Goleta and taken to
Istanbul. Four years later, he participated in the revolt of Caragiali’s gal-
ley, which reached Sicily. Shortly thereafter he took part in the campaign
of Portugal, being in the galleys of Sicily that had been transferred there.
Back in Sicily, he began serving as a spy in the Levant on the express
order of the viceroy.’® Juan Domingo de Rosa, captured in Tunis, did the
same in the service of the viceroys of Naples: during the viceroyalty of the
Count of Miranda, he remained for 6 years in Istanbul as an agent, 3 more
years with the Count of Olivares, and he travelled again to the capital of
the Sublime Porte under orders of the VI Count of Lemos.>”

Not all returned prisoners specialised in intelligence activities. Many
came back to the army. They served wherever the Spanish Monarchy
needed men. Some did so immediately after their release. I have already
noted the case of Jorge Amodeo, who participated in the campaign of
Portugal. A few years later, Miguel Ruiz did something similar; freshly
returned from fourteen years of captivity at Istanbul he enrolled for the
Gran Armada of 1588 against England.®?

Furthermore, the military trajectories of prisoners of Tunis and La
Goleta serve to illustrate the different theatres of the Spanish Monarchy
and the enormous mobility of their servants. A path like Francisco
Rugero’s perfectly exemplifies the changing priorities in the foreign pol-
icy of the Crown and the shift towards the Atlantic. In 1602, he was
granted a monthly military allowance of 10 escudos in the kingdom of
Naples. He had a 38-year career on his shoulders. He had served in the
war of Grenada against the Morisco Revolt (1568-1571) and during the
actions of the Holy League in Lepanto (1571) and Navarino (1572). He
was captured in the fort of Tunis. After 11 years of detention at Istanbul,
from where he managed to escape, he still had the force to continue his
service in England, Ireland, Flanders and France. Finally, he finished his
career in Naples.®!

The captain Juan de Mérida represents another example. Mérida
participated in Lepanto and was captured 3 years later during the loss
ofTunis and La Goleta. He remained a prisoner for 30 months until
he managed to flee, arriving in Oran. He also participated in the Gran
Armada of 1588 against England. During the following years, he made
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several trips to Ireland and the North Sea in order to collect information
(‘tomar lengun’) about enemy movements. In so doing, he was captured
a second time in Scotland, where he remained for nine months until
he managed to run away again. Thereafter, he served in France, in the
Carrera de Indias and at the head of an infantry company and of four
ships with which he seized several enemy ships along the coast of Galicia
and the English Channel. He died during a failed mission to Ireland,
leaving a widow and two children who were living in Sicily.%?

This last example is interesting because it stresses the iterative nature
of bondage. Like Juan de Mérida, other prisoners of Tunis and La Goleta
were captured again in subsequent years and not necessarily on the
Mediterranean front. The alférez Francisco Gallo de Andrada was cap-
tured during the events of 1574 and remained in Istanbul for 6 years.
Thereafter, he was imprisoned again at the defeat of the Gran Armada
in 1588. After being held in London for 3 years, he was exchanged for
an English prisoner who remained in the galleys of Spain.®® The captain
Lope Sanz de Bolea was also brought to Istanbul, where he remained
for 13 years until he paid his ransom. In 1597 he was captured again,
this time by the French in the Gulf of Lion when he was travelling to
Sardinia in order to serve as a regular infantry captain.®*

If all these cases correspond to the first model of returning, there
is a second one perfectly exemplified by the trajectory of Jer6nimo de
Pasamonte. This pattern corresponded to men with serious health prob-
lems, who had suffered a long-lasting detention and had been used as
slaves. After their return, they were compelled to continue their mili-
tary careers more out of necessity than conviction. Such soldiers proved
to be of little use to the Crown, but authorities could not deny them a
way of living, especially when they had been captured while serving the
Monarchy. Pasamonte was sent to serve in Italy, a frequent destination
among former prisoners in his condition. Among the prisoners taken at
Tunis and La Goleta who remained in detention for 15 or more years,
over 80% were sent to the Italian dominions and, in particular, to the
kingdom of Naples: this is exactly the trajectory followed by Pasamonte.

CONCLUSIONS

Whether victims of corsairing were—and still are—the quintessen-
tial image of the Christian captives held in the Ottoman Empire and
Morocco, this essay has sought to highlight the importance of detentions
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resulting from regular warfare. Although prisoners of war are rarely
taken into account in general narratives about Mediterranean bondage,
it is likely that their case was similar from a quantitative point of view to
those imprisoned during attacks driven by corsairs and privateers.%®

The figure of the prisoner of war was not exclusive to the confron-
tations between Christian and Muslim powers. It was part of a shared
culture of dependence and their treatment corresponded to the codes of
warfare. However, as the case study of the prisoners of 1574 illustrates,
the fate reserved for the subjects of the Spanish Monarchy who were cap-
tured in conflicts with the Ottoman Empire could be exceptionally dif-
ficult. The main reason remained the total absence of official relations
between the two powers. This meant that their subjects could not benefit
from eventual agreements for the mutual release of prisoners, as could
happen for Venetians, for instance.

Importantly, bondage represented an occasion for exceptional geo-
graphic mobility. Furthermore, the example of the prisoners of Tunis and
La Goleta allows us to underline the existence of a continuum between
the mobility held before, during and after detention, as well as a gra-
dation of the situations of dependence experienced by these men and
women. Detainees who continued to work for their former masters once
they were redeemed illustrate this reality. Likewise, those who came back
to Christianity did not necessarily become ‘free’ in the sense we now
understand it. Bernardino de Soma was a carpenter who was seized in La
Goleta in 1574. He remained a captive for only one year; he was freed by
a merchant who advanced the amount of 400 reales. However, unable to
repay this price and the interest to his creditor, Soma spent the following
3 years in the prison of Messina, in Sicily.¢ This sad irony, although it
certainly represents an extreme example, alerts us to the different degrees
of dependence experienced by former captives and slaves after they were
freed.

Relations between Christian and Islamic lands in the early modern
Mediterranean were shaped by violence and severe tensions. At the same
time, everyday life was characterized by practices of accommodation and
coexistence. Inhabitants of both sides of the Mediterranean were not
only enemies, they were also neighbours who had known each other for
a long time. In these circumstances, the possibilities of becoming master
or captive were equal on both sides.

The anecdote recounted in the papers of ‘méritos y servicios’ of a cer-
tain Francisco Herndndez Garzo is a fitting conclusion to this chapter.
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The dossier submitted by Herniandez Garzo to the Council of State
in 1603 aimed to report the services he had rendered to the Crown.
Hernidndez Garzo had been captured in La Goleta and was taken to
Algiers, where he remained for over four years before running away.
Later he served in the campaign of Portugal and in the infantry in Sicily.
In 1597, he made a report with witnesses to prove these actions. Among
these witnesses, the testimony of a soldier named Francisco Herndndez
de Coérdoba is particularly interesting. He had only known Herndndez
Garzo since 1581. Since that time, they had continued serving together
in the kingdom of Sicily. Unlike other witnesses who had been fellow
prisoners during the loss of Tunis and La Goleta in 1574, he could not
act as an eye-witness to this captivity. However, he considered that it
was relevant to relay a conversation that he had around 1587 with an
Ottoman slave, named Ibrahim, who rowed on one of Cesare della
Torre’s galleys belonging to the squadron of Sicily. Ibrahim had told
him that Hernandez Garzo became his prisoner after the conquest of La
Goleta, recounting how he had treated him for an arrow wound in the
stomach—an injury, indeed, which was also described by other witnesses
to the battle.

This episode, which was probably not so exceptional, depicts the eve-
ryday relations between the two shores of the Mediterranean: a Spanish
soldier and an Ottoman slave who conversed while aboard a Sicilian gal-
ley, the subject revolving around a former prisoner who became free,
while the old master was, a few years later, enslaved.®” Like Francisco
Hernindez Garzo and Ibrahim, many other anonymous men and
women suffered the ordeal of captivity and enslavement. Their lives pro-
vide a lens through which we can glimpse the shifting conditions that
individuals might experience over the course of their lives, as well as the
geographical mobility that bondage entailed.
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2014), pp. 108-130; Daniel Hershenzon, ‘The Political Economy of
Ransom in the Early Modern Mediterranean’, Past & Present, 231/1
(2016), 61-95.

. Michel Fontenay, ‘Esclaves et/ou captifs: préciser les concepts’, in Le com-

merce des captifs, pp. 15-24.

. Salvatore Bono has dedicated several articles to the analysis of this event:

‘Documenti inediti ¢ rari sulla storia della Tunisia negli anni 1573-1574",
Studi Maghrebini, 1 (1966), 91-101; ‘Tunisi ¢ La Goletta negli anni
1573-1574, Africa, 31 (1976), 1-39; ‘L’occupazione spagnuola ¢ la
riconquista musulmana de Tunisia (1573-1574)’, Africa, 33 (1978),
351-381 and ‘Documents italiens sur la Reconquéte Musulmane de
Tunis (1574), in Actes du Premier Congres d’Histoire et de la Civilisation
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du Maghreb (1974) (Tunis, 1979), vol. 11, pp. 29-35. More recently,
see Enrique Garcia Herndn, ‘La conquista y la pérdida de Tanez por
don Juan de Austria (1573-1574)’, Annali di storia militarve europen, 2
(2010), 39-95, and Gianclaudio Civale, “Tunisi spagnola tra violenza e
coessistenza (1573-1574)’, Mediterranea. Ricerche storiche, 21 (2011),
51-88.

Some representative studies of this trend are: Jonathan D. Spence,
The Question of Hu (New York, 1988); Mercedes Garcfa-Arenal and
Gerard Wiegers, A Man of Three Worlds: Samuel Pallache, & Moroccan
Jew in Catholic and Protestant Europe (Baltimore, 2003 [1999]);
Carlo Ginzburg, ‘Latitude, Slaves, and the Bible: an Experiment in
Microhistory’, Critical Inquiry, 31/3 (2005), 665-683; Natalic Zemon
Davis, Trickster Travels: A Sixteenth-Century Muslim between Worlds
(New York, 2006); Linda Colley, The Ordenal of Elizabeth Marsh: o« Women
in World History (London, 2007); Sanjay Subrahmanyam, Three Ways to
Be Alien: Travails and Encounters in the Early Modern World (Waltham,
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Uses of Global Microhistory’, Past & Present, 222/1 (2014), 51-93.
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though with very different approaches, see, for instance, Miles Ogborn,
Global Lives: Britwin and the World, 1550-1800, (Cambridge, 2008);
Tatiana Seijas, Asian Slaves in Colonial Mexico: From Chinos to Indians
(New York, 2014); Nancy E. van Deusen, Global Indios: The Indigenous
Strugyle for Justice in Sixteenth- Century Spain (Durham, 2015).

The only exception is Daniel Hershenzon, Early Modern Spain and the
Creation of the Mediterranean: Captivity, Commerce, and Knowledge,
unpublished dissertation, University of Michigan, 2011, though he has
not used these sources in a systematic way.

For a synthesis of the polisinodial system, i.e. the governmental system
of the Spanish Monarchy based on several councils, see José Antonio
Escudero, Felipe I1: el rey en el despacho (Madrid, 2002).

This estimation has been calculated based on the numbers stated in the
following accounts, which were written by eye-witnesses to the events:
Memorias del cantivo en La Goleta de Tunez (el alférez Pedro de Aguilar),
ed. . de Gayangos (Madrid, 1875), pp. 64, 81-82 and 237-239;
Ricardo Gonzilez Castrillo, ‘La pérdida de Ttnez y La Goleta en 1574,
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Alonso de Salamanca’, Anaquel de Estudios Arabes, 3 (1992), p. 251; Une
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(Tunis, 1971), fol. 111r-112r.
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The two classical works are Fernand Braudel, La Méditerranée et le monde
méditerranéen a Pépoque de Philippe IT (Paris, 1966), 2 vol., and Andrew
C. Hess, The Forgotten Frontier: A History of the Sixteenth-century Ibero-
African Frontier (Chicago, 1978).

As the Venetian ambassador in the Spanish Monarchy Tommaso Contarini
reported in 1593: “E per cominciar |...|, chi considera lo stato delle cose
presenti, senza dubbio potra con facilita osservare come le potenze e gl'imperi
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ambasciatori veneti al Senato durante il secolo decimosesto, ed. E. Alberi
(Florence, 1861), serie I, vol. V, pp. 427—428. On the role of new pow-
ers in the Mediterranean area, Molly Greene, ‘Beyond the Northern
Invasion: the Mediterranean in the Seventeenth Century’, Past & Present,
174 (2002), 42-71; Colin Heywood, ‘The English in the Mediterranean,
1600-1630: A Post-Braudelian Perspective on the “Northern Invasion™’,
in Trade and Cultural Exchange in the Early Modern Mediterranean:
Brawdel’s Maritime Legacy, ed. M. Fusaro, C. Heywood and M.-S. Omri
(London, 2010), pp. 23—44.

Michel Fontenay and Alberto Tenenti, ‘Course et piraterie méditer-
ranéennes de la fin du Moyen Age au début du XIX¢siecle’, in La
Méditerranée entre ln Croix et le Croissant. Navigation, commerce, course
et piraterie (XVI—XIX® siécle) (Paris, 2010 [1975]), pp. 211-275.

J. Dakhlia and W. Kaiser, eds., Les musulmans dans Uhistoire de PEurope.
11, Passages et contacts en Méditerranée, (Paris, 2013), pp. 7-31.

For a critical review of the traditional periodization of warfare on the
Mediterranean front during the sixteenth century, Bernard Vincent,
‘Philippe II et ’Afrique du Nord’, in Felipe II (1527-1598). Europa y In
Monarquin Catdlica, ed. J. Martinez Millan (Madrid, 1998), vol. 1, issue
2, pp- 965-974.

Maria José Rodriguez Salgado, Felipe 11, el ‘Paladin de la Cristiandad’,
y la paz con el Twurco (Valladolid, 2004); Rubén Gonzilez Cuerva,
‘Mediterraneo en tregua: las negociaciones de Ruggero Margliani con
el Imperio otomano (1590-1592), in El mar en los siglos modernos, ed.
M.-R. Garcia Hurtado (Santiago de Compostela, 2009), vol. II, pp.
209-220.

Andrew C. Hess, “The Battle of Lepanto and its Place in Mediterranean
History’, Past & Present, 57 (1972), 70-73; Pal Fodor, ‘Between Two
Continental Wars: the Ottoman Naval Preparations in 1590-1592°; in
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In the Quest of the Golden Apple. Imperial Ideology, Politics and Military
Administration in the Ottoman Empire (Istanbul, 2000), pp. 172-173
and ‘The Organization of Defence in the Eastern Mediterranean (End
of the Sixteenth Century)’, in The Kapudan Pasha, his Office and his
Domain, ed. E. Zachariadou (Crete, 2002), pp. 87-94.

Miguel Angel de Bunes Ibarra, ‘La defensa de la Cristiandad; las arma-
das en el Mediterrinco en la Edad Moderna’, Cuadernos de Historia
Moderna. Anejos, 5 (2006), 87-91; Irving A. A. Thompson, ‘Las galeras
en la politica militar espafiola en el Mediterrineo durante el siglo XVI’,
Manuscrits, 24 (2006), 95-124; Evrim Tirkeelik, Cigalazade Yusuf
Sinan Pasha y el Meditervaneo entre 1591-1606, unpublished dissertation,
Universidad Auténoma de Madrid, 2012, pp. 42-58.

A Genoese report noted that over 50,000 Muslims were killed during the
events, in addition to 15,000 who died of disease. Those numbers are
clearly overstated. Braudel, La Méditerranée et le monde méditerranéen,
vol. 2, p. 427. In general, other Christian sources point to between
15,000 and 33,000 losses among the Ottomans and local population.
Regarding the Christian population who was in the places when the
sieges were held, estimates vary from 4,000 to 5,000 inhabitants. Bono,
‘L’occupazione spagnuola’, p. 369; Memorias del cauntivo en La Goleta, p.
222; AGS, GA, leg. 78, doc. 7. Among them, only 15% survived.

This was, for example, the case of the Cypriot Juan Capén, who had
previously served as a sailor in the fleet of Naples and remained captive
for 24 years. AGS, E, leg. 1695, s.f.; AGS, E, leg. 1704, doc. 83; AGS,
E, leg. 1978, s.f.,; AHN, E, lib. 328, fol. 134r and 181v (1605-16006).
Bartholomeo Ruffino reports that 200 sailors were left on the ground
to work as sappers during the summer of 1574. Une relation inédite sur
ln prise de Tunis, fol. 24r and 39v. See also Jerénimo Torres y Aguilera,
Chronica y recopilncion de varios successos de guerra que ha acontescido en
Italin y partes de Levante y Berberin, desde que el Turco Selin rompid con
venecianos y fue sobre la isla de Chipre ano de MDLXX hasta que se per-
dio La Goleta y fuerte de Tinez en el MDLXXIIII (Zaragoza, 1579), tol.
110v—112v.

This is an aspect that distinguished soldiers serving in presidios (in North
Africa or the Iberian Peninsula), compared to those who were in the
mobile armies serving in Flanders, Milan, Naples or Sicily, who prefer-
ably were to remain single. Diego Sudrez Montanés, Historia del Maestre
wltimo que fue de Montesa y de su hermano don Felipe de Borja: ln man-
era como gobernavon las memorables plazas de Oran y Mazalquivir, reinos
de Tremecén y Ténesz, en Afvica, siendo capitanes generales, uno en pos del
otro, como aqui se narra, ed. B. Alonso Acero and M. A. de Bunes Ibarra
(Valencia, 2005), pp. 410—412. Regarding the presence and participation
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of women in the defence of La Goleta and Tunis, see Une relation inédite
sur la prise de Tunis, fol. 25r and 106r; Memorias del cautivo en La
Goleta, pp. 58-59.

Ruffino recounts that there were around 120 merchants in the fort of
Tunis, essentially Neapolitans and Sicilians, and they were also numer-
ous in La Goleta. Une relation inédite sur la prise de Tunis, fol. 24r—v.
Concerning the ecclesiastical staft, see Memorias del cantivo en La Goleta,
p- 87 and 91.

In recent years, several special issues and collective books have been
dedicated to this topic. See ‘La schiavitti nel Mediterraneo’, Quaderni
Storici, 107 (2001); “Schiavi, corsari, rinnegati’, Nuove Effemeridi, 54
(2001); ‘L’esclavage en Méditerranée a I’époque moderne’, Cabiers de
ln Méditerranée, 65 (2002); ‘La Méditerranée’, Cahiers des Anneaunx
de ln Mémoire, 13 (2010); Les esclavages en Méditerranée: espaces et
dynamiques économiques, ed. F. Guillén and S. Trabelsi (Madrid, 2012);
Schiavitn e servaggio nell’economin europen. Secc. XI-XVIII/Serfdom
and Slavery in the European Ecomomy. eleventh—eighteenth Centuries:
atti della ‘Quavantecinquesima settimana di studi’, 14-18 aprile 2013,
ed. S. Cavaciocchi (Florence, 2014), 2 vol.; S. Hanfl and J. Schiel, eds.,
Mediterranean  Slavery Revisited (500-1800)/Neue  Perspektiven  Auf
Mediterrane Skinverei (500-1800) (Ziirich, 2014).

Fiume, Schinvitn mediterranee, p. X.

This trend, fairly accurate concerning the early modern period, differs
from the approach of medieval historiography, as many works analyse
together the fate of individuals captured in low-intensity wars and those
taken during battles. For instance, see José Manuel Calder6n Ortega and
Francisco Javier Diaz Gonzilez, Vae Victis: Cautivos y prisioneros en ln
Ednd Media Hispanica (Alcald de Henares, 2012); El cuerpo derrotado:
como trataban musulmanes y cristianos a los enemigos vencidos, ed. M.
Fierro and F. Garcia Fitz (Madrid, 2008).

Fritz Redlich, De Praeda Military: Looting and Booty, 1500-1815
(Wiesbaden, 1956); Philippe Contamine, ‘Un controle étatique crois-
sant. Les usages de la guerre du XIV¢ au XVIII® siecle: rancons et butins’,
in Guerre et concurrence entve les Erats envopéens du XIV au XVIIIE sié-
cle, ed. P. Contamine (Paris, 1998), pp. 199-236. Cf. The Laws of
War: Constraints on Warfarve in the Western World, ed. M. Howard, G.
Andreopoulos and M.R. Shulman (New Haven, 1994).

Besides references already mentioned in the note above, see René
Quatrefages, Los Tercios espanoles: 1567-1577 (Madrid, 1979), pp.
251-259.

Among the few exceptions, see the on-going research of Renaud Morieux
on prisoners of war of France and England during the long cighteenth



33.

34.

35.

36.
37.

38.

39.

40.

4 PRISONERS OF WAR, CAPTIVES OR SLAVES: ... 119

century. First results have been published in ‘French Prisoners of War,
Conflicts of Honour, and Social Inversions in England, 1744-1783’,
The Historical Journal, 56/1 (2013), 55-88, and ‘Patriotisme humani-
taire et prisonniers de guerre en France et en Grande-Bretagne pendant
la Révolution frangaise et ’Empire’, in La politique par les armes. Conflits
internationanx et politisation (XV-XIX¢ siecle), ed. Laurent Bourquin
ct al. (Rennes, 2014), pp. 299-314.

In der Hand des Feindes: Kriegsgefangenschaft von der Antike bis zum
Zweiten Weltkrieg, ed. Riidiger Overmans (Cologne, 1999); Les pris-
onniers de guerre dans Uhistoive: contacts entre peuples et cultures, ed. S.
Caucanas, R. Cazals and P. Payen (Toulouse, 2003); Prisoners in War, ed.
S. Scheipers (Oxford, 2011); How Fighting Ends: A History of Surrvender,
ed. H. Afflerbach and H. Strachan (Oxford, 2012).

Jean-Marie Le Gall, Lhonneur perdu de Frangois I°. Pavie, 1525 (Paris,
2015).

For instance, in his dictionary of Spanish Sebastidan de Covarrubias pro-
poses the following definition of captive: ‘Captivo. El enemigo preso y
habido en justa guerra [...]. Hase de advertiv que entre captivo y esclavo
hay mucha diferencia, porque captivo es el enemigo de cualquier con-
dicion que sea, habido en buena guerra, esclavo el mesmo siendo infiel, pri-
sionero el que es catdlico y de rescate’. Sebastidn de Covarrubias Orozco,
Tesoro de ln lengua castellana o espanoln, ed. 1. Arellano and R. Zafra
(Madrid—Frankfurt, 2006 [1611]). Cf. Yusuf Hakan Erdem, Slavery in
the Ottoman Empire and its Demise, 1800-1909 (Houndmills, 1996), pp.
29-33.

Fontenay, ‘Esclaves et/ou captifs’, pp. 15-24.

Fontenay rightly points out: ‘[...] le captif est un esclave en artente d’étre
racheté, tandis que Pesclave est un captif qui nw’esperve plus étre racheté (sl
n’a jamais pensé Pétre)’. 1bid., p. 22.

Will Smiley, ““After being so long Prisoners, they will not return to
Slavery in Russia”: An Aegean Network of Violence between Empires
and Identities’, The Jowrnal of Ottoman Studies, 44 (2014), 221-
234; ‘Let Whose People Go? Subjecthood, Sovereignty, Liberation,
and Legalism in Eighteenth-Century Russo-Ottoman Relations’,
Turkish Historical Review, 3 (2012), 196-228; and “The Meanings of
Conversion: Treaty Law, State Knowledge, and Religious Identity among
Russian Captives in the Eighteenth-Century Ottoman Empire’, The
International History Review, 34 (2012), 559-580.

Luca Lo Basso, Uomini da remo. Galee e galeotti del Mediterraneo in eta
moderna (Milan, 2003).

On the organisation of the Ottoman navy, see Colin Imber, “The Navy
of Siileyman the Magnificent’, Archivum Ottomanicum, 6 (1980),
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211-282; Fontenay, ‘Chiourmes turques au XVII®si¢cle’, in Le genti
del mare Mediterraneo, ed. R. Ragosta (Naples, 1981), vol. 2, pp. 877—
903; Palmira Brummett, Ottoman Seapower and Levantine Diplomacy in
the Age of Discovery (Albany, 1994), pp. 89-121; Fodor, ‘Between Two
Continental Wars’, pp. 171-190; The Kapudan Pasha, his Office and his
Domain, ed. E. Zachariadou (Crete, 2002); Daniel Panzac, La marine
ottomane: de Papogée a la chute de PEmpire, 1572-1923 (Paris, 2009).
Madeline C. Zilfi, Women and Slavery in the Late Ottoman Empire: the
Design of Difference (Cambridge, 2010); Marc Baer, ‘Islamic Conversion
Narratives of Women: Social Change and Gendered Religious Hierarchy
in Early Modern Ottoman Istanbul’, Gender & History, 16/2 (2004),
425-458.

Jer6nimo de Pasamonte is the author of an autobiographical account:
Pasamonte, Autobiografia, pretaces M. A. de Bunes Ibarra and J. M. de
Cossio (Seville, 2006). Moreover, see AGS, SP, leg. 1796, doc. 150. San
Lorenzo, 17 August 1594; and Wipertus Hugo Rudt de Collenberg,
Esclavage et vangons des chrétiens en Méditerranée (1570-1600). D apres
les ‘Litterae hortatorine’ de I’Archivio Segreto Vaticano (Paris, 1987), pp.
172-173.

Gao was the capital of the Songhay Empire. About its conquest by Ahmad
al-Mansur, see Nabil Mouline, Le califat imaginaive d’Ahmad al- Mansir:
pouvoir et diplomatic an Maroc an XVI siecle (Paris, 2009), pp. 332-
354 and Mercedes Garcia-Arenal, Abmad al-Mansur: the Beginnings of
Modern Morocco, (Oxtord, 2009), pp. 97-110.

Jorge de Henin, Descripcion de los reinos de Marruecos (1603-1613).
Memorial de Jorge de Henin, ed. Torcuato Pérez de Guzmdn (Rabat,
1997), pp. 49, 56-59, 64, 69-73. See also Jerénimo de Mendoga,
Lornada de Africa composta por Hieronymo de Mendoga, natural do cidade
do Porto, em a qual se vesponde a Ieronymo Franqui, & outros, & se trata
do successo dn batalba catinverio, & dos que nelle padecerao por nao sevem
mouros, com outras cousas dignas de notar (Lisbon, 1607), fol. 139v;
Mouline, Le califot imaginaive d’Abmad al-Mansir, pp. 216-218, 237,
304, 350.

Friedman, Spanish Captives in North Africa, p. 5; Martinez Torres,
Prisioneros de los infieles, p. 145.

Within the corpus of 267 captives whose trajectories I have been able to
reconstruct, the tables correspond to the 216 cases (i.e. 77%) for which I
have information about the exact duration of captivity.

AGS, CC, leg. 499, doc. 325 and leg. 592, doc. 503; AGMM, LR, lib. 6,
fol. 141v and 172r-v, and lib. 7, fol. 18v—19r and 230r—v; AGS, GA, lib.
39, fol. 44v—45r; AHN, Cs, leg. 4416, doc. 122 and leg. 4417, doc. 112
y 164 (1579-1606); BZ, Altamira, Carpeta 184, D. 91 [Mentioned in
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Garcia Hernan, ‘La conquista y la pérdida de Tanez’, pp. 90-91]. About
the exchange of prisoners see Daniel Hershenzon, ““[PJara que me saque
cabesa por cabesa...”: Exchanging Muslim and Christian Slaves across the
Mediterranean’, African Economic History, 42 (2014), 11-36.

Between 1575 and 1591, 67 prisoners of Tunis and La Goleta were ran-
somed by the Mercedarians and Trinitarians in Algiers. BNE, Mss. 2963,
AHN, Cédices, lib. 118, 119, 120 and 121.

AGS, GA, leg. 181, doc. 399; IVD]J, Envio 81, caja 108, doc. 580; AGS,
SP, leg. 983, s.f. and lib. 853, fol. 35v and 102r (1585-1589); Memorias
de ln Real Academin Espanola: Noticias y documentos relativos a la bisto-
rin y literatura espanolas, ed. C. Pérez Pastor (Madrid, 1910), vol. 10, p.
356.

Nur Sobers-Khan, Slaves Without Shackles:  Forced Labour and
Manumission in the Galnta Court Registers, 1560-1572 (Berlin, 2014);
Suraiya Faroghi, ‘Manumission in Seventeenth-century Suburban
Istanbul’, in Mediterranean Slavery Revisited, pp. 381-402; Hayri
Goksin Ozkoray, ‘Une “culture de la résistance™ Stratégies et moy-
ens d’émancipation des esclaves dans I’Empire ottoman au XVI€ siecle’,
in Mediterranean Slavery Revisited, pp. 408—410; Yvonne J. Seng, ‘A
Liminal State: Slavery in Sixteenth-Century Istanbul’, in Slavery in the
Islamic Middle East, ed. S. E. Marmon (Princeton, 1999), p. 29; Halil
Sahillioglu, “Slaves in the Social and Economic Life of Bursa in the Late
fifteenth and Early Sixteenth Centuries’, Turcica, 17 (1985), 53-57.

For instance, Luis de Miranda lived for 33 years in Istanbul: thirteen as a
slave and the ensuing twenty as a free person. The reason for his return
to Christian lands was to escape the Sultan’s reprisals when Miranda’s
involvement in a network of espionage—managed by the viceroy of
Naples in the capital of the Sublime Porte—was discovered. It is prob-
able that he would never have returned otherwise. AGS, E, leg. 1984, s.f.
Madrid, 21 June 1611.

About the phenomenon of renegades, some of the most representative
works are Bartolomé and Lucile Bennassar, Les chrétiens d°Allah: Uhistoire
extraordinaive des rvenégats, XVI© et XVII siecles (Paris, 1989); Lucetta
Scaraffia, Rinnegari. Per una storvia dell ‘identita occidentale (Rome,
1993); Conversions islamiques. Identités religieuses en Islam méditer-
ranéen, ed. M. Garcia-Arenal (Paris, 2002).

AGS, E, leg. 1087, doc. 79 and leg. 1088, doc. 48.

AGS, E, leg. 1955, s.f. Valladolid, 29 September 1603.

AGS, SD, leg. 7, s.f.; AGS, GA, leg. 530, doc. 130 and AGS, GA, lib. 80,
fol. 71Bv=72Br and 78Br—v (1595-1598).
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. Gonzilez Castrillo, ‘La pérdida de Tanez y La Goleta’, pp. 283-285;
Miguel Martinez, Front Lines: Soldiers’ Writing in the Early Modern
Hispanic World (Philadelphia, 2016).

Nabil Matar, ‘English Accounts of Captivity in North Africa and the
Middle East: 1577-1625, Renaissance Quarterly, 54-2 (2001), 553—
572; Piracy, Slavery and Redemption. Barbary Captivity Narratives from
Early Modern England, ed. D. Vitkus (New York, 2001), pp. 55-70.
About John Fox see also AGS, GA, lib. 32, fol. 184r and lib. 33, fol.
383r-v.

AGS, SP, lib. 751, fol. 86r—-87r, lib. 851, fol. 169r and lib. 853, fol. 208,
226r-v; AGS, SD, leg. 984, s.f. (1586-1610).

AGS, E, leg. 1710, doc. 182; AGS, E, leg. 1974, s.f.; AHN, E, lib. 310,
fol. 15r—v (August-October 1602).

Garcfa Hernan, ‘La conquista y la pérdida de Tanez’, p. 91; Ricardo
Gonzilez Castrillo, ‘Cautivos espanoles evadidos de Constantinopla en el
siglo XV, Anaquel de Estudios Avabes, 22 (2011), pp. 275-277.

AGS, E, leg. 1692, s.f. and leg. 1967, s.f.; AHN, E, lib. 309, fol. 206v
(August—October 1602).

AGS, SP, leg. 3, doc. 78 and AGS, SP, lib. 749, fol. 161r-162v
(1576-1607).

BZ, Altamira, Carpeta 184, D. 91; AGS, E, leg. 1086, doc. 99; AGS, GA,
leg. 343, doc. 312; AGMM, LR, lib. 13, fol. 145v and AHN, Cs, lib. 7,
fol. 116v (1574-1608).

AGS, E, leg. 1983, s.f. Valladolid, 11 November 1602.

This conclusion comes from an inquiry into the former captives and slaves
who received military pensions from the Hispanic Crown between 1574
and 1609. From the total of 2,491 trajectories that I have been able to
reconstruct, we do know the conditions of detention for 1,699 individu-
als. Among them, 874 were victims of corsairing, 798 were prisoners of
war, while 27 individuals experienced both situations since there were
scized more than once in their lives. Cecilia Tarruell, Circulations entre
Chrétienté et Islam: captivité et esclavage des serviteurs de lo Monarchie bis-
panique (ca. 1574-1609), unpublished dissertation, EHESS-Universidad
Auténoma de Madrid, 2015, especially p. 124.

AGS, SP, leg. 987, s.f. Madrid, 8 April 1597.

‘[...] Di pin dice esso testigo che anni dieci in civea, si fanno andando esso
testigo inbarcato sopra le galere di Cesare La Torre, si pose a ragionare con
un turco, nomme Ebraim, nal al quale esso testigo conobbe et nel diccorso
del pariave, i disse detto Ebraim qualmente nelln presa della Goletta, havia
havuto in mano et scavo al detto Francisco Hernandes Garzo, producente, et
che si havia tenuto scavo et che Phavia curato et guarito di una fleccinta che
havuto nel ventre’. AGS, E, leg. 1577, doc. 58. November 1603.



CHAPTER 5

Making the Place Work: Managing Labour
in Early Modern China

Anne Gerrvitsen

The collection of Asian art in the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam holds this
‘peculiar waterjug’ in the shape of a half moon (Fig. 5.1).!

Generally known as kendi, such waterjugs were made in many sizes and
shapes. This example was made around 1500 in the city of Jingdezhen in
the southeast of China, where some of the finest-quality porcelains in the
world were made at that time. Since before the year 1000, emperors had
ordered porcelain goods from here, both for their private use and for the
rituals of state, but scholarly connoisseurs, wealthy merchants, and large
numbers of ordinary people also bought Jingdezhen’s porcelains. In fact,
the production of porcelain at Jingdezhen was so vast that its goods were
distributed all over the empire.? This half-moon-shaped object, standing
on four tiny feet, with a spout in the middle, two small openings at oppo-
site ends of the crest, and four ridges or ribs along the sides, is a most
unusual shape, of which only a few examples remain, and most are dam-
aged, as indeed this object is. It seems to have been made in imitation of
an object in an entirely different material, perhaps leather, but more likely
metal.? Most probably, it was not intended for a consumer within China
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Fig. 5.1 Blue-and-white glazed moon-shaped porcelain  water-
jug, made in Jingdezhen, ca. 1475-ca. 1525. H 15,5 cm x L 21 cm.
Rijksmuseum, AK-RAK-1982-2

at all, but made for export, and in all likelihood for export to an Islamic
country like Indonesia.*

Why would a worker in the sixteenth-century ceramics industries of
Jingdezhen make an object that probably looked different from anything
he or she (but most likely he) had ever seen before, for someone prob-
ably unknown, located somewhere where the potter had probably never
been nor would ever go? These are assumptions and unanswerable ques-
tions, not least because we cannot know who exactly made this object.
The production of porcelain in Jingdezhen was done in clearly sepa-
rated stages, and thus numerous individuals would have been involved
in its manufacture, and all of these remained anonymous. The potters
of the sixteenth century did not leave any traces other than the objects
they made. Not only do we not have signed objects, but we also have no
records penned by sixteenth-century potters in Jingdezhen, and there-
fore no descriptions of individual workers making something specifi-
cally for export.® But this crest-shaped object and the material record of
this period more generally do tell us a number of things. Large num-
bers of workers in Jingdezhen manufactured porcelains of all kinds: fin-
est wares for imperial consumption, medium-quality goods for regional
distribution, low-quality goods for local consumption, and objects with
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the designs and shapes that were favoured outside of the Chinese empire.
Those workers who produced for both nearby (i.e. local and regional)
and worldwide (i.e. global) markets and the ways in which their labour
was organised in early modern China are the subject of this chapter.

The period I refer to here as early modern China coincides more or
less with the early modernity of European history, and Britain specifically,
in other words, the period between 1500 and 1750. In China, this is a
dynamic period of economic growth, social mobility, urbanisation, intel-
lectual developments including a questioning of the orthodox sources of
political, moral and religious power, and artistic freedom.® Specifically,
the sixteenth century was a time of unprecedented growth in China. The
fourteenth-century upheavals of the violent transition from Yuan (1279-
1368) to Ming (1368-1644) rule overcome, the fifteenth century saw a
series of expansive projects come into being: the overseas campaigns led
by the eunuch Zheng He (also known as Cheng Ho; 1371-1433), the
movement of the capital from the south to the north, and the expan-
sion of the Great Wall in response to the severe and ongoing threat from
the Mongols to the north of the Ming borders. By the sixteenth cen-
tury, the Ming emperors, who had taken personal responsibility for these
major projects and campaigns, started to take a back seat, thereby creat-
ing space for economic recovery and growth.” The population expanded,
regional production and trade grew, and urbanisation increased, as did
the commercial manufacture of consumer goods. A range of (handi-
craft) industries began to emerge; copper coins and iron, silk and cotton,
bricks, tiles, porcelain, and paper were all produced on a substantial scale
and distributed throughout the empire and beyond.?

By the time the Europeans arrived on the scene, during the course of
the sixteenth century, they found a rich and complex empire with a silver-
ised economy and highly desirable commodities for sale. Perhaps unsur-
prisingly, scholars have paid a great deal of attention to the period after the
founding of Manila in 1571, when Ming China was drawn into networks
of trade that spanned the entire globe, and Spanish silver flooded into the
empire.” Because of that, the late Ming, a period generally considered to
start in the sixteenth century, is no longer seen as a place of isolation and
stagnation as it once was, but as a crucial part of the early modern world.!?

My interest in this chapter, however, is not so much in the macro-level
economic changes of the sixteenth century themselves, but in the per-
spective of a single locality: the city of Jingdezhen, where the vast major-
ity of the porcelains that circulated throughout the early modern world
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were manufactured. What kind of place was this city of porcelain man-
ufactures? Who lived there, and more importantly, who worked there?
How was their labour organised? My questions are not so much aimed at
producing a history of the locality per se, but to understand the locality
in the perspective of the changes in the wider world, of which the Ming
empire and the flows of silver formed an important part. In that sense,
then, it is a micro-spatial approach to labour: drawing on both micro-his-
torical and spatial methodologies to understand how the broad category
of ‘work’ shaped both this single location itself and its connections to the
wider world.

To understand the role and organisation of labour in the fiscal struc-
tures of the Ming dynasty and the manufacture of luxury commodities
and other consumer goods, especially porcelain, we need to begin with
the structure put into place by the first emperor of the Ming dynasty.
Only then will the significance of the fiscal reforms and the socio-eco-
nomic transformations of the late Ming, and the transition from a system
where the emperor held most of the power to a more devolved eco-
nomic system become clear.!! As I hope to show below, a micro-spatial
approach allows us to see not only how the global connectedness of the
Ming empire had an impact on the management of labour in general,
but also how this played out at the local level. The discussion below will
argue that it was through the management of labour in clearly segre-
gated tasks that such a wide variety of goods could be made locally in
Jingdezhen. Only then can we understand how something as unfamiliar
to local workers as a crescent-shaped flask intended for consumers geo-
graphically and culturally removed from the local production space could
come about.1?

71U YUANZHANG AND THE HOUSEHOLD REGISTRATION SYSTEM

In 1368, with the defeat of the Mongols and the establishment of a new
dynasty known as the Ming, the emperor decided to take stock of his
population. Exact population figures would provide him with informa-
tion about his tax income, the size of his labour force, and the number
of conscripts to be recruited for his armies.!3 After all, the land, the peo-
ple, and the resources they yielded, including their labour, were ideo-
logically speaking all in the possession of the emperor of China.!* The
basic unit for counting the population was the household; those who
lived behind one shared door counted as one household.!'® For many
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consecutive dynasties before the Ming (and afterwards, up to the land
reforms of the 1950s), household registers served as the basis for the
determination of tax obligations.!® These included land tax, calculated
on the basis of landholdings, ‘capitation’ tax, calculated per adult in the
household, tax on commercial interactions, and labour services (also
known as corvée labour), including military service.!” Each household,
thus, was registered, and on the basis of that registration obliged to
provide both tax payments and labour services to the imperial govern-
ment. The nature of this labour service depended on the classification
of the household, so when the first emperor of the Ming came to the
throne, one of his first commands was to issue the instruction that ‘each
household must enrol with the authorities just as they had previously
been enrolled. Any change of their registers is forbidden’.!® The Ming’s
predecessors, the Mongol Yuan dynasty, had similarly allocated labour
duties to each household, and the first Ming emperor was intent on
maintaining the same division of the populations into separate categories
of households.

The main categories were farming households (mé7), military house-
holds (jun), and artisan households (jzang), but there were also numer-
ous small categories of households, such as physicians (yz), geomancers
(yinyanyg), salt workers (yan), and butchers (##), up to at least 45 differ-
ent categories.!” The physical registration process of each household was,
of course, a major logistical enterprise in the first decades of the dynasty.
The Ming government began by creating a household registration form,
on which the head of the household had to fill in the full details of the
names and ages of the adult members of the household, the property
of the household (i.e. land, buildings, and cattle), and, importantly,
the labour service registry of the household. These records then had
to be submitted, approved, and stamped, and the information entered
into governmental records. In the years that followed this first demand
for registration, the system underwent several adjustments, including
the creation of units of ten households (ji2) and 110 households (/)
to facilitate the implementation of all these tax and labour duties, and
a new archive to store all this information, the so-called Yellow Books
(huangee) of land levies and labour service.?? The registration of each
household into a specific category of labour service, however, did not
change. The Great Ming Commandment (Da Ming ling), printed and
issued to officials in 1373, stated that the categories of household ‘shall
permanently register according to what they originally reported. This
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may not be casually altered or confused. Violators will be punished. They
must remain in their original registration’.?! The first Ming emperor
wanted to pre-empt his successors by insisting his laws (‘which I have
fixed forever’) may never be changed.??

Already in the mid-fifteenth century, the option existed of paying
off one’s labour duties by means of a payment in copper, but in prac-
tice, the segments of the population eligible for corvée labour did not
always have the financial means to buy themselves out of this obliga-
tion.?3 There were also numerous other ways of evading labour service,
including by holding a semi-official administrative post, registering for
civil service examinations and entering into the official ranks of scholar-
officials, although even these households maintained their official labour
registration status, and only a predetermined number of people in the
household were freed from this obligation.?* But, on the whole, the per-
centage of Ming households that could boast a member of the family
employed in the imperial civil service was extremely small, and the vast
majority of the population had an obligation to provide labour service,
which could be classified as unfree labour.?%

It was this vast labour force, recruited from the population on the
basis of the labour obligations attached to each household, that con-
structed the city walls around the capital and built the new capital when
the first Ming emperor’s successor moved the capital from the south
(Nanjing) to the north (Beijing), that restored and maintained the
Grand Canal that connected the grain-rich lower Yangzi region to the
imperial capital in the north, and that rebuilt and defended the Great
Wall to stave off the attacks of Mongols in the north.2¢ It was also this
labour force that manufactured the goods that were demanded by the
imperial state: weaponry of all kinds, textiles such as wool, felt, silk, and
cotton, tapestries, and of course, porcelains. These manufactured com-
modities formed, in fact, the final category of tax obligations that were
in varied proportions imposed upon the Chinese population. We already
mentioned the land, capita, and trade taxes, as well as the labour service
(corvée) obligation; tribute formed the final category of tax obligation.
Tribute demands were imposed by the emperor upon all areas that pro-
duced something of value or use for the emperor, his household, and the
extended court apparatus: the grain transported from the south to the
capital via the Grand Canal was known as tribute grain, but vast quanti-
ties of goods like tea, fur, sugar, and silk, to name but a few, were also
shipped north.
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The best known and most extensively documented of this kind of trib-
ute payment is the porcelain tribute, imposed on various kiln sites to fur-
nish the imperial household with the porcelain goods it needed. Already
around the year 1000 (during the reign of the third emperor of the Song
dynasty, which lasted from 997 to 1002), the emperor demanded that
porcelains from the southern kiln site of Jingdezhen and several other kiln
sites throughout the empire were delivered to the imperial court.?” In the
twelfth century, when the Song empire lost control over the north and
thereby access to the porcelains manufactured in the north, the demand
for porcelain from Jingdezhen increased steeply. During the Ming
dynasty, developments in kiln technology, specifically the building of so-
called dragon kilns on an upward slope, with a fire on one end of the kiln
and a tall chimney all the way at the other end, meant that thousands of
pieces could be fired in one load. Of course, not all the pieces fired in one
kiln load would come out as intended, and only a small quantity would
pass the quality-control tests for imperial tribute. Nonetheless, in one
year in the early fifteenth century (1436), 50,000 porcelain vessels were
delivered to the imperial court from Jingdezhen, and in 1459, an order
was placed for 133,000 pieces. In recognition of the excessive burden this
placed on the workers in the kilns, the order was subsequently reduced by
80,000 pieces.?® Orders for such vast quantities were placed a number of
times during the sixteenth century, but often the demands took years to
fill. The production quantities (also known as quotas) varied from year
to year, ranging from just over 900 pieces in 1537 to 120,000 pieces in
1547, depending in part on environmental factors, and in part on the size
and complexity of the vessels demanded.?® The production of such vast
quantities of porcelain required, just like maintaining the Grand Canal
and building the new capital, the availability of a large workforce. For
much of the history of Jingdezhen, households based around the town
of Jingdezhen and registered as artisans supplied this specialist workforce
employed in a variety of roles in the imperial kilns.

