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ABSTRACT

The present article explores some of the problems that the contemporary environmental collapse brought
to the writing of history and suggests, following in the footsteps of other scholars, that one of the main
present challenges is to combine a global history of capital with the time of nature. Approaches based
on the history of specific commodities are discussed in light of contemporary historiographical debates.
In the last section | explore two examples — the histories of Brazilian gold and North American ships
— to show how the method can help develop a global environmental history of the colonial Americas
from a critical perspective, i.e. a history of capital that transcends the methodological nationalism that
is still part of the discipline and effectively incorporates the time of nature as part of a unified analytical
perspective.

KEYWORDS

Commodity Chains; Capitalism; Colonial America.
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Leonardo Marques

Adelman argued in a 2017 essay that “it is hard not to conclude that global history is

another Anglospheric invention to integrate the Other into a cosmopolitan narrative
on our terms, in our tongues” (ADELMAN, 2017). A cosmopolitan global history that at
times resembles a history of globalization did indeed seem to be the ideal narrative for
the world that emerged after the end of the Cold War. Such an association has been
common among critics, and for good reasons, but it is not exclusive to the global turn
of recent decades. The central metanarrative of the historiography (and the broader
social sciences in general) has been a product and producer of the processes of
inclusion and extension of democracy in the contemporary world, which in turn allowed
it to be combined with developmentalist narratives, whether we consider the classic
formula of modernization theory of the post-WW2, whether we look at the post-1989
globalizing world. Such modernizing narratives can be read as manifestations of a
triumphant centrist liberalism, to use Immanuel Wallerstein’s (2011) term, which have
been shaping the structures of knowledge since the nineteenth century.

According to Adelman, the ascension of the new right across the world in recent
years has shown the limits of this cosmopolitan global history. The bigger problem,
however, is that the limits of the broader developmentalist paradigm has been evidenced
by a crisis that has put humanity itself into question: the environmental collapse. Some
call it the Anthropocene, others Capitalocene, but the conclusion is only one: the era
in which human beings have become a geological force is in the process of making
the planet uninhabitable for most living beings.! At the basis of this crisis is the same
world that presented itself as universalizable in the aftermath of World War 2 and as
inevitable after the Cold War. “The mansion of modern freedoms”, Dipesh Chakrabarty
argues, “stands on an ever-expanding base of fossil fuel use. Most of our freedoms so
far have been energy-intensive” (2009, p. 208). The problems that have inspired much
of the historiography in recent decades are still here: reducing inequalities, stimulating
inclusion, and expanding citizenship. But the possibilities for such a project have to
deal with concrete material limitations that have been largely ignored in contemporary
debates on inequality (MARQUES; PARRON, 2021).

The current environmental collapse is clearly global. The devastation of the
Amazon or the many Latin American environmental disasters of recent years are tied
to the dramatic proletarianization and urbanization processes in China (which in turn
are connected to broader exchanges that include all of the developed and developing
world) (ARBOLEDA, 2020; SVAMPA, 2019). The accumulated evidence of this global
environmental collapse shows not only the failure of a modernizing project, but also
calls for an approach that can effectively integrate the systemic dimensions of our
past and present problems. The global history described by Adelman does not seem
prepared to deal with these challenges, which does not mean that a global approach
has become unnecessary, as the author himself notes in his conclusion. The effort of
global historians to transcend the methodological nationalism that has been part of
the discipline since the nineteenth century, with its role in the legitimation of emerging
nation states, must be further explored; not because the world of free trade will
generate prosperity across the world, but because global processes as we have seen

I s global history still possible, or has it had its moment? With this question, Jeremy

' For a summary of the debate focusing on Brazil, see Padua (2016). On the concepts of Anthropocene
and Capitalocene, see Moore and Parenti (2016).
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Commodity chains and the global environmental history of the colonial Americas

are the foundation of the environmental collapse of our times. Thus, one of the main
challenges for scholars is to develop a more effective and critical global perspective
that manages to incorporate the times of nature.

Chakrabarty points in that direction when he mentions the insufficiency of global
history (at times treated as a synonym with a history of capital) and the need to think
of a history of the species but offers little beyond reaffirming the tension between the
two approaches. Unfortunately, the author quickly dismisses previous generations
of environmental historians for their interpretation of humanity as a biological agent
instead of a geological agent, as a “maker of climate”.2 The emphasis of environmental
historians of the twentieth century may have been on man as a “prisoner of climate,” but
they nonetheless offer valuable insights to deal with the problems raised by Chakrabarty
and others. Donald Worster, who has been calling for a “planetary history” since the late
1980s, offered a stimulating model based on three levels of analysis that dynamically
interacted with each other: a first one focusing on natural ecosystems over time
(including human beings and, therefore, somewhat similar to the history of the species
that Chakrabarty has been calling for); another one dealing with the different forms of
political-economic organization and their interactions with nature, the so-called “mode
of production”; finally, a third level should look at the mental structures through which
people deal with the other two levels. In other words: nature, political economy, and
thought (WORSTER, 1990a).2 Worster’s piece was the object of a debate at the time of
its publication that anticipated many of the issues — such as the problem of scales and
the limits of the discipline — that have been currently debated among global historians.
“If we get too obsessed with particularities,” Worster replies inspired by Crosby, “the
public may not be truly helped by our writings to think clearly and coherently about the
larger issues of our time — the relation of nature and capitalism, the collective myths
and institutions of nations and civilizations, the workings of imperialism, the fate of the
earth” (WORSTER, 1990b, p. 1143).

A global environmental history capable of transcending the modernizing
paradigm that came with the triumph of centrist liberalism is one of the most urgent
tasks for historians in the context of the current environmental collapse. Some of the
main recent efforts to develop a global environmental history, however, have been
marked by a strong methodological individualism that continues to pervade the
social sciences. Daniel Headrick’s recent book, Humans Versus Nature: a Global
Environmental History, for example, offers a long and detailed environmental history of
humanity based, on the one hand, on the human impacts on the rest of nature and their
changes over time and, on the other hand, on how nature had an impact on humans
through natural disasters and other less catastrophic forms. Although talking about
change over time, Headrick’s perspective does not allow to effectively analyze it: “What

2 A careful reading of the fourth chapter of Braudel's Mediterranean, for example, does not fit very well
in this description. “Everything changes, even the climate. Nobody now believes in the invariability of
the elements of physical geography,” Braudel argues in his discussion of the Little Ice Age. He then
continues: “Everything changes and climates with the rest’. But if they do change, it may be because
of man’s intervention. In one place climate change might be the result of large-scale deforestation, in
another the result of neglected irrigation, or abandoned crops which can be disastrous in arid regions”
(BRAUDEL, 1972, p. 267-268).

3 See contributions of Cronon, White, Merchant and others, as well as Worster’s response in the
same edition.
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has changed over time was not the desire of humans to exploit their environments, but
the technological and organizational means they developed and employed against the
rest of nature — and their consequences” (HEADRICK, 2020, p. 2-3). Humanity itself
is characterized as having an intrinsic impulse to extract as many natural resources
as possible, depending only on existing technologies in order to do it on a larger or
smaller scale. The annihilation of history comes with the universalization of an indistinct
humanity seeking to explore nature to the fullest degree.

Headrick’s book is only the latest example of a traditional historiographical
tendency to project an indistinct humanity as the motor of history and main source
of all contemporary environmental problems, a view that is attuned to some of the
main perspectives in the Anthropocene debate (HORNBORG, 2010).* If we consider,
for example, pre-Columbian native societies we can find a number of differences in
the ways they deal with nature. Interpretations that describe all of them as having an
unsustainable relationship with the environment are as untenable as those reviving the
myth of the “Noble Savage”.® Scholars such as William Balée e Eduardo Gées Neves
have shown that native groups of the Amazon, for example, radically manipulated and
transformed the forest without necessarily producing the processes of destruction
and social collapse that have fascinated other observers of ancient societies (BALEE,
2013; NEVES, 2012). Outlining this diversity is key to understanding the conflicts over
nature and its resources that continues to shape the world today. The model offered
by Worster and his emphasis on the role of specific modes of production — with a
more open interpretation of the concept — has the merit of avoiding the frequent
flattening of history that can be found in a number of global environmental histories,
thus contributing to the development of an approach that can effectively track structural
changes over time (WORSTER, 1987).

WHO FEARS WORLD-SYSTEMS? A BRIEF HISTORY OF
THE HISTORY OF COMMODITIES

If capitalism as a historical system (or mode of production, if we continue with
Worster) is one of the main forces behind the current environmental collapse, then one
of our main tasks must be to understand its development over time. Henri Lefebvre
offers a good starting point when suggesting that

capitalism has many facets: landed capital, commercial
capital, finance capital — all play a part in practice according
to their varying capabilities, and as opportunity affords; conflicts
between capitalists of the same kind, or of different kinds, are an
inevitable part of the process. These diverse breeds of capital,
and of capitalists, along with a variety of overlapping markets —
commodities, labour, knowledge, capital itself, land — are what
together constitute capitalism (LEFEBVRE, 1991, p. 10).

4 This problem in environmental histories is a product of the widespread influence — not always explicit
— of rational choice theory in the social sciences.
5 For an example of the first, see Elizabeth Dore (1994).
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Commodity chains and the global environmental history of the colonial Americas

The combinations that form the system can be explored in more concrete ways
by tracking the historical trajectory of specific commodities, an approach that has
become very popular in recent decades, especially after the global turn.® Histories of
commodities are not part of a coherent body of work in theoretical and methodological
terms, but the examples that have been produced over the last half century can offer
important insights for dealing with the issues discussed earlier.

Despite important precursors such as Harold Innis’s “staple thesis” or the
famous “economic cycles” of historians such as Jodo Lucio de Azevedo and Roberto
Simonsen, world-system scholars connected to the Fernand Braudel Center, at
Binghamton University, played a central role in the development of a specific approach
to the history of commodities. In several articles, Immanuel Wallerstein and Terence
Hopkins developed the concept of commodity chain as a strategy to track not only how
capitalism combined multiple forms of labor in global processes of production over time,
but also how the non-commaodification of some of its links allowed for even larger profits
in capital accumulation processes. According to the authors, capitalism is characterized
by an international division of labor and “the boundaries of this division of labor are
therefore appropriately defined by the effective geographical reach of the production
and labor processes thereby integrated, and not by town or national boundaries”
(HOPKINS; WALLERSTEIN, 1986, p. 158). They also offer a few suggestions on how
to develop the approach, with a preliminary analysis of two specific commodities, ships
and wheat, but the procedure also appears in other moments of the work of Wallerstein
and other scholars associated with the Fernand Braudel Center. It is important to note
that their focus is on the process of production:

take an ultimate consumable item and trace back the set of
inputs that culminated in this item — the prior transformations,
the raw materials, the transportation mechanisms, the labor
input into each of the material processes, the food inputs into
the labor. This linked set of processes we call a commodity chain
(HOPKINS; WALLERSTEIN, 1977, p. 128).

The concept of global commaodity chain in turn appeared in a 1994 work organized
by Gary Gereffi and Miguel Korzeniewicz that was clearly inspired by the work of Hopkins
and Wallerstein, who also contributed with one chapter in the book. According to the
editors, “the analysis of a commodity chain shows how production, distribution, and
consumption are shaped by the social relations (including organizations) that characterize
the sequential stages of input acquisition, manufacturing, distribution, marketing, and
consumption” (GEREFFI; KORZENIEWICZ; KORZENIEWICZ, 1994, p. 2).

One of the works that best exemplifies the strength of an approach based on
specific commodities, which came from a very strong dialogue with the world-system
perspective, is Sidney Mintz’s Sweetness and Power: the Place of Sugar in Modern
History, first published in 1985. In this work Mintz develops a few insights that had
already appeared in previous works, as in his famous article on proletarians and
slaves. After noting the problems that can be found in the then current definitions of
“proletarian” and “slave” that looked at the two categories isolated from each other,

8 The best-known example may be Empire of cotton: a global history (BECKERT, 2014).
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without noting the articulations of both to the world economy that produced them,
Mintz concluded that it was necessary to show in more detail how the fruits of labor of
European proletarians and Caribbean slaves produced specific economic articulations
between them. Those articulations would be further explored in Sweetness and Power,
which gives equal weight to the production and consumption of sugar. One of its great
merits is to put sugar at the center of a mutually constitutive relationship between the
Caribbean and Europe, thus avoiding treating the commodity merely as the background
of a history of slavery and slave trade, as a large part of the historiography had been
doing until then. This history includes not only the efforts of enslaved Africans to survive
in this new setting, a theme to which his previous production had already made crucial
contributions, but also the place of this history in the making of modernity.

The first sweetened cup of hot tea to be drunk by an English
worker was a significant historical event, because it prefigured
the transformation of an entire society, a total remaking of its
economic and social basis. We must struggle to understand fully
the consequences of that and kindred events, for upon them was
erected an entirely different conception of the relationship between
producers and consumers, of the meaning of work, of the definition
of self, of the nature of things (MINTZ, 1978; 1986, p. 214).

Mintz’s book has been justly lauded as the best precursor of the recent wave
of works on the history of commodities. Since its publication, many academic and
non-academic works on specific commodities have appeared. Unlike Mintz, however,
part of these works has been repeating some of the problems described earlier. The
volume edited by Steven Topik, Carlos Marichal, and Zephyr Frank, for example, offers
great examples of the strength of an approach based on commodity chains. Seminal
articles such as those by Paul Gootenberg on cocaine or Marichal’s analysis of the
cochineal show how the commodity chain can be a powerful analytical tool (TOPIK;
FRANK; MARICHAL, 2006). When taken together, however, and especially with the
introduction and conclusion of the book, in which the editors repeatedly recognize
some important precursors to the approach but make every possible effort to distance
themselves from old systemic perspectives, the essays seem to have stopped halfway
in the analysis. In the words of Arnold Bauer:

the editors of this book are acutely aware of politics and power,
but by straining to distance themselves from the long list of
previous, and largely Marxist-inspired, ‘theories’ in order to create
a new niche for the ‘commodity chains approach’ we are left with
strands of interesting research along with an unassuageable
hunger for an approach that might, more comprehensibly, further
an explanation of fundamental problems (BAUER, 2007).

The limits of an excessive disciplinarization of the approach based on commodity
chains appearin From Silverto Cocaine in two different ways. First, despite the promise
to analyze production, circulation, and consumption as an integrated process, most
chapters focus on the middle part of this equation — trade — the sector that has
historically produced the largest volume of primary sources. The focus on production
appears as an old-fashioned procedure, as revealed in a few footnotes, while
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Commodity chains and the global environmental history of the colonial Americas

consumption is the object of much less attention than initially promised. Secondly,
in their efforts to avoid old systemic approaches, thus developing a perspective that
attributes a similar dynamism to all stages of the chain and rejects old notions of
center and periphery, the authors explored the commodity chain as a unit of analysis
instead of a unit of observation. For Hopkins and Wallerstein, however, the commodity
chain is a tool to analyze systemic processes and not an end in itself. This systemic
component was ejected from the book edited by Topik, Marichal, and Frank, as has
been the case with other historians who are suspicious of classic explanatory models
in the social sciences.

Returning to the classic uses of the concept of commodity chain can offer a
powerful instrument to understand the plurality of times of capitalism as a historical
system and its shifts over time. When Hopkins and Wallerstein argued that non-
commodified links of chains could produce larger profits they were pointing to these
different times. This also appeared in a 1966 article by Giovanni Arrighi that showed
how not all proletarianization processes (looking more specifically at Rhodesia) favored
the accumulation of capital. The analysis of commodity chains, therefore, can map out
the heterogeneity of capital accumulation processes, which have made use of multiple
forms of labor as a simple look at the iPhone today quickly shows (MERCHANT, 2017,
Chapter 2). When doing field work in the Amazon during the 1970s, sociologist José de
Souza Martins found a number of cases of coerced labor and chains of indebtedness
that tied laborers to their employers, links of commodity chains that not rarely involved
the activities of great multinational enterprises. “The time of capital,” Martins concludes,
“is concretely not only the unilinear time of progress, of modernization, of the rational
conduct in relation to ends and development” (MARTINS, 1994, p. 7; CAMPOS, 2017).
Arrighi argues in a similar direction when saying that

the problem with the simple “proletarianization as capitalist
development model” is that it ignores not just the realities of
southern Africa’s settler capitalism, but also many other cases,
such as the United States itself, which was characterized by a
totally different pattern — a combination of slavery, genocide of
the native population and the immigration of surplus labor from
Europe (ARRIGHI, 2009).

The heterogeneity of historical capitalism also includes the different forms of
appropriation of nature, bringing us back to Worster’s three levels. A certain concern
with the times of nature was already implicit in the world-systems perspective but was
better developed later by the works of Stephen Bunker and, more recently, Jason
Moore. Considering as his starting point the history of the Amazon in the long durée,
Bunker emphasized the interdependence between productive and extractive activities
in the world system. Since they depended on the specific location of natural resources,
extractive activities tended to be geographically dispersed while the productive
sectors of central zones could be concentrated in specific areas. The centrality of
natural resources for the existence and reproduction of the capitalist world system
made Bunker skeptical about perspectives that excessively focused on determinations
coming from the center, leading him to emphasize the importance of the local in global
developments. And the tool for integrating these multiple scales of the system was
precisely the commodity:
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Afocus on exported commodities allows analysis of the modes of
production and extraction from which the commodity emerges at
the regional and local levels and of the technological and market
changes which determine demand for it at the global level. [...]
They serve as a bridge between different levels of analysis.
A focus on specific commodities also permits analysis of the
ecological, social organizational, and demographic effects both
in the region of extraction and in the region where its eventual
transformation contributes to the acceleration of production and
consumption (BUNKER, 1985, p. 49).

Jason Moore raised similar issues in his eco-historical reading of Wallerstein’s
work, especially with his concept of “commaodity frontier”. The many commaodity frontiers
(which, according to Moore, were different from the pre-capitalist resource frontiers)
that are at the center of global capitalism in its historical trajectory made use of extra-
human nature as a substitute for technological transformations that could increase the
rate of profit in capital accumulation processes: “land (forests, silver veins, fertile soils)
was organized by empires, planters, seigneurs, yeoman farmers and many others, as a
force of production in servitude to the commodity form, as a mechanism for maximizing
the productivity of labour” (MOORE, 2010, p. 36, emphasis in original). Although using
a different language and conceptualization, Moore echoed Bunker’s concern with the
multiple scales of historical capitalism so that extractive processes in the peripheries
could be incorporated as fundamental elements of the system as a whole.

The ‘local’ environmental transformations precipitated by these
frontiers were not simply consequences of European expansion;
they were in equal measure constitutive of such expansion,
condition as well as consequence. Degradation and relative
exhaustion in one region after another were followed by recurrent
waves of global expansion aimed at securing fresh supplies of
land and labor, and thence to renewed and extended cycles of
unsustainable development on a world-scale (MOORE, 2003, p.
309, emphasis in original).

Finally, there is an elusive aspect of capital that cannot be so easily captured
by the analysis of commodity chains (and that is absent in the definition offered by
Lefebvre at the beginning of this section). The generalization of commodity production
in capitalism is marked by the production of abstractions, as demonstrated by Marx in
the famous first chapter of Capital and by a voluminous bibliography that has explored
the concept of commodity fetishism and attempted to develop a critical theory of value.
In the words of Marx himself,

the commodity-form, and the value-relation of the products of
labour within which it appears, have absolutely no connection
with the physical nature of the commodity and the material
relations arising out of this. It is nothing but the definite social
relation between men themselves which assumes here, for
them, the fantastic form of a relation between things (MARX,
1990, p. 165).
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The synchronization of differentforms of concrete labor through the world market thus
produces a “real abstraction,” the real abstraction of value, whose endless accumulation
operates then as a determining factor in the planetary dynamics of capitalism.”

It was precisely this absence in the histories of commodities offered by Mintz and
Eric Wolf (whose classic Europe and the Peoples Without History had been published a
few years before Sweetness and Power) that called the attention of Michael Taussigin a
critique of both books, which he saw as examples of an undertheorized anthropological
interest in history (TAUSSIG, 1989). However, theorizing capital and capitalism does
not eliminate the need to think about its historical development. The trajectory leading
to the dissemination of the commodity form and the abstract domination of life in
which everything can be exchanged for everything — and that includes the making
of an abstract nature that can also be commodified and exchanged — concretely
depended and continues to depend on an array of heterogeneous relations, as we
have seen with José de Souza Martins and Giovanni Arrighi, a heterogeneity that can
be tracked by following the circuits of the commodity. In this sense the critical theory
of value asked by Taussig must be combined with the analysis of the “trajectories of
commodities as ‘tracers’ through the veins and arteries of a developing political and
economic system,” as Mintz and Wolf argued in their reply (MINTZ; WOLF, 1989). This
is certainly a difficult synthesis, but still a necessary one. In the words of William Sewell
Jr., “we need to keep both sides of the dialectic between abstract reversible temporality
and concrete irreversible temporality in view at all times” (2008, p. 532). Reproducing
only the abstract temporality of capitalism is the object of economists obsessed with
mathematical models that, according to him, “reproduces the abstraction of universal
exchange as if it were the whole truth about the economy, rather than one dialectical
pole in a fundamentally contradictory complex” (SEWELL, 2008, p. 527).

THE PRODUCTION OF CIRCULATION: SHIPS AND GOLD

Two more concrete examples of the history of commodities — ships and gold —
can help explore some of the issues discussed above. The two commodity chains are
related to my current projects: an environmental history of the transatlantic slave trade
and a global environmental history of mining in Brazil. Both cases could be explored
in all their geographical and chronological extension, but | will follow here a “national”
starting point — focusing on North American ships and Brazilian gold — to emphasize
issues related to methodological nationalism and to show how the approach also
allows for more specific temporal and spatial framings. The larger objective is showing
how the history of commodities offers one way to integrate society and nature within a
systemic perspective.

Floating forests

The strong methodological nationalism of U.S. historiography has become
one of the main targets of a number of works associated with the global turn. At the

" There is a vast bibliography on commaodity fetishism and value form theory. For an excellent overview,
see Peter Hudis’ Marx’s concept of the alternative to capitalism (HUDIS, 2012).
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center of nationalistic narratives of U.S. exceptionalism is the history of New England,
considered by many to be the main motor of a march for progress that allegedly
characterized the nation since its early days. It was against this sort of parochialism
that Thomas Bender called for a “wider cosmopolitanism” in A Nation Among Nations:
America’s Place in World History (2006). According to him, the history of the United
States can only be fully understood within a global context since its early days. Not
coincidentally, references to New England in Bender’s book are very few. His narrative
of the colonial era in fact focused on the slave colonies of the South, framing this
history within the broader developments of Atlantic slavery. The perspective offered
by Bender has some strengths since this North American exceptionalism centered on
New England played an important role in erasing the importance of black slavery for
the region and, consequently, for the nation, turning it into the “peculiar institution”.®

But is ignoring the history of New England the best strategy for this? Tracking
the main commodity chains of the region may reframe its history within a broader
context, making clearer not only the role of coerced labor and natural resources in its
development, but also its importance for the history of capitalism.® The slave system
that proved to be crucial for the development of New England was in fact located
outside North America, more specifically in the Caribbean. The initial settlement of
New England had fishing, the fur trade, and exports of timber as its main goal, but
in all three cases England offered only a relatively small market for them. Despite
the demand for masts and pitch for its naval industry, for example, the flows of these
goods from the Baltic remained cheaper. After experiencing a crisis in the mid-
seventeenth century, and a decline in the migratory flows from England, New England
became articulated to an expanding Caribbean (besides a persisting and important
connection to the Madeira, the Canary Islands, and the Iberian Peninsula). The most
fundamental motor of this connection was the plantation revolution in the Caribbean,
which radically reshaped places like Barbados, Jamaica, Guadeloupe, Martinique, and
Saint Domingue. Northern North America supplied a large volume of cod to feed the
growing population of enslaved Africans of the Antilles, timber for the construction of
the plantations, slave quarters, boxes, and barrels for transporting goods (the slave
plantation was one of the greatest forces behind the devastation of New World forests),
and even whale oil to illuminate the sugar mills (since labor during harvest took place
24 hours a day) (KIMBALL, 2009, p. 430).

Animportant merchant sectoremerged in New England over the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries for the shipping of goods from the Caribbean slave societies and
US southern colonies, a sector that emerged associated with a powerful shipbuilding
industry. The latter was probably the main manufacturing sector in colonial North
America, providing ships not only to New England merchants, but also as an important

8 The fact that American temperate zones generated societies with slaves instead of slave societies
facilitated later ideological constructs that erased the history of slavery in those regions. Southern Brazil
offers a clear parallel, with the development of “a different Brazil”, in the famous title of Wilson Martins’
work. Recent works have emphasized the centrality of indigenous and African slavery in New England
in spite of the absence of great export plantations. See Melish (1998), Warren (2016) and Newell (2015).
9 A focus on endogenous explanations, with great contributions from the social history of the 1970s,
disconnected the history of New England from the history of capitalism (based on analysis of the culture
and mentality of rural producers in the region). For an overview of this scholarship, see Naomi R.
Lamoreaux (2003).

'.;;Zf;g"_‘é Esbogos, Florianépolis, v. 28, n. 49, p. 640-667, set./dez. 2021. 650/897
<& ISSN 2175-7976 DO https://doi.org/10.5007/2175-7976.2021.e80946 I



Commodity chains and the global environmental history of the colonial Americas

export product. By the second half of the eighteenth century, ships were the fifth main
North American export in terms of value. If we combine the gains from the shipping of
goods, the contribution of this sector to the North American balance of payments was
close to that of tobacco, the main export good coming from Chesapeake. Something
between one third and 40 percent of all vessels of the British Royal Navy were built in
the United States, according to estimates from different scholars. As John McCusker
and Russell Menard show (1991), the shipbuilding industry was a product of the
fortuitous combination between, first, vast extractive resources — in this case, the
huge trees from New England forests, which were excellent for masts; secondly, the
free time that family rural labor typical of New England offered and that could be used
in other industries; and, third, the great international demand that accompanied the
ascension of England, which did not have the necessary resources for its navy and
continued to depend on the Baltic trade.

