Preface

enough, the overwhelming mass of ex-slaves passed into the
rural proletariat or into what Sidney Mintz has called “recon-
stituted peasantries” or into semi-proletarian, semi-serf so-
cial formations. In each case, the bourgeois-democratic revo-
lutions were strangled early; in each case the radicalism of the
revolts against slavery passed into anticolonial or anticapital-
ist movements, although this process must be evaluated with
full attention to the conservatism of some of those reconsti-
tuted peasantries and to the long political subjugation of,
say, the blacks in the southern United States.

C. L. R. James raised this question sharply in his early
work, as W. E. B. Du Bois did in Black Reconstruction. And
in different form it has engaged the attention of Sidney
Mintz, José Luciano Franco, and David Brion Davis, among
others. It is not surprising that these scholars, all of whom
have been deeply influenced by Marxism, should insist on
seeing the world whole and on stressing the political implica-
tions of their historical and anthropological investigations.
The relationship of this book to that extraordinarily complex
question would require another book to explore. But I have
written nothing that denies the historical continuity of the
slave revolts with later social movements—a continuity that
does not justify reading the present back into the past.

Until the Age of Revolution the slave revolts did not chal-
lenge the world capitalist system within which slavery itself
was embedded. Rather, they sought escape and autonomy—
a local, precapitalist social restoration. When they did be-
come revolutionary and raise the banner of abolition, they
did so within the context of the bourgeois-democratic rev-
olutionary wave, with bourgeois-democratic slogans and
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while doing so. I have read their work with the utmost profit
and admiration and wish to express my indebtedness to
them. My own general views, independently formulated dur-
ing the last two decades, more often than not accord with
theirs on essential matters. I have not followed their course
primarily because I sense a grave danger in overstructuring
these historical materials. At bottom, I agree with Herbert
Aptheker’s blunt remark that the “cause” of slave revolt was
slavery. And, as in all my books with the partial exception of
the sometimes mechanistic The Political Economy of Slavery,
I have tried to profit from Machiavelli’s argument for the
large claims of fortuna. No model can do more than heighten
our understanding of the probabilities, for slaves anywhere
and at any time might take up arms. Since these sociologists
have pushed their methods about as far as they can safely go
and since the work of Kilson and Patterson is well known, as
I hope Synnott’s will be when published, I have sought to
seize the advantages of an alternative presentation.
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Slave Revoles in Hemispheric Perspective

By the end of the eighteenth century, the historical con-
tent of the slave revolts shifted decisively from attempts to
secure freedom from slavery to attempts to overthrow slavery
as a social system. The great black revolution in Saint-
Domingue marked the turning point. To understand this
epoch-making shift, the revolts in the United States, or in
any other country, must be viewed in a hemispheric, indeed
world, context. I hope, however, that no one commits the
mechanistic error of reading the argument to mean that no
hints of the bourgeois-democratic character of the post-
Haitian slave revolts appeared prior to the late 1790s or that
no revolts of a primarily pre-Haitian character appeared after-
wards. I hope, too, that no one interprets the argument for
a decisive ideological shift to mean that it came clean, fully
conscious, or without innumerable contradictions. A full his-
tory of the revolts would have to explore those problems
in depth; here, we shall have to settle for a delineation of
contours.

Many revolts began as more or less spontaneous acts of
desperation against extreme severity, hunger, sudden with-
drawal of privileges, or other local or immediate conditions.
These sometimes but not often passed into warfare against
particular injustices even as defined by the customary ar-
rangements of slavery. Other revolts, as well as guerrilla wars
waged by maroons (7.e., groups of runaway slaves) aimed at
withdrawing from slave society in an attempt to resurrect an
archaic social order often perceived as traditionally African
but invariably a distinct Afro-American creation. There ap-
peared, especially during the late eighteenth and the nine-
teenth centuries, revolts aimed at overthrowing slavery as a
social system—a magnificent object unknown to the slaves
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From Rebellion to Revolution

nineteenth century. Much less does it prove the slaves in-
fantilized or docile. Without recourse to any such speculative
psychologizing, it can be explained by a consideration of the
specific conditions that encouraged slave revolt in the Carib-
bean islands and Brazil but were largely lacking in the United
States. The development of paternalism in the Old South—
that is, the development of a sense of reciprocal rights and
duties between masters and slaves—implied considerable
living space within which the slaves could create stable fami-
lies, develop a rich spiritual community, and attain a mea-
sure of physical comfort. As they came to view revolt, under
the specific conditions of life in the Old South, as suicidal,
they centered their efforts on forms of resistance appropriate
to their survival as a people even as slaves.