THE ‘SINGLE WHIP’ REFORMS OF THE LATE
SIXTEENTH CENTURY

Between 1572 and 1582, a man named Zhang Juzheng (1525-1582)
served as head of the Grand Secretariat, the most powerful body in
the central government.3? The various reforms Zhang Juzheng insti-
tuted were all significant, but none more so than the commutation to
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silver of all taxes and labour duties. Instead of the variety of tax obliga-
tions demanded at different times of the year and payable in kind, every
household now faced only a single payment in silver, which included
a fee demanded in lieu of labour service. All artisans who had rotating
labour obligations, for example, were instructed to commute their labour
service to a payment of 1.8 silver zael once every 4 years (i.e. as often as
they would have performed their labour duty).3! Known as the Single
Whip reforms (yi tino bian fi) , they were intended to fill the imperial
coffers with silver bullion.3? As has been widely documented, the impact
across the board in late-sixteenth-century China was significant: before
any household could pay its tax obligations, goods had to be converted
to silver, usually by taking them to local or regional markets.33 Artisans
were in a position to manufacture goods and sell these on the market
to obtain the cash to buy themselves out of their labour obligations. Of
course, this increased all economic activity throughout the empire, and
the demand for silver rose very substantially.3* What has been far less
closely investigated is the impact of this process of commercialisation and
silverisation of the economy on the workings of the state manufactories
of porcelain in Jingdezhen in the sixteenth century.

THE GAZETTEER OF JIANGXI PROVINCE

The source that will provide most of the information here is the ‘Great
gazetteer of Jiangxi province’ (Jiangxi sheny dazhi), an extensive docu-
ment compiled over a period of several decades and published in sev-
eral editions in the late sixteenth century.®® Like all local gazetteers
(difangzhi), it contains extensive information on the province as a
whole, including the main administrative divisions of the province, the
main geographic and cultural features of each of the administrative units
(counties and prefectures), lists of office holders and successful exami-
nation candidates in each county, as well as transcriptions of the docu-
mentary and literary record produced locally. Local office holders in all
administrative units sought to edit and reissue the gazetteer for the place
they served at least once during their tenure, largely for administrative
purposes, but probably blended with a certain amount of local pride.3¢
The information contained in gazetteers is often difficult to date pre-
cisely, because compilers usually drew on now not always extant previ-
ous editions of the same document. The sixteenth-century gazetteer for
Jiangxi Province includes an extensive document about the manufacture
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of porcelain in Jingdezhen in the imperial kilns, and informs our discus-
sions below, supplemented by a small number of relevant contemporary
and later sources.?”

RECRUITMENT OF THE WORKFORCE IN EARLY MING
JINGDEZHEN

The general workforce required to work in the kiln complex had origi-
nally (i.e. at the start of the Ming dynasty) been drawn from the local
battalion.3® Sometimes referred to as chiliarchy, and literally ‘thousand-
household station’ (gzanhu sno), the battalions were an early Ming inven-
tion. They had been conceived of as military bases established in frontier
areas as the first Ming emperor gained ground, and after the establish-
ment of the Ming empire, combined farming and military duties, nomi-
nally in a 70% farming—30% military duties division.3? The vast majority
of the men in the battalion, then, were not engaged in military training,
but free to be dispatched for farming duties or, in the case of the region
surrounding Jingdezhen, for service in the ceramic industries. In princi-
ple, the unit dispatching the workers would usually also be responsible
for paying the cost of subsistence for the workers.*?

The labour forces conscripted from the surrounding battalions were
known as workers (gongfu) or labourers (shatufu), and they coexisted
with those providing service because of their hereditary status as artisans
(jiangyi).*! When the ‘Great gazetteer of Jiangxi province’ was first pro-
duced, in the middle of the sixteenth century, there were only just over
three hundred workers with the hereditary designation of artisan serving
in the ceramics manufactures.*> However, for the production of enough
porcelain to fulfil the demand from the imperial court, never mind for
supply to the commercial stream, other supplementary kiln workers had
to be hired, and these surely had to have a certain amount of skill in the
making of pots. The author of the gazetteer observed that ‘[t]here are
relatively few craftsmen with refined skills. This is especially problematic
in the case of painting.”*® Many of the goods manufactured for the impe-
rial court were decorated by using a brush to apply the pigment (cobalt)
to the surface of the dried but unbaked shapes (known as bodies), which
required skills not dissimilar from painting and calligraphy, and thus
were hard to come by. This raises an important question about how the
sixteenth-century kiln complex of Jingdezhen worked: how was it pos-
sible to hire enough workers to make porcelain, not only to the standard
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required for the personal use of the emperor and his court, his imperial
household, and the ritual ceremonies of state, but also in such quantity
and variety as was demanded by local, regional, and overseas consumers?

The answer to this question is two-fold; firstly, the kiln complex
worked by separating out the different tasks, and assigning workers with
different skill levels to the multitude of separate tasks, and secondly, the
kiln complex facilitated the integration of private kilns into the imperial
production system. Both of these underscore the significance of under-
standing micro-history not merely as a focus on the local impact of
empire-wide level policies concerning methods of taxation, categorisa-
tion of the population, and recruitment of workers for large-scale work
projects, but also as a way of seeing the interconnectedness of global,
regional, and local scales. Working within a system of separated tasks,
and between imperial and private kilns, the labour force in Jingdezhen
facilitated and embodied the interconnectedness that made this place
work.

THE SEPARATION OF TASKS

The separation of tasks is one of the long-standing clichés about
Jingdezhen.** Instead of employing hundreds or thousands of highly
skilled potters who were individually responsible for the manufacture of
a piece of porcelain starting with the preparation of the clay, and ending
with the finished piece, the Jingdezhen kiln complex employed workers
who each performed separate tasks, from clay kneaders, body shapers,
and glaze makers, to firewood choppers, kiln firers, and pot packers, with
a multitude of workers involved in the production of a single pot, not
unlike an assembly-line production system. All aspects of the production
process were clearly set out as separate tasks in the ‘Great gazetteer of
Jiangxi province’.

Even the output of the workers in the kilns was very carefully set out
in the prescriptive documentation. For example, a potter working on the
largest type of vessel the kilns produced was expected to work on five
vessels at the same time (see Fig. 5.2).%5 These were very substantial vats,
usually referred to as fishbowls, and used if not specifically for fish, for
water storage (in case, for example, of fire hazard) or plants.

A set amount of time was allocated for the various tasks involved in
the manufacture of such large vessels: shaping them in clay (up to 18
days), tidying the edges of the leather-hard vessel with a knife (at least
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Fig. 5.2 DPorcelain fishbowl, decorated in wucai style with underglaze
cobalt blue and overglaze enamels. H 37,8 cm, D 55,2 cm, weight: 32.3 kg.
Jingdezhen, 1567-1572. Inv. no. PDE.778. © Sir Percival David collection, the
Trustees of the British Museum

two days), rinsing the vessel and smoothing the surface (two days), and
adding slip glaze (two days), with time between the different phases to
allow the clay to harden and dry.*¢

In the case of the smaller vessels, there were clear guidelines on the
number of items a worker should produce each day. For large vessels
(though not the very largest mentioned above), a single worker could
shape ten bodies a day, and then required a further day each for tidy-
ing the edges, rinsing and repairing, and slip glazing. So one worker still
took three whole days to make ten of these large vessels. For the size
below that, a worker could make 50 in three days, 100 in three days for
the third variety, and so on and so forth.#” Engraving or carving added
significantly more time to the process, increasing the labour costs.

To ensure that the workers produced pieces at the required produc-
tivity rate, set numbers of supervisors were appointed per workshop.
So, for example, in a type of kiln known as ‘fire and wind kilns’, there
were 29 workers, led by four appointed heads or leaders (zox), while in
the much smaller muffle kilns, where enamel colours were applied and
fired at a lower temperature, there were only ten workers, supervised by
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two heads. The supervisor-to-worker ratio was different in each of the
workshops, and this presumably tells us something about the level of
skill and supervision required. The highest ratios (i.e. few supervisors to
many workers) were to be found in the workshop where the slip was pre-
pared (nmishui zuo), and in the iron works (#ie zuo), the workshop that
made many of the iron objects required both inside the workshops and
for securing the wadding and wrapping of the porcelains as they were
prepared for travel. In both, each head was in charge of about ten work-
ers, with the iron works, which had 30 workers, also the biggest work-
shop of them all. On the other end of the spectrum was the ‘character
writing workshop’, where one worker was supervised by one head. The
kind of work that was done by large numbers of workers supervised by
small numbers of heads included the auxiliary workshops where they
made the ropes and barrels that were part of most well-equipped kilns,
made saggars, and worked with bamboo and wood. The kind of work-
shops where few workers were supervised by large numbers of heads
included the workshops where decorations were added by using an awl,
and where they prepared the lacquer used in preparing transport boxes.
Tasks like shaping bowls, dishes and plates, and decorating them all had
the average sort of ration, of roughly one head to every five workers.*8
Of course, these are only ideal figures, but they give some indication of
the required skill levels and the planning, organisation, and supervision
that formed part of the porcelain production.

The allocation of specific timings to these different tasks shows not
only the level of organisation, but also the clear separation into distinct
tasks. If the work on a large fishbowl was done by a single person, then,
still there was the distinction between shaping, tidying, and smoothing,
but separate workers were identified for things like kiln-building, saggar-
baking, and barrel-making. The separation of different tasks matters for
understanding how workers without extensive training in the craft of
ceramics manufactures could still manufacture an item with a shape or
design that was entirely unfamiliar to them.

Out of all these workers, the number of individuals who had specific
skills like the ability to paint fine decorations was relatively small. The vast
majority of the workforce in Jingdezhen did not have what the gazetteer
refers to as ‘refined skills’. In fact, by the middle of the Ming dynasty,
most individuals with the hereditary status of artisan were in a position
to commute their labour service by means of a set payment.*” By the
time of the first edition of the ‘Great gazetteer of Jiangxi province’, the
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provision for paying off one’s labour duties was certainly in place; hence
the statement that ‘[t]he work done by hired labour and by government
artisans is the same.” On that basis, it was possible for those with arti-
san status either to make a cash payment in lieu of their service, or to
hire someone else to provide the same service in their place. It was an
issue that Hsu Wen-chin also discussed in a 1988 study of the social and
economic conditions of late imperial Jingdezhen.>® Artisans were only
recruited for the work that required a higher level of skill, and these arti-
sans only worked in shifts or rotations (/#n ban).>! This meant that those
who served in Jingdezhen with hereditary status of artisan in fulfilment
of their corvee duties, served here only once every three years.

Of course, skill did matter: ‘If clay and glazing materials are of a fine
quality, and the workers (gongfu) have refined skills (jingxi), then you
need not have any concern over coarseness or contamination [of the
wares].”®> And of course skill levels could be problematic: ‘Whenever
craftsmen are employed, if their technical skills and artistry are both
refined and based on extensive experience (jiyz jingshu), then they will
have no difficulty in achieving success in firing pots, and they can make
anything from the largest vessels to saggars. If you have workers that are
just good enough, then the biggest vessels they can make are winecups.’®?
This will be a familiar issue for anyone who has ever tried their hand at
throwing pots: the bigger the size, the higher the required skill. A begin-
ner can only make small items; to make anything big requires experience
and skill. The risk with workers with low pottery skills was that their pots
failed, and that one did not find this out until after the pots had already
been fired; much better, then, to supplement the workers with low skill
with additional recruits with high skills (dian zhaomu gaoshon), so none
of the pots turned out a disaster (shu gi bu kuyn).>* But on the whole,
these reflections show that the work in the imperial kilns was carried out
by workers who were paid for their services, and workers who gained
their skills as part of the labour services they performed here.

The division of the production of porcelain into segregated pro-
cesses has been hailed as one of the key innovations of the production in
Jingdezhen. But it is worth thinking briefly about the implications of this
division for the workforce. In general, the more divided the tasks are, the
lower the skill set required to complete the tasks. The preparation of the
raw material as a whole initially required a high level of skill to identify
the best sites for mining stone and clay, the best methods for pulveri-
sation and purification in water, and for obtaining the required fineness
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of the materials. But once sites had been identified, water-powered mills
and pits for pulverisation had been built, and vats for washing the mate-
rials had been set up, the vast majority of the work involved digging,
carrying, pouring, stirring, and more carrying. Such tasks required and
transmitted certain skills and strengths, but little or no dedicated train-
ing or schooling. Similarly, the making of the protective cases in which
fine porcelains were fired, known in English as saggars or saggers, and
in Chinese as xzabo, required some skill, namely turning the clay to form
roughly potted bowls, and firing these on a high enough temperature
that they could withstand the high temperatures of the porcelain kilns
without falling apart, but not the refined skills required to work the por-
celain clay. Even throwing pots on the wheel required different kinds of
workman with varying skill levels. The potter throwing the larger pieces,
including bowls, cups, and plates, was different from the potter who only
worked on the smaller pieces (i.e. less than one foot in diameter).5

Throwing was only one of the ways in which vessels were formed; they
were also made by using moulds, which was especially useful when numer-
ous items of identical size and shape had to be produced. More unusual
shapes, i.e. square or polygonal, fluted or ribbed, gourd-shaped or even
animal—or human-shaped, were created by forming individually cut pieces
in the required shape, and connecting these with slip (i.e. the same mate-
rial used for the body of the vessel, but mixed with water to make it more
mouldable). While the task of forming the required shape would have
been performed by a skilled worker, the multitude of tasks that prepared
the ground for this one worker could be completed by unskilled workers:
making thin slabs, cutting these into pieces, preparing the slip, holding the
pot, washing the pot down, moving it, and drying it. All such tasks could
be learned on the job, and supervised by a worker with only a marginally
higher level of skill than the unskilledworkers. No worker was working in
isolation, and no worker would have failed to acquire at least some of the
skills of the tasks in his or her immediate surroundings. This last obser-
vation is important for several reasons. Firstly, the required entry level of
skill was low, and new workers could be brought up to speed with the
small area of work they were assigned to in a matter of days if not hours.
Secondly, the transmission of knowledge happened by osmosis and prox-
imity. A worker with next to no skill could not only pick up an individual
task easily, but could acquire enough skill from the tasks performed nearby
to import that skill to his own area of work.
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Overall, then, we see a production process with a division into clearly
distinct tasks, requiring varying levels of skill, executed in a series of
sequential steps. The steps can be grouped in separate stages, such as the
preparation of the clay, the shaping of bodies, the application of decora-
tions, firing in the kiln, and preparing for transport. This is by no means
a complete list, and each of these groups of steps has large numbers of
associated tasks, such as the trimming of the edges of the shaped bod-
ies, or the pulverisation of the cobalt for the preparation of the pigment.
The tasks are all necessary, and all have to be performed in sequence for
the creation of the final product. When we look at the crescent-shaped
kendi (Fig. 5.1) and the fishbowl (Fig. 5.2), the differences in size and
purpose are immediately obvious, but there are also significant similari-
ties: the clay used would have been sourced in the same place and pre-
pared in the same way, both were shaped manually, both were decorated
with cobalt, both were glazed with a transparent glaze, and both were
fired in a wood-fired kiln. The kendi would have been made in a private
kiln and the fishbowl in an imperial kiln, but most likely the hands that
prepared the clay, shaped the objects, and prepared the fire for the kiln
belonged to the same workers. The separation into different tasks meant
that only a small part of the entire sequence of production had to be
adapted to make something for an invisible consumer in an overseas mar-
ket: the shaping of the object and the style of the decorations painted on
the surface. Everything else could more or less proceed along the prede-
termined sequence of events. Very little needed to change in the organ-
isation of labour and the process of manufacture to accommodate the
desires of very different consumers.

THE EMERGENCE OF PRIVATE KILNS

During the first half of the Ming dynasty, broadly speaking until the start
of the sixteenth century, all human labour and all the goods manufac-
tured by this labour force were part of the monopoly of the emperor,
who could at all times lay a claim on them.>® With the silverisation of the
economy, and the growth of demand from both regional and global mar-
kets during the course of the sixteenth century, the production of porce-
lain had to increase dramatically. From the middle of the Ming onwards,
we see the emergence of two parallel systems: an imperial kiln system,
managed by the central administration and intended to create a steady
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supply of imperial-quality porcelain for the emperor, his household, and
his administration in the capital, and a private production system, where
ceramics both for domestic trade and for export were manufactured.
What is at stake is not so much whether there was a distinction or not.
As the written sources tell us, in the sixteenth century, there were 58
imperial kilns (yuanyao) and roughly 20 private kilns (minya0).>” Some
30 of the 58 imperial kilns were for the firing of large cisterns (fish-
bowls), which, as we saw earlier, might be as large as 86 cm high and
94 cm in diameter, and thus required a dedicated type of kiln that is left
out of consideration. The remaining 28 imperial kilns were both for fir-
ing blue-and-white wares and for enamelware.

The key difference between the imperial and the private kilns was not
just their shape (the imperial kilns were built in a narrow, rounded shape,
while the private kilns tended to be long and wide), but also in their size.
They used roughly the same quantity of firewood per firing (80-90 shoul-
der-loads or gang of firewood), but the imperial kilns could only hold
around 300 pieces, while more than 1000 vessels would be fired in the pri-
vate kilns in one firing.?® This, obviously, significantly brought down the
unit price of each vessel fired at the private kilns. When the official kilns
were fired, they only placed wares of one colour in the kiln, protected
from the flames by a row of empty saggars. In the private kilns, every row
was occupied, with some of the coarser wares placed in the very front
and back protecting the good wares in the middle rows from the flames.
Moreover, the brick walls of the imperial kilns were sturdier, and covered
with a dense layer of mud, so that no air could get in or out during the fir-
ing process. Overall, then, the text concludes that ‘the reason that the ves-
sels from the imperial kilns are pure and the vessels from the private kilns
are of a more mixed quality is because of this difference in systems’.>

So clearly there was a difference between these two types of kilns;
there were guanyao, usually translated as ‘imperial kilns’, and minyao,
for which a number of different terms circulate, including ‘folk kilns’,
‘popular kilns’, or ‘private kilns’. The nature of the relationship between
the imperial kilns and private businesses has given rise to a great deal of
discussion. One of the sites where the nature of the relationship between
imperial and private kiln production was articulated was in administra-
tive policy documentation. In the sixteenth century, during the Jiajing
reign period, a policy was initiated referred to as ‘guan da min shao’,
translated as ‘official partnership with private kilns’.%° Their description is
very insightful: ‘it was a means of broadening the base of procurement of
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porcelain for the court’.9! When the production quotas for the imperial
goods were too high to manage for the imperial kilns, then the ordinary
wares for daily use in the palace could be fired at those private kilns that
were deemed to produce wares of high enough quality.%?

The coexistence of imperially managed and privately managed kilns,
operating in a mutually supportive production system, goes some way
towards explaining how the kiln complex of Jingdezhen could cope with
changes in demand from the imperial administration and from the mar-
ket. The imperial demand or quota was a kind of tax system, and there
was little flexibility here: the demand from the court had to be sup-
plied. In order to safeguard the production process of the highest qual-
ity wares for the imperial court, the court prescribed specific timings for
specific tasks. Of course, the skills these workers gained could then easily
be transferred to the private kiln production, and in that sense, the two
systems operated in mutually supportive ways. If we think of this offi-
cial partnership with private kilns in spatial terms, then the guan da min
shao system highlights both a vertical or hierarchical connection between
top and bottom (or imperial centre and provincial periphery) and a hori-
zontal, or sideways connection between the centre of production and the
peripheral production sites (or between imperial kiln and private kilns).

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS

As we said earlier, the crescent-shaped kendi we started with raises
a number of questions we cannot answer. It is not possible to name
an individual creator for this object, and we know nothing about the
thoughts and emotions of the potters who worked together in crafting
this piece of ceramics in a shape that meant very little to them. But I
hope the discussion above has clarified a number of aspects of the pro-
duction process that do help us to understand better how it came into
being: the (proto-)industry in sixteenth-century Jingdezhen was very
substantial: hundreds of thousands of pieces, probably millions of pieces
were manufactured here each year, both for delivery to the imperial
court, for distribution throughout the empire, and for the overseas trade.
The exported goods were shaped and decorated to appeal to their differ-
ent markets in Japan, Islamic Southeast Asia, the Indian Ocean including
the African coast, and to Europe via Portuguese shipments. The labour
force that worked in the ceramics manufactures (including all its related
industries) was made up of a mixture of corvee labourers and hereditary
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artisans, skilled and unskilled labourers, local residents, and migrant
workers. The segregation of the manufacturing process into clearly
defined and circumscribed separate stages both made it easier to accom-
modate this fluctuating and mobile labour force, and made it possible to
adopt and respond to the desires for specific shapes and designs of very
diverse markets, without having to change the whole production process.
To understand this kendi, then, we need both to see the spatial dimen-
sions of the nearby and the distant (or local and global), and to explore
the organisational processes and economic structures that create meaning
within this specific society.
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INTRODUCTION

Woollen cloth was one of the most commonplace clothing possessions in
many areas of the pre-industrial world.! Large sections of the population
in Continental Europe, the Mediterranean, the Middle East and, from the
seventeenth century onwards, the Americas bought locally made woollen
products.? These encompassed a wide range of low-, medium- and high-
quality products, including caps and knitted goods, which were generally
made and marketed on the spot for their end consumers.? The substantial
division of labour in the woollen-cloth production chain required work-
ers with different qualities and manual skills, and the labour force included
both local and migrant workers.* Clothes were rarely produced in one
place; wool, dyes and other raw materials came from different regions, and
operations such as spinning, weaving and refining were performed in multi-
ple sites. A village of spinners had various links with other cities, towns, and
even across and beyond state borders, and therefore spinning was incorpo-
rated in a trans-local chain of economic processes.> The way in which this
commodity chain worked is, thus, of relevance for global labour history.

In recent years, interest in the latter has grown, primarily as a result of
the doubt it has cast on paradigms founded largely on a Eurocentric per-
spective. Several studies have, for example, questioned the linearity of the
evolution of labour relations, especially the transitions from non-free to free
labour, and from servile to salaried labour, processes in which the Industrial
Revolution is teleologically seen as the determining factor. Labour com-
modification, global labour historians insist, occurred in diverse historical
periods and forms part of a multiplicity of labour relations.®

This chapter seeks to test the usefulness of combining a micro-his-
torical analysis centred on the manufacture of woollen cloth with the
heuristic tool of commodity chain analysis derived from sociology but
recently used also in historical studies.” The first objective is thus to see
if and how these two approaches together can move the project of global
labour history forward.® Second, 1 shall demonstrate that categories like
‘labour relations’, ‘space’, ‘time-framing’ and ‘historical periodisation’,
can be identified better when they emerge from the investigation of a
single place.” My final goal is to add a further subject of study—the pro-
duction of goods—to this experiment of global history on a small scale
beyond global lives and the circulation of goods and objects.!?

I will focus on the woollen cloth manufactures of Padua in the early
modern Mediterranean, approximately from the 1550s to the 1630s.
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Rather than taking a large and famous manufacturing centre like Venice
or Florence as my starting point, I intend to focus on an apparently
‘remote’ location, placed outside the main routes of commerce. The
main challenge, in fact, is to demonstrate the potential of a micro-histor-
ical analysis without any reference to the potential ‘global’ dimensions of
a subject-town, suburb or remote country village.!! To this end, I pro-
pose to see this town and the manufacture of an allegedly non-‘global’
product as a dynamic space, criss-crossed by numerous vectors from the
same or other towns that all had an impact both on internal labour rela-
tions and on the structure of the commodity chain. The chapter begins
with some methodological issues and a reconstruction of the ethnog-
raphy of the Padua-based wool commodity chain. I then focus on two
specific ‘boxes’'? (spinning and weaving) that highlight the changes in
geographical distribution and labour relations, followed by a discussion
of the reasons behind these changes. The final section offers some con-
cluding comments, showing the implications from a methodological and
historical point of view.

TuE ETHNOGRAPHY OF A CoMMODITY CHAIN

The starting point of a commodity chain-based approach is to conceive
of a ‘commodity* as the outcome of a labour- and production-process
network. Each single production process can be viewed as a ‘box’ or
‘nodal point’, which is in turn connected to other nodal points within
the network. Production, distribution and consumption are thus shaped
by the social relations (including organisations) that characterise each
sequential phase of input acquisition, production, distribution, market-
ing and consumption.!3 A series of questions can be posed for each sin-
gle nodal point, ranging from the degree of monopoly within it to its
geographical scope, from the number of goods chains into which the
box fits to the type of ownership regulating production, and from labour
control methods to the bonds linking the various nodal points. Cyclical
economic changes are one of the key points in the building of a com-
modity chain, prompting vertical integration phenomena or geographical
convergence /divergence in proportion to the will to reduce transaction
and labour costs.!*

In my analysis of this pre-industrial commodity chain, I started by
exploring the place in which the main operations (especially weaving)
were carried out. This required using a great variety of sources, including
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legislative, judicial, notarial and fiscal materials, to extract the quantita-
tive data to identify the interactions between the different actors over a
long period.'®> For the purposes of retracing this goods chain, it proved
useful to ‘follow the traces’ of this production and to link the informa-
tion acquired in the Padua archive with data from other repositories.'®
The spatial dimensions of this kind of analysis depend on the geographi-
cal scope of the industry, or the focus of the analysis. As my focus here
is on spinning and weaving, I chose to focus on Venice, which served
as the nodal point of the trade with the Near East and the Iberia, and
where the main legislative decisions were taken.!” I have identified nine
main segments, each of which represents a distinct nodal point: wool
production; wool preparation; spinning; weaving (including warping);
refining; dyeing; distribution; tailoring; and consumption.

Below, I analyse each nodal point in the commodity chain by high-
lighting three elements: geographical scope, labour control methods and
links between the various boxes.

Wool production. Wool production took place in different areas cor-
responding to diverse jurisdictions and, as a consequence, three different
categories of wool: wool ‘born and raised’ within the Padua district; wool
‘born’ in other areas but sheared within the district (and thus subject to
local jurisdiction); and wool from outside the guild’s jurisdiction and
from other Mediterranean regions (Kingdom of Naples, Lombardy, the
Papal States and, above all, Spain).!3 In rural areas, sheep breeding was
generally organised around small independent firms who managed flocks.
These independent workers were, however, bound to the sheep owners
in contracts (soccida), which involved sharing the profits from the sale of
wool equally.’ Breeding involved considerable mobility, much of which
was seasonal (from the mountains to the plains in the winter and the
reverse in summer). Company contracts frequently involved paying cash
advances to travelling shepherds at the beginning of the season, often
leading to debts at the end of the contract when the winter was over.??

This kind of labour control was affected by a number of factors.
Firstly, the geo-morphological characteristics of the area: smaller flocks
on the plains, where livestock was combined with extensive farming;
larger flocks in the hills and mountains, where livestock was done in an
intensive way. Secondly, the social and financial profile of the sheep own-
ers: merchants, aristocrats and ecclesiastical bodies directly managed the
production of raw materials, employing many salaried workers at the
expense of independent workers and small- to medium-scale owners.?!
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The sale of raw materials, and thus the link to the wool-preparation
phase, was managed by several groups of merchants, according to the
type and provenance of the wool. For wool coming from outside the
guild’s jurisdiction and from other Mediterranean regions, the main
intermediaries between Spain and Italy were Genoese, Florentine and
Spanish merchants.?? Other specific groups can be detected in other
areas, such as Jews from the Polesine region.?? As far as wool ‘born and
raised” in the district was concerned, the guild institutions maintained a
monopoly on behalf of their members.?*

Wool preparation. The main wool preparation phases were usually
centralised within the town. Merchants managed the operations within
their workshops, employing teams of workers on weekly or annual con-
tracts. Contracts were managed by foremen, who acted as intermediar-
ies between entrepreneurs and workers. Here, too, cash advances were
commonplace, as the majority of the workforce came from outside the
town. Merchants required a guarantee issued on behalf of the workers or
those who acted for them. The degree of monopoly, thus, was minimal
in the sense that each firm only employed those workers it needed for
this phase.?®

Spinning. As was common in many other Italian towns, spinning was
managed predominantly at home by a female labour force. A spinning
woman could only be allotted a limited volume of cloth, and centralisa-
tion of this phase was forbidden. Spinning women were self-employed,
or sometimes employed by their husbands, who acted as middlemen for
the suppliers of the raw material suppliers. In other cases, women con-
tracted salaries and duties with businessmen directly.?%

Warping and weaving. These operations were normally managed
by self-employed workers, assisted by fewer than two helpers. Weavers
were generally responsible for collecting semi-worked goods from mer-
chants and delivering finished cloth. Here, too, payment involved cash
advances by merchants which bound merchants and workers together
more closely.?” Sometimes, more workers had to be employed in such
workshops, and in other cases work was contracted out to additional
merchants.?® The presence of migrant labour was limited in particu-
lar to occasions in which it was necessary to import new manufacturing
technologies or in the aftermath of wars. In such cases, entrepreneurs
ensured continuity in the supply of work for a specific period of time, but
normally this was a matter of non-seasonal labour.
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Refining. This nodal point encompassed four separate operations:
scouring, pressing, tentering and nap-raising. These operations shared
several elements, most notably the control exerted by the guilds over
these operations. The guilds owned the buildings in which these opera-
tions were carried out, and rented these out to the small- to medium-
scale artisans (in the case of raisers) or small-businesspeople (in the other
three cases), who managed them. Geographically, these operations were
limited to the town of Padua. Many salaried employees on daily or sea-
sonal contracts worked within such buildings. The employees were usu-
ally local; although they moved around the urban area, their operations
took place in the town or the surrounding area, and almost always fell
under the guild’s jurisdiction.?”

Dyeing. The next phase of work was dyeing. This could be done
before or after the refining phase, or even after the product was sold.
The geographical scope of the work was very wide and took place in vari-
ous contexts according to the relevant market. Dyeing was not limited
to the town of Padua but was also done in other towns such as Venice
or places where the finished product was sold (Southern Italy, Central
and Eastern Europe, Eastern Mediterranean and the Near East), and
where overseas agents and other intermediaries selling the product were
based.3? Cloth could be sold ‘white’ or undyed precisely so as to enable
buyers (or sometimes those making the product) to choose the colour
of the cloth at a later stage.3! This is an extremely important element
precisely because these were market strategies, which could impact sig-
nificantly on the commodity chain. In any event, such operations were
largely left to self-employed or small businessmen with a limited number
of salaried employees. Large agglomerations did exist, but they were spo-
radic and depended on the type of commodity chain type concerned. 32

Distribution. The merchants who manufactured the cloth generally
distributed their products themselves. They sold it on in retail outlets
locally or sent it to distant markets. Such retail sellers were called drapers
where cloth of various quality was concerned, or mercers in the case of
mixed products or knitwear. Drapers also received foreign cloth, which
they retailed in local markets. Self-employed individuals, in turn hiring
one or more permanent workers within their workshops, formed the pre-
dominant model. This phase had close links to consumption and spread
over multiple geographical areas, including Venice, the Ottoman Empire,
central-southern Italy, Iberia and, in the early seventeenth century, cen-
tral and eastern Europe.33
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Tailoring. This was perhaps the central manufacturing phase, although
its importance has generally been underestimated or detached from the
specific study of wool working, which has tended to concentrate on the
finished product. After being cut to the length required by buyers, cloth
was ready to be worked by tailors. In some cases, merchants played a
direct role in this phase but this was rare. Tailors made whole garments
or just parts of them (sleeves, tunics). Most frequently they made hose
finished off with leather soles at the bottom. Tailors measured buy-
ers and cut and sewed the various parts in accordance with client tastes.
They were based in Padua or in the other market places where the prod-
ucts were sold. Merchants often sent long pieces of cloth abroad, which
were tailored according to local uses and consumers’ preferences.3*

Consumption. This might be viewed as both the last and the first
phase of the chain. Consumers, of course, received the final product,
but their preferences simultaneously conditioned the production of
wool. Woollen clothes were bought by a wide range of people, in local
and long distance markets, from the Middle East to Southern Italy, and
from Spain to central and eastern Europe.?® Consumers varied widely:
rich, sophisticated clients bought luxury products whereas average or
poor clients had to content themselves with standardised and cheap
clothes.?¢ Accordingly, clothes were divided into fine, low-quality and
mixed, depending on the buyer. The quality of clothes depended firstly
on the quality and quantity of the raw material (wool) and secondly, on
the number of working phases it had undergone.

This ethnography (and Fig. 6.1) should not be viewed as a general
‘model’ for the Mediterranean or other woollen industries. Indeed, in
each context, configurations varied widely depending on the degree of
integration and dissemination of production, guild monopoly and the
specific areas of supplying raw materials and markets.3” For the recon-
struction of the composition of the workforce within each box and the
evolution of labour relations, it is crucial to focus on a single nodal
point, even taking into account the evolution of a commodity chain as
a whole and the links between the various changes. This choice certainly
enables us to better appreciate, on one hand, the role of individuals and
domestic households (in particular in reference to labour relations) and,
on the other, the ways in which the forces of monopoly and competition
can influence, condition and manipulate the commodity chain.
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Fig. 6.1 The Padua-based wool commodity chain, 1550-1630

INSIDE THE BOXES: SPINNING AND WEAVING

How did shifts in labour relations occur? Did the changes in one box
depend on changes in other boxes? In order to address these questions,
I will draw on some examples from two specific commodity chain boxes:
spinning and weaving. In this section I will analyse the changes within
the two boxes, while the following section will address the reasons for
such transformations.

In the second half of the sixteenth century, and particularly after
1570, spinning underwent significant changes in both manufacturing
geography and labour relations. From the point of view of work distribu-
tion, spinning, especially in the case of bobbin spinning, shifted progres-
sively to the countryside along north and north-eastern axes and in the
direction of the capital city, Venice (Tables 6.1, 6.2).

This shift was not simply geographical in nature but also related to
labour relations, techniques of labour control and the contractual
power of spinning women. Most women worked at home until the
1570s. Their relationships with the merchant-manufacturers were two-
fold. Some spinning women went directly to the merchants’ homes to
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Table 6.1 Places of residence of the bobbin spinners, 1530-1669

Padua Paduan district Paduan districts  Total
(intermediaries)

Period No. of % No. of % No. of % No.of %

observations observa- observations observa-

tions tions

1530-1559 125 72.7 47 27.3 0 0.0 172 100
1560-1589 110 46.6 126 534 0 0.0 236 100
1590-1669 0 0.0 1 125 7 87.5 8 100
Total 235 56.5 174 41.8 7 1.7 416 100

Sources: ASP, UL, bb. 297-304 (a. 1529, 1543, 1556, 1557, 1565, 1566, 1572, 1575, 1577, 1578,
1579, 1583, 1589, 1591, 1598, 1659)

Table 6.2 Places of residence of the wheel spinners, 1530-1669

Padun  Paduan district Paduan districts Total
(intermediaries)
Period No. % No. %  No. % No. %
1530-1559 216 97.7 5 230 0.0 221 100.0
1560-1589 316 97.8 7 220 0.0 323 100.0
1590-1569 12 80.0 1 67 2 13.3 15 100.0
Total 544 97.3 13 23 2 0.4 559 100.0

Sources ASP, UL, bb. 297-304 (a. 1529, 1543, 1556, 1557, 1565, 1566, 1572, 1575, 1577, 1578,
1579, 1583, 1589, 1591, 1598, 1659)

collect the goods, and thus had a direct relationship with the latter and
were paid directly.3® Others were paid via their husbands or fathers,
who in turn were oftenworkers in the merchants” workshops or within
the putting out system. An analysis of the declarations issued by mer-
chants shows that just over 50% of the ‘wheel’-spinning women were in
fact married to wool makers (combers and beaters), while almost 60%
of the ‘bobbin’ spinners were married to combers, raisers or weavers
(Table 6.3).

Therefore, until the 1570s, labour relations within the spinning trade
were determined by the market, but in part mediated by family members
who already worked along the production chain, a state of affairs which
led some spinners to a hybrid form of independent labour within the
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Table 6.3 Survey

of the trades of the Husband’s trade “Wheel” (%)  “Bobbin” (%)
spinning women’s Raisers 1.9 3.4
husbands, sixteenth Wool combers 20.0 31.0
century Wool scartesini 28.4 6.9
Weavers 0.6 17.2
Jobs inside the wool workshop 51.0 58.6
Unknown trade 39.4 3.4
Other trades 9.65 37.95
Total 100.0 100.0

Sources ASP, UL, bb. 297-301 (a. 1529, 1543, 1556, 1557, 1565,
1566, 1572, 1575, 1577, 1578, 1579, 1583, 1589, 1591, 1598)

houschold economy. This distinction is significant as far as labour control
is concerned, and in particular in relation to salaries. On 20 September
1527, spinning woman Lucrezia Vicentina, wife of Bernardino Rosso,
obtained from the wool merchant Giacomo da Monton the payment
for a quantity of wool produced over the previous weeks on the basis
of the fact that ‘her husband was not living with her and was ruining all
her goods and that she did not want to be held to account for this hus-
band in any way at all’. In fact, her husband had received a number of
pieces of cloth as payment of his wife’s salary but his wife reaffirmed her
independence and control over her work.?? Credits and bonds were fre-
quently intertwined in the relations between employers and employees.
This situation changed radically in the 1570s when spinning moved to
the countryside. Indeed, as that process unfolded, an intermediary was
brought into the relationship between merchant-manufacturers and spin-
ning women. Whilst the latter were now independent workers at home,
their salaries were now paid via an intermediary, instead of directly by the
merchant-manufacturer or through a family member. Reduction in sala-
ries and control of labourtime frames were an inevitable consequence.*?
It may be worth briefly reflecting on a related methodological issue.
‘Macro’ approaches would define these spinners as ‘self-employed pro-
ducers’ (in the case of women working at home for a weaver) or as ‘wage
carners’ (with remuneration at piece rates). These predefined categories
do not capture the specific circumstances here. The main elements which
characterized their position in the commodity chain and their bargaining
power were not labour relations but labour mediation and the specific
forms of their wage-payments. These depended on their contract with
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Table 6.4 Places of residence of the weavers, 1530-1669

Period Suburbs Padun Total

No. % No. % No. %
1530-1559 44 31.2 97 68.8 141 100.0
1560-1589 149 59.4 102 40.6 251 100.0
1590-1669 40 95.2 2 4.8 42 100.0
Total 233 53.7 201 46.3 434 100.0

Source ASP, UL, bb. 297-304 (a. 1529, 1543, 1556, 1557, 1565, 1566, 1572, 1575, 1577, 1578,
1579, 1583, 1589, 1591, 1598, 1659); bb. 48-70 and 77-88 (aa. 1525-1560, 1570-1582, 1584~
1589, 1594-1599, 1609, 1612, 1614-1618, 1620-1630, 1635-1636, 1638, 1640, 1642)

the merchant-manufacturer, which established the nature of their work
and how they received their salary, including credit operations and forms
of bondage. In this case, the ‘micro’ approach invites us to ask not only
about the evolution of labour relations, but also the forms of control on
labour within the same labour relation. 41

Transformations in the weaving ‘box’ closely resembled these shifts
in spinning. Here too, during the 1570s and 1580s, weaving workshops
shifted to the suburbs (i.e. still within the town ‘fiscal’ limits), while
those within the home disappeared altogether (Table 6.4).

Changes in labour relations followed accordingly. In the case of urban
workshops pre-1570s, it is not unusual to find weavers who simultane-
ously produced and sold cloth autonomously and received services com-
missioned by merchant-entreprencurs as wage carners. In the case of the
non-urban weavers post-1570s, labour relations depended almost exclu-
sively on commissions given by the merchant-entrepreneurs. Like their
pre-1570s counterparts, they were both ‘wage earners’ and ‘producer
groups’, especially when they worked as a group with family and non-
family members, receiving cash advances and prizes for their produc-
tion.*2 Their work was neither seasonal nor intermittent, in contrast to
what has often been argued by the proponents of the ‘proto-industrial’
model.*3 Indeed, some weavers were consigned cloth all year round from
winter to the following autumn,* while others did not work at home
but managed full-blown workshops located in villages, which in certain
cases were home to more than 1500 people.#> Once again, as we saw in
the case of spinning, the more relevant shift was not in labour relations,
but in labour mediation and, therefore, wage formation even within the
same labour relation.
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Way THis CHANGE IN LABOUR RELATIONS?

In the previous section I foregrounded some shifts that took place in the
geography and labour relations of manufacturing within two ‘boxes’:
spinning and weaving. These changes were sometimes imperceptible,
but nonetheless replete with implications for the host of small produc-
ers within the commodity chain. The questions that now need to be
answered include what prompted these changes and, especially, where
they emerged.

It is important to underline that such changes originated both in
other boxes of the commodity chain, such as in distribution and con-
sumption, as well as in other places, located at various distances from the
production centre. Two product innovations led to a significant transfor-
mation of consumption patterns all over Europe. Firstly, the emergence
of the sarze or grisi cloth, and the better-known new draperies, which
from the mid-sixteenth century increasingly supplied the market with
low-quality cloth.*® Secondly, a popularisation of silk cloth took place.
This range of cloth satisfied an ever-wider market.*” Cloth also included
‘mixed’ products such as German or French-made canvas, linen and cot-
ton such as twill, grograni (made with camel hide), oeillets and stametts
(stammets).*® Finally, the more significant change in consumption pat-
terns as far as the commodity chain is concerned was the dissemination
of knitwear, which transformed the clothing market and created a new
European fashion.*? From the 1570s, the Padua merchant-manufacturers
adapted their supply including all these new woollen items (mixed cloth,
stametti, grograni and hosiery).>?

These consumption changes had an impact on the distribution side
too. Geographically, retailing in Padua diminished while foreign trade
levels remained stable, particularly in the direction of the Near East,
in trading places such as Aleppo or Alexandria of Egypt.’! Merchant-
manufacturers had various commercial interests in these areas (and were
not simply linked to the textile sector) and continued to stimulate the
production of high-quality wool.

Changes in consumption and distribution also affected the geographi-
cal distribution and the labour relations in other commodity chain boxes.
The main consequence was the geographical relocation to the coun-
tryside of spinning and weaving with the shift in labour relations (and,
especially, the changes in labour mediations) discussed above. Lower
demand for such products in the Padua market, in particular low-quality
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cloth, and manufacturing integration between Padua and Venice led to
the disappearance of the small-scale micro-firm sector, sometimes indi-
vidual ‘independent’ weavers, which had been a feature of the pre-1570s.
This shift is therefore linked to processes outside Padua’s jurisdiction
(the integration with another wool production chain with its centre in
another place, such as Venice), and beyond state borders, such as the
changes in consumption at the European level and the rising demand of
clothes for the Levantine markets).>?

A further consequence was the increase in the number of female
entrepreneurs managing urban knitwear workshops. The knitting sec-
tor boomed during the late sixteenth century. From a labour relations
perspective, this was not household production or piece-wage payment.
Sometimes women worked at home, or outside, for merchants, receiv-
ing a piece-rate wage. Other times, they had a number of boys and girls
working for them and paid them with a time-rate wage. Piece-rate wages
paid by merchants to the women constituted a form of sub-contracting;
women were the owners of small workshops, where children and girls
worked for them. The rise of the knitting industry and consumption also
stimulated the use of unfree labour (in the form of apprenticeships) or
forced labour within hospitals, house of charity and orphanages, where
number of boys and girls worked for the merchant-entrepreneurs under
the supervision of one or more supervisors.>3

The third consequence was the monopoly within the industry. Both
level and size of production saw an increase in this period. While small
cloth producers completely disappeared after the 1570s, an oligopoly of
a few merchants emerged, which led to a concentration of production
capacity.>* By the early seventeenth century, the sector was controlled by
only a few merchants manufacturing in bulk for long-distance markets.?®
Greater quantities of capital enabled these merchants to look eastwards,
which boosted other commercial interests and set in motion the inten-
sification of high-quality wool manufacturing. Certain manufacturing
phases thus underwent a powerful centralisation process involving the
direct management of wool production, fulling, tentering, dyeing, and
the warping and finishing phases. This centralisation was a response to
a need for ever-more uninterrupted production and, above all, greater
product guality monitoring (especially of high-quality cloth). The mer-
chants were also able to maintain their labour control, using the guild
institution to block entry into the sector and limit competition among
producers.>°
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CONCLUSIONS

The combination of the commodity chain approach with the micro-his-
torical approach ofters useful insights for global labour history, and espe-
cially for the study of the evolution of labour relations. Much remains to
be done, but I would argue that certain encouraging preliminary results
have emerged in this chapter on the potential for micro-analytical and
spatially aware analysis.