A relatively small number of workers performed the necessary labor in North
American shipyards, with their numbers varying from one to six according to the different
stages of building a ship, from putting together the hull to the rigging and setting up
the sails. The bibliography on the subject is relatively thin, but the presence of slaves
and servants seems to have been common, even if in small numbers. Most shipyards
were in the North, especially in Massachusetts. Poor children were frequently given
to shipyard owners to learn the arts of shipbuilding, living with indentured servants
and a few enslaved Africans, who worked in the many different activities related to
shipbuilding (GOLDENBERG, 1976, p. 54-76). The necessary products for building
a ship were basically timber (for the hull and masts), iron (anchors, tools, and nails),
linen and hemp (sails and rigging), pitch and tar (for sealing the hulls and the cordage).
Slave ships followed a similar pattern, although with differences in the design and
perhaps a larger demand for iron for the collars and chains (although this also varied
over time and space).™

Let’s take a more careful look at timber (which also stimulated other commodity
chains such as iron for the axes to cut the trees or to be used in the sawmiills). The largest
forests that provided most of the material for building ships were located in northern
New England, in the colonies of New Hampshire and Maine. Similarly to the Amazon,
forests in the region had been the object of manipulation by various indigenous groups
for centuries before the European invasion, including the selection and maintenance of
specific trees that were important sources of food, such as oaks, chestnuts, hickories,
and walnuts. Consequently, these trees could be found in large numbers by the time
European settlers arrived, who commodified the forests of the region in response to
Atlantic demands (and therefore made use of the “dead labor” of the indigenous who
had manipulated the forest for centuries). The white oak was used to plank the ships and
to produce staves for the barrels that were used to pack Caribbean sugar and Iberian
wines. The black oak in turn was used in those ship parts that remained underwater for
their resistance to tropical worms. The chestnuts were also used for their resistance.
As demand for timber increased in the mid-seventeenth century, a significant number
of sawmills were quickly established across the Piscataqua river on the frontier of the
present-day states of New Hampshire and Maine (ROBERTS, 2019, p. 101).

© A comparison between different slave ships can be found in Radburn and Eltis (2019).
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Extracting timber was hard work, usually performed during the winter when the
snow cushioned the fall of trees and facilitated their transportation to the nearest river.
Some lumbermen froze to death. Animals were necessary to carry the timber to the
river, from where it was taken to the sawmills. The timber was then processed into
different formats, including the highly sought masts made with oaks. The volume of
wood used on a ship was significant. According to Wallerstein, a Dutch warship used
around 2,000 century-old oaks, which meant 50 acres of forest (WALLERSTEIN, 1974).
“No other technical object, perhaps with the exception of fire,” Diogo Cabral argues,
“‘consumed so much timber like the building and maintenance of a ship”. Something
around 3,600 cubic meters of wood — two times the annual average of brazilwood
exports in the sixteenth century — were necessary only for the basic structure of a ship
(CABRAL, 2014, p. 172). A task that remains to be done is to calculate the volume of
wood that was used in the construction of the millions of slave ships that crossed the
Atlantic, allowing us to visualize and articulate the human and environmental costs of
the transatlantic slave trade.

The demand for timber, as William Cronon notes, did not produce deforestation
to the worrying level that pervaded the writings of local authorities (the third level
offered by Worster, which had a number of implications for the relationship between
British authorities and New England settlers). Still, a few species were devastated by
the commodification of the forest and their use in the shipbuilding industry, especially
the white pine, an extremely tall tree that did not exist in Europe and was excellent
for producing masts. Shipbuilding demands therefore produced an expansion of
the frontier in search for specific trees without necessarily producing generalized
deforestation (although this also happened to some extent)." The timber industry,
however, stimulated associated sectors such as cattle-raising and foodstuff production,
two great consumers of forests (CRONON, 2003, chap. 6)." Not coincidentally, a large
number of conflicts with native groups in western New England and their French allies
took place at the turn of the seventeenth century. As the commodity frontier advanced,
conflicts with indigenous peoples increased (CLARK, 1970, chap. 5).

The great naval potential of North America soon reflected on the transatlantic
slave trade, with the production of ships for US slave traders as well as for exports,
including for merchants from other nations.' US-built ships appeared in the transatlantic
slave trade before US slave traders themselves because of the monopoly of the Royal
African Company (founded in 1672) over this commerce. The end of the monopoly
would only come after the Glorious Revolution and the actions of independent slave

" A similar process took place in Brazil as the gold rush stimulated the building of canoes to be used in
the riverine routes connecting Sao Paulo to Mato Grosso, leading to the disappearance of specific tall
trees in certain areas in the Brazilian countryside. See Caminhos e fronteiras, (HOLANDA, 2008, p. 178).
2. 0On the tensions produced by British perceptions over deforestation and its consequences for British
naval power, see Roberts (2010).

3 Despite the large Luso-Brazilian role in the slave trade, there is very little data on the origins of
Portuguese slave ships, especially for the colonial era (there are, in fact, few works on shipbuilding as
a whole for the period). The Dutch shipbuilding industry in turn was fundamental for the construction
of its commercial hegemony in the seventeenth century, stimulating the expansion of the commodity
frontier (as well as pitch and tar) in Scandinavia and the Baltic. There is also little data on the place of
construction of Dutch ships, but most seems to have been built in Amsterdam. The best documented
branch of the traffic is the British, with more than 8,000 voyages indicating the place of construction of
vessels, followed by the French (323) and the US (251).
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traders in the British public sphere, opening the way for a more active participation
of US-based merchants. This participation, however, was only possible after the
development of another key New England staple: rum. While the sugar from British and
French Caribbean plantations was sent to Europe, the molasses that came out of those
same units went mainly to North America, especially to New England, which became
the home of a large number of distilleries. The product satisfied specific demands in
Africa, especially on the Gold Coast, which then became the main slave trading area
for US-based merchants. Sean Kelley (2018) finds a few cases in which basically all
captives were exchanged for full cargoes of rum. A non-negligible number of those
slaves were carried to North America (including Massachusetts, where a small number
ended up in the shipyards, building the ships that would carry other slaves), but the
great majority went to the French and British Caribbean, especially to Barbados, where
they produced not only sugar, but also the molasses (and coffee and indigo, among
a few other staples) that would be transformed into rum to be exchanged for other
captives that would then be carried on North American ships to the Americas.™

The strength of the North American shipbuilding industry acquired new meaning
after US independence, with the development of new ship designs in the context of
wars against the old metropolis (especially the war of 1812), ultimately leading to the
construction of the fastest ships in the world. Its efficiency reflected, for example, on
US dominance in whaling industry and the widespread presence of US-built ships
in the transatlantic slave trade. Merchants involved in the traffic to Cuba and Brazil
purchased many US ships (eventually also using the US flag to circumvent British
authorities). By the mid-nineteenth century US-built ships carried around 60 percent of
all captives illegally disembarked in Brazil (MARQUES, 2016).

The nature of money

Similarly to the histories of New England, endogenous explanations have also
been extremely influential in the Brazilian historiography of the last half century. In both
cases, the focus on local, regional, and national developments were combined with the
conclusions established by new economic historians, who separated the development
of Europe from the history of colonialism. A great number of works that had explored the
connections between capitalism, empire, and slavery came to be seen as outmoded,
allowing historians to focus on their national and regional histories on both sides of the
Atlantic. In Brazil, these conclusions were embraced by scholars eager to disconnect
the history of colonial Brazil from the history of capitalism. The problem, as Patrick
O’Brien (2005) would later recognize, was that the bricks of research in local and
national archives did not automatically lead to the construction of a solid explanatory
structure, something that became clear after the contributions of experts on Asian
history such as Dennis Flynn, Kenneth Pomeranz, and Bin Wong, among others, all of
them central figures in the global turn of recent decades.®

The scholarship on internal markets in Portuguese America is vast and extremely
rich, as a quick glance at the prize-winning collection Histéria de Minas Gerais shows.

4 All estimates come from www.slavevoyages.org, unless otherwise noted.
'S For a brief overview of this debate, see Unidades de anélise, jogos de escalas e a historiografia da
escraviddo no capitalismo (MARQUES, 2020).
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Its section on economy exemplifies the wealth of historiographical developments from
the 1970s to the present; the structures of everyday life and the linkages produced
by mining in the region are explored in detail. References to the global processes of
which these regional developments were part, however, are very few. Jodo Antonio
de Paula (2007, p. 298-299) offers a few paragraphs on the centrality of gold for
the “so-called primitive accumulation of capital”’, outlining some of its effects on the
Portuguese economy. In the opening text, José Newton Coelho Meneses also makes
a few remarks on this: “neither separated nor an exclusive reflection of the Metropolis,
this economy is presented with its peculiarities and as part of the vast Portuguese
world” (2007, p. 275).

Approaches such as a renewed imperial history and Atlantic history have also
inspired a number of works in Brazil, but it is striking how they remained separated
from a systemic perspective.'® Historians reacted to the Anglocentrism of Atlantic
history by developing the concept of South Atlantic and offering rich studies of its
peculiarities and weight (after all, Portuguese America was the main destination of
enslaved Africans in the early modern era). But the concept also became reified, being
used only in a few occasional formal comparisons.'” The possible entanglements
between the North and the South Atlantic disappeared. It is easy to see how global
history may become some form of imperial history under new guise (to go back and
expand on Adelman’s point on global history as an Anglospheric invention). There
is little room in the recent historiography on the Portuguese empire for articulations
that transcended the formal limits of the empire itself. Despite the many perspectives
connecting Portuguese America to Portugal, Angola, Goa, among other Portuguese
overseas possessions, the main question remains: what was the broader world of
which the Portuguese empire was part?'®

One possible strategy to reintegrate this history into these wider processes is
to track the commodity chain of gold. Searches for the yellow metal were at the basis
of European overseas expansion in the late Middle Ages, with African gold playing
a central role in this process as the classic works of Fernand Braudel and Vitorino
Magalhdes Godinho showed (BRAUDEL, 1953; GODINHO, 1963). The conquest of
America increased the volume of gold circulating in the world, but it was actually silver
that shaped the first two centuries of colonial history in the New World. Some gold
continued to come out of Africa and increasingly from New Granada, but the scale
of its circulation was effectively transformed only with the gold discoveries of Minas
Gerais by the late seventeenth century. By the mid-eighteenth century the value of
gold extracted from the Americas came close to that of silver, followed by the boom in
Mexican silver that came with the Bourbon reforms (TEPASKE, 2010, p. 16).

What were the uses of these precious metals? O’brien offers a good description
of their main function in the early modern era:

as universally acceptable forms of purchasing power, and as
durable reserve assets of intrinsic and (supposedly) stable

6 For an overview of this reception, see Marquese (2013).

7 An important exception here is the book O trato dos viventes: formagdo do Brasil no Atlantico Sul,
séculos XVI e XVII (ALENCASTRO, 2000).

'8 For broader takes on the Portuguese empire, see Novais (1979) and Adelman (2006, p. 13-55).
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value — backing and promoting the gradual evolution of diverse
forms of paper credit — precious metals had long been highly
significant for the functioning of states, for the development of
national economies, and for internal and international commerce
(O’BRIEN, 2005).

The history of money is therefore the history of the creation of a world market,
the development of European fiscal-military states, and the institution of specific
economic environments, marked by a number of financial innovations. This history,
however, has been frequently told within certain methodological limits. While a number
of debates around larger questions marked the first half of the twentieth century, such
as those raised by Earl J. Hamilton’s classic work on the role of New World metals in
the European price revolution, the second half of the century witnessed the growing
dominance of endogenous explanations of European development. The recent global
history debates challenged much of this methodological nationalism by putting the
history of money at the center of the debate and giving a renewed attention to the role
of silver in Asian trade, in this way connecting the history of places like Potosi and
Zacatecas to the creation of global trade circuits.®

This shift in the terms of the debate, however, came at a certain cost, especially
with the abandonment of efforts to conceptualize capitalism as a historical system
and integrate these different dimensions of its history (the creation of a world market,
financial revolutions, the expansion of states, and the interrelated exploitation of labor
and appropriation of nature on global scale). The history of money allows us to reconnect
these different aspects, including its colonial dimensions, with an interpretation
capable of integrating the multiple times of capitalism. This plurality of times includes
the abstract temporality of capital, which is largely based on the history of money: “itis
however precisely this finished form of the world of commodities — the money form —
which conceals the social character of private labour and the social relations between
the individual workers, by making those relations appear as relations between material
objects, instead of revealing them plainly” (MARX, 1990, p. 168-9). Thus, the history of
money is strategic for understanding the system as a whole, but for this it is necessary
to unroll the many threads of this process, looking, for example, at how the emergence
of London as the financial capital of the world was connected to the labor of enslaved
Africans who were forced to dive into the cold waters of Minas Gerais to gather the
gold that would eventually end up in British banks. The history of money will remain
incomplete if it does not fully incorporate the processes of material production that
made these changes possible, among which was mining in the Americas.?

What were the effects of the production of money in eighteenth century Brazil?
Some of them are well known: frontier violence and enslavement (especially in the
early moments of expansion) of native peoples, inflows of thousands of enslaved

' For a brief overview of the debate, see Marques (2020, p. 91-93).

20 |t is striking how books on the history of money, such as the one by Christine Desan, tend to ignore
the colonial dimensions of the production of coins. The colonies here appear only in the discussion on
the circulation of coins in colonial North America (DESAN, 2014). More recently, the stimulating book by
David McNally, which sought to emphasize the violent aspects of the history of money, and including the
laudable effort to incorporate slavery into the history of capitalism, remains centered on the Anglophone
world (MCNALLY, 2020).
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Africans, and the devastation of the Atlantic forest. Hal Langfur and Maria Lebnia
Chaves de Resende estimate that 86 violent conflicts involving Portuguese settlers
and native groups such as the Botocudo and the Puri took place between 1760 and
1808 (LANGFUR, 2014, p. 139). At the same time, the flows of enslaved Africans into
the colonial space reached unprecedented levels, going from 460,000 people in the
second half of the seventeenth century to almost 900,000 in the following half century.
A large number of these slaves were carried to the mining zones or to the associated
sectors that formed the economic space of gold. As we have seen with New England
timber, the gold also stimulated a number of other activities such as cattle raising
and foodstuff production, which in turn increased the demand for enslaved laborers
in the more connected internal markets of the eighteenth-century colonial space
(CARRARA, 2007; MATHIAS, 2012; OLIVEIRA, 2011). These commodity frontiers had
large environmental costs in the Brazilian interior. According to Warren Dean estimates,
gold extraction in eighteenth century Brazil led to the devastation of 4,000 km? of the
Atlantic Forest (DEAN, 2013).

At the other end of this chain were the global uses of gold, also producing
multiple effects on different parts of the world. Quantification of the global flows of
gold is complicated because gold — circulating in the form of coins, bars, and dust
— is almost synonymous with contraband so that much of this discussion is based on
very shaky evidence. Historians Leonor Freire Costa, Maria Manuela Rocha, and Rita
Martins de Sousa have offered what may be the only global estimates of the Brazilian
gold flows (COSTA; ROCHA; SOUSA, 2013, p. 51). According to them, Europe
received only 72 percent (618,1 tons) of the total volume of gold extracted from Brazil
(estimated at 856,5 tons by Noya Pinto). 44 percent of this volume (272 tons) remained
in Europe, the rest flowing into other continents, especially Asia. Still according to
Costa, Rocha, and Sousa, this means that 240,4 tons of gold did not reach Europe.
Their work focuses on the flows to Europe, but there were flows of gold directly from
Brazil to the rest of the Americas, Asia, and Africa. Much of this gold remained within
the colony, allowing — along with long chains of indebtedness — for the emergence of
growing internal markets that supplied the mining zones. A small part of it also went to
the neighboring Spanish American territories but there have not been any attempts at
quantification for this so far. Equally unknown is the amount of gold that went directly
from Brazil to Asia. In the case of Africa, in a co-authored article with Gustavo Acioli
Lopes, we have suggested that almost 47 tons of gold were carried to the Bight of
Benin and the Gold Coast during the first half of the eighteenth century (MARQUES;
LOPES, 2019). Thus, the amount of gold that stayed in Brazil was probably around
193,4 tons (leaving aside the flows into Spanish America and Asia).

While silver was the main force behind European participation in the Asian trade,
the fragmented economies of the Indian sub-continent did have some demand for gold
(PARTHASARATHI, 2011). The Portuguese government sent remittances of both silver
and gold to finance its political presence in India while individual merchants sent bullion
as part of exchanges in the Carreira da India, the trade route that connected Lisbon
to Goa. The Brazilian gold boom intensified this route and there are a few indications
that some gold was smuggled directly from Salvador to India through the Cape of
Good Hope (LAPA, 2000, p. 269; RUSSEL-WOOD, 2014, p. 221). Brazilian gold also
intensified the Asian trade conducted through the Levant, with ships from northwest
Europe stopping at Lisbon on their way to the Mediterranean. One of the key goods
exchanged by the bullion carried by Europeans were Indian textiles, which became

YA
A:;ll
<

\Z
(v

« Esbogos, Floriandpolis, v. 28, n. 49, p. 640-667, set./dez. 2021. 656/897
" ISSN 2175-7976 DOI https://doi.org/10.5007/2175-7976.2021.80946 I

"l'(



Commodity chains and the global environmental history of the colonial Americas

a critical component of the transatlantic slave trade.?’ Combined with cheap tropical
goods such as sugar and tobacco, this Asian trade also contributed to the expansion of
consumption and new patterns of labor in Western Europe (LEMIRE, 2018).

In Africa, Brazilian gold allowed for Luso-Brazilian slave traders, mostly coming
from Bahia and Pernambuco, to consolidate their participation in the slave trade at
Costa da Mina, from where they had been expelled by the Dutch in the mid-seventeenth
century. Bahian and Pernambucan tobacco were important to open those doors already
by the late seventeenth century, but Brazilian gold provided a fundamental dynamism
that ensured the success of that trade. British, Dutch, French, and even Danish slave
traders sought merchants coming from Brazil in the hope of exchanging slaves for
gold. African authorities at Costa da Mina in turn tried to establish direct connections
to the Luso-Brazilians to access the yellow metal, which was used to pay for armies
in local conflicts. The Gold Coast became an importer instead of an exporter of gold
(and an exporter instead of an importer of slaves). The ascension of Dahomey on the
Slave Coast and of the Ashanti on the Gold Coast were strongly connected to the flows
of Brazilian gold into the continent. Terms like “gold slaves” and “Portuguese slaves”
became widespread to describe those considered to be the best slaves, who were
selected for merchants coming from Brazil (MARQUES; LOPES, 2019).

Most of the gold extracted from Brazil, however, went to Europe through the
traditional Brazil-Portugal route. The effects on the Portuguese economy have been
the object of some debate, which should continue to be explored. A significant part of
that gold, however, perhaps most of it, went to Great Britain as a result of trade relations
and political and diplomatic arrangements that marked the relationship between the two
empires by the early eighteenth century. Estimates of the total volume of gold arriving
in England varies from one to two thirds of the total volume that went to Europe. As
Braudel notes, this English drain of gold was largely a product of political intervention
since the fixing of the guinea gold coin at 22 shillings of silver (followed by 21 shillings
and 6 pence in 1699 and 21 shillings in 1717) by the government kept the value of gold
in England high while silver coins could make their way into Asia. These large inflows
of gold helped create a healthy financial environment and a growing intensification
of market exchanges in England without great price oscillations and with long term
consequences for the Great Divergence of the nineteenth century (BRAUDEL, 1984,
p. 361; DESAN, 2014, p. 381-386; MARQUES; MARQUESE, 2020, p. 112).

AN IMMENSE COLLECTION OF COMMODITIES

Slavery in Portuguese America directly contributed to the construction of the
slave Caribbean with the transmission of knowledge, technologies, and capital carried
by the Dutch in the mid-seventeenth century, as shown by the pioneering work of Alice

21 The Venice mint significantly increased its production of gold coins and Rene Barendse has suggested
that “the sequin made from Brazilian gold turned in the eighteenth century to the most common coin
for the long-distance trade of the Arabian seas” (BARENDSE, 2009, p. 938, 961). On silver and gold,
Barendse offers an interesting example of a voyage from Lisbon to Goa in which the merchant was
instructed to carry silver and a few other goods to be exchanged for Indian textiles to be used in the
slave trade from Angola. After Goa, the merchant was supposed to go to Salvador and exchange those
textiles for gold before travelling back to Lisbon.
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Canabrava (2005). In the following century the labor of enslaved Africans in the cold
waters of Minas Gerais, Goias, and Mato Grosso gave a new contribution, this time by
giving England the monetary stocks that allowed for the development of a true financial
revolution. The new financial instruments were at the basis of the expansion of new
investments in productive enterprises, meaning not only the production of manufactures
in Great Britain, but also the slave plantations of Barbados and Jamaica (INIKORI,
2002; PRICE, 1991). Stocks of gold also allowed for larger flows of silver towards Asia,
where it was exchanged for Indian cotton textiles, which in turn were at the center of
the transatlantic slave trade that supplied captives for the Caribbean plantations. In
other words, Brazilian gold was fundamental not only for the development of the South
Atlantic in the eighteenth century, but also for the expansion of the North Atlantic, which
had the slave Caribbean as one of its most dynamic and crucial poles.

In the wheels of commerce of the eighteenth century, Brazilian gold also
became connected to North American ships. As the slave Caribbean expanded, so
did New England, home of most shipyards during the colonial era. It seems likely
that some of those ships even entered into the South Atlantic slave trade. In the early
eighteenth century, as a great deal of gold flowed into Portugal, British observers noted
how New England merchants built their ships and carried a great volume of timber to
be sold in Portugal, occasionally selling the ships themselves (which were probably
exchanged for the Brazilian and Portuguese gold coins that increasingly circulated
in British America) (PINKERTON, 1812, p. 357).22 Part of the North American ships
were also incorporated by the British merchant fleet, which carried much of the gold
between Portugal and Britain (EBERT, 2011). The key point here, however, is that the
main factor behind the growth of New England, as more than one scholar has noted,
were the “invisibles,” the provision of services — namely shipping — that the New
England merchant community came to dominate in intra-colonial and inter-colonial
trade (since they were not restricted to the British Caribbean), a world that depended
on slavery and the slave trade to exist (BAILEY, 1990; RICHARDSON, 1991). North
American vessels became increasingly important for the shipping of goods (including
living commodities) between Africa, the Caribbean, the Iberian Peninsula, and North
America. The growth of New England in turn, with a strong consuming market of British
manufactured products, played a central role in the development of England and the
Industrial Revolution.?

Wealth in historical capitalism presents itself as an “immense collection of
commodities,” with their double nature. The monetization of Europe allowed for the
lubrication of exchanges and the commodification of everything, including human
beings and the rest of nature, with value coming to dominate the world of production
and consumption. The generalization of money was one of the central components
of this process. “One of the main features of what is schematically referred to as
the ‘transition from feudalism to capitalism,” Pierre Vilar argues, “is the transition
from a system of social relations where monetary arrangements are secondary and
subordinate, to one in which money (in the broadest sense) plays a maijor role” (1976,
p. 25). In historical terms, this process took the more specific form of a system based
on the relationship between precious metals and financial innovations that allowed

22 About gold coins in British America, see Solomon (1976, p. 36-37).
2 Although underestimating the weight of Caribbean economies, see Harley (2015).
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for the making of an unified space for the multiplication of money, or the making and
accumulation of capitalist money. “Enterprises, wage labour and market exchange
existed to some small degree, at least, in many previous economic systems,” Geoffrey
Ingham contends, but “their expansion into the dominant mode of production was
made possible by the entirely novel institution of a money-producing banking system”
(INGHAM, 2008, p. 87-88). At the other end of this process were the enslaved Africans
working in the rivers of Minas Gerais and New Granada, indigenous people in the
Peruvian and Mexican mines, peasants, servants, and slaves in the shipyards and
forests of New England, in all cases producing significant environmental impacts. Each
commodity that was consumed was made possible by the wide articulation of different
worlds, which allowed for circulation itself with the production of coins as well as ships
to carry those same coins. In this sense, the world of commodities depended and
continues to depend on the organic relationship between the appropriation of nature
and the exploitation of human labor, a relationship that is mediated by value, which
shapes the contemporary world, including its structures of knowledge. Fortunately,
a long tradition contesting those same structures in and out of academia offer us a
glimpse of hope in the context of environmental collapse.
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RESUMO

O presente artigo explora alguns dos problemas impostos pelo colapso ambiental contemporaneo a
escrita da histéria e sugere, na esteira de outros pesquisadores, que um dos principais desafios atuais é
combinar uma histéria global do capital com o tempo da natureza. Para tanto, abordagens que tomaram
a histéria de mercadorias especificas como estratégia de analise sdo retomadas e avaliadas a luz de
debates historiograficos contemporaneos. Na ultima parte do texto, dois exemplos concretos — as
histérias do ouro do Brasil e dos navios norte-americanos — sao explorados para ilustrar como o método
permite caminhar na dire¢do de uma histéria ambiental global das Américas coloniais em perspectiva
critica, ou seja, uma histéria do capital que transcenda o nacionalismo metodolégico ainda vigente na
historiografia e consiga incorporar o tempo da natureza em um movimento unificado de analise.
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ABSTRACT

The present article explores some of the problems that the contemporary environmental collapse brought
to the writing of history and suggests, following in the footsteps of other scholars, that one of the main
present challenges is to combine a global history of capital with the time of nature. Approaches based on
the history of specific commodities are discussed in light of contemporary historiographical debates. In
the last section | explore two examples — the histories of Brazilian gold and North American ships — to
show how the method can help develop a global environmental history of the colonial Americas from a
critical perspective, i.e. a history of capital that transcends the methodological nationalism that is still part
of the discipline and effectively incorporates the time of nature as part of a unified analytical perspective.
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histéria global ainda é possivel ou tera seu momento passado? Com essa

pergunta, Jeremy Adelman colocava em um ensaio de 2017 que era “dificil nao

chegar a conclusado que a histéria global é outra invengao anglosférica para
integrar o Outro em uma narrativa cosmopolita em nossos termos, em nossas linguas”
(ADELMAN, 2017). Uma histdria global cosmopolita, que se confunde com uma histéria
da globalizagao, parecia, de fato, a narrativa ideal para o mundo que emergiu com o
fim da Guerra Fria. Tal associagao tem sido recorrente entre seus criticos, e com razao,
mas esta longe de se restringir a guinada global dos ultimos anos. A metanarrativa
central da historiografia (e das ciéncias sociais) foi produto e produtora dos processos
de inclusdo e ampliagao da cidadania e da democracia no mundo contemporaneo, o
que, por sua vez, permitiu que fosse combinada com narrativas desenvolvimentistas,
fosse com a formula classica das teorias da modernizagdo do pds-Segunda Guerra,
fosse no mundo globalizado p6s-1989. Tais narrativas modernizantes, por sua vez,
podem ser lidas como manifestacbes de um liberalismo-centrista triunfante, para
usar os termos de Immanuel Wallerstein (2011), que desde o longo século 19 vem
moldando as estruturas do conhecimento.