In no sense did that decision imply acceptance of slavery.
The Spirituals and much other evidence attest to the slaves’
deep longing for freedom. Nor did it guarantee peaceful rela-
tions with their masters and with whites generally. Both
violent and nonviolent resistance to injustice marked every
day of the slave regime. And when, as in some noteworthy
cases, slaves aboard ships in the domestic slave trade rebelled
and steered for Haiti or for the protection of the British, they
demonstrated that the appearance of favorable conditions and
a genuine chance of success could trigger bold action. But,
resistance and violence in daily affairs usually represented the
settling of personal or local scores rather than a collective
attempt to overthrow an overwhelming white power.

The religion the slaves fashioned for themselves fully re-
vealed these contradictions. Led by their own black preachers
and exhorters, the slaves did not simply imbibe white Chris-
tianity. They blended it with their own folk religion, partly
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African in origin, and thus created a message of love and mu-
tual support, of their own worth as black people, and of their
ultimate deliverance from bondage. Their Christianity served
as a bulwark against the dehumanization inherent in slavery.
But increasingly, black preachers understood, especially after
the failure of Gabriel Prosser, Denmark Vesey, and Nat
Turner, that revolt would be suicidal, and, therefore, with a
few important exceptions, they counseled a defensive strat-
egy of survival. Thus, the social content of black religion be-
came circumscribed by wider political realities, which it then
reinforced. As the moral content of the religion emerged to
justify accommodation and compromise as a properly Chris-
tian response, it simultaneously drew the teeth of political
messianism and revolutionary millenialism. The develop-
ment of black Christianity did not arise mechanically from
the failure of slave revolts; nor can the failure of slave revolts
be attributed to black Christianity.* Each arose within the
totality of social relations and steadily reinforced the other.

Were the slaves in the United States unwilling or simply
unable to rise in large numbers? The question ultimately col-
lapses into absurdity. If a people, over a protracted period,
finds the odds against insurrection not merely long but vir-
tually certain, then it will choose not to try. To some extent
this reaction represents decreasing self-confidence and in-
creasing fear, but it also represents a conscious effort to devel-
op an alternative strategy for survival.

The slaves of the Old South never gave up their expectation
of deliverance and did not expect it to be handed to them
without effort of their own. But the strategy for survival as

* ] am amazed that some critics have attributed such a view to my Roll, Jordon, Roll (New
York, 1974). Nothing in the book supports so bizarre a reading.
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appealed to the words of Jesus: “He that is not with me is
against me” (Luke, 11:23). He expected to force his people
to choose not between revolution and safety but between rev-
lutionary and counter-revolutionary violence. He reason-
ably concluded that the slaves, notwithstanding their fears,
desired freedom and identified with each other rather than
with the whites, and he expected to lead an army of thou-
sands. But, first, he had to seize and secure Charleston with
a Gideon’s army, much as three hundred or so blacks came
close to seizing Bahia in 1835, when they too reasonably ex-
pected to raise the countryside once they had secured their
base.

Vesey’s problem foreshadowed that of national-liberation
armies during the twentieth century. How often did we hear
during the Algerian War that the Front de Libération Nation-
ale was killing more “innocent” Algerians than it was killing
Frenchmen? How often today do we hear the same accusation
leveled against the rebels in Zimbabwe (Rhodesia)? And
probably it is true. But the accusation comes with ill grace
from those whose proudest boast has been that they have suc-
ceeded in “pacifying” subject peoples—in breaking their
spirit and convincing them that “the smart move” is to “work
within the system.” Indeed, this very evidence of pacification
then appears in the work of apologists as evidence of content-
ment and imperialist beneficence: The people know how
much better off they are and would live peacefully under our
rule if only they were not tormented by outside agitators.