From a methodological point of view, the combination between the
commodity chain approach and micro-history has many implications.
Observation is not ‘preordained’, but varies according to the subject of
research, allowing a focus on concrete relations and interactions between
economic agents over time. This perspective facilitates an open approach
to ‘space’. Each segment within the commodity chain is ‘localised’, but
also part of a wider nexus. In this context, it is possible to better analyse
interactions emerging locally in relation to processes that unfold else-
where. Finally, it avoids the construction of general ‘models’ for indus-
trial sectors, but allows us to ‘spatialise’ the commodity chain, limiting
the investigation to one place and following the traces of production,
commercialisation and consumption.

From an historical point of view, the approach is promising too. First,
it allows us to address historical processes imbricated in the changes of
labour relations. In the case I presented here, for example, without a
careful analysis of the singularity of the context, the relocation into the
countryside of weaving and spinning could have been interpreted as a
simple process of ‘delocalisation’ in order to escape the high costs of
labour, as has often been argued in the ‘proto-industrial’ model,>” or in
response to the desire to acquire new products on the market, as seen in
the industrious revolution model.>® Conversely, the geographical change
depended on processes, which appeared inside and outside the manufac-
ture and beyond state borders, and these changes caused a partial, but
significant, reconfiguration of the position of workers and their labour
relations within the commodity chain.

The second major insight provided by this approach is that shifts in
labour relations depended simultaneously on the interweaving of wool
product manufacturing, trade and consumption. In particular, the pro-
cess of labour commodification emerged by combining forms of wage
labour, forced labour (especially in charitable institutions) and unfree
labour (such as apprenticeships), and at the expense of independent
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labour (in the case of urban weavers).%® Moreover, labour commodifica-
tion was not related exclusively to blind market-forces, but a response of
specific strategies made first by certain groups (merchant-manufacturers)
within the commodity chain.®® The evolution of the single commodity
chain from a micro-perspective is therefore a vantage point from which
analyse labour relation changes.

Third, this approach can unveil questions that could be hidden by
macro-analysis. The role of labour mediation and wage formation is
indeed an equally important feature that emerges from this chapter.
Within the same labour relation, we witness several forms of labour
mediation (directly, via parents or via intermediaries), which included
credits and bonds. As Michael Sonenscher has underlined: ‘Master and
journeyman were sometimes employers and employees, but sometimes
they were patrons and client, or father and sons, or father-in-law and
sons-in-law ... There was a legal dimension of the work which over-
lapped the general conditions in which productive activity took place.’¢!
Payment forms could have a great impact on wage formation, not merely
because they were piece-wage or time wage, but because credit, advances
on wages, and time payments bound the counterparts together (mas-
ters and journeymen, merchants and women, etc.), transforming a bar-
gain into a promise and making a ‘simple transaction a more complex
dialogue over rights and obligations’.%? Therefore, the bargaining power
depended less on the labour relation and more on other elements, as the
individual action of actors and their social position within the commu-
nity.%3 Given the singularity of the context, the main implication could
be not the change in labour relations, but the forms of labour mediation
and the agency of the individual worker.

The commodity chain approach allows us to better choose the spa-
tial units under analysis. For instance, instead of taking one spatial unit
as given (the town, the district, the state), it allows us to appreciate the
interaction between trade and manufacturing, even outside the commod-
ity chain. Labour relations could shift in response to changes in distri-
bution and consumption, as was the case of the changing equilibriums
in the Mediterranean trade for the Levant and the demand for cloth at
a European level. In order to sustain a growing demand for long-dis-
tant markets, the merchant-manufacturers adapted the modes of labour
control and labour relation in two key boxes of the commodity chain,
as spinning and weaving. Their influence was, however, sustained con-
siderably by the political and institutional context which contributed to
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shaping labour relations. In particular, their ability to rely on the guild
institutions and their privileges enabled merchants to maintain their
monopoly position and control over the workforce. ¢+

Finally, this approach is also useful to discuss time framing and perio-
disation in history. Some scholars have argued that in the late sixteenth
and early seventeenth centuries, competition from the most advanced
commercial institutions such as the (British) Levant Company affected
the commercial and manufacturing costs of the woollen manufactur-
ing of early modern Italian cities, causing the ‘marginalization’ of the
Mediterranean during the ‘early modern globalization’.> Commodity
chains invite us to see productive markets as interwoven webs of inves-
tors, traders, producers and workers crossing the borders of territories
and beyond the state or corporate jurisdictions. Working with micro-
history invites us to redefine the rise and decline of industries, looking
within the single boxes to understand what happened in terms of labour
relations, labour mediation and wage inequality.
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CHAPTER 7

Connected Singularities: Convict Labour
in Late Colonial Spanish America
(1760s-1800)

Christian G. De Vito

Way ConvicT LABOUR?

Throughout history, the forced labour performed by individuals under
penal and/or administrative control (i.e. convict labour) has been a
seemingly ubiquitous phenomenon. At the same time, scratching below
the apparently uniform surface of convict labour reveals fundamen-
tal differences related to the social construction of crime, ‘the criminal’

The original version of this chapter was revised: For detailed information please
see Erratum. The erratum to this chapter is available at
https://doi.org,/10.1007 /978-3-319-58490-4_13

The research leading to these results has received funding from the European
Research Council under the European Union’s Seventh Framework Programme
(FP/2007-2013)/ERC Grant Agreement 312542. For more information about
the overall project “The Carceral Archipelago: transnational circulations in global
perspectives, 1415-1960°, see: http: //www2 .le.ac.uk /departments /history/
research /grants/CArchipelago /CArchipelago.

C.G. De Vito ()
Utrecht University, Utrecht, Netherlands
e-mail: christian.devito@gmail.com

© The Author(s) 2018 171
C.G. De Vito and A. Gerritsen (eds.), Micro-Spatial Histories
of Global Labour, https://doi.org/10.1007 /978-3-319-58490-4_7


http://www2.le.ac.uk/departments/history/research/grants/CArchipelago/CArchipelago
http://www2.le.ac.uk/departments/history/research/grants/CArchipelago/CArchipelago

172 C.G.DEVITO

and punishment, and the role it had within distinct labour regimes. In
a recent publication, Alex Lichtenstein and I have suggested that, rather
than seeking to provide an abstract definition of convict labour, scholars
may want to address ‘the historical conditions under which convict labour
has been produced and exploited in the larger process of the commodifi-
cation of labour’.! In other words, we have proposed a move away from
answering the question ‘what is convict labour?” through a universal defi-
nition and taxonomy, and towards an interrogation of the function that
convict labour played within specific contexts and amongst other labour
relations—that is, ‘why convict labour?’ In our view, this approach pre-
sents a two-fold advantage: on the one hand, it foregrounds discontinui-
ties in the role of convict labour in space and time; on the other, it allows
for understanding convict labour as part of an integrated labour market,
in dialectic with other (coerced and ‘free’) labour relations.

The shift from a ‘universal’ definition of convict labour to the study of
its contextual and relational function raises broad epistemological issues.
In particular, it highlights the tension between the universality of catego-
ries and the singularity of sites, and it foregrounds the dialectics between
the specificity and connectedness of each site.? In other words, the double
problem emerges of how to deal with the uncountable variety of histor-
ical circumstances and processes hidden beneath the apparently flat sur-
face of the concept ‘convict labour’; and how to fully acknowledge that
prisoners performed their work in very diverse, yet connected, localities.
In undertaking this task, two pitfalls seem inevitable: abstracting from
historical complexity can marginalize the specificity of contextual con-
figurations; conversely, focusing exclusively on singularities involves the
risk of being trapped in localism, and losing the broader spatial scope of
social processes. Joining the endeavour of this volume, this chapter sug-
gests that both issues can be overcome by taking a micro-spatial perspec-
tive that integrates the following elements: a micro-analytical approach
which highlights discontinuity intime and space, and implies the rejection
of macro-analytical procedures of generalization and comparison based
on predetermined categories and units; and a spatially aware perspec-
tive which foregrounds specific connections between contexts, instead of
focusing exclusively on either the local or the global scope.

In this chapter I take up these issues by investigating the experiences
of convict labour in the presidios, or military outposts, of Spanish Havana
(Cuba) and Puerto de la Soledad (Malvinas/Falklands) in the four dec-
ades that followed the Seven Years” War (1754-1763). Prisoners in both
sites were sentenced to the same punishments—penal transportation
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and impressment in the army or the navy—and were first and foremost
occupied in building and repairing military and non-military infrastruc-
ture. However, the two sites had distinct characteristics, were differently
viewed by historical actors, and diversely connected with other places
and regions within and beyond the Spanish dominions. Consequently, in
each site convict labour took on a separate function, transported convicts
entered into contact with distinct networks of free and unfree labour and
penal transportation itself created multiple ‘networks of Empire’.3

The distinct configurations and roles of convict labour in Havana
and Puerto de la Soledad, described in the next section, warn us against
the use of macro-analytical categories and methodologies. Indeed, if
we contented ourselves with describing convict labour as a phenome-
non with universal characteristics, we would easily categorize Havana as
‘centre’ and Puerto de la Soledad as ‘periphery’ in the geopolitics of
Spanish American convict labour. Consequently, we would postulate the
work of the thousand prisoners who rebuilt the fortresses of Havana in
the early 1770s to be more representative of convict labour in Spanish
America than the one performed by the twenty-two non-military con-
victs that forcibly lived in the Malvinas in the same period. In so doing,
the diversity of the convicts’ contributions to empire building and eco-
nomic development would be lost. Micro-history provides an alternative
perspective. In particular, Grendi’s concept of the ‘exceptional normal’
allows us to acknowledge that each context is a unique configuration
and that singular configurations construct the discontinuous fabric of
history.* This means that the context of Havana was as exceptional as
the one in the Malvinas; indeed, that every site of convict transportation
was unique, and that the historical ‘normality’ of convict labour was
made up of innumerable singular configurations such as those presented
here. Paraphrasing what Schiel and Hanf8 have recently written about
slavery, I am arguing that convict labour is ‘a context-specific social
relationship’®: convicts may have performed similar tasks across various
sites, but the function of their work can only be understood by studying
its entanglements with other labour relations within specific contexts.
More generally, I contend that the concept of ‘representativeness’ and
the ‘centre’ /“periphery’ divide in historical research and social sciences
should be questioned, as they imply the postulation of an abstract
standard by which historical complexity is ‘purified” from its specific
determinations.® Radeff’s suggestion to substitute the duality ‘cen-
tre’ /“periphery’ with the concepts of ‘centralities’ and ‘de-centralities’
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offers an alternative way to addressing the shifting relationships that
exist between the multiple nodes of extended networks, depending
on time, changing power relationships and the specific object being
researched.” Regarding the contexts discussed in this chapter, it high-
lights that both Havana and Puerto de la Soledad simultaneously played
‘central’ and ‘de-central’ roles vis-a-vis other sites of convict transpor-
tation and convict labour. This is arguably a more accurate conceptu-
alization of the shifting relationship among sites, which additionally
allows for a thorough analysis of their connected nature, as I will show
in the third section.

THE ‘ExCEPTIONAL NORMAL’

In the aftermath of the Seven Years’ War, the Spanish empire underwent
major changes as a result of the growing threat foreign imperial pow-
ers posed to the Crown’s dominions.® In particular, the shock caused by
the British occupations of Havana (August 1762—July 1763) and Manila
(November 1762-January 1764) triggered fundamental military reforms
that encompassed the creation of local militias, considerable relocation of
troops from peninsular Spain to fixed battalions in the Viceroyalties over-
seas, and the rationalization of the defense system in the borderlands.
The need to prevent illegal trade along the Spanish American coasts and
reduce the political power of monopolist merchants in the peninsula
additionally prompted the gradual liberalisation of trade (comercio libre),
that is, a de facto state-controlled system of trade permits which allowed
for the multiplication of maritime routes and destinations. At the same
time, voyages of exploration and colonisation by France, Britain, Russia
and Portugal in the Pacific and the Atlantic, coincided with similar activ-
ities by the Spanish Crown. The latter included expeditions to Tahiti,
Fernando Poo (Gulf of Guinea) and Australia, the occupation of foreign
enclaves such as the former Portuguese Colonia do Sacramento (1777),
and the creation of new settlements along the coasts of North California,
Araucanfa and Patagonia. Not only was the impact of these processes dif-
ferent in each site, but each locality also contributed distinctly to their
making. Consequently, the work performed by prisoners also took on
different functions, as the figures of standing convicts, their position in
the workforce and the shifts in the composition of the workforce reveal.
Convicts in Havana were part of a dynamic urban site that by the late
eighteenth century numbered approximately fifty thousand inhabitants
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Table 7.1 Composition of the workforce in the construction sites of Havana,
1763-1777

Date Soldiers  Civilians  Convicts Free Free  King’s  Slaves Total
(paisanos)  (destervados) mulattoes blacks — slaves

1763 795*

1764 1967*

1765 538* 1396* 2249*
1766

1767 964* 1158* 2309*
1768 773% 1072* 2004*
20.6.1772 149 160 1130 24 31 447 8 1949
20.1.1773 152 155 1077 17 23 418 5 1847
26.6.1773 156 179 1065 15 26 383 5 1829
28.2.1774 168 132 995 17 28 346 7 1693
341774 174 145 974 16 26 343 7 1685
351774 176 145 903 16 26 339 7 1612
3.6.1774 172 137 905 17 27 339 6 1603
8.7.1774 176 145 903 16 26 339 7 1612
6.8.1774 169 166 1045 20 37 337 9 1783
1774 980* 321* 1517*
1775 837* 319* 1318*
8.11.1776 162 101 1131 12 33 289 6 1734
8.12.1776 172 101 1122 13 35 289 6 1738
6.3.1777 184 101 1159 13 28 282 5 1772

and had been shaped by nearly 300 years of colonial encounters and
conflicts. The major fortresses and castles they (re)built in this period
symbolized the importance of Havana as a hub for trade routes connect-
ing peninsular Spain, the Caribbean and the Philippines (the Carrera de
Indias and the Galeon de Manila). In those construction sites, convicts
worked side by side with impressed and voluntary soldiers, free paisanos,
slaves and king’s slaves,” in overlapping and multiple networks of free
and unfree migration. Table 7.1 integrates data from various sources:'?
In the ecarly 1770s, all categories of workers included in the table
were employed in the construction of the fortress complex of San Carlos
de la Cabana, on the high ground whose seizure had proved essential
to the British conquest of Havana;!'! after its completion in 1776, they
worked in the fortification of the Castillo del Principe on the hill of
Arostegui. As the priority shifted from one building site to another, con-
victs were moved too, and provided on average from one third to half
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of the workforce in those building sites, which in turn employed more
than half of the total workforce involved in the reconstruction program.
Moreover, with the exception of some king’s slaves and a few free work-
ers from Campeche and Cuba, who were sometimes employed in the
warehouses, on boats and as builders, the prisoners were the only group
that performed all other kinds of works, such as other building opera-
tions (e.g. the Castles of Matanzas and Jagua), service work in the ware-
houses and on boats for transporting water, food and passengers, and
skilled work (coopers, gunsmiths, postmen). Furthermore, approximately
8-9% of them were employed, on average, in timber extraction for the
building process and c¢. 5-6% in the transportation of lime and other
building materials—in the latter case they were employed by private con-
tractors. At least until the beginning of 1777, prisoners held in the mili-
tary fortifications also illegally worked for private employers during their
free time, a job that was remunerated and apparently sought after, but
also at the origin of considerable conflict with the authorities and among
the convicts.!? At the same time, prisoners provided the workforce for
highly visible non-military public works, most notably the construction
of the Alameda de Extramuros (today’s Paseo del Prado), initiated by
Governor Marques de la Torre and modelled after those of the European
capitals.!? Finally, when recaptured, escapees from the Havana fortifica-
tions, who amounted to approximately 4% of the total convicted work-
force in February 1774, often ended up working in the sites across the
island they had fled to, such as Matanzas and the new settlement named
Filipina.1*

As the table shows, by the early 1770s, desterrados were the most
important component of the workforce inside the Havana military out-
posts, surpassing the number of the king’s slaves that had formed its
majority in the second half of the previous decade. Conversely, the num-
ber of privately owned slaves always remained marginal among this work-
force, mirroring a division of labour that accompanied Cuba’s irresistible
rise to the rung of world leader in sugar cane production in the subse-
quent decades:!® the division between privately owned enslaved labour,
occupied in the growing agricultural (and the domestic) sector(s), and
convict labour and state-owned slaves, employed in the defense and devel-
opment of an urban centre that functioned as a hub for long-established
networks of migration and trade. As I have suggested elsewhere, direct
state control of prisoners and king’s slaves allowed for a high level of
spatial mobility during the relative short time of the sentence of the
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former group (from 2 to 10 years on average) and made convict labour
especially suited for military labour and the building of military and
non-military infrastructures. Conversely, chattel slavery was a lifelong and
hereditary legal status and labour relation that entailed the immobiliza-
tion of the workforce on specific sites, and therefore responded better to
the planters’ economic needs. !¢

A close connection existed between convicts and those that were
labelled as ‘soldiers’ in the official statistics. Indeed, descriptive sources
indicate that these were military convicts themselves, who became part
of the workforce of the Havana fortifications because of their repeated
desertion from their battalions (Lombardy, Seville, Ireland, Louisiana
and Havana, among others). Following a Royal Order dated 30 March
1773, they were assigned to the public works in the Cuban capital for a
standard period of 6 or 8 years.1”

In the same years, the prisoners transported to Puerto de la Soledad
were similarly occupied in building and repairing military and non-mil-
itary infrastructures. However, the presence and work of these pre-
sidiarios (or forzados) in that tiny Spanish colony on the Eastern
Malvinas/Falklands were constructed out of the tension between
the need to prevent foreign occupation and the growing awareness of
the lack of economic relevance of that new settlement. Whereas the
exploitation of convict labour in Havana was a means to maintain major
infrastructures of commerce and defense, in the Malvinas it had the
function to affirm the sovereignty on, and minimize the costs of, a set-
tlement deprived of any economic significance but of great geopolitical
importance.

As Buschmann has observed, in the second half of the eighteenth cen-
tury, the Malvinas became ‘the gateway to the Pacific’ for their strate-
gic position along the important route of Cape Horn in a period that
marked the end of the Pacific as a‘Spanish Lake’.!8 Convict labour played
a major role in keeping that ‘gateway’ and the surrounding area in
Spanish hands.

In April 1758, in the midst of the Seven Years” War, the Viceroy of
Peru Manuel Amat y Junient called the attention of Secretary of the
Indies Julidn de Arriaga to ‘the whisper that goes around in those ter-
ritories, that an English settlement has been established and populated’
in the Malvinas, and on the ‘disastrous’ military and economic conse-
quences that such a colony might have had on the Spanish Dominions.!?
In the short term his fears were unmotivated, for no settlement existed
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in the region at that time. However, in the aftermath of the conflict,
the islands did become a target for competing powers seeking new areas
of colonial expansion. Their strategies of colonization of that territory
with no indigenous population differed greatly, and so did the role of
convicts within them. No convicts were ever transported to the French
and the British settlements in the islands. The former, founded on 17
March 1764 in Port Louis, Eastern Malvinas, was a settler colony with
a striking non-military character; its population was largely formed by
Acadians from Western Canada, descendants of the seventeenth-century
French settlers and who during the Seven Years’ War had been mas-
sively deported to North American territories, Spanish Louisiana and
France after the British took hold on the region.?? The British settlement
founded in 1765 in Port Egmont, Western Malvinas, was a tiny military
outpost, and totally dependent on the metropole: in December 1769,
seventy-eight men lived there, all of them belonging to the crews of the
frigates Famer and Favorite.?! Conversely, the composition of the pop-
ulation in the Spanish settlement created on 2 April 1767 in Port Louis
and renamed Puerto de la Soledad, mirrored the attempt to balance geo-
political and financial imperatives by mixing military and civil settlers,
and free and unfree labour. In that context, convicts played an important
role from the start, and their number—albeit relatively low—increased as
the settlement became more stable. The available data are synthesized in
Table 7.2:22

The constant presence of presidiarios reduced the financial risks
involved in settlement, by providing a relatively cheap workforce for
building and repairing the infrastructures. Due to the climate, the poor
quality of the construction materials and the difficulties involved in pro-
curing them, this was truly Sisyphus’ work, which explains why, fluctua-
tions, amnesties and releases notwithstanding, a bulk of prisoners were
always kept in the settlement. Between April 1767 and March 1768,
convicts contributed to the building of twenty-seven barracks and huts,
including one chapel, two rooms and one kitchen for the chaplains, four
warehouses, a ten-room hospital, two blacksmith’s forges, two ovens, the
houses of the officers and the military barracks that the convicts shared
with soldiers, artisans and mariners.?? The subsistence of those buildings,
as governor Felipe Ruiz Puente noticed, ‘was the result of perpetual care’
and of relatively frequent periods of major works such as those under-
taken in May and November 1771, and September 1773.2* The military
infrastructure, however, remained largely insufficient at least until April
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1774, when it consisted only of a ‘ruined wall of turf’.?> Probably as
a consequence of the increased number of presidiarios, the state of the
buildings considerably improved by 1777. By then, wooden military
infrastructures had been built on three locations, and new stone houses,
a warchouse and a hospital existed.?®

In their correspondence with Madrid, colonial officers referred to the
employment of forzados (convicts) and mariners as the ‘common way’
to perform those tasks in the islands.?” The association between the two
groups of workers points to the practice of impressment in the royal navy
of smugglers (contrabandistas) and vagrants from the Rio de la Plata ter-
ritories, often as a substitution for presidio sentences.?® Impressment in
the army, as a punishment in itself and as an alternative to a presidio sen-
tence, was also an ordinary form of recruitment throughout the Spanish
empire, and especially affected destinations like Puerto de la Soledad
which were not attractive to voluntary soldiers.

Important changes in the composition of the population took place
in the Spanish settlement between June 1771 and February 1777: a shift
in the model of colonization resulted from the growing awareness of the
unproductive nature of the colony, and the deterioration of the living
conditions in it. That transition had a considerable impact on the role of
convicts in the settlement.?’

Just a few months after the colony was established, it became clear that
‘the soil and the climate offer nothing’, as Ruiz Puente wrote in March
1768.3° Indeed the ‘sterility of the island” and the ‘cruel’ climate became
a lestmotiv in the officer’s correspondence with his superiors in Spain.3!
The climax was reached in a dramatic letter the governor sent to Arriaga
on 10 February 1769, in which he referred to his presence in Puerto de
la Soledad as an ‘exile’; and implored: ‘Enough, my Lord, enough of the
Malvinas... No similar outpost exists in the populated world; it’s the most
ruined and useless site that can be thought of”.3? Geopolitical imperatives
made it impossible to abandon the islands,33 but living conditions in the
settlement deteriorated. The Acadian families had all left by 1770.3* Ruiz
Puente and other officers did their best to be transferred to other post-
ings, albeit with doubtful success in the short term.3> In the autumn of
1771, facing the failure of the authorities in Buenos Aires to provide vital
support, and as the first signs of an epidemic of scurvy appeared, all pre-
sidiarios, most of the troops and a few officers planned a mutiny: once
discovered, they were punished with a transfer to the mainland that to
most of them must have appeared a desirable outcome.3¢
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A longer-term solution was set up jointly by the out-going governor
Ruiz Puente and his successor Francisco Gil y Lemos at the end of April
1773, and was implemented one year later, on the eve of the British aban-
donment of Port Egmont.” The key points were that no formal settle-
ment should be kept and that settlers and artisans were to be repatriated.
All inhabitants were to be replaced annually, so that ‘the consolation of
the limited time [they will have to reside there] will dispel their terror for
that navigation and destination’. The artisans would be substituted with
mariners with skills as carpenters, blacksmiths and bricklayers, among oth-
ers,38 in a clear attempt to reduce the total costs of the settlement.

The ‘new method’—as it was called in the official correspondence3*—
increased the absolute number and the percentage of non-military con-
victs and at the same time augmented the number and percentage of
mariners and soldiers, both groups including a variable proportion of
military convicts. All in all; the new system of colonization, which was
shaped by the tension between geopolitical and financial imperatives,
foregrounded convicts as a cheap and flexible workforce, in striking
contrast with their absence in the French settler colony and the British
military-only settlement of the second half of the 1760s. Accordingly,
the system of annual replacement (7elevo) did not apply to the convicts,
whose length of stay on the islands depended on labour requirements as
well as, and usually rather than, on legal motivations.

CONNECTIONS

The shortage of workforce in Havana and the need to populate the new
settlement in the Malvinas activated distinct networks of migration. In
turn, different migration flows affected the mix of labour relations that
existed in each location. In the building sites, convicts therefore worked
side by side with king’s slaves in Havana and with sailors in Puerto de la
Soledad: two diverse combinations that influenced the (self-)perceptions
and representations of convict labour. Moreover, each local convict pop-
ulation had specific characteristics, depending on the multiple routes on
which the provision of prisoners was based. Indeed, fundamental differ-
ences existed between the peninsular vagrants, the Mexican bandoleros
and the Apache prisoners of war transported to Havana, and between
them and the contrabandistas (smugglers) and the indios pampas
deported to the Malvinas.
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Acknowledging the contextual diversity of convict labour does not
amount to accepting a post-modernist narrative of history as a juxtaposi-
tion of irreducibly singular fragments.*? Conversely, in this section I view
the unicity of Havana and Puerto de la Soledad, and of the experience
of convict labour within them, as the result of the differentiated connec-
tions of each site.

Between the late 1760s and the early 1770s, a complex administra-
tive process unfolded, with the goal to provide a constant flow of con-
victs to Havana and San Juan (Puerto Rico).*! In peninsular Spain,
this mobilization of hundreds of prisoners entailed the forced impress-
ment of vagrants (vagos)*? and the transportation of second- and third-
time deserters and non-military convicts from inland barracks, prisons
and arsenals to the coastal depositos of Cadiz, El Ferrol and La Coruna.
Furthermore, it required accurate medical controls in all depositos, in
order to select out prisoners ‘of robust constitution and not of advanced
age’ for the Caribbean presidios, and send the rest to the North African
military outposts.*3 Finally, it implied the organization of the seven-
ty-days-long sail from Cadiz and El Ferrol to Havana and San Juan. Due
to security reasons, an attempt was also made to differentiate the des-
tinations of military and non-military convicts: the former were usually
transported to Puerto Rico, for this ‘island with a small garrison, and so
close to foreign colonies’ was not deemed apt to host ‘thieves [ ladrones],
murders and other delinquents [malbechores]’**; the latter were mainly
shipped to Havana, where ‘sufficient troops, and good militia [existed ]
to restrain this people’.4>

Deaths, sicknesses, desertions, budget shortages and the difficulty of
finding war-, mail- and private ships considerably hampered the opera-
tion.*¢ The consequences were especially felt in San Juan, where the
number of convicts remained constantly well under the 600 that were
considered necessary to attend the ongoing works.*” As far as the avail-
ability of the workforce is concerned, things went considerably better in
Havana, so much so that in January 1773, the Irish engineer Thomas
O’Daly wrote an enthusiastic report on the progress of the works he
supervised.*® The difference between the two sites can be explained by
looking at the distinct flows of penal transportation they were imbricated
in. Whereas San Juan depended almost exclusively on local prisoners and
convicts transported from peninsular Spain, the Cuban capital lay at the
heart of a much larger network of convict transportation, including indi-
viduals sentenced by legal institutions in New Spain, Venezuela, Panama
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(Tierra Firme) and Guatemala, and the (quantitatively less relevant) flow
of natives deported from Northern New Spain as a consequence of mili-
tary operations in those borderlands (see map 7.1).4

As the map shows, convicts were transported to Havana from various
locations across the Spanish empire. The same holds true for the slaves,
king’s slaves, free blacks, free mulattoes and groups of paisanos they
worked with in the Castle of San Carlos de la Cabana and in the Castillo
del Principe. Those labourers arrived there through different networks
of free or coerced migration, as did the soldiers who oversaw them. The
fact that those networks were more numerous and distinct from those
that intersected in San Juan contributed to differentiate the two con-
texts, notwithstanding their mutual entanglements.

Havana was not only a destination of convict transportation from var-
ious sites across the Great Caribbean and beyond. It was also the origin
of multiple flows of convicts. Among them, some connected the Cuban
capital with the North African presidios of Ceuta, Melilla and, until 1792,
Oran. Such flows tended to be quite infrequent though, and were usually
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Map. 7.1 Connected Havana: Origins of the convicts, 1760s-1800s
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limited to repeated deserters destined to the ‘fixed” garrisons (fijos) that
existed in those sites.>® Conversely, convict transportation from Havana
created more stable and quantitatively broader connections with the
Caribbean. This was especially the case for the presidios of the territories
that starting from 1753 directly fell under the military jurisdiction of the
Havana ‘fixed’ garrison, the most important being the one located in San
Agustin in Spanish Eastern Florida. Individual records (filzaciones) held
at the Archivo General de Indias in Seville, for example, list 950 repeated
deserters being deported there from Cuba between 1784 and 1820—a
noticeable figure and certainly one that does not include all those sent
along that route in those decades.’! Non-military convicts were the pro-
tagonists of the flows from Havana to Western Florida and Louisiana
during the periods in which part of those territories belonged again to
the Spanish Crown, respectively 1783-1819 and 1762-1800. They
were present in tiny military outposts such as the one of San Marcos de
Apalache, where a fixed quota of five forzados was established in 1794,
and in the larger presidio of Pensacola, where their number fluctuated
between 165 and 219 in the two years following April 1794.52 In the
latter location, between one fourth and one half of the convicts were
employed in the works of Fort San Bernardo across that period, the rest
performing a wide range of tasks for both the Crown and private con-
tractors: among others, they were cooks and bakers, apothecaries and
carpenters, blacksmiths and farmers, with a considerable number among
them being involved in the riverine and coastal transportation and in
the making of bricks. A dozen of forzados were additionally employed as
servants of the Governor, the military engineer and other officers.

In the aftermath of the Seven Years’ War, the population of the set-
tlement in Puerto de la Soledad was entirely made of migrants, due
to the absence of indigenous peoples in the islands. Behind the con-
tinuous presence of prisoners in the Malvinas stood a complex infra-
structure of penal transportation that only partly overlapped with the
flows of other settlers. The available royal or private ships transported
weapons, cattle and all groups of the population at once in their voy-
ages. However, the officers and missionaries usually came from penin-
sular Spain; the soldiers were detached from the garrison in Buenos
Aires and Montevideo, originally recruited both locally and in Spain;
the mariners and the skilled labourers mostly came from other areas
within the Captaincy/Viceroyalty of the Rio de la Plata. Convicts were



7 CONNECTED SINGULARITIES: CONVICT LABOUR IN LATE ... 185

equally transported along the only available route connecting Puerto
de la Soledad with Buenos Aires, Montevideo, and the island of Martin
Garcia. Their origins varied significantly though, including inhabitants of
the two main urban centres of the Captaincy/Viceroyalty (Buenos Aires
and Montevideo)®?® and individuals from three other areas: the “frontier
of Buenos Aires’ (frontera de Buenos Aires), that is, the line of military
outposts that served as a defense against ‘hostile” native populations to
the south of the capital city; the settlements north of Montevideo, on the
castern coast of the river, which functioned as a cordon sanitaire around
the Portuguese colony of Sacramento until its seizure by the Spaniards
in 1777 and as a broader frontier with Portuguese Brazil after that date;
and the fortlets in Tucumdn, Chaco, and other internal areas, which
defended that frontier from the equestrian native groups of the region.>*
At least one case of transportation to Puerto de la Soledad is reported
from as far away as Charcas, La Paz and Cuzco in 1809, a few months
before the May Revolution in Buenos Aires.>® In addition to those flows
within the Captaincy/Viceroyalty of the Rio de la Plata, impressment in
the army and secondary punishment for deserters created a circulation of
military convicts from peninsular Spain.’¢ Map 7.2 synthesizes the main
flows.

Each flow was mainly associated with distinct types of convicts,
showing the multiple goals that penal transportation served even when
directed to a tiny settlement such as Puerto de la Soledad. In particu-
lar, the Malvinas served as one of the sites for long-term and lifelong
sentences for the perpetrators of those perceived as major crimes, such
as murder, (attempted) insurrections, ‘sodomy’ and adultery.®” This
flow might include elite convicts such as don Felipe Gonzalez as much
as black prisoners like Domingo Silva Ramon and the moreno Roque
Sanchez, all transported between 1776 and 1781. At the same time, the
removal and punishment of smugglers was the most frequent reason for
deportation from the borders with the Portuguese empire. Conversely,
transportation to Puerto de la Soledad from the frontier of Buenos Aires
included a considerable number of ‘barbarian Indians’ (zndios barbaros),
that is, native peoples hostile to the Spaniards.>® The latter was the case
of Manuel Garfios, considered a ‘spy of his nation’ and transported to
the Malvinas in October 1779 in order to prevent his escape from the
fortress of San Carlos in Montevideo, to which he had originally been
sentenced; and of the indio pampa Lorenzo, who was sentenced to
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Map. 7.2 Connected Malvinas: Flows of penal transportation, late-eighteenth
century

the outpost of Puerto de la Soledad one month later for having been a
‘guide during the invasion of the frontiers of Buenos Aires’.> For the
same crime, another indigenous man named Felipe had been sentenced
for life to that destination in 1774.

The geopolitical reasons that made the Malvinas a necessary site for
settlement also made it a hub in the regional and imperial networks that
gradually emerged in the last decades of the eighteenth century. The cre-
ation of these connections expanded the networks of penal transporta-
tion and simultaneously impacted on the status and function of convict
labour within each site.

During the 1760s and early 1770s, the ‘whisper’ about the British
presence in the area stimulated a constant activity of geographi-
cal exploration centred in the Malvinas and especially directed to the
coasts of Patagonia, the Strait of Magellan and the Tierra del Fuego.%°
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Convicts and impressed soldiers and sailors were directly involved in
these activities. Moreover, even after the British abandoned Port Egmont
in April 1774, the need to prevent them from settling elsewhere in the
region induced a process of direct colonization in the southern border-
lands.! As a result, Puerto de la Soledad was gradually integrated in a
network of tiny but strategic outposts spanning the southern coasts of the
Atlantic and the Pacific, respectively, by the creation of four settlements
along the coast of Patagonia (1779-1781),? the foundation of Osorno
(1792), and the related ‘pacification’ of the region between Valdivia and
Chiloé. Map 7.3 provides an overview of such new colonies.

Although some of those settlements were soon discontinued—most
importantly, the one in San Julidn/Floridablanca, the closest to the
Malvinas along the Patagonian coast—others remained, and by the last
decades of the century the Cape Horn route became a major trade route
as part of the gradual process of trade liberalisation. Official sources
now referred to the ‘Carrera de Malvinasy Costa Patagonica’, implying
a relatively regular maritime connection across the southern Atlantic.%3
Accordingly, not only did the ex-governor of the Malvinas, Juan de la
Piedra, become governor of the settlement of Carmen de Patagones,
but convict circulation expanded to these areas as well. For exam-
ple, in 1780, Andres Ynzahuralde (or Ysaurralde) and Jos¢ Cayetano
de la Cruz, deserters of the military campaign in the region of Rio
Negro, ended up in Puerto de la Soledad after a brief incarceration in
Montevideo. Similarly, when the settlement in San Julidn was closed in
1784, prisoner don Jose¢ de la Serna was transferred to the settlement in
the Malvinas.%*

The strengthening of the ties across the southern Atlantic was
favoured by the continuing existence of the settlement in the Malvinas.
In turn, it allowed for the consolidation of the outpost in Puerto de
la Soledad. Indeed, the increasing connectedness of that settlement
shaped work and labour within it. Between 1781 and 1784, major works
took place there, involving the reconstruction of old buildings and the
expansion of the number and specialization of the buildings.®® This was
first and foremost the work of convicts and depended on their multi-
ple transportation routes. In fact, in May 1785, the non-military con-
victs formed nearly one fourth of the total 129 inhabitants, and made
up virtually the whole manual workforce in the building sites and in
the ranches. Their quantitative growth and the relative diversifica-
tion of their occupations also accounted for differentiations among the
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Montevideo

Valdivia (1645-)

Osomno (1772)

Carmen del Rio Negro (1775-)
San Carlos, Chiloé (1770s -)
San José (1779-1810)

Puerto Deseado (1780-1781)

San Julian/Floridablanca (1780-1784)

.1‘?’ Puerto de la Soledad (1767-)

Map. 7.3 Connected Malvinas: New settlements, late-cighteenth century
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convicts, and between convicts and other residents. In particular, those
few prisoners who had special skills or were assigned to particular works
were able to carn up to four or five times the basic cost of living of 25
reales and 13.5 maravedis. Although their income remained incompara-
bly lower than the one of high rank officers—ranging between 221 and
2632 reales in 1779—it positioned them above the mass of unskilled
convicts, soldiers and sailors, and allowed them to buy extra clothes
(shoes, linen), food and drink (fat, garlic, wine, aguardiente, mate,
tobacco), soap, and even gunpowder and bullets for hunting.®® Parallel
to this process, a spatial differentiation was gradually introduced between
the unskilled convicts and the other inhabitants of the settlement. In
March 1787, the prisoners completed the construction of the new bar-
racks which, for the first time since the creation of the settlement, sepa-
rated them from the troops at night.%”

Convict transportation created links between diverse sites at the
same time as it contributed to construct their very distinctiveness. No
convict was directly transported from Havana to Puerto de la Soledad,
or the other way round. Yet, the two distinct regional systems of penal
transportation to which the Cuban capital and the Malvinas settlement
belonged were not entirely isolated from each other either. Together,
they were part of broader connected histories, such as those of the
Crown’s military and commercial reforms, and new expansionism, after
the Seven Years” War.®® From this perspective, Julia Frederick’s analy-
sis of the distinct paths of the Bourbon military reform in Havana and
Spanish Louisiana® might be extended to include the Malvinas and fore-
ground the forgotten role that repeated deserters and other military con-
victs played as agents of Madrid’s new policies. In fact, the crew of the
royal ships that temporarily dislodged the British from Port Egmont in
1770 was largely made of sentenced smugglers from the northern side
of the Rio de la Plata.”® This action nearly ignited a new military con-
flict between Spain and Britain, and as the Malvinas crisis unfolded in
1770-1771, in order to prevent a planned British attack to New Spain
through Louisiana, recruits were sent from Havana to New Orleans,
most of them deserters and military convicts previously transported from
peninsular Spain.

Imperial careering also produced penal transportation-related links
between Havana and Puerto de la Soledad and beyond.”! After his
return in Madrid in 1773, the first governor of the Malvinas, Felipe Ruiz
Puente, became a trusted counsellor of the Secretary of the Indies for all
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matters regarding those South Atlantic islands, including the management
of their convicts. At the same time, in June 1774, he signed a letter that
shows his direct commitment in the organization of the transportation of
132 convicts from Cadiz to Havana and Puerto Rico.”? His successor in
the Malvinas, Francisco Gil y Lemos, became Viceroy of New Granada
in 1788 and Viceroy of Peru two years later: both were highly prestig-
ious positions that entailed decision-making on the regional flows of
penal transportation.”® The networks of convict transportation eventually
spread also beyond the border of the Spanish empire. Irish military engi-
neers served in Havana and Puerto de la Soledad and were responsible for
the works convicts were involved in.”* Portuguese smugglers and desert-
ers were frequently caught into the system of convict transportation based
in Montevideo and Buenos Aires.”> And the fifty-five military convicts
held in the Castle of Santa Catalina in Cadiz in February 1771 awaiting
their passage to Ceuta, San Juan, Havana and Buenos Aires were born in
eighteen European polities.”®

CATEGORIES, CONTEXTS AND CONNECTIONS

Understanding why convict labour has been produced and exploited in
the larger process of the commodification of labour implies addressing,
at the same time, the distinctiveness of the work of prisoners in each
site and the multiple connections produced by convict transportation.
From a methodological point of view, this means that ‘convict labour’
as a universal category has to be deconstructed and subsequently recon-
structed as a history of connected singularities. In this chapter, I have
taken a micro-analytical perspective and considered convict labour in
Havana and Puerto de la Soledad as unique and equally complex within
a discontinuous historical fabric. By explicitly avoiding postulating
the homogeneity of the experiences included under the category ‘con-
vict labour’, T have refused to construct a hierarchy between allegedly
‘central” and ‘peripheral’ sites of convict labour. This move has allowed
me to address each context in its own right, highlight the specific func-
tion of convict labour in each site and pay attention to (shifting) con-
figurations of labour relations in each locality. The second section has
foregrounded how and why convicts became necessary in Havana and
Puerto de la Soledad. In the Caribbean urban centre, they served as the
key workforce for the reconstruction and maintenance of the military
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and non-military infrastructures; as such, convict labour additionally
allowed for specialization of (privately and state-owned) slave labour in
the growing agricultural sector. Conversely, in the economically deprived
but geopolitically strategic new settlement in the Malvinas, convicts
made up a considerable percentage of the total population and contrib-
uted to guaranteeing the material and symbolic presence of the Spanish
crown in the region. Shifts in the strategies of colonization impacted on
the role assigned to them as part of a highly mobile workforce.

Building on this micro-analytical deconstruction of the category of
‘convict labour’, in the third section I have taken a trans-local perspective
to address the dialectics between sites and connections. Here, the need
for labour and settlers in Havana and Puerto de la Soledad has been rec-
ognized as the starting point of multiple flows of people and commodi-
ties. In particular, convicts in those sites have emerged as imbricated in
networks of penal transportation that spanned the Spanish empire, albeit
with distinct characteristics and significant disentanglements. Moreover,
I have foregrounded the role of those penal connections in constructing
broader social processes, such as the Bourbon reforms and the renewed
Crown’s expansionism, and eventually in linking up Havana and Puerto
de la Soledad themselves and beyond. Indeed, penal transportation con-
tributed to construct connected histories of labour across distinct con-
texts, and this can be understood neither by addressing each site of
convict transportation in isolation nor by adopting a universal definition
of convict labour.

The theoretical and methodological framework of this chapter can be
further expanded in three directions. First, empirical research on convict
labour highlights the need to acknowledge both the wide scope of the
connections produced by penal transportation and the substantial differ-
ences among those connections (e.g. various types of convicts and distinct
duration of voyages) and among sites linked by means of convict trans-
portation. Consequently, since any site of convict labour is both unique
and imbricated in multiple networks, the analysis of any other site of con-
vict labour in any other period can be approached through the method-
ology I propose in this chapter. Second, the points I have made here on
convict labour may be applied to the study of any other labour relations,
e.g. slavery, wage labour and indentured work. All labour relations are
context-related social processes whose functions can only be understood
vis-a-vis other labour relations within specific contexts, provided that, in
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turn, contexts are understood as contact zones of multiple circulations
rather than in isolation. As such, the question ‘why convict labour?’ that
opened this chapter stands out as an example of where asking ourselves
‘why slavery?” or ‘why wage labour?” may lead us to in future research.
Third, the need to address the history of ‘connected singularities’ is
not specific to labour history, but regards the historical field as a whole.
Similarly to the concepts of ‘convict labour’ and ‘slavery’, this chapter
suggests that all seemingly universal concepts indicating historical pro-
cesses, such as ‘reform’, ‘war’ and ‘revolutions’, may be usefully decon-
structed and then re-constructed as histories of connected singularities.
From this perspective, like the volume as a whole, this chapter has tested
the potential of the micro-spatial approach in the field of labour history
with the aim to indicate its broader relevance to other sub-disciplines as
the basis for alternative paths to global history.

NOTES
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3. Kerry Ward has referred to penal transportation and banishment as cre-
ating ‘networks of empire’ for the Dutch East India Company (VOC).
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orden colonial. La otra mirada en un conflicto de lealtades’, Militaria, 4
(1992), 63-91, esp. Section 2; Juan Marchena Fernandez, Ejército y mili-
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oners of war, or alienation from their masters as a consequence of punish-
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Change”, p. 434, and are based on statistics in AGI, Santo Domingo,
1211, 1647 and 2129. For data on February 1774: AGI, Cuba, 1152,
‘Estado que comprehende los soldados... que se hallan destinados en los
trabajos de fortificaciéon y demds parajes g.e se expresan anexos a ella’,
28.2.1774.

Parcero Torre, La pérdida de In Habana, p. 102. Notes to the original
tables in AGI, Indiferente General, 1907, clarify that only around 70% of
those included in the statistics for works in San Carlos de la Cabana were
actually employed there. The rest were either hospitalized, employed in
the other works mentioned in the text and in the construction of public
roads, or leased out to private contractors as carriers.

AGI, Cuba, 1155, Marques de la Torre to Urriza, n. 1293, Havana
11 January 1777.

See esp. AGI, Cuba, 125, and Indiferente General, 1907.

For figures of escapes: AGI, Cuba, 1152, ‘Estado que comprehende los
soldados... que se hallan destinados en los trabajos de fortificacién y
demads parajes q.¢ se expresan anexos a ella’, 28.2.1774. For two examples
of the employment of recaptured convicts: AGI, Cuba 1155: Marques de
la Torre to Rapun, n. 826, Havana 31 May 1775; Marques de la Torre to
Urriza, n. 1074, Havana 29 April 1776.