De acordo com Adelman, os limites dessa historia global cosmopolita foram
demonstrados pela ascensado dos novos movimentos de direita em escala global dos
ultimos anos. O que esta em xeque, contudo, é o paradigma modernizante que tem
inspirado as ciéncias sociais, cujos limites estdo sendo evidenciados por uma crise
mais profunda e que coloca em risco a propria existéncia da humanidade: o colapso
ambiental. Alguns chamam de antropoceno, outros de capitaloceno, mas o diagnoéstico
€ 0 mesmo, a era na qual seres humanos se tornaram uma forga geoldgica esta em
vias de transformar o planeta em um enorme espaco inabitavel para a maioria dos
seres vivos”.! E na base dessa crise esta 0 mesmo mundo que se apresentava como
universalizavel apés a Segunda Guerra Mundial e inevitavel com o fim da Guerra
Fria. Dipesh Chakrabarty resume bem o dilema quando coloca que “a mansao das
liberdades modernas repousa sobre uma base de uso de combustiveis fosseis em
permanente expansao. A maior parte de nossas liberdades até hoje consumiu grandes
quantidades de energia” (CHAKRABARTY, 2009, p. 208). Os problemas que animaram
a historiografia das ultimas décadas permanecem vivos: redugao de desigualdades,
inclusdo, cidadania. Mas as possibilidades de concretizagdo e expansdo dessa
agenda esbarram em limites materiais concretos que passam ao largo da maioria das
discussdes contemporaneas sobre desigualdades. (MARQUES; PARRON, 2021).

O colapso ambiental em curso tem uma evidente dimensao global. Adevastagao
da Amazobnia ou os desastres ambientais latinoamericanos dos ultimos anos, para
ficarmos apenas naquilo que nos é mais préximo, estdo amarrados com 0 processo
vertiginoso de proletarizagdao e urbanizagdo da China (que, por sua vez, faz parte
de um conjunto mais amplo de trocas que inclui o resto do mundo desenvolvido)
(ARBOLEDA, 2020; SVAMPA, 2019). As evidéncias acumuladas do colapso ambiental
global explicitam os limites do paradigma modernizante, mas também pedem por
uma abordagem que consiga efetivamente integrar as dimensdes sistémicas de
nossos problemas, ontem e hoje. A histéria global descrita por Adelman n&o parece
capacitada para enfrentar tal empreitada, o que nao significa que abordagens globais

' Para um resumo do debate com foco na histéria do Brasil, ver Padua (2016). Sobre os conceitos de
antropoceno e capitaloceno, Moore and Parenti (2016).
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se tornaram desnecessarias, como o proprio autor reconhece na conclusao de seu
texto. O esforgo para superar o nacionalismo metodolégico empreendido pela histéria
global, que busca transcender as marcas de nascenga da disciplina no século 19,
como o seu papel de legitimacao dos estados-nagcbes emergentes, deve nao apenas
ser mantido, mas aprofundado; ndo porque um mundo de livre comércio ira trazer a
prosperidade mundial, mas porque processos globais, como vimos, estdo também
na base do colapso ambiental de nossos tempos. Um dos principais desafios que se
apresenta, portanto, € o de desenvolver uma perspectiva global critica que seja capaz
de incorporar propriamente os tempos da natureza.

Chakrabarty aponta nessa diregao quando fala da insuficiéncia da histéria global
(tratada por ele como sinbnimo de uma histdéria do capital) e da necessidade de se
pensar uma historia da espécie, mas oferece poucos caminhos para além de afirmar
a tensao existente entre as duas abordagens. Infelizmente, o autor apressadamente
rejeita geracdes anteriores de historiadores ambientais como reféns de uma leitura da
humanidade como agente bioldgico, que n&o os permitiriam perceber o ser humano
também como agente geoldgico, como um “criador do clima”.? Ainda que a énfase
de historiadores ambientais ao longo do século 20 tenha recaido sobre o “homem
como prisioneiro do clima,” esses pesquisadores fornecem ferramentas preciosas
para lidar com os dilemas descritos por Chakrabarty. Donald Worster, que falava
da necessidade de uma “histéria planetaria” ja em fins dos anos 80, formalizou um
estimulante modelo baseado em trés niveis de analise, que deveriam ser vistos em
interacao dinamica entre si: um deles dedicado aos ecossistemas naturais no tempo
(incluindo seres humanos e, portanto, se aproximando do que Chakrabarty chama
de historia da espécie); outro com as diferentes formas de organizagao politico-
econdmica de interacdo com a natureza, o chamado “modo de producgao”; finalmente,
um terceiro focado nas estruturas mentais pelas quais as pessoas se relacionam com
os outros dois niveis. Em outras palavras: natureza, economia politica e pensamento
(WORSTER, 1990a).2 Por ocasido de sua publicagao, o modelo de Worster foi objeto
de um debate que antecipou muitas das questdées — como o problema de escalas
e os limites da disciplina — atualmente discutidas em torno da histéria global. “Se
ficarmos muito obcecados com particularidades,” Worster responde aos criticos,
‘o publico pode nao ser efetivamente ajudado por nossos escritos a pensar clara e
coerentemente sobre os grandes problemas de nossos tempos — a relagao entre a
natureza e o capitalismo, os mitos e instituicdes coletivas das nacgdes e civilizagdes,
as dindmicas do imperialismo, o destino do planeta” (WORSTER, 1990b, p. 1143).

Uma histéria ambiental global que consiga se desamarrar da heranga
modernizante do liberalismo-centrista se faz mais urgente que nunca no contexto do
colapso ambiental. Alguns dos principais esforgos recentes para pensar a historia

2 Uma leitura atenta, por exemplo, do quarto capitulo do Mediterraneo de Braudel ndo parece se
enquadrar muito bem na descricdo de Chakrabarty. “Tudo se modifica, até mesmo o clima. Hoje
ninguém mais cré na imutabilidade dos elementos da geografia fisica,” diz Braudel na abertura de sua
discusséo sobre a Pequena Era do Gelo. No paragrafo seguinte, complementa: “Tudo se modifica, os
climas como tudo o mais’. Porém as modificagdes sdo geralmente obra dos homens. Aqui por causa
dos extensos desmatamentos, ali devido a interrupgao da irrigagdo ou das culturas, quase sempre
catastrofica nas regides aridas” (BRAUDEL, 1972, p. 267-268).

3 Ver as contribuigdes de Cronon, White, Merchant e outros, bem como a réplica de Worster, na
mesma edi¢éo.
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ambiental em perspectiva global, no entanto, tém sido marcados por um forte
individualismo metodolégico, que continua a permear as ciéncias sociais. O livro
recente de Daniel Headrick, Humans Versus Nature: a Global Environmental History,
por exemplo, oferece uma longa e detalhada histéria ambiental da humanidade
baseada, por um lado, nos impactos que humanos tiveram no resto da natureza e
suas mudangas no tempo e, por outro, em como a natureza impactou humanos por
meio de desastres naturais e outras formas menos catastréficas. Apesar de falar em
mudanca no tempo, a perspectiva de Headrick ndo permite efetivamente trata-la: “o que
mudou no tempo nao foi o desejo de humanos de explorar seus ambientes naturais,
mas 0s meios tecnologicos e organizacionais que desenvolveram e empregaram
contra o resto da natureza — e suas consequéncias” (HEADRICK, 2020, p. 2-3). A
prépria humanidade € caracterizada por uma motivagao inata em extrair o maximo de
recursos possiveis da natureza, dependendo apenas das tecnologias existentes para
fazé-lo em maior ou menor escala. A aniquilagao da histéria se da por uma projecéo e
universalizagao de uma humanidade indistinta exploradora da natureza.

O livro de Headrick € apenas o exemplo mais recente de uma longa tendéncia
historiografica de projetar uma humanidade indistinta como motor da histéria e principal
fonte de todos os problemas ambientais contemporaneos, uma viséo que esta afinada
com algumas das principais perspectivas em torno do papel da espécie humana
no chamado antropoceno (e que tem sido objeto de inUmeras criticas desde o seu
surgimento).* Se tomarmos o exemplo das sociedades indigenas nas Américas pré-
colombianas, no entanto, o que encontramos é uma grande diversidade de formas de
se relacionar com a natureza. Interpretagdes que as descrevem como necessariamente
destrutivas do meio ambiente sdo tao convincentes quanto a versdo romantizada do
“‘bom selvagem” (HORNBORG, 2010).> O que pesquisadores como William Balée
e Eduardo Goes Neves tém demonstrado € que grupos nativos da Amazénia, por
exemplo, manipularam e transformaram radicalmente a floresta sem necessariamente
gerar os processos de destruicdo e colapso social que fascinam outros observadores
de sociedades antigas (BALEE, 2013; NEVES, 2012). Perceber tal diversidade é
fundamental para compreendermos os conflitos em torno da natureza e seus recursos
que continuam a moldar o mundo de hoje. Nesse sentido, o modelo de Worster e
sua énfase na importancia dos modos de produgdo — com uma interpretacdo mais
maleavel do conceito — permite evitar o achatamento recorrente em boa parte dos
estudos de escopo mais amplo, abrindo o caminho para uma histéria ambiental global
mais atenta as mudancas estruturais no tempo (WORSTER, 1987).

QUEM TEM MEDO DE SISTEMAS-MUNDO? UMA BREVE
HISTORIA DA HISTORIA DAS MERCADORIAS

Se o capitalismo enquanto sistema histérico (ou modo de produgao, se
continuarmos com Worster) se revela como um dos fundamentos do colapso ambiental,
entdo uma das principais tarefas diante de nds é a de buscar compreender o seu

4 Tal problema na histéria ambiental é apenas reflexo da ampla influéncia — nem sempre explicita — da
teoria da escolha racional nas ciéncias sociais como um todo.
5 Para um exemplo do primeiro, cf. Elizabeth Dore (1994).
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desenvolvimento no tempo. Henri Lefebvre oferece um bom ponto de partida quando
sugere que

o capitalismo possui muitas facetas: capital fundiario, capital
comercial, capital financeiro — todos jogam um papel na pratica
de acordo com suas capacidades variaveis, conforme surgem
oportunidades especificas; conflitos entre capitalistas de um tipo,
ou de diferentes tipos, sdo uma parte inevitavel desse processo.
Essas diferentes formas de capital e de capitalistas, junto com
uma variedade de mercados sobrepostos — mercadorias,
trabalho, conhecimento, o capital em si, terras — sdo o que
formam o capitalismo como um todo (LEFEBVRE, 1991, p. 10).

As combinag¢des que formam o sistema, por sua vez, podem ser exploradas
de forma mais concreta por meio de uma abordagem centrada na trajetoria historica
de mercadorias especificas, um procedimento que tem se popularizado nas ultimas
décadas, impulsionado em grande medida pela guinada global.® Tais estudos ndo
formam um corpo acabado em termos tedrico-metodoldgicos, e precisamente por isso
um olhar sobre as diferentes histérias das mercadorias produzidas ao longo do ultimo
século pode fornecer pistas importantes para o enfrentamento das questdes elencadas
anteriormente, com pontos em comum com os debates anteriormente delineados.

Apesar de importantes antecedentes, como a “staple thesis” de Harold Innis
ou as famigeradas analises de “ciclos econdmicos” por historiadores como Joao
Lucio de Azevedo e Roberto Simonsen, foi com a abordagem de sistemas-mundo,
construida por um conjunto de pesquisadores ligados ao Fernand Braudel Center,
da Universidade de Binghamton, que uma proposta de analise mais bem acabada
centrada em mercadorias surgiu. Em um conjunto de artigos, Immanuel Wallerstein e
Terence Hopkins langaram o conceito de cadeia mercantil (ou cadeia da mercadoria,
commodity chain) como estratégia para mapear nao apenas como o capitalismo
combinou multiplas formas de trabalho em seus processos de producao global
ao longo de sua trajetdria histérica, mas também como a nao-mercantilizacdo de
alguns de seus elos com frequéncia podia produzir lucros ainda mais elevados em
processos de acumulagao. O capitalismo, de acordo com os autores, € caracterizado
por uma divisao internacional do trabalho e “as fronteiras dessa divisdo do trabalho
sdo, consequentemente, definidas mais apropriadamente pelo efetivo alcance
geografico dos processos de producido e trabalho assim integrados, € nédo por
fronteiras municipais ou nacionais” (HOPKINS; WALLERSTEIN, 1986, p. 158).
Os autores apresentam algumas sugestbes de como levar adiante a abordagem,
com uma analise preliminar de duas mercadorias especificas, navios e trigo, mas
a abordagem aparece também em outros momentos da obra de Wallerstein e de
outros pesquisadores ligados ao Centro Fernand Braudel. Importante notar que o
foco dos autores é no processo de producéo:

pegue um item de consumo e trace o conjunto de insumos que
culminaram naquele item — as transformacgdes anteriores, 0s
produtos primarios, os mecanismos de transporte, o trabalho

6 O exemplo mais conhecido talvez seja Empire of cotton: a global history (BECKERT, 2014).
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gasto em cada um dos processos materiais, os alimentos para
os trabalhadores. Esse conjunto de processos interrelacionados
nos chamamos de cadeia mercantil (HOPKINS; WALLERSTEIN,
1977, p. 128).

O conceito de cadeia global da mercadoria, por sua vez, emergiu a partir de
um trabalho organizado em 1994 por Gary Gereffi e Miguel Korzeniewicz, claramente
inspirado pelos trabalhos de Hopkins e Wallerstein, que contribuem com um capitulo do
livro. De acordo com os organizadores, “a analise de uma cadeia mercantil mostra como
a producéo, distribuicdo e consumo sdo moldadas pelas relagdes sociais (incluindo
organizagdes) que caracterizam os estados sequenciais de aquisicao de insumos,
manufatura, distribuicdo, marketing e consumo” (GEREFFI; KORZENIEWICZ, M.;
KORZENIEWICZ, R. P., 1994, p. 2).

Um dos trabalhos que melhor exemplifica a riqueza de uma abordagem centrada
em mercadorias especificas, e que foi produzido em um forte dialogo com a perspectiva
de sistemas-mundo, é Sweetness and Power: the Place of Sugar in Modern History,
de Sidney Mintz, publicado em 1985. Nele, Mintz recupera e desenvolve insights
que ja haviam aparecido em trabalhos anteriores, como em seu célebre artigo sobre
proletarios e escravos. Apos notar os problemas presentes nas definicbes recorrentes
de “proletario” e “escravo” que tratam as duas categorias isoladamente, sem notar as
articulagdes das duas a economia mundial que as gerou, Mintz falava da necessidade
de se demonstrar mais detalhadamente como os frutos do trabalho de proletarios
europeus e escravos caribenhos produziram articulagcbes econdmicas especificas
entre si. Tais articulagdes seriam exploradas e ampliadas em Sweetness and Power,
que integra igualmente as etapas de produg¢ao e consumo do agucar, colocando tal
elo no coracao da propria historia do capitalismo. Um de seus grandes trunfos esta
em colocar o agucar no centro de uma relagao mutuamente constitutiva entre Caribe e
Europa, e nao tratar a mercadoria simplesmente como pano de fundo de uma histéria
da escravidao e do trafico de escravos, como boa parte da historiografia fez até entao.
A histéria envolve ndo apenas os esforgos de sobrevivéncia de africanos escravizados
no Caribe, tema para o qual sua ampla produgdo anterior ja havia contribuido
significativamente, mas o lugar dessa histéria na formacgdo da modernidade.

A primeira xicara de cha quente adogado tomada por um
trabalhador inglés,” concluia Mintz, “foi um evento histérico
significativo pois prefigurava a transformagdo de toda uma
sociedade, uma reconstrucdo total de sua base econdmica
e social. Temos que lutar para compreender por completo as
consequéncias deste e outros eventos do tipo, pois sobre eles
foi construida uma concepg¢ao completamente distinta da relacao
entre produtores e consumidores, do significado do trabalho, da
definicao de si préprio, da natureza das coisas (MINTZ, 1978;
1986, p. 214).

O livro de Mintz tem sido saudado, e com razdo, como o antecedente mais bem
acabado da recente onda de histérias das mercadorias. Desde a sua publicagéo, uma
enxurrada de obras académicas e ndao académicas sobre mercadorias especificas
invadiu o mercado internacional. Diferentemente de Mintz, contudo, parte das histoérias
de mercadorias tem incorrido em alguns dos problemas historiograficos descritos
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anteriormente. A obra coletiva organizada por Steven Topik, Carlos Marichal e
Zephyr Frank, por exemplo, nos oferece exemplos valiosos de como uma abordagem
centrada na cadeia mercantil pode ser enriquecedora. Ensaios magistrais como os
de Paul Gootenberg sobre a cocaina ou de Marichal sobre a cochonilha exemplificam
bem como a cadeia mercantil pode ser um poderoso instrumento de analise (TOPIK;
FRANK; MARCHAL, 2006). Tomados em conjunto, contudo, e a luz da introdugao
e da conclusao do livro, nas quais os organizadores repetidamente reconhecem
antecedentes importantes da abordagem mas se esforcam para se distanciar das
antigas analises sistémicas, os ensaios parecem ter ficado no meio do caminho. Como
argumenta Arnold Bauer:

os editores sofisticados desse livro estao cientes da politica e do
poder, mas ao se distanciarem da longa lista de teorias anteriores,
em grande medida de inspiracdo marxista, para tentar criar um
novo nicho para a abordagem de cadeias mercantis, nés ficamos
apenas com elementos de pesquisas interessantes junto com
uma fome incontrolavel por uma abordagem que possa, de
modo mais compreensivel, avangar em uma explicagcdo para
problemas fundamentais (BAUER, 2007).

Em From Silver to Cocaine os limites impostos por uma disciplinarizagao
excessivadaabordagem de cadeias mercantis aparece de duas formas. Primeiramente,
apesar dos autores prometerem uma analise equilibrada dos processos de produgao,
circulagao e consumo, fica evidente que a grande maioria dos ensaios se dedica ao
fator intermediario dessa equagao, o comércio, setor que, ndo por acaso, produziu
historicamente um maior volume de documentagdo primaria. O foco na produgao
parece aos autores um procedimento relativamente ultrapassado, como revelam em
algumas notas de rodapé, e o olhar para o consumo é muito mais breve do que o
prometido. Em segundo lugar, os esforgos para se afastar de antigas abordagens
sistémicas, atribuindo dinamismos diversos a todas as etapas das cadeias da
mercadoria e rejeitando antigas no¢gées como as de centro e periferia, leva os autores
a transformarem a cadeia mercantil de unidade de observagao em unidade de analise,
para voltarmos aos termos usados pelos formuladores originais da abordagem. Para
Hopkins e Wallerstein a cadeia mercantil € um instrumento de analise de processos
sistémicos e ndo um fim em si mesmo. Esse componente sistémico foi ejetado do livro
de Topik, Marichal e Frank, como fez a maioria dos historiadores que compartilhavam
das suspeitas em relagao a antigos modelos explicativos das ciéncias sociais.

Um retorno aos usos classicos do conceito de cadeia mercantil pode oferecer
um poderoso instrumento para compreendermos a pluralidade de tempos que forma o
capitalismo enquanto sistema historico e suas mudangas no tempo. Quando Hopkins
e Wallerstein apontaram para as possibilidades de que elos ndo-mercantilizados da
cadeia pudessem produzir lucros ainda maiores, eles estavam sinalizando para esses
diferentes tempos. Tal possibilidade aparecia também em um artigo de Giovanni
Arrighi de 1966 no qual demonstrava que nem todos os processos de proletarizagao
(olhando especificamente para a Rodésia) favoreciam a acumulacdo de capital.
A analise da cadeia mercantil, portanto, permite observar a heterogeneidade dos
processos de acumulagao de capital, que podem fazer uso de multiplas formas de
trabalho, como um simples olhar para as cadeias que tornam possivel a producao de
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um iPhone demonstra (MERCHANT, 2017, capitulo 2).Quando realizava seu trabalho
de campo na Amazoénia na década de 1970, o socidlogo José de Souza Martins se
deparou com inumeros casos de trabalho coercivo e cadeias de endividamentos que
amarravam trabalhadores aos seus empregadores, elos de cadeias mercantis que,
nao raro, envolviam grandes empresas multinacionais da época. “O tempo do capital”,
Martins conclui, “ndo € concretamente apenas o tempo unilinear do progresso,
da modernizagao, da conduta racional com relagdo a fins e do desenvolvimento”
(MARTINS, 1994, p. 7; CAMPOS, 2017). Arrighi aponta para uma interpretagcao
semelhante quando argumenta que

0 problema do modelo simples de “proletarizacdo como
desenvolvimento capitalista” € que ele ignora nao apenas as
realidades do settler capitalism do Sul da Africa, mas também
muitos outros casos, como os préprios Estados Unidos, que foi
caracterizado por um padrdo completamente distinto — uma
combinacdo de escraviddo, genocidio da populacdo nativa e
imigracao de trabalho excedente da Europa (ARRIGHI, 2009).

A heterogeneidade do capitalismo historico revelada pela abordagem da cadeia
mercantil também inclui as diferentes formas de apropriacdo da natureza, o que
remete aos trés niveis do modelo de Worster. Uma certa preocupagao com o tempo da
natureza ja estava presente implicitamente na perspectiva de sistemas-mundo, mas
foi melhor desenvolvida pelos trabalhos de Stephen Bunker e, mais recentemente,
Jason Moore. Tomando como ponto de partida a histéria da Amazbnia na longa
duracéao, Bunker enfatiza a interdependéncia entre atividades produtivas e extrativas
no sistema mundial. Por dependerem da localizagdo dos recursos naturais a serem
explorados, atividades extrativas tendem a ser dispersas geograficamente enquanto
setores produtivos de zonas centrais podem se concentrar em areas especificas. A
centralidade desses recursos naturais para a existéncia e reprodugao do sistema
mundial capitalista imbuia Bunker de um certo ceticismo quanto a perspectivas
excessivamente focadas em determinagdes oriundas exclusivamente do centro,
levando-0 a dar muita atenc&o a importancia do local em desenvolvimentos globais. E
o instrumento de analise por ele oferecido para apreender essas multiplas escalas do
sistema era justamente a mercadoria:

Um foco em mercadorias exportadas permite analisar os modos
de producédo e de extragao dos quais emerge a mercadoria nos
niveis regionais e locais, bem como as mudangas tecnoldgicas
e de mercado que determinam a demanda em nivel global. [...]
Elas servem como uma ponte entre diferentes niveis de analise.
O foco em mercadorias especificas também permite analisar os
efeitos ecoldgicos, de organizacao social e demograficos tanto
na regiao de extracdo quanto na regido em que a sua eventual
transformacao [dos fluxos de matéria e energia] contribui para a
aceleracao da produgao e do consumo (BUNKER, 1985, p. 49).

Jason Moore levanta pontos semelhantes em sua leitura eco-histérica da obra
de Wallerstein, particularmente com seu conceito de “fronteira da mercadoria”. As
multiplas fronteiras da mercadorias (distintas, de acordo com Moore, das fronteiras
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de recursos pré-capitalistas) que estdo no coragcdo do capitalismo global em sua
trajetéria historica fizeram uso da natureza extra-humana como um substituto de
transformacdes tecnolégicas para aumentar as taxas de lucro dos processos de
acumulagao de capital: a “terra (florestas, veios de prata, terras férteis) foi organizada
por impérios, fazendeiros, senhores, yeoman farmers e muitos outros como uma forga
de producgéo a servigo da forma mercadoria, como um mecanismo para maximizar a
produtividade do trabalho”. Ainda que com outra linguagem e conceitualizagao, Moore
ecoa a preocupacao de Bunker com as multiplas escalas do capitalismo historico de
modo a incluir processos extrativos das periferias como elementos centrais para o
sistema como um todo.

As transformacbes ambientais ‘locais’ produzidas por
essas fronteiras [da mercadoria] ndo eram simplesmente
consequéncias da expansao europeia; elas eram em igual
medida constitutivas dessa mesma expansio, condigdo tanto
quanto consequéncia. Degradagdo e relativa exaustdo em
uma regiao apos outra eram seguidas de ondas recorrentes de
expansao global visando garantir o abastecimento renovado de
terra e trabalho, consequentemente renovando e estendendo
ciclos de desenvolvimento insustentavel em escala mundial
(MOORE, 2003, p. 309).

Por fim, ha uma dimensao produzida pelo capital, extremamente elusiva e que
também nao se presta facilmente a apreensao via analise de cadeias mercantis (e
qgue esta ausente da definicdo anteriormente oferecida por Lefebvre). A generalizagéo
da producao de mercadorias no capitalismo € marcada pela produgao de abstragdes,
como demonstrado por Marx em seu famoso capitulo inicial do Capital e por uma
enorme bibliografia que explorou o conceito de fetichismo da mercadoria e buscou
desenvolver uma teoria critica do valor. Nas palavras do proprio Marx,

A forma-mercadoria e a relagao de valor dos produtos de trabalho
emqueelaserepresentandotem]...] absolutamente nadaavercom
sua natureza fisica e com as relagbes materiais que dela resultam.
E apenas uma relacdo social determinada entre os proprios
homens que aqui assume, para eles, a forma fantasmagoérica de
uma relagao entre coisas (MARX, 1990, p. 165).