Since the system in question happens to be one of national
humiliation and social oppression, it is pointless to berate
some people for regarding those who accept such shameful
conditions as traitors. Who does not know that the French
could not have held Algeria long without the passive assent
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of thousands of “innocent” Algerians? Or that Smith’s re-
gime in Rhodesia would long ago have collapsed were it not
for his black troops and politicians?

Those who do not readily blame the collaborators argue
that accommodation follows from a realistic appraisal of the
relationship of forces, not from moral degeneracy. Very well.
But this defense reduces to the proposition that opposition to
the oppressor ends in death. If so, revolutionaries who have
not lost their senses must conclude that they will have no
prospects until the cost of collaboration rises to the level of
the cost of rebellion. For only then will people be free to
choose sides on grounds of duty. And it serves no purpose to
pretend that “innocent”—personally inoffensive and politi-
cally neutral—people should be spared. The oppressor needs
nothing so much as political neutrality to do business as
usual: It is his sine qua non. He who wills liberation in a con-
text that does not permit peaceful change wills revolutionary
terror. No slave revolt that hesitated to invoke rzrror had a
chance.

Even a brief review of the general conditions that favored
massive revolts and guerrilla warfare suggests the special dif-
ficulties which faced the slaves of the Old South. Were a list
of those conditions presented without regard for the pre-
sumed importance of one relative to the other, it would
suggest a higher probability of slave revolt where: (1) the
master-slave relationship had developed in the context of
absenteeism and depersonalization as well as greater cultural
estrangement of whites and blacks; (2) economic distress and
famine occurred; (3) slaveholding units approached the aver-
age size of one hundred to two hundred slaves, as in the sugar
colonies, rather than twenty or so, as in the Old South; (4) the
ruling class frequently split either in warfare between slave-

II



Slave Revolts in Hemispheric Perspective

to revolt slowly and with difficulty. The whip of hunger often
rendered them desperate. Some of the greatest revolts, how-
ever, came during periods of material improvement, which
stimulated expectations. And, although the governor of the
Cape Verde Islands once estimated that almost four thousand
slaves had died from the effects of drought and famine, no
revolt ensued. Even starvation might not be enough.

A general depression in the United States did not have the
same effect on slaves that it did in the Caribbean Islands,
for a much higher level of self sufficiency provided some in-
surance against acute food shortages. Depression led weaker
slaveholders to try to sell and lease slaves, whose resultant
discontent must be taken into account, but even selling and
leasing slackened during general economic depression as the
demand for labor fell. The food supply remained the critical
question. There is no evidence of large-scale or frequent dim-
inution during 1820—1860, the period for which the firmest
documentation exists, and little evidence for the eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries.

With or without economic depression, a large concentra-
tion of slaves facilitated the organization of revolt. Slaves in
the Caribbean and in Brazil lived for the most part on great
estates that averaged between one hundred and two hundred
slaves. In Venezuela and Colombia the slave revolts occurred
in areas of similar concentration or in the mining centers and
cities. For example, the gold mining districts along the
Cauca River suffered revolts as late as 1842—1843. In the
United States half the slaves lived on farms, not plantations,
and another quarter lived on plantations of fifty or less. Large
units provided a favorable setting within which insurrection-
ary movements could mature. Cities and mining centers of-
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fered some of the same advantages to rebel slaves as did large
plantations: Leadership could more easily develop; centers of
autonomous culture could more easily emerge; and condi-
tions favorable to personal movement existed. Richard C.
Wade, in his attempt to make Denmark Vesey disappear,
has argued that the conditions of urban life militated against
insurrection. But in the Caribbean, Venezuela, and Brazil,
not to mention New York City, urban revolts did occur de-
spite social conditions very much like those of the cities of the
Old South. Revolts occurred in both town and country; on
the whole, urban centers, like great plantation districts,
offered especially favorable conditions as well as special
dangers.

The countries of the New World in which slave revolts oc-
curred most frequently and with greatest intensity had a high
ratio of blacks to whites and slave to free. In British Guiana
slaves constituted 9o percent of the population and outnum-
bered whites by between twenty and thirty to one. Jamaica,
Saint-Domingue, and much of the Caribbean had huge black
majorities, often more than 8o percent, and even in Brazil,
which had a large mestio population, blacks heavily outnum-
bered whites from the early days of the slave regime. As Cap-
tain Stedman wrote after his experience in Surinam, “Every
part of the world where domestic slavery is established, may
be occasionally liable to insurrection and disquiet, more
especially where the slaves constitute the majority of the
inhabitants.”

In the most important of slaveholding countries, the
southern United States, blacks remained a minority except
in restricted areas. They constituted a majority only in South
Carolina and Mississippi, where their proportion ranged
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arms became elementary marks of manhood. The white pop-
ulation constituted one great militia—fully and even extrav-
agantly armed, tough and resourceful, and capable of all the
savagery that racism can instill. In South America, in con-
trast, mercenaries filled the militias and often did little more
than they had to.

The southern militia and armed settlers had, moreover, a
powerful reserve in the federal army, rarely summoned to put
down slave revolts but psychologically invaluable to the
bolstering of slaveholder spirits and the dampening of slave
hopes. Masters and slaves both knew that formidable military
garrisons stood ready to reinforce wavering slaveholder mili-
tias. Alchough the troops under Wade Hamprton entered the
slave rebellion of 1811 in Louisiana only after the militia had
restored order, the firmness and promptness of their move-
ment reassured the slaveholders for the future and could not
have escaped the notice of the slaves. After the Vesey crisis,
Charlestonians pointedly congratulated themselves on the
assurances of federal support if needed. The federal response
to Nat Turner and John Brown in Virginia underscored the
point. With a white majority surrounding even the areas of
black concentration, the slaveholders had a strong hand to
begin with, but, in addition, they knew, and their slaves
knew, that the armed might of the United States stood in
ready reserve.

The Gabriel Prossers and Nat Turners of the South, like
rebel leaders in countries with more favorable conditions,
confronted other problems almost as formidable. However
much solidarity and mutual support the slaves demonstrated,
their circumstances left much room for informers, spies, and
traitors. In any delicate situation one might be enough.
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Thus, Colonel Higginson explained the infrequency of slave
revolts in the South by noting that the blacks saw all the pow-
er in white hands. He added, “They had no knowledge, no
money, no arms, no drill, no organization—above all no
mutual confidence. It was the tradition among them that all
insurrections were always betrayed by somebody.” During
the Nat Turner revolt some slaves even sided with their mas-
ters, as some slaves did during many of the revolts through-
out the hemisphere. But every popular movement swarms
with traitors, spies, cowards, and agents-provocateurs , so that
dealing with them becomes the first test of resourcefulness
for a rebel leadership. The context remains at issue. Inade-
quacy of preparation and execution—of organization—ac-
counted for the failure of some of the most serious slave re-
volts in the Americas.

The enormous advantage of maroon leaders over slave re-
volt leaders rested here: Whereas with a little luck maroon
leaders could maneuver, break off combat, survive defeats,
and learn from mistakes, slave revolt leaders normally had
to stake everything on a single stroke, prepared without prior
experience among people who knew they would be risking
their lives on a plunge into the unknown. Thus, when
Charles L. Redmond advocated encouragement to slave re-
volt in 1858, Josiah Henson heatedly countered that he
would do everything in his power to keep three or four thou-
sand of his people from getting killed in a hopeless cause.

Cultural influences also shaped the military relationships.
Throughout the hemisphere newly arrived Africans mounted
the most dramatic insurrectionary thrusts. Creole slaves
sometimes found themselves forced to side with their masters
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holders might control their property-holding mulattoes, al-
though that division along racial rather than class lines would
eventually cost them dearly, but how were they to control the
Spanish or the French?

The Caribbean region, almost from the first arrival of the
Europeans, constituted one grand theater of recurring war-
fare, declared and undeclared. When the region enjoyed
peace the slaveholders and their military forces happily
helped each other to keep the slaves down. Without the ar-
rival of French troops from Martinique, for example, the
Danes probably would have lost St. John to their slaves in
1733. Yet, the landing of unwelcome French troops in Ja-
maica sixty years later provoked several slave risings. During
the Maroon War of 1795 the British could rely on help from
Spanish Cuba but had to lament the drain on their forces oc-
casioned by war with France. In earlier days when Drake at-
tacked Nombre de Dios in 1571 and humiliated Spain by
sacking Santo Domingo in 1586, he had carefully prepared
the way by forging alliances with local maroons. The Spanish
also knew how to play the game. British officials in Jamaica
sent messages to London in 1730—1731, warning that an
expected Spanish invasion would have substantial and care-
fully prepared black help. The Spanish made Puerto Rico a
sometime haven for escaped British slaves during the eigh-
teenth century. During the 1730s the enmity between Spain
and Britain provided favorable opportunities for the slaves in
South Carolina, whom the Spanish invited to cross into Flori-
da under assurances of freedom. The Spanish correctly as-
sumed that self-emancipated black warriors would provide a
formidable border army. The major slave revolt at Stono oc-
curred in this context.
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passions, without violence or visible rupture of ruling-class
solidarity. Southern slaves had much less reason than Carib-
bean or Brazilian slaves did to believe that they could take
advantage of their enemy’s internal divisions, although they
too responded not merely to accurate political reports but to
unfounded rumors as well.

False reports of political dissension among the whites
sputred slave revolts as readily as true reports did. The slaves
had their own means of getting news of distant develop-
ments. In 1733, William Matthew wrote to London that
reports of the rising on St. John had reached Nevis via the
French islands. In 1816, a resident of Kingston, Jamaica,
warned Earl Bathurst that the reading of the Registry Bill in
Commons would have dangerous repercussions. “My Lord,”
he pleaded, “the mere allusion to the question [of abolition]
has gone far toward effecting our destruction and renewing
the horrors of St. Domingo. Intelligence has reached us of an
insurrection in Barbados.” Were these gentlemen referring
only to news that reached the whites? Hardly. As testimony
on the Jamaican rising of 1831 made clear, the whites talked
too much, and the slaves heard everything. On Tortola in
1790, Barbados in 1816, Jamaica in 1831, and elsewhere in
other years, the slaves rose in the belief that London had abol-
ished slavery and that their masters, with the connivance of
local officials, were suppressing the decree. Similarly, in the
sit-down strike in Buenos Aires in 1805, slaves took militant
action in the belief that the government had freed them.

The slaves were displaying an attitude common among
peoples, even the most rebellious, who had grown up in a
world of class dependencies. The Russian serfs presented only
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mark Vesey, and Nat Turner only the most heroic souls, even
as measured by the highest standards of revolutionary self-
sacrifice, could contemplate such a course; and their pros-
pects for raising the masses grew steadily dimmer despite the
popular commitment to freedom. The wonder, then, is not
that the United States had fewer and smaller slave revolts
than some other countries did, but that they had any at all.
That they did, in whatever proportions, demonstrated to the
world the impossibility of crushing completely the slaves’
rebellious spirit.
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and slaves after promulgation of such treaties became mad-
deningly ambiguous.

Most maroon communities did not have an opportunity to
come to terms with the colonial regimes. They remained
small units of tens or hundreds, sometimes in loose alliance
but sometimes culturally and politically hostile to each oth-
er. So long as they remained outside the established colonial
order they sympathized with the fate of those still enslaved,
for their own guerrilla activities required intelligence and
supplies from plantation informers and supporters. Every-
where in the hemisphere maroons at particular times and in
particular places provoked desertions and slave revolts; they
fought and often defeated the troops sent against them.
Whatever their relations with the slaves, their success in de-
feating white military expeditions said more to the planta-
tion slaves about the fighting quality of black people than any
abolitionist pampbhlet ever could.

Although varying greatly in time and place, the maroon
redoubts in various countries had some common features.
Especially when maroons secured periods of peace by com-
pelling the whites to agree to a modus vivendi, they built agri-
cultural communities that echoed Africa while developing as
original Afro-American formations. Typically, the commu-
nities relied on horticulture and raised such crops as yams,
sweet potatoes, bananas, plantains, squash, and beans, al-
though they might also add cotton, sugarcane, and especially
tobacco for their own use. They rarely if ever achieved self-
sufficiency in manufactures and had to depend on others for
cloth, implements, and, above all, guns.

When at peace with the whites and sometimes even when
at war, these maroon colonies established trade relations with
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ing the nineteenth century, as creole slaves increased relative
to “salt water” slaves, the cultural gap between maroons and
slaves widened and generated sharp hostilities and even ha-
treds. If the maroons sometimes let their treaty obligations to
capture runaways slip altogether or met them indifferently,
at other times they treated dissident slaves brutally. The rec-
ord of the Jamaican maroons, although contradictory, dis-
played a well-known African respect for treaty obligations
and word of honor. When they said they would assist the
whites against the slaves, they meant to keep their word.
Even after the defeat of the rebels during the most famous of
the maroon wars in the 1790s, when the British cynically
broke their promise not to expel those who surrendered, the
maroons, after a brief stay in Nova Scotia, arrived as dis-
gruntled exiles in Sierra Leone in time to put down a rebel-
lion. Those who remained in Jamaica played an important
role in crushing the Morant Bay rising of 186s.

During the revolution in Saint-Domingue the maroons
sometimes sided with the whites against Toussaint’s efforts
to compel obedience to his authority. They greeted Napo-
leon’s army, which came to restore slavery, as allies and later
gave some support to their old archenemies, the mulattoes,
against the blacks. Their course makes no sense except on the
simple premise that, above all, they wished to protect their
own autonomy against any centralizing power, white or
black, reactionary or revolutionary.

Evidence of collaboration with whites notwithstanding,
the formation of maroon communities generally had a de-
structive impact on slavery and provided a spur to slave dis-
affection, desertion, and rebellion. In Surinam, Venezuela,
Jamaica, and elsewhere, maroons inspired slaves to challenge
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white authority and to rebel. When as often happened, the
maroons were waging war against the regime, if only because
it would not come to terms until being convinced it could
not win, they consciously sought allies and reinforcements
from among the plantation slaves. In 1733 the British re-
ceived information that even their ostensibly loyal black
troops were conspiring to aid the maroons. The authorities
understood that unchecked maroons presented a constant
temptation to the slaves to rise in revolt or to desert en masse.
Of special significance, maroons sometimes delivered hard
blows against the whites in retaliation for particularly brutal
treatment of slaves. In Surinam, for example, during the
peace negotiations of 1757 a rebel leader rebuked the gover-
nor’s emissary and asked how the Europeans could claim to be
civilized and yet treat their slaves so cruelly. He then offered
some advice, which tells us much about the ambiguities of
maroon ideology. As Captain Stedman recounts his speech:

We desite you to tell the governor and your court that in
case they want to raise no new gangs of rebels, they ought to
take care that the planters keep a more watchful eye over their
own property, and do not trust them so frequently to the
hands of drunken managers and overseers, who . . . are the
ruin of the colony and wilfully drive to the woods such num-
bers of stout, active people, who by their sweat earn your
subsistence, without whose hands your colony must drop to
nothing, and to whom at last, in this disgraceful manner,
you are glad to come and sue for friendship.

The maroon’s concern for the welfare of the slaves, as re-
flected in this remarkable speech, revealed a willingness to
leave slavery itself intact. Thus, the outstanding rebel leader,
Baron, released a captured white army officer who had recent-
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antagonism does not negate Roger Bastide’s argument that,
for the long run, Afro-Indian contacts shaped a wide-ranging
syncretization and the rise of Afro-Indian communities.

Throughout the New World free Negroes and even loyal
slaves periodically helped to crush slave revolts and maroon
bastions. In Africa black troops provided an indispensable
supplement to white in the coastal slave depots, and in the
Caribbean, in particular, the loyalty of some slaves proved
adequate to frustrate the militancy of others. The extensive
report from Surinam by Captain Stedman sheds light on the
more general use of loyal slaves against rebels and might,
with only a shift in details, have come from Brazil or other
countries. After having come to terms with two groups of
maroons, the Dutch continued their brutal treatment of the
slaves and provoked a new rebellion in 1772. A majority of
the planters fled to Paramaribo in panic while the authorities
made the desperate decision to form units of manumitted
slaves to send against the rebels.

The black loyalists astonished the whites by their conduct
under fire and, in Captain Stedman’s words, “performed
wonders.” These three hundred or so blacks saved the day for
the European slaveholders until Dutch troops could arrive
from Europe, for the local colonial troops had proved inade-
quate. The authorities had picked their slave troops carefully
from among especially strong volunteers with no record of
recalcitrance. Owners received full payment in compensa-
tion. The Rangers, as the blacks came to be called, staked out
an “implacable enmity against the rebels” and checked their
advance with great ferocity. The rebels returned the hatred:
They sometimes spared white prisoners of war but summarily
executed all Rangers.
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dence suggests that the economic organization adhered to
family-based West African norms.

Politically, the Palmarinos concentrated power in the
hands of a small group of chiefs. They practiced a “Catholi-
cism” unconnected with the Church and heavily laden with
African beliefs and practices, although little definite is known
about the content and organization of this syncretic religion
or its place in the political and social system. The Palmarinos’
atticude toward slavery itself recalled African origins. They
enslaved those whom they had to take from the plantations
by force, while welcoming as brothers and sisters those who
defected to them. That they practiced traditional African
rather than commercial slavery may be extrapolated from the
general economic organization and from their willingness to
free slaves who volunteered to help raid the plantations.

Until the phase of the long struggle, the Palmarinos ap-
parently spread themselves thin across a large area. For a long
time their dispersal of population served them well against
the Dutch and Portuguese invasions. The destruction of one
or more centers resulted in regroupment and the resumption
of a general guerrilla warfare that wore down their enemies.
In the last phase, however, the invaders improved their stay-
ing power and hammered the Palmarinos piece-meal. The
beleaguered Palmarinos concentrated their forces at Macaco,
their chief redoubt, but succumbed to the frontal assault of
white and Indian troops.

The Palmarinos’ success in developing their economy led
to an important alliance with some of the neighboring slave-
holding planters. In return for guaranties against raiding,
some planters entered into trade relations. Whether the Pal-
marinos returned runaways from certain plantations is not
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clear. The alliance must always have been shaky, for so long
as Palmares existed, it provided a beacon to slaves who dared
to risk flight.

In 1678 the regime inflicted heavy losses on the Palma-
rinos, whose supreme chief, the ganga-zumba, sued for peace.
The Portuguese offered terms they considered generous,
maybe too generous, including recognition of the freedom of
the Palmarinos, appointment of the ganga-zumba as a royal
field commander, and confirmation of the Palmarinos’ claims
to territory already being eyed greedily by planters and met-
chants. The Palmarinos in return had to give up some terri-
tory, return runaways, and help suppress slave and Indian re-
volts. One group of Palmarinos, under the leadership of the
zumbi (war chief) and other younger men, repudiated the
agreement, executed the ganga-zumba, and resumed the
struggle. Not until 1695 did a powerful coalition of paxlista
ruffians, hastily recruited northerners, and a larger army of
Indians, put an end to Palmares. The zumbi, referred to in
one Portuguese document as a “Negro of singular courage,
great spirit and persistence [negro de singular valor, grande
animo e constancia],” was taken alive, although wounded,
and subsequently executed.

The zumbi’s reasons for repudiating the treaty of 1678 re-
main open to speculation. Just as some of the Portuguese
authorities feared that the Palmarinos would break their
word, so the Palmarinos clearly distrusted Portuguese inten-
tions. The rich lands of Palmares had already attracted white
interest, and even the limited land cessions provided for by
the treaty may have exceeded what the bolder Palmarinos
thought safe. Then too, despite their recent victories, the
Portuguese had paid dearly for the long war and confronted
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