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planters, businessmen, and newspaper publishers. To be fair, a 
history of fire “from below” would not be easy. Perhaps extensive 
research in local archives would allow increased access to the ac-
tions, attitudes, and motivations of the lower classes, particularly 
the workers who so frequently set fire to cane fields.

The text is complemented by ten illustrations and a map. 
The latter—reproduced from the 1897 Report of the West India 
Royal Commission—is helpful, although perhaps not as clear 
and detailed as students with little prior knowledge of Caribbean 
geography would require. Similarly, the rich narrative might be 
appealing to a student audience, but the narrow focus of the book 
might make it more difficult to incorporate into a survey course 
on the Caribbean. Given the obvious challenges of documenting 
the impact and meaning of fire in the time and place chosen by 
the author, it would be too much to expect this study to cover a 
broader span, yet clearly the significance of fire could be consid-
ered for all of the Caribbean and at other moments in time. Future 
researchers can now take up the torch, following Richardson’s 
lead, with Igniting the Caribbean’s Past lighting the way.

Marc McLeod
Department of History
Seattle University
mcleodm@seattleu.edu

Johannes Postma. 2003. The Atlantic Slave Trade. Gainesville: 
University Press of Florida. 177 pp. Maps and tables. ISBN: 
0-8130-2906-6 (Paper).

In 1962, Daniel Mannix and Malcolm Cowley published 
Black Cargoes, a collection of narratives excerpted from the 

memoirs of slave ship captains and crews. In 1967, Philip Curtin 
edited Africa Remembered: Narratives by West Africans from the 
Era of the Slave Trade, an assembly of personal letters, autobiog-
raphies, and journalistic reports from the perspectives of African 
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captives themselves. In 1994, David Northrup edited The Atlantic 
Slave Trade, a series of essays and first-hand accounts that focuses 
on slave traffic as social, political, cultural, and economic history. 
Johannes Postma’s The Atlantic Slave Trade turns this basic trilogy 
into an essential quartet. Though it is the most recently published 
in the four, as a concise, straightforward, no-nonsense introduc-
tion to slave trade studies—well-suited for non-specialists in 
general and college students in particular—it should be read first, 
followed by Mannix and Cowley, then Northrup, then Curtin.

The book is divided into six chapters: Chapter 1, “Forced Mi-
gration from Africa,” offers an overview of Atlantic slave traffic 
from its origins in late medieval Europe to the Age of Abolition 
in the nineteenth century. Chapter 2, “Dreadful Journeys to the 
New World,” examines the stages of enslavement from initial 
acquisition on African soil to distribution and settlement in the 
Americas. Chapter 3, “The Statistics,” centers on the natal origins 
of the captives, their destinations, and rates of mortality during 
the enslavement process. Chapter 4, “Trade in People,” considers 
the economic side of slave labor vis-à-vis the slave commerce that 
fed it. Chapter 5, “The Struggle to End the Atlantic Slave Trade,” 
summarizes the origin and development of the international 
movement to abolish the Atlantic slave trade, from its Quaker 
roots in mid-eighteenth-century England to the substitution of 
slave labor for contract labor and sharecropping in the second half 
of the nineteenth century. With important discussions that draw 
direct and indirect connections between the history of slavery and 
the continuity of racism, Chapter 6, “The Legacy of the Atlantic 
Slave Trade,” examines the demographic, economic, and cultural 
impact of international traffic in African captives on the Americas 
and Europe, as well as Africa itself. In addition to 3 maps and 3 
tables, the book also includes: a chronology of events from 1441 
to 1888; a photo essay consisting of 10 paintings and sketches; 17 
biographical summaries; 13 primary documents; a brief glossary of 
22 pertinent terms; and an annotated bibliography with separate 
divisions for short lists of recommended journal articles, films, 
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and websites. 
Postma’s book is a survey, and as such, it lacks—with one 

understated exception addressed later in this review—funda-
mental, independent arguments of its own. Self-release from this 
form of commitment allowed him to rely on a limited number 
of primary and secondary source materials, which in turn gave 
him the freedom to offer neophyte readers and junior scholars a 
wealth of relevant themes from which to launch more specialized 
investigations. 

However, this much-needed textbook does not come without 
drawbacks, most of which center on the dearth of information 
about Iberian slave traffic from Africa to the Americas in the nine-
teenth century during the Age of Abolition. A great deal of the 
dearth is based on Postma’s over-reliance on The Trans-Atlantic 
Slave Trade: A Database on CD Rom. 1999. Cambridge University 
Press (hereafter, CCD). Though helpful for detailed information 
about the slave trade from the sixteenth through the eighteenth 
century, this impressive project, which was headed by David Eltis, 
comes up short for the nineteenth century, when international 
British lobbying tactics succeeded in criminalizing the traffic on 
economic and humanitarian grounds. The CCD misses long, 
detailed lists of illegal expeditions from Africa to Brazil, Cuba, 
and Puerto Rico. Such voyages are well-documented in London’s 
Public Record Office. They are also summarized in extracts from 
the Public Record Office that were published in 1969 in the British 
Parliamentary Papers as a series of ninety-five volumes focusing 
on the suppression of the slave trade exclusively. Worse yet, the 
compilers of the CCD failed to realize that the vast majority of 
nineteenth-century Spanish colonial documents for the slave trade 
are not found in the Archivo General de Indias in Seville but in the 
Archivo Histórico Nacional de España and the Archivo del Min-
isterio de Asuntos Exteriores, both in Madrid. In their quest for 
the minutia of clandestine slave traffic to the Spanish Caribbean 
(Cuba and Puerto Rico) in the nineteenth century, precious energy 
spent in Seville resulted in a total waste of time. This unfortunate 
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oversight is reflected in the CCD, finding its way by extension to 
Postma’s otherwise useful survey.

In sections titled “Biographic Sketches: Significant Persons in 
the Atlantic Slave Trade” and “Primary Documents of the Atlantic 
Slave Trade” experts will appreciate the appearance of newcomers 
to standard inclusions of biographic summations of slave trade 
actants in textbooks or chapters that survey the slave trade. Be-
sides Joseph Cinque, Samuel Crowther, Olaudah Equiano, Phillis 
Wheatley, and Joseph Wright, Postma includes fresh names: Es-
sjerrie Ettin (from his earlier research on the Dutch slave trade); 
Ayuba Suleiman (from Curtin’s Africa Remembered); and Sarah 
Margru Kinson (from publications about the Amistad mutiny). In 
“Primary Documents of the Atlantic Slave Trade,” he also freshens 
up the use of well-used standards—such as, Olaudah Equiano, 
whom he uses, again and again and again—with texts gleaned from 
memoirs, documentaries, monographs rarely, if ever, duplicated in 
other surveys. These include selections from the accounts of the 
explorer Mungo Park, the slave merchant Willem Bosman, and a 
slave ship captain, George Scott, who failed to foil a mutiny in Si-
erra Leone. In this division, he also uses documents from his own 
work on Dutch slave traffic. However, Postma’s Iberian dearth is 
also evident in both these sections. 

In view of Philip Curtin’s facile formula, “The Hispanic na-
tions of the Iberian peninsula were the first to begin the slave 
trade, and the last to quit,”1 it is unfortunate that Postma did 
not consider biographical summaries for Africans who expe-
rienced slavery in Latin America, especially in the nineteenth 
century. Numerous biographical briefs are available in English in 
published monographs and compilations of documents. Among 
them, Robert Conrad’s Children of God’s Fire (among others, 
the narrative of a captive from northern Ghana who ended up in 
Brazil); Sylviane Diouf’s Servants of Allah (with references to a 
Senegambian maroon who was first a slave in Haiti, then Puerto 
Rico, from whence he plotted his escape, which landed him in 
Paris as a free man); and Rebecca Scott’s Slave Emancipation in 
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Cuba (with biographical briefs and photos of newly emancipated 
captives from Nigeria and the Congo). In the documents section, 
he could have extracted numerous texts, also already published 
in English, that narrate the lives of African-born slaves in Span-
ish America and Brazil, especially the recent collection, Colonial 
Lives: Documents on Latin American History, 1550-1850, edited by 
Richard Boyer and Geoffrey Spurling, which includes translated 
court transcripts from a law suit filed by a Congolese slave based 
in present-day Bolivia.

Professor Postma’s short list of errors is also related, in the 
main, to Iberian misunderstandings, miscalculations, and misrep-
resentations. To cite some of them: 

(1) Though Map 1.1 (pp. 6-7) is useful for neophytes, Puerto 
Rico, in the Caribbean, and São Tomé, in the Gulf of Guinea, 
are ill-positioned. Furthermore, on the same map, the form of 
Portugal’s capital, Lisbon, with its “trademark nasal protrusion,” 
does not appear at all. 

(2) He notes that, “It was not until the nineteenth century that 
Spain gained a foothold in Africa [below the Sahara] and could 
use its own firms to obtain slaves” (p. 9). Led to believe that 
Fernando Poo was already settled, Spain acquired the island 
from Portugal, by treaty and purchase, in 1778. Attempts to 
colonize it in the 1780s failed because of indigenous resistance 
to occupation, in conjunction with revolts among Spanish troops 
stationed there. Also, though still dependent on foreigners for 
the acquisition and transport of African captives to its Ameri-
can colonies for most of the eighteenth century, increasingly, 
the Spanish monarchy endorsed and contracted Spanish slave 
trading firms from the 1750s onward. 

(3) In his sketch of Cinque, leader of the Amistad mutiny (pp. 
101-102), Postma observes that the schooner was bound for 
“…the other side of the island.” The vessel’s papers show that 
its destination was Puerto Príncipe (now Camagüey) which is 
in central eastern, not eastern, Cuba. Clarification is necessary 
given that Puerto Príncipe did not fall within the jurisdiction of 
Oriente Province, where slavery, slave trading, and race rela-
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tions in general developed in ways that were different from the 
central and western divisions of the island. In addition, given the 
vessel’s excess provisions for what was planned on paper as a 
two-day voyage, at some point Amistad experts may realize that 
Puerto Rico, and not Puerto Príncipe, was the true destination, 
and that the new African captives were to be landed there sur-
reptitiously as Creoles. Had the ruse succeeded, British aboli-
tionist diplomats would have had no grounds on which to protest 
because Spain refused to outlaw inter-Caribbean slave traffic. 
Its treaties with Great Britain only agreed to prohibit the slave 
trade from Africa directly. The right to transfer Creole slaves, 
or so-called Creole slaves, from one non-Britannic Caribbean 
island to another remained in Spanish imperial law books. 

(4) Comparatively speaking, the Edo (or Bini) of the Kingdom 
of Benin developed a genuine distaste for the traffic in human 
flesh. Thus, Postma asserts that “…Benin, in today’s Nigeria, 
refused to sell people…” (p. 10). A more accurate assessment 
would explain that the Edo welcomed Portuguese merchants in 
the initial years of Luso-Bini commercial interaction, though 
their relations were never warm. However, in 1516, the Edo 
monarchy limited its endorsement of, and participation in, the 
acquisition of slaves for export. As Portuguese demands for 
slaves increased, royal Edo restrictions turned into a full-scale 
embargo that lasted well over a century. The Portuguese, and 
other Europeans soon after, simply took their business to Be-
nin’s more cooperative neighbors. Due to internal struggles over 
royal authority, external trade, and frontier safety (vis-à-vis ac-
cess to European firearms), Edo oscillation between permission 
and prohibition continued up to the early nineteenth century, 
when Benin bowed out of the slave trade completely. 

(5) Postma irritates a sore spot when he asserts that “Racist 
attitudes also appeared to be stronger among Anglo-Saxons 
than among their Latin counterparts” (p. 82). With or without 
specific intention, he alludes to Frank Tannenbaum’s cathartic 
essay, Slave and Citizen, which maintains that Catholic Iberians 
were kinder slave masters than their Protestant, English-speak-
ing counterparts. Among scholars, this assertion occasioned 
an interdisciplinary furor that lasted more than a decade. On 
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the positive side, it engendered comparative slave studies. On 
the negative side, bellicose arguments that characterized the 
scholarly conflict became redundant. Eugene Genovese is often 
credited with having settled the energetic dispute in his article, 
“The Treatment of Slaves in Different Countries: Problems in 
the Application of the Comparative Method”.2 Published in 
1969, the essay establishes the futility of using religious culture 
and national identity as barometers to determine the severity 
or mildness of a given slave regime. Measurement should be 
based on such factors as: quality of life (e.g., food, clothing, and 
shelter), labor conditions (e.g., sugar production versus cotton 
production), and access to manumission (e.g., comparative 
circumstances and frequency). A few years earlier, a counter-
Tannenbaumist reviewer of Charles Boxer’s counter-Tannenbau-
mist classic, Race Relations in the Portuguese Colonial Empire, 
1415-1825, sought to close the debate with the soundness of 
the following logic, “One race cannot systematically enslave 
members of another, on a large scale, over three centuries, 
without acquiring a conscious or unconscious feeling of racial 
superiority.”3 

Postma’s problematic comparison adds to increasing evidence 
that the “friendly master” debate is poised for a comeback. Given 
that the theoretical conflict was never really resolved—it hiber-
nated due to exhaustion, on the one hand, and displacement, on 
the other—his controversial declarative, one of very few in the 
book, is a welcomed one. In broad, blanketed, reductivist terms, 
ample scholarship—in English, French, Portuguese, and Span-
ish—that proves that Tannenbaum’s study, based on legal theory, 
cannot be substantiated by investigations of legal practice. Put 
another way, Spanish and Portuguese colonial subjects obeyed 
imperial laws that governed the treatment of slaves when it was 
necessary or convenient, but they ignored them, without fear of 
legal reprisals, when it was not. Yet few seem to realize that this 
academic contretemps cannot be settled without coming to terms 
with the fact that despite innumerable similarities with the United 
States and the British Caribbean, the history of slavery and race 
relations in Latin America followed a different sociocultural path. 
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While some areas of Latin American slavery and race relations fol-
lowed sociopolitical and socioeconomic routes that are lamentably 
familiar in the Anglophone world, in the context of sociocultural 
affairs, in both theory and in practice, glaring distinctions re-
main—distinctions that continue to baffle and amaze Anglophone 
observers today. In essence, whether intended or not, the author 
deserves high marks for his supportive reference to Tannenbaum’s 
“friendly master thesis.” Right or wrong, his position requires a 
great deal of conviction and confidence. Thus, this comment does 
not criticize, it felicitates.

In spite of its Iberian shortcomings, classroom teachers and 
students will welcome Postma’s succinct and reader-friendly sur-
vey as an important, multi-directional source of basic information 
about the Atlantic slave trade.

Joseph C. Dorsey
History Department
Purdue University
jdorsey@purdue.edu

References

Curtin, Philip D., ed. 1967. Africa Remembered: Narratives by West 
Africans from the Era of the Slave Trade. Madison: University of 
Wisconsin Press.

.1969. The Atlantic Slave Trade: A Census. Madison: Univer-
sity of Wisconsin Press.

Dorsey, Joseph C. 2000. “Women without History: Slavery and the Inter-
national Politics of Partus Sequitur Ventrem in the Spanish Carib-
bean.” P. 637 in Caribbean Slavery in the Atlantic World: A Student 
Reader, edited by Hilary Beckles and Verene Shepherd. Kingston, 
Jamaica: Ian Randle Publishers.

Eltis, David, et al., eds. 1999. The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade: A Database 
on CD Rom. Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press.

Foner, Laura and Eugene D. Genovese, eds. 1969. Slavery in the New 
World: A Reader in Comparative History. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 

JOSEPH C. DORSEY



325RESEÑAS DE LIBROS • BOOK REVIEWS • COMPTES RENDUS

Vol. 34, No. 1 (January - June 2006) Caribbean Studies

Prentice-Hall.

Mannix, Daniel and Malcolm Cowley. 1962. Black Cargoes: A History of 
the Atlantic Slave Trade 1518-1865. New York: The Viking Press.

Northrup, David, ed.  1994. The Atlantic Slave Trade. Wilmington, MA: 
D.C. Heath & Co.

Notes

 1 Philip Curtin. 1969. The Atlantic Slave Trade: A Census. Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press. P. 15.

 2 Published in Laura Foner and Eugene D. Genovese, eds. 1969. Slav-
ery in the New World: A Reader in Comparative History. Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

 3 Quoted in Joseph C. Dorsey. 2000. “Women without History: Slav-
ery and the International Politics of Partus Sequitur Ventrem in the 
Spanish Caribbean.” P. 637 in Caribbean Slavery in the Atlantic World: 
A Student Reader, edited by Hilary Beckles and Verene Shepherd. 
Kingston, Jamaica: Ian Randle Publishers. It should be noted that 
Boxer’s counter-Tannenbaumist position was indirect. His principal 
target was Portugal’s dictator, António de Oliveira Salazar, who used 
Tannenbaumist reasoning—together with the ahistorical tenets of 
“Luso-Brazilian Tropicalism,” promoted by the well-meaning Brazil-
ian sociologist, Gilberto Freyre—to justify the continuity of rigorous 
colonial oppression in Portuguese Africa, especially in Guinea Bis-
sau, Angola, and Mozambique.

Anténor Firmin. 2002. The Equality of the Human Races. 
(Positivist Anthropology). Translated by Asselin Charles 
and introduced by Carolyn Fluehr-Lobban. Urbana and 
Chicago: University of Illinois Press. xlvi, 470 pp. ISBN: 
0-252-07102-6 (Paper).

The translation of Anténor Firmin’s The Equality of the 
Human Races from the French language, appears like a 

contemporary treatise. Along the years, the author’s thesis, the 
equality between the human races, remains valuable. When the 
author wrote this book, in 1885, his ideas were ahead of his time 