Asincronizacgao das diferentes formas de trabalho concreto via mercado mundial
produz uma “abstracao real”’, a abstracao real do valor, cuja acumulagdo sem fim
passa entdo a operar como um dos fatores determinantes de dindmicas planetarias
no capitalismo.’

7 A bibliografia da teoria critica do valor € ampla. Em portugués, além de classicos como Histéria
e consciéncia de classe de Georg LGBacs, e Teoria marxista do valor, de Isaac Rubin, é possivel
encontrar, dentre outros, As aventuras da mercadoria: para uma nova critica do valor de Anselm Jappe
(2006), Sobre a Estrutura Légica do Conceito de Capital em Karl Marx de Helmut Reichelt (2013),
Tempo, trabalho e dominagéo social: uma reinterpretagdo da teoria critica de Marx, por Moishe Postone
(2014) e Dinheiro sem valor: linhas gerais para uma transformagéao da critica da economia politica, de
Robert Kurz (2014).
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Foi precisamente a auséncia dessa discussao nas historias das mercadorias de
Mintz e Eric Wolf (cujo classico A Europa e os povos sem histéria havia sido publicado
poucos anos antes de Sweetness and Power) que chamou a atencdo de Michael
Taussig em uma critica acida dos dois livros, considerados como exemplos de um
interesse sub-teorizado de antropdlogos por historia (TAUSSIG, 1989). No entanto,
a teorizagao do que constitui o capital e o capitalismo ndo elimina a necessidade
de pensar seu desenrolar histérico. A trajetdria que levou a disseminagao da forma-
mercadoria e adominagao abstrata da vida social em que tudo pode ser trocado por tudo
— e que inclui a construgao de uma natureza abstrata passivel de ser mercantilizada
e trocada — dependeu e continua a depender concretamente de um conjunto de
relacdes heterogéneas, como vimos com José de Souza Martins e Giovanni Arrighi
anteriormente, umaheterogeneidade que a analise da cadeia mercantil ajuda a desvelar.
Nesse sentido, a teoria critica do valor pedida por Taussig precisa ser combinada com
a analise das “trajetérias de mercadorias como ‘indicadores’ nas veias e artérias de
um sistema politico e econémico em desenvolvimento,” como colocaram Mintz e Wolf
em sua réplica (MINTZ; WOLF, 1989). Trata-se de uma sintese dificil, sem duvidas,
mas incontornavel. Nas palavras de William Sewell Jr., “temos que manter os dois
lados de uma dialética entre a temporalidade abstrata reversivel e a temporalidade
concreta irreversivel em mente o tempo todo” (2008, p. 532). Reproduzir apenas a
temporalidade abstrata do capitalismo € trabalho de economistas vidrados em modelos
matematicos que, como argumenta o historiador, “reproduzem a abstrac&o das trocas
universais como se fossem a verdade ultima sobre a economia em vez de um pélo
dialético de um todo fundamentalmente contraditério” (SEWELL, 2008, p. 527).

A PRODUGAO DA CIRCULAGAO: NAVIOS E OURO

Dois exemplos concretos de historia das mercadorias podem ajudar a pensar
algumas das questdes anteriormente elencadas: navios e ouro. As duas cadeias
mercantis estdo no centro de meus projetos atuais, um voltado para a historia ambiental
do trafico transatlantico de escravos, o outro focado na mineragao brasileira na longa
duracdo. Nos dois casos, seria possivel explorar toda a sua extensao geografica e
transformacdes no tempo a partir das mercadorias em questdo, mas seguirei aqui uma
modulagao nacional — focando nos navios norte-americanos e no ouro do Brasil —
para enfatizar questdes relacionadas ao nacionalismo metodoldgico e evidenciar que
a abordagem também se presta a recortes temporais e espaciais mais especificos. O
objetivo mais amplo é ilustrar como a histéria das mercadorias oferece um caminho
para integrar sociedade e natureza em uma perspectiva sistémica.

Florestas flutuantes

O forte nacionalismo metodoldgico da historiografia norte-americana dispensa
apresentacoes e boa parte dos trabalhos recentes, muitos deles associados a guinada
global, tem como objetivo combater justamente essa dimensdo. Em A Nation Among
Nations: America’s Place in World History (2006), Thomas Bender toma como missao
transcender a heranca nacionalista da historiografia oitocentista, com seu persistente
paroquialismo em uma época na qual “precisamos de um cosmopolitanismo mais
amplo”. Para ele, a histéria dos Estados Unidos s6 pode ser plenamente compreendida
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se inserida em um contexto global desde o seu nascimento. No coragao das narrativas
nacionalistas e de excepcionalismo estadunidense esta a histéria da Nova Inglaterra,
vista como principal motor da marcha para o progresso que teria caracterizado a
nacdo. Nao por acaso, referéncias a Nova Inglaterra no livro de Bender ndao chegam
a uma duzia. Sua narrativa da era colonial desloca o eixo da acao para os estados
escravistas do Sul e insere essa histdria no contexto mais amplo da escravidao atlantica.
O deslocamento operado por Bender faz sentido pois parte do excepcionalismo norte-
americano construido em torno da Nova Inglaterra tende a apagar a importancia da
escravidao negra para a regiao e, consequentemente, para a nagao, transformando-a,
entdo, na “instituicdo peculiar”.®

Mas sera este o caminho mais eficaz? Uma analise das cadeias mercantis da
regido permite reinserir a sua historia em um contexto mais amplo que pode explicitar
nao apenas a importancia do trabalho coercivo e de recursos naturais para a regiao
em outros termos, mas também o papel desta no desenvolvimento do capitalismo
histérico.® O escravismo que se revelou fundamental para o desenvolvimento da
Nova Inglaterra estava localizado fora da América do Norte, mais especificamente no
Caribe. Inicialmente, a colonizagdo da Nova Inglaterra tinha como objetivo explorar a
pesca, o comércio de peles e de madeira, mas nos trés casos a Inglaterra oferecia
um mercado relativamente pequeno para esses produtos. Apesar da demanda por
mastros e breu para sua industria naval, por exemplo, os fluxos oriundos do Baltico
permaneciam mais baratos. Apos vivenciar uma crise em meados do século 17, e
uma ruptura nos fluxos migratérios da Inglaterra, a Nova Inglaterra articulou-se a um
Caribe em expansao (além de uma persistente e importante conexdo com as ilhas da
Madeira, Canarias e a Peninsula Ibérica). O fator fundamental aqui foi a revolugao
da plantation nas ilhas caribenhas, que transformou radicalmente espagos como
Barbados, Jamaica, Guadalupe, Martinica e Saint Domingue. O norte da América do
Norte passou a fornecer bacalhau para alimentar o crescente numero de africanos
escravizados que povoavam as Antilhas, madeira para a constru¢ao de engenhos e
senzalas, caixas e barris para o transporte de produtos (a plantation escravista foi,
historicamente, uma grande devoradora de florestas) e até mesmo 6leo de baleia para
iluminar os engenhos agucareiros (cujo trabalho na época de safra ocorria dia e noite)
(KIMBALL, 2009, p. 430).

Ao longo dos séculos 17 e 18, e diretamente associado ao transporte daqueles
produtos para espacos escravistas nas colénias do Sul e do Caribe, emergiu um
importante setor de comerciantes na Nova Inglaterra, cujo sucesso, por sua vez, esteve
ligado a emergéncia de uma forte industria naval. Esta foi, possivelmente, a industria
manufatureira de maior sucesso da América do Norte Colonial, fornecendo nao apenas

8 O fato de que as zonas temperadas das Américas deram origem a sociedades com escravos em vez
de escravistas facilitaram construgbes posteriores que tenderam a apagar a histéria da escravidao.
A regido Sul do Brasil oferece um evidente paralelo, onde teriamos “um Brasil diferente”, no titulo da
famosa obra de Wilson Martins. Alguns trabalhos recentes tém enfatizado a importancia da escravidao
— africana e indigena — na Nova Inglaterra, a despeito da auséncia de plantations agroexportadoras.
Ver Melish (1998), Warren (2016) e Newell (2015).

% Um voltar-se para dentro, com grande contribuicdo da histéria social na década de 1970, insistiu em
desconectar a histéria da regido da histéria do capitalismo (a partir de uma analise da mentalidade
e cultura dos produtores rurais da regido). Para um panorama dessa bibliografia,veja Naomi R.
Lamoreaux (2003).
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0s navios que comerciantes da Nova Inglaterra utilizavam para realizar esse comércio
com as ilhas Atlanticas e com o Caribe escravista, mas também como um importante
produto de exportacdo. As vésperas da independéncia dos EUA, a exportacdo de
navios era a quinta mercadoria em termos de valor nas exportagdes norte-americanas.
Se a combinarmos com os ganhos do frete de mercadorias, a contribuicdo para a
balanca de pagamentos da América do Norte como um todo chegava muito perto
da do tabaco, principal mercadoria de exportagao, e concentrada em Chesapeake.
Parte significativa dos navios da Royal Navy Britanica, as vésperas da Revolugao
Americana, vinha dos Estados Unidos: algo entre um terco e 40% de todos os navios,
de acordo com estimativas de diferentes estudiosos da area. Como demonstram John
McCusker e Russell Menard, a industria naval foi produto da combinacao fortuita
entre, primeiro, amplos recursos extrativos — no caso, as florestas da Nova Inglaterra,
que tinham em algumas de suas enormes arvores o melhor material possivel para
mastros; segundo, o tempo livre que o trabalho na agricultura familiar (tipico da Nova
Inglaterra) oferecia e que podia ser empregado em outras industrias; e, terceiro, uma
forte demanda internacional que acompanhou a ascensao da Inglaterra, incapaz de
suprir a si mesma por completo e continuamente dependente do tradicional “comércio
mae” com o Baltico (MCCUSKER; MENARD, 1991).

O trabalho nos estaleiros norte-americanos era realizado por um numero
relativamente pequeno de trabalhadores, variando de acordo com as diferentes
etapas de montagem do navio, que iam da construgédo do casco até o encordoamento
e instalagao das velas. O numero variava de um a meia duzia de trabalhadores que
auxiliavam o construtor principal. Nao ha estudos muito sélidos, mas a presenga de
escravos e servos parece ter sido comum, ainda que em numeros reduzidos. Estaleiros
do sul dos Estados Unidos empregavam numeros maiores de escravos, mas eram
pouco numerosos. A maioria dos estaleiros estava localizada nos estados do Norte,
especialmente em Massachusetts. Criangas pobres eram com frequéncia entregues
a donos de estaleiros para aprenderem as artes da construgéo naval, e conviviam
com “engajados” (conhecidos na América britAnica como indentured servants, uma
espécie de servo por contrato) e alguns poucos escravos africanos, que trabalhavam
em multiplas atividades relacionadas a construgdo dos navios. (GOLDENBERG,
1976, p. 54-76). Os produtos necessarios para a construgdo de um navio eram,
basicamente, madeira (para o casco e mastros), ferro (&ncoras, ferramentas e pregos),
linho, canhamo (velas e cordame), piche e alcatrédo (para acabamento no casco e
no cordame). Navios negreiros seguiam o mesmo padrao, apesar de diferengas nos
desenhos e talvez alguma demanda maior por ferro para correntes e afins (ainda
que isso também tenha variado no tempo e no espacgo).’”” No oitocentos, alguns
navios a vapor apareceram no trafico, carregando numeros substanciais de cativos e
mobilizando outras fontes de recursos.

Olhemos mais detalhadamente para a madeira (que mobilizava outras cadeias
mercantis como a do ferro para os machados que derrubavam as arvores ou davam
acabamento nas serralherias). No norte da Nova Inglaterra, nas colénias de New
Hampshire e Maine, estavam localizadas as maiores florestas, fontes de boa parte
do material para a construgéo de navios. Como na Amazoénia, as florestas da regiao

' Uma comparagédo entre navios negreiros portugueses e do noroeste europeu pode ser encontrada
em Radburn e Eltis (2019).
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haviam sido objeto de ampla manipulagao por parte das populagdes indigenas por
séculos antes da invasao europeia, incluindo a selegdo e manutengao de arvores
especificas que eram fontes de alimentos, como o carvalho, a castanheira, a nogueira-
pecéa e a nogueira-comum. Consequentemente, 0 numero dessas arvores era muito
maior quando da chegada dos colonos, que mercantilizaram parte significativa
das florestas da regido para atender demandas atlanticas (e, consequentemente,
fizeram uso do “trabalho morto” dos grupos indigenas que manipularam a floresta
por séculos). O carvalho branco era usado para madeiras e entabuamento de navios,
aléem de excelentes vigas para os barris demandados pelas plantations caribenhas
e vinicolas das ilhas atlanticas, enquanto o carvalho negro era usado nas partes do
navio que ficavam submersas por sua resisténcia a vermes tropicais. As castanheiras
também eram boas para o uso em partes externas por seu dificil apodrecimento.
Conforme aumentava a demanda por madeiras em meados do século 17, um
numero significativo de serralherias foi sendo rapidamente estabelecido ao longo
do rio Piscataqua, na fronteira entre os atuais estados de New Hampshire e Maine
(ROBERTS, 2019, p. 101).

O processo de extracdo de madeira era arduo, e geralmente realizado no
inverno, quando a neve amortecia a queda das arvores e facilitava o seu transporte até
0 rio mais proximo. Alguns lenhadores morriam congelados. Animais eram necessarios
para realizar o transporte até a agua, de onde a madeira era carregada para as
serralherias. A madeira era entao transformada em diferentes formatos, incluindo os
tdo procurados mastros feitos a partir de carvalhos. A quantidade de madeira usada
na construcdo de um navio era significativa. De acordo com Wallerstein, um navio
de guerra holandés fazia uso de 2.000 carvalhos, envelhecidos em mais de um
século, o que equivalia a basicamente 50 acres de floresta. (WALLERSTEIN, 1974).
“Nenhum objeto técnico, com a possivel excecado do fogo,” argumenta Diogo Cabral,
‘consumia tanta madeira quanto a construgdo e manutencao de um navio”. Algo em
torno de 3.600 metros cubicos de madeira — o dobro da exportagdo anual média de
pau-Brasil no século 16 — eram necessarios apenas para a armagao basica de um
navio (CABRAL, 2014, p. 172). Uma tarefa por fazer é calcular o volume de madeira
usado na constru¢ao dos milhares de navios negreiros que atravessaram o Atlantico,
0 que nos permitiria visualizar e articular os custos humanos e ambientais do trafico
transatlantico de escravos.

De modo geral, como nota William Cronon, a demanda por madeira por parte da
marinha mercantil e militar ndo chegou a produzir desmatamento no nivel alarmante
que autoridades da época com frequéncia descreviam (o terceiro nivel de Worster,
que teve diversas implicagcbes em relagdo a atuagao de autoridades britanicas na
Nova Inglaterra e um sem-numero de tensdes com colonos). Ainda assim, algumas
espécies foram devastadas pela mercantilizagao da floresta e seu uso na industria
naval, principalmente o pinheiro branco, um tipo de arvore enorme que nao existia
na Europa e que se destacava em meio a floresta, sendo bastante propicia para a
producao de mastros. Assim, a industria naval produzia uma expansao da fronteira
em busca de arvores especificas, sem necessariamente produzir um desmatamento
geral (ainda que este também ocorresse em alguma medida). A industria da madeira,
no entanto, estimulava setores associados como a criagao de animais e a produc¢ao
de alimentos, ambos também grandes devoradores de floresta (CRONON, 2003,
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cap. 6)." Nao por acaso, as décadas em torno da virada do século 17 para o 18
foram marcadas por inumeros conflitos com populag¢des indigenas do oeste da Nova
Inglaterra e seus aliados franceses. Conforme avangava a fronteira da mercadoria,
aumentavam os conflitos com os povos nativos. (CLARK, 1970, cap. 5).

Todo o potencial naval da América do Norte logo se refletiu também no trafico
transatlantico de escravos, com a produgao de navios para traficantes norte-americanos
bem como para exportagdo, inclusive para traficantes de outras nagdes.' Os navios
construidos na América do Norte aparecem no comércio transatlantico de escravos
antes dos comerciantes norte-americanos em fungao do monopdlio do trato negreiro
por parte da Royal African Company, fundada em 1672. O fim do monopdlio viria
apenas apos a Revolugao Gloriosa e a atuagao politica de um conjunto de traficantes
independentes na esfera publica britanica, constituindo, assim, um passo importante
para uma participagdo mais ativa de norte-americanos no trafico de escravos.
Essa participagdao, no entanto, apenas se consolidou com o desenvolvimento de
um produto-chave da Nova Inglaterra: o rum. Enquanto o agucar das plantations
britanicas e francesas do Caribe era exportado para a Europa, o melago produzido
naqueles mesmos espacos tinha como destino a América do Norte, especialmente a
Nova Inglaterra, que foi, a partir de entdo, marcada pela expansao de destilarias de
rum. O produto satisfazia demandas especificas na Africa, especialmente na Costa
do Ouro, que passou a ser a principal regido de embarque de escravos em navios
norte-americanos. Sean Kelley demonstra alguns casos em que praticamente todos
os escravos foram trocados por carregamentos inteiros de rum (KELLEY, 2018).
Um numero nao desprezivel desses escravos foi desembarcado na América do
Norte (incluindo Massachusetts, onde um pequeno numero acabou nos estaleiros,
construindo os navios que carregariam outros escravos), mas a grande maioria foi
para o Caribe francés e britanico, especialmente Barbados, onde produziriam nao
apenas acgucar, mas também o melaco (além de outras mercadorias como anil e café)
que permitiria que outros escravos fossem trocados e carregados por outros navios
negreiros norte-americanos para as Américas.'

O poderio da industria naval norte-americana adquiriu novo significado apés
a independéncia do pais, com novos designs de navios, desenvolvidos nos conflitos
contra a antiga metropole (a guerra de independéncia e principalmente a guerra
de 1812), o que resultou em algumas das embarcagdes mais rapidas do planeta.
Sua eficiéncia se refletiu, por exemplo, no predominio norte-americano na pesca de
baleias, bem como no trafico transatlantico de escravos, com traficantes envolvidos
no contrabando negreiro para Cuba e Brasil fazendo amplo uso dos navios norte-

" Sobre as tensbes produzidas pelas percepcdes do governo britdnico em relagdo as ameacga de
desmatamento e suas consequéncias para o poderio naval do império, cf. Roberts (2010).

2 A despeito do enorme papel luso-brasileiro no comércio negreiro, ha poucos dados sobre a origem
desses navios, especialmente para a era colonial (alias, sédo poucos os trabalhos dedicados a industria
naval no periodo). A industria naval holandesa, por sua vez, foi central para a construgao de sua
hegemonia comercial no XVII, estimulando a expansao significativa da fronteira da madeira (bem como
do breu e do alcatrao) na Escandinavia e Baltico. Ha também pouquissimos dados sistematizados para o
lugar de construgéo dos navios holandeses, mas dos 16 navios documentados, 11 vieram de Amsterda.
O caso mais bem documentado € o britanico, com mais de 8,000 viagens contendo a descrigado do lugar
de construgcao da embarcagéao, seguido dos franceses (323) e norte-americanos (251).

3 Todos os dados sobre o trafico transatlantico de escravos vem de www.slavevoyages.org, exceto
quando observado.
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americanos. Em meados do século 19, em torno de 60% de todos os escravos
ilegalmente trazidos para o Brasil entre 1830 e 1850 foram carregados em navios
construidos nos Estados Unidos (MARQUES, 2016).

A natureza do dinheiro

O voltar-se para dentro que marcou a historiografia da Nova Inglaterra também
marcou a historiografia brasileira das ultimas décadas. Nos dois casos, tais movimentos
combinaram bem com algumas conclusdes da Nova Historia Econémica na academia
anglo-americana, que levaram a uma separagao entre o desenvolvimento da Europa
e a histéria do colonialismo, como na famosa formulagao de Patrick O’'Brien de que a
contribui¢cao da periferia teria sido periférica. Assim, um volumoso conjunto de obras
que havia explorado as articulagdes entre colonialismo e capitalismo passou a ser visto
como superado, permitindo que historiadores voltassem para suas historias nacionais
e regionais nos dois lados do Atlantico. Tais conclusdes foram fortemente incorporadas
por aqui e reprisadas como evidéncia de que a histéria do Brasil colonial n&o possuia
qualquer relagdo com a historia do capitalismo. De lagos sistémicos passava-se para
a mentalidade dos atores coloniais, vistos como imbuidos de I6gicas nao-capitalistas
e, consequentemente, como parte de um mundo nao-capitalista. O problema, como
O’Brien (2005) viria a reconhecer posteriormente, € que os tijolos que as pesquisas
em arquivos locais e nacionais forneciam nao formavam automaticamente uma
construgéo, o que, para ele, ficou evidenciado com as contribuicdes de especialistas
em Asia como Dennis Flynn, Kenneth Pomeranz, Bin Wong, dentre outros, figuras
centrais da guinada global das ultimas décadas.™

Aproducgao que se dedicou a explorar o desenvolvimento de mercados internos
e outros processos a eles relacionados naAmérica portuguesa € vasta e bastanterica,
como se pode ver na premiada colec¢ao de Histdéria de Minas Gerais. Sua seg¢ao sobre
economia traz toda a riqueza dos desenvolvimentos historiograficos dos anos 1970
aos nossos dias; as estruturas do cotidiano séao esmiugadas e 0os encadeamentos
produzidos pela mineragédo sao explorados em seus minimos detalhes. No entanto,
poucas sao as referéncias aos processos globais nos quais essas transformacgdes
locais estavam inseridas. Jodao Antonio de Paula (2007, p. 298-299) oferece alguns
paragrafos sobre a importancia do ouro para a “chamada acumulagao primitiva de
capital”’, com alguns de seus efeitos na economia portuguesa. Na apresentagcao que
abre a sec¢ao, José Newton Coelho Meneses também faz as devidas ressalvas:
“nem apartada nem reflexo exclusivo da Metropole, essa economia apresenta-se em
suas especificidades e integra-se a amplitude do mundo portugués da qual é parte”
(2007, p. 275).

Abordagens como uma historia imperial renovada e a historia atlantica também
inspiraram debates no Brasil, mas chama a atengdo como permaneceram descoladas
de uma perspectiva sistémica.' Umaimportante historiografia reagiu ao anglocentrismo
da histéria atlantica com o desenvolvimento do conceito de Atlantico Sul, oferecendo
analises ricas de suas particularidades e de seu peso (afinal, a América portuguesa

4 Discuto mais a fundo esse debate em Unidades de anélise, jogos de escalas e a historiografia da
escraviddo no capitalismo (MARQUES, 2020).
'S Para um panorama dessa recepgao, ver Marquese (2013).
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foi o principal destino de escravos africanos na era moderna). Mas o conceito foi
reificado, permitindo seu uso no maximo para comparagdes formais, quando tanto.'
As possiveis interligagcdes entre um Atlantico Norte e um Atlantico Sul sairam de cena.
E facil visualizar a incorporacéo da histéria global também como uma histéria imperial
sob nova roupagem (um império, por sinal, bastante horizontal). Ha pouco espaco
na bibliografia das ultimas décadas sobre o império portugués para as articulacoes
que transcendiam os espagos do proprio império. A despeito das perspectivas que
conectam a historia da América portuguesa a Portugal, Angola, Goa ou outros espagos
ultramarinos portugueses, cabe perguntar em que mundo estava inserido o proprio
império portugués.'”

Um caminho possivel para reintegrar essa historia aos processos mais amplos
dos quais fez parte € acompanhar os caminhos e descaminhos do ouro. As buscas pelo
metal amarelo estiveram na base da expansao ultramarina europeia, com o0 ouro da
Africa tendo papel fundamental para o sucesso desse empreendimento inicial, como
demonstraram Fernand Braudel e Vitorino Magalhdes Godinho em seus trabalhos
pioneiros (BRAUDEL, 1953; GODINHO, 1963). A conquista do Novo Mundo ampliou o
volume de ouro em circulagao, mas foi mais precisamente a prata que esteve no coragao
dos primeiros dois séculos da histéria colonial nas Américas. A Africa prosseguiu
fornecendo quantidades significativas de ouro, bem como Nova Granada, na América
espanhola, mas a escala dessa circulagao foi realmente transformada apenas pelas
descobertas em Minas Gerais em fins do século 17. Em valores absolutos, o volume
de ouro extraido do Brasil chegou a se aproximar da prata em meados do século
18, como mostram os dados de John Tepaske, logo sendo engolido novamente pela
re-expansao vertiginosa da prata mexicana no contexto do reformismo bourbdnico
(TEPASKE, 2010, p. 16).

Quais foram os usos desses metais preciosos? O’Brien descreve bem sua
principal fungdo em principios da era moderna:

como formas universalmente aceitaveis de poder de compra
e como reservas duraveis de recursos de valor intrinseco e
(supostamente) estavel — dando base e promovendo a evolugéo
gradual de diferentes formas de crédito em papel — metais
preciosos tém sido por muito tempo altamente significativos
para o funcionamento de estados, para o desenvolvimento de
economias nacionais e para o comércio interno e internacional
(O’BRIEN, 2005).

A histéria do dinheiro é, portanto, a histéria da formacdo de um mercado
mundial, da formacéao dos estados-fiscais militares europeus e da criacdo de ambientes
econdmicos especificos, marcados por constantes inovagdes financeiras, uma historia
que, no entanto, prossegue sendo contada dentro de certos limites metodoldgicos.
Enquanto na primeira metade do século 20 um conjunto significativo de debates
foram travados em torno de questdes mais amplas, como as levantadas pelo trabalho

6 Uma importante excecgdo aqui é O trato dos viventes: formagédo do Brasil no Atlantico Sul, séculos XVI
e XVII (ALENCASTRO, 2000).