See esp. Evelyn P. Jennings, “The Sinews of Spain’s American Empire:
Forced Labor in Cuba from the Sixteenth to the Nineteenth Centuries’,
in Building the Atlantic Empires: Unfree Labor and Imperial States in the
Political Economy of Capitalism, ca. 15001914, eds. John Donoghue
and Evelyn P. Jennings (Leiden and Boston, 2016), pp. 25-53. For
a classic account of the later stages of this process: Rebecca J. Scott,
Slave Emancipation in Cuba. The Transition to Free Labor, 1860-1899
(Pittsburgh, 2000 [first ed. 1985]).
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among labour relations’, in On the Road to Global Labour History, ed.
Karl-Heinz Roth (Leiden and Boston, forthcoming). For a similar argu-
ment on the importance of the State in the mobilisation and migration of
coerced labour: John Donoghue and Evelyn P. Jennings, ‘Introduction’,
in Building the Atlantic Empives, pp. 1-24.

See especially: AGI, 1155, Marques de la Torre to Rapun, n. 756, Havana
4 March 1775.

Buschmann, Iberian Visions, p. 156.

AGI, Buenos Aires, 552, ff. 1-11, Amat to Arriaga, 8 April 1758. For an
overview of the explorations and settlements in the Malvinas/Falklands
between the 16th century and 1833, see: British Library, Additional Ms.
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32,603, Papers of the Government of Buenos Ayres. Falklands Islands
[BL, Falklands]|, Moreno to Palmerston, London, 17 June 1833. On
the subsequent period of British rule: Stephen A. Royle, ‘The Falkland
Islands, 1833-1876: The establishment of a colony’, The Geographical
Journal, 151, 2 (1985), 204-214.

Louis-Antoine de Bougainville, Voyage autour du monde par ln frégate du
Roi La Boudeuse et In fliite L Eroile (Paris, 1982), pp. 75-85.

See especially:  AGI, Buenos Aires, 552, Ruiz Puente, Malvinas,
31 December 1769. On further exploration of Port Egmont, and the
correspondence between the two captains: BL, Falklands: Letter to
Arriaga, Buenos Aires, 31 January 1770 (and annex); Rubalcava to
Bucareli, Malvinas, 4 March 1770; Rubalcava to Hunch, on board de
Frigate Santa Cathalina, 20 February 1770; Hunt to Rubalcava, [Port
Egmont], 21 February 1770. The same corrispondence is in: AGI,
Buenos Aires, 552, ff. 345-346.

Legend of the table: * Capitin, subtheniente, sargento, alfevez, cavo, tam-
bor. ** Spanish population only. The table integrates all available demo-
graphic data held at the Archivo General de Indias in Seville. Its sources
are: AGI, Buenos Aires, 552: Ruiz Puente, Fragata Liebre en la Ensenada
de Montevideo, 24 February 1767; Amat to Arriaga, Lima, 13 October
1768, n. 126; AGI, Buenos Aires, 553: Ruiz Puente to Arriaga, Malvinas,
19 June 1771; Gil y Lemos to Arriaga, Puerto de la Soledad, 4 April
1774 (annex); Carassa to Galvez, Puerto de la Soledad, 15 February
1777 (annex); Vertiz to Galvez, Buenos Aires, 24 December 1781;
Altolaguirre to Galvez, Malvinas, 20 February 1781; Clairac, Puerto de
la Soledad, 22 May 1785. Additional data on the wage labourers (thus
excluding the convicts) are in: BL, Falklands, Ruiz Puente to Bucareli,
Malvinas, 25 April 1767 (annex entitled ‘Presupuesto del Caudal de R.1
Hacienda...”).

AGI, Buenos Aires, 552, Ruiz Puente to Julidn de Arriaga, 22 March
1768.

AGI, Buenos Aires, 553: Vertiz to Arriaga, Buenos Aires, 11 May 1771;
Bernarani to Arriaga, Malvinas, 15 November 1771; Reggio, Ruiz Puente
and Cartejon, Isla de Leén, 10 September 1773.

AGI, Buenos Aires, 553, Ruiz Puente, Puerto de la Soledad, 4 April
1774.

AGI, Buenos Aires, 553, Carassa to Galvez, Puerto de la Soledad,
15 February 1777.

See for instance AGI, Buenos Aires, 553, Ruiz Puente to Arriaga, Isla de
Leén, 2 August 1774. In the same legajo see also: Ruiz Puente, Puerto
de la Soledad, 4 April 1774.
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AGI, Buenos Aires, 552: Arriaga to Madariaga, Aranjuez, 6 June 1769;
Bucareli to Arriaga, Buenos Aires, 27 October 1769; Madariaga to
Arriaga, Montevideo, 1 January 1770.

Three considerations reinforce this point. First, data regarding 10 January
1767 include the Spanish population only. However, because no convicts
existed among the French settlers, their percentage on the total popu-
lation was considerably lower than what it appears in the table. Second,
the figure regarding 23 February 1767 exclude the Spanish women and
children, who were transported from Buenos Aires only after February
1767 (see BL, Falklands, Bougainville, Buenos Aires, 8 February 1767).
Third, based on the correspondence, it seems safe to assume that on 19
June 1771 some women and children were also present in Puerto de la
Soledad, thus lowering the ratio of prisoners/total population.

AGI, Buenos Aires, 552, Ruiz Puente to Bucareli, Malvinas, 22 March
1768.

See for instance: AGI, Buenos Aires, 552, Ruiz Puente to Arriaga,
22 March 1768; AGI, Buenos Aires, Ruiz Puente to de Arriaga, 10
February 1769.

AGI, Buenos Aires, 552, Ruiz Puente to Arriaga, Malvinas, 10 February
1769. On the same date, in another note to the same recipient, the gov-
ernor asserted that ‘with the exception of the port and the pasture, this
island is nothing, nothing worth’.

The abandonment of the settlement was discussed among high-rank
colonial officials between October 1779 and January 1781, during the
Anglo-Spanish War (1779-1783). The discussion is especially relevant for
its being contemporary with the creation of the four settlements along
the coast of Patagonia (end 1779-beginning 1781). Unsurprisingly,
one of the main sponsor of the Patagonian colonization, the Count
of Floridablanca, was the main opponent of the abandonment of the
Malvinas. The motivations contained in his letter were finally accepted by
the Viceroy of the Rio de la Plata, Vertiz, who had originally favoured
the abandonment. For related documents see AGI, Buenos Aires, 553:
Vertiz to Galvez, Buenos Aires, 8 October 1779; Floridablanca to Galvez,
El Pardo, 10 February 1780; Muzquiz to Galvez, El Pardo, 4 February
1780; Vertiz to Galvez, Buenos Aires, 26 January 1781. For an ecarlier
warning about the danger of a British invasion of the islands, and the
state of that ‘open, and almost undefended, settlement’: AGI, Buenos
Aires, 553, Carassa to Galvez, Puerto de la Soledad, 15 October 1778.
AGI, Buenos Aires, 552, Vertiz to Arriaga, Buenos Aires, 13 May 1770.
The two male adults are described respectively as ‘carpenter/peasant’
(carpintero labrador) and ‘sawyer/peasant’ (aserrador labrador).
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For the insistent requests of transfer made by governor Felipe Ruiz
Puente: AGI, Buenos Aires, 553: Ruiz Puente to Arriaga, Malvinas,
29 March 1771; Ruiz Puente to Arriaga, Malvinas, 24 July 1771; Ruiz
Puente to Arriaga, Malvinas, 14 November 1771. For request by the
Extraordinary Engineer Esteban O’Brien: AGI, Buenos Aires, 552,
O’Brien to Ruiz Puente, Malvinas, 12 February 1769. For the Second
Captain Antonio Catani: AGI, 553, O’Reilly to Arriaga, Madrid, 20
October 1773 (and annex).

AGI, Buenos Aires, 553: Vertiz to Arriaga, Buenos Aires, 1 March 1772,
15 March 1772 (three letters); Arriaga to Vertiz, Madrid, 2 July 1772.
On the state of the colony before the attempted mutiny: AGI, Buenos
Aires, 553: Bernarani to Vertiz, Malvinas, 19 June 1771 (and the same
letter to Arriaga on the same date); Bernarani to Arriaga, Malvinas 15
November 1771.

AGI, Buenos Aires, 553, Ruiz Puente and Gil y Lemos to Vertiz, Buenos
Aires, 30 April 1773. The plan was transmitted to the Secretary of the
Indies in September 1773: AGI, Buenos Aires, 553, Reggio, Ruiz Puente
and Cartejon, Isla de Ledn, 10 September 1773. The following report
on the expenses of the colony arguably influenced the decision to elab-
orate a new system: AGI, Buenos Aires, 553, Piedra to Arriaga, Puerto
de la Soledad, 16 March 1773 (and annex). On the link between the
British abandonment of Port Egmont and the implementation of the
new method in Puerto de la Soledad: AGI, Buenos Aires, 553: Letter
to Ruiz Puente, Aranuez, 12 April 1774; Ruiz Puente, Isla de Leon, 22
April 1774 (and annexed ‘Plan de los medios que considero oportuno
para la conserbacion de la Ysla, y Puerto de la Soledad de Malvinas’). The
new plan was re-proposed by former governor Ruiz Puente, who had by
this time been transferred in Spain, and was regularly consulted regarding
the Malvinas. Ruiz Puente’s plan was approved by the King on 6 March
1775, and the decision was subsequently confirmed by the Viceroy of the
Rio de la Plata. See AGI, Buenos Aires, 553: Letter to the Governor of
Buenos Aires, San Ildefonso, 9 August 1776; Vertiz to Galvez, Buenos
Aires, 7 November 1776.

This point appears especially important for the colonial officers, since
complaints about the shortage of skilled workers had been constant in the
previous years. See for instance: AGI, Buenos Aires, 552: Ruiz Puente to
Arriaga, Malvinas, 22 March 1768 and 10 February 1769.

See for example: AGI, Buenos Aires, 553, Gil y Lemos to Arriaga, Puerto
de la Soledad, 3 June 1774. The governor refers to ‘the colony’s new
method to subsist’. In the same /ggajo, see also: Vertiz to Galvez, Buenos
Aires, 7 November 1776.
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An explicitly post-modernist interpretation of micro history can be found
in Magnusson and Szijarté, What is Microhistory, p. 115. Magnuasson
presented similar arguments in: “The singularization of history’: social
history and microhistory within the postmodern state of knowledge’,
Journal of Social History, 36, 3, 2003, pp. 701-735; ‘Social History as
“sites of memory”? The institutionalization of history: microhistory and
the grand narrative’, Journal of Social History, 39, 2006, 891-913. For
a discussion of the relationship between microhistory and post-modern-
ism: Richard D. Brown, ‘Microhistory and the post-modern challenge’,
Journal of Early Republic, 23, 1, 2003, 1-20; Magnusson and Szijarto,
What is Microbistory, pp. 18-19 (for Szijartd’s point of view).

Similar patterns to the one referred to in the text can be observed for
Veracruz and its forts of San Juan de Ulda. See for instance: Leonardo
Pasquel, ed., Forzados de Veracruz 1755 (Veracruz, 1969).

For the deportation of 100 vagrants from Galicia to the works in Puerto
Rico in 1770: AGI, Indiferente general, 1907, O’Reilly to Ordenada,
Madrid 7th October 1770.

AGI, Indiferente general, 1907, Conde de Aranda to Julian de Arriaga,
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CHAPTER 8

Keeping in Touch: Migrant Workers’
Trans-Local Ties in Early Modern Italy

Eleonora Canepari

INTRODUCTION

In 1594, Luca Bartolo borrowed 230 scudi from Giacomo Corsetto.
Luca and Giacomo had a close relationship: they were both grocers and
came from the same village in the diocese of Novara, more than 600 km
north of Rome. In the following months, Luca paid back approximately
half of the amount he had borrowed and then, in 1597, he returned to
his birthplace for several months. Taking advantage of Luca’s absence,
Giacomo tried to fool his friend: he managed to convince Luca’s
brother—Antonio—to sign a notary deed stipulating that the debtor still
had to reimburse the entire sum, without mentioning the payment that
had already been made. Antonio agreed to sign because, as Francesco
Simonetta (Giacomo’s apprentice) testified, he was ‘an idiot who can nei-
ther read nor write’.! When Luca came back from his village in 1598,
Giacomo immediately visited him at his home, asking him to approve the
notary deed made out on his behalf by his brother Antonio, and Luca
did so. As a consequence, a few days later Giacomo demanded that Luca
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give him the entire sum of the loan; Luca sued him, and in 1599 the trial
commenced.

In his deposition at the Governor of Rome’s tribunal, Francesco
Simonetta was critical of Antonio and Luca because they could not read,
but he also pointed out that Luca’s absence from Rome was the real rea-
son for the conflict:

The above mentioned Luca and Antonio are two men who run their shop
and manage their businesses, but they don’t do it as they should, because
they need advice, and if Luca had been in Rome the notary deed wouldn’t
have been made because he would have claimed that the money already
paid should be remitted. [...] Someone who can neither read nor write is a
Zanni, and he can be fooled in written records.?

This declaration of Francesco’s provides another relevant detail of the
story when he adds that Antonio, Luca’s brother, was in their village
at that time. Interrogated by the Governor, Giacomo stated that Luca
had never paid him back, and as a result he was unable to pay his niece’s
dowry.

He [that is Luca] owes me some money that I lent him amore dei a long
time ago, but I never got it back, and it caused me a lot of problems
because I couldn’t provide a dowry for my niece, with whom I had come
down from the village, and that money was for her.

The depositions provided by Francesco and Giacomo were some-
what counterbalanced by the interrogation of Giovanni Battista Citoia.
Having arrived in Rome from the same village four years earlier,
Giovanni Battista, Luca’s nephew, testified to the good reputation of
his uncle, who provided him with housing. Giovanni Battista pointed
out that he was as comfortable ‘as my peers’, and that he owned sev-
eral houses and fields in their home village worth 2000 scudi. Indeed,
the hospitality his uncle offered was even more valuable in that Giovanni
Battista was not really in need of such charity.

The story of Luca Bartoli and Giacomo Corsetto is a story of a con-
flict between two grocers who came to Rome from a distant village.
They were ordinary people who migrated for work and nevertheless
maintained strong ties with their birthplace. In doing so, they lived in
a ‘transnational’; multi-sited dimension and experienced what has been
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called ‘simultaneity’. The story of these immigrant grocers tells a great
deal about multi-local ties and the ‘transnational’ dimension of ordinary
migrants’ lives in early modern society. First of all, we can observe a form
of circular mobility. The fight began because Luca had gone back to the
village for several months between 1597 and 1598 and, at the time of
the trial in 1599, it was his brother Antonio’s turn to go back home. As
I will show, these examples are not exceptional. Rather, many migrants
travelled back and forth on a regular basis even when their birthplace
was located at a considerable distance from the host city. The connec-
tion between the two places made it possible for migrants to have their
relatives come to Rome, as in the case of Giacomo’s niece, who got mar-
ried in her uncle’s host city. Besides kinship, migrants can also be seen
to have maintained a bond with their birthplace because they continued
to own goods and properties there even after having emigrated. At the
same time, however, this story also tells us about the establishment of
ties in other places that were neither Rome nor the village: specifically,
Giacomo also lent some money which, to collect, required that he go to
Bracciano.?

The disagreement between Giacomo and Luca is only one example
of the wealth of information historical sources can provide about the
multi-sited dimension of ordinary people’s mobility. In relation to the
preindustrial context, historians have mainly used notions of ‘transna-
tionalism’ and the global labour market to describe the mobility of the
migrant é/ite comprising merchants and travellers.* Nevertheless, migra-
tory flows in preindustrial Europe were composed in large part of labour
migrants who moved across cities and national borders in search for work
and the means to survive. Although harder to track, their familial ties
were often rooted in more than one place, as studies by Angiolina Arru
and Laurence Fontaine on credit and debit have demonstrated.’ Indeed,
the two historians have pointed out that lending and borrowing relation-
ships were often incorporated into trans-local networks.

Although ordinary migrants (neither merchants nor aristocrats) com-
prised the majority of people on the move in early modern societies, the
multi-local dimension of their mobility still remains largely unknown.
Indeed, while some studies—such as those by Laurence Fontaine and
Angiolina Arru—have investigated the remittances and other economic
activities of multi-sited families, many other aspects have been granted
less consideration than they deserve. This paper thus aims to explore the
geographically multi-sited dimension of ordinary people’s migrations,
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a dimension deriving not only from circular mobility but also from
migrants’ enduring bonds with their places of birth, where they often
owned property and had living relatives. It is a well-known fact that the
mobility of ordinary migrants is harder to track than that of merchants
and aristocrats; however, it is not impossible: in sources such as notary
deeds, judiciary documents (such as the above-mentioned trial) and
testaments, we find the ‘traces’ left by multi-local ties. Thanks to these
sources, with this paper I seek to shed light on the ‘transnationalism” and
multi-locality of labour migrants in the early modern age.

“TRANSNATIONALISM’ AND MULTI-LOCALITY
IN A PREINDUSTRIAL CONTEXT

Before I begin, it is necessary to first address the notion of ‘transnation-
alism’ applied to a preindustrial context. According to Linda G. Basch,
Nina Glick Schilier and Cristina Blanc-Szanton, ‘transnationalism’ is
defined ‘as the processes by which immigrants forge and sustain multi-
stranded social relations that link together their societies of origin and
settlement. (...) An essential element is the multiplicity of involvements
that transmigrants sustain in both home and host societies’.® The notion
of transnationalism is obviously related to that of transnational migration,
which implies the existence of the state and its national borders as a nec-
essary condition. Moreover, it is also inextricably linked to the globalisa-
tion of production, exchange and, above all, the division of labour. Some
scholars have claimed that transnationalism is a novel development rep-
resenting a specific characteristic of contemporary societies—for instance,
as Katy Gardner and Ralph Grillo argue: ‘Recent theories of transmigra-
tion suggest that in the past migrants (unless they were ‘guestworkers’
recruited for specific periods of employment) were expected to settle in
the countries of reception. Nowadays, however, they are more likely to
retain significant, ongoing ties with their countries of origin’.” There is
no doubt that transnationalism comprises ‘phenomena which, although
not entirely new, have reached particular intensity at a global scale at the
end of the twentieth century’.® According to some scholars, this increase
in transnational migrations marks the beginning of a new age of migra-
tion, characterised by mobility of people in search of work and refuge.’
The intensification of transnational migration over the past two cen-
turies notwithstanding, world-systems theory has described globalisation
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not as a recent phenomenon but rather as a process with its historical
roots in the early modern age, namely, the birth of world capitalism in
the fifteenth century, ‘absorbing in the process all existing mini-sys-
tems and world-empires, establishing market and production networks
that eventually brought all peoples around the world into its logic and
into a single worldwide structure’.1? The opportunity to ‘backdate’ an
approach that goes beyond states and nations is linked not only to the
early birth of capitalism but also to the high rates of mobility that char-
acterised early modern societies. Historians of migration have criticised
the concept of ‘mobility transition’ according to which twentieth-cen-
tury modernisation was the key event that produced a sharp increase in
individual migration, as opposed to pre-modern societies, which are cast
as stable and self-sufficient. Jan Lucassen and Leo Lucassen have argued
that a high incidence of mobility actually dates back much further than
the twentieth century, and that people moved for many reasons, but
not because they were left with no other choice. ‘Most basic decisions
by human beings—the choice of a profession or a partner—often entail
leaving their place of birth or residence. While they may not go far, their
moves nevertheless lead them to other social and sometimes geographi-
cal environments.’!! In a recent article, they point out that increased
mobility is due more to improvements in transportation than to so-called
‘modernisation’:

This increase in migration rates, however, was not so much caused by the
‘modernisation process’, a paradigm dominant since the birth of the social
sciences at the end of the nineteenth century. At most, the jump after
1850 should be considered primarily as an acceleration of cross-commu-
nity migration. This was facilitated by cheaper and faster transport, which
dramatically increased possibilities for people to find permanent and tem-
porary jobs farther away from home, notably in an Atlantic space. We con-
clude that it was not the underlying structural causes of migration that
changed, but rather its scale.!?

Indeed, as the two historians argue, early modern societies (at least in
Western Europe) were driven by temporary and permanent migrations of
various kinds.!3

Although scholars have convincingly demonstrated that a high rate of
mobility characterised early modern societies and the existence of signif-
icant ‘transnational’ migratory flows, this notion has yet to be applied
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to examining migration within the Italian peninsula. In this paper, I
use samples composed of migrants coming to Rome from other coun-
tries (i.e. France), other ancient Italian states (for example the Duchy of
Parma) and other cities/villages in the Pontifical State. While only the
first two examples of these migrations can properly be defined as ‘trans-
national’, I would like to emphasise, as some authors have argued, that
the distinction between intra—and international mobility is often arbi-
trary and difficult to apply to the early modern age.

[...] national borders historically were not fixed. Thus, internal mov-
ers in the past would now be considered as international migrants due
to the presence of modern national borderlines. The notion that inter-
national migration connotes long-distances moves is also problematic.
Movement of people across borders can be very short and still includes
a change of national territory (e.g., job mobility in the border regions of
France, Belgium, Germany and Luxembourg), whereas internal movement
within large countries such as the USA or China can be over a very long
distance.!*

Thus, the specificity of the early modern period does not imply the
impossibility to use concepts created to describe modern societies and
mobilities, such as ‘global’ and ‘trans-local’. It rather suggests that the
dynamics of multi-locality present striking similarities, no matter the
short or long distances travelled, and the kind of borders that were
crossed. From this perspective, the use of such concepts in this chapter
resonates with sociologist Michael Eve’s insightful comment regarding
the fact that certain dynamics of mobility are inherent to migration as
a process (e.g. keeping ties, reconstructing networks at destination, the
initial difficulties following arrival), rather than to the distance migrants
actually travel.!®

While the adjective ‘transnational’ will be used only when appropri-
ate, it should be noted that my use of this notion is meant to stress the
fact that many ordinary migrants lived ‘here and there’, in a ‘multiplic-
ity of involvements’ spanning their hometowns and the arrival city. In
other words, for the purposes of this paper, the crucial aspect of ‘trans-
nationalism’ is the notion of simultaneity. This notion calls into question
the dichotomy between departure place and arrival city and asserts the
multiplicity of individual belonging. In a recent volume on transnational
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families, the anthropologist Elodie Razy and geographer Virginie Baby-
Collin explain the shift from assimilation to multiplicity of identities:

Moving beyond a vision of migration understood in dichotomous terms
on the spatial and temporal level, the transnational perspective is dynamic,
privileging the point of view of migrant actors no longer seen as here or
there but rather here and there, between two worlds or, even more so,
articulated through multiple networks—a reformulation of a key con-
cept. The issues of assimilation and integration are thus shifted toward the
potential deployment of multiple identities and loyalties.!®

The practice of maintaining bonds with the birthplace led to a double
form of belonging which was not in contradiction with full social inser-
tion in the arrival place. In their article on simultaneity, Peggy Levitt and
Nina Glick Schiller argue that ‘Once we rethink the boundaries of social
life, it becomes clear that the incorporation of individuals into nation-
states and the maintenance of trans-national connections are not contra-
dictory social processes’.!” As a matter of fact, incorporation into a new
city and connection to the birthplace can be simultaneous processes:

Simultaneity, or living lives that incorporate daily activities, routines, and
institutions located both in a destination country and transnationally, is a
possibility that needs to be theorized and explored. Migrant incorporation
into a new land and transnational connections to a homeland or to dis-
persed networks of family, compatriots, or persons who share a religious or
ethnic identity can occur at the same time and reinforce one another.!8

The notion of simultaneity also relates to what Paul André Rosental calls
espace investi (‘invested space’), which can be much broader than the
actual living place (espace vecu). Indeed, Rosental asserts the importance
of migrants’ chosen reference space, wherein they project their individual
expectations and plans. Rosental defines this as a space ‘in which indi-
viduals’ objectives are supposed to become concrete. It may be physi-
cal (seeking to acquire residency, purchasing a house or piece of land)
or social (trying to become part of a group for instance through endog-
amy, the network of conviviality or the aspiration to represent a com-
munity, etc.)’.!? By sustaining connections to their homelands, migrants
participate in two geographically distinct worlds; as a consequence, their
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invested space is usually broader than that of native residents. Because
it allows migrants to draw on two distinct sets of resources, this ‘dou-
ble horizon’ can constitute an advantage that migrants have over native
individuals.?? As Rosental points out, the invested space can be broader
not only as a consequence of individuals’ migration, but also due to the
influence of mobility on migrants’ children. Thanks to this dynamic,
which the historian defines as finalisme urbain, the bonds between
migrants and their homeland can be very useful for the next generation:

[...] without knowing it, the migrants who are able to implement their
project of maintaining ties and even return to their villages end up chang-
ing their children’s potential expectations. Indeed, the information that
their children have about the city even before migrating is very different
than the information that was available to their parents. Even when they
were born in the village after their parents returned, this space—though
unknown to them—forms a part of their potential spaces, the spaces in
which they might potentially project their expectations.?!

As we will see in the next section, many ordinary migrants lived in such
a double space, a broader ‘invested space’ that characterised their biogra-
phies and their kinship relations even many years after they had left their
home villages.

A BROADER ‘INVESTED SrACE’: MULTI-LOCAL
KinsHir RELATIONS

On January 1693, Carlo Palazzino, a 30-year-old migrant from the
Duchy of Parma, was interrogated by the officers of San Sisto hospital in
Rome, where he had requested admittance, in order to ascertain his eli-
gibility. When asked about his family, Carlo stated that he was not mar-
ried, and that he had two brothers. They did not live in Rome; however,
one lived in their hometown of Luzzano, where he ran a grocery, while
the other lived in Civitavecchia and worked as an innkeeper. The three
brothers owned two houses in the village. Carlo Palazzino was one of the
many migrants whose families continued a multi-sited group. In his case,
the family was ‘scattered” across three locations: Rome, Luzzano and
Civitavecchia. It is important to note that the ‘multi-sitedness’ of familial
bonds was more complex than a simple ‘country of origin vs. host city’
dichotomy. Familial bonds actually suggest a picture of both individual
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and familial migration that goes beyond simply relocating from the home
village to the destination city as the first and last step in the migratory
trajectory; instead, trajectories potentially included other movements and
relocations as well. Indeed, in both samples (San Sisto and testaments)
the component of relatives living outside Rome includes a small percent-
age of individuals who no longer lived in the hometown because they
had moved somewhere else. Besides brothers and sisters, the children of
immigrants could also become migrants themselves for various reasons,
leaving their parents’ arrival city for other new destinations. The painter
Giovanni Battista Bussolino, a native of Bergamo, had five daughters
and two sons: one was a soldier and the other lived in Naples;*? one of
the sons of Filippo Lavazzolo, a cardinals’ servant who had arrived in
Rome from Nice, moved to Sicily;?® while one of the sons of the tai-
lor Pompilio Serangelo, from Velletri, had become a priest of San
Carlo dei Catinari in Bologna.?* For all of these migrants, the ‘invested
space’, rather than narrowing, potentially broadened from generation to
generation.

In order to study multi-local relations, San Sisto pauper hospi-
tal’s records are very useful. The ospizio di San Sisto was built in 1596
by Pope Sixtus V; it was a shelter for the poor, both Romans and for-
eigners.?> To be admitted to the hospice, people had to pass a selection
process, which consisted of some questions about their age, their job,
their families and the goods they own. The volumes of Esami dei pov-
eri, containing these interrogations, are available from the second half of
the seventeenth century (starting in 1647) and they go on continuously
until the nineteenth century. To find out who were the poor and their
families, I collected a sample of 500 people, women and men, Romans
and immigrants, admitted to the hospital from 1694 to 1701.2¢ These
volumes are a very important source, allowing us to know the personal
situations of San Sisto’s poor. Moreover, they provide data about the
migration process, seldom available in other sources. In the most com-
plete version of the interrogation,?” the following pieces of information
were indeed asked and provided: name, surname, father’s name (hus-
band’s name for married women and widows), birthplace, profession,
age, years already spent in Rome, reason for the immigration, last par-
ish of residence, relatives (both in Rome and in their birthplace), goods
owned and reason for the application to enter the hospital.

Out of a sample of 380 male and female migrants who requested
admittance to the San Sisto pauper hospital between 1694 and 1701,
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Fig. 8.1 Foreigners’ relatives in the birthplace and elsewhere. Sowrce ASR,
Ospizio Apostolico di San Michele, part 11, vol. 204, 1694-1702

approximately one third (29%) had one or more relatives in the birth-
place.?® This figure rises to 43% if we redraw the sample to exclude
migrants who declared that they had been left alone. As Fig. 8.1 shows,
these relatives were mainly brothers and sisters (representing almost
50%), but sons and daughters are quite numerous as well (24%).

It is worth noting that the 109 migrants who declared having relatives
in their birthplace had an average age of 63.5 years, and had been living
in Rome for an average of 32.5 years. Nevertheless, they were still con-
nected to their relatives living in their homeland, even many years after
their departure.

Although the extended length of time spent outside the homeland does
not seem to have affected the maintenance of multi-local relations, we
might expect these relations to have become less important in migrants’
networks as the years went on. Indeed, the sociologist Michel Bozon, in
his investigation into today’s regional migration in the city of Villefranche-
sur-Saone, describes a two-step process of integration and relates the
intensity of certain local practices to the number of years the migrant had
spent in the new setting.?” Since the San Sisto records indicate the number
of years each applicant had spent in Rome, is it possible to relate this infor-
mation to the ‘intensity’ of bonds with the homeland (Fig. 8.2).



8 KEEPING IN TOUCH: MIGRANT WORKERS” TRANS-LOCAL TIES ... 213

40 38

DIRCE 28

|
25 b wRelatives in Rome

0.
N L
0 : . : :

Upto 10years 11to30years 31to50years  Over 50 years

i Relatives in the birthplace

Relatives elsewhere
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Fig. 8.3 DPercentages of relatives living in Rome, the birthplace or elsewhere,
related to age at migration (tot. 127). Source ASR, Ospizio Apostolico di San
Michele, part II, vol. 204, 1694-1702

It is clear that the number of relatives in the birthplace continued
to be high even when the migrant had been in Rome for more than 30
years (28 vs. 38), becoming much less significant only when residence in
the city lasted more than 50 years (22 vs. 2). I would thus conclude that,
while there is a relationship between the number of years spent in the
arrival city and the intensity of migrants’ bonds in this place, the bonds
with relatives in the birthplace were not severed until very late in life.

In Fig. 8.3, the presence of relatives is related to age at migration.
Not surprisingly, in this case the data display an opposite trend as com-
pared to Fig. 8.2, with the number of migrants having relatives in the
homeland tending to increase with age at migration. Indeed, the older
the migrant was when he/she left the birthplace, the stronger were the
ties in the homeland.
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And yet, how is it possible to know if these ties were truly main-
tained? Part of the answer lies in the fact that migrants who had broken
their bonds with relatives living outside Rome promptly reported this
fact to the officers because one of the criteria for admittance to San Sisto
was a solitary state, lacking relatives who might take care of the pauper
in question. In other words, individuals seeking admission to the hospital
had an interest in minimising their connections with relatives, especially
male ones. Despite this fact, only a small number of them described these
bonds as weakened or broken.3? While we cannot estimate how frequently
migrants made contact with their relatives, we certainly know that most
of these connections survived the departure of the migrants. Interrogated
in 1674 by the officers of San Sisto about his family, Carlo Migliorio, a
35-year-old French man from Burgundy, replied that he left his village
when he was 19 years old, and that he had a brother who lived there, but
he had not heard from him for one year. This statement suggests that, pre-
viously, the two brothers had been in touch, probably on a regular basis.3!
The longevity of these bonds is also demonstrated by the fact that many
migrants used their wills to bequeath a portion of their belongings and/
or money to heirs living in the birthplace. Out of 174 wills made in Rome
between 1610 and 1650, 41 mention at least one relative living in the
homeland, which corresponds to a percentage of 23.5%.32

The analysis of this body of records highlights some important char-
acteristics of migrants’ multi-local bonds. Firstly, as we have already seen
in the San Sisto sample, many of these ties connected migrants with their
brothers/sisters and nephews/nieces: in most cases, they were horizontal
kinship relations. Giovanni Bozzi from Valtellina, in his will drawn up in
1615, bequeathed an annuity of 20 golden Spanish sc#dz to his nephew
Gregorio, the orphaned son of his brother Stefano, who was to receive
the money in his birthplace.33 In exchange, two masses—one for the soul
of the testator and one for that of his wife—were to be performed in the
church of San Maurizio, located in the home village. It was the respon-
sibility of the universal heir—the great-nephew Giovanni—to send the
money to Gregorio. It is worth noting that Giovanni was appointed as
universal heir of all the goods the testator owned in Rome. In the case
of Giacomo Conagiosi, a furrier who arrived in Rome from a village in
Genovese dioceses, the bond with his nephew, the orphaned son of his
brother Carlo, was established after the migrant departed the home-
town.?* Indeed, the testament specifies that the child was ‘born in the
homeland after the testator had already left’.3> The bequest consisted of
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100 scudi, which the child was to receive when he turned 18. A similar
case is that of Pasquino Pasinetto, a sharpener (arrotatore) from the dio-
cese of Bergamo. In 1649, he made out a will in which he left 200 scudi
in Bergamo currency to his brother Giovanni, and bequeathed all of his
properties located in the birthplace to his other brother, Bartolomeo.3¢
He left 200 Bergamo liras to Caterina, the orphaned daughter of his sis-
ter Margherita, for her dowry. The fact that the girl is called ‘Caterina
(or whatever her name will be)” suggests that Pasquino had never seen
his niece, who was probably a child at the time of his departure.?” The
will of Roberto Nari, a French servant to Cardinal Antonio Maria Salviati,
expresses an uncle’s wish that his nephew come to Rome. The testament
(1620) set forth that the heirs living in Rome must send 1100 scudi to
Roberto’s nieces and nephews living in Paris within 6 months of their
uncle’s death.3® Accustomed to moving around, like many servants of
cardinals and aristocrats who followed their masters, Roberto sought to
‘relocate’ various family members, suggesting that some leave Rome and
others come to live there. Madonna Pasqua and Vittoria, his wife’s aunt
and niece, were invited to return to Florence, ‘their home, where they
were born, with their relatives and so make their lives there’. In contrast,
Roberto left 100 scudi and wool clothing to Giovanni, the son of his niece
Maria, ‘on the condition, however, that this Giovanni come to Rome as
the testator has written he should, otherwise this bequest is null’.

Another characteristic of multi-local bonds is the fact that they coexist
with local ties, which migrants had or created in the arrival city. This con-
dition ofsimultaneity is especially evident when migrants appointed two
universal heirs, one for goods and money acquired in Rome, the other
for properties owned in the hometown. Pietro Seitarelli from Monte
San Leone, in the Duchy of Urbino, was a vineyard sharecropper who
named as his universal heirs his brother Marino, for the goods he owned
in Rome, and his mother, for those in San Leone.?® The same solu-
tion was adopted in 1619 by Bartolomeo de Longhi, a carpenter from
Mapello, in the dioceses of Bergamo. He appointed as universal heirs his
brothers: Donato, who lived in the homeland, and Giovanni Antonio,
who had migrated to Rome.*® Even when there was only one universal
heir, many testaments provide evidence of the double belonging of their
migrant authors. Indeed, the division of goods in many wills appears to
follow a precise logic: goods that remained in the birthplace were left to
the relatives still living there, while goods owned in the city were left to
family members who migrated to Rome or other individuals with whom
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the testator had established new relationships after arriving in the city.
For instance, Perpetua Petrella, a widow from L’Aquila, left 10 scudi to
her cousin in their home village and bequeathed all her property located
in her birthplace to her two nieces, who had likewise remained there.*!
Perpetua had thus maintained personal connections and property in her
hometown while at the same time establishing relationships in Rome that
were completely independent of her kinship ties. Indeed, Perpetua left
5 scudi cach to her goddaughters Marta and Porzia, the daughters of a
bricklayer named Pietro; moreover, she willed all the furniture and ‘deco-
rations’ she owned in Rome to her friend, the girls” mother.

In these wills, it appears that the ‘invested space’ of the migrants—to
borrow Rosental’s expression—continued to extend to the hometown
even while new relationships were created in the arrival city. These bonds
were not limited to social relationships; they also included ‘spiritual ties’
linking the migrant to a church in the home village. Indeed, wills often
include bequests to one or more churches in exchange for masses to be
said for the testator’s soul. These cases display the same logic of double
belonging described above. Tomasso dalla Chiesa, from Morbio in the dio-
ceses of Como, appointed his mother as universal heir, left some money
to his sisters (one of whom lived in the home village) for their dowries,
and bequeathed 200 scudi to the church of San Giovanni Evangelista in
Morbio.*? According to the intentions of Tomasso, the sum was to have
been invested in real estate, in order to perpetuate the bequest.*3

The double belonging of migrants, the condition of being at once
‘here and there’, is further enhanced by the fact that they maintained not
only social and ‘spiritual’ bonds in their hometowns, but also property.
The importance of studying the circulation of goods has been underlined
by George E. Marcus, who stresses the fruitfulness of ‘the ‘follow the
thing” mode of constructing the space of investigation’:** “This mode of
constructing the multi-sited space of research involves tracing the circu-
lation through different context of a manifestly material object of study
(at least as initially conceived), such as commodities, gifts, money [...]".4>
As the wills show, the maintenance of familial ties was closely linked
to the possession of goods at home: houses, land and vineyards that
migrants continued to own even many years after migrating. Returning
to the San Sisto paupers, it can be seen that all the properties they owned
were located in their birthplaces. It should be noted that the specificity
of this particular source—San Sisto pauper hospital records—implies that
most of the individuals in the sample belonged to the lower classes, and
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could not afford to acquire real estate in Rome.*¢ Nevertheless, it is clear
that migrants continued to own property in their birthplace even when
many years had passed since their departure (Fig. 8.4).

As Fig. 8.4 shows, migrants continued to own property in their birth-
place even when they had been in Rome for more than 30 years. On this
subject, Angiolina Arru underlines that migrants very seldom sold off the
goods they possesses that were located at home:

Migration studies have neglected to analyze [...] relationships with the
material goods of varying importance that migrants left behind in the
home village. As the sources show, in these cases it was even more evi-
dent that the significance of wealth lay not so much in economic logics
as in the need to preserve ties, identities and, above all, a presence in the
community from which they had departed momentarily or permanently.
Following migration, it was common for goods owned in the home village
to be abandoned, often for long periods, but never sold.*”

As we have seen, property in the birthplace was usually bequeathed to
fellow villagers, while the heirs living in Rome more frequently inher-
ited moveable possessions, objects and furnishings. As the wills of non-
Romans and the declarations of the San Sisto paupers illustrate, the practice
of holding on to the real estate owned at ‘home’, even many years after
departure, was made possible by a form of ‘plural’ management. Indeed,
migrants often owned these goods together with their brothers and sis-
ters (or other relatives). For instance, Antonio Vestri from Velletri, who
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Fig. 8.4 DPossession of property at home and years spent in Rome (tot. 19).
Source ASR, Ospizio Apostolico di San Michele, part 11, vol. 204, 1694-1702
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worked as a cook for the Duke Strozzi, owned a house in his hometown
together with his sister, and this half-share of the property was her dowry.*8
Lorenzo Marchiono from Urbino had two brothers and two sisters in his
place of origin, where they collectively owned a vineyard and a house.*’
Andrea Ricci, a 50-year-old porter from Valtellina, owned several parcels of
land and a share of three houses together with his brothers, ‘in addition
to nine goats and a cow’.>® While on the one hand, the fact that property
was often ‘shared’ partially explains the reluctance to sell such possessions,
on the other hand, it underlines the key role these goods played in helping
migrants maintain symbolic and concrete bonds with their home villages.
Despite the distance and years separating migrants from their places of ori-
gin, familial relationships and the collective management of these posses-
sions mutually reinforced and preserved one another.

In order to manage possessions at a distance, migrants drew on geo-
graphical community networks and, more specifically, on those members
of the community who travelled between the home village and the arrival
city on a regular basis. As I have shown elsewhere, in cases where this
network was less developed and the migration was essentially an indi-
vidual trajectory, it was more difficult for migrants to gain possession
of money they had inherited or manage goods at a distance.’! Owning
property at a distance was only possible within a dense and long-standing
migratory network including individuals who, thanks to their frequent
mobility, were capable of acting in both the Roman environment and the
home village. These dense and long-standing networks, along with the
creation of a multi-local space that extended beyond individual cities and
villages, are the focus of the next section.

BeyoND DisTANCE: AN EARLY MODERN
“TRANSNATIONAL COMMUNITY’

Surprisingly enough, if we look once again at the will samples and analyse
the testators’ places of origin, we discover that the maintenance of bonds
with the home village had nothing to do with the distance from Rome.
Indeed, the maintenance of multi-local ties appears to have been a com-
mon practice, especially among those migrants who came from the vil-
lages of the dioceses of Bergamo, Como and Milan. These three dioceses
were outside of the Pontifical State: it is thus appropriate to define such
bonds as ‘transnational’. Figure 8.5 illustrates the relationship between
the percentage of places of origin as a share of the sample total (A) and,
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Fig. 8.5 Dlaces of origin of the migrants included in the wills sample
(tot. 173). Source ASR, Tremta notai capitolini, uft. 13, Testamenti, volumes
904-911, 1610-1653

for each place of origin, the share of migrants who had relatives and /or
goods in the birthplace (B). Only the main places of origin (places that
contributed at least three migrants) have been taken into account.

It is immediately clear that there is a sharp disconnect between col-
umn A and column B for the categories Bergamo, Milan and Como,
while in the other categories, the A and B columns represent a very simi-
lar value—and, in the Tiburtina, Sabina, Parma and Norcia categories,
column A is greater than B. This means that migrants from the dio-
ceses of Bergamo, Milan and Como are overrepresented among those
migrants who had heirs in the home village. For instance, the migrants
from Como dioceses make up 4.6% of total testators, while their por-
tion rises to 12% if we take into account only those testators who sent
money/goods as bequests to the home village or town.

The maintenance of multi-local bonds is thus independent of the geo-
graphical distance between hometown and arrival city; it is likewise inde-
pendent of whether or not the two places are located within the same
country. In a study I carried out on migrant women in Rome, it emerged
that being part of a multi-local network was much more important than
geographical proximity for the maintenance of bonds with the place of
origin.®? In this study, I observed that some women who did not return
to their home village for years, and who had nobody to act as agent on
their behalf, appear to have lost their property when relatives or other
villagers took ‘illegal’ possession of it. I have concluded that the lack
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of a dense, multi-local network made it virtually impossible to main-
tain bonds in the birthplace, regardless of distance. The data outlined in
Fig. 8.5 suggest the same conclusion: despite the fact that circular mobil-
ity was common practice among these migrants, it cannot be assumed
that all of them returned home on a regular basis. It is much more likely
that the maintenance of bonds of the community ‘scattered” between
Rome and the home village relied upon the mobility of a limited number
of individuals, who acted as intermediaries.

In order to study these communities, it is necessary to adopt a multi-
sited, micro-historical approach and ‘track’ the mobility and biographies
of migrants both in the birthplace and in the arrival city: an approach
that is closely connected to the multi-sited ethnography suggested
by George E. Marcus.>® In the trial mentioned in the introduction, I
noted that both the plaintiff and his brother had temporarily returned
to Gattinara, their home village. Another trial provides an example of
this practice within a ‘transnational’ community living between Rome
and Borgo Sessia, in the diocese of Novara.’* In 1624, Giovanni Moglia
had a disagreement with Pietro Godio. Just as in the other trial, the con-
flict revolved around a loan. Pietro, who owed 25 scudi to Giovanni,
told him that his uncle, Giuseppe Progliano, who lived in Borgo Sessia,
would pay back the sum. When Giovanni went to the village, however,
Giuseppe refused to pay him. Back in Rome, Giovanni asked Pietro for
the money, but Pietro continued to claim that Giovanni had collected
his money at the home village, until one day they were both eating at
a tavern and the fight broke out. The two trials provided as examples
show that circular mobility was a common practice for these migrants,
even over long distances. If we adopt a multi-sited approach taking into
account not only Roman sources but also the notary deeds drawn up in
the places of origin, the sources confirm the existence of a pattern of cir-
cular mobility between Rome and these far-distant villages.

