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of the West and for pervasive poverty in Africa. Like the study of slavery, the 
study of the slave trade and its implications and results is freighted with polit­
ical and ethical significance; for scholars and students of these debates, the 
stakes could hardly be higher. 
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from Capitalism and Slavery [1944] 

ERIC WILLIAMS (1911-1981) was born in Trinidad and Tobago, where he did 
his undergraduate work. He received his doctorate in history from Oxford 
and taught at Howard University in the United States before returning to 
his country. He led Trinidad and Tobago to independence within the 
British Commonwealth in 1962 and served as both premier and prime min­
ister. He began publishing in 1940 with "The Golden Age of the Slave 
System in Britain" and continued to write on education, politics, slavery, 
and the history of the Caribbean for the next four decades. 

Slavery in the Caribbean has been too narrowly identified with the 
Negro. A racial twist has thereby been given to what is basically an eco­
nomic phenomenon. Slavery was not born of racism: rather, racism was 
the consequence of slavery. Unfree labor in the New World was brown, 
white, black, and yellow; Catholic, Protestant and pagan. 

The first instance of slave trading and slave labor developed in the New 
World involved, racially, not the Negro but the Indian. The Indians rapidly 
succumbed to the excessive labor demanded of them, the insufficient diet, 
the white man's diseases, and their inability to adjust themselves to the new 
way of life. Accustomed to a life of liberty, their constitution and tempera­
ment were ill-adapted to the rigors of plantation slavery. As Fernando Ortiz 
writes: "To subject the Indian to the mines, to their monotonous, insane and 
severe labor, without tribal sense, without religious ritual,.. . was like taking 
away from him the meaning of his life. . . . It was to enslave not only his 
muscles but also his collective spirit" 

The visitor to Ciudad Trujillo, capital of the Dominican Republic (the 
present-day name of half of the island formerly called Hispaniola), will see 
a statue of Columbus, with the figure of an Indian woman gratefully writing 
(so reads the caption) the name of the Discoverer. The story is told, on the 
other hand, of the Indian chieftain, Hatuey, who, doomed to die for resist­
ing the invaders, staunchly refused to accept the Christian faith as the gate­
way to salvation when he learned that his executioners, too, hoped to get to 
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Heaven. It is far more probable that Hatuey, rather than the anonymous 
woman, represented contemporary Indian opinion of Uieir new overlords. 

England and France, in their colonies, followed the Spanish practice of 
enslavement of the Indians. There was one conspicuous difference — the 
attempts of the Spanish Crown, however ineffective, to restrict Indian slav­
ery to those who refused to accept Christianity and to the warlike Caribs 
on the specious plea that they were cannibals. From the standpoint of the 
British government Indian slavery, unlike later Negro slavery' which 
involved vital imperial interests, was a purely colonial matter. As Lauber 
writes: "The home government was interested in colonial slave conditions 
and legislation only when the African slave trade was involved. . . . Since it 
(Indian slavery) was never sufficienuy extensive to interfere with Negro 
slavery and the slave trade, it never received any attention from the home 
government, and so existed as legal because never declared illegal." 

But Indian slavery' never was extensive in the British dominions. Ballagh, 
writing of Virginia, says that popular sentiment had never "demanded the 
subjection of the Indian race perse, as was practically the case with the 
Negro in the first slave act of 1661, but only of a portion of it, and that 
admitted!*7 a ver*7 small r*ortion. . . . In the case of the Indian . slaver1' was 
viewed as of an occasional nature, a preventive penalty and not as a normal 
and permanent condition." In the New England colonies Indian slavery was 
unprofitable, for slavery of any kind was unprofitable because it was unsuited 
to the diversified agriculture of these colonies. In addition the Indian slave 
was inefficient. The Spaniards discovered that one Negro was worth four 
Indians. A prominent official in Hispaniola insisted in 1518 that "permission 
be given to bring Negroes, a race robust for labor, instead of natives, so weak 
that they can only be employed in tasks requiring little endurance, such as 
taking care of maize fields or farms." The future staples of the New World, 
sugar and cotton, required strength which the Indian lacked, and demanded 
the robust "cotton nigger" as sugar's need of strong mules produced in 
Louisiana the epithet "sugar mules." According to Lauber, "When compared 
with sums paid for Negroes at the same time and place the prices of Indian 
slaves are found to have been considerably lower." 

The Indian reservoir, too, was limited, the African inexhaustible. Negroes 
therefore were stolen in Africa to work the lands stolen from the Indians in 
America. The voyages of Prince Henry the Navigator complemented those 
of Columbus, West African history became the complement of West Indian. 