7 Para enquadramentos mais amplos da histéria do império portugués, Novais (1979) and Adelman
(2006, p. 13-55).
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classico de Earl J. Hamilton sobre o papel dos metais preciosos do Novo Mundo
na revolugao dos pregos na Europa, a segunda metade testemunhou um crescente
predominio de explicagdes enddgenas do desenvolvimento europeu. A histéria global
das ultimas décadas chacoalhou significativamente os alicerces desse nacionalismo
metodologico e colocou a histéria do dinheiro novamente no centro da discusséao,
dando atengao renovada ao papel da prata no comércio asiatico e conectando, assim,
a histéria da mineracéo em espagos como Potosi e Zacatecas a formacgao de circuitos
de trocas globais.™

O deslocamento dos termos do debate, entretanto, também trouxe certos custos,
em especial o abandono de esforgcos para conceitualizar o capitalismo enquanto um
sistema historico e integrar essas diferentes dimensdes de sua histéria (formacao de
um mercado mundial, revolugdes financeiras, expansao dos Estados, e exploragéo do
trabalho e apropriacdo da natureza em escala global). A histéria do dinheiro permite
reconectar esses diferentes aspectos, também em suas dimensdes coloniais, em uma
interpretacao mais integrada dos multiplos tempos do capitalismo. Tal pluralidade de
tempos inclui a temporalidade abstrata do capital, que tem no dinheiro um de seus
elementos centrais: “é justamente essa forma acabada — a forma-dinheiro — do
mundo das mercadorias que vela materialmente, em vez de revelar, o carater social
dos trabalhos privados e, com isso, as relagbes sociais entre os trabalhadores
privados” (MARX, 1990, p. 168-9). A histéria da mercadoria dinheiro, portanto, pode
oferecer uma porta de entrada para compreendermos como se formou historicamente
esse sistema, mas, para tanto, € necessario desenrolar todos os fios dessa historia e
compreender de que forma ela esteve ligada a emergéncia de Londres como capital
financeira do mundo e ao trabalho de africanos escravizados que eram forgados
a mergulhar nas aguas frias de Minas Gerais em busca do material aurifero que
eventualmente terminaria nos bancos ingleses. A histéria do dinheiro permanecera
incompleta enquanto nao integrar plenamente os processos de produgao material que
tornaram tais mudancgas possiveis, nomeadamente a mineracdo nas Américas.

Quais foram os efeitos da produgéo da “mercadoria dinheiro,” para citarmos
Carlos Sempat Assadourian, no Brasil do século 18?7 Alguns sdo bem conhecidos:
violéncia fronteirica e escravizagao (principalmente nas fases iniciais de expansao da
fronteira) de populagdes indigenas, fluxos vertiginosos de africanos escravizados e
ampla destruicdo da Mata Atlantica. Hal Langfur e Maria Le6nia Chaves de Resende
estimam em 86 o numero de conflitos violentos envolvendo portugueses e populagdes
indigenas como os Botocudo e os Puri entre 1760 e 1808 (LANGFUR, 2014, p.
139). Ao mesmo tempo, os fluxos de africanos escravizados para o espago colonial
alcangcaram escala inédita, passando de aproximadamente 460.000 na segunda
metade do século 17 para quase 900.000 na primeira metade do século 18. Boa parte
desses individuos foram enviados para as zonas mineradoras ou para o trabalho em
setores associados a extracdo do metal amarelo. Como vimos com a madeira da Nova

'8 Para um breve panorama desse debate, Marques (2020, p. 91-93).

% Chama a atengdo como livros sobre a histéria do dinheiro, como o de Christine Desan, ignorem as
dimensoes coloniais de producdo da moeda. As colénias aqui aparecem apenas nas discussdes sobre
a circulagao de espécie na América do Norte. (DESAN, 2014). Mais recentemente, o instigante livro de
David McNally, cujo objetivo era, também, o de evidenciar a dimensao material e violenta da histéria do
dinheiro, inclusive com o louvavel esfor¢o de incorporar a escraviddo em sua narrativa do capitalismo,
permanece centrada no mundo angléfono (MCNALLY, 2020).
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Inglaterra, o “espago econémico” do ouro, para voltarmos a Assadourian, produziu
e estimulou um conjunto de atividades, como a criagdo de animais e a produgao de
alimentos, que, por sua vez, intensificou a demanda por trabalho de escravizados nos
mercados internos mais integrados do espago colonial setecentista.?’ Tais fronteiras
mercantis, por sua vez, cobraram seu prego em termos ambientais nos sertdes da
Ameérica portuguesa. Nas estimativas de Warren Dean, a extragcdo de ouro no Brasil
setecentista levou a devastacao de 4.000 km? (DEAN, 2013).

Na outra ponta da cadeia estavam os usos globais do ouro, também com efeitos
significativos em diferentes partes do mundo. A quantificagdo dos fluxos globais do
ouro é tarefa complicada pois o ouro — circulando na forma de moedas, barras e
poé — € quase sinbnimo de contrabando, de forma que boa parte dessa discussao
depende de evidéncias bastante frageis. As historiadoras Leonor Freire Costa, Maria
Manuela Rocha, and Rita Martins de Sousa ofereceram o que talvez sejam as unicas
estimativas dos fluxos globais do ouro (COSTA; ROCHA; SOUSA, 2013, p. 51). De
acordo com elas, a Europa recebeu apenas 72% (618,1 toneladas) do volume total de
ouro extraido do Brasil (estimados em 856,5 toneladas por Noya Pinto). Apenas 44%
desse volume (272 toneladas) permaneceu na Europa, com o resto se deslocando
para outros continentes, especialmente a Asia. Ainda de acordo com Costa, Rocha
e Sousa, isso significa que 240,4 toneladas ndao chegaram a Europa. O trabalho das
autoras foca na Europa, mas alguns fluxos do ouro conectaram o Brasil ao resto das
Américas, Asia e Africa. Parte desse ouro permaneceu na prépria colénia, permitindo
— ao lado de longas cadeias de endividamento — a emergéncia de mercados internos
para suprir as zonas mineradoras. Uma pequena parte também foi parte para os
territérios vizinhos da América espanhola mas os numeros ainda sdo desconhecidos.
Igualmente desconhecido é o volume de ouro que foi diretamente do Brasil para a Asia.
No caso da Africa, em um artigo em co-autoria com Gustavo Acioli Lopes sugerimos
que quase 47 toneladas de ouro foram carregadas para a Costa da Mina durante
a primeira metade do século 18 (MARQUES; LOPES, 2019). Consequentemente, o
total de ouro que permaneceu no Brasil deve ter girado em torno de 193,4 toneladas
(deixando de lado os fluxos para a América espanhola e Asia).

Apesar da prata ter sido a principal forga para a participacdo europeia no
comeércio asiatico, as economias fragmentadas do subcontinente indiano tinham alguma
demanda por ouro (PARTHASARATHI, 2011). A coroa portuguesa enviou remessas
de prata e ouro para financiar sua presenca politica na india enquanto comerciantes
individuais enviaram metais preciosos como parte das trocas na Carreira da india, a
rota comercial que conectava Lisboa a Goa. O boom do ouro brasileiro intensificou
essa rota e ha algumas indicagdes de que algum ouro foi contrabandeado diretamente
de Salvador para a india via Cabo da Boa Esperanca (LAPA, 2000, p. 269; RUSSEL-
WOOD, 2014, p. 221). O ouro do Brasil também intensificou o comércio asiatico
pelo Levante, com navios do noroeste europeu parando em Lisboa a caminho do
Mediterraneo. Um dos bens fundamentais trocados por esses metais preciosos eram
os tecidos indianos, que se tornaram um componente critico do trafico transatlantico
de escravos.?! Combinado com bens tropicais baratos como o agucar e o tabaco,

20 Para trabalhos inspirados na ideia de “espaco econdmico” de Assadourian no contexto brasileiro, ver
Carrara (2007) e Mathias (2012).
21 A Casa da Moeda de Veneza aumentou significativamente a sua producdo de moedas de ouro, com

A
A
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esse comércio asiatico contribuiu para a expansao dos novos padroes de consumo e
trabalho na Europa Ocidental.??

Na Africa, o ouro do Brasil permitiu que luso-brasileiros, saidos principalmente
de Salvador e Pernambuco, consolidassem a sua participagao no trafico de escravos
na Costa da Mina, de onde haviam sido expulsos pelos holandeses em meados do
século 17. O tabaco baiano e pernambucano foi importante para abrir as portas ja
em fins do seiscentos, mas o ouro do Brasil deu um dinamismo fundamental para o
sucesso dessa reentrada na regido. Traficantes britanicos, holandeses, franceses e
até mesmo dinamarqueses buscavam especificamente comerciantes vindos do Brasil
na esperanga de trocar escravos por ouro. Autoridades africanas na Costa da Mina, por
sua vez, buscavam estabelecer relagbes diretas com os luso-brasileiros para acessar
o metal amarelo, que era usado para pagar exércitos em conflitos locais. A Costa do
Ouro passou de exportadora a importadora de ouro (e de importadora a exportadora
de escravos). Aascensao do Daomé na Costa dos Escravos e dos Axante na Costa do
Ouro guardou intima relagédo com os fluxos de ouro saidos do Brasil. Os termos “gold
slaves” e “Portuguese slaves” passaram a ser usados para se referir aqueles que
eram considerados os melhores cativos da regido, preferencialmente direcionados
para os traficantes saidos do Brasil (MARQUES; LOPES, 2019).

A maior parte do ouro, contudo, seguiu para a Europa pela tradicional rota Brasil-
Portugal. Os efeitos para a economia portuguesa foram objeto de amplos debates,
que certamente merecem ser revisitados. No entanto, ndo se deve perder de vista que
parte significativa, possivelmente maijoritaria, desse ouro foi parar na Gra-Bretanha
como resultado das trocas comerciais e arranjos politicos e diplomaticos que marcaram
a relacéo entre os dois impérios na virada do 17 para o 18. Estimativas do total de
ouro brasileiro que chegou a Inglaterra variam de um a dois tergos do total exportado
para a Europa. Como mostra Braudel, os enormes fluxos de ouro para a Inglaterra
eram fruto da intervengao politica que fixou o valor das guinés (moeda inglesa) de
ouro em 22 shillings de prata (seguido de 21 shillings e 6 pence em 1699 e 21 shillings
em 1717) pelo governo € manteve o valor do ouro na Inglaterra extremamente alto
enquanto as moedas de prata eram redirecionadas para a Asia. Os grandes fluxos
de ouro permitiram criar um ambiente financeiro saudavel e uma intensificagao das
trocas mercantis na Inglaterra sem grandes oscilagbes de prego e com consequéncias
de longo prazo para a Grande Divergéncia do oitocentos (BRAUDEL, 1984, p. 361;
DESAN, 2014, p. 381-386; MARQUES; MARQUESE 2020, p. 112).

UMA ENORME COLEGAO DE MERCADORIAS

A escravidao na América portuguesa contribuiu diretamente para a construgao
do Caribe escravista por meio da transmissao de conhecimentos, tecnologias e

Rene Barendse sugerindo que “o sequin feito de ouro brasileiro se tornou a moeda mais comum no
comércio de longa distancia do século 18 nos mares arabes. (BARENDSE, 2009, p. 938, 961). Sobre
a prata e o ouro, Barendse menciona um exemplo interessante de uma viagem de Lisboa a Goa na
qual o comerciante foi instruido a carregar prata e alguns outros bens para serem trocados por tecidos
indianos que seriam usados no trafico de escravos de Angola. Apds Goa, o comerciante deveria ir para
Salvador e trocar aqueles tecidos por ouro antes de voltar a Lisboa.

22 Sobre moedas de ouro na América britanica, ver Solomon (1976, p. 36-37).
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capital carregados por holandeses em meados do século 17, como mostrou Alice
Canabrava em trabalho pioneiro (CANABRAVA, 2005). No século seguinte, o trabalho
de africanos escravizados nas aguas geladas de Minas Gerais, Goias e Mato Grosso
deu nova contribui¢do, desta vez ao fornecer a Inglaterra o estoque monetario que
a permitiu conduzir uma verdadeira revolugao financeira. Os novos instrumentos
financeiros deram a base para a expansao de investimentos em empreendimentos
produtivos, o que envolvia ndo apenas manufaturados na Gra-Bretanha, mas
igualmente plantations escravistas em espacos como Barbados e Jamaica (INIKORI,
2002; PRICE, 1991). Os estoques de ouro também permitiram que fluxos maiores
de prata fossem destinados & Asia, onde esta era trocada por tecidos indianos de
algodao, que, por sua vez, estavam no coragao do trafico transatlantico de escravos
que abastecia as plantations antilhanas de trabalhadores. Em outras palavras, o ouro
do Brasil, fundamental para a conformacao setecentista do Atlantico Sul, foi igualmente
central para o desenvolvimento de um Atlantico Norte que tinha no Caribe escravista
um de seus poélos mais dindmicos e fundamentais.

Nos jogos das trocas setecentistas, o ouro do Brasil acabava por se conectar,
também, aos navios norte-americanos. Conforme crescia o Caribe escravista, crescia
a Nova Inglaterra, lar por exceléncia dos estaleiros norte-americanos na era colonial.
Sao grandes as chances que alguns dos navios la construidos tenham inclusive
entrado no trafico de escravos do Atlantico Sul. Em principios do século 18, conforme o
ouro do Brasil fluia em quantidades crescentes para Portugal, observadores britanicos
apontavam para como comerciantes da Nova Inglaterra construiam seus navios e
carregavam um grande volume de madeira para a venda em Portugal, ocasionalmente
vendendo as préprias embarcagdes (que eram provavelmente trocadas pelas moedas
de ouro brasileiras e portuguesas que circulavam na América britanica) (PINKERTON,
1812, p. 357). Parte dos navios norte-americanos que foram incorporados pela
marinha mercante britanica, por sua vez, podem ter sido usados para transportar os
carregamentos desse mesmo ouro entre Lisboa e Gra-Bretanha (EBERT, 2011). O
ponto fundamental aqui, no entanto, € que o fator-chave do crescimento da Nova
Inglaterra, como mais de um observador notou, estava nos chamados “invisiveis”, a
prestacdo de servicos — nomeadamente os fretes — que a comunidade mercantil
da Nova Inglaterra abocanhou nas relagdes comerciais intra e inter-coloniais (ja que
suas relagcdes nao se limitavam ao Caribe britanico), e nas quais o trafico de escravos
e a escravidao tiveram papel central (BAILEY, 1990; RICHARDSON, 1991). As
embarcagdes norte-americanas foram adquirindo importancia crescente no transporte
de mercadorias (incluindo seres humanos mercantilizados) entre Africa, Caribe,
Peninsula Ibérica e América do Norte. A dinamizagao da Nova Inglaterra, por sua vez,
com a emergéncia de um forte mercado consumidor de manufaturados britanicos,
teve papel central no desenvolvimento da Inglaterra e sua eventual industrializagdo.?

A riqueza no capitalismo histérico se apresenta como uma “enorme colegao
de mercadorias”, mercadorias que contém uma dupla natureza (MARX, O Capital,
p. 113). A monetarizagdo da Europa permitiu uma intensificacdo das trocas e da
mercantilizacdo de tudo, incluindo seres humanos e o resto da natureza, com a
produgcao de uma abstragao real que passou a determinar o mundo da produgao e
do consumo. Esse processo teve na generalizagdo do dinheiro um de seus grandes

2 Apesar de subestimar o peso da economia caribenha, ver Harley (2015).
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marcos. “Quando, esquematicamente, se fala da ‘passagem do feudalismo para o
capitalismo’, argumenta Pierre Vilar, “um de seus grandes tracos é este: a passagem
de um sistema de relagbes sociais onde o fenbmeno monetario € secundario e
subordinado a outro sistema de relagdes sociais onde o dinheiro (no sentido amplo)
tem um papel principal” (VILAR, 1976, p. 25). Em termos histdricos, esse processo
tomou a forma mais especifica de um sistema marcado pelas relagbes entre estoques
de metais preciosos e inovagdes financeiras que permitiram a formacdo de um
espaco unificado para a multiplicagao do dinheiro, para a construgdo e acumulagao
do dinheiro capitalista. “Empreendimentos, trabalho assalariado e trocas mercantis
existiram, em alguma medida, ao menos, em sistema econdmicos anteriores”,
Geoffrey Ingham infere, mas “sua expansdao em um modo de producdo dominante foi
tornado possivel pela instituicdo inteiramente nova de um sistema bancario produtor
de dinheiro” (INGHAM, 2008, p. 87-88). Na outra ponta desse processo, estavam
africanos escravizados trabalhando nos rios de Minas Gerais e Nova Granada, indios
nas minas do Peru e Nova Espanha, camponeses, servos e escravos nos estaleiros e
florestas da Nova Inglaterra, em todos os casos com impactos ambientais significativos.
Cada mercadoria consumida foi possibilitada por uma ampla articulagéo de diferentes
mundos, inclusive para tornar possivel a sua propria circulagéo, com a produgao de
moedas, bem como de navios para carregar essas mesmas moedas. Nesse sentido,
o mundo das mercadorias dependeu e continua a depender de uma relagao organica
entre a apropriagao da natureza e a exploragao do trabalho humano, relacdo que é
possibilitada e mediada por um conjunto de abstragées reais que conformam o mundo
contemporaneo, incluindo as suas principais estruturas de conhecimento. Felizmente,
uma longa tradicdo de contestagao dessas estruturas na academia e fora dela nos
oferece alguma esperanga em meio ao colapso da modernizagao.
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ABSTRACT

This article is a brief response to Leonardo Marques’ essay “Commodity Chains and the Global
Environmental History of the Colonial Americas.” It focuses on the practical and theoretical limitations
of commodity-chain histories as away to address our political and environmental moment. It argues that
commodity-chain histories must overcome the complexity of their subjects, and leap the theoretical gap
between local and global scales without losing sight of nature. To do so, the article advocates for more
work by environmental historians, and a focus on transformation rather than commodity flows.
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Jack Bouchard

variation of Seamus Heaney’s famous line “once in a lifetime...hope and history

rhyme” (1990)." For many of us still waiting for the hope, we are instead increasingly
living through a moment when politics and scholarship rhyme. Our historical research,
no matter how niche, has become inextricably bound up with our political moment. We
are faced with the stark reality of environmental upheaval, industrial capitalism and
globalization. The result has been, in academia, and explosion of work in environmental
history, the new history of capitalism, and global/world history. The need to historically
contextualize and explain contemporary crises has never seemed more pressing and
(we may hope) rewarding.

And yet, trapped as we all are as participants in a real-time environmental crisis
brought about by the maturation of industrial capitalism, it is rather ironic, as Leonardo
Marques has noted in his essay “Commodity chains and the global environmental
history of the colonial Americas,” that historians have singularly struggled to confront
and reconcile environmental histories with our understanding of global capitalism. If
“The accumulated evidence of this global environmental collapse shows not only the
failure of a modernizing project, but also calls for an approach that can effectively
integrate the systemic dimensions of our past and present problems” (MARQUES,
2021, p. 642), then it is also true that current global history “does not seem prepared
to deal with these challenges” (2021, p. 242). It is not merely a matter of bridging these
different fields, but of reconciling essential theories and approaches to explain our
present moment. It is time for history to learn to rhyme with the times, and to reconcile
the robust theoretical work on the history of capitalism with the desire to leap towards
global and environmental frameworks. The need to integrate environmental, global,
and economic histories has never been more immediate.

In light of this, Marques has presented a timely critique, a well-deserved
prod to a field which is in danger of letting an important moment pass. As he puts it,
“theorizing capital and capitalism does not eliminate the need to think about its historical
development” (2021, p. 649) — let us put the history back in global capitalism. His essay
is a stimulating attempt to do just this. He rightly identifies scale, especially scales of time
(human, natural, capitalist) as the stumbling block. Marques’ solution is to embrace the
history of the commaodity chain, so as to “understand the plurality of times of capitalism
as a historical system and its shifts over time” (2021, p. 647). As he notes, “Returning
to the classic uses of the concept of commodity chain can offer a powerful instrument to
understand the plurality of times of capitalism as a historical system and its shifts over
time” (2021, p. 647). There is much to recommend this approach.

In this essay, | wish to do four things. First, | hope to offer some comments
on Marques’ contention that global history has proved unable to address the current
environmental-capitalist crisis, and to emphasize the need for more global work
by environmental historians. Second, | will address the problem of complexity in
commodity-chain histories. Third, | and related, | wish to discuss the problems with
scaling up from and theorizing from commodity-chain histories. Finally, | wish briefly
argue for the need to focus on transformations rather than flows in commodity-chain
histories. In general, | am more concerned with practice than with theory. What follows
is an attempt to endorse both the critique and the solution Marques has proposed in his

It has become eminently fashionable, of late, for political figures to quote some

" Though President Joseph Biden has done this most consistently, he is hardly alone.
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Making the leap

essay, while cautioning and nuancing against both a rush away from global histories
and towards commaodity-chain studies.

GLOBALIZING THE ENVIRONMENT

In suggesting a renewed focus on commodity-chain histories, Marques is
attempting to prod global historians to engage more with the environment. What | would
suggest rather is not for global historians to embrace an environmental lens, but rather
for environmental historians to embrace the global. Environmental histories are already
engaging thoroughly with histories of capitalism, but typically at regional and local scales.?
Commodity-chain histories are further a staple of environmental historical inquiries,
forming a natural bridge. The time has come for environmental historians to engage
more with global and world histories, and with the existing literature on capitalism.

This is the crux of the problem. There is a mismatch between the methods and
goals, between assumed frameworks and necessary perspectives. Global historical
academia is changing rapidly, but the lag-time between training and output (especially
for the kind of robust, theory-informed, synthetic works Marques and others are rightly
calling for) has left us wanting. Thankfully, these are all not merely easily solvable
concerns, but problems which are already being addressed as more environmental
and premodern historians themselves engage with the history of global capitalism.
Indeed, one of the benefits of Marques’ essay is its value in pointing the way forward
for a rising generation of scholars.

The early 21t century has been marked by an historical global turn, and the
rise of world-history as a serious approach to the past.® Yet even as more connective,
inclusive, and global-scale research and teaching has been embraced by historians,
the limitations of this movement have been made clear. Marques rightly identifies
the problem as a “cosmopolitan global history that at times resembles a history of
globalization” (2021, p. 642). For all too many historians, global history means a
history of Europe-in-the-world, or a large-scale economic study masquerading as
world history. Crucially, these approaches are rarely able (or unwilling) to integrate
natural histories and non-human perspectives into their stories. This forms the basis of
Marques’ critique of global history, and its inability to reconcile histories of capitalism
and the environment. As he puts it, we must “develop a more effective and critical
global perspective that manages to incorporate the times of nature” (2021, p. 643).

Although | am sympathetic to these critiques of global history, | think this reading
of global history does not sufficiently appreciate the more fundamental, practical
problems with how the field has developed. To be blunt, the problems lie with the
scholars rather than the scholarship. Global history has grown out of other fields, and
its practitioners have almost universally migrated to global perspectives from regional
ones. Few if any were trained in global history, but instead began their careers as
economic and/or European historians of various stripes.* | don’t mean this is a criticism

2 For a good example see Demuth (2019).

3 Marques notes a number of examples (2021, p. 642-644). As representative examples of a global
history de-centered on the global north, see: (ABU-LUGHOD, 1989; HANSEN, 2020; MANNING, 2013;
PAINE, 2013; SCOTT, 1998; 2009; WESTAD, 2017).

4 For the impact of economics on grand historical thinking, see Kim Bowes (2021). Her work rightly
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of their scholarship, but rather | think it is important to acknowledge that the training
and background of many of these authors has shaped our approach to the history of
global capitalism. And it is this shaping which accounts for many of the issues Marques
and others have identified.®

Afurther issue is that most of these scholars (especially those Marques notes in
his essay) are modernists. They were trained in 19""-20™ century histories, and began
their careers on those topics. Perhaps unsurprisingly, for many their interest in global
history has treated the mid-eighteenth century as a starting point. This has produced
a scholarship which is skewed towards the last 250 years, and which rarely engages
with the long durée or natural scales of time. Foreshortened histories of capitalism are
rarely as satisfying as those which trace its rise and alternatives in the premodern world.
Is this not, after all, one of the enduring values of Wallerstein (1974), Braudel (1982),
Arrighi (2010) and Moore (2017)? That they actually try and engage with long histories
of capitalism which extend back to the sixteenth century? More so, the hegemony of
modernists has shaped our perception of the global environment. Modernists tend to
emphasize humans acting upon nature, rather than the kind of dialectical interactions
within the human web which are so important. These are old critiques, but are worth
revisiting as we enter a time of global crisis armed with books primarily written by those
whose interests and assumptions are very recent.

It is further worth stressing that, with the notable exception of Jason Moore, very
little of the scholarship on the global history of capitalism has been written by historians
of the environment. Most of the scholars Marques points to are trained as economic
or imperial historians, or as sociologists; their works have, accordingly, stressed socio-
economic perspectives to the detriment of the environment. Environmental history is,
after all, a field which has only recently matured and expanded. It has also been a
field which stresses the local and particular, rather than the global and the general (on
this, more below). Even grand meta-environmental processes like climate fluctuations
or pandemics are easiest to study through a localized lens. We should not, perhaps,
be surprised that economic historians trained before the rise of environmental history
have paid insufficient attention to nature.