In October 1622, in the village of Gattinara, dioceses of Vercelli,
Giorgio Calza appointed as his agents his cousin Antonio Calza and his
friend Giovanni Duco, both living in Rome, in order ‘to collect from
Luca, the son of the late Giacomino Sodano, also from Gattinara, liv-
ing in the same city [of Rome], the sum of 25 scudi, bequeathed to
him by the late Michele Floretta from Gattinara, in his will made about
2 years ago’.>® Michele Floretta was the same migrant who had mar-
ried the niece of Giacomo Corsetto—mentioned in the trial cited in the
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Introduction—whose uncle had come from the home village. Michele
had also left some money to several confraternities in Gattinara, includ-
ing the confraternity of the Santissimo Rosario, to which the testa-
tor bequeathed 50 scudi. The prior and sub-prior of the confraternity
were Giorgio Calza and Lorenzo Bardoni; in 1623, they appointed as
agents their brothers—both named Antonio and both living in Rome—
in order to collect the money from Michele’s universal heir, Luca
Sodano.?® If Lorenzo Bardoni appointed his brother as his agent, it is
not because he lived in Gattinara; in reality, he was only staying in the
home village temporarily. Indeed, Lorenzo travelled between Rome and
Gattinara on a regular basis, as a comparison of sources recorded in the
two places shows. From 1611 to 1618, Lorenzo is mentioned in several
notary deeds recorded in Rome, and from 1619 to 1620, his name is
listed in the status animarum (parish census records) of Santa Maria ai
Martiri, but at the same time, Lorenzo also signed several notary deeds
in Gattinara, where he was present in 1621-1623. We can thus maintain
that Lorenzo’s movements followed a pattern of circular mobility, which
enabled him to maintain bonds in both places, including membership to
confraternities in Rome and Gattinara.

Lorenzo and the other migrants who travelled on a regular basis were
often appointed as agents by their relatives and fellow ‘villagers’. As
we have seen, circular mobility was an essential condition for the exist-
ence of a ‘transnational” community, as agents played a key role in the
maintenance and management of goods. Moreover, exchanges related
to marriages and the payment of dowries always involved agents: as a
matter of fact, they held a particularly important role in managing the
funds that went into dowries. For example, Lorenzo Bardone made it
possible for Pietro Antonio Sodano to arrange the payment of his sister
Caterina’s dowry. He is reported to have been present when Caterina’s
husband took receipt of 100 scudi, whereas Pietro Antonio is defined as
‘absent’ due to his being ‘resident in Rome’.5” In the case of Bernardina
Regaglietto, even though all the individuals involved in the operation
lived in Rome, the dowry was paid through an agent. Both the girl and
Gabriele Pastorino, her husband, were residents of Rome, as were her
brothers Francesco and Giacomo. Another brother, Giovanni, lived in
Gattinara, and he was the one who paid the dowry for his sister, giving
the money over to an agent appointed by the future husband.
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Giovanni Battista Buggio of Gattinara, the agent of Gabriele Pastorino
of Gattinara living in Rome, as this power of attorney attests [...], in the
name of this Gabriele has declared to have had and received from Giovanni
Regalietto of Gattinara the present payment in his name and from
Francesco and Giacomo, her brothers resident in Rome, for the dowry
of their sister Bernardina [...] the sum of 100 scudi, worth 9 florins each

[...]58

The dowry was thus paid in the hometown, even though the bride,
groom and brothers had migrated to Rome, an operation that was made
possible by the fact that the payment did not involve cash but rather
an income (censo)® from a piece of land located in the home village:
Giovanni had placed the cemso on his property in Gattinara and then
transferred it to the groom in Rome.

Giovanni Regaglietto of Gattinara, in his own name and in the name of his
absent brothers Giacomo and Francesco, and to endow Bernardina their
sister, the wife of Gabrielle Pastorino, both residents of Rome, has imposed
and assigned a censo, that is a perpetual yearly income of 12 scudi at 9 flor-
ins each, on a lot in the village of Gattinara in the neighbourhood of Porta
di Santo Pietro [...] and another on a piece of land located in Gattinara
in a place called Bozalla [...], this censo is to be sold to Giovanni Battista
Bugio of Gattinara, the agent of the above-named Gabriele Pastorino

[...].60

The case of Bernardina’s dowry shows that migrants’ economic base
often remained in their home village; this property, as I outlined earlier,
consisted of ‘immovable’ goods—real estate and lands—which accounted
for the most significant portion of many migrants’ wealth. It can thus
be argued that the goods owned in the hometowns served as ‘backup’
resources, whose possession was preserved as long as possible, and which
might be exploited by imposing forms of income such as the censo.
Besides the symbolic ties, this economic function of ‘backup’ appears to
have represented a further motivation for migrants to hold on to pos-
sessions despite long periods spent outside the place of origin. As we
have seen, this required being part of a network of villagers who might
be interested in purchasing (as in the example of Bernardina) an income
on a property located far from Rome. In other words, one of the condi-
tions for the existence of these ‘transnational’ communities, besides the
circular mobility of some of their members, is the fact that individuals
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participating in these networks did share a common, multi-local space
that bound the home village to the arrival cities. This was a multi-local
space overlapping the espace investi of each of its members that represents
the spatial framework in which the lives of these ordinary migrants’ com-
ing from distant villages unfolded.

CoNCLUDING COMMENTS

In conclusion, drawing from commonly used sources such as notary
deeds and hospital records, it is possible to shed light on the conditions
of common people whose ‘invested space” comprised more than one site.
Kinship relations, property management, economic exchanges, ‘spirit-
ual’ belongings, the circulation of money, and social networks—whose
sources I have used for this paper—provide information and detail on
all of these topics. Even without adopting a multi-sited (micro-)histori-
cal approach, as I have done for the Gattinara community, a great deal
of information can be found in the arrival city’s sources. This investiga-
tion highlights the fact that, despite the significant differences between
contemporary migrants and those of the past, the categories of ‘transna-
tional’, multi-locality and simultaneity enable us to describe the ‘simul-
taneous’ dimension that characterises many ordinary migrants’ lives.
Moreover, it points to the necessity of taking into account the multiplic-
ity of identities and forms of belonging not only within the arrival city,
but also outside. The dichotomy between birthplace and arrival city thus
gives way to an approach that goes beyond individual cities and villages
and calls into question the notion of integration as assimilation (i.e. the
loss of contact with one’s hometown and ‘adhesion’ to the society of the
host place). As the case of the Gattinara community has shown, far from
being contradictory processes, insertion in the arrival city and the main-
tenance of bonds at ‘home’ might be two complementary strategies. To
return to the example of the dowries, it is clear that marriage with a ‘vil-
lager’ resident in Rome was possible thanks to the possession of land in
the hometown, exploited as ‘backup’ resource to pay the dowry. It also
emerges that being part of the community network, while not incom-
patible with full social insertion in Rome, enabled migrants to manage
property and kinship relations and to carry out their associations in two
places simultaneously. As a matter of fact, these dense and long-standing
networks were the main actors in the making of a ‘transnational’ space.
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INTRODUCTION

In the course of a single century, between 1620 and 1720, the city of
Turin experienced significant demographic and urban growth, to which
immigration contributed decisively. Urban development in Turin, marked
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as it was by three successive enlargements of its walls (1620, 1673 and
1719), attracted entrepreneurs and labour employed on construction
sites, which became the contact zones for immigrants from different
regions. A century later, in the countryside between the Kingdom of the
Two Sicilies and the Papal State, the local populations, especially shep-
herds, peasants and seasonal workers, continued to move at will on either
side of the border as they had been accustomed to do since the beginning
of the early modern era. Nevertheless, something had changed, as in the
nineteenth century, state borders underwent a process of increasing stabi-
lisation, being more meticulously traced and policed than in the past.

What did the eighteenth-century workers on construction sites in
Turin and the nineteenth-century peasants of the Roman Campagna
have in common, save perhaps their calloused hands and bruised and
battered bodies? The answer is the capacity, we would argue, to define
particular social spaces through their experience of migration. The con-
struction sites in Turin in the eighteenth century and the countryside
between the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies and the Papal State in the
nineteenth century offer a perfect vantage point from which to observe
workers’ mobility in pre-unification Italy and to consider its characteris-
tics in terms of several crucial questions. In such contexts of high popu-
lation mobility, how do migrations define social spaces? An analysis of
the phenomenon focusing on the capacity of foreign workers to integrate
into a given social context seems inappropriate, not least because it fails
to show the active role played by immigrants in the definition of social
space. On building sites in Turin and in the countryside across the bor-
der between two states in Southern Italy, in fact, what developed was the
construction of trans-local and trans-national spaces rather than a process
of integration.

Indeed, the creation of such spaces was due on the one hand to work-
related mobility, and, on the other hand, to conflicts over access to local
resources. Furthermore, in both cases, these trans-local and trans-state
spaces were produced through an intense interplay between workers and
institutions.

Therefore, some significant points in common, revealed through scru-
tiny of the two case-studies, make it of interest to bring together events
that took place against the background of pre-unification Italy during
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Firstly, both the entrepreneurs
and labourers at construction sites in Turin, as well as the seasonal shep-
herds and day labourers migrating between the Neapolitan mountains
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and Roman Campagna did much through their work-related mobility to
carve out specific spaces of a trans-local and trans-state nature. Indeed,
both the Kingdom of Naples-Papal State border and the building sites in
Turin that attracted workers from Alpine areas represent spaces that can-
not properly be analysed within a nation-state framework. This is because
they represent places of transition, of seasonal mobility and of a conver-
gence between long-term migration and flows of workers who main-
tained enduring relationships with their communities of origin. They did
so despite putting down deep roots in the socio-economic fabric of their
places of destination, thus circulating within trans-local contexts, which
in any case cannot be reduced to a national dimension.!

In this sense, both cases show that it is possible—and indeed neces-
sary—to create frameworks of historical analysis that go ‘beyond meth-
odological nationalism’.2 What we have in mind are frameworks where
acceptance of the spatial turn® does not of itself entail a macro-analytical
approach.* For here the original spatial dimensions underlying the two
studies allow us to reconstruct connective networks marked out by the
movement of workers within integrated economic systems and by the
inter-connection of their familial, economic and social relations.

Secondly, both cases show how the workers in question gained access
to local resources within their respective environments, once again,
to this end, creating specific spaces. The latter could be marked out
through putting down deep roots within the territory—as in the case of
entrepreneurs and master builders vying for public and private contracts
in Turin, and in that of Neapolitan and Papal State shepherds and agri-
cultural workers competing over co-grazing rights and the communal
use of woodlands and cultivated fields. Or they could be marked out by
short- and long-distance migration organised through intermediaries—as
in the case of salaried workers at construction sites in Turin.

However, the procedures for accessing these resources were not man-
aged in a completely independent manner by the workers in question,
but through discussion, conflict and negotiation with the relevant insti-
tutions. And these were the dynamics responsible for engendering or
redefining spaces through which to access local resources.

Consequently, the bringing together of such cases set against the
background of these two shared dimensions makes it possible to for-
mulate a broader and undoubtedly more complex overview of worker
mobility in the Italian peninsula between the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, and of spaces alternative to those defined at a
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political-institutional level, marked out as such spaces by movements
associated with the labour process.

This overview also benefits from the fact of there being two distinct
methodological approaches in play, one based mainly on a perspective
focusing on social actors (the first case) and the other relying chiefly on
institutional sources (the second case). Our vantage point thus offers, we
believe, a more comprehensive vision of the topic under examination,
bringing together as it does approaches traditionally kept separate by the
tendency to focus either on provisions made at an institutional level, or
on social practices adopted at an individual or collective level.

However, intense interaction between institutional agencies and
social actors emerges in both cases, despite this complementary equilib-
rium. The institutional agencies—worker confraternities, the Vicariate of
Turin, the Bourbon police force and Border Commission—took steps to
regulate in various ways worker mobility, procedures for accessing local
resources, disputes and labour conflicts. The social actors, for their part,
did not fail to turn provisions and measures related to these matters to
their own advantage, availing themselves of them in a completely instru-
mental manner, as well as to defend their own interests, as an integral
part of the construction of those alternative spaces organised on the basis
of their own working experience.

This chapter focuses on two main issues. In the first part, the two case
studies will highlight the social actors’ ability to construct original trans-
local and trans-state spaces, marked out by the routes of worker mobil-
ity. The second part of this chapter will then focus on the role played by
institutions in the construction of these trans-local and trans-state spaces
in relation to their regulation of access to local resources, and on the
resulting dialectical exchange between institutions and social actors.

Trans-LocAL AND TRANS-STATE SrAacks IN EUrROPE’s CITIES
AND COUNTRYSIDE

Italy’s cities and countryside prior to industrialisation were witness to
significant migratory movements of their population. Internal and exter-
nal migration served constantly to redefine spaces in a manner quite at
odds with political borders, in some cases, contributing to the organi-
sation of specific trans-local and trans-state spaces marked out by the
movements of migrant workers. Cross-border worker mobility, the
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maintenance of strong ties with places of birth and the construction of
extensive networks of social relations and migratory chains helped, on
the one hand, to link different local contexts in a permanent manner. On
the other, they served to transform spaces straddling political borders
into cohesive territorial entities which thereby came to constitute a spa-
tial continuum.

Construction Sites in Turin

At the beginning of the seventeenth century, Turin, at that date, still a
relatively small city, had only recently become the capital of the Duchy
of Savoy, which extended from the southern shore of Lake Geneva to the
Po Valley and was a predominantly mountainous area astride the western
Alps. One hundred years later, Turin was the capital of a kingdom and its
surface area had increased significantly after three successive expansions
in 1620, 1673 and 1719.°

As in many other European cities, so too here urban development was
the practical consequence of demographic growth, due in no small meas-
ure to the presence of immigrants from different areas within the Duchy
and nearby States. Between the first and the third expansion, the number
of inhabitants rose from 14,244 in 1614 to 47,433 in 1719.° During
both the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, there were a consider-
able number of foreigners living in Turin. Giovanni Levi’s study of the
geographical origins of married couples in the first half of the eighteenth
century showed that foreign couples represented 51.6% of all married
couples in Turin during the first decade (1700-1709) and 68.1% during
the middle decade (1740-1749).7 These data roughly match those used
in the analysis of the 1705 population census drawn up on the occasion
of a military levy. In 1705, some of Turin’s neighbourhoods were inhab-
ited mainly by foreigners: for example, 65% of householders residing in
the San Cristoforo area and 60% of those residing in the San Giovenale
area were not originally from Turin.

Due to the presence of so many foreigners, Turin became a point of
contact for people coming from all corners of the State and indeed from
more distant regions. Many of them stayed in touch with their place of
origin, where they may still have had family and property and, as seasonal
workers, returned periodically or in the last years of their lives. All of
them could call upon assets, comprising social relationships and material
interests that served to sustain strong bonds with their place of origin.
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Indeed, Levi stressed the fact that foreigners entering the city—to judge
by the data relating to married couples—would not necessarily settle in
Turin permanently. Conversely, in most cases, the habit of returning peri-
odically to their communities of origin was common to nearly all incom-
ers, as in the case of innkeepers, porters and brentadori (wine carriers
from Viu, in the Lanzo valley).8

At the height of its urban development, Turin attracted many entre-
preneurs and construction workers: master bricklayers, master carpenters,
stonecutters, sculptors, brick kiln masters, stucco decorators and painters,
just to mention some of the professions employed on construction sites
at the time. The Savoy capital attracted many people, mostly because of
the numerous building sites found within the city walls: the three suc-
cessive expansions mentioned above represented an opportunity for sig-
nificant private investment and profitable property speculation. At the
same time, the king’s concern with the embellishment and decoration of
the city, along with his preoccupation with military matters, gave a boost
to many new public construction sites, particularly after Turin became
the capital (1713). However, the lure of living in Turin did not depend
solely on the possibility of being involved in construction of the city
through private or public commissions. Turin was also where the nego-
tiations for all of Piedmont’s public construction sites took place.

Most master builders and entrepreneurs working in Turin during
the second half of the eighteenth century were not originally from the
city (Map 9.1). In 1742, the names of all craftsmen working in Turin
were, for fiscal reasons, entered on to a list: many of the master build-
ers, master carpenters and master stonecutters were originally from
Lugano, Milan and Biella.” Most master builders had migrated from
the Alpine areas of southern Switzerland!? and from the State of Milan.
The majority came from a particular area near Lake Lugano. Swiss and
Milanese master builders are reported to have been in Turin since the
sixteenth century and their presence was to become so regular and con-
stant a feature during the 1620s that a confraternity under the protec-
tion of Saint Anna was founded,!! an early example of a trade association
in Turin.!? Most master carpenters were from the Piedmontese western
Alps, especially from specific villages around Biella: the earliest surviv-
ing documents regarding a confraternity in Turin, once again under the
protection of Saint Anna, comprising master carpenters from Graglia
and Muzzano (two villages near Biella) date from the early 1700s,
almost 100 years after the foundation of the Company of Saint Anna by
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Map 9.1 Origin of entrepreneurs and construction workers active in Turin in
the eighteenth century

architects and master builders from Lugano and Milan.!® Therefore, the
leading protagonists on the Turin construction scene were not actually
from the city itself, but were master builders from two Alpine regions,
one of which lay outside the state. The same was true of other masters.
Turin was full of stonecutters and stucco decorators from Lugano, paint-
ers from Milan and sculptors from Chieri. The situation was similar in
many other Italian and European cities where the presence of special-
ised masters from Lugano and Milan is documented. At the same time,
‘Lombard’, although actually Swiss and Milanese, master builders were
united in Rome and Florence in Rome’s Archconfraternity of Saints
Ambrogio and Carlo and in Florence’s Company of Saint Carlo dei
Lombardi. These two companies brought together Swiss and Milanese
practicing different professions, linked through relations of mutual aid.*

Despite their foreign origins, entrepreneurs and master builders laid
claim to their membership of the city’s social and economic fabric on a
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number of different occasions. And, indeed, the existence of trade asso-
ciations that brought together master craftsmen from the same Alpine
villages was the result of a constant, organised presence within the ter-
ritory. Generations of master builders followed on one from the other
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. This shows how some
families put down roots in the urban social fabric, a presence capped by
the purchase of real estate and consolidated through marriages with local
families.

A quite different situation pertains in the case of the salaried work-
force and the processes of urbanisation to which they were subjected.
The information available to historians attempting to reconstruct the
paths taken and professional choices made by the salaried workforce
is, unfortunately, scant and fragmentary. We know only of great num-
bers of day labourers, to whom we can rarely attach any names. As the
name suggests, journeymen or day labourers were defined by the way
in which their wages were quantified—by the day. The labourer sold his
time, and a day’s work was paid according to skill and experience. This
generic definition conceals a wide variety of trades, abilities and roles that
included—in the construction industry alone—building measurers, mas-
ter craftsmen, labourers and apprentices. They were all paid according
to the number of days worked, although they each held markedly differ-
ent positions on site which translated into different salary brackets.!® The
differences between craftsmen, labourers and apprentices were not espe-
cially rigid within this hierarchy and no single position on a construction
site was definitive.

The duration of a period of employment on a construction site
depended on various factors, beginning with the amount of work com-
missioned and the weather conditions. Construction site requirements
varied from day to day as works progressed, resulting in different num-
bers of workers: craftsmen, labourers and apprentices were continuously
hired and fired, and there was a rapid turnover. Given the flexibility of
construction sites and the precarious nature of contracts, workers them-
selves needed to have alternative sources of income and to carry out vari-
ous jobs which cannot be defined in a more precise manner given the
paucity of information available with regard to individual workers. We
used workforce payment records in order to monitor the activities of a
number of construction sites. Master craftsmen and contractors drew up
monthly or weekly lists of working days, organised in terms of the differ-
ent types of worker and with a view to calculating the total wages owed.
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An analysis of various construction sites within the city, for example that
of Superga in the 1730s'¢ and the Royal Gardens in the 1750s,!” reveals
considerable flexibility on the part of the contractors in hiring and firing
the workforce in accordance with a project’s shifting requirements and
changes in the weather.

As a result, construction sites defined dynamic areas within cities
where salaried workers, from various regions inside and outside the king-
dom, were hired and fired with a quick turnover. Their extreme geo-
graphical and work-based mobility was offset by the still greater—and
much vaunted—stability of a number of master builders and contractors
required for the awarding of important tenders.

Master builders and labourers maintained close ties with their place
of birth. Migration was in fact an intrinsic part of the specific economic
and social systems of Alpine villages,!3 based on the integration of two
elements: the economy of those who remained behind and who were
generally women working in subsistence agriculture, and the economy
of those who left, the men, who provided the remittances needed to
buy essential goods. As well as yielding a meagre harvest, the land rep-
resented a guarantee which the close network of credit that sustained the
local economy and consolidated social relations was based upon.!?

Many of these specialised labourers made their way from one
European city to another. The letters left by some of them allow a
reconstruction, at least in part, of their journeys along the highways and
byways of Europe. Giovanni Antonio Oldelli, a plasterer from Meride,
near Lugano, sent letters to Giovanni Oldelli from Miinster, Steinfort,
Bensberg, Cologne, Dusseldorf, Rotterdam, Mannheim, Vienna,
Olmutz, Prague, Turin, Zurich, Genoa and Bergamo between 1707 and
1757. This itinerary also took in the Savoyard capital where, in 1732,
Giovanni Antonio bid for a contract for ‘faux marbling at the Royal.
Gallery’.2? Like Oldelli, many specialised labourers brought with them a
wealth of technical knowledge, experience and trans-local social relations
that linked them to their native villages and, from there, opened up the
roads and cities of all Europe.

The Countryside Between the Papal State and the Kingdom
of the Two Sicilies

Moving southwards down the Italian peninsula, we can discern the crys-
tallisation of a specific space during the nineteenth century along the
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Map 9.2 “Carta generale del Regno delle Due Sicilie”, Gabriello De Sanctis,
1840

border between two other pre-unification states—the Papal State and
the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies—on the basis of work-related mobility
(Map 9.2). Agricultural labourers were the protagonists of this process,
having been responsible for centuries, through seasonal movements, for
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agropastoral activities in the vast rural area stretching along either side of
the border between the two states.

Indeed, the Roman Campagna (Papal State) was a vast, sparsely popu-
lated area, where the huge latifundia relied chiefly on seasonal labour for
cultivating and harvesting wheat and for grazing livestock.?! Numerous
flows of workers from the Abruzzi mountains or the Terra di Lavoro
countryside thus travelled along the seasonal migratory routes towards
destinations where the agricultural calendar and the demand for labour
power offered greater economic opportunities throughout the whole of
the modern period.

So, in the months of ice and snow, Abruzzo’s mountain dwellers led
their flocks to winter pastures in the plains where the climate was milder.
Many agricultural workers also travelled along the same ‘sheep tracks’,
in other words, the transhumance trails, in specific seasons of the year.
Indeed, for approximately 8 to 9 months of the year, from October to
May, they found employment in a farming context with a significant
labour shortage.

These intense migratory flows were managed through a rather com-
plex system, the linchpin of which was the mediation performed by
so-called caporali (foremen) andlocator: d’opera (principals). In fact,
themercanti di campagna—in other words the tenants of the vast areas
of land belonging to aristocrats and ecclesiastics mostly living in urban
settings—relied on the above-mentioned intermediaries who were
responsible for recruiting workers in their places of origin and form-
ing the ‘companies’ subsequently brought to the Roman fields.??
Nevertheless, in addition to these more systematically organised work
groups, there were also independent flows of individuals comprising
teams of harvesters and reapers during the summer months, as well as
various types of workers not directly linked to agropastoral activities.
They accompanied the myriad shepherds and day labourers, performing
the most diverse activities including, for example, services offered to the
itinerant country population,?? the transportation of grapes during har-
vest time,?* or land drainage, construction and road maintenance, and a
wide range of commercial activities.

A very extensive and detailed overview of these figures is offered by
the Napoleonic survey of seasonal migrants conducted by the depart-
ments annexed to the Empire during 1811-1812.2% The report drawn
up by the Department of Rome’s prefect?® included great numbers
of woodcutters and coal merchants, shoemakers from Amatrice and
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individuals from Leonessa responsible for keeping livestock clean, along-
side skilled workers from Abruzzo specialising in road construction
and those from Terra di Lavoro responsible for clearing ditches. The
prefect ended his report by listing the number of seasonal migrants in
the Roman Campagna between October and June 1812 as approxi-
mately twenty-five thousand.?” It is possible that the prefect’s calcula-
tions slightly underestimated the number of citizens of the Kingdom of
Naples within the territory of Rome if we consider that, at the end of the
1700s and for the Aquilan part of Abruzzo only, the number of seasonal
workers travelling to the Roman Campagna was reckoned to be some
20,000.28

In any case, it is certain that, as can also be seen from archive records,
sizeable migratory flows continued to cross over the kingdom’s border
to the Roman state at seasonal intervals and for the whole of the 1800s.
This occurred within an integrated economic system, featuring a reason-
able level of structuring and, above all, backed up by an age-old tradi-
tion, not least in the minds of the protagonists.??

However, in the 1800s, and specifically during the Napoleonic era,
the customary circuits of shepherds and day labourers came up against
the new personal identification procedures employed in controlling pop-
ulation movement, introduced into the Kingdom of Naples during the
decade of French rule (1806-1815). This situation was similar to that
recorded in the vast international historiography for the rest of continen-
tal Europe under Napoleon’s command.3?

So, for the first time, seasonal workers were obliged to hold a spe-
cific travel document—the passport—to circulate within a physical space
that had hitherto been experienced as unitary. This was the result of a
complementary economy having fostered and consolidated interde-
pendency between two portions of territory located within two differ-
ent state bodies and regarded throughout the modern period as a single
‘transhumance area’. This cross-state territorial entity, built on centuries-
old economic relations and physically marked out by the movements of
migrants abiding by the ‘nature of the seasons’,3! now found itself up
against the Napoleonic administrative organisation, which placed greater
emphasis on the state border’s power to divide than on its capacity to
connect.

On a more strictly material level, the obligation to hold travel docu-
ments represented a by no means minor problem for all those who had
to cross over the border for work-related needs given that the procedure
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entailed applying to the Papal representative residing in Naples (the
apostolic nuncio) for a visa on the passport. This meant that the labour-
ers of the border provinces had to undertake an arduous journey to the
capital which, in many cases, was longer than the journey that would
have brought them to their destination across the border.

Agricultural workers, in particular, were not slow to inform the
authorities of the difficulties caused by the new regulations regarding
documents. Their own experience was, after all, of a ‘lived frontier’3? in
its areal configuration, one that by and large cleaved to the coordinates
of migrant worker routes. These objections were accepted and codified
at a legislative level in the form of a law promulgated in 1821 to regu-
late the mobility of subjects of the Kingdom of Naples in a complete and
exhaustive manner. Based on agreements with the papal government, the
law absolved the shepherds and day labourers of Neapolitan provinces
bordering with the Papal State from the obligation to hold a passport
in order to travel abroad, granting the said individuals the right to cross
the border with a less ‘formal’ document, in other words, a simple carta
di passo (pass card). This was the same document as was used by these
groups for internal mobility and issued by the Mayor of their municipal-
ity free of charge, valid for a period of one year (and not just for one
journey). Thus the card-holder was exempt from the preliminary police
check required for the issuing of a passport.

It is thus clear that this was an especially significant exception, and one
that increased the porosity of a state border which, otherwise, was in the
process of being rendered as impermeable as possible. Nevertheless, state
institutions—in this case, the police responsible for controlling popula-
tion movements—regarded cross-border mobility needs as a priority and,
hence, created a special area along the border between the two states,
founded on laws that often differed from those in force in the rest of the
state territory.

Indeed, during the decades stretching from the Restoration and the
end of the Kingdom up to Italian unification, a series of administrative
circulars and ad hoc regulations were issued. These were the result of a
process of directly dealing with the area’s social practices by the police,
measures whose ‘governmental’ character and propensity to adapt to
the actual situation on the ground and to the prevailing social reality has
been highlighted in the most original research to have been published in
recent years.?3 Indeed, these measures tended to foster a gradual exten-
sion of movement-related concessions granted to various categories of
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labourer leading a cross-border existence. These included, for example,
‘individuals who, for property or trade’ needed to sustain ‘ongoing com-
munication’®* between the two states, viaticali—in other words, indi-
viduals driving vehicles hauled by horses, mules or oxen®*—*traders of
retail goods, fish sellers and oil traders in the district of Gaeta’3® and day
labourers from Sora ‘who go to recite novenas in the Roman state”.3”

So, what came to light was a complex tension between, on the one
hand, the notion of an administrative boundary—which (between
the Napoleonic era and the Restoration) was set to be tightened both
through more systematic control of the movement of goods and peo-
ple and (as we shall see) through negotiations conducted at a diplomatic
level with the Papal State in order to stabilise the boundary—and, on the
other hand, a border in the zonal sense. A zonal border, conceived not in
terms of its linear, political-juridical essence but rather in its areal dimen-
sion,®8 could also be defined as ‘regional’.

Indeed, the survival of a border region that transected the border
itself, and that the state, to some extent, helped mark out in a novel way
at an administrative level through conceding numerous exceptions to the
laws then in force, can be set against the nineteenth-century administra-
tive state’s move towards a more marked territorialisation of the king-
dom. An essential part of this process was reinforcement of the external
perimeter and definition of a fully homogeneous internal space, separate
from what extended beyond the border.

During an age witnessing the construction of a new type of ‘territo-
riality’®® by nation-states in the process of emerging or consolidating
their identity, the case in question points to the evident co-existence of a
number of cross-state ‘territorialisation systems’.*? These were the result
of social actors living in and occupying space in a manner that differed
greatly from, but tended to overlap with, the concept of political-admin-
istrative ‘territoriality’. Such a space was marked out by the movement
of seasonal workers (including a considerable number of women) and
identifiable with existing cross-border territorial entities. The latter were
mainly linked to the abovementioned space’s established social practices
and consolidated network of economic and social relations, but now they
were defined anew by virtue of an interaction between state institutions
and social actors.

In this way, the geographies of the local communities along the
border clashed dialectically with the geographies of the central power
engaged in building the state territory, thereby engendering a more
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complex areal dispensation than the demand for the most homogeneous
regulation possible of a political-institutional space might be thought to
have envisaged. The geographies of the local communities were organ-
ised in a trans-local dimension through the border’s interstitial space,*!
around the key locations of the Abruzzi mountains and the Roman
Campagna up to Dogana dei Pascoli del Patrimonio di San Pietro, from
the gates of Rome (where crowds gathered at the Neapolitan representa-
tive’s office with requests for documents to re-enter the Kingdom) to the
borders with Tuscany.

INSTITUTIONS AND ACCESS TO RESOURCES

Studies devoted to the history of police institutions and the history of
mobility have highlighted the focus placed on the mobility of the popu-
lation by institutions during various historical periods. Control of mobil-
ity, and more specifically of non-regulated mobility, gradually became
one of the major concerns of city and state authorities during the period
in question.

Mobility also posed the problem of access to local resources by for-
eigners, for competition over resources generated conflicts that had to
be limited, resolved and managed. It is therefore of key importance to
examine the role of institutions in managing and controlling worker
mobility, regulating access to local resources and resolving the result-
ing conflicts and, lastly, in creating trans-local and trans-state spaces for
migrant workers. Indeed, what comes to light is the dialectical exchange
among actors and between actors and institutions, at times conflictual
and at times involving negotiations, which actively helped construct or
redefine spaces, the latter activity proving to be highly dynamic, provi-
sional at all times and in constant development.

Mobility Management and Conflict Resolution in Turin

The close ties which master craftsmen and labourers maintained with
their place of origin did not prevent them from successfully embrac-
ing urbanisation and establishing strong economic and social ties with
the Piedmont’s capital. The latter were essential in order to guarantee
access to local resources, or indeed to public and private contracts and
the labour markets. The ability to successfully assert themselves is evi-
dent in the case of entrepreneurs and master builders and can be seen
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from their well-established presence at construction sites in cities and
throughout Piedmont. In 1742, a year taken as a cross-section/sample,
most contracts were assigned to foreign entrepreneurs (30.9% from the
State of Milan, 16.1% from Biella, 9.1% from Lugano and 18.3% from
the Piedmont area), 90% of whom were permanent residents in Turin.*?
This clearly demonstrates their ability to forge strong links with the capi-
tal. Above all, an evident eagerness to reside in Turin reflected the need
to maintain direct contact with the place where negotiations for public
contracts in Turin and Piedmont took place. The Azienda generale di
Jfabbriche e fortificazioni (General Office for Buildings and Fortifications),
based in Turin, was responsible for managing the king’s civil and mili-
tary building sites in Turin and Piedmont, awarding works and signing
contracts with contracting firms. The procedure involved the publication
of an invitation to bid, or tzletto, in Turin and in the locations directly
affected by the proposed works. The intendant chose the firm able to
guarantee implementation of the works requested at the best price and in
compliance with the consignment timeframe from among those respond-
ing to the invitation. Generally speaking, the firms received an advance
payment against the total cost of works and undertook to comply with
the terms of the contract while, at the same time, declaring their liabil-
ity as regards the Aziendn generale for any delays or damages incurred.
The risks and costs related to the performance of works could only be
borne thanks to the setting up of companies among entrepreneurs that,
as a result, were able to operate on several sites contemporaneously. A
guarantor and approver of the guarantor were always named alongside
company partners and undertook to cover any debts incurred by the
contracting company. Therefore, contracts with the Aziendn generale
implied a credit relationship and included the signing of a guarantee.
So, permanent residency in Turin offered the chance to create the net-
work of stable social relations required to set up companies and seek out
guarantors and approvers. Lastly, it generated the conditions needed to
acquire sufficient wealth to be able to guarantee undertakings, which was
a fundamental prerequisite to access public contracts.

If, as regards contracting companies, it is possible to assess their
presence at construction sites in Turin and Piedmont, it is more diffi-
cult to reconstruct the paths followed by salaried workers to access local
resources, or the labour markets.

In some cases, recruitment was performed in the places of origin
through the drawing up of apprenticeship contracts or pacta ad artem.
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According to Marco Dubini, who has studied the pacta ad artem stored
in Bellinzona’s archives, these contracts may be compared to emigration
documents—an emigration over a short distance, that which separated
the apprentice’s place of birth from the location of the master crafts-
man’s workshop.*? This could be transformed, for some, into a migra-
tion over a long distance when the young person was committed to
following their master when they needed to travel in the course of their
professional duties. It is likely that some of the journeys made by con-
struction workers from Alpine regions to cities in Piedmont began with
the signing of an apprenticeship contract. Consequently, regulation of a
part of the initiation into a profession took place at a great distance from
the workplace.

As regards Turin, current research has not revealed apprentice-
ship contracts that throw any light on the transfer of knowledge and
entry into the world of employment through workshops active in the
city. Giovanni Craveri** and Onorato Derossi,*> who respectively have
described the city as it was in the middle and at the end of the eighteenth
century, tell us of the existence of two labour markets, one in Piazza San
Giovanni where construction craftsmen and labourers gathered, and the
other in Piazza Susina where farm labourers looked for work. The scene
was much the same in other old city squares, beginning with Place de
Greve in Paris.

The forms of entry into the workplace which we are aware of—the
pacta ad artem and public city squares—represent the two extremes
of a wide variety of forms of recruitment. The role of intermediar-
ies must have been equally important: not only master builders—who,
as we shall see, managed and distributed the workforce at construction
sites together with master carpenters—but also stewards and custodians,
whose role as intermediaries for work supply and demand has been dem-
onstrated in other employment contexts.*¢

During the first half of the eighteenth century, competition to access
local resources resulted in a period of conflict among master craftsmen,
voiced by trade associations, confraternities and universities. One of the
most acrimonious disputes involving construction sites in Turin was the
one that caused strife between master joiners, or master carpenters, and
fine wood carvers, and that was brought in front of the courts of the
Consulate of Commerce and the Piedmont Senate.*” The charge lev-
elled at the carpenters, accused of performing fine wood carving with-
out belonging to their university and, hence, without having passed the
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admission examination to exercise this profession, lay at the root of the
dispute. The dispute ended in 1733 following an edict issued by Carlo
Emanuele III approving the setting up of a university for master carpen-
ters and establishing their monopoly as regards certain specified works.*8
In order to avoid any kind of objection, the edict included a detailed list
of works reserved for carpenters and those reserved for fine wood carv-
ers, drawn up by the architect, Filippo Juvarra.

The monopoly granted to master carpenters excluded all other mas-
ter craftsmen and entrepreneurs from performing the works included in
the list drawn up by Juvarra, including master builders, laying the foun-
dations for a subsequent conflict. Ten years on from the setting up of
the university of master carpenters and the publication of the document
defining its functions, organisation and skills, the master carpenters, con-
cerned to defend their professional status, accused the master masons of
failing to respect their monopoly. In 1748, the Consulate’s judge, called
upon to voice an opinion on the dispute, confirmed the master carpen-
ters’ monopoly over all works included in the list compiled in 1733 and
promised to punish any offenders.*”

Thus, during the first half of the eighteenth century, following a
period of conflict between confraternities and universities, the conditions
for accessing local resources were defined by attributing monopolies to
individual specialist craftsmen.

How did the specialised labourers from remote Alpine villages manage
to find their bearings, organise themselves and gain access to local city
resources, be they important tenders or temporary employment? Clearly,
the answer is the sum of a number of factors where all those informal
social relations that elude archival investigation play a fundamental role.
Documents, for their part, can tell us about the role played by city insti-
tutions and the relationships the elements in question were able to estab-
lish with them.

A first, clear contribution on the part of city and state institutions
was that of managing and supporting the arrival of specialist craftsmen
in Turin through the according of privileges, such as those granted to
Luganese residents in Piedmont.?® The latter enjoyed exemption from
paying a number of taxes and suspension of the aubaine law.>! These
obvious advantages undoubtedly played a part in influencing the choice
of specialised labourers who left their native villages to practise their
crafts.
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Defence of the privileges enjoyed by the Swiss in Piedmont appears to
be strongly linked to the establishment of the Company of Saint Anna
by architects and master builders from Lugano and Milan. Whenever it
proved necessary to negotiate with the Piedmontese authorities regard-
ing the Swiss presence in the region, the Company presented itself as the
legitimate counterpart representing the interests of all Swiss residents in
the states of the Duchy of Savoy, whatever their profession.>?

Alongside defending the privileges and monopolies enjoyed by mas-
ter craftsmen, the confraternities also performed the all-important task of
supervising and managing workforce mobility. They provided assistance
to master craftsmen and labourers temporarily without employment, dis-
tributed labourers among the city’s various construction sites and met
the travel expenses of workers wishing to return to their place of origin.
The assistance provided to unemployed master craftsmen represents one
of the main activities of confraternities and universities that we are aware
of.

Assistance consisted mainly of the distribution of small sums of money
(generally 5 lira) to those craftsmen who, for one reason or another,
were unable to work, or to the widows of deceased master builders. As
regards the Company of Saint Anna, 150 appeals were accepted, assisting
122 people with an average of ten people assisted per year and an overall
total of 908 lira dispensed (just over 75 lira per year) during the period
analysed to date, which runs from 1726 to 1737.53 There were a number
of reasons for turning to the Company of Saint Anna for assistance: from
temporary states of ill-health to requests for money to cover the cost of
travelling back to native villages.

As regards distribution of the workforce among the city’s workshops
and construction sites, the conflict that set master carpenters against
master masons provides us with some information. The monopoly
granted to master carpenters was easily bypassed by using figureheads.
Master masons performed carpentry works and hired working carpen-
ters in agreement with their masters who limited themselves to acting
as figureheads, asking for a percentage of the wage paid to workers in
return.>* The practice of using figureheads made it possible to manage
the workforce distributed among the city’s various construction sites
against payment of a percentage of the salaries.

Simona Cerutti has illustrated the guilds’ interest in, and capacity to
manage, the mobility of salaried workers. This was effected through the
efforts of custodians and stewards, who were paid to distribute workers
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around the city’s workshops and to provide financial support to workers
who were temporarily unemployed. The collection of alms to celebrate
the feast of patron saints provided master craftsmen with the means—
through custodians and stewards—to manage and control the mobil-
ity of workers.>® Strife within confraternities, dividing, for example, the
Milanese and Swiss members of the Company of Saint Anna, was closely
linked to the collection of alms.>® This conflict, which lasted through-
out the first half of the eighteenth century, was centred on ownership
of the chapel dedicated to the patron saint, the control of which pro-
vided access to management of the Company’s funds. Alms made it pos-
sible for the Company—among other initiatives—to come to the aid
of impoverished master craftsmen and their families, succouring them
while in Turin and paying the necessary travel costs for them to return to
their places of origin. So, once again, the collection of alms provided the
Company with the resources needed to manage the mobility of workers.

The city’s authorities were also responsible for controlling the mobil-
ity of workers, especially district captains, under the authority of the
Vicariate of Turin. They were appointed to draw up lists, updated on a
monthly basis, of those dwelling in the groups of buildings they were
responsible for, paying special attention to changes of address of salaried
workers and servants.®”

The Vicariate of Turin, just like other city courts, represented, at vari-
ous different levels, an instrument for accessing local resources. We have
seen how disputes between fine wood carvers, master carpenters and
master masons were brought before the Consulate of Commerce and
the Senate. In the event of disputes between master builders and salaried
workers, the court of jurisdiction was the Vicariate of Turin. This was a
court of the first instance whose responsibilities also included the sala-
ries of domestic workers and day labourers, including many builders, and
lawsuits involving the sale and purchase of construction materials. When
looking at the lawsuits brought before the Vicariate, what is surprising
is the speed with which judgements were passed and the sheer num-
ber of trials held each year. An average of approximately 1100 lawsuits
were brought before the Vicariate every year during the 1720s, which
is the period for which the most records are available.’® The desire on
the part of the judge and litigants to reach a consensual resolution of
the lawsuit contributed to the speed with which trials were completed,
as well as application of summary procedure, «simpliciter et de plano, ac
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sine strepitu et figura indicii».5° The latter guaranteed short, inexpensive
trials, without the production of written records, based solely on fact
and on the general principles of aequitas, ratio and iustitin. This was a
procedure specifically targeted at those classed as ‘miserabili’ by the legal
culture of that period, a category that also included foreigners.®® The
Vicariate’s legal practice saw the parties directly involved illustrating the
reasons behind appeals, without the mediation of professionals, be they
prosecutors or attorneys, and without the facts being translated into legal
cases. Thus, master craftsmen and workers came into direct contact with
one of the city’s most important courts, bringing their claims before the
court without legal mediation.

The most frequent reason for having recourse to the Vicariate court
was a request for payment of a debt. It was mainly master builders who
turned to the Vicariate when awaiting in vain a payment for work per-
formed or for their share in the division of the profits of a company in
which they had participated. There were many lawsuits brought by day
labourers waiting for their salaries. In this regard, the Vicariate’s civil
decrees provide valuable information for understanding the salary con-
ditions of day labourers, contractual forms and payment of salaries. So,
study of the civil decrees reveals how negotiations between employers
and labourers could begin before the start of their employment on site
or, as in most of the cases looked at, even after the termination of the
working relationship. Agreements between master builders and labour-
ers were mainly verbal, as shown by the total lack of written evidence,
and backed up by the lawsuits brought by day labourers in the Vicariate’s
courts. Contracts remained open up until the end of the working rela-
tionship and could be renegotiated. The ambiguity surrounding the
agreement which persisted until the end of the working relationship did
not refer solely to financial questions such as the amount of salary, but
also concerned the very nature of the relationship, the role performed
on site and the responsibilities undertaken within the company. These
aspects of contracts were not clarified from the outset but remained
open, subject to discussion, renegotiation and redefinition at the end of
the relationship. So, in addition to the professional mobility generated by
the flexibility of construction sites and the brevity of employment, there
was also the flexibility which workers’ contracts were subject to.

Therefore, the Vicariate court became the place where the terms of
a contract were renegotiated and defined once and for all, and where
they received appropriate certification by means of a deed such as a civil
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decree. Given these uncertain working conditions, the Vicariate court
offered a tool for consolidating professional relationships and certifying
labour agreements.

Space Practices and Rights of Use Along the Bovder Between
the Papal State and the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies

The procedures for accessing resources—woods, pastures, culti-
vated fields, rivers for fishing—regulated by age-old agreements also
played a role in the organisation of specific spaces and geographies for
the agropastoral communities located along the border between the
Kingdom of the Two Sicilies and the Papal State. However, these agree-
ments had already been the cause of violent territorial disputes along the
border when the governments of the two states decided at long last to
bring them to an end by stabilising the border, which was still uncertain
and undefined at some points in the mid-1830s.

So, the two states entered into diplomatic negotiations which resulted
in a stable, shared border line, in accordance with a procedure similar to
that entered into by most European states that undertook a more pre-
cise definition of borders from the second half of the eighteenth century
onwards, and especially during the transition from the eighteenth to the
nineteenth century.®!

The border between the two pre-unification states was ratified by a
treaty signed in 1840, but which only came into effect 12 years later—
for reasons which we will explain below. However, the process of stabi-
lising the border was not limited to an exchange between government
representatives of maps marked by lines drawn on the basis of measure-
ments taken by military topographers and engineers. An alternative spa-
tiality to the one the two states were deciding on, influenced above all
by some collective uses of the land, came to light along the border both
during the four years of negotiations prior to the signing of the treaty,
and during the period between the signing of the treaty and its coming
into effect.

The agreements regarding these rights of use, dating back to previ-
ous centuries, were reproduced at the commencement of border nego-
tiations and brought together in the so-called ‘Sunto delle controversie’
(Summary of disputes),®? since they were the subject of bitter wrangling.
At the time when the two governments decided to take action to sepa-
rate the two state entities on the basis of the sole principle of territorial
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sovereignty, the disputes, which tended to develop at a distinctly local
level, with state membership playing only a secondary role, actually
became intertwined with the negotiations conducted by the central
power. For example, in 1838, the inhabitants of Tonnicoda, in the prov-
ince of Abruzzo Ulteriore II (Kingdom of the Two Sicilies), complained
that the community of Ricetto (Papal State) failed to acknowledge their
right to ‘mixed’ grazing, established under age-old agreements.®3 As
can be seen from material collected in relation to the two municipali-
ties’ territories, included among those where the border was disputed,®*
a judgement probably issued in 1579 listed the borders between the two
communities on the basis of some waterways, acknowledging however
the right of the inhabitants of Ricetto to graze and water animals in the
Kingdom’s districts and likewise the equivalent right for the popula-
tion of Tonnicoda on papal land. However, in 1838, these mutual graz-
ing rights were blocked by the community of Ricetto, the result being
that, while Papal State inhabitants continued to graze their herds in the
Kingdom without any problems, the inhabitants of Tonnicoda had their
animals confiscated as soon as they set foot in the Papal State and were
obliged to pay a ransom in order to get them back.

So, in order to gain advantage from the transition phase as regards
border definition, the Papal State’s customs officers opposed the princi-
ple of state sovereignty to ‘other forms of possession’,%> in other words,
to rights acknowledged in relation to a different concept of territory.
More specifically, the debate was centred on two ways of conceiving
‘property’: one more in line with the canons of ‘possessive individual-
ism’ that had prevailed from the start of the nineteenth century; the
other tending to maintain a more complex form of property, of medieval
ascendancy, and to envisage a dominium utile, that is, a power of enjoy-
ment%® alongside direct property, in the sense of power of disposal.

The rights of use were at the core of the lengthy negotiations that
took place between the two governments in order to formulate the
‘Border legislation’, a specific body of laws for regulating life along the
border. Indeed, if this legislation opened with an affirmation of the pri-
macy of private property, rights regarding ‘grazing and collection of
wood’, which ought to have been maintained even when moving funds
from one state to another, were matters of fierce debate. These rights
were questioned because they contrasted with the construction of homo-
geneous territorial spaces pursued by the two pre-unification states,
rather than as such. Indeed, far from fully embracing the ‘possessive



252  L.DIFIORE AND N. ROLLA

individualism’ referred to above, ‘as regards property and other material
rights, the historical arena of the first half of the nineteenth century (and
a good part of the second half) was a unique transition space in almost
all of Europe, and as such was filled with contradictions and unvoiced
misoneisms, or covertly voiced misoneisms that were able to resist in
an extraordinarily obstinate manner’.%” A compromise formulated by
Neapolitan plenipotentiaries was incorporated within the legislation in
question at the end of lengthy, complex negotiations: for the parts of
each municipality’s territory that, based on the new borders, had passed
from one state to the other and where the municipality’s inhabitants
‘collected wood and grazed animals, where the loss of the said practice
[was] significant, ... the two governments [would reach] an agreement
as regards a way to not deprive them of this, either through compen-
sation, or by allowing them to continue with the practice, setting lim-
its and bans’.%® While, in those cases where maintenance of the rights in
question did not prove to be indispensable, and hence ‘the said excep-
tion to the border principle was not necessary’, the border would remain
‘intact’.%?

So, even if recognised as being in conflict with the plan to create a
sovereign-state space unaffected by the vagueness that was the cause of
so many disputes regarding the border, the existence of extra-state spaces
linked to the local communities’ needs to access agropastoral resources,
was acknowledged in relation to specific cases. The local context inter-
sected here with the construction of a broader statehood which it made
an active contribution to. For example, in addition to becoming targets
for acts of vandalism and explosions of anger as regards a frequently
contested border, the new border’s provisional symbols, in the form of
wooden poles, were removed and arbitrarily repositioned on numerous
occasions by inhabitants involved in territorial disputes. These inhabit-
ants, intent on marking out the border as they wished, resorted to a ‘cre-
ative’ use of the border. One such example in this regard is the case of
the territory between Oricola, a municipality in Abruzzo in the Kingdom
of the Two Sicilies and the papal municipalities of Riofreddo and
Vallinfredda.”® Indeed, in 1845, the inhabitants of the papal municipali-
ties diverted the watercourse known as Riotorto, which the temporary
border between the two states ran along, gaining five modi: of land in an
area of specific interest for the inhabitants, in other words in the Sesera
wood, whose possession had been long disputed.”!
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What was being claimed was a concept of territory linked not only
to habits and age-old conventions, but also to the memory of ‘very old
men’,”? the credibility of local people, and the existence of trees and
other specific natural features with evocative names. These were all ele-
ments that continued to be called upon to support the various territo-
rial claims throughout the process of defining the border and even after
this was completed, ‘in a kind of ‘popular’ geography that tells of the
uses, well-established habits, movements and existential practices deeply
rooted in the territory’.”3

An analysis of the border space thus offers historians the chance to
integrate the ‘big stories’ of nation-building with the ‘small narratives’
of local experience.”* This shows how, by accessing resources linked to
agropastoral activities, local people marked out cross-state spaces that
differed in part from the political-institutional border in the process of
being defined, spaces with which state institutions had to deal in any
case, at times by acknowledging their existence and at times by looking
for solutions through compromise.

CONCLUSION

Juxtaposition of two cases that are far removed one from the other in
space and time can entail numerous interpretational difficulties. To
start with, the settings of the events under discussion differ markedly.
In the first case, we are concerned with the urban setting of Turin in
the eighteenth century, an actual European capital at that date. While in
the second case, we have to do with a rural, nineteenth-century setting
extending along the border between the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies
and the Papal State.

Furthermore, the protagonists of the events described are also dif-
ferent, belonging to quite distinct and distant worlds of work—in other
words, urban construction in the first case and agro-pastoral activities in
the second.

Besides these differences, the research perspectives adopted also differ
in many respects. Nevertheless, the experiment has made it possible to
answer some shared questions through two approaches which, though
distinct, are not necessarily incompatible.

Worker mobility created trans-local spaces both at construction
sites in Turin and Piedmont and in the countryside along the border
between the Papal State and the Kingdom of Naples. The presence in
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Turin of workers coming from at least three different Alpine areas, who
maintained close relations with their place of origin and with migrants
from other European cities, created figurative trans-local spaces. A spe-
cific, circumscribed working space such as a construction site became a
contact zone that looked towards the outside world thanks to frequent
journeys back home and networks of trans-local relations that con-
nected it to places of origin and to other European cities. In the case
of the Roman Campagna, a space which from an administrative per-
spective was crossed by a border, was regarded as a unitary, trans-state
space—the  ‘transhumance space’—by thousands of migrants, agri-
cultural workers and shepherds. Every year they arrived at the Roman
latifundin and pastures from the Abruzzi mountains and Terra di Lavoro
countryside, together with other workers not directly connected with
agropastoral activities, but nevertheless involved in the same integrated
economic system. In both cases, the seasonal movements or definitive
transfer of workers marked out figurative or real spaces that differed from
the political-institutional frameworks.

Furthermore, it is of the utmost importance that, if we are ever to
reconstruct the internal dynamics that regulated these spaces, we
grasp which instruments allowed a migrant population to access local
resources. In the case of Turin, this involved on the one hand retrac-
ing the process that led some master craftsmen to gain privileged access
to private and public contracts through acknowledgement of a monop-
oly with regard to specific works, and on the other, reconstructing the
paths taken by salaried workers in order to access the labour markets. In
the case of the Roman Campagna, the focus was placed on negotiations
between social actors and institutions that guaranteed migrant work-
ers access to the territory’s resources—woodland, pastures, rivers and
fields—during a period of major political and administrative change.

In both cases, the focus was placed on the key role played by insti-
tutions in regulating access to resources. In Turin, the city’s courts
regulated disputes between guilds and confraternities regarding the
assignment of monopolies, and hence the definition of respective profes-
sional spaces. Guilds and confraternities there played an important role
in regulating the access of salaried workers to the labour markets and
in managing workforce mobility. As regards the cross-border territory
between the Papal State and the Kingdom of Naples, access to resources
during a period of ever stricter administrative definition of the border
area was guaranteed for seasonal workers, firstly through the granting of
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some exceptions to border movement regulations such as the carta di
passo (pass card), and subsequently through ‘border legislation’ designed
to regulate life along the border thanks to a series of agreements regard-
ing rights of use.

What emerges in both cases is the capacity of institutions to heed soci-
ety’s requests and to adapt to them. In Turin, this was done by providing
courts with instruments such as summary procedure that allowed litigants
to take part directly in lawsuits without any intermediaries and without ref-
erence to local positive law. In Naples, it was accomplished by introduc-
ing exceptions and provisions differing from those for the rest of the state
territory in order to meet borderers’ needs. Therefore, the definition of
procedures to access resources was the result of negotiations between insti-
tutions and social actors or between litigants in the case of judicial pro-
ceedings. Trans-state spaces—figurative or real—were by their very nature
highly dynamic, not only because they bore witness to migratory flows
and were connected to a broader geographical horizon through social net-
works, but also because they were regulated in accordance with legislation
and social practices that were constantly redefined through negotiations
among social actors, and between social actors and institutions.

This chapter has brought together two analytical perspectives that are
normally kept apart—one viewpoint concerned with the actors’ activities
and the other focusing on institutional action. Within the methodological
framework suggested in this volume, observing the same question from
two different viewpoints has foregrounded the process of constructing
trans-local and trans-state spaces in all its complexity and intricacy, whereas
keeping them apart would have rendered the picture incomplete and
superficial. Bringing the two perspectives together also sheds light upon
the negotiations and discussions between actors and institutions. By the
same token, actors and institutions emerge not simply as counterposed or
independent but as equally involved and active in the process of construct-
ing spaces for worker mobility and in regulating and organising them.

NOTES

1. See the introduction to this volume as regards the concept of trans-local-
ity and its variations in various fields.

2. Anna Amelina et al., eds., Beyond Methodological Nationalism: Research
Methodologies for Cross-border Studies (New York, 2012).

3. Barney Warf and Santa Arias, eds., The Spatial Turn: Interdisciplinary
Perspectives (New York, 2009).
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Oil and Labour: The Pivotal Position
of Persian Oil in the First World War
and the Question of Transnational Labour
Dependency
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A WAR THAT CHANGED THE WORLD

The world coming out of the first world war and its catastrophic practices
was emphatically a different world. Eastern and Western Asia, Europe,
and North Africa were transformed regions by the end of the carnage.
The changes in Britain, as one of the major imperialist powers present
in Asia, came as a result of several factors: first, the war itself, which was
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the first instance of total warfare involving entire populations and new
technical means of destruction; second, the mounting crisis of capitalism
(especially after the 1890s) and the transition to a new regime of accumu-
lation; and third, the far-reaching and slower consequences of what has
been called ‘the Second Industrial Revolution’.

Militarily, the first world war was the culmination of the industrialisa-
tion of warfare under mounting capitalist competition and technologi-
cal development. It brought to an end the somewhat ironically labelled
‘long peace of the nineteenth century’, when major European powers
fought each other directly on the continent on only a few occasions,
while being constantly involved in colonial skirmishes and wars.! By the
end of the nineteenth century, industrial technology had already trans-
formed the nature of warfare, with railroads, steamships, and the tel-
egraph making total warfare possible and involving whole populations.
Instead of long marches or limited troop transport by sea, these technol-
ogies allowed coordinated mass movement of soldiers and created fronts
instead of skirmishes and isolated battles.?

During the war, the ensuing malaise in Britain created a link in politi-
cal culture between war and social policy. It was felt that the empire’s
destiny was in the hands of the masses, which needed to be better edu-
cated and physically fitter.3 Improved public health, municipal reform,
educational improvement, and various schemes of social insurance were
proposed and weighed up by segments of the political elite as necessary
measures for addressing debilitating poverty, but without much result.*
At the same time, the importance of propaganda and moulding public
opinion became evident, as was the conviction that the empire needed to
invest in military technological innovation. The Russo-Japanese war of
1905 and the emergence of Japan as a rival to British colonial interests in
the Indian and Pacific Oceans, together with German military advances,
prompted a costly arms race, especially in the construction of new heavy
battleships (dreadnoughts). Ironically, these costly battleships never
played a large role in sea battles, but they became a major conduit for the
ascendency of petroleum as the preferred fuel and internal combustion
engines as the new primary means of locomotion.

In 1911, the United States adopted oil-fired boilers for its new heavy
warships. In 1914, Admiral John Fisher returned as the head of the
British admiralty for the second time and succeeded in getting the British
navy to convert all its boilers from coal to oil.> Oil had significant advan-
tages over coal. It weighed less per thermal unit, was easier to transport,
had twice the thermal energy of coal by bulk, and did not require stokers
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to feed the boilers as it could be fed automatically via pipes into engines.
This released a significant amount of space in battleships, expanded the
range of their operations, and reduced labour requirements.® In addi-
tion, internal combustion engines were less bulky, and more economi-
cal than steam power during off-peak use since they could be turned on
or off with ease. Oil burned more cleanly than coal and produced less
smoke, a major advantage in sea warfare, which relied on covertness.

The strategic problem with oil was its uneven geographic distribution
since, aside from the United States and Russia, all the major protagonists
in the first world war were oil importers. For Britain, oil was far more
costly (four to twelve times more) than coal, especially since the country
had significant coal deposits and was itself a major exporter.” The oppor-
tune discovery of oil in the Persian southern province of Khuzestan
in 1908 removed that major obstacle for Britain, which had already
acquired shares in the company exploiting Persian oil and smoothed the
way for the eventual conversion.’

Unlike the conventional European chronology of the first world war,
which began in 1914 and ended in 1918, for Iranians, the war period
lasted longer, at least within its own national frontiers. Following the
Constitutional Revolution (1905-1909), in 1911 Russian military forces,
by occupying the northern provinces of Iran, imposed an ultimatum on
the government of Iran to observe the Russian interest in Iran, an ulti-
matum which concluded with the closure of the Second Parliament.
The end of the war in Iran was also 3 years later than the Armistice in
Europe. The last British troops withdrew from southern Iran, and the
Russian Red Army from northern Iran, only in 1921. The outbreak of
the war coincided with a period in Iranian history when, following the
Constitutional Revolution, the Iranians were poised to refashion the
constitutional order and establish an independent, accountable, and
effective government. The global conflict between the great powers,
which embraced Iranian social, economic, and political establishments,
deepened political factionalism and rigorously undermined this effort.
What was initiated merely as a European war reached Iran when the
Ottoman Empire joined the Central Powers, making Iran a direct neigh-
bour to combatants from both camps: Russia joined Britain in a fight
against the Ottoman Empire, which in turn allied with Germany. For
Iranians, the declaration of war in Europe meant more foreign pressure
to take sides in a conflict in which Iran had no national interest.

In November 1914, the war on the ecastern front escalated when
British forces marched toward Mesopotamia and landed in Basra.
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The British now aimed to control Mesopotamia to secure the route
to Baghdad, as a way station to the Russian army already stationed in
northern Iran, and to establish a line of defence against incursions by the
Central Powers in central and southern Asia. It also wanted to secure the
control of oil from Persia, which had gradually evolved into a corner-
stone of their geopolitical and military strategy. Khuzestan’s oilfields and
the Abadan oil refinery were located a mere 60 kilometers from Basra,
and only the Shatt al-Arab River separated Khuzestan from Ottoman
Mesopotamia.’

The Iranian government’s early reaction to the outbreak of the war
was to declare Iran’s strict neutrality with a royal decree on 1 November
1914.1% One might well ask what sense there could be in Iran’s announce-
ment of its neutrality, when Russian troops were already occupying a
sizeable part of Iranian northern territory. When Iran’s Prime Minister
Mostowfi al-Mamalek approached the Russian authorities, demanding
the withdrawal of their troops from Azerbaijan on the grounds that their
presence would give the Ottomans a pretext for invading Iran, the Russian
ambassador in Tehran replied laconically that he ‘appreciated the Iranian
view-point but inquired what guarantees could be given that after the
withdrawal of Russian forces, the Turks would not bring in theirs’.!1

In the absence of a powerful central government in Iran to resist the
Russian and British burden, some Iranians came to the conclusion that
aligning with Germany was the best option for guaranteeing Iran’s
national sovereignty and territorial integrity. The interests of the power-
ful neighbouring empires of the Russians, the Ottomans, and the British
(whose Indian dominion bordered Iran) automatically led them to med-
dle and to intervene in Iran. By contrast, Germany, a powerful but geo-
graphically remote power, seemed at first sight to present no direct threat
to Iran. When the Third Iranian Parliament was convened in December
1914, 30 of a total 136 deputies were members of the pro-German
Democrat Party.!? Britain viewed the pro-German activities of the
Democrats with mistrust and dismay, as did the Russians, who decided
to increase their occupying forces in Iran. The situation became so tense
that Russian troops stationed in Qazvin, 160 kilometres northwest of
Tehran, began marching toward the capital, threatening to occupy the
city. The cabinet of Mostowfi al-Mamalek seriously considered moving
the capital from Tehran to Isfahan, with support from the majority of
the Democrat deputies as well as a number of influential journalists and
politicians. While the Prime Minster under the British and the Russian
pressure finally retreated from moving the capital, nevertheless, some



10 OIL AND LABOUR: THE PIVOTAL POSITION OF PERSIAN ... 265

prominent politicians and political activists hurriedly set out on a ‘long
march’ to Isfahan to relocate the legitimate government there. Unable to
reach Isfahan, the marchers finally established themselves in Kermanshah,
where they called themselves Dowlat Movagat Melli (the Provisional
National Government).'3 However, this provisional government, which
obtained the official recognition of the Central Powers as the sole legiti-
mate government of Iran, could not survive the ever-escalating pressure
from Britain and Russia. In 1916, Kermanshah fell to Russian forces, and
the Provisional National Government collapsed.'*

Having defeated the Ottoman army in southern Mesopotamia, the
British were able to secure the oilfields of Khuzestan. They established
a stronghold in the Ottoman-occupied territories, and from there,
gradually wrested control of the rest of Mesopotamia and the Arabian
Peninsula from the Ottomans.!® The ‘Arabs Revolt’ against the Ottoman
Empire in 1916, initiated by the British military officer T.E. Lawrence,
better known as Lawrence of Arabia, was eventually followed by the cap-
ture of Baghdad, Kirkuk, Mosul, and finally Jerusalem in 1917. The suc-
cessive defeats of the Ottomans certainly changed the theatre of war in
Iran. Nevertheless, it was the Russian Revolution of February 1917 that
appears to have had the more significant impact.

A whole year after the second Russian revolution in 1917, the last
phase of the war began in Iran. On 30 October 1918, the Armistice of
Mudros was concluded, and in Istanbul the cabinet of the Committee of
Union and Progress resigned. Ahmed Izzet Pasha formed his new cabi-
net, and called on all Ottoman troops to return home. Yet the departure
of foreign troops from Iran—first the Russians, then the Ottomans—
did not strengthen the Iranian government’s stand. The population was
impoverished, the economy was ruined and almost bankrupt, and the
treasury coffers were empty. Soon the government was besieged by cen-
trifugal forces, as regional protest movements began to challenge the sta-
tus quo. In the northern provinces of Azerbaijan, Gilan, and Khorasan,
there were reform-minded and revolutionary individuals who believed
that, if they could succeed in launching campaigns to initiate change
in their own region, the same reforms would gradually spread through
the rest of the country. The regional campaigns of Kuchek Khan Jangali
in Gilan, Sheikh Mohammad Khiyabani in Azerbaijan, and Colonel
Mohammad Taqi Khan Pesyan in Khorasan were not territorially separa-
tist, but aimed to establish stable yet accountable political arrangements
that would redress local grievances about an unfair distribution of power
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between central government and local authorities throughout Iran.'®

Apart from these regional protest movements, there were other local
insurgencies and movements in the south and west of the country, which
were not politically reformist in character, and aimed at weakening the
authority of the central government in favour of local magnates.

The bleak atmosphere in Iran during those years was not limited to
the political scene. For most of Iran’s working poor, the First World War
brought nothing but misery. Hunger, famine, drought, insecurity caused
by armed violence, price inflation, and unemployment forced many
to abandon their homes in search of a safer existence in other parts of
the country, or even beyond its borders. Tens of thousands of migrant
Iranians were employed in factories, oilfields, mines, and construction
works in the Caucasus. When they returned home after the 1917 Russian
revolutions, they added to the army of the unemployed.!” Nor was nature
benevolent to the country’s poor: successive seasonal droughts caused
widespread famine in 1917-1918. Requisition and confiscation of food-
stuffs by occupying armies to feed their soldiers exacerbated the famine.!8
In November 1915, when the total granary of the southeast province of
Sistan was sold off to the British troops, it was reported that ‘the price
of one kharvar (100 kilos) of wheat was raised to 20 tomans, if there
is any to be found.”!” In the northeast province of Khorasan, Russian
troops blockaded all roads and prohibited any transfers of grain, except
those destined for the Russian army.2? The requisitioning of pack animals,
mules, and camels for the oil industry in Khuzestan, and for the British
and Russian armed forces, left the country’s transport network in seri-
ous disarray, and disrupted the distribution of foodstufts and other goods
throughout the country with disastrous consequences.?! During the war,
in many parts of Iran, it often cost more to transport grain than to grow
it, causing very difficult living conditions, especially for the poor.??

A series of severe droughts from 1916 onward further decimated agri-
cultural supplies. By early February 1918, famine had spread across the
country, and panicked crowds in major cities began to loot bakeries and
food stores. In the western city of Kermanshah, confrontations between
the hungry poor and the police ended in casualties. In Tehran, the situ-
ation was ‘aggravated by hoarding and short-selling to the customers by
bakers.”?3 Adulteration of bread as well as exorbitant prices charged by
some bakers outraged Tehran’s working poor. Thus, for example, the
printing-house workers, who had recently formed a union, staged a dem-
onstration in Tehran in 1919, during which crowds attacked the bakeries
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and granaries, and called on the government to increase food rations, to
standardise the price of bread, and to regulate the quality, supply, and
sale of foodstuffs. Nevertheless, in this turbulent post-war era, neither
the national government nor foreign powers were in a position to do
much to alleviate the human crises. The devastation caused by famine
and contagious diseases continued for many years.

Beyond deaths from starvation, epidemics also killed many people.?*
The colossal food crisis, plus a large number of soldiers, refugees, and
destitute people constantly on the move in search of work and survival,
facilitated a deadly combination of pandemics and contagious diseases.
Cholera, the plague, and typhus spread with terrifying speed across the
country, claiming huge numbers of lives every day. From 1915, cases of
cholera were reported in Azerbaijan.?® In the following year, the disease
was widespread not only in all northern provinces; it also reached the
south.?¢ Typhoid, too, spread through many parts of the country, and
caused so many deaths that, according to an eyewitness, ‘the high mor-
tality in Tehran was not due to famine, but rather because of typhoid
and typhus’.?” By the end of the war in Europe, Spanish influenza had
also reached Iran. The foreign diplomatic missions in the capital regis-
tered reports of the devastation across the country, the most horrendous
in Hamadan.?® A British officer in northwest Iran and south Caucasus
refers in his eyewitness account to the devastating famine and disease in
Hamadan, which brought 30% of the city’s 50,000 inhabitants to the
verge of starvation, causing many deaths. Cases of cannibalism were
reported as well.?? In Iranian historical memory, the First World War is
remembered as a period of carnage—not primarily because of combat
deaths, of which there were certainly many, but much more because of
famines and epidemics that claimed far more victims.

WARTIME CHALLENGES FACING THE PERSIAN
O1L INDUSTRY: SECURITY OF O1L SUPPLY

The outbreak of the First World War coincided with a major global shift
in technology, industry, and defence, in which coal was replaced by oil,
making oil a pivotal strategic commodity, a status sustained for a cen-
tury to follow. The rise of oil to such an elemental status resulted in the
British government, which already held 51% share in the Anglo—Persian
Oil Company (APOC), becoming the largest supplier, expanding the oil
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industry under its direct management.3? With the completion of a pipe-
line carrying oil from Masjid Suleiman to Abadan and the construction
of the Abadan refinery, the APOC was able to supply up to two-thirds
of the British Royal Navy’s fuel needs. This was in addition to some
200,000 tons of refined petroleum product that the APOC offered to
the British military in Mesopotamia.3! The British military’s mounting
dependency on Persian oil can be better assessed if one considers that in
Mesopotamia alone, the British had up to 450,000 troops,3? the majority
of them foot soldiers, recruited from India.33 If one adds to this mili-
tary setup the 6400 motorised vehicles running on internal combustion
engines and 45 airplanes deployed in Mesopotamia, then the voracious
demand for the Persian oil becomes clear. During the war, next to petro-
leum products, the British war machine, by commissioning some 900
thousand people, enrolled the majority of the manpower available in the
region.3*

Political security and labour scarcity were two major challenges fac-
ing the APOC during the war. While the belligerent powers looked on
Iran as one battlefield among many, the pivotal position of oil for the
war industry and the proximity of the Persian oilfields and refinery to the
warfront of Mesopotamia turned Persia into one of the major theatres
of operations, if not an enduring combat zone. Furthermore, the same
proximity caused a large number of workers, especially skilled workers,
to abandon work in the oil industry, when the industry was expanding its
production. Even the supply of local unskilled labour became scarce, and
caused a major hurdle for the company.3?

On 1 November 1914, a military contingent made up mainly of
Indian infantry landed in the south of Iran to secure the oilfields and
Abadan refinery.3® While the British warship Odin patrolled the Shatt al-
Arab River, deploying this contingent was a preventive measure against
likely Ottoman and German attacks on the oil refinery. There were
reports of 30,000 Ottoman troops stationed in Basra.3” According to
Christopher Sykes, the Germans (with the help of Niedermayer, their
secret agent in Iran) planned to set fire to the Abadan refinery and then
to sink the German cargo steamer Ekbatana and other vessels south of
Abadan to block the British from travelling up the river to rescue their
European employees at the burning refinery.3® The British premonition
was partly realised on 6 November 1914, when the Ottoman army’s
coastal batteries opened fire on the British navy sloop Espiegle, which
had embarked up the Shatt al-Arab in September 1914. The Ottomans
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then made a futile attempt to block the river above Mohammareh (later
Khoramshahr), by sinking Ekbatana and three smaller ships.?® After
this failed offensive, there were some more sporadic exchanges of fire
in the following days, which finally concluded with the retreat of the
Ottomans.*?

The retreat of the Ottomans and the British seizure of Basra on 22
November 1914 were followed by British advances to Amara and Tigris.
Basra became the bastion of British forces in Mesopotamia, which
stopped the Ottomans from mounting any direct offensive against the
oil industry in southern Iran. Yet for the Oil Company, Ottoman and
German intrusions and acts of sabotage remained a major threat.
Moreover, the Ottoman offensives in northern Mesopotamia forced
APOC to adopt various precautionary measures. In January 1915, the
Oil Company decided to move all its European employees from Ahwaz
and Abadan to Mohammareh. On the eve of the war, the number of
staff and labour in the Persian oil industry reached 4277, including 64
Europeans, 2744 Persians, and 1074 Indians.*!

The Ottoman defeat in Basra was still considered minor compared to
what they suffered in the north. It was indeed following their military
failure on the northern front that the German-Turkish alliance focused
once more on the south. However, instead of pursuing direct military
confrontation, they tried to stir up populist uprisings in the region from
below and to negotiate deals with the tribal chiefs from above.

In January 1915, the Germans deployed a major infiltration campaign
in southern Iran. They dispatched a number of agents to the region,
whose mission it was to instigate popular rebellion against the Allied
forces, and to sabotage and destroy British installations and interests.*?
Wilhelm Wassmuss, initially the German Acting Consul at Bushehr, later
nicknamed the Lawrence of Persia, became the most celebrated of these
secret agents, partly because of his dashing and adventurous lifestyle.
Other German and Ottoman agents were sent to Isfahan, Kermanshah,
Hamadan, Najaf, and Karbala, and the oil province of Khuzestan. Their
general objective was to obtain a Jihadi decree from the Shiite and Sunni
‘ulama, and rally the local population to the Central Powers. There were
also reports that ‘the Ottomans had dispatched some 2000 foot soldiers
and cavalry and a number of canons in order to cross Mohammareh, and
reach Basra’.43

Finally, in February 1915, the German and Ottoman lengthy cam-
paign to persuade local Arab tribes to sabotage APOC installations was
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realised.** The tribes attacked pipelines and some oil installations north
of Ahvaz. They set fire to the oil spilled from the broken pipelines, cut
telephone lines between Abadan and the oilfields, and looted the Oil
Company’s stores.*> The impact of the February disruption lasted until
June of the same year, causing Abadan’s output to fall from 23,500 tons
to 5,600 tons. ‘At the field, large quantities of oil had to be burned,
since all available storage was soon filled and the producing wells could
not be completely shut off.’#¢

The sabotage of February 1915 was the only significant, direct attack
on oil installations in Khuzestan during the wartime. In the following
months and years, no other major incident was recorded and somehow
the security of oil installations in Khuzestan was preserved.*” This result
was largely due to protection offered by the Bakhtiyari khans, the chiefs
of the local Bakhtiyari tribe,*8 ‘securing the Oil Company’s employees
and properties within the limits of their jurisdiction.”*® The Bakhtiyari
Khans affirmed their commitment to protecting British interests in the
south, including the oilfields, the refinery, and transport networks, and
to cooperate with the Sheikh Khaz‘al (1861-1936), the British govern-
ment’s most trusted Arab tribe chief in the south.5® Furthermore, on a
request by APOC, Nasser Khan Sardar Jang (1864-1931), the Bakhtiyari
tribe chief, sent a message of reprimand to the chiefs of Bavi and Bani-
Turuf tribes, ordering them to evacuate the lands of Bakhtiyari at once.
Facing such a setback, the Bavi and Bani-Turuf accepted the authority of
the rival tribe, the Ka‘bian tribe headed by Sheikh Khaz‘al, who enjoyed
British support. The Bavi and Bani-Turuf subsequently turned their back
on the Ottoman and Germans, and took on the new task of guarding
APOC pipelines and installations in the region.?!

After an agreement was signed by the Bakhtiyari Khans and the Arab
tribes, it appeared that the threat to the strategic interests of the British
in the south and the lives of its employees had ended. However, given
the reality of local politics in the region, this expectation was soon
proven to be overly optimistic. Within the Bakhtiyari establishment,
rivalry existed between the old chiefs and the younger generation, who
did not miss an occasion to challenge the authority of the old guard.
The war and the great powers contesting one another’s presence in the
region offered them an opportunity to raise their status within the tribal
hierarchy. Furthermore, when the total disruption of the Khuzestan oil
installation failed, German and Ottoman agents began to track the activi-
ties of the APOC beyond the borders of Khuzestan.
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Following the first discovery of oil in southern Iran, at Masjid
Suleiman on 26 May 1908, APOC intended to extend exploration to the
west and south of Iran. The limited oil deposits in the west, and difficul-
ties in excavation, caused the British to focus once more on the south.>2
A group of geologists from Britain and Burma arrived in Iran, first vis-
iting Ahvaz and Haftkel, which harboured extensive boiling springs of
white oil. Later, however, on advice of the British navy, they extended
their discovery mission to southeastern Iran, in a region along the sea
shore of Mokran from Baluchistan to Bushehr, covering the island of
Qeshm. The geologists’ expedition, followed by APOC’s gradually
expanding excavation activities in Qeshm, led the Oil Company to con-
clude that Qeshm would soon become another major oilfield, next to
Naftoun in Masjid Suleiman. These new developments obviously could
not escape the attention of German and Ottoman agents, who followed
APOCs activities in the region with interest and concern.

Having assessed the British presence in the region, and following their
limited success in rousing the Arab tribes in southwestern Iran against
the British, the Germans and Ottomans decided to leave Khuzestan, and
to prioritise other regions instead. Thus, except for the western front in
Kurdistan, the main zone of German and Ottoman presence during the
war was to the west of a line between Isfahan and Bandar Abbas, includ-
ing Shiraz, Bushehr, Tangestan, and Dashtestan. By exploiting traditional
rivalries among local tribes, and encouraging the local Muslim ‘ulama to
call for a Jihad against the British and Russians, they opened a new front
in southeastern Iran for their political and military sponsors. Once again,
the Germans became political and military advisors to the tribal chiefs,
and the agents of the Taskilat-i Mabsusa, the Ottoman secret service,
dispatched the Najaf and Karbala decrees, as well as local Muslim ‘ula-
ma’s Jihadi Fatwas, among the southern population of Iran.>3

After scrutinizing the subversive activities of their enemies, the British
sent troops to Bushehr in August 1915.5* The occupation of Bushehr
was followed by the establishment of a special military proxy unit in the
spring of 1916, known as the South Persia Rifles (SPR). It comprised
locally recruited troops, whose task it was to put down tribal insurgencies
and local resistance.?® The establishment of the SPR was supported by a
number of local tribal chiefs who were close allies of the British, but the
Iranian government strongly objected to it and resented the violation of
its territorial sovereignty, which it implied.>®
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In June 1915, local tribes in Qeshm, with the support of the Ottoman
secret agents of Tagskilnt-i Mabsusa, organised a surprise attack against
the APOC installations in Salkh on Qeshm. The immediate result of this
camisado was the end of APOC’s work on the island.’” The spring attack
on the British enterprise in Qeshm was followed by an even tougher setback
for Britain.®® In early summer, the British military forces in Bushehr came
under siege by the local tribes. In retaliation, the British introduced martial
law and declared the total subjugation of the port. According the witness
account of Mehdi Qoli Khan Hedayat (1864-1955), the Iranian govern-
ment representative in Bushehr, the British troops in the port even printed
a postal stamp with the wording of ‘Bushehr under British Occupation.’>

The British military presence in Bushehr caused major grievances
amongst the population. Public protests were staged against the British
and its war ally, the Russians, which extended to Isfahan, Ramhormoz, and
Bushehr, and once more the local ‘ulama called on their people to rise up
in a Jihad against the Allied troops. In a number of incidents, even local
APOC offices were set on fire.®* However, once more, the British regional
command opted for confrontation over compromise. By founding the SPR
unit and suppressing local protests (in particular, the revolt of Tangestanis
in August 1915), the British authorities generally attempted to placate the
local tribal chiefs, even if they could not win them over to their side.

WARTIME CHALLENGES FACING THE PeRrsIAN O11, INDUSTRY:
Scarcity OF LaBOUR AND THE QUESTION OF LABOUR
RECRUITMENT AND DEPENDENCY

Next to operational security issues, the persistent scarcity of labour, both
skilled and unskilled, was the APOC’s major concern during the war. Oil
production continued to increase, and the Abadan refinery expanded
to meet the ever-increasing demand for petroleum products. Yet, at the
very time that more labour was needed, it was in short supply. In addi-
tion to the high wages offered by the British Army, which caused many
highly skilled and unskilled employees to leave the oil industry and join
the army as casual labour,®! the proximity of the oilfields and refinery
to the warfront also resulted in the exodus of a large number of work-
ers. Therefore, recruiting and retaining labour, together with negotiating
with the army to alter its own manpower recruitment policy, became the
priority of the APOC during the war. The situation became so serious
that APOC pleaded with the British military to issue an order that would
prohibit army and naval units from hiring former oil industry employees,
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and to establish a labour corps to serve and assist the oil industry. The
British Army was also called upon to assist in forcing APOC employees
to stay on the job for the duration of the war. The Admiralty consented,
and issued an order on 6 August 1915 which classified the Abadan refin-
ery as ‘a munitions factory and [declared] that those working there could
not, under the King’s Regulations, leave the Company’s service.’6?

APOC additionally approached the government of India ‘to issue
instructions through the Bombay Government to all concerned to facili-
tate recruitment and dispatch’ of labourers for the Persian oil industry,
an industry run by a company in which ‘the majority of shares are held
by the British Government which has full power of control and of British
Indian subjects, being under the British jurisdictions.”’®®> APOC claimed
that the biggest obstacle in obtaining labour for the Persian oil industry
was a formality in the Indian Emigrations Act of 1883, which restricted
labour migration to specified destinations, including Persia.®* In March
1915, the APOC board proposed that restrictions imposed by the act be
waived so that APOC could recruit more skilled labourers:

‘Owing to the non-existence of such [skilled] labour in Persia, and the
impossibility of training Persians in sufficient number for their require-
ments, the Company is compelled to depend largely on India for skilled
labourers of many kinds, such as riveters, engine drivers, assembling
machine men, iron and brass moulders, solders, core makers and others.
At the present time the number of Indian employees in Abadan and the
oil fields is about 1020. It is found nevertheless that it is very difficult to
induce men of these classes to leave Bombay, Rangoon, Karachi or the
other ports where they are recruited and to accept employment in Persia
... [due to the] Indian Emigration Act, which is unduly magnified in the
emigrant’s imagination, and consequently acted as a serious deterrent to
obtaining and inducing men to leave for Persia.’®®

To strengthen its argument, APOC emphasised its patriotic credentials,
which included its special status as a British company in which the British
government had acquired majority sharecholding, providing ‘full power
of control and of British Indian subjects being under the jurisdiction of
His Majesty’s Consul.” APOC accordingly petitioned the government
of India to apply the same emigration rules to Persia as those used for
Ceylon and the Straits Settlement. According to APOC, the administra-
tive power of the government of India should be extended to the new
territory:
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. under the provisions of the Persian Coast and Islands Order of 1907,
British Indian subjects in the Persian littoral are entirely under the jurisdic-
tion of the Consul-General and Political Resident and his subordinate officers.
British Indian law is in force and under the provision of the Order, the Indian
Code of Criminal and Civil Procedure have effect ‘as if the Persian Coast and
Islands were a neighbourhood in the province of Bombay. In these circum-
stances the position of Indian emigrants in the Gulf approximates to their
position in Ceylon and the Straits Settlements, which are expressly exempted
from the operation of the Emigration Act, and the object of this letter is to
enquire whether a similar exemption cannot be accorded to the areas occu-
pied by the Company’s Work at Abadan, Mohammareh and the oilfields.

The Persian Coast and Islands Order of 1907 mentioned in APOC’s
petition refers to an appendix of the aforementioned Anglo-Russian
Convention signed in August 1907 in St Petersburg. This conven-
tion aimed to consolidate, in terms of international agreements, vari-
ous political changes that had occurred in the Far East, the Middle East,
and Europe after the Russo-Japanese War and the Russian Revolution
of 1905. Since 1903, the territorial integrity of Persia had been recog-
nised by both Russia and Britain, except for the Persian Gulf, which was
considered a ‘British lake’. However, the 1907 Convention effectively
rejected Persia as a sovereign territory, although formally it was still
regarded as a sovereign state. The core of the Convention was its first
section, which created Russian and British territorial spheres in north-
ern and southern Persia, while leaving the central part as a buffer zone
between the two imperial powers.%”

In April 1915, India’s Department of Commerce and Industry
reacted to APOC’s petition in the following terms:

‘The Government of India are very reluctant to extend the exemption to
other countries. The conditions mentioned above do not apply to the Persian
Gulf. Emigration of artisans to the Persian Gulf is of very recent date and liv-
ing very expensive. It is possible that on account of these reasons artisans are
unwilling to proceed to the Persian Gulf even on the high Burma rates and
not because of the restriction imposed by the Emigration Act. The artisan
class is not so ignorant as the ordinary coolie class and are not likely to be
frightened by requirements of the Act, which are not of a harassing nature.”*8

However, the Indian government did not completely close the door
to further negotiations with APOC, and in the same memorandum, it
was considered that if ‘His Majesty’s Government would consent to be
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Table 10.1 Employment in the Anglo-Persian Oil Company, 1914-1921

Year Iranians Indians Europeans Others Total
1914 2744 1074 64 395 4277
1915 2203 979 80 187 3449
1916 2335 1366 120 104 3925
1917 n.d. n.d. n.d. n.d. n.d.
1918 n.d. n.d. n.d. n.d. n.d.
1919 3979 2641 117 47 6784
1920 8447 3616 244 35 12,342
1921 9009 4709 271 51 14,040

n.d. no data available.
Source RW. Ferrier, The History of the British Petrolewm. The Developing Years 1901-1932 (London,
1982)

a party to the agreement’, then it would consider the desirability of an
exemption, provided that ‘the Governments of Bombay, Punjab—where
the emigrants proceed mostly from—United Province, Bengal, and Bihar
and Orissa [were] consulted’®® (Table 10.1).

The dispute between APOC and the government of India about
whether Persia could be a legal destination for Indian labour migrants
was not settled until February 1918. At that time, the government finally
agreed to a temporary suspension of the Emigration Act restrictions for
territories under the APOC aegis. By then, it had recognised the strate-
gic importance of maintaining oil supplies in war-time, and as a result,
extended the scope of its cooperation with APOC, so that oil production
would not be hindered by labour scarcity.”® APOC remained very insist-
ent about the importance of a continuing labour supply from India, and
despite the persistent problem of desertions by workers in pursuit of bet-
ter pay, or the restrictions imposed by the government’s Emigration Act,
it continued the recruitment of migrant workers from India.

During the war, with expansion of the Persian oil industry, the recruit-
ment process of labour altered practically. In the early years of its oper-
ation, following the oil discovery in 1908, the company was mainly
concerned with establishing the basic infrastructure, constructing roads,
laying pipelines, and building refineries. Enjoying absolute monopoly over
the extraction, production, and marketing of the oil, the APOC embarked
on a massive labour recruitment campaign. The composition of the work-
force in the early stages of recruitment was loosely regulated by the terms
of the Oil Concession of 1901, known as the D’Arcy Agreement.
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According to Article 12 of the agreement, ‘the workmen employed
in the service of the company shall be subject to His Imperial Majesty
the Shah, except the technical staff, such as the managers, engineers,
borers and foremen.””! In the terms of this article, APOC was free to
recruit skilled and semi-skilled labour beyond Iran’s borders, which it
did—mainly from India. To obtain un-skilled labour, APOC looked pri-
marily to the region adjacent to the oilfield. The Bakhtiyari peasants and
pastoral nomads living there became the main source of the workforce.
However, in a region where human needs were few and cheap, it was no
easy task to persuade young men to leave their traditional mode of life in
exchange for industrial milieu with radically different work patterns.

Moreover, because of the discrepancy between the lifestyle of the
pastoralists and the employee requirements of APOC, recruiting labour
from the Bakhtiyari pastoralists soon became a major burden for APOC.
The Bakhtiyari pastoralists migrated seasonally twice a year. In the late
spring, they left the scorching desert plains in the South with their flocks
and herds and headed for the Northern highlands and the snow-clad
mountain range of Zagros, where fresh pastures could be found. That
was their yaylag or summer quarter. In late autumn, when the grass died
in the freezing weather of the elevated Zagros plateau, the Bakhtiyaris
descended to the lowlands again, in search of grazing pastures and fresh
grass on the plain, which provided plenty of food for their flocks of sheep
and goats. That was their geshlag, or winter quarter. The geshlag was also
the season for marketing their surplus and buying what they needed in
market towns of Dezful, Shushtar, Ramhormoz, and Isfahan.

The seasonal migration was not compulsory for all members of the
Bakhtiyari tribe. For example, when periodic droughts occurred and
when the weather in yaylag or geshing was not favourable, a mem-
ber of the tribe, usually from the lower rank of ‘amalehjat, would go
to the khan and ask for permission to stay behind. Permission was usu-
ally granted. It was among these ‘amalehjat that the APOC enlisted its
early unskilled labour employees, first in the elementary operations of
rig-building and drilling or in road-building and transport, and later in
laying the oil pipes or constructing the Abadan oil refinery. Since the Oil
Company operated year-round, the major challenge was obviously in
retaining the recruited labour in the off-season, for more than 6 months
at a time.

The labour recruits gradually adopted the new industrial lifestyle.
Some of them formed a new cluster of the workforce known as sarkar,
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an abridged form of sar-kargar (headworkers). The sarkars were distinct
from the foremen; the latter represented a labour category exclusively
reserved for European skilled workers in the early days of APOC’s activi-
ties. Among other functions, the sarkar recruited labour for the com-
pany. In the early days of oil excavation, it was the Bakhtiyari khans who,
through negotiations with the Oil Company, acted as the main provider
of labour. But now there were sarkars who not only supervised the per-
formance of the new recruited labour, but also took charge of recruit-
ing new workers. They were paid bonuses per head of each new recruit
hired. Thus, in the formative years of the oil industry in Persia, the func-
tion of the intermediary, the sarkar, was not only to conscript men for
the new workforce of the expanding industry, but also to ensure their
loyalty in performing their new tasks. It was a dual mission: sarkar was
both a recruiter and, effectively, a foreman.

With the expansion of the oil industry, and especially with the con-
struction of the Abadan refinery, the practice of recruitment by
Bakhtiyari khan and sarkar ended,”? and as the APOC was poised to
consolidate and extend its activities by acting as merchants, bankers, and
traders; commission, commercial, and general agents; and ship-owners,
carriers, and dealers in all kind of commodities, a new labour recruit-
ment process was needed. Within these terms, the new labour office was
established on the premises of the Abadan Refinery. One of the main
tasks of this new office was to bring seasonal work to an end in favour
of permanent employment. To reach this goal, the labour office utilised
ancestral bonding in organised networked migration. It encouraged the
employment of workers’ descendants in an elementary apprenticeship in
the use of lathes and simple machine tools.” In the long run, this pre-
ferred employment policy reshaped social relations among oil workers
by encouraging successive generations to work in the oil industry. The
impact of this policy went beyond the shop floor, and gradually fash-
ioned a new culture in the public space of Iranian oil towns.

The establishment of the new labour office in Abadan was able to
address the question of mass recruitment of unskilled labour, but it could
not tackle the demand for skilled and semi-skilled labour, now becom-
ing more pressing with the inauguration of the refinery. For the cleri-
cal skilled and semi-skilled manual professional, the APOC turned to
migrant workers from India and Burma.”# In India, the British Indian
trading company Shaw Wallace & Co. Ltd, with Strick, Scott & Co. as
its representative in Persia, was the intermediary agent recruiting labour
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for Persia. Shaw Wallace worked closely with the Burma Oil Company
and APOC, and its mission as labour recruitment agency lasted until
1926, when APOC decided to take over the task and recruit Indian
labour via its office in Bombay. In India, Shaw Wallace was the sole agent
of these oil companies, providing various services in addition to labour
recruitment.

The majority of migrant workers recruited to the Persian oil industry
from Burma were Indians employed by the Burma Oil Company. Their
extensive experience working at the Burma oilfields and the Rangoon Oil
Refinery made them an attractive labour source. Using a free-contract
system, Shaw Wallace arranged for the passage of these workers from
Burma to Persia. They were mainly Chittagonian Sunni Muslims who
had joined the Burmese oil industry in the 1890s.”%> In APOC adminis-
trative records or British colonial archives, the social, territorial, ethnic,
and religious background of Indian migrant workers was never separately
identified. The same applied to Iranian workers. Thus, all migrant work-
ers from India employed by the Persian oil industry were simply classified
as ‘Indians’. However, by collating data found in the national archives
of India, Iran, and Britain, sources in the APOC and British Petroleum
Company archives, and records from the community of Indian migrant
workers living in Iran, additional distinctions can be made. In Persia,
workers originating from Burma, for example, were categorised as
Rangoony (from Rangoon), so distinguishing them from other Indian
migrants. In the city of Abadan, the Rangoony community had its own
mosque, segregated from other Indian Sunni and Shiite Muslims. Still
standing, it is known as the ‘Rangoony Mosque’, no doubt a reference to
a substantial Burmese population in Abadan.

In addition to recruiting Indian migrant workers from Burma for
work in the Persian oil industry, Shaw Wallace recruited both skilled
and semi-skilled workers from Bombay and Karachi through subsidi-
ary or subcontractor offices. Subcontractors likeI.A. Ashton & Sons and
Bullock Brothers specialised in recruiting fitters, oil and diesel engine
drivers, marine signalmen, marine raters, boilermakers, and pipe fitters.”®
Recruiters often advertised in Bombay papers, especially for clerical
employment. However, there are also references to the fact that inter-
mediaries such as I.A. Ashton posted notices, posters, and wallpapers in
the Punjab.”” All workers who applied for the announced positions first
had to undergo a qualification examination. Those recruited in Punjab
were interviewed in Lahore, and Bombay recruits were interviewed in
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Mazagaon Dock Bombay, before joining the mass of employees depart-
ing for Persia. The intermediary companies charged each new recruit
25% of their first month’s pay. Those who had previously worked for the
Oil Company in Persia and had returned to India within the past 2 years
were required to pay an admission fee of 10 rupees.”® The same rule
applied to workers hired for household and domestic services, such as
butlers, cooks, domestic servants, hospital ward orderlies, and sweepers
(these were chiefly recruited by Osborn & Co., affiliated with the Parsee
enterprise based in Bombay).”?

During the war and in the immediate years after, recruitment of
migrant labour from India continued and even increased significantly
despite the desertions by workers in pursuit of better pay and the restric-
tions of the Emigration Act, which remained in force during the war.
By the end of the war, the enlarged army of Indian migrants at work in
the Persian oil industry was sourced from all across India: Chittagonian
labourers worked in harbour engineering and naval transport, while the
Punjabi Sikhs were chiefly employed as drivers, technicians, and security
agents. Migrants from the Madras Presidency occupied clerical functions,
the Gazars from Punjab working as dhobis (washermen), while Goans
served as cooks and servants.8°

It is interesting to note that, according to the signed contract,
migrant Indian employees were not allowed to take their families to
Persia. While this was of major concern to some workers who wanted
to bring their families, the Oil Company considered the ban on family
reunion as strictly non-negotiable, except for some high-ranking clerks.
However, reports in Iranian archives state that some Indian Muslim
migrant workers approached the Persian authorities to intervene on
their behalf, calling on APOC to grant permission for family living
arrangements.8!

As mentioned before, months before the final armistice of November
1918, the government of India suspended the application of its
Emigration Act to Persia, and liberalised migration traffic. However, this
suspension was short-lived. In 1920, the government reversed its policy,
and once again restricted labour migration to the Persian oil industry.
Two years later, in 1922, the old Emigration Act was restructured via an
amendment. The amendment intended to end the practice of indentured
labour, extensively practised during the war. The new labour recruitment
policy was influenced by political factors—both at the top, through the
tripartite relations of APOC, the government of India, and the Persian
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government, and from below, through labour activism aimed at improv-
ing the situation of workers. Consequently, APOC opted to open its own
labour recruitment office in Bombay, and began to tap the local labour
market for its Persian industry. In November 1925, APOC instructed
Shaw Wallace & Co. to end its labour recruitment mission for the
Persian oil industry in India as of January 1926.

WORKING AND LIvING CONDITIONS OF O1L. WORKERS
IN WARTIME

New measures in work discipline were introduced during the war to
ensure the continuity of work mainly for European employees and Indian
skilled workers. In the early days of oil discovery, there were no standard
working days, and employees had to work from sunrise to sunset, seven
days a week, throughout the year, in the harsh climate of southern Persia.
During the war, however, a modified workday regime was implemented:
6 days were worked per week, from 9 to 12 hours per day, depending on
the season. Work typically started at 6:00 in the morning and ended at
6:00 in the evening during the winter, and continued from 6:00 in the
morning until 3:00 in the afternoon during the summer. It was only after
several labour protests in the 1920s that APOC eventually adopted fixed
working hours throughout the year, commencing at 6:00 in the morning
and finishing officially at 5:30 in the afternoon, with an hour and a half
for breakfast and one hour for lunch. In the early days, the Oil Company
designated Sunday as a day off; however, during the war, the ‘weekend’
started at noon on Thursday, and included Friday.3?

While APOC tried to refashion working conditions in the oil industry
by introducing a new working day, the fear of disease and contamina-
tion remained a major concern that deterred new recruits from seeking
employment in Khuzestan. Their apprehension was well-founded. The
deadly effect of the pandemic was made worse by the endemic warfare
of marauding armies and warlords, famine, drought, and debilitating
poverty, especially in the west and south of the country. British troops
were not spared either. The Indian infantry, which constituted the bulk
of the British troops, suffered particularly large losses.83 Although APOC
imposed quarantines and had well-equipped hospitals and medical facili-
ties, the overall casualties were devastating. In Mohammareh alone, 6000
people fell ill, and 240 deaths were recorded.3*
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The living conditions of the workmen did not improve much dur-
ing the war. Prior to the discovery of oil, Abadan was an agrarian island
with a scattered population of Maniuhi and Nassar Arab tribes, who
had settled in several villages. Masjid Suleiman was a newly founded
Oil Company town, built around oilfields that straddled the migra-
tory routes and spring pasture of the Bakhtiyari nomads. Migration to
Masjid Suleiman, either to seek employment in the oil industry or to
provide services to its employees, pushed the new city’s frontiers out-
ward. An oilfield town originally accommodating a mere 523 employ-
ees in 1910,% it grew by leaps and bounds into a company town with a
population of 17,000 around 1920.3¢ The population of Abadan grew
to an even greater extent. In 1917, 5000 residents were reported in the
town of Abadan—a figure that ‘included the Oil Company’s employees,
local people, shopkeepers, and petty traders who had recently migrated
to provide services to oil employees.”®” By the end of the war, the inward
migration to Abadan of people seeking work in the oil industry or pro-
viding services to employees in the oil industry had caused Abadan to
grow beyond all expectations. By the mid-1920s, the population of
Abadan Island had reached 50,000-60,000%% and by the early 1930s,
the town of Abadan alone numbered 30,000—40,000 residents, of which
about half—17,370 men—worked at the oil refinery.8’

During the war, there were three distinct and separate classes of
accommodation for APOC employees. While APOC oftered exclusive
company housing for its European staft in furnished brick bungalows
with gardens, the Indian employees were housed in large, semi-furnished
common barracks. The Persian unskilled recruits lived in shelters made
of sticks or bamboo, latched loosely together, and roofed with palm
leaves. It was only after the war, during the 1920s, following the Oil
Company’s new social policy toward recruitment, employment, and wel-
fare that the question of urban planning and housing began to be con-
sidered more seriously by the company.”?

The oil towns of Masjid Suleiman and Abadan were tripartite cities, in
which urban space was divided spatially according to the social stratifica-
tion principles imposed by British colonialism.”? A highly stratified racial
hierarchy existed, which APOC’s British employees had brought with
them from home and from India, with Europeans at the top, Indians
in the middle, and native Persians at the bottom. This racial partition-
ing was reflected in the areas occupied by each group. It was consist-
ently imposed, even when new neighbourhoods were added to the city,
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as the oil industry grew, the refinery was extended, and employment pol-
icies were modified.?? Crossing this very rigid racial partition was pos-
sible when higher-ranking Indians (and later, Persians) were invited to
attend official ceremonies, congregations, or services of worship with
the European community.”® However, mixing across racial borders was
‘specifically discouraged, and segregation was held up as the best alter-
native.”?* Such segregation remained in force for years to come and was
lifted only in 1951 when the Iranian oil was nationalised.

CONCLUSION

The First World War exalted the status of oil as a critical strategic com-
modity. The expeditious shift from coal to oil in technology, defence,
and industry was concomitant with the exorbitant expansion of the oil
industry, itself reliant on massive recruitment of skilled, semi-skilled, and
unskilled labour.

The global shift to oil had enormous implications for the strategic
significance of West Asia; Persia, the Persian Gulf, and Mesopotamia, a
region that contains the world’s largest oil deposits. Although Iran’s piv-
otal oil position during the first world war caused it to become a bat-
tlefield for the belligerent powers, the major challenge for the expanding
oil industry, in addition to political security, was the scarcity of labour
in all categories. Given that the British government held a 51% share in
APOQC, it first appeared as though the scarcity of skilled and semi-skilled
labour would soon be overcome through recruitment of labour from
other industries in the British Empire, namely the Rangoon oilfields and
refinery. However, for the Oil Company, the recruitment process became
more convoluted than was earlier anticipated. The complexity in the
process of labour recruitment form the British Raj, as examined in this
paper, reveals the degrees of inaccessibility of labour within the British
Empire. During the First World War, this complexity was not limited to
skilled and semi-skilled labour. The scarcity of unskilled labour led the
Oil Company to exploit all possible means for the enrolment of labour,
including the Labour Corps, founded in British India.

The end of the war resulted in the combatant labour departing from
the military camps and joining the camps in the labour market. The new
politico-economic regime of Fordism, which was characterised by mass
industrial production and consumption under scientific labour manage-
ment, ushered in a new social policy toward recruitment, employment,
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and welfare, where the question of urban planning and housing began
to be considered more seriously. The Oil Company, by setting up new
quarters for skilled and semi-skilled workers in oil towns, spatially divided
the urban space according to the social stratification principles imposed
by British colonialism. In the present study, the old and widely perceived
practice of colonial dual cities, dividing urban spaces between the binary
of colonised and coloniser settlers, was challenged by the advancement
of tripartite cities, where the European management, the Indian skilled
and semi-skilled migrant labour, and the Iranian unskilled labour became
permanent residents.

In the present work, the contribution of the micro-spatial history of
labour in the Iranian oil industry to global labour history is refashioned
by highlighting the labour dependency of the oil industry not only on
labour markets beyond Iranian national frontiers, but also within the
larger trans-local context of empire, colonial, and semi-colonial settings.
Furthermore, by referring to the regional political development during
the First World War and global economic development in the post-war
era, this study reveals the historical complexity of centre and periphery in
local, regional, and global contexts.
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CHAPTER 11

‘On the Unwary and the Weak’: Fighting
Peonage in Wartime United States:
Connections, Categories, Scales

Nicola Pizzolato

The focus of this chapter is two-fold: the problem of the political and
cultural representation of a local phenomenon within teleological narra-
tives of modernisation as well as the use and construction of local events
by actors to impinge on global political projects and policies. Using mul-
tiple scales, I attempt here to refocus the question of American peonage,
a condition of ‘involuntary service or labour’ enforced in ‘liquidation of
a debt’” widespread in the American South from the late nineteenth cen-
tury to mid-twentieth century.! Starting from an episode in Oglethorpe
County, Georgia, I follow the transformation of its meaning beyond the
local level to become one of the most significant, though rapidly for-
gotten, causes of mobilisation against social injustice for a generation
of leftist activists. ‘Following the traces’ where they lead, I restore the
historical complexity of this little-known campaign against peonage dur-
ing the New Deal, which led to the involvement of actors and institu-
tions in different locales, across the world (Georgia, Chicago,New York,
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Geneva), operating at different geographical scales and with different
agendas.? My intent is also to address the construction of ‘peonage’ as a
socio-juridical category in the language and practices of individuals and
institutions—an interpretation that requires the investigation of how this
term was negotiated by individuals and institutions. I adopt a notion of
context that assumes that ‘localities are connected to wider geograph-
ical histories and processes’, as well as Italian micro-history’s idea that
individuals are inscribed in multiple contexts and processes, at different
geographical scales, entangled through causal relationships.? This is not
meant to assume a discontinuity between the local and the global level
but rather to emphasise a spatial dimension that is constructed through
the multiple connections established by historical actors.*

Another underlying methodological premise of this chapter derives
from Italian micro-history (especially authors such as Carlo Ginzburg,
Osvaldo Raggio, Franco Ramella, Angelo Torre and others®): its practice
to challenge sweeping historical narratives by focusing on the study of
episodes occurring on a small scale—in this case, originating at the small
scale. Italian ‘micro-historians’ have emphasised the discontinuity of pro-
cesses of modernisation, such as the development of capitalism or the
formation of a centralised state, while often concentrating on ‘peripher-
ies” and fragmentation of power. Their work has therefore offered me
insights on how to interpret unfree labour in a peripheral area (a low-
income southern county) of a twentieth century modern capitalist and
liberal nation (the United States). Indeed, micro-history has challenged
notions such as modernisation, proletarisation, or state-formation as
overarching narratives of historical change by showing that they are often
sweeping generalisations that do not hold their coherence in front of the
complexity of specific contexts.

THE PrAcE

On 13 October 1939, Oglethorpe County, Georgia, made headlines in
the African American newspapers when planter William Cunningham
demanded the arrest and attempted to indict and extradite from Chicago
three workers escaped from his plantation, Santa Cross, and return them
to what the defendants claimed was a condition of slavery or forced
labour.® Testimonies revealed that Cunningham kept a sizeable number,
probably close to a hundred, of unfree labourers in his farm, rounded up
in a variety of ways, though mainly by hiring blacks convicted for small



11 ‘ON THE UNWARY AND THE WEAK’: FIGHTING PEONAGE ... 293

crimes from the county jail, using a form of convict leasing that was still
legal at the county level, even if banned at the state level. Working with
no pay, the workers did not have the chance to pay back the small fee
that Cunningham had disbursed to ‘release’ them and would labour in
his farm for as long as 18 years. Other times the recruitment of unfree
workers resembled more a kidnapping, as in the case of African American
Will Fleming who had met Cunningham while walking on the road, was
offered a drink, a decent pay and then brought to the plantation to work
without pay and unable to leave for the following two decades.”
Cunningham’s violence and brutality seemed to know no restraint:
old men, pregnant women, as well as men and children were beaten and
lashed. Runaways were captured by sympathetic sheriffs and returned
to the plantation under the threat of convict labour sentence. Worker
Solomon Mccannon related that, during 15 years, ‘he [Cunningham]
would tell me that I would have to continue working whether I liked
it or not, threatening to send me back to the chain gang if I left while
this debt was still charged against me’.8 Cunningham and his men could
also maim and kill with impunity, according to the investigation of the
Abolish Peonage Committee, whose pre-eminent goal was to mobi-
lise political support in favour of the prosecution of Cunningham and
his accomplices. Notwithstanding the horror stories told by some fugi-
tives who had escaped to Chicago, Cunningham received the solidar-
ity of fellow planters, among whom was Georgia Congressman Paul
Brown, who went on record saying that ‘there is no section of the South
where Negroes are treated better or [are] more generally contented
than Oglethorpe County’.? The FBI, under the direction of J. Edgar
Hoover, also declined to investigate the case, and Assistant General
Attorney Rogge initially refused to press charges. A meeting with a del-
egation of activists concerned about this blatant peonage case only led
to the declaration that ‘the Department of Justice will take cognizance
of the fact presented in regard to peonage conditions in the plantation
of William T. Cunningham’.!® However, the Department of Justice did
initiate prosecution after the campaign gained momentum. In 1941, the
district federal court indicted and prosecuted Cunningham for the crime
of peonage, but did not convict him and his accomplices. Encouraging
as the indictment might have been, there was no chance that a court in
Georgia, even a federal one, would condemn Cunningham. Predictably,
Cunningham produced an array of testimonies in his favour that
depicted idyllic labour conditions in his farm and which showed that the
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most prominent citizens of his county supported him.!! However, in the
preceding 2 years, the question of peonage, so well exemplified by the
fraudulent recruitment and coerced labour routines of his Santa Cross
plantation, acquired a larger significance that went well beyond the lives
of the men and women of Oglethorpe County.

THE SYSTEM

Between the accession of President Roosevelt in 1933 and the end of the
Second World War, hundreds of letters, pamphlets, newspaper articles,
investigations, affidavits as well as indictments and court cases provided
evidence of numerous cases of unfree labour, especially concentrated
in the cotton plantation of the Black Belt (with a peak in Georgia and
Mississippi) and in the turpentine and timber industry in Florida. While
it was expected that, in a segregated society, African Americans would
be in a state of economic subordination, never before had the extent
of coercion to which many rural black workers were subjected been
revealed and denounced in such moving details. The Santa Cross planta-
tion represented only one particularly graphic example of labour prac-
tices both tolerated and supported in the American South. While some
cases became publicly known, many others remained confined to the
hundreds of letters that African Americans across the American South
addressed to labour and civil rights organisation, to the Department of
Justice, and, sometimes, to President Roosevelt himself.

Entry points to American peonage were similar to pathways to
forced labour in colonial Africa or in Latin American plantation econ-
omies. Comparative elements were never systematically investigated,
but ‘American Congo’ was an expression sometimes used by activists
to highlight the analogy of parts of the American South with the worst
excess of colonial supremacy in Africa. ‘If we take the Mississippi Valley’,
wrote in 1919 W.E.B. DuBois in an unpublished paper, ‘from Memphis
to New Orleans, we have a region whose history is as foul a blot on
American civilisation as Congo is a blot on Belgium and Europe.’!?

Was the American South really the ‘last outpost of slavery’ in twen-
tieth-century US as DuBois claimed? When landlords advanced money
for food, housing, tools, and clothes in return for a share of the crop
that paid the debt with interest, they were often binding the sharecrop-
per and his family for a long period, as the account books would be
fixed so that the debt would increase.!® This was common in Mississippi,
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Arkansas, Georgia and Alabama, but the degree and the length of this
debt bondage varied from county to county, from case to case, and
according to the circumstances of the victim. The premise was that it
involved actors of unequal standing in a racist society. Black sharecrop-
pers lacked the cash to pay for their own provisions at the beginning of
the year; they had no independent access to credit or financial support,
and they usually were forced by the circumstances and societal pressure
to enter such unfavourable agreements with white farmers. Although
both white and black sharecroppers would fall into debt, the system
was in particular rigged against African Americans who could not chal-
lenge the bookkeeping (or lack of it) without further economic, social,
or even penal sanctions. It was, in the restrained words of James Weldon
Johnson, ‘a system that lent itself to gross exploitation of the tenant’.14
Often presented as an exception to the rule, American peonage was
instead structurally inscribed in the political economy of the American
South, justified and rationalised in both economic and ideological terms
by its practitioners and supporters: it provided cheap labour and but-
tressed the racial hierarchy. It went against the explicit letter of the law,
but it conformed to what cultural theorist Slavoj Zizek calls the ‘unwrit-
ten code’, that is, ‘a set of implicit and unspoken, obscene injunctions
and prohibitions, which taught the subject how not to take some explicit
norms seriously and how to implement a set of publicly unacknowledged
prohibitions’.'> This unwritten code sustained unfree labour in spite of
its formal unconstitutionality because it remained the norm in the com-
munity. ‘We have been very careful to obey the letter of the Federal
Constitution’, declared Senator Walter F. George from Georgia, ‘but we
have been very diligent in violating the spirit of such amendments and
such statutes as would have a Negro to believe himself equal of a white
man. And we should continue to conduct ourselves in that way.”1¢
American peonage in the 1930s must be seen in a continuum with
practices of coerced labour since the Reconstruction, including chain
gangs and convict leasing, which was used to cheapen the cost of work
of modernisation and of building of infrastructure.!” In practice, convict
leasing and peonage were sometimes overlapping when prisoners were
handed over to private employers to work out a debt (usually a fee) that
they owed to the state. The state convict lease system ended through-
out the south by the 1920s. Alabama was the last state to abolish it in
1928.18 But in its wake, the leasing of convicts by counties continued
to prosper. As an illegal practice, peonage could hardly exist without
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collusion with public officials. Sometimes, private employers took it in
their hands to ‘arrest” African Americans for vagrancy, without the help
of public officials, but this too presupposed collusion. Peonage should be
interpreted as one of many ways in which employers and public officials
of the American South attempted to restrict the labour market, in old
as well as innovative ways. The spectrum included anything from soci-
etal pressure to actual captivity. In light of the remarkable changes that
the US had undergone in the previous half-century, it is extraordinary
that this system survived well beyond the 1940s, but this is testimony to
the high malleability of a structure of labour coercion which, although
not exposed in its details, was evident to any casual observer of the rural
south.

CONSTRUCTION OF A CATEGORY

According to a disgusted white observer who wrote to the Department
of Justice in 1937, ‘I met a condition that I did not think existed any-
where in the United States, the negro share cropper in my opinion and
observation, was just as much in bondage as they was (sic) before the
war between the states’.!® What made this bondage peonage? As it was
applied in the United States, peonage was a rather imprecise label for a
number of situations in which white employers, mostly southern, com-
pelled with violence African Americans to work without or with very lit-
tle pay. For most of the 1930s, outside of the legal profession, it was
used interchangeably with terms like slavery, bondage and, sometimes,
forced labour. The Oglethorpe County case shows that peonage is not
a classification that, although used in the sources and in the language
of the protagonists, can be considered as the most legally accurate, nor
a blanket category that can indiscriminately form the basis of compari-
son with the way this term is used in other settings elsewhere. Its con-
notations have to be understood as the result of a process of negotiation
between individuals, groups and institutions and as result of a relation-
ship between rule of law and social practice.?? ‘Peonage’ is thus a cat-
egory generated in a specific context and which historical actors will
strategically deploy in other contexts and localities, where its political
meaning would become multi-layered by being construed not only to
a condition of labour but as an element of a wider system of political
oppression.
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By 1939, at the onset of the Oglethorpe County case, there existed a
sizeable federal jurisprudence which placed peonage within the remit of
Federal criminal justice. A practice was defined as violating the federal
statute of peonage when it ‘established, maintained, or enforced, directly
or indirectly, the voluntary or involuntary service or labor of any persons
as peons, in liquidation of any debt or obligation, or otherwise.”?! (More
punchy, and accurate, was the informal characterisation of a NAACP
organiser, that peonage consisted in ‘working without pay under threat
of prosecution for an imaginary offense’, which recognised that the
actual presence of a debt played little role in perpetuating the condi-
tion.??) This definition had been endorsed by a number of Supreme
Court sentences that went back to the turn to the century when, for
the first time, federal district attorneys had utilised the 1867 Peonage
Act to prosecute a narrow range of coercive labour practice in Georgia
and other southern states.?*> However, ‘Compulsory service based upon
the indebtedness of the peon to the master’, in which the link between
compulsion and a debt had to be demonstrated with evidence, made the
scope of the judicial definition of peonage too narrow to have an impact.
In 1905, for instance, the Supreme Court ordered a reversal of judge-
ment in Clyatt v. United States, in which the defendant had been accused
of arresting two African Americans in Florida to return them to a con-
dition of peonage in Georgia. The majority of justices agreed that the
defendant aimed to force the plaintiffs to work out a debt, but there was
no evidence that they had been peons before the event. Debt and com-
pulsion were present, but the link between the two had not been demon-
strated, according to the court.?* If anything, this convoluted argument
made grand juries very cautious in returning indictments for peonage. It
is interesting to note that no official definition of peonage made refer-
ence to its racial component, even though the totality of ‘peons’ were
African Americans.

How did this narrow conception of peonage come to encompass the
situation at the Santa Cross plantation? Because many of Cunningham’s
forced labourers were neither indebted to their master nor had a con-
tractual relation with him, ‘peonage’ was redefined, or, if you prefer,
reinvented, so that district attorneys could initiate prosecution also in
cases where the contracted debt did not exist or could not be demon-
strated and coercion was instead the result of violence or threat of vio-
lence. Actors therefore used a category already present in the federal
jurisprudence (as opposed to state jurisprudence) and altered its scope
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in order to protect civil and labour rights, under the broad mandate of
the Thirteenth Amendment (abolition of slavery and involuntary servi-
tude). Until 1942, the Department of Justice refused to prosecute indi-
viduals who violated the Thirteenth Amendment on the technicality
that no statute existed to enforce it. As a result, throughout the 1930s,
victims of coercive employers, their relatives and friends, and civil rights
activists used ‘peonage’, a category on which a sizeable federal jurispru-
dence existed, as a way to draw the attention of a reluctant Department
of Justice to labour and civil rights violations that involved the restric-
tion of personal freedom. For instance, when in 1936, in another famous
case, J.D. Peacher had arrested some African Americans to work in his
sawmills overviewed by armed men with rifles—a simple case of kid-
napping—activists called for the federal government to act to redress a
violation of the Peonage Act.?® Relatives and victims in their correspond-
ence and affidavits would alternatively use the words peonage or slavery
according to the circumstances.? In this way, social actors modified the
meaning of legal categories through their strategic use.

Initially, requests for prosecutions under the rubric of peonage
were routinely turned down after a perfunctory investigation when the
absence of debt emerged, with the stock phrase ‘there is no violation
of a federal statute of which this department could take cognizance’.?”
However, at the same time, its use obliged federal agencies to take stock
of the extensive presence of ‘peonage’, in the wider sense of unfree
labour, and the need for a different strategy of prosecution. This came
to fruition for the first time in the indictment of William Cunningham of
Oglethorpe County.

The Thirteenth Amendment, which prohibited slavery or involun-
tary servitude, lacked in effect a solid legislative apparatus to enforce it,
and until the 1940s was narrowly construed to apply only to the abo-
lition of slavery as it existed in the Antebellum South.?® Federal pros-
ecutors used a number of dormant Reconstruction acts as the basis for
forms of bondage that were not based only on debt—for instance, the
slave kidnapping law of 1866 and the Peonage Act of 1867, as well as
the Supreme Court decisions that in the Progressive era had upheld
those statutes. Historian Risa Goluboff has told the story of the under-
staffed Civil Rights Section of the Department of Justice, established in
1939, whose lawyers experimented with ‘different ways of practicing and
framing civil rights in the 1940s’.2° The innovation in their legal practice
that Goluboff has unveiled was crucial to create a momentum in tackling
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unfree labour during the New Deal. However, her account neglects
to investigate how the changing legal practice had been shaped by the
social actors’ manipulation of the category of peonage as well as by the
constant pressure of leftist groups and civil rights organisations. This
widening of the category of peonage to encompass a range of forms of
coercion and exploitation, as noted by political scientist Howard Devon
Hamilton, had gained usage as an instrument for actors to advance legal
claims.3® In December 1941, Attorney General Biddle issued a federal
order that recommended prompt investigation and vigorous prosecution
of cases of peonage, now finally inscribed in a new legal discourse that
linked back to the Thirteenth Amendment. In January 1942, in Taylor ».
Georgin (1942), the Supreme Court overturned a Georgia contract law
that peonage overlords such as Cunningham had often invoked to jus-
tify the capture of men who fled work. By then, however, ‘peonage’ had
become the shorthand for any situation of unfree labour, whether or not
it involved debt.

NARRATIVES

Major protagonists of the campaign to indict William Cunningham were
the International Labour Organisation (ILO), the Workers Defense
League (WDL) and the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP), as well as a number of labour, civil rights and
religious organisations. They lobbied for legislative change, stimulated
legal action, and assisted plaintiffs with individual grievances and com-
plaints. In some cases, political and civil rights activists secretly helped
the victims of peonage to escape the labour camps. These associations
were all located in the Northeast and Midwest, away from the world
of cotton plantations. They had different political agendas and a differ-
ent notion of what peonage meant in their vision of history. What they
shared was the political opportunity provided by the New Deal, with its
rhetorical emphasis on labour rights, to use the struggle against peonage
to advance progressive political change.

The political language adopted by the campaigners was power-
ful because it stretched along a vast ideological spectrum drawing from
patriotism (‘cementing national unity’) to Marxism to that of human
rights—as when African American Communist William Patterson, wrote,
in an open letter to Roosevelt, ‘if you, as agent of the economic royalists
are permitted to proceed further against my people, you will bring about
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conditions even more inhuman than persisted in 1860’—to the tropes
of American exceptionalism, such as the US being the land of unfet-
tered freedom of opportunity, in this case, betrayed.?! What made the
labour practices of Oglethorpe County a political weapon to disparate
groups was that peonage disturbed one or the other of these narratives of
modernity—maybe all of them.

The International Labor Defense (ILD), a Communist organisation,
brought to the struggle against peonage what it had learned from two
causes célebres of the 1930s, the Angelo Herndon (a black labour activ-
ist imprisoned after a strike) case and, in particular, the Scottsboro
boys case. The latter involved a group of nine teenagers falsely accused
of rape whom the ILD saved from execution. In those instances, the
ILD had refined its method of battling the American legal system with
mass political mobilisation rather than with legal efforts only (which
was a style more congenial to the NAACP and other similar civil rights
organisations).3? The ILD read the indictment of African Americans as
a politically motivated act of a capitalist state which should have been
countered with a movement for political change. In the communist read-
ing, after all, the courts were simply one of the places where the bour-
geois state exercised its political oppression over the working class. And
no American worker was more oppressed and exploited (and, of course,
at the same time allegedly ripe for revolution) than the southern black
farm worker. The ILD saw in the battle to prevent a small number of
African Americans to be returned to servitude a cause worthy of national
attention, an occasion for putting the spotlight on the social relations of
production in the rural south, and an opportunity to broaden its political
base.

For the communists, peonage was a local, particularly virulent,
manifestation of the general exploitation to which workers where sub-
ject under American capitalism. This framework, proposed by William
Patterson, Bob Wirtz and Vito Marcantonio, three prominent anti-
peonage Communists of their time, was aligned to a book by another
party member, Walter Wilson, who, in Forced Labour in the United States
(1933), analysed industrial wage labour alongside peonage to argue that
in any case, under capitalism, labour is bound to be exploited, and while
the form varies, the principle remains the same. The ILD construed the
struggle against peonage as moment of class solidarity, preliminary to a
process of unification of the American working class. Communist labour
activists in industrial trade unions wrote to Department of Justice, and
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ILD’s Wirtz travelled to Washington to meet the Attorney General with
the support of Chicago North Side’s unemployed workers and activists,
who, reports a pamphlet, ‘chipped in their pennies’ in aid of the cause.??
The campaign against peonage in Oglethorpe County, the ILD claimed,
would lead to an interracial uprising of sharecropper, farmers, miners,
and industrial workers across the south: ‘the colour line is crumbling
along with the plantation and the company town’.3*

The theme of interracial class solidarity was present also in the narra-
tive proposed by the socialists, with whom the Communists both coop-
erated and competed in this instance. In fact, it was the socialists who
had been the champions of the cause of sharecroppers (the main vic-
tims of peonage) up to the Oglethorpe County case. Since 1934, the
Socialist-leaning Southern Tenant Farmers Union (STFU) had done
much to arouse the sympathy and the indignation of liberals to the
cause of black, as well as white, sharecroppers. Anti-union violence in
Arkansas against the STFU had attracted national attention and the sup-
port of a congressional committee to investigate anti-labour violence in
the South.?®> One of the STFU’s outspoken members, Howard Kester,
had published a well-known pamphlet called Revolt among Sharvecroppers
(1936), with details about the sharecroppers living conditions and the
union’s success in organising them. Norman Thomas, six-time presiden-
tial candidate for the Socialist Party, had written a pamphlet titled The
Plight of the Shave-Cropper (1935).

At the onset of the Cunningham case, while American Communists
were encumbered by the embarrassing Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact,
the Socialists were better positioned to portray American peonage as a
hurdle in the worldwide battle of progressive forces against fascism. In
their representation, the battle against peonage was but one instance of
anti-totalitarianism; it fitted both the vision of America as champion of
individual and national liberties, drummed up in the media in the years
before the US entry into the war, and the socialist emphasis of resistance
against the fascist aggression on workers’ rights and prerogative. The
Abolish Peonage Committee argued that peonage was ‘an expression of
Hitlerism in our country’ and it compared it to a ‘Nazi tyranny.’3® This
sort of comparison became even more cogent when it emerged that the
Nazi regime itself made extensive use of unfree labour. In lobbying the
Department of Justice to investigate peonage cases, the Abolish Peonage
Committee argued that it ‘would strengthen the faith of millions of
Negro people in the democracy for which they are loyally fighting
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against the aggressor fascist power.”®” The Communists joined this rhe-
torical strategy after Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union. ‘It is our
belief’, wrote New York Communist Congressman Vito Marcantonio
in 1942, ‘that the hand of the Attorney General will be greatly strength-
ened in this prosecution [Cunningham’s], so important in cementing of
national unity in this time of all-out defense of our democracy against
fascist aggression, by public support of his policy of fighting peonage’.38
In Washington, these arguments resonated with the wartime anxiety
about the threat of totalitarianism to the American ideal of safeguarding
individual rights as well as the political liability of having a discontent
internal minority possibly susceptible to the enemy’s propaganda.?® In
the context of wartime politics, the protection of individual rights peon-
age at the Santa Cross plantation was recontextualised in a wider frame-
work and elevated to national and international significance.

Outside the left, as the cause of sharecroppers gained credit among
liberals in the mid-1930s, the middle-class NAACP provided, initially
reluctantly and eventually more assiduously, cash and publicity. Up to
that point, the foremost African American civil rights organisation had
been little attuned to the cause of the black worker, whether industrial or
rural, but in 1940, Oglethorpe County sharecroppers and peonage were
featured for the first time extensively on The Crisis Magazine, their publi-
cation for a membership which was overwhelmingly urban and northern.
Unsurprisingly, the emphasis of the NAACP was on the marked continu-
ity with slavery and the framing of the struggle within a neo-abolitionist
discourse, something picked up also by other groups. For the NAACP,
the moral lesson was clear, ‘Human slavery with all its unspeakable bru-
tality is something we have been taught to think of as hideous, but of the
past, in the history of our country. The fact that it still exists makes those
of us who abhor injustice, inequality, and cruelty, only more determined
to do everything in our power to wipe it out.”*? The abolitionist narra-
tive was essentially a Whig narrative of delayed, but inevitable, victory of
justice over injustice, humanity over brutality and freedom over bond-
age. It borrowed the lexicon and tropes of nineteenth-century anti-slav-
ery literature—tropes which still resonated with the mainstream public
opinion. This narrative eschewed the language of class conflict in favour
of that of humanitarian struggle, using a vivid, sentimental and graphic
rhetoric in which the theme of economic exploitation intertwined with
images of exploitation and physical suffering of the black worker and
with the theme of the mission of moral redemption of the nation. ‘It is



11 ‘ON THE UNWARY AND THE WEAK’: FIGHTING PEONAGE ... 303

a tale of suffering and of struggle born of suffering’, explained one pam-
phlet, while in another account, a planter was characterised as a ‘human
monster who kicked pregnant women [and] forced children to work.’*!
Peonage was a story of ‘unspeakable brutality’ but a prominent part of
this rhetorical strategy was precisely to broadcast and divulge the senti-
mental themes of pain and suffering which were associated with nine-
teenth-century abolitionism and with novels such as Uncle Tom’s Cabin
(which the anti-peonage campaign literature often quoted). At the time,
the coalition made explicit comparisons with pre-Civil War abolition-
ists. Secretary Davis of the National Negro Congress predicted that the
rally against peonage organised in Washington would be ‘as historic as
William Lloyd Garrison’s first anti-slavery meeting in the Old South
Church, Boston’.#? Referring to the efforts of undercover activists on the
field in Oglethorpe County, the NAACP announced that it amounted
to ‘a modern replica of the pre-Civil War Underground Railroad’.*3 The
point is not whether these comparisons were precise, but that the coali-
tion understood the persuasiveness of presenting themselves as continu-
ators of nineteenth-century abolitionists and drew on this as a source of
legitimisation.

FroMm LocaL To GLOBAL

Unfree labour in Oglethorpe County touched the imagination of a num-
ber of individuals inspired by compassion for its victims, a sense of jus-
tice, and their own political goals, whether to advance individual and
minority rights within a liberal framework or to build a more democratic
society, of a Marxist matrix, in which egalitarianism would defeat rac-
ism. In so doing, these individuals and groups constructed a meaning of
unfree labour that transcended what social actors attributed to it at the
local level. In the 1950s, even after the acquittal of William Cunningham
and the formal end of the court case, activists and groups linked to the
Oglethorpe campaign, such as Stetson and Kay Kennedy and the WDL
further pursued the battle against peonage—now shorthand for unfree
labour—at an international level. Their focus was solely political. They
did so by leveraging international organisations such as the United
Nations and the International Labour Organisation. They failed to trans-
form policy, spur international or government intervention or change the
political focus of those institutions, but the attempt showed that peonage
in a rural county in Georgia was connected to the larger phenomenon of
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unfree labour worldwide as well as to the workings of institutions inter-
national in scope.

Peonage represented a key part of a report prepared by the president
of the WDL, Rowland Watts, on ‘legal and illegal forms of forced labour
in the US’ presented in 1951 to the Ad Hoc Committee on Slavery of
the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations. The commit-
tee took the report into consideration but ultimately did not ‘accept’ it
as part of their proceedings.** During the late 1930s, the WDL had been
one of the organisations at the forefront of the campaign to denounce
peonage in Georgia.*> In 1949, the WDL had set up a Commission of
Inquiry on Forced Labor which had established that” 76,000 Americans
lived in peonage’.#¢ The report focused mainly on the legal aspects of
unfree labour in the US. It highlighted the persistent southern defiance,
both in the legislation and in the courts, in front of repeated, though
little-enforced, assertions of the Supreme Court that laws aiding peon-
age violated the US Constitution. In a passage that impressed the com-
mittee, Rowland Watts remarked that such laws ‘remain on the statute
books to intimidate the ignorant (...) to be enforced on the unwary
and the weak’.*” The scarce commitment of the federal government,
denounced the report, was exemplified by the miniscule staff (six law-
yers) of the Department of Justice (DOJ) Civil Rights Section (CRS),
the only one interested in peonage, compared to the staft of other fed-
eral agencies, which counted in hundreds. At the same time, concluded
Watts in an optimistic tone that contradicted the earlier statements,
‘such agencies [like the CRS] can go forward with their investigations
and their exposure with confidence of success in the knowledge that the
law and the government will support them in their efforts’.*8 As I stated
above, the federal government had actually a patchy record in terms of
committing to defeat peonage.

The boldest attempt to move the debate about peonage onto a global
stage is, however, represented by the memo presented to (and accepted
by) the UN Ad Hoc Committee on Forced Labor by Stetson Kennedy
(with the aid of his wife Kay) in 1952. Stetson Kennedy was an essay-
ist and an activist who had collected a sizable amount of evidence about
peonage while researching books denouncing the racist society and the
racial political economy of Florida, Georgia and Alabama.*’ Judging
from his correspondence and the clippings collected throughout the
previous decade, Kennedy’s understanding of peonage had been shaped
by the leftist discourse of the 1940s, driven by the campaign against
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peonage of the WDL and ILD, iz primis the Oglethorpe County case.>”
In the book Southern Exposure, Kennedy had utilised some of the mate-
rial collected on peonage workers in Georgia and turpentine workers
in Florida to argue for the existence of a new ‘method of enslavement’
that produced, in his view, results akin to antebellum slavery.>! Kennedy
called the Oglethorpe case ‘one of the most complete exposés of the
scope and character of slavery in the South today’.>2

The report, which included testimonies from the Oglethorpe County
case, claimed that the changes wrought by the Second World War had
not eradicated forced labour. At the mid-twentieth century, peonage
persisted in the industries and geographical regions where it had always
existed: in farming, the turpentine and lumber industries and in the
South and Southwest United States. As in the past, it affected predom-
inantly African Americans, but also Mexicans, Puerto Ricans and West
Indians. The report echoed in certain aspects the one from Rowland
Watts; it pressed the federal government for the intervention, while
severely criticising it for not enforcing the constitutional protections
against involuntary servitude. ‘While the U.S. Department of Justice
has occasionally seen fit to prosecute isolated instances of forced labour
(generally after they have been brought to public attention by non-gov-
ernmental agencies), its refusal to take more resolute action has given,
indispensable aid and comfort to the exploiters of forced labor.”>3 Thus,
Kennedy sought to leverage the influence of a United Nations body
to correct the lenient approach of the federal justice and of the federal
agencies, in particular the FBI, reluctant to investigate claims on the
field. A reprimand from Geneva, where Kennedy went to state his case
on 7 November 1952, would have reverberated, he hoped, down to a
labour camp in Florida or Georgia.

The report argued, controversially, that American peonage fell entirely
within the scope of the UN Ad Hoc Committee on Forced Labour. In
the post-war context, the debate on forced labour had shifted a great
deal from colonial administrations and the racial economic regimes to
the ‘political victims’ of forced labour, that is, those coerced to work in
reason of their political views towards a government system. The refer-
ence was not only to the Nazi labour camps, but also, more poignantly
at the onset of the Cold War, to Soviet and Eastern Europe corrective
camps.® It was the first time that an international organisation was
asked to consider the American peonage on a par with other instances of
unfree labour occurring worldwide, which would have in effect eroded



306  N.PIZZOLATO

the relevance of one propaganda weapon in the arsenal of the western
front of the Cold War. By redefining peonage as belonging to the politi-
cal as well as to the economic realm, Stetson and Kay Kennedy reiterated
a central tenet of the Oglethorpe County campaign: that forced labour
was part of an overall system of political subordination of poor African
Americans that included disenfranchisement and racial violence, as well
as economic coercion. The Kennedy report was much more detailed in
comparison to some of the other accusations against the US presented
to the committee. Poland, for instance, claimed that the sharecroppers’
‘cash income was so low and their debts to the operators so high that
they were virtually tied to the land’, but this was a very general assertion,
not accompanied by evidence, and on which the US government could
not be brought to account.®® Kennedy’s report was at times emphatic
and provocative, producing a dramatic account more in the vein of a
political agitator than of a social scientist—more ‘shrillness’ than ‘sober
fact-finding’, as a southern correspondent noted in private.>® However,
it did provide evidence, both of individual cases and of a structural
nature, of a political economy systematically geared to subdue thou-
sands of black people to a condition of unfree labour. Together with the
evidence produced by the WDL (which the committee labelled ‘unof-
ficial” even if commissioned by the Economic and Social Council of the
United Nations), it put forward a convincing case, or at least one worthy
of international attention.’” Unfortunately, this representation clashed
with the mandate of the Committee, one that had been shaped by the
aim of targeting the dictatorial regimes of the Eastern Bloc. The origins
of the Committee in fact lay in a request of the American Federation
of Labor in 1947 for the ILO to undertake a comprehensive study of
coercive labour as form of political correction in communist countries.?®
This was reflected in the terms of references of the Committee: to ‘study
systems of forced or ‘corrective’ labour which are employed as a means
of political coercion or punishment for holding or expressing a politi-
cal views and on which are on such scale as to constitute an important
element in the economy of a given country, by examining the texts and
laws and regulations and their application’.?® The last clause was cru-
cial: the Committee bound itself to accept as evidence only what was
revealed by legislative and administrative texts. This in turn excluded all
the evidence against the US, which was factual, not legalistic, in nature.
The Committee could, in fact, quote the existence of the Peonage
Act of 1867 as confirmation that unfree labour was abhorred and that
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instances of it were prosecuted under the law. While racial segregation
was inscribed in southern statutes explicitly, the racialised labour regimes
inflicted upon some black southerners were hidden from view.

Peonage subverted the idea of the inexorable march to freedom at the
core of American exceptionalism by suggesting comparisons and meta-
phors that aligned unfree labour in the US with unfree labour anywhere
else, even, according to Kennedy, to totalitarian communist regimes. In
fact, he argued, in the South, too, the oppressive labour regime was a
form of ‘political correction’, in the sense that it ensured that African
Americans would not become full-fledged participants in an otherwise
democratic system. The US government’s response to the allegations
presented to the Committee followed the demands of terms of reference.
The American representatives claimed that the US Constitution was an
‘effective safeguard’ against unfree labour.

The ambitious effort of Stetson Kennedy, building on almost two dec-
ades of activism against peonage, did not bear fruit. With leftist organi-
sations retreating fast at the height of the Cold War, Stetson Kennedy
was arguing the case for the government’s complicity to unfree labour
when the political momentum was lost. The focus of civil rights activ-
ism would soon shift from labour issues to equal access to education and
public services.®? In regard to the accusations (dismissed as ‘allegations’)
of the American activists, the Committee concluded that there was no
evidence that African Americans were coerced into a particular type
of work or that they were arrested in order to subject them to forced
labour.®! However, as we have seen, this ignored the established prac-
tices by which state legislators wrote racially coded labour legislation in
a way that read colour blind, and the way courts and the law enforce-
ment authorities coalesced to abet the unconstitutional practice.%?
Unfree labour was extraordinarily resilient in the Black Belt, in spite of
Constitutional guarantees of personal freedom and of a score of Supreme
Court sentences that voided legislation used to buttress peonage.
Furthermore, apart from the exposés of political activists, this conclu-
sion contradicted the hundreds of files of prosecutions and investigations
held in the archive of the Department of Justice, open to scholars in the
1960s.

In its journey from a condition of labour and a criminal activity in
Oglethorpe County, to a court case in Chicago and Atlanta, to a political
cause in the headquarters of political groups in New York and finally to
a claim to international attention in Geneva, peonage had transformed
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its meaning in the way outlined above. In fact, each spatial dimen-
sion embedded a different understanding of this category based on the
actions and aims of the historical actors. Overall, the story of peonage
and the campaign against it belies any simplistic divisions between the
local and the global by suggesting how such a socially constructed cat-
egory was recontextualised in different spatial dimensions.
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CHAPTER 12

From Traces to Carpets: Unravelling Labour
Practices in the Mines of Sierra Leone

Lorenzo D’Angelo

INTRODUCTION!

The awareness of the complexity and contradictions of the contempo-
rary world labour organisation—at once local and global; fragmented
and heterogeneous, but coordinated and integrated at multiple levels
and scales—urges the elaboration of increasingly sophisticated method-
ologies and theoretical models capable of making sense of the multitude
of spatial and temporal connections between events, people, places, and
commodities. One of the difficulties for anthropologists and histori-
ans interested in grasping this complexity lies in finding ways to think
and write about connections that embrace moving between micro and
macro, and zooming in and out, in order to examine situations at multi-
ple scales.?

For those scholars who define and know from the very beginning
their categories and objects of investigation—for example, who are the
workers or what is labour—it is relatively simple to understand and iden-
tify the boundaries of their field of analysis, and the ways to trace the
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historical and geographical links that exist between them. If the goal is,
for example, to reconstruct the origins of a working practice, it might be
sufficient to search in different places and times for that same practice
and make the necessary explanatory or causative connections and com-
parisons. However, if the definitions of objects and categories of analysis
are part of the investigation itself, and if these definitions are primarily
related to what social actors actually do, and not to what they are or they
should be, then things become considerably more complicated.?

In this paper, the challenge is to think about labour and its specific
practices not as predefined objects, eternal and strictly governed by
the logic of global capital, but as the results of contingent encounters
between countless numbers of events, people, and other working and
non-working practices. Thinking about labour in this way means recog-
nising the fact that things are the way they are, but that the potential
exists for them to be otherwise. Hence, the causes and effects of the cap-
italist mode of production do not arise by chance; at the same time, they
are not the inevitable results of an alleged universal history.

This paper explores an approach that oscillates between the ‘fine-
grained analysis™ of micro-history and transnational labour history by
examining a set of practices and working agreements among a specific
group of workers: diamond miners operating in Sierra Leone. Many peo-
ple of different backgrounds and a variety of experiences have worked
in the alluvial diamond mines of Sierra Leone. Since the discovery of
diamantiferous deposits in 1930 and the colonial concession to extract
this mineral at the artisanal level in late 1950s, miners have had to deal
with environmental risks, political instability, epidemics, and above all
the random distribution of gems in the soil. In other words, alluvial
diamond mining has always been a very risky and uncertain activity.®
Consequently, the division of potential profits is a crucial issue for these
workers. As I came to realise during my fieldwork in Sierra Leone con-
ducted intermittently between 2007 and 2011, the variety and complex-
ity of mining practices and agreements is astonishing. Taken together,
these agreements are practical solutions to contingent or contextual
problems; they are heterogeneous but, to an extent, consistent: an
assemblage of practices that embody the experiences of long-time min-
ers. The key issue is understanding how this set of situated working prac-
tices has taken shape historically.

One way to answer this question is to trace the origins of this assem-
blage. Following the traces to the origins is a common strategy that
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seems to unite historical approaches as diverse as the micro-history of
Carlo Ginzburg and the Global Labour History (GLH) of Marcel van
der Linden. However, these scholars invoke ‘following the traces’ in dif-
ferent ways. For van der Linden, following the traces is a way of express-
ing the position that GLH should deal with connections between various
contexts at different scales. In fact, van der Linden’s recurring use of the
phrase in his essays is more an exhortation than representative of the sys-
tematic employment of a methodology. As I will show in this paper, his
study of the origins of modern labour management reveals the limits of
this proposal based on the problematic concept of origin.

For Ginzburg, the metaphor of the trace is central to the understand-
ing of the evidential paradigm, that is, the epistemological model that
emerged in the social sciences at the end of the nineteenth century.® On
closer examination, this model also reveals some weaknesses and incon-
sistencies that Ginzburg does not fully resolve even when he relies on the
concept of ‘family resemblances’ that he borrows from Wittgenstein.

I begin by highlighting the limits of these two proposals. Then I pro-
pose the replacement of the metaphor of following the traces with the
textile metaphor of the carpet which considers connecting as a form
of weaving.” Using this metaphor, 1 explore the spatial and temporal
threads that make up the tapestry of widespread mining practices among
the diamond-seekers of Sierra Leone.

My goal is to show the heterogeneity of mining experiences and the
continuity between past and present forms of labour exploitation, and
between mining and non-mining activities. I argue that unilinear and
teleological hypotheses about the morphogenesis of mining labour prac-
tices cannot convincingly account for their historical complexity as well
as their ability to change and continually adapt to different contexts.

From TRACES TO CARPETS

For many historians and anthropologists, explaining the social means
connecting events, people, and places by following or tracking the terms
of these same relationships.® In practice, there are many ways to imple-
ment this approach. For this reason, it is worth considering two propos-
als ostensibly focused on two very different scales of analysis: the GLH
of van der Linden and the micro-history of Ginzburg.

According to van der Linden, GLH is primarily a field of research
that deals with the ‘description and explanation of the intensifying
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(or weakening) connections (interactions, influences, transfers) between
different world regions.” When referring to ‘world regions’, this scholar
does not mean that GLH should deal only with large-scale analyses,
and explicitly states that this field of research includes micro-histor-
ical approaches. Indeed, he affirms that one of the objectives of GLH
is precisely ‘[t]o identify the big picture in small details (and vice versa,
to discover microrealities in macrospaces)—that is what it is all about!’19
Given that the distinguishing feature of GLH is not scale, the focus of
the aforementioned definition is on the #ype of connections that global
historians discuss. The central concern, thus, becomes identifying which
particular connections or types of relationships and transactions require
attention.!!

GLH is well suited to a wide range of topics. As van der Linden
writes, ‘[t]he important thing is that we should follow the traces of inter-
est to us wherever they may lead: across political and geographic fron-
tiers, time frames, territories, and disciplinary boundaries.’!? It is not by
chance that this is a recurrent expression in van der Linden’s essays.!'3
However, what is meant here by ‘following the traces’? More specifically,
what is a trace? How should we think about the links between traces?
In another essay, van der Linden offers some answers to these ques-
tions by proposing an exploratory analysis of the origins of the modern
management of labour.'* Here, the Dutch scholar highlights the limita-
tions of historical perspectives that ‘situate the origins of modern labor-
management techniques in the first and second industrial revolutions in
Western Europe and North America.’!® Left out from these perspectives
are those historical experiences of unfree labour in non-Western contexts
(prior to the industrial revolution) that had an important role in shaping
the modern management of labour. Taking into consideration the inven-
tion of the gang system on sugar cane plantations in seventeenth-cen-
tury Barbados, and the management techniques developed in Australia in
the early nineteenth century to regulate convict labour, van der Linden
affirms that ‘modern labor management has many roots.”'® Morecover,
contrary to Eurocentric assumptions, some of the most important labour
innovations originated in the European colonies, namely, those territo-
ries considered to be at the margins of Western industrial development.
To van der Linden, therefore, ‘following the traces’ means identifying
the origins of a technique that we assume has changed and, at the same
time, has remained recognisable in its historical development and its geo-
graphical transfers.
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The idea of trying to identify the origins of a phenomenon, however,
raises some problems. The concept of ‘origin’ introduces the possibility
of a teleological interpretation of history and an essentialist view of what
constitutes a working practice. The underlying idea of origin is that the
identity of an object remains more or less the same despite any changes
that take place: what changes is in continuity with what it has been and
what it will be, so that the origin contains an embryo of its future forms.
Talking about the ‘origins’ of the modern management of labour using
the plural (to suggest multiple roots), lowers the risk of the assumption
of a linear and orientated vision of history. However, it does not prevent
misunderstandings that may arise around this concept.!”

Similar conceptual difficulties are also addressed by Ginzburg when
he confronts the theme of following the traces. In the Preface to Myths,
Emblems, Spies, Ginzburg acknowledges that his method is ‘much more
morphological than historical.’’® He declares that he came to this
conclusion through the study of Morelli’s method and after reading
Wittgenstein’s Remarks on Frazer’s ‘Golden Bough’.'® Here, Wittgenstein
argues that historical explanation ‘is just a way to collect data—their
synopsis.” Hence, he highlights the possibility of summarising the phe-
nomena in a ‘general image that does not have the form of a chrono-
logical development.” This general image is what Wittgenstein calls a
‘perspicuous representation’, that is, a representation that does not estab-
lish nonexistent and unprovable historical ties—such as those that can
be imagined ‘between the ellipse and the circle.”?? In line with Goethe’s
morphology, for the author of the Remarks it is all about seeing connec-
tions and searching for ‘intermediate links.’2!

Ginzburg shares Wittgenstein’s scepticism regarding naive evolution-
ary positions. At the same time, he is sceptical about the possibility of
applying his philosophical approach to history.?? Ginzburg emphasises
that, unlike Wittgenstein, Propp considers morphology a useful tool with
regard to history.?® In Ecstasies, Ginzburg’s gratitude to the Soviet for-
malist is perhaps more evident than elsewhere. Here, the micro-historian
begins his analysis by stating that he is searching for the roots of the
Sabbath in folk culture.?* At the end, however, he comes to the conclu-
sion that what he has tried to analyse is the ‘matrix of all possible sto-
ries.’?® In this erudite and fascinating pathway, between morphology and
history, Wittgenstein apparently ends up in the shadows. However, he
still plays a crucial role.
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In Ecstasies, Ginzburg offers an impressive range of comparable cul-
tural phenomena in which there is no single element common to all.
Seeking this common element would be unproductive and would limit
an analysis either on the synchronic and/or on the diachronic level. In
this sense, the Wittgensteinian notion of ‘family resemblances’?® appears
to solve the problem faced by Ginzburg: connecting similar phenomena
without falling into the essentialist trap of rigidly defining the boundaries
of a class or group of examined elements. The use of this notion raises
another problem, however. Wittgenstein’s anti-essentialism is strictly
related to the impossibility of distinguishing what is inside from what
is outside, what is on the surface from what is underneath.?” But a key
assumption of the evidential paradigm, on which the metaphor of the
trace is also based, is the denial of the transparency of reality.?® As a con-
sequence, access to the truth which underlies the appearances of things—
the 7eal author of a painting traced through the details of an ear, or the
unconscious desire that lies bebind the daily lapses—is necessarily indi-
rect. To use Ginzburg’s example, Hippocrates read the symptoms and
told the stories of discases, but ‘the disease is, in itself, unattainable.’??
Thus, it is not clear how Ginzburg could reconcile the use of family
resemblances with his belief in the existence of a hidden reality that his-
torians should reveal.3 It seems that the notion that initially appears to
bring Ginzburg closer to Wittgenstein is the one that marks how deeply
different they are. Despite Ginzburg’s reasonable concerns, is it possi-
ble to take Wittgenstein as a starting point when exploring alternatives
to following the traces without resorting to problematic notions such as
‘origin’?

There is a textile metaphor employed by the author of Philosophical
Investigation that can be of use here. The image of the thread, intro-
duced in section 67, is a typical Wittgensteinian thought-image that
can help us to think metaphorically, not only about what holds differ-
ent things together—sometimes, things so far removed from one another
as to seem completely unrelated—but also to think (in parallel) about
multi-causality and plural spatiotemporalities. So, what is a thread? A
thread is a set of interwoven fibres. None of the fibres that make up a
thread are as long as the thread itself. Some fibres overlap and inter-
twine with one another, others touch lightly, and some are very far from
each other despite being part of the same thread. None, individually, are
essential to the thread itself. No one fibre represents the origin. Not all
fibres are equal. Some are thin and long; others are thick and short. It is
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the interweaving of the fibres—their ability to create friction and there-
fore relationships—that matters.

The image of the thread helps us to think about the multiple connec-
tions between different places as well as the polychronism of the events,
such as the plurality of time in the mines which is made up of differ-
ent rhythms or cycles (the long rhythms of capitalism, the life cycles of
miners, and so on). In short, this image helps us to represent the plural
spatio-temporalities of every specific context, a plurality that defies a tele-
ological interpretation of history as well as the tyranny of a chronological
order.

This textile metaphor can be made more complex by imagining that
the threads composed of fibres, in turn, make up a temporal carpet (or
a tapestry) traversable in different directions: vertically, horizontally, and
diagonally—just like the carpet described by Ginzburg to explain his evi-
dential paradigm.3! As a carpet extends across a surface, this metaphor
should help to prevent, at least in part, the temptation to think about
hidden truths. In this perspective, micro-history can be regarded as a
movement of the eye’s focus that, guided by the actors’ perspectives,
alternately sees the interweaving of the fibres in a thread, the texture of
that portion of the carpet of which that specific thread is part, or a larger
part of the whole carpet. There is not a point of view which is, in itself,
privileged. It is the specific patterns, textures, and variations in colour
that, from time to time, direct the focus of the eye. Sometimes a detail
may capture our attention; other times it is the whole or that part of
the whole that the eye of our historical vision can grasp that arouses our
interest. However, the detail commands our attention because it is in a
particular relation to the whole (or better, a part thereof) and vice versa,
not because it reveals in itself something more real or deeper.

SUBALTERN WORK IN THE DIAMOND MINES

At this point, let us examine the practices of the miners working in
Sierra Leone—in more detail. In this West African country, the alluvial
miners are organised into teams or gangs. The gangs are composed of a
variable number of people, usually ranging from a minimum of three to
a maximum of about thirty. The number involved depends primarily on
the economic resources of the owners of mining licenses, as well as the
constraints imposed by the Ministry of Mineral Resources. The gangs are
financed by one or more supporters who make available to the boss (the
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head of the gang or the owner of the mining license) the financial capital
necessary for the purchase of mining equipment (shovels, sieves, buck-
ets, etc.) and to cover the direct and indirect costs of mining operations
such as purchasing the mining license and remunerating the labour force.
The supporters can be bosses or miners who work for themselves. More
often than not, they are local diamond traders who decided to invest
part of their earnings in the most promising mines. It is not unusual for
the wealthiest diamond dealers to fund more than one gang in order to
diversify their investment and reduce their risk. It should be noted that
the diamond tradein Sierra Leone is mainly controlled by members of
the Lebanese community, which has been present in the country for sev-
eral generations.3?

There are different types of economic agreements for the distribu-
tion of the gains from the sale of diamonds that involve the owner of
the mining license, the supporter(s), chiefs, and the landowner (that is,
the individual holding land rights to the excavation site). In particular,
there are two main methods or systems for allocating earnings or poten-
tial earnings. Before starting operations, the miners and the local actors
involved can decide a) to split, according to precise percentages, the
profits obtained by selling any discovered diamonds, or b) to divide the
gravel extracted according to specific portions.

As for the relations between supporters and labourers, there are two
prominent kinds of agreements. The ‘contract system’ or ‘wage system’
is, in fact, the main form of payment in the small-scale mines—those in
which gem-seekers are authorised by the Ministry to use machines such
as excavators, hydraulic pumps, and other mechanised machines. In this
case, each miner employed as a labourer receives a fixed level of remuner-
ation.?3 Those who accept this agreement with the boss waive any other
benefits and any percentage of the diamonds discovered.

Alternatively, the ‘supporting system’ or ‘tributing system’ is a form
of compensation prevalent among artisanal miners; that is, miners who
use artisanal technologies such as buckets, shovels, and sieves to find
diamonds. In this case, the labourer receives two or three cups of rice
and a small monetary reward for each day worked.* Each miner is then
also entitled to a percentage of each diamond discovered. In this sys-
tem of distribution, typical ratios are 50-50, 60-40, 70-30, and 80-20.
For example, a supporter makes an agreement with a landowner. After
a period of negotiation, the two parties agree on an 80-20 split. This
means that 80% of the money earned by selling the diamonds will go
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to the supporter while the remaining 20% will go to the landowner.
In the event that the supporter has negotiated an agreement based on
a percentage share with the labourers, they will have to split their 80%
with them. If the miners choose, for example, a ‘60-40’, then 40% of
the money generated from the sale of diamonds, minus the fee for the
landowner and other expenses incurred to the license owner, goes to the
gang. The members of the gang, in turn, split this into shares. Usually,
the division of labour occurs in equal parts. It should be emphasised that
each miner may also receive some additional benefits (e.g., cigarettes and
medicine) from their supporter.

These last two types of arrangements—the contract or wage system
and the supporting or tributing system—can take hybrid forms. This is
more evident at the level of small-scale extraction. The supporter can
agree to a system of remuneration based on fixed payment and, yet,
behave as a patron of the tributing system by providing benefits and
food. A ‘hybrid system’ assumes that the supporters have the ability to
take on a greater amount of expenditure than those who adhere to the
standard agreements of the contract system. However, this has a double
advantage: on the one hand, labourers are excluded from any ownership
rights over the diamonds recovered in the pits, which is the benefit of
the contract system for supporters. On the other, it builds a relationship
of loyalty and trust with labourers, which is the primary objective of the
tributing or supporting system. In this way, the supporter can prevent
thefts and increase worker productivity.

Finally, miners can decide, in particular circumstances, to divide the
extracted gravel rather than splitting the money from diamond sales.
This system is often used when, for example, the license owner or the
supporter does not have enough money to complete mining opera-
tions over the entire area at its disposal. In this case, they may decide to
engage other bosses and divide the land into as many parts as there are
bosses. Instead of paying a ‘sub-lease’, each boss offers a portion of their
gravel to the boss/licence owner. Only infrequently is this system used
between a supporter and their labourers.3?

To sum up, it can be said that these agreements are attempts to dis-
tribute earnings or potential earnings among the parties involved in the
extractive processes taking into account the risks, and hierarchies, as
well as the economic expectations of each miner. In other words, they
are practical attempts to find a flexible but carefully predetermined bal-
ance between available resources and social positions in order to avoid
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possible tensions and conflicts among workers and facilitate the opera-
tion’s success. But how to explain the morphogenesis of the different
systems of compensation and distribution of gains that coexist in this
specific working context? Instead of seeking an explanation by tracking
the stages of development of the mining industry, I outline from within a
field of action that is a spatial and temporal carpet without defined mar-
gins or origins. For this reason, the following account is only one pos-
sible way to describe this carpet and unravel the knots and fibres that
comprise it. At the same time, this sort of unravelling in part follows the
contingent logics of the internal intertwining and, therefore, does not
proceed randomly.

Given the enormous complexity of this subject, in what follows, I
focus on key aspects of the colonial history of Sierra Leone’s mining
industry. In so doing, I endeavour to tie together possible spatio-tempo-
ral fibres of analysis to shed light on current mining practices. My intent
is to tease apart mining contexts and practices to show the heterogeneity
of mining experiences, the resemblances between past and present forms
of labour organisation, and the continuities between mining and non-
mining activities.

THE INTERNATIONAL DIAMOND MONOPOLY AND MINERAL
DISCOVERIES IN AFRICA

A spatio-temporal fibre key to understanding the context of diamond
mining in Sierra Leone is the one that stretches across the history of the
monopoly developed around this mineral and the history of geological
discoveries on the African continent. The monopoly was established by
De Beers Consolidated Mines in the late nineteenth century. De Beers
took control of the main South African mines and established a sales
agreement with the Diamond Syndicate, an organisation of diamond
traders operating out of London.3¢

Until the 1920s, South African mines were the main producers of dia-
monds in the world. This primacy, however, was questioned when sev-
eral other deposits were discovered elsewhere on the African continent.
Deposits in the Belgian Congo were discovered in 1909 but extractive
operations began only in 1913 when the Belgian company Forminieré
obtained an exclusive mining concession. The discovery of deposits in
the southern region of Congo activated the Portuguese exploration in
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neighbouring Angola. The Companhia de Diamantes de Angola was
founded in 1917 and immediately afterward obtained an exclusive con-
cession for 50 years®” that lasted until the early 1970s.38

In 1924, a number of engineers employed by Forminieré, includ-
ing Chester Betty and C.W. Boise, founded the Consolidated African
Selection Trust (CAST) to extract diamonds discovered in the Gold
Coast a few years carlier. CAST created a subsidiary in the mid-1930s—
the Sierra Leone Selection Trust (SLST)—to extract diamonds discov-
ered in Sierra Leone in 1930. This discovery, in the eastern region of
Sierra Leone, activated the search for diamondiferous deposits in neigh-
bouring French Guinea. Here, extraction was carried out by a French
company, Songuinex, controlled by CAST. Between the 1930s and mid-
1940s other significant discoveries were made in Liberia, the Ivory Coast
and Tanganyika.?’

In response to these findings and the concomitant international eco-
nomic crisis of the 1930s, De Beers refined its monopoly by convincing
the world’s main diamond producers to sell their output to the Central
Selling Organisation (CSO), an umbrella organisation created in 1934
by Ernest Oppenheimer, chairman of De Beers. The CSO realised the
dreams of the managers of De Beers for a single channel for the distri-
bution and sale of diamonds from all around the world. In this way, it
was possible to maintain high profits as the diamond industry depended
(and still does) on strictly controlling the amount of gems available on
the market at any particular time.*?

The discovery of Sierra Leone’s alluvial diamond deposits created
considerable anxiety for De Beers.#! These diamonds were, on average,
of a high quality, and suitable for the jewellery industry or for economic
investment. During the interwar period, there was much uncertainty
about marketing opportunities for this type of gem. For this reason, De
Beers reduced its production—to the point of closing down some of
its major mines—with the intention of waiting to sell the accumulated
reserve in better times. In reality, between the 1920s and 1930s, the mar-
ket for industrial diamonds dropped but remained fairly robust for gem-
stones. Although CAST joined CSO and slightly reduced its operations, it
continued its mining operations in West Africa to support the war efforts
of the Allies.*? Thus, the company took advantage of the strong demand
for diamond jewellery before the Second World War and, during and after
the war, took advantage of the demand for industrial diamonds.*3
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MONOPOLISATION AND ILLEGALISATION OF ARTISANAL MINING
IN SIERRA LLEONE

In Sierra Leone, mineral explorations began around the 1920s. At the
end of the First World War, the British government promoted geologi-
cal surveys in several African territories of the Empire in order to locate
mineral resources for military purposes. Between 1919 and 1922, Frank
Dixey conducted the first geological surveys of Sierra Leone, but with
meagre results.**

A few years later, thanks to the efforts of the Director of the Geological
Survey of the Gold Coast, the Colonial Office decided to resume geologi-
cal investigations in Sierra Leone. This time, colonial officers were looking
for resources to strengthen the weak economy of the colony which was
mainly based on agricultural exports (in particular, kola nuts and palm ker-
nel). With this aim, geologist Norman R. Junner was sent to Sierra Leone
in 1926. He found mineral deposits of platinum, chrome, ilmenite, rutile,
gold, and iron. In 1930, during a survey in Kono District, Junner and his
colleague John D. Pollet discovered the presence of diamonds.

The Anglo-American mining company CAST was informed of the dis-
covery a year later by Junner—who played an important role in making
connections between the mines of Sierra Leone and those of the Gold
Coast. CAST had been working for several years in the Gold Coast,
extracting diamonds in Atwakia. Its engineers immediately realised the
importance of Junner and Pollett’s discovery. In 1934, CAST created a
subsidiary, the Sierra Leone Selection Trust (SLST) that obtained exclu-
sive rights from the Government of Sierra Leone to explore and extract
diamonds found all over the territory for a period of 99 years.*5

From the Gold Coast, the managers of SLST imported experienced
workers, engineers, and managers. From the beginning, these manag-
ers knew that they would soon face a serious problem: illegal mining.
In order to prevent the illicit extraction and trafficking of gemstones,
they took action to try and control the territory and its population.
Restrictive measures on people’s movements were first put into effect in
1936. To enter Kono District, for example, it was necessary to obtain a
special permit: the entry of ‘strangers’ without official authorisation was
banned or severely restricted.*¢

By the 1950s, however, the reputation of Sierra Leone an diamonds
had spread around the world. The strict measures of control over the
territory and the threat of arrest for possession of diamonds and mining
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equipment were not sufficient to curb the arrival of migrants, espe-
cially from the neighbouring regions of West Africa (including French
Guinea, Liberia, Gambia, Nigeria, Gold Coast, Mali, and Mauritania).
The movement of African miners to the company’s protected areas went
on day and night.*” The monopoly and the legalisation of artisanal min-
ing certainly had a profound impact on the technical and organisational
choices of African miners. The miners aimed for the most superficial
deposits requiring the digging of only shallow pits in order to extract the
gravel containing diamonds in the shortest time possible, that is, before
the police and SLST security forces might be alerted to their presence.
It is likely that, in some cases, miners preferred to share the gravel on the
spot, without waiting for the completion of gravel washing. This impor-
tant operation could be carried out quietly, once the material was trans-
ported to less visible and more protected areas.*8

In 1955, SLST made an agreement with the Government to give up
their monopoly while preserving some of the most productive mineral
areas. In return, the company obtained lavish compensation from the
Government. The latter pledged to intensify efforts to combat lawless-
ness. At the same time, starting in 1956, Sierra Leone an miners were
allowed to extract precious gems through a licensing system called the
Alluvial Diamond Mining Scheme (ADMS). For everyone else, the only
alternative was to abandon or continue illegal mining, seeking the pro-
tection of the local authorities.*

In 1959, SLST created the ‘Contract Mining Scheme.” With this, the
company committed itself to buying diamonds from miners who dug and
sold diamonds recovered in the concession areas abandoned after the 1955
agreement, that is, those areas considered unproductive for the use of large-
scale mining technology.>® The scheme, described as ‘a form of tributing
inside the SLST lease and controlled by SLST’%! lasted until 1970 when
SLST was nationalised by the independent government of Sierra Leone
and renamed the National Diamond Mining Company.>? Before turning
attention to ‘tributing’, it is useful to examine the interweaving of temporal
fibres to shed light on labour relations in the mines of Sierra Leone.

LABOUR RELATIONS IN (AND AROUND) THE MINES

Working relations among the miners employed in Sierra Leone exist
in relationship with, and against, the background of the historical con-
text of the global diamond industry and of Sierra Leone. Although
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slavery was outlawed in the colony—Freetown was established in 1808
as a settlement for freed slaves transported from North America—
in the Protectorate of Sierra Leone, the practice remained active and
unhindered until 1928.5 The British promoted a smooth and grad-
ual transition toward abolition,** convinced that a sudden change of
local customs would cause unmanageable conflicts. Thus, the Forced
Labour Ordinance of 1932—which was enacted following the amend-
ment of the 1930 Geneva Convention on Forced Labour—authorised
chiefs to employ labour for public works or for specific personal ser-
vices.?® In some regions of the Protectorate, forms of forced labour
persisted until the late 1950s. In fact, it was only after the 1955 riots
and the subsequent investigation by the Cox Commission that in 1956,
the Government decided to enact the Prohibition of Forced Labour
Ordinance. The Commission noted in its report that the right of chiefs
to force young people to perform unpaid work was a major cause of the
riots. However, while the 1956 Ordinance repealed forced labour, it
still gave the chiefs some prerogatives on the use of unpaid community
labour.>¢

This was the context in which early labour relations in the mines
emerged. In January 1928, men and women previously considered serv-
ants or slaves became formally ‘free’. In a 1931 report,®” the British
geologist Pollet included images of large groups of people waiting to
obtain employment in the alluvial gold mines. The first companies to
obtain mining licenses for the exploitation of gold deposits—the British
Coastal Exploration Syndicate Limited and Messrs Maroc Limited®$—
typically offered monthly jobs. Some miners were put on contract and
paid according to the amount of work done.?® Taking into account the
recent abolition of slavery, it is not surprising that the engineer in charge
of company’s camp found ‘there [were] always more applicants for work
than he can employ’.%® On average, about half of the miners came from
villages neighbouring the mining sites. The remainder was mainly made
up of men from different regions of the Protectorate: Mende, Limba,
Temne, and Koranko were the most well-represented ethno-linguistic
groups. Employers generally considered people from further afield more
reliable than those coming from nearby villages. According to the reports
of colonial officials, the local workers did not come to the mines on a
regular basis, and often devoted part of their working day to pursuing
other activities such as trading, farming, or hunting.®! Production costs
and international uncertainties over the trends in commodity prices
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pushed the gold mining companies to keep wages as low as possible.
Thus, in many instances, the local workforce showed preference for the
often more lucrative agricultural work in the fields. Some companies
used ‘feed money’®? to compensate miners in an attempt to improve sta-
bility of their labour force. In the early 1930s, for example, the Messrs
Maroc sold rice to its workers at cost in order to keep down the prices of
basic commodities in nearby villages. By selling rice to their miners at no
profit to themselves, the company sought to discourage harvesting in the
fields and to encourage working in the mines.

SLST made similar choices a few years later in the diamond district
of Kono. Initially, the company managers brought in skilled labour from
Nigeria, and especially from the Gold Coast in order to teach the local
workforce extraction techniques adopted in the CAST diamond mines at
Atwakia.3

Although SLST offered better payment terms than other companies,
in Kono District, the sale of palm kernels was, at times, less arduous and
better paid than work in the diamond mines. The problem of local labour
force recruitment became most acute during the harvest season, between
January and February.%* In 1937 in particular, the demand for agricul-
tural production increased due to the expansion of the international cos-
metic industry. At the same time, there was a shortage in rice production,
resulting in part from the increased migrant population present in the
mining areas and the reduction of agricultural labour devoted to this sta-
ple. To address this specific problem, SLST imported quantities of rice
that it sold to the company’s employees at a regulated price. In exchange
for rice, however, the workers had to give up any increase in wages.

It should be noted that this type of non-wage benefit was not simply a
reaction to the specific difficulties of that period. Rather, it was part of a
broader and paternalistic labour policy which aimed to increase produc-
tivity, and minimise theft and illicit mining.%®

THE SUPPORTING SYSTEM IN TIN, GOLD, AND DIAMOND
MiNING

The diamond industry of Sierra Leone did not emerge in isolation from
other extractive industries. Its history is intertwined from the moment it
emerged with the simultaneously emergent gold mining industry. This, in
turn, was interwoven with other mining and non-mining experiences in
West Africa.
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After the first discoveries of alluvial gold deposits, between the mid-
1920s and early 1930s, the colonial government of Freetown preferred
to grant mining licenses to large-scale British operations.®® The uncertain
nature of the alluvial deposits, however, was problematic for large-scale
investors, and in fact favoured small-scale miners. Many companies went
bankrupt after a few years and others took their place and experienced
mixed results.%”

Early small-scale miners managed to obtain licenses for gold extrac-
tion in 1934. They were mostly made up of educated members of the
Krio community of Freetown who obtained mining licenses as individu-
als or syndicates.®® Among them, there were a few goldsmiths, money-
lenders, and professionals, but no one with mining experience.®® Most
probably, the only ones who possessed some knowledge of gold were
A.B. Sillah and J.A. Lasite, two known Freetown goldsmiths. Before
becoming miners themselves, it is said that they bought gold from illicit
dealers.”® Among small-scale miners, members of the Lebanese commu-
nity were the most successful. They entered into the mining industry in
1935, just after the Krio. The Lebanese were mainly traders and, as far as
is known, also had no mining experience. They were able, however, to
address the risks of this sector by employing local miners as tributors.”!
As under the abusa system adopted by gold miners in the Gold Coast,”?
tributors did not receive a salary, but a share of the gold. Among these
workers there were often men who had worked for European companies.
Indeed, tributing offered the chance to earn more than employees of
the large operations. From the point of view of patrons, one of the main
advantages of the tributing was that workers were only paid if the mine
produced gold. In addition, the supervision of a patron was not always
necessary. Tributors self-organised and patrons could carry on other
professional activities.”3 It is clear, then, that both Krio and Lebanese
learned the basics of gold mining from their ‘boys’ and, particularly,
from those who had worked for European companies.”*

By analysing the reports of the colonial government’s Geological
Department, van der Laan argues that tributing was first introduced in
the gold mines in 1935 by the company Gold and Base Metal Mines
of Nigeria.”®> This company mainly mined tin and other base metals in
northern Nigeria. The international economic crisis of the early 1930s,
the resulting drop in the price of tin, and the rising price of gold were
some of the reasons that likely prompted this company to explore the
opportunities offered by the alluvial deposits recently discovered in
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Sierra Leone.”® In Nigeria, as in other West African colonies, tributing
was a common practice adopted especially in alluvial gold and tin min-
ing.”” Unsurprisingly, Gold and Base Metal Mines of Nigeria replicated
in Sierra Leone what had been common in Nigeria.

The small-scale miners of the Shamel Brothers group were among the
first to imitate the methods of work, recruitment, and payment of Gold and
Base Metals of Nigeria. Despite lacking mining experience, this partnership
of Lebanese traders came to employ more than a thousand men in 1936.
The following year, van der Laan notes, “all companies derived part of their
gold from tributors and many small miners relied entirely on them.””8

The official production of gold began to decline during the Second
World War but the number of migrants in the diamondiferous south-
eastern area of Sierra Leone grew considerably after the war. Among
these gem seekers were men with experience in gold mining, like Alhaji
Sesay. Sesay was a gold miner in the northern part of Sierra Leone from
1934 until 1941, the year he was conscripted into the army. In 1945,
he resumed mining. In 1956, he began to look for diamonds by taking
advantage of the licence scheme for the artisanal extraction of diamonds
just introduced by the government.”” Sesay’s professional trajec-
tory was not unusual. Many miners arrived in the diamond areas dur-
ing the 1950s, particularly the Temne, had worked in the gold mines of
the northern region. Others, like the Mandingo people,3? came mainly
from the French colonies, in particular, from Guinea where there were
both gold and diamond mines.8! Among the ranks of the gem-seckers
there were also many Kono and Mende people, some of whom possessed
knowledge and technical skills acquired while working for SLST.32

As a result, between the gold and diamond mining sectors there were
numerous adaptations and exchanges derived from the local and trans-
national labour force,33 and also the local entrepreneurs, particularly the
Lebanese merchants who played a crucial role in the development of the
Sierra Leonean mining industry.3*

SHARING AND TRIBUTING IN FARMING AND MINING

To understand the morphogenesis of the practices of diamond miners, it
is necessary at this point to extend our gaze towards working and agree-
ment practices that go beyond the mines. In particular, striking ‘family
resemblances’ exist between farming and mining. To examine them, it is
useful to focus on gold mining.
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Though pre-colonial mining in Sub-Saharan Africa is, to say the least,
as old as the Malian (from ¢. 1230 to c. 1600) and Ashanti Empires
(from c. 1700 to 1957),8 in the territory of Sierra Leone, there is no
clear historical evidence of extractive activities predating colonial discov-
eries.8 Van der Laan’s historical reconstruction of how tributing may
have been introduced in Sierra Leone’s mines presupposes an exogenous
(and unilinear) movement of practices and ideas. However, if tribut-
ing was immediately accepted and rapidly became a widespread practice
among Sierra Leone’s miners, this has to do with the fact that it was a
practice culturally recognised by both transnational and local labour-
ers. That is to say that van der Laan’s hypothesis does not consider the
possibility that miners’ practices, particularly at the level of artisanal or
small-scale operations, involved interwoven and multiple historical and
geographical encounters between working experiences and cultural
norms across this West African region. To clarify, it is worth briefly
exploring and further unravelling other spatio-temporal threads which
can shed light on cultural practices common in many rural societies of
the Upper Guinea Forest.” To this end, two practices deserve particular
attention: the abusa system and the tutorat.

As historian Raymond Dumett points out in his work on the devel-
opment of the Gold Coast’s mining industry at the end of nineteenth
century, European companies based in Wassa had difficulty recruiting
local workers.8 Often, they preferred to employ unskilled workers from
Liberia and Sierra Leone’s coasts.? Local Wassa people, in fact, preferred
to look for gold using traditional methods tested locally for centuries
by generations of African miners,’® or to alternate ‘whites’ jobs’ in the
mines with agricultural activities in the villages. Therefore, their presence
was not always guaranteed. In Wassa, the solution for the mining compa-
nies to the so-called native labour problem®! ‘was to hire Akan ‘tributors’
based on the traditional abusa share system.”®?

In the Twi language, abusa means ‘one-third’, but in the twentieth
century, among Gold Coast farmers engaged in the production of cocoa,
abusa became a way to refer to the portion of the harvest that the sup-
plier of labour had to offer to the supplier of the land.??® Abusa is thus
a form of tribute related to the traditional duty of offering a portion of
the product obtained from the ground, or from the forest to the rul-
ers and local traditional authorities.”* In this sense, the abusa system for
gold miners was mainly an adaptation of the share cropping system.”®
In the late nineteenth century, this system was successfully applied and



12 FROM TRACES TO CARPETS: UNRAVELLING LABOUR PRACTICES ... 331

accepted by Gold Coast’s miners and European companies because it
seemed to provide benefits for all parties. Tributors held a third, or even
a half of the material extracted. In this way, they often managed to earn
more than they could as tributors of the chiefs and of local stool hold-
ers. The remainder belonged entirely to the company or it was further
divided with local traditional authorities. Thus, in Wassa, the gold com-
pany was not required to take care of labourers’ housing and feeding.”®
Besides that, it did not have to spend money to import labourers from
Liberia nor did it have to worry about the organisation and recruitment
of miner gangs.””

To return to the case of Sierra Leone, we cannot exclude the possibil-
ity that the abusa system—or similar tributing systems based on patron-
age relationships such as the tutorat”>—had been, at different times, a
practical model from which Sierra Leone’s miners drew ideas and solu-
tions for organising their work. Once again, it is worth stressing the cru-
cial role played by migrant workers in translating such experiences from
one context to another.

However, it is also possible that local miners, faced with the uncer-
tainty of alluvial deposits and the danger of being arrested by the colo-
nial security forces, adopted and developed existing local sharing systems
which resulted in arrangements similar to those of abusa. In this regard,
it should be noted that the traditional Akan law of the Gold Coast has
many family resemblances with the customary tenure law common to
most of the territory of Sierra Leone. In both contexts, the concept of
ownership is different from that of private property.”® In many regions
of West Africa, land is owned collectively and is managed by tradi-
tional authorities. Because of this, one of the privileges still retained by
Paramount Chiefs'%? of Sierra Leone is to receive tributes from both for-
eign residents and from various subjects who occupy the land over which
they rule. Thus, Paramount Chiefs are entitled to receive as a tribute,
portions of the harvested rice and palm oil produced in their chiefdoms,
as well as portions of the game captured and the trees cut in forests.
Paramount Chiefs also have the right to receive one-third ‘of all rents
paid by non-natives in respect of lands occupied or leased in the chief-
dom.’1%1 Miners are not exempt from this type of contribution which is
well-regulated.

As it might be clear from the discussion above, it is not possible to
fully understand the labour practices of artisanal miners without tak-
ing into account the social institutions that shape relations between
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‘autochthons and strangers’,19? ‘“first comers and later comers’,!3 or

between ‘landowners and strangers’ in the Upper Guinea Forest.10% As
Bolay points out, the artisanal mining sector ‘is intimately related to soil
property and strongly structured by autochthony relations’.10

In the rural societies of this extended West African region, the tutorat
‘regulates both the transfer of land rights and the incorporation of the
‘strangers’ in the local community’.1%¢ Strangers, as ‘later comers’, gain
access to the land from the landowners (‘first comers’) who then become
their sponsors or tutenrs. In return, strangers show their gratitude by
offering, for example, agricultural products or monetary compensation
for the use of land. They also contribute to the reproduction of the com-
munity social order.%” Therefore, tutorat is a kind of patron—client rela-
tionship that regulates the rights and obligations between landowners
and strangers on the basis of the principles of a local moral economy.!%8
In Ivory Coast, for example, the tutorat played a significant role in regu-
lating migrant access to the cocoa and coffee farms which developed in
the 1920s.1%° In different ways, past and present migrants working in the
farms or in the artisanal small-scale gold mines of Guinea,''® Mali,!!!
Burkina Faso,!!? and Benin!!'3 have established mentoring relationships,
particularly, with residents.

Tutorat and the ‘landlord—stranger system’ have several family resem-
blances.'* Concerning Sierra Leone’s diamond mines, Jean-Pierre
Chauveau and Paul Richards have stressed how ‘Land-owning lineages
are essential partners in alluvial operations’.!'5 For this reason, diamond
miners divide part of their earnings with them.

To return to van der Laan’s unilinear and exogenous hypothesis, it
certainly cannot convincingly account for the historical complexity of
these social practices as well as their ability to change and constantly
adapt to different contexts. The tributing system, like all social practices,
has a social life: it changes over time and it adapts to changing cultural,
political, and historical scenarios.!1¢

CONCLUSION

As noted by the anthropologist Michael Jackson, spinning, weaving,
binding, threading braiding, and knotting are at same time some of
the oldest techniques and metaphors known by human beings.!'” No
wonder that it in many societies around the world, social relations are
conceived as ‘bonds, ties or strings, while wider fields of relationship
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are compared to networks, webs, and skeins, or the warp and woof of
woven cloth’.118 T have endeavoured to show how textile metaphors are
also good to think through nonlinear causal relationships, as well as the
spatio-temporal entanglement specific to each historical and cultural con-
text.11® The historical and anthropological analysis of diamond miners’
working practices shows that there is not an origin that can explain their
subsequent development. There is also no single causal explanation. If
anything, what these practices reveal are the many spatial and temporal
twists that connect, in complex ways, events, people and contexts. In
other words, the practices of the miners appear to be an assemblage of
heterogeneous and, in some respects, conflicting elements. This assem-
blage is not the result of an omniscient hand that has wisely chosen and
ordered the temporal threads according to a precise final design. On the
contrary, it is the result of a number of incongruent, and sometimes con-
tradictory interventions.

If we want to bring our textile metaphor to another level, we may ask
ourselves who weaves the threads and who makes the carpet. The answer
is that there is a multiplicity of social actors, each with different levels of
ability and power to act.

In the mines of Sierra Leone, the exchange of knowledge and expe-
riences among workers, company executives, and other social actors
involved in this industry (e.g., chiefs and colonial rulers), has contrib-
uted significantly to the hybridisation of mining practices. This helps
to understand their innumerable ‘family resemblances’.1?? Indeed, I
have suggested that these practices come not only from different types
of extractive contexts (for example, gold and tin mining), but also from
non-mining contexts such as agriculture. The tributing system described
by van der Laan in the case of gold mining has strong resemblances with
those common in diamond mining. In a similar vein, the share crop sys-
tem has significant resemblances with the practice of dividing extracted
material between miners, companies, and traditional authorities in both
gold and diamond mining.

Each idea or mining practice is a particular combination of knowl-
edge and experiences that has changed in response to specific problems
embedded in specific historical and political situations. To emphasise the
contingency of encounters between these practices and experiences is
to recognise that capitalism cannot be thought to have a single repeat-
able model of development.!?! That is to say that diamond miners’ prac-
tices are the unpredictable result of the continuous efforts of the global
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mining industry to articulate different modes of production. The carpet
is the living metaphor of this spatio-temporal assemblage with no origin.
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