The immediate successor of the Indian, however, was not the Negro but the 
poor white. These white servants included a variety of types. Some were 
indentured servants, so called because, before departure from die homeland, 
they had signed a contract, indented by law, binding them to service for a 
stipulated time in return for their passage. Still others, known as "redemp-
tioners," arranged with the captain of the ship to pay for their passage on 
arrival or within a specified time thereafter; if they did not, they were sold by 
the captain to the highest bidder. Others were convicts, sent out by the delib­
erate policy of the home government, to serve for a specified period. 
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This emigration was in tune with mercantilist theories of the day which 
strongly advocated putting the poor to industrious and useful labor and 
favored emigration, voluntary or involuntary, as relieving the poor rates 
and finding more profitable occupations abroad for idlers and vagrants at 
home. "Indentured servitude," writes C. M. Haar, "was called into exis­
tence by two different though complementary forces: there was both a 
positive attraction from the New World and a negative repulsion from the 
Old. In a state paper delivered to James I in 1606 Bacon emphasized that 
by emigration England would gain "a double commodity, in the avoid­
ance of people here, and in making use of them there." 

This temporary service at the outset denoted no inferiority or degrada­
tion. Many of the servants were manorial tenants fleeing from the irksome 
restrictions of feudalism, Irishmen seeking freedom from the oppression 
of landlords and bishops, Germans running away from the devastation of 
the Thirty Years' War. They transplanted in their hearts a burning desire 
for land, an ardent passion for independence. They came to the land of 
opportunity to be free men, their imaginations powerfully wrought upon 
by glowing and extravagant descriptions in the home country. It was only 
later when, in the words of Dr. Williamson, "all ideals of a decent colonial 
society, of a better and greater England overseas, were swamped in the 
pursuit of an immediate gain," that the introduction of disreputable ele­
ments became a general feature of indentured service. 

A regular traffic developed in these indentured servants. Between 1654 
and 1685 ten thousand sailed from Bristol alone, chiefly for the West 
Indies and Virginia. In 1683 white servants represented one-sixth of 
Virginia's population. Two-thirds of the immigrants to Pennsylvania dur­
ing the eighteenth century were white servants; in four years 25,000 came 
to Philadelphia alone. It has been estimated that more than a quarter of a 
million persons were of this class during the colonial period, and that 
they probably constituted one-half of all English immigrants, the majority 
going to the middle colonies. 

As commercial speculation entered the picture, abuses crept in. Kidnap­
ing was encouraged to a great degree and became a regular business in such 
towns as London and Bristol. Adults would be plied with liquor, children 
enticed with sweetmeats. The kidnapers were called "spirits;" defined as 
"one that taketh upp men and women and children and sells them on a 
shipp to be conveyed beyond the sea." The captain of a ship trading to 
Jamaica would visit the Clerkenwell House of Correction, ply with drink the 
girls who had been imprisoned there as disorderly, and "invite" them to go 
to the West Indies. The temptations held out to the unwary and the credu­
lous were so attractive that, as the mayor of Bristol complained, husbands 
were induced to forsake their wives, wives their husbands, and apprentices 
their masters, while wanted criminals found on the transport ships a refuge 
from the arms of the law. The wave of German immigration developed the 
"newlander," the labor agent of those days, who traveled up and down the 
Rhine Valley persuading the feudal peasants to sell their belongings and 
emigrate to America, receiving a commission for each emigrant. 
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Much has been written about the trickery these "newlanders" were not 
averse to employing. But whatever the deceptions practised, it remains 
true, as Friedrich Kapp has written, that "the real ground for the emigra­
tion fever lay in the unhealthy political and economic conditions. . . . The 
misery and oppression of the conditions of the litde (German) states pro­
moted emigration much more dangerously and continuously than the 
worst 'newlander' " 

Convicts provided another steady source of white labor. . . . Offences 
for which the punishment prescribed by law was transportation comprised 
the stealing of cloth, burning stacks of corn, the maiming and killing of catde, 
hindering customs officers in the execution of their duty, and corrupt 
legal practices. Proposals made in 1664 would have banished to the colonies 
all vagrants, rogues and idlers, petty thieves, gipsies, and loose persons fre­
quenting unlicensed brothels. A piteous petition in 1667 prayed for trans­
portation instead of the death sentence for a wife convicted of stealing 
goods valued at three shillings and four pence. In 1745 transportation was 
the penalty for the theft of a silver spoon and a gold watch. One year after 
the emancipation of the Negro slaves, transportation was the penalty for 
trade union activity. It is difficult to resist the conclusion that there was 
some connection between the law and the labor needs of the plantations, 
and the marvel is that so few people ended up in the colonies overseas. 

Benjamin Franklin opposed this "dumping upon the New World of the 
outcasts of the Old" as the most cruel insult ever offered by one nation to 
another, and asked, if England was justified in sending her convicts to the 
colonies, whether the latter were justified in sending to England their rat-
desnakes in exchange? It is not clear why Franklin should have been so 
sensitive. Even if the convicts were hardened criminals, the great increase 
of indentured servants and free emigrants would have tended to render 
the convict influence innocuous, as increasing quantities of water poured 
in a glass containing poison. . . . 

The political and civil disturbances in England between 1640 and 1740 
augmented the supply of white servants. Political and religious noncon­
formists paid for their unorthodoxy by transportation, rnosdy to the sugar 
islands. Such was the fate of many of Cromwell's Irish prisoners, who were 
sent to the West Indies. So thoroughly was this policy pursued that an 
active verb was added to the English language — to "barbadoes" a person. 
Montserrat became largely an Irish colony, and the Irish brogue is still 
frequently heard today in many parts of the British West Indies. The Irish, 
however, were poor servants. They hated the English, were always read}- to 
aid England's enemies, and in a revolt in the Leeward Islands in 1689 we 
can already see signs of that burning indignation which, according to 
Lecky, gave Washington some of his best soldiers. The vanquished in 
Cromwell's Scottish campaigns were treated like the Irish before them, 
and Scotsmen came to be regarded as "the general travaillers and soldiers 
in most foreign parts." Religious intolerance sent more workers to the 
plantations. In 1661 Quakers refusing to take the oath for the third time 
were to be transported; in 1664 transportation, to any plantation except 
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Virginia or New England, or a fine of one hundred pounds was decreed 
for the third offence for persons over sixteen assembling in groups of five 
or more under pretence of religion. . . . 

The transportation of these white servants shows in its true light the 
horrors of the Middle Passage — not as something unusual or inhuman 
but as a part of the age. The emigrants were packed like herrings. Ac­
cording to Mittelberger, each servant was allowed about two feet in width 
and six feet in length in bed. The boats were small, the voyage long, the 
food, in the absence of refrigeration, bad, disease inevitable. A petition to 
Parliament in 1659 describes how seventy-two servants had been locked 
up below deck during the whole voyage of five and a half weeks, "amongst 
horses, that their souls, through heat and steam under the tropic, fainted 
in them." Inevitably abuses crept into the system and Fearon was shocked 
by "the horrible picture of human suffering which this living sepulchre" 
of an emigrant vessel in Philadelphia afforded. But conditions even for 
the free passengers were not much better in those days, and the com­
ment of a Lady of Quality describing a voyage from Scotland to the West 
Indies on a ship full of indentured servants should banish any ideas that 
the horrors of the slave ship are to be accounted for by the fact that the 
victims were Negroes. "It is hardly possible," she writes, "to believe that 
human nature could be so depraved, as to treat fellow creatures in such a 
manner for so little gain." 

The transportation of servants and convicts produced a powerful vested 
interest in England. When the Colonial Board was created in 1661, not the 
least important of its duties was the control of the trade in indentured ser­
vants. In 1664 a commission was appointed, headed by the King's brother, 
to examine and report upon the exportation of servants. In 1670 an act 
prohibiting the transportation of English prisoners overseas was rejected; 
another bill against the stealing of children came to nothing. In the trans­
portation of felons, a whole hierarchy, from courtly secretaries and grave 
judges down to the jailors and turnkeys, insisted on having a share in the 
spoils. It has been suggested that it was humanity for his fellow country­
men and men of his own color which dictated the planter's preference for 
the Negro slave. Of this humanity there is not a trace in the records of the 
time, at least as far as the plantation colonies and commercial production 
were concerned. Attempts to register emigrant servants and regularize die 
procedure of transportation — thereby giving full legal recognition to the 
system — were evaded. The leading merchants and public officials were all 
involved in the practice. The penalty for man-stealing was exposure in the 
pillory, but no missiles from the spectators were tolerated. Such opposition 
as there was came from the masses. It was enough to point a finger at a 
woman in the streets of London and call her a "spirit" to start a riot. . . . 

The status of these servants became progressively worse in the planta­
tion colonies. Servitude, originally a free personal relation based on vol­
untary contract for a definite period of service, in lieu of transportation 
and maintenance, tended to pass into a property relation which asserted 
a control of varying extent over the bodies and liberties of the person 
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during service as if he were a thing. Eddis, writing on the eve of the Rev­
olution, found the servants groaning "beneath a worse than Egyptian 
bondage." In Maryland servitude developed into an institution approach­
ing in some respects chattel slavery. Of Pennsylvania it has been said that 
"no matter how kindly they may have been treated in particular cases, or 
how voluntarily they may have entered into the relation, as a class and 
when once bound, indentured servants were temporarily chattels." On 
the sugar plantations of Barbados the servants spent their time "grinding 
at the mills and attending the furnaces, or digging in this scorching 
island; having nothing to feed on (notwithstanding their hard labour) 
but potatoe roots, nor to drink, but water with such roots washed in it, 
besides the bread and tears of their own afflictions; being bought and 
sold still from one planter to another, or attached as horses and beasts for 
the debts of their masters, being whipt at the whipping posts (as rogues,) 
for their masters' pleasure, and sleeping in sties worse than hogs in 
England. . . . " As Professor Harlow concludes, the weight of evidence 
proves incontestably that the conditions under which white labor was pro­
cured and utilized in Barbados were "persistently severe, occasionally 
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Defoe bluntly stated that the white servant was a slave. He was not The 
servant's loss of liberty was of limited duration, the Negro was slave for life. 
The servant's status could not descend to his offspring, Negro children 
took the status of the mother. The master at no time had absolute control 
over the person and liberty of his servant as he had over his slave. The ser­
vant had rights, limited but recognized by law and inserted in a contract. 
He enjoyed, for instance, a limited right to property. In actual law the con­
ception of the servant as a piece of property never went beyond that of per­
sonal estate and never reached the stage of a chattel or real estate. The laws 
in the colonies maintained this rigid distinction and visited cohabitation 
between the races with severe penalties. The servant could aspire, at the 
end of his term, to a plot of land, though, as Wertenbaker points out for 
Virginia, it was not a legal right, and conditions varied from colony to col­
ony, x iic seri in iLurope couiu tuereiore nope ior an eariy freedom in 
America which villeinage could not afford. The freed servants became 
small yeomen farmers, setded in the back country, a democratic force in a 
society of large aristocratic plantation owners, and were the pioneers in 
westward expansion. That was why Jefferson in America, as Saco in Cuba, 
favored the introduction of European servants instead of African slaves — 
as tending to democracy rather than aristocracy. 

The institution of white servitude, however, had grave disadvantages. 
Posdethwayt, a rigid mercantilist, argued that white laborers in the colonies 
would tend to create rivalry with the mother country in manufacturing. 
Better black slaves on plantations than white servants in industry, which 
would encourage aspirations to independence. The supply moreover was 
becoming increasingly difficult, and the need of the plantations out­
stripped the English convictions. In addition, merchants were involved in 
many vexatious and cosdy proceedings arising from people signifying their 
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willingness to emigrate, accepting food and clothes in advance, and then 
sueing for unlawful detention. Indentured servants were not forthcoming 
in sufficient quantities to replace those who had served their term. On the 
plantations, escape was easy for the white servant; less easy for the Negro 
who, if freed, tended, in self-defence, to stay in his locality where he was 
well known and less likely to be apprehended as a vagrant or runaway slave. 
The servant expected land at the end of his contract; the Negro, in a 
strange environment, conspicuous by his color and features, and ignorant 
of the white man's language and ways, could be kept permanendy divorced 
from the land. Racial differences made it easier to justify and rationalize 
Negro slavery, to exact the mechanical obedience of a plough-ox or a cart­
horse, to demand that resignation and that complete moral and intellectual 
subjection which alone make slave labor possible. Finally, and this was the 
decisive factor, the Negro slave was cheaper. The money which procured a 
white man's services for ten years could buy a Negro for life. As the gover­
nor of Barbados stated, the Barbadian planters found by experience that 
"three blacks work better and cheaper than one white man." 

But the experience with white servitude had been invaluable. Kidnaping 
in Africa encountered no such difficulties as were encountered in England. 
Captains and ships had the experience of the one trade to guide them in 
the other. Bristol, the center of the servant trade, became one of the centers 
of the slave trade. Capital accumulated from the one financed the other. 
White servitude was the historic base upon which Negro slavery was con­
structed. The felon-drivers in the plantations became without effort slave-
drivers. "In significant numbers," writes Professor Phillips, "the Africans were 
latecomers fitted into a system already developed." 

Here, then, is the origin of Negro slavery. The reason was economic, not 
racial; it had to do not with the color of the laborer, but the cheapness of 
the labor. As compared with Indian and white labor, Negro slavery was emi-
nendy superior. "In each case," writes Bassett, discussing North Carolina, "it 
was a survival of the fittest. Both Indian slavery and white servitude were to 
go down before the black man's superior endurance, docility, and labor 
capacity. The features of the man, his hair, color and dentifrice, his "subhu­
man" characteristics so widely pleaded, were only the later rationalizations 
to justify a simple economic fact that the colonies needed labor and resorted 
to Negro labor because it was cheapest and best. This was not a theory, it 
was a practical conclusion deduced from the personal experience of the 
planter. He would have gone to the moon, if necessary, for labor. Africa was 
nearer than the moon, nearer too than the more populous countries of 
India and China. But their turn was to come. 


