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and cruelty, but the dominant impression conveyed by the literature remains
one of heroism, ' seaborne skill and strength', ' competitive pugnacity',
' economic enterprise ', ' high courage ', ' intellectual curiosity ', and ' a sense
of responsibility \ 3 8 Who would dare to admit that Albuquerque, Cortes and
Drake were extraordinarily unpleasant people? Instead, the standard survey of
the pre-1650 expansion finds ' a certain nobility [in] the whole movement,
despite the plunder and the savagery V

The issue is obviously where the focus ought to be, for nobody can deny that
there was heroism and skill aplenty. But perhaps the other side can finally have
its day, and the savagery can come to stage centre rather than waiting in the
wings, an afterthought that must be introduced with the word ' despite '. There
are signs that such a rethinking is beginning, particularly in the work that is
being done on native and slave mortality during the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. Faced by the newly proven fact that seventeen million natives in
central Mexico in 1532 dwindled to only one million in 1608, or that some
15 per cent of all slaves and 20 per cent of all crewmen (the latter often not
volunteers, either) died on trans-Atlantic slaving voyages,40 how is one to
continue to regard the cruelty as a side-show, deserving less mention than the
heroism? How can one continue blandly to assert, as did one leading authority
as recently as 1970, that, ' whatever the brutalities that accompanied [the
assimilation of European civilization by American natives], there is no doubt
that living conditions in the American continent were progressively improved
to a level incomparably superior to what they had been, even in the great Indian
states, before the discovery' ? 41

(Oxford: University Press, 1963) was a major revisionist monograph, casting serious doubt on the
traditional rosy view of Portugal's treatment of non-Europeans. Thus Boxer certainly belongs
among those scholars cited in fn. 40, below, who have begun to undermine the heroic interpretation
of the European expansion.

3 8 Parry, Reconnaissance, pp. 322-6.
3» Ibid. p. 326.
40 See the various works by S. F. Cook and Woodrow Borah: The Indian Population of Central

Mexico, 1531—1610 (Berkeley: Ibero-Americana, 44, i960), especially p. 48; The Population of the
Mixteca Aha, 1520—1960 (Berkeley: Ibero-Americana, 50, 1968); and Essays in Population History:
Mexico and the Caribbean (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1971), vol. 1.
See, too, the studies by Philip D. Curtin : The Atlantic Slave Trade: A Census (Madison: University
of Wisconsin Press, 1969), especially p. 286 and his estimate (p. 87) that some 10 million slaves
crossed the Atlantic; and ' Epidemiology and the Slave Trade ', Political Science Quarterly, 83
(1968), 190-216. Similar conclusions are reached by Roger Anstey, K. G. Davies, and Richard
Sheridan in articles in Race and Slavery in the Western Hemisphere: Quantitative Studies, ed.
Stanley Engerman and Eugene Genovese (Princeton: University Press, forthcoming). The more
subtle inhumanities perpetrated on North American Indians have been analysed in Wilcomb Wash-
burn, Red Man's Land, White Man's Law: A Study of the Past and Present Status of the American
Indian (New York: Scribner's, 1971). Of all the recent books which, taken together, suggest that
a fundamental reinterpretation of the expansion is beginning to crystallize, the most monumental is
Vitorino Magalhaes-Godinho, L'Economie de I'Empire Portugais aux XV et XVlr- Siecles (Paris :
S.E.V.P.E.N., 1969).

4 1 Verlinden, Modern Colonization, p. 74.



EXPANSION OF EUROPE AND SPIRIT OF CAPITALISM 689

The many who denounce imperialism usually have in mind its eighteenth-,
nineteenth- and twentieth-century varieties, partly, I suppose, because those
are fresher in the memory, but also, I suspect, because they seem less spectacular
or excusable than their predecessors. But in fact there should be no such distinc-
tion. If anything, die men of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were far
more callous, and killed many, many more Africans, Americans and Asians,
though they had much poorer weapons at their disposal. We may well wonder
whether, from its earliest days, the overseas expansion was the glory or the
shame of European history.