Commodity-chain histories are the way to pull environmental history towards
the global, and to compel historians to engage more explicitly with theories of global
capitalism. At their core, as Marques recognizes, in commodity histories the nature-
capitalism nexus is inescapable. One must confront the structures of capitalism and
its relationship to biology, geography and climate in order to explain the movement of
commodities. This is one of the insights of Anna Tsing’s masterful The Mushroom at
the End of the World, which shows how a single type of mushroom can be symbol of,
symptom of, and solution to the destructive ecological and social forces of capitalism
(TSING, 2015). Her work also reminds us of the need to consider the heterogenous
nature of capitalism, and how a multiplicity of capitalist processes and ecologies can
exist side by side. By intentionally engaging with the histories of a single commaodity,
we are compelled to acknowledge these truths.

criticizes the attempts by Scheidel, Maddison and others to apply modern thinking about GDP to the
historical development of economic growth and capitalism. (MADDISON, 2001; 2003; SCHEIDEL, 2019).
5 This is, | think, the implied argument underlying Jeremy Adelman’s critique, which Marques cites.
Adelman does not address it directly, however (ADELMAN, 2017).
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Making the leap

The focus on commodity-chains may allow us to escape the tyranny of modernism
and human scales of time in historical inquiry. Because of their inherent role at the
intersection of capitalist processes and natural structures, commodity-chains allow (or
even compel) us to engage with fundamental questions of scale. The great virtue of
commodity histories, as Marques rightly identifies, is the ability to connect across time
and space. “A focus on specific commodities also permits analysis of the ecological,
social organizational, and demographic effects both in the region of extraction and
in the region where its eventual transformation contributes to the acceleration of
production and consumption” (BUNKER, 1985 apud MARQUES, 2021, p. 648). This
is both a benefit and a problem, for in linking the local and particular to the global and
general there is quite a vast gulf, as noted below. But one of the benefits of histories
of commodity chains is the potential to do deep histories, premodern histories, and
histories which connect pre-capitalist with capitalism modes of production. This was
one of the signal achievements of Sidney Mintz’ Sweetness and Power (1985), which
traced the long evolution of sugar production and consumption across time and space.®
These deep histories allow us to embrace both the time scales of nature and those of
humans, and to understand how the conflict between them may lie at the core of our
modern environmental crisis.

This is a particularly important aspect of commodity histories inasmuch as
environmental history tends to lend itself to embracing small scales. Recent work by
environmental histories has stressed the importance of the local, of micro-ecologies, of
heterogeneity in how humans interface with nature.” Environmental histories which try
to go global tend to be broad catalogues of case studies and sub-fields rather than truly
synthetic works.2 The recent turn to the Anthropocene has encouraged more scholars
to embrace global frameworks, but has also produced a teleology which against results
in @ modernist bias. More intensive work in commodity-chain histories may be a way
to push environmental history to engage with global scales and with the most recent
debates about capitalism’s origins, without sacrificing the focus on nature, labour and
specificity which is so important to the field.

There are other more practical benefits to commodity-chain studies. The kinds
of commodity histories Marques suggests would allow us to bring many different
research tools to bear. They call for innovate and interdisciplinary methods, for how
else could we handle the entanglement of different natural and human interactions and
scales? This is yet another reason for environmental historians, who are often already
obliged to work in a multidisciplinary format, to embrace global histories of capitalism.
Indeed, one of the benefits which Marques doesn’t acknowledge is the degree to which
commodity histories encourage interdisciplinary, and even collaborative, historical
research. They compel us to consider the biology and chemistry of our subjects, the
place of climate in shaping production and consumption, and the rule of culture in
shaping how humans turn nature into commodities. In order to deal with the complexity
of commodity-chains and the need for aggregation, collaborative work may be the

6 For a more recent example, see Gary Okihiro’s deep history of pineapple production in Hawai’i
(OKIHIRO, 2009).

” Note for instance the argument in Horden; Purcell (2000) as a rejoinder to Braudel (1972). See too, as
examples: Donahue (2004), Reid (2015).

8 C.f. McNeill (2000) and Richards (2006). By contrast, note the possibilities of comparative work (using
localized case studies) demonstrated in Brown (2001).
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easiest and most productive solution. In certain spaces (and here | am thinking of
North America academia) historians rarely work collaboratively, but in confronting our
environmental-political moment that may no longer be a sustainable worldview.

These three advantages — the ability to connect, the potential for deep histories,
and the potential for collaborative-interdisciplinary work — may ultimately be the
solutions to the problems which Marques identifies at the start of his essay. They
allow us to break free of global histories which have been largely modernist and euro-
centric. They allow us to write the kinds of complex, nuanced, far-ranging histories of
commodity-chain interactions which do justice to historical reality. These are precisely
the kind of works which will allow us to bridge the gap between the local and the global,
between commodity-in-nature and commodity-in-world-economy. As | am suggesting,
environmental historians are well poised to do just this.

MOVING PARTS

Why then have commodity-chain histories not already allowed historians to
address deep questions of climate, capital and global scales? Marques is right to note
that this is an historical approach which is both venerable and niche. Commodity-
chains have been the subject of some of the most influential works in global history, and
yet this approach is rarely deployed systematically to answer fundamental questions
of historical structure. In this observation | think Marques is quite correct, but | do
not think that he engages sufficiently with the limitations of commodity-chains as a
basis for research and analysis, and this is worth examining. We must confront two
issues. The first, addressed in this section, is the problem of practice: how do we write
commodity-chain histories which are sufficiently complex to provide useful explanatory
power? The second, addressed in the following section, is one of theory: how do we
reconcile the scales between commodities and global history without losing sight of
nature? In considering these issues, | find myself in the odd position of cautioning
against commodity histories, as someone who himself works on commodity histories.
| do not mean to reject Marques’ contention that commodity-chain histories may allow
us to overcome theoretical gaps, but rather to suggest ways that this approach can be
applied in practice to achieve the laudable goals he lays out for us.

To use a hackneyed but useful metaphor, consider our commodity subject a
billiard ball on a table, and the commodity-chain its movement across the table after we
have hit it with a pool cue. It is tempting to trace that movement and write a history of our
one commodity-ball. Yet to produce a useful, operative history we cannot focus on the
trajectory of our single billiard ball; rather, we must be able to explain the simultaneous
movement of every other ball on the table, while also understanding the parameters
of the table itself. After all, no commodity exists in a vacuum, but is constantly acting
with and against other commodities (the other balls) and human/inhuman processes
(the cue, the table) as it moves along the chain. Commodities are trapped in webs of
consumption and exchange, ceaseless shaping and being shaped by those around
them. Each link in the commodity-chain produces second- and third-order effects, from
shifting demand or supply of a competing commodity to changing the ecology of a
particular part of the world. This is difficult work, requiring an expansive and labor-
intensive approach to the genre, but the real value of commodity-chains comes from
understanding how our commodity changes and is changed by the other commodities

VA
423,
B 12s
v' "V
5

Ve
(v

« Esbogos, Floriandpolis, v. 28, n. 49, p. 698-715, set./dez. 2021. 704/897
" ISSN 2175-7976 DOI https://doi.org/10.5007/2175-7976.2021.e81949 I

"l'(



Making the leap

and natures it collides with. This is the essence of its ability to work with scales of
space, time and subject: one ball, all the balls in motion, the whole table together.

Consider the case of codfish. Cod is a well-documented food, which we can
trace from ocean to dinner plate as a long commodity chain connecting places like
Newfoundland with Iberian tables. Although much good work has been done on the
history of this animal-turned-food, most notably by Mark Kurlansky (1997), there has
been an unfortunate tendency to study cod alone (BOLSTER, 2014; BOUCHARD,
2018; INNIS, 1940; KURLANSKY, 1997; POPE, 2004; TURGEON, 2009). Some
fisheries historians treat cod, and at times alternatively herring, as the only sought-
after fish in the early modern Atlantic. But we should see cod as a food commodity
which is in constant competition with other fish, meats and plants. The rise or fall of
saltcod production reflects not just ecological and climatological changes in the north
Atlantic, but changes in European tastes and fish harvesting elsewhere in the Atlantic.
In the sixteenth century, cod competed with alternatives such as hake, sardine, herring,
haddock, ling, salmon, eel and anchovy in the market for preserved fish (SICKING;
ABREU-FERREIRA, 2009; BARRETT; ORTON, 2016). Fisheries such as those in the
Irish Sea, the Algarve, the North Sea and Saharan Africa all successfully competed with
and suppressed codfish production in the sixteenth century. Only as the seventeenth
century wore on did dry-salted cod displace these rivals not just in Europe but in the
Mediterranean and the Caribbean. Cod is also a living organism whose exploitation
affects the marine life and ecosystems of the far north Atlantic. The pressure fishworkers
applied to cod in the early modern period affected capelin, herring and salmon stocks
in places like Newfoundland. Fishworkers devastated local bird populations for food,
and dramatically altered the socio-economic structure of Algonkian- and Inuit-speaking
communities in the northwest Atlantic (LOEWEN; CHAPDELAINE, 2016; POPE, 2009).
Cod fishing contributed to the rise of both commercial whaling in the northwest Atlantic,
which devastated whale populations, and the fur trade by the early seventeenth
century. All this comes from a single commodity moving along its train from the waters
of Newfoundland to the tables of Paris.

As the example of cod suggests, the problem of complexity has been particularly
tricky for food historians, an important sub-field within environmental history, who
must face two concurrent problems. First, food production requires the input of other
commodities (fertilizer, water, labour, equipment, land, etc.) whose availability is in
a constant dance with food production. In the case of cod, every fishing ship which
produced bacalhau also required an immense ecological investment in the form of
timber, food, salt, alcohol, plant fibers, and other commodities. Second, many foods
directly compete with each other in ways that can create complex repercussions across
local and global marketplaces. The rise in cod consumption in Europe was held back
by increased production of competing fish types in European waters like sardines,
herring, hake and salmon. If we wish to build upon the work of pioneers like Mintz
(which we should and must), we must pay attention to these problems.

It is further the case that commodities are a process, not an end in and of
themselves. To mint a silver coin, to build a ship, to harvest sugar cane: these are
moments in the history of commodities, but these histories have no endpoint. As
commodities proceed through their transformative processes, they require more and
more inputs and resources. Each link in a commodity chain is alive and dynamic, such
that commodities do not just transform but also consume while moving. Once again,
we must confront that web of commodities which makes this so tricky.
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| would draw our attention to the example Marques uses, the ship in the eighteenth-
century Atlantic economy. Ships are not one-off commaodities. They must be constantly
maintained, both in terms of refitting/repairs and in the constant, massive requirement
for provisions and equipment which goes into each voyage (GARDINER, 2013; DAVIS,
2012; HAYES; MATTHEWS; ALLAIRE; HOLM, 2019; PEREZ-MALLAINA, 1998).
Indeed, we would be better seeing the ship not as a commodity but as an inanimate
consumer, a kind of macro-organism. It must be fed a steady diet of pitch, tar, rope,
copper, biscuit, grog, lemons, saltpork and saltcod or it will die. More and more timber
must be felled to provide the boards to fix holes and leaks; copper must be mined to re-
plate the bottom of the hull; fibres must be harvested from field and forest to produce
new rope and sails. Above all, each and every voyage requires a constant influx of
organic energy in the form of preserved food, not just at the start of the voyage but
periodically en route. The forests which died to give it life are only the first ecological
transformation which allows for the ship-commodity to function.®

This constant need for provisioning has tremendous environmental
consequences, which often intersect with and expand the forestry problems Marques’
notes.’® The food must be grown and raised, the pitch and tar must be harvested and
refined, the sails and ropes must be grown and woven. All these things require not
just labour but land. The humans who work the ship must be taken from land, some
directly from farms and forests where their labour could have been applied to growing
food and more timber. In short, tackling an historical commodity like the ship requires
rethinking what commodities are, and how we study them. Much as we must keep
track of how a single commodity-chain impacts other chains with which it collides,
so too must we carefully reconstruct how a single commodity consumes and warps
a myriad of commodities as it moves through the world. This is the only way to truly
understand the environmental impact, and by extension the economic impact, of a
commodity-chain.

It is worth pausing to mention that Marques’ ship example reminds us of the
dangers of separating maritime and terrestrial environments. This was recently and
forcefully argued by Liam Campling and Alejandro Colas in their book Capitalism
and the Sea (2021). Commodities, even those from clearly terrestrial origins, can’t
be separated from the sea which moves and sustains them, nor can oceangoing
traffic be separated from the landed resources which fuel them. Each ship is a floating
forest, and blurs the line between land and sea. This is in fact one of the great benefits
of commodity-chain histories, which | think Marques is able to acknowledge, that it
encourages us to follow a dynamic commodity through different kinds of spaces in a
way which transcends simple analytical boundaries.

As the above suggests, commodity-chain histories can be difficult in practice, if
valuable in theory. We must explain all these moving parts and complex interactions
for our commodity-chain history to be useful. In the case of cod, the rise of a fishery at
Newfoundland may not make sense without understanding the problems of European

% For an example, see the accounts of the James of Dunwich, a fisher-trader ship bound to Iceland in
1545. The record makes clear the continuous purchase of food and alcohol while the ship was being
outfitted, and after its return. It is a reminder of the slow timescales involved with organizing a voyage,
and the constant need for more inputs. Folger Shakespeare Library, L.b. 240. and Cooper (1939). See
too: (PEREZ-MALLAINA, 1998; MATTHEWS; ALLAIRE; HOLM, 2019).

'° For a recent example of the impact of shipbuilding on forestry in an East Asian context, see Miller (2020).
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agriculture, the expansion of herring fisheries in the North Sea, Portuguese fishing off
the coast of northwest Africa, or changes in salt production in the Bay of Biscay. Nor
does it make sense without exploring the role of climate fluctuations in the northern
hemisphere, changes in maritime labour recruitment and payment in coastal Europe, or
evolving European ideas about the role of fish in personal health. In turn, each of these
processes was deeply affected by an expansion of cod fishing. These feedback loops
are essential for understanding the impact of commodity histories on global ecologies.
Yet such loops are the hardest for us to trace and write about.

Hard, but not impossible. Two good examples are worth highlighting. The first
Andreas Malm’s Fossil Capital (2016). We could read Malm’s study as a commaodity-
chain history of coal, or even of energy itself, and an attempt to explain the rise and
use of this fossil fuel in the early British industrial revolution. What makes Malm’s
work so powerful, however, is that in practice coal serves as an intersection point for
multiple commodity histories: water, labour, land. It considers both how coal acted
upon these other commodity-chains, and how the creation of a fossil-fuel economy
was a continuous ecological process. The value of Malm’s commodity-chain history
is its ability to illuminate multiple moving parts, and explain the logic underlying
their movements. The second is Jeremey Zallen’s new America Lucifers (2019).
Zallen explores the early evolution one commodity — artificial light — by tracing the
histories of several different fuel sources. A multiplicity of individual commodities
including whale oil, turpentine, lard, matches and coal, all constitute one kind of
consumable natural resource, luminous energy. Zallen’s work shows how these
different sources of light competed with each other, both in their production and
consumption. But he also shows how a single fuel source was produced by a myriad
of social, economic and legal relationships. Whale oil, for instance, was shaped by
the interplay between ships, maritime labour, living whales and urban populations.
Turpentine depended on applying the labour of enslaved people to coastal pine
forests. Together with Fossil Capital, American Lucifers can serve as a model for
future work on commodity-chain histories.

SCALES WITHIN AND WITHOUT NATURE

The problem with the two examples above, Malm’s Fossil Capital and Zallen’s
American Lucifers, is that they are localized studies (Malm in Britain, Zallen in the
United States and Britain). Though they both make intricate arguments about the
capitalism-nature nexus, neither purports to draw conclusions about global histories.
Doing so would be difficult, for both studies pay such careful attention to particular
environments and locales — the waterways of Scotland, the pine forests of North
Carolina — that any attempt to go global would lose touch with the specificity that gives
them such power. Even Marques’ examples, drawn from the colonial Americas, point
to a similar issue. The gulf between a pine tree in a New Hampshire forest or a codfish
in the waters of Newfoundland, and the vast transregional world-systems in which
they are embedded, is vast. This is to say nothing of the subsequent leap between
world-systems and the global networks of exchange which have shaped our world for
a millennium or more. Yet that is a gulf we must bridge, without losing sight of the tree
or the fish along the way. This ought to make us consider the next step, the crucial step
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in Marques’ intervention, which is the intellectual leap from the local to the global, from
one environmental context to a world-economy.

This is important inasmuch as we need any theory of global capitalism to
incorporate nature, to be a fundamentally ecological framework. For something which
we treat as universal, nature is remarkably difficult for historians to treat at scale. As
we zoom out the texture and specificity of the natural world, that essential quality which
makes environmental history so challenging and rewarding, falls away. At the global
scale we are left with tools that seem to flatten, over-abstract or even obscure natural
processes. The result is that in the leap from commodities-in-nature to grand theories
of historical development we find a mismatch in tools, which in turn undermines our
ability to keep global economic processes embedded in the web of life (to borrow
Jason Moore’s formulation).

| do not think it is possible (nor, | gather, does Marques) to build an understanding
of global capitalism inductively from a commodity-chain. We must have a conception
of global capitalism in order to write the kinds of commodity-chain histories which have
analytic power, in order to link the commodity to something greater. Our commodity-chain
history must fit into a wider framework of socio-economic-ecological relations, even as
it modifies and nuances this framework. Otherwise it is impossible to successfully draw
wider conclusions, and our neat commodity history is left adrift. In this | can only echo
the cautionary words of Paul Kershaw, who has taken the New History of Capitalism to
task for precisely this problem (2020). As a consequence, it is impossible to avoid the
task of linking the commodity to the wider capitalist framework.

Marques’ own examples demonstrate the problems this raises in practice. It is
striking that his conclusions (23-25) by and large drop the environmental context and
origin of silver and ships. Instead, Marques’ analysis focuses almost wholly on ships
and silver as commodities in a global economy, treating them as elements in the flow
of global commerce and capital. He is much more concerned with money and the flow
of wealth than the impact of ships and silver on the global environment, or their relation
to looming climate disasters. This certainly reflects the fact that existing scholarship
emphasizes the role of silver as currency, not as nature, but nonetheless demonstrates
the difficulty of making commodity-chain histories work as environmental histories.

To all this we must add a second problem, which is that commodity chains are
only useful in the aggregate. The modern global economy is comprised of innumerable
commodities moving through the web of life and the flow of commerce. Indeed, what
terrifies us is just how much is being consumed at any one time. As if it were not difficult
enough to write on the complex interactions of a single commodity-chain, we are faced
with the problem of how to make it meaningful through combination with other such
work. One of the most influential attempts to apply a one-commodity-chain history to
global capitalism is Sven Beckert's Empire of Cotton (2015). Yet even cotton alone
cannot possibly give us sufficient perspective to explain the transformation of global
capitalism in the nineteenth century. Partly this is because cotton cannot be separated
from the other commodities with which it interacts — coal, water, land, labour, flax, etc.
Likewise, because of cotton’s specific ecological requirements it can only tell us about
the natural histories under capitalism of a few key biomes — the American south, the
Nile River basin, northern India. In making the leap from cotton’s origins to its economic
impact, Beckert loses sight of nature and the web of life.

In both linking local to global and in aggregation, this issue of scale and
aggregation is the Achilles’ Heel of commodity-chain histories as an analytical tool.
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How do we address it? | would suggest four possible approaches, all of which are
ultimately reconcilable with a renewed push for commodity-chain histories. The first
and simplest solution may be to just embrace Marques’ challenge, and to write more
commodity histories. As we normalize this approach and expand our understanding of
specific commodity-chains, we will be better prepared to integrate them together in the
kind of global history of capitalism which we so desperately need.

A second solution lies in rethinking how we articulate the nature of the capitalist
world-system. We must commit to understanding the world-system as an ecological
relationship rather than a purely economic one. This is not a new argument — again, the
nod goes to Moore (2017) — but it is one which is easier to embrace in theory than in
practice. In other words, it is important for historians to start from a theoretical framework
that already incorporates the environment as an inseparable part of the capitalist
system. Again, this is an argument in favor of more engagement by environmental
historians, and for the kind of commodity-chain histories we are discussing here.

Third, we must pay attention to how commodities are consumed, not merely in how
there are produced and circulated. This has always been the trickier part of commodity-
chain studies, for consumption is as much about thought, culture and custom as it is
about economics. This makes it much harder to trace in our sources, and requires
an entirely different skill-set to understand.™ Yet consumption of any commaodity is a
key part of the web of life, and an inherent natural process. Eating a morsel of food or
burning a piece of wood is shaped by human biological and social needs, and by our
ideas about the natural world. In obscuring consumption, this is the great strength of
Zallen’s work, noted above, which emphasizes the way that consumption of different
fuels shaped ideas about the relationship between the environment and new capitalist
modes of production. It is the choice and thought of the consumer which ultimately
reverberates back to shape and alter the commodity chain, and which has a profound
influence on how nature is consumed at a global scale.

As a model for this kind of work, and as a study which achieves what | believe to
be Marques’ goal, | would suggest Christopher Otter’s Diet for a Large Planet (2020).
Otter’s book is a series of short commodity-chain studies of wheat, beef and sugar.
In combining three commodities, and tracing their mutual interactions, he builds a
case for the transformative nature of food in general within the British imperial system
across the nineteenth century. As Otter makes clear, the choice by British consumers to
outsource their staple food production to the world at large fundamentally reorganized
the economic and political relationship between the Americas, South Asia, Australia
and elsewhere with the European metropole. Crucially, however, Otter frames this
transformation as not merely economic and political, but as ecological. At the global
scale, he makes the case for the way that changes to commodity-chains in British
foodways profoundly altered the global environment, even as it was reshaping the
global economic hierarchy. Britain’s world-system was built on food, but in building it
they altered the global environment in a way which terraformed our planet and directly
led to our climate crisis.

" For recent studies which integrate consumption successfully, see: (ARCH, 2018; BREEN, 2019).
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DON’T GO WITH THE FLOW

The fourth and perhaps most important solution will be to shift our emphasis from
flows to transformations. Commodity chains are so interesting because we can use
them to trace connections and movements. Ships link ports and trading communities,
silver links markets great and small, cod links old worlds to new. This is indeed the
emphasis Marques puts on his own case studies, emphasizing in the end the way that
silver flows through the global economy — his section title “The production of circulation”
certainly emphasizes movement of this sort. The focus on flow, however, has tended to
reinforce our de-emphasis on the natural and re-emphasis on the economic. Flows are
easily abstracted, and tend to flatten time and distance in significant ways. Flows are
also easily disentangled from nature, for flows are human constructs.

| would suggest instead that commodity-chain histories focus on transformations.
These are the moments when the physical, cultural and economic properties of the
commodity are changed through human action. They are the points where the links in
a commodity-chain touch, rather than the chain itself.

Moments of transformation have greater potential for bridging the gaps between
nature and the global economy, between the local and the world scales, than the study
of movement and flows. The transformation of a commodity from one form to another
is the moment when labour fuses with nature, when work is applied to a commodity to
alter its form. This raises all manner of questions about labour regimes, health, social
organization and coercion which are of inherent interest to scholars of capitalism.
Transformations are also inherently ecological processes. It is at the moment of
transformation that one commodity is combined with others (the cod with salt, the
silver with mercury, the timber with pitch) to create something new through intense
applications of human, animal and chemical energy. In the process, environments local
and global are themselves altered. The transformation of silver from ore to coin involves
chemical and organic inputs — fire from burned wood, mercury, metal minting tools,
human and animal labour — which shaped the local environment in places like Potosi.
In turn, the transformation of silver coins into consumable commaodities, through their
exchange in the marketplace, impacted everything from Yangtze delta farms to cattle
herds in Britain to pearl fisheries in the Indian Ocean.

The focus on transformation allows us to deal with scale more effectively than
by focusing on flow. Each act of transformation contains both the small — the physical
act of changing an object from one thing to another — and the large — the set of social,
economic, cultural and political pressures which guide that transformative process.
At either scale it retains in nature-ness, for transformations are (as we’ve just seen)
ecological as well as human processes. So we can study commodity-chains without
separating our subjects from the web of life. When we do this, we can still think with
commodities, but in important new ways. The movement of codfish from Newfoundland
to the markets of Europe is less important that its transformations along the way. A live
fish becomes a dead fish becomes dried food becomes a marketed good becomes
a family dinner. The flow of wood in transatlantic circulation is less important than
what is done to and with that forest. The transformation from a living tree to a dead
tree to timber to boards to a ship to an engine of global commerce. At each of these
inflection points nature, labour and time come together, allowing us glimpses of the
wider workings of global capitalism.
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ABSTRACT

This article calls for centering the lives, labor, and expertise of Indigenous, African, and African-descended
people in future commodity histories of the colonial Americas. The production of the Atlantic world’s
most prized commaodities depended upon the expertise and intellectual labor of Indigenous and African
people. Their knowledge — which was often violently extracted by Europeans through enslavement
— buttressed colonization and enabled the existence of many of the early modern Atlantic world’s
commodities. If we recognize this botanical, agricultural, and environmental knowledge as intellectual
history, then historians can show how Indigenous and African knowledge anchored the Atlantic world
and, by extension, the global economy. At the same time, though, the creation of these commodities
resulted in environmental devastation. Though imperial wealth depended upon their labor, Indigenous
and African people bore the brunt of environmental collapse in the wake of commodity production. Their
livelihoods and homelands were not protected.
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Americas,” Leonardo Marques foresees “how global history may become some

form of imperial history under new guise” (MARQUES, 2021, p. 654). He, like other
scholars, is concerned that global histories result in statist or imperial histories —
histories concerned with the work of officials, the creation of empires and nations,
and the macro processes that connected the world. But what about the physical
and intellectual labor that undergirded the extraction and circulation of these global
commodities? To truly transcend methodological nationalism, historians must tell the
stories of all the peoples who lived and labored within the borders of empires and
nations, even if they would not have been considered subjects or citizens. That entails
centering the lives, labor, and expertise of Indigenous, African, and African-descended
people. Their knowledge — which was often forcefully and violently extracted by
Europeans through enslavement — buttressed colonization and enabled the existence
of many of the early modern Atlantic world’s commodities.

The Omohundro Institute for Early American History of Culture’s embrace of
“vast early America” provides one framework for thinking about the Indigenous, African,
and European people who extracted, created, circulated, and consumed commaodities
in the early modern Atlantic world. In this version of early America, distant places and
diverse residents are connected. Their histories are co-created and co-dependent.
Consequently, these new histories are less concerned with the creation of the United
States and more concerned with the expansive geography of the Americas. When one
examines the events that unfolded across the Americas between the sixteenth and
eighteenth centuries, it becomes evident that there was nothing preordained about the
founding and success of the United States in 1492, 1607, 1754, or even 1776. In other
words, Vast Early America fights the teleology engrained in traditional early American
histories — the very teleology that Leonardo Marques aims to combat.’

Moreover, Vast Early America highlights peoples and places that exist at the
margins of Atlantic history. Whereas the Atlantic framework stresses transoceanic
connections and movement, Vast Early America accounts for those connections —
and more. It not only calls for a discussion of the European, African, and Indigenous
peoples that lived and labored in the Atlantic world, but also incorporates continental
histories, discussions of borderlands, and even the Pacific Coast to create what Karin
Wulf calls “mutual histories” (2019). These histories allow for more inclusive and
geographically-expansive histories of the Atlantic world.

But how does this framework relate to commodity histories of the early Atlantic
world? Future commodity histories — similar to new histories touting Vast Early
America — should highlight the range of people that created these commodity chains,
regardless of borders, subjecthood, or citizenship. For example, you cannot tell a history
of the fur trade without also discussing the mourning wars of the Haudenosaunee
(PARMENTER, 2010, p. 45-51). You cannot write about sugar without recounting the
rebellions organized by enslaved African people from the Gold Coast (BROWN, 2020).
You cannot understand the global demand for pearls without highlighting the diving
abilities of the Bahamas’ Lucayan inhabitants (WARSH, 2018, p. 38-39). And you
cannot tell the history of rice without recognizing the agricultural knowledge that many

In “Commodity Chains and the Global Environmental History of the Colonial

" For an excellent discussion of the value of the “Vast Early America” framework, see Karin Wulf (2019).
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Africans brought with them to the Americas (CARNEY, 2002).2 Indeed, you cannot write
a commodity history that begins in the Atlantic world without highlighting Indigenous,
African, and African-descended peoples. The violent extraction of their physical and
intellectual labor through slavery and dispossession made possible the extraction and
production of the Atlantic world’s most valuable commaodities.

Take the forests that Marques explores in his analysis of New England timber.
He notes that these forests had been manipulated by Indigenous groups for centuries.
Further exploration of this history would reveal the environmental toll that New England
shipbuilding had on Indigenous communities. As noted by Strother Roberts, Native
peoples made intentional use of fire in order to restore nutrients to the forest floor and
encourage the growth of berry bushes. They gathered nuts for sustenance and firewood
for a range of activities, from warmth to cleaning (ROBERTS, 2019, p. 100-102).2
This meant that these forests were valuable tracts of land that residents had carefully
managed for generations. Moreover, Thomas Wickman demonstrates how colonists
felled timber in ways that “changed their winter landscapes.” For the Wabanaki, these
landscapes had been spaces of power where they easily outmaneuvered European
colonists (WICKMAN, 2017, p. 81). Continued timbering precipitated changes in these
carefully cultivated landscapes, forcing Indigenous people to adapt new provisioning
systems, alter their military tactics, and relocate settlements. Indeed, as these British
colonists denuded forests to build the ships that would transport African captives across
the Atlantic Ocean, they also dispossessed the Indigenous in the North American interior.

Enslavement and dispossession flanked timber’'s commodity chain throughout
the Atlantic world, though not always in the same order. In the early modern Caribbean,
English colonists denuded Barbados as they transitioned from tobacco to widespread
sugar production in the mid-seventeenth century. In this instance, deforestation did not
precipitate the immediate or ongoing dispossession of Native peoples. The island of
Barbados was deserted.* Yet, as local timber dwindled, residents of the island looked
elsewhere to fulfill their need for timber. Some traded with New England merchants, an
economic relationship noted in Marques’ essay (MARQUES, 2021, p. 650-652). Others
took to the sea. Mariners cruised west to the island of St. Lucia, a verdant island within
one day’s sail of Barbados that was home to small populations of French and Kalinago
inhabitants. The English colonists’ arrival spurred bloodshed and dispossession. Intent
on securing rights to timber the island (and purposefully ignoring French claims to it),
agents of the Barbadian governor met with the leaders of the Kalinago population.
In April 1663, the two parties signed a treaty ceding the island to the English and
dispossessing the Kalinago. Once again, the English desire for timber had forced
Native peoples from their lands (DRAPER, 2017).

The drive for timber also fueled enslavement. In the Caribbean, the clearing of
land — often by enslaved Africans — enabled the creation of more plantations. The
proprietors of these plantations then enslaved more people, creating a violent cycle as

2 Carney’s argument (2002) spurred significant debate among historians. See the essays featured in the
AHR Exchange section, The Question of ‘Black Rice’(EDELSON M.; MIDLO HALL, G. et al., Feb. 2010).
3 For more on forest management among Native peoples of the American northeast, see William Cronon
(1983) and Lisa Brooks (2018, p. 39-40).

4 Historians often write that Barbados was “uninhabited” when English colonists arrived. In reality, as noted
by Carolyn Arena (2017), it was deserted. People had sailed from the Guianas hundreds of years prior to
settle the island, but it was deserted by the time the Spanish arrived in the region (ARENA, 2017, p. 161).
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European powers fanned out across and took possession of more and more islands.
In Barbados, the vast maijority of the enslaved arrived from Africa, some on vessels
built with the very New England timber that Marques chronicles (SLAVE VOYAGES,
c2021). But others arrived from elsewhere in the Caribbean or the Atlantic world. For
just as timbering led to Indigenous dispossession, it also occasioned the enslavement
of Indigenous peoples.

Indeed, the first English settlers of Barbados enslaved both Indigenous
and African peoples. When Henry Winthrop wrote his father, the governor of the
Massachusetts Bay Colony, from Barbados in August of 1627 — shortly after the arrival
of the first English colonists — he noted that they had already enslaved both “Indyenes
and blacks” (WINTHROP, 1627). These enslaved people, as Carolyn Arena explains,
labored on newly-founded plantations. The growth of these plantations depended upon
the clearing of more land which, in turn, prompted the enslavement of more people.
Arena goes on to trace how some of Guiana’s Native population became Barbados
slaves. Barbadian colonists exploited existing Indigenous networks — networks that
spanned the islands and continents of the circum-Caribbean — in order to acquire
enslaved laborers (ARENA, 2017, p. 160-165). Just as Marques’ research shows how
timbering in New England produced the slaving vessels that carried African captives
across the Middle Passage, the early history of Barbados reveals how the timbering of
one place provoked the enslavement of people from another. These interconnections
are key to understanding the histories of the Atlantic world’s commaodities.

The colonial project was coercive and violentin every possible way. Appropriation,
extraction, and enslavement undergirded its incredible wealth. Over time, Atlantic
slavery became an all-encompassing labor system that not only demanded physical
labor, but also intellectual labor. This intellectual labor should be at the center of new
commodity histories of the colonial Americas. Few commodities of the early modern
Atlantic world — if any — can be fully understood without centering the lives, knowledge,
and labor of the people who taught colonizers how to grow, mine, and concoct — and
who often produced — the commaodities that crisscrossed the globe.

New histories of commodities outline methodologies for centering the lives of
these Indigenous and enslaved producers and intellectuals. In Mining Language: Racial
Thinking, Indigenous Knowledge, and Colonial Metallurgy in the Early Modern Iberian
World, Allison Bigelow examines the complex — and racially-diverse — histories of
gold, iron, copper, and silver. In doing so, she recovers the language and technical
knowledge of Indigenous and African miners in the Americas from a colonial archive
meant to erase them. By creatively engaging with the scientific literature of the Iberian
Atlantic, she shows how “Indigenous and Afro-Indigenous ideas, bodies, and skilled
technical practices” became embedded within the extractive economies and scientific
rhetoric of the Spanish and Portuguese empires (BIGELOW, 2020, p. 40). The result is
a history of mining that centers Native America, the African Diaspora, and the ideas of
subalterns. For Bigelow, their contributions are critical to understanding the operation
of empire and the generation of wealth in the early modern era.

Bigelow joins a host of other scholars who are creatively engaging with the
colonial archive to recover the experiences, voices, and knowledge of enslaved people
throughout the Atlantic World. While Bigelow is a scholar of literature, historians can
learn from her linguistic approach to early modern sources. She parses these sources
— even the smallest fragments — for the intellectual contributions of men and women
whose names will never be recovered. In many ways, her approach to the archive
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mirrors that of historians such as Marisa Fuentes. In Dispossessed Lives: Enslaved
Women, Violence, and the Archive, Fuentes models how to read sources “along the
bias grain” by flipping the prospective of documents from that of the enslaver to the
enslaved (FUENTES, 2016, p. 7).°> “By changing the perspective of a documents’
author to that of an enslaved subject, questioning the archives’ veracity and filling out
miniscule fragmentary mentions or the absence of evidence with spatial and historical
context,” Fuentes explains, “our historical interpretation shifts to the enslaved viewpoint
in important ways” (FUENTES, 2016, p. 4). By taking fragments of sources — or even
a single word — seriously, these scholars demonstrate both the scholarly possibilities
and astounding violence of the colonial archive.

These methodologies have the potential to foster capacious and much-needed
intellectual histories of the colonial Americas, especially histories that center Indigenous
and African intellectuals. In recent decades, histories such as James Sweet’s
Domingos Alvares, African Healing, and the Intellectual History of the Atlantic World
and Judith Carney’s Black Rice: The African Origins of Rice Cultivation in the Americas
have broadened our understanding of what constitutes an “intellectual history” of the
Atlantic world and its diverse peoples (SWEET, 2011; CARNEY, 2004). No longer is
intellectual history concerned with the landed elites of colonial society. Rather, like
Bigelow’s research shows, the knowledge of Indigenous and African peoples served
as the building blocks of the colonial project. For Sweet, the Atlantic’s intellectual
history is grounded in the religious and cultural experiences of Africans who adapted
their practices to American settings. For Carney, that history entails the transmission of
agricultural knowledge across space and time. Both scholars demonstrate the value of
recognizing the practices and knowledge of the enslaved as intellectual labor.

By blending this kind of intellectual history with environmental history, new
research can uncover how Indigenous, African, and African-descended peoples shaped
the production of commodities throughout the Atlantic world. Their knowledge and
technologies were violently extracted by Europeans since the onset of colonization.
This story is one that is continuing to be told. Recent and forthcoming histories of
the Atlantic world traverse littoral spaces, plantations, distilleries and forests to show
how the knowledge of diverse peoples proved integral to colonial projects as well as
the larger Atlantic economy. They show how few places — and few commodities —
remained untouched from enslaved or Indigenous intellectual labor.

Some of these recent histories focus on liminal, littoral spaces that are often
deemed secondary to plantation landscapes yet, upon closer analysis, factored
prominently into imperial projects. Molly Warsh'’s study of pearls, for example, highlights
how enslaved Indigenous and later African peoples leveraged environmental knowledge
as they harvested oysters along the Venezuelan Pearl Coast. In doing so, she uncovers
how their knowledge of the seabed proved crucial to the political ecology of the Spanish
empire (WARSH, 2019). Similarly, Kevin Dawson reveals how enslaved pilots’ knowledge
of currents and the seabed facilitated global trade. Throughout the Atlantic world, ship
captains surrendered control of their vessels to enslaved pilots. Entering particular
harbors and rivers, such as Jamaica’s Kingston Harbor, required up-to-date knowledge
of maritime hydrography. Enslaved pilots studied currents, noted shallow shoal waters,
and learned the best routes in and out of a port (DAWSON, 2018). Though located

5 For more on writing “with and against the archive”, see Saidiya Hartman (2008, p. 12).
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along the edges of imperial holdings, these littoral spaces generated prized commodities
and proved critical to their global transport. Yet, the imperial value of these coastlines
depended upon the coerced labor of Indigenous and African peoples.

Beyond the water’s edge, Indigenous and African knowledge undergirded the
plantation enterprise. In the early 2000s, both Judith Carney and Jennifer Morgan
documented how the labor of enslaved African women enabled the planting, harvesting,
and processing of rice in plantation British America (CARNEY, 2002; MORGAN, 2004,
p. 142-166). Their knowledge proved foundational to the Atlantic economy. Yet, Morgan
notes how coerced and unnatural it was for African women to pass this knowledge
between generations, genders, and cultures in the colonial Americas. Whereas
“knowledge of rice cultivation in Senegambia had been passed from mother to daughter
for generations,” in the Americas enslaved African women “found themselves in the
difficult position of transferring their knowledge to men, whose enslavement would
now be exacerbated by the indignity of performing women’s work and the penalty for
not performing well” (MORGAN, 2004, p. 163). As it generated immense wealth for
planters, the transfer of environmental knowledge also upended the gender norms
that many West African people carried with them across the Middle Passage. Their
intellectual labor inflicted a cultural toll.

African and Indigenous intellectual labor also proved foundational to European
expansion. Since Carney and Morgan demonstrated the role of African knowledge inrice
production, other historians have uncovered how similar extractive processes enabled
the production of other staple crops. Melissa Morris chronicles how Spanish colonists
and enslaved Africans learned about tobacco production from Native populations. As
other European powers attempted to build overseas empires in the Americas, they
learned about the production of tobacco through inter-imperial trade. Yet, that knowledge
only went so far. The English, Dutch, and French came to rely on Indigenous peoples
for botanical knowledge as they colonized the northern South American coast. They
learned of intertillage, observed how to property care for seedlings, and implemented
these techniques in their own plots. They also captured and enslaved Native peoples,
transporting them to other colonies in order to extract their botanical knowledge and
physical labor. These early European colonizers recognized the value of Indigenous
knowledge of tobacco. It enabled European colonists to establish permanent, profitable
colonies throughout the Atlantic world (MORRIS, 2017, p. 66-104).

But Indigenous and African knowledge extended well beyond staple crops.
While sugar, rice, and tobacco generated immense wealth and global demand, so
too did smaller commodities. These products also depended upon the expertise of
non-European producers. Jordan Smith’s study of rum, for example, highlights the
intellectual role of Native and African people in alcohol production in the early modern
Caribbean. Prior to the arrival of European colonists, the Kalinago fermented cassava
and sweet potatoes. In travel narratives and natural histories, Europeans frequently
remarked on the taste, availability, and production of these beverages. At the same
time, enslaved people from Angola arrived in the Americas with knowledge of the
production of malavu, or palm wine. Consequently, Native and African peoples shaped
the landscape of alcohol production throughout the region, creatively combining ideas
and materials from across the Atlantic world to form new, desirable products. Their
knowledge proved crucial given the ignorance of European colonists. While Europeans
had a robust culture of alcohol consumption, their knowledge of alcohol production
was limited, especially among English colonists. Therefore, early efforts to produce
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alcohol on the island of Barbados depended upon the knowledge and labor of enslaved
Indigenous and African people (SMITH, 2018).

Together, these studies show how the production of commodities led to the
creation of particular labor regimes that valued enslaved expertise. In the Caribbean,
plantation owners looked for enslaved people that had knowledge of distilling. They could
then monetize molasses in addition to cane sugar. Similarly, along the coast of Central
America and in the interior of Jamaica, enslavers came to value the skills and knowledge
of enslaved woodcutters. The global demand for mahogany spurred logging throughout
the circum-Caribbean. The knowledge of enslaved Africans and Miskito people became
crucial to meeting this demand. In forests throughout the circum-Caribbean, Jennifer
Anderson shows how the enslaved “gained valuable knowledge of their surroundings
which they deployed to their own advantage whenever possible”. Indeed, they served
as “important brokers of environmental information” (ANDERSON, 2012, p. 157, p. 13).
Whether enslaved on a plantation or along the coast, African and Indigenous people
were forced to contribute their intellectual labor to the colonial project.

If we recognize this botanical, agricultural, and environmental knowledge as
intellectual history, then historians can show how Indigenous and African knowledge
anchored the Atlantic world and, by extension, the global economy. In this kind of global
history, commodities such as tobacco, rice, and rum do not owe their existence to
experimental or innovative planters. Rather, these commaodities derived from the cross-
cultural, inter-generational, and violent transfer of knowledge between Indigenous,
African, and European peoples. That transfer of knowledge precipitated immense
wealth. Planters, merchants, and empires continually profited off the knowledge of
Indigenous and African peoples in the Americas, even as they dismissed them as
property or derided them as unworthy of subjecthood or citizenship. That transfer of
knowledge also triggered environmental collapse.

The very knowledge that enabled the production and circulation of valuable
commodities also threatened American environments from North American woodlands
to South American mines, Atlantic fisheries to Caribbean plantations. And Indigenous
and African people bore the brunt of that devastation. The more profitable American
landscapes became, the more planters, merchants, and empires prioritized wealth —
and their own livelihoods — over local environments and the lives of Indigenous and
African peoples. Consequently, environmental disasters plagued these communities
throughout the early modern Atlantic World.

These environmental disasters were often man-made. Even the effects of
so-called natural disasters were amplified by the actions of — or conditions created
by — Europeans. Some of these disasters have already been mentioned, such as
the dispossession of Wabanaki in the wake of continued timbering. Dispossession
precipitated an ongoing environmental toll on the Indigenous. Forced to abandon their
homelands, their relationship to the environment changed as they were forced to adapt
to new ecologies. Other disasters coincided with imperial wars and weather-related
events. In the 1770s and 1780s, the combination of the American Revolutionary war,
prolonged drought, and consecutive hurricanes created a provisions crisis in the British
Caribbean. Richard Sheridan shows how the disruption of trade limited the amount of
foodstuffs imported into many islands. Meanwhile, weather-related events wreaked
havoc on locally-grown foodstuffs. As a result, enslaved populations, especially in
the Leeward Islands, faced deadly consequences as white residents fed themselves,
leaving thousands of the islands’ enslaved populations to die of famine. Though imperial
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wealth depended upon the labor of the enslaved, their livelihood was not protected in
the wake of environmental collapse (SHERIDAN, 1976).

In fact, enslavers regularly subjected the enslaved to dangerous environmental
conditions. In her recent article in Early American Studies, Katherine Johnson applies
the phrase “environmental racism” to Atlantic slavery in the eighteenth-century British
Caribbean. She analyzes the rhetoric of Caribbean planters to show how they purposely
subjected enslaved people to deadly environments, even in the wake of abolitionist
debates. “At the end of the eighteenth century, planters claimed that they needed
African laborers in the Caribbean because their bodies suited the environment better
than European bodies,” Johnson argues (JOHNSON, 2020, p. 262-263). “As it turned
out,” she continues, “the issue was not about who could physically perform the labor,
but about which bodies should be exposed to dangerous environmental conditions.”
For Johnson, timbering — a risky activity that propelled the growth of the plantation
economy — revealed this reality (2020, p. 263). Yet, the concept of environmental
racism has applications far beyond the woodlands of vast early America. As Indigenous
and African people gave up their intellectual labor, they endured deadly environmental
conditions. Enslaved distillers died in fires (SMITH, 2015). Enslaved pearl divers died in
shark attacks (WARSH, 2010). From plantations to mines, millions of enslaved people
died laboring in the dangerous environments of the colonial Americas, producing the
valuable commodities that traversed the globe.®

Centering the lives of Indigenous and African peoples in commodity histories not
only reveals their wide-ranging intellectual labor, but also demonstrates how that labor
failed to protect them from — but rather purposely subjected them to and, at times,
even precipitated — environmental disaster. Whereas commodity chains are often
bookended by production and consumption, in the colonial Americas, environmental
destruction, enslavement, and dispossession were interwoven into that chain. New
commodity histories must not only recognize the immense role that Indigenous and
African peoples played in creating those commaodities but also document the toll their
communities endured as the commodities they labored ceaselessly to create became
globally profitable.
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RESUMO

Este artigo propde um dialogo historiografico a partir das conexdes histdricas e culturais entre o Brasil
e o continente africano, enfatizando a centralidade da experiéncia dos trabalhadores que detinham
conhecimentos mineraldgicos para a histéria da exploracdo aurifera. O objetivo € analisar como
metalurgicos africanos ajudaram ou resistiram aos empreendimentos de mineracao colonial, moldaram
praticas cientificas e ofereceram visdes criativas do trabalho em metal. Pretende-se, por fim, analisar
os impactos da exploragao aurifera de Minas Gerais no Reino de Angola, onde os portugueses também
investiram na prospecg¢ao do ouro.
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Mineracao; Africa; Trabalhadores.

ABSTRACT

This article proposes a historiographical dialogue based on the historical and cultural connections
between Brazil and the African continent, emphasizing the centrality of the experience of workers
who had mineralogical knowledge for the history of gold mining. The aim is to analyse how African
metallurgists helped or resisted colonial mining projects, shaped scientific practices and offered creative
insights into metalworking. Finally, we intend to examine the impacts of gold exploitation of Minas Gerais
in the Kingdom of Angola, where the Portuguese also invested in prospecting for gold.
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artigo “Cadeias mercantis e a historia ambiental global das Américas coloniais”

(MARQUES, 2021) retoma perspectivas de analise que encontramos em Eric

Williams, Caio Prado Jr., Fernando Novais e outros autores latino-americanos
que, como quer Marques, combatendo o nacionalismo metodoldgico, procuraram as
conexdes da histéria das Américas com a historia global, pela perspectiva econémica
(WILLIAMS, 1944; PRADO JR., 1942; NOVAIS, 1979). Algo que tem sido retomado
por uma historiografia mais recente que busca, por exemplo, os vinculos do Brasil com
Angola, apds a expulsao dos holandeses, no século XVII. Alencastro (2000) pondera
nas primeiras paginas do seu livro: “Quer dizer entdo que o Brasil se formou fora do
Brasil?”. A pergunta é antiga e as respostas tém sido variadas.

Por um lado, os nexos entre América portuguesa e a formacao do “sistema
mundo” esta presente nessa historiografia brasileira de tradigao marxista, que retoma
Wallerstein e apresenta o lugar das Américas na formacao do capitalismo historico.
De outro, tais abordagens foram criticadas por aqueles que mostraram que o
“sentido da colonizagao” era, no minimo, plural. Além da critica do “capital residente”,
Jodo Fragoso e seus alunos, em didlogo com as teorias da formagao dos estados
Ibéricos, tém se voltado para questdes de “comunicacgao politica”, formacao de “redes
administrativas”, advogando por uma “unidade politica pluricontinental”, evidenciada
por uma convivéncia de “sistemas atlanticos” na Epoca Moderna, que estavam
vinculados as monarquias europeias a que pertenciam — Portugal seria singular pelos
seus nexos com Angola, municipalidade que por sua vez, tinha “autonomia diante da
Coroa” (FRAGOSO; KRAUSE; GUEDES, 2013, passim). Em contrapartida, a nogao
de sistemas atlanticos — ibérico e do noroeste europeu — também €& desenvolvida
por Rafael Marquese que retoma as teorias sobre as relagbes entre escravidao
atlantica e capitalismo historico, além de explicar as crises de tais sistemas por causa
da Revolugao do Haiti e o abolicionismo britanico (MARQUESE, 2019).

Esse apressado panorama tem o objetivo de evidenciar que a nogao sistémica
permanece em voga na historiografia brasileira, seja pela perspectiva econdmica
classica, seja pelo seu avesso, as reflexdes sobre culturas politicas que garantiam
autonomia das partes (portos escravistas, no caso Atlantico) ante o Centro, por meio de
constantes negociagées entre elites ultramarinas, singularizando o “sistema atlantico
luso”. Nao é o objetivo deste texto retomar a polémica sobre a monarquia corporativa
e o sistema colonial e suas contradigdes, basta pontuar que por meio de diferentes
explicagdes, o Atlantico tem sido reconhecido como espago que conecta a historia do
Brasil a histéria do mundo. Desse modo, nao parece ser o caso de reintegrar essa
histéria a processos mais amplos (algo que ja tem sido feito), como afirma Marques,
porém, como também o autor aponta, o desafio é redescobrir de modo mais qualificado,
por meio de densa pesquisa empirica, caminhos que enquadrem o ouro explorado no
Brasil a processos historicos globais.

A senda aberta no artigo para repensar os circuitos globais, em que as Américas
se inserem, € a das “cadeias mercantis” e a histéria do dinheiro. A construgao narrativa
€ arguta e demonstra trajetérias do ouro brasileiro, carregado em navios construidos
na Nova Inglaterra. O autor entrecruza impérios europeus, conecta terras americanas
qgue raramente sdo consideradas em conjunto, enfatiza o peso do trafico transatlantico
de escravizados e a ligagdo dessas mercadorias (inclusive a humana) com a histéria
de um mercado mundial, em que Londres emerge como capital financeira. Destaca-
-se o esforgo de sintese, com dialogo constante com a historiografia da Histéria do
Capitalismo e suas consequéncias ambientais, e a metodologia de pesquisa proposta
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de rastrear uma mercadoria e, portanto, trocas comerciais amplas, sem deixar de
analisar manobras diplomaticas, padrées de consumo e 0s envolvidos no processo,
inclusive trabalhadores escravizados e camponeses.

O artigo instiga muitas reflexdes e quero apresentar conexdes e problemas de
pesquisadele decorrentes, a partir do continente africano e suas ligagdes comaAmérica
portuguesa. Recentemente a ideia de “restaurar a Africa ao Atlantico” (GAMES, 2006)
€ uma das reivindicagdes daqueles que criticam os pesquisadores que constituiram
o campo de estudos da Histéria Atlantica (BAILYN, 2005) por terem se fixado nas
trocas do Atlantico Norte e raramente a partir do protagonismo africano. A critica incide
na visdo do continente como mero fornecedor de bragos ou matéria-prima para as
economias atlanticas. Apesar de enunciarem a heterogeneidade de interacdes entre
a diversas partes envolvidas pelo oceano, a Africa ndo ganha o mesmo tratamento
tedrico e complexidade histérica. Devido as suas conexdes indeléveis com o Brasil,
gostaria de propor a analise da presenca africana nas Minas Gerais e os impactos do
ouro no lado africano do Atlantico.

CIRCUITOS DO OURO NO CONTINENTE AFRICANO:
POLITICA, VALOR E TRANSFORMAGOES CULTURAIS

Marevedi era como espanhdis chamavam sua moeda de ouro (séc. XI-XIV),
uma referéncia as moedas utilizadas pelos reinos Almoravidas, no Sahael, Al-
Murabitiin. Essa € uma evidéncia de um comércio monetario antigo entre a Peninsula
Ibérica e a Africa Ocidental. Ou ainda, mostra como a busca europeia por ouro, na
Africa, baseou-se na monetarizacdo do ouro, na producdo e tecnologia de extragdo
da Africa Ocidental, que proveu o ouro que financiou a expansdo das economias
mediterraneas e, posteriormente, as viagens para as Américas. Nos séculos XIV e
XV, houve uma superproducao de ouro que ocasionou na expansao de estados e o
crescimento urbano, como a figura do homem mais rico da Histéria, Mansa Musa, do
Mali, bem representa. Nesse mesmo periodo, o veneziano Cada Mosto citou que as
moedas cunhadas em Portugal, Espanha e Italia eram feitas com o ouro africano. O
mesmo ocorria para a Holanda, no século XVII, que dependia inteiramente do ouro da
Guiné para cunhar suas moedas, algo similar ocorria com a Royal African Company,
da Inglaterra (GREEN, 2019, p. 109-122).

No entanto, como aponta Toby Green (2019), em seu novo livro sobre as
raizes histéricas do empobrecimento da Africa, o ouro (em p6 ou amoedado) era
apenas uma entre muitas moedas (algumas permanecem até hoje com valor de
troca) no continente africano: cobre, ferro, conchas, cauris e nzimbu, tecido, noz-
de-cola, sal, papel, prata, marfim etc. Isso nos leva a outra contribuicdo relevante
deste livro, o perigo de adotar um ponto de vista puramente econémico do dinheiro
e do poder; para Green, a acumulagdo econdmica caminhou ao lado do poder
religioso e do acumulo de prestigio social. Um exemplo disso é a “golden regalia”,
descrita por viajantes, na Costa do Ouro, ou seja, o uso de objetos feitos de ouro
por elites politicas e religiosas. Logo, o valor comercial ndo se desvencilha do poder
ritualistico e do status social. Esse padrao se repete para muitas moedas e regides
do continente (GREEN, 2019, p. 121).

A obra retoma argumentos expressos na tese de Rodney (1972), porém com
inegavel ganho analitico, fruto de vasta pesquisa em diferentes suportes documentais
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— tradigdes orais, musica, arquitetura, culinaria. O autor combina contextos locais e
analise qualitativa, a panoramas globais, articulando transformagdes econémicas a
culturais. Em um capitulo voltado para a Africa Centro-Ocidental, Green reconstroi
cadeias de producéo, cultivo e comercializagdo da mandioca. Esse alimento ajudou
a colapsar o Reino do Kongo, pois alimentava exércitos que derrotaram as tropas
do rei africano. Esse € um bom exemplo da dimensao cultural das trocas globais.
A globalizac&do de alimentos, ideias e estruturas militares, para o autor, era parte de
um processo de declinio politico, associado ao incremento do trafico transatlantico
de escravizados (GREEN, 2019, p. 190). Se partirmos da América do Sul, sabemos
que as velhas tupinambas eram quem conhecia os segredos do cultivo de mandioca
e preparava o cauim, bebida fundamental para ter acesso ao mundo dos espiritos.
Em dia de antropofagia, s6 o guerreiro vingador ndo bebia o cauim. A mandioca foi o
alimento que sustentou o trafico, a escravidao atlantica, os soldados de tropas lusas e
africanas e os bandeirantes.

O universo das moedas é o fio condutor da narrativa de Green, o Reino do Kongo
formou-se a partir do estabelecimento de uma base monetaria — o nzimbu. E um
dos indicadores chaves do continuo declinio econdmico regional foi a desvalorizagao
do nzimbu (GREEN, 2019, p. 222). Esse mesmo paradigma pode ser observado
na Africa Ocidental, houve um processo de desvalorizagdo das moedas africanas,
contudo, naquela regido o fendmeno foi outro: a exportagcdo massiva de ouro (que
com o passar do tempo manteve e aumentou seu valor) tinha como contrapartida
tecidos, cobre, cauris, ferro (moedas que perderam valor ao longo do tempo). Quando
as veias auriferas passaram a ser exploradas, no Brasil, o ouro africano ja nao era tao
importante para as economias europeias. No século XVIlI, fica latente a mercantilizagao
de corpos humanos, quando as trocas passam a ser reduzidas ao valor de um escravo.
Ao fim, o escravizado foi a Unica moeda que pdde resistir a pressao inflacionaria que
0 comércio com a Europa trouxe para os mercados africanos. Esse foi um processo
gradual, em que as elites politicas africanas sao vistas como diplomatas em acordos
decisivos, conformadores de processos histéricos mais amplos. Portanto, a partir
do séc. Xlll, os povos africanos e seus governantes foram participantes ativos na
formagao do mundo moderno. De modo que é preciso contestar o olhar imperialista,
em voga desde o século XIX, que considera a desigualdade econémica que assola o
continente como evidéncia da superioridade econémica e cultural europeia — eterna,
inevitavel e correta. A Africa ndo foi simples vitima da depredacdo externa, o peso
das manobras diplomaticas das elites religiosas, letradas e politicas africanas nesse
processo é prova disso, assim como as inumeras contestagdes populares, revoltas,
quilombos (e outras comunidades de fugitivos) contra a concentracéo de poder e o
trafico de escravizados.

Quando Leonardo Marques comenta a importancia do ouro do Brasil para o
comércio de escravizados, na Costa da Mina, creio que é importante reconhecer o
contexto maior das trocas comerciais entre Africa-Europa-Américas, afinal, as viagens
portuguesas no Atlantico foram, em muitos aspectos, uma resposta a processos ja
iniciados na Africa Ocidental. Dialogar com Toby Green também é uma alternativa
tedrica e metodoldgica valida porque seu objetivo é integrar o continente a Historia
mundial, algo que Marques também pretende com a histéria do ouro brasileiro e
outras cadeias mercantis nas Américas. Ambos partem da histérica econdmica, em
especial do dinheiro, e parecem interessados nas transformagdes politicas, nos
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arranjos politicos e diplomaticos, e nos diferentes usos das moedas, metais preciosos
— religioso, ritualistico, simbolo de prestigio e poder.

Ressalto por fim que ao refletir sobre a importancia da politica para
redimensionar modelos econdmicos, ha um dialogo possivel com a historiografia
da comunicagao politica, herdeira dos estudos de Hespanha (1994). Contudo, ao
levar em consideragao a agéncia politica de indianos, africanos, indigenas é preciso
recorrer a um vocabulario histérico-conceitual que va além da Segunda Escolastica
e da cultura politica de Antigo Regime. Caso contrario, a narrativa continua
concentrada nos valores e transformacgdes tomados como ocorridos apenas na
Europa. Green (2019) nos convida a uma descentralizagao histérica instigante e
que esta em estagio inicial.

“A OUTRA PONTA DO PROCESSO”: CONEXOES ENTRE
ILAMBA E MINAS GERAIS E ALEM...

Marques apresenta uma “outra ponta do processo” de produgdao e
comercializagdo do ouro, em que se localizam escravizados, camponeses e questdoes
referentes aos impactos ambientais (que apesar de enunciados, ndo aparecem muito
em sua analise). Tanto na abordagem de Toby Green quanto na de Marques, ha a
preocupacao de analisar diferentes modalidades de trabalho e desenha-se aspectos
gerais sobre o trabalho forgado, contudo, no artigo em questdo conhecemos muito
pouco sobre o cotidiano de trabalho na prospecgao e exploragdo do ouro e como
trabalhadores lidaram com as condi¢des que lhes eram impostas.

No ambito do trafico transatlantico de escravizados, ha uma contradigao
continua: o comércio das almas pautou-se na desumanizagédo dos escravizados, ao
mesmo tempo que, contou com suas habilidades e conhecimentos para a exploragao
das terras americanas — técnicas construtivas, de cultivo, culinaria, mineragao,
transformacao de metais em objetos varios etc.

Sobre conhecimentos africanos na mineragdao do ouro e na fundigao e forja
desse e outros metais, basta dizer que na Africa sul-saariana trabalha-se com metais
ha mais de dois milénios. O ouro, tanto em forma aluvial como em minas, se distribui
amplamente por todo o continente. Da tecnologia Akan aos habilidosos artesdos que
produziram o rinoceronte de ouro, no Grande Zimbabwe, vestigios de tais saberes
abundam na pesquisa historica e arqueolodgica.

Os administradores régios e viajantes, no Brasil, apontaram a importancia dos
africanos oriundos da Costa da Mina para o bom éxito da prospeccéao de ouro nesta
margem do Atlantico. O governador do Rio de Janeiro dizia na época: “...0s negros
minas s&o os de maior reputacao para aquele trabalho, dizendo os mineiros que sao
os mais fortes e vigorosos” (SOBRE A INFORMACAO..., 18 set. 1728, p. 28-30).
Eschwege e John Mawe descreveram algumas contribui¢cdes técnicas: a introdugao
da bateia e o uso do couro de bois (MAWE, 1978, p. 134; ESCHWEGE, 1979, p.
167-168). Historiadores tém analisado criticamente a circulacdo desses saberes,
afinal, ndo é possivel afirmar que todas as pessoas traficadas da Costa Ocidental
africana portassem tais conhecimentos. No caso dos artesdos relacionados aos
metais, sabe-se que constituiam uma camada privilegiada em diferentes regides
do continente. E preciso considerar contextos especificos que tém a ver com as
dindmicas internas do continente africano — conflitos internos, instabilidade politica
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— e o funcionamento do trato das almas. Ainda assim, a participacédo de mulheres
“‘Mina” na economia aurifera mineira recebeu atualmente uma analise que busca
descortinar o universo dos saberes mineraldgicos da Africa Ocidental em Minas
Gerais (FURTADO, 2021).

Uma conjuntura menos explorada € a dos africanos da Costa Centro-Ocidental,
que compdem a maior regiao de escravizados que chegaram ao Brasil, tematica de
que tenho me ocupado recentemente e que pode dialogar com o objetivo de Marques
de investigar os impactos da mineragao brasileira, em contextos amplos e na longa
duragdo. Raramente pensamos no trajeto de volta, ou seja, como a exploragao das
Américas impactou a Africa. A prospeccdo do ouro no Rio Lombige, na regido préxima
de Luanda, em meados do século XVIII, portanto, coetdnea a exploragao aurifera
das Minas Gerais, € uma experiéncia historica da qual temos poucas noticias e
nenhuma atencao da historiografia. Em 1754, surgiram os primeiros rumores de que
freire Lourengo de Jesus Maria e o mineiro Caetano Alvares de Araujo descobriram
ouro nos rios Lombige e Lifua e andavam minerando pela regido. O governador do
Reino de Angola conseguiu uma amostra do minério e o enviou para o rei luso, que
ordenou que continuasse a averiguar sobre o ouro e contabilizasse o quanto custaria
o trabalho de um trabalhador local por dia. Os trabalhadores enviados para o trabalho
da prospecgao do ouro, em sua maioria dependentes dos lideres locais vassalos dos
portugueses, deveriam ser remunerados. Caetano Alvares morou 18 anos em Minas
Gerais e teria aprendido a minerar ouro 1a; houve acusagdes de que o ouro em po6 que
exibia era na verdade oriundo de Minas.

De acordo com essa documentagao, os portugueses concluiram as populagdes
locais ndo exploravam o ouro aluvial — “ndo alcangam o modo de poderem limpar”
(CARTA..., [entre 1754 e 1757]). Entretanto, o governador temia que as minas, se
encontradas, jamais estariam seguras porque rapidamente a mineragdo do ouro
seria apropriada localmente ja que os africanos eram habilidosos e aprenderiam os
descaminhos do ouro. Por isso, receava que qualquer tentativa de guardar militar
e fiscalmente as minas seria inutil. Nao ha evidéncia de que o ouro tivesse um
significado especial, em objetos simbdlicos ou de valor, para os moradores da regiao.
Ao contrario do cobre que era considerado valioso e, por isso, “cuidavam muito em
oculta-lo” (OFICIO..., 28 jun. 1762.). Isso nao significa que técnicas de mineragéo ndo
existissem ja que havia ferramentas e expertise em fundi¢ao e forja de outros metais e
ligas metalicas. Ferreiros e fundidores locais eram conhecidos por sua habilidade em
fundir ferro e fabricar objetos para diferentes usos (ALFAGALI, 2018).

As experiéncias de recrutamento e cotidiano de trabalho, que teria ocupado
cerca de 170 mil dependentes dos lideres locais, foram tdo traumaticas que, anos
depois, outro governador orientava seus funcionarios dizendo que era preciso evitar os
“‘meios de que foi assistido o servigco de Lombige” porque desde entao as populagdes
locais resistiam a trabalhar para os agentes coloniais (CARTA..., 8 mar. 1766).

Em 1761, o rei de Portugal decretou o “perpétuo siléncio” sobre as minas de
ouro do Lombige e a ameacou aprisionar quem o desafiasse. Aresolugao era tao séria
qgue até mesmo os vestigios dos arraiais onde se trabalhou o ouro foram destruidos.
Essa decisao aponta diretamente para a fragilidade do dominio portugués em Angola.
Tantos os reinos e potentados africanos constituiam um perigo interno as frageis
fronteiras da ocupagao portuguesa, quanto os franceses, ingleses e holandeses
poderiam rapidamente cooptar redes de comércio que os levassem ao ouro. Ou algo

,‘;Zf:!".‘i Esbogos, Florianépolis, v. 28, n. 49, p. 728-739, set./dez. 2021. 734/897
U5 1SN 2175.7976 DO https://doi.org/10.5007/2175-7976.2021.e82835 I



Cadeias mercantis e histéria global das Américas coloniais a partir do continente africano

ainda pior, o ouro poderia provocar disputas mais acirradas pela regido do Reino de
Angola, colocando em risco os lucros com a exploragéo do Brasil, pois os escravizados
que abasteciam as economias da América portuguesa eram oriundos majoritariamente
desta regiao do continente africano (CARTA..., 13 nov. 1761).

Ainda que o siléncio tenha reverberado na memdéria e na historiografia, ao
longo do século XIX, outras empreitadas oficiais e de particulares foram feitas no
Lombige e resultaram no registro de relatorios e na coleta de amostras de ouro. Em
suas memoarias, publicadas em Lisboa, em 1896, Francisco Salles Ferreira contou
como seu irmao, o engenheiro civil José Damasio de Salles Ferreira, colaborou para
Francisco Antonio Flores encontrando uma vasta area de ouro “em palhetas e pepitas,
nos leitos e margens dos rios e ribeiras, disseminado nas areias ferruginosas em po,
invisivel a olho nu” (FERREIRA, 1896, p. 47-48, 61-63). Nao restava duvida de que na
regiao do Lombige, nos seus afluentes e nas montanhas vizinhas havia ouro. Quando,
na segunda metade do século XIX, José Salles Ferreira investigou a regiao, encontrou
mineiros locais ocupados em sistemas de lavagem em pratos ou gamelas concavas,
em “couros peludos de boi” e ferramentas de madeira localmente fabricadas como
calhas para lavagem das areias. Por ora, ndo ha como saber se essas técnicas eram
empregadas antes da mineragao no Lombige, no século XVIII, ou se foram aprendidas,
por exemplo, com mineiros oriundos das Minas Gerais que trabalharam em Angola. O
evidente é que a mineragao aurifera adentrou o Oitocentos com os conhecimentos e
adaptacgdes dos mineiros locais.

Ao longo dos séculos XVII-XIX, ha relatos de tentativas de controle colonial
da exploragao do ouro nas terras de Mutapa e Manyika (regiao atual de Zimbabwe e
Mocambique), que também formam um outro elo dos circuitos globais da exploragao
do minério, que se relaciona aos planos coloniais lusos. O historiador Antonio Nogueira
da Costa identifica impactos decorrentes da demanda lusa de aumento producgao
aurifera, em Mutapa: a desarticulagdo de comunidades agricolas, a alta mortalidade
dos trabalhos das minas e a expropriacéo de terras (COSTA, 1982, p. 22-28, 38).
Dessa forma, ao analisar circuitos mercantis internacionais que eram mobilizados
pelo acesso as minas, € preciso levar em conta seus impactos na producgao agricola
e na posse de terras.

Por fim, Allison Bigelow (2020) tem um livro relevante sobre os conhecimentos
indigenas e africanos na exploracao de metais — ouro, prata, cobre, ferro — nas
Américas e sua ligagcdo com os continentes europeu e africanos. Analisa, entre outros,
os escritos de Colombo e Oviedo e mostra como metalurgicos indigenas e africanos
ajudaram ou resistiram aos empreendimentos de mineragao imperial, moldaram
praticas cientificas criticas e ofereceram visdes criativas do trabalho em metal. Um
outro campo de pesquisa pauta-se entdo nos estudos da linguagem e como ela
constroi conhecimentos e a diferenga cultural.

Neste breve comentario, apresentei um dialogo bibliografico que pode ser
proficuo, com Toby Green (2019), conexdes histdricas e culturais entre Brasil e a Africa
Centro-Ocidental e a centralidade da experiéncia dos trabalhadores que detinham
conhecimentos mineraldgicos e também dos que contribuiram para o sustento das
povoagdes mineiras.
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ABSTRACT

We are discovering in the era of climate crisis that the Transition Debate is a debate over the origins and
crisis tendencies of capitalism in the web of life. The original Debate emerged in its contemporary form in
the thick of the Cold War, assuming mature form during the world revolution of 1968. It was a historical-
analytical debate over the historical geography of capitalist origins, and its two poles were 1492 and
1800. The divergence turned as much on differing conceptions of capitalism as it did on empirical-
analytical substance: the terrain of “actually existing” world history. And it was a political debate over
the priorities of socialist politics, especially the enduring tension between “socialism in one country”
and proletarian internationalism that had riven the world left since 1914 and the historic betrayal of
Europe’s social democratic parties in support of War. In the 21t century, the language of the Debate
has changed, but assumed an even greater prominence in the unfolding climate crisis, captured in the
debate between the Anthropocene (“Age of Man”) and the Capitalocene (“Age of Capital”). In what
follows, | will focus on the historical-analytical challenge, mindful of its relation to the ongoing struggle
for planetary justice — and against the Popular Anthropocene’s imperial-technocratic ambitions. We may
begin with an extraordinary misperception of the Transition Debate. It is not, in the main, a contention
between “production” and “circulation.” If anything, it is about how class politics and modern state
formation — including modern empires — cohere relations of production, reproduction, and accumulation.
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Debate. If that phrase, Transition Debate, is unfamiliar, don’t despair. It's not an

academician’s quibble. And we are discovering in the era of climate crisis, the
Transition Debate is a debate over the origins and crisis tendencies of capitalism in the
web of life. The original Debate emerged in its contemporary form in the thick of the Cold
War, assuming mature form during the world revolution of 1968." It was a historical-
analytical debate over the historical geography of capitalist origins. Its two poles were
1492 and 1800. The divergence turned as much on differing conceptions of capitalism
as it did on empirical-analytical substance: the terrain of “actually existing” world
history. And it was a political debate over the priorities of socialist politics, especially the
enduring tension between “socialism in one country” and proletarian internationalism
that had riven the world left since 1914 and the historic betrayal of Europe’s social
democratic parties in support of War. Today, the language of the Debate has changed,
but assumed an even greater prominence in the unfolding climate crisis, captured in
the debate between the Anthropocene (“Age of Man”) and the Capitalocene (“Age of
Capital’) (MOORE, 2016; 2000; 2003b).

I eonardo Marques (2021) has made a signal contribution to the Transition

ONCE MORE INTO THE BREACH: POWER, LIFE AND THE
HISTORICAL GEOGRAPHIES OF TRANSITION

In what follows, | will focus on the historical-analytical challenge, mindful of
its relation to the ongoing struggle for planetary justice — and against the Popular
Anthropocene’s imperial-technocratic ambitions. We may begin with an extraordinary
misperception of the Transition Debate. It is not, in the main, a contention between
“production” and “circulation.” If anything, it is about how class politics and modern state
formation — including modern empires — cohere relations of production, reproduction,
and accumulation.

The production/circulation mischaracterization powerfully obscures the common
— yet geographically distinctive — class struggle analytics of the Transition Debate’s
two greatest luminaries, Robert Brenner and Immanuel Wallerstein. What most
clearly distinguished the two was not production, circulation, or the class struggle, but
geography (MOORE, 2003a). Brenner’s geographical premise was the national unit
—a foundational unit of analysis rather than, for Wallerstein, a unit of observation, as
Marques underscores. Wallerstein’s geography was not, as often maintained, an a priori
system but an emergent web of relations: between territorial power, class politics and
the organization of surplus production. Largely unconsciously, Wallerstein understood
this emergence — a key dialectical principle — in relation not only to human organization
but to webs of life that included climate change, soil conditions, demography, and
deforestation. At stake in the Brenner-Wallerstein exchange was nothing short of
a reinvention of historical materialism in the web of life. The debate was over the
geographical contours of class formation and class politics, capital accumulation, and
imperialism in the web of life: a historical-geographical materialism. (Not for nothing,

' Its classic formulation is Rodney Hilton, The Transition from Feudalism to Capitalism (1976). In the 1970s,
it was crystallized in the opposition between Robert Brenner (1976), and Immanuel Wallerstein (1974).
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the first seminar series at the Fernand Braudel Center in 1977 precisely focused on the
historical geography of the modern world-system (CASTRO, 1977).

The Transition Debate has often fled from the vexing problem of geography
— it is either ignored or reduced it to abstract geometries of core and periphery. That
contributed to the sorry state of affairs in global environmental historiography that
Marques sketches — none of its leading figures take the world-ecological problem of
capitalist transition seriously. (He is more generous to the field than | am!) Disciplinary
geographers, for their part, have consistently refrained from reconstructing the
Transition’s historical geography — and therefore environmental history that includes
class, capital, and empire — in world-historical perspective.

Marques’ (2021) important essay contributes to a potential opening for such
a world-historical synthesis, one pregnant with implications for socialist strategy.
Understanding capitalism’s historical geography as “global environmental history”
creates intellectual space for a synthesis that incorporates the irreducibly geographical
insights of world-historical method with an empirical-analytical angle of vision of the
spatiality of power, profit and life (MOORE, 2015; 2017c). That world-historical method,
it bears emphasizing, was never about “system” as conventionally understood — since
systems dynamics embraces “basic unit” approach and studies the interaction effects
between these basic units. Rather, for Wallerstein and Hopkins, the world-historical
method offered a searing critique of — and alternative to — the basic unit approach
of historical social science, starting with the so-called nation-states. Such national
units were provisionally stabilized crystallizations of class politics as they cohered
unevenly across the time-space of a “vast but weak” capitalism. So too, core and
periphery. This is the argument of The Modern World-System [, dialectically fusing the
question of class and state with the question of capital- and class-formation in the long
sixteenth century. To make a long story short, everything the Wallerstein argued about
the dangers of methodological nationalism applies to methodological naturalism, the
epistemological and ontological claim that the building blocks of historical inquiry are
Society and Nature, here deliberately capitalized (MOORE, 2018a).

Although Marques resists the formulation, his illuminating thesis demonstrates
how the modern world-system does not have a “world ecology,” alongside imperialism,
commodification, and class formation. Rather the modern world-system is a capitalist
world-ecology (with hyphen) through which the decisive vectors of world-historical
social change form and re-form — to borrow a phrase from Terry Hopkins — on the knife
edge of life-making (HOPKINS, 1982). In historical capitalism — indeed in the history
of class society — the “time of nature” operates, in classically Braudelien fashion, as
something more than the “time of the sages” (BRAUDEL, 2009, p. 198). Across the
longue durée of class society, such temporalities are dialectically constituted as “layers
within layers” of geohistorical time (WALLERSTEIN, 1974, p. 86). Following Marx’s
method of determinate abstraction, the general abstractions of, say, orbital variation,
solar fluctuations, El Nino cycles and North Atlantic Oscillations, are progressively
woven into the fabric of civilizational history in the Holocene. In this light, class society
is not only a product of “natural forcing” — as successive ebbs and flows of class
society in relation to climate history demonstrate (BROOKE, 2014). That’s only one
side of the dialectic. The other is that class societies actively produced webs of life,
elevating CO2 levels and contributing to the stabilization of Holocene climate, beginning
around 8,000 BCE (RUDDIMAN, 2005; CHILDE, 1951). As we know, that carbon/class
dialectic would reach a tipping point after World War 1l, when the consolidation of
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global monopoly capitalism allowed for unprecedented carbonization. In short: modes
of production are not only products — but also producers — of webs of life, albeit
never equally so (Dialectical-historical relations take as their premise diversity and
asymmetry). It’s only capitalism’s epochal capacity to carbonize the atmosphere that
obscures the world-ecological dynamic of class society in the Holocene.

Through a Braudelien re-reading of historical materialism, Wallerstein
opened a problematique that Marques (2021) now revisits: the “time of capital” and
the “time of nature.” Wallerstein suggests a dialectic understood as a class struggle
over the origins and development of the law of value in the web of life. Recasting
the Transition Debate in this way allows us to grasp its intellectual contributions
to revolutionary — and against counter-revolutionary — struggles. These were
obviously fundamental to the global context of the Brenner-Wallerstein moment, the
World Revolution of 1968. That dialogue — often limited by sectarianism and casual
reading — was crucial to a longstanding revolutionary debate ably crystallized
by Lenin’s observations on the international context of the class struggle and
capitalism’s “weakest links” (LENIN, 1917).

Today, the Transition Debate has returned with a vengeance. It has done so
under cover of prolific discussions of something called the Anthropocene — or “Age
of Man.” The Anthropocene is better called the Popular Anthropocene, so as not to
confuse the world-historical discussion of human affairs with a distinctive dialogue over
geological history and its “golden spikes.” The Popular Anthropocene, as Marques
suggests, marks a return to the bourgeois naturalism commonly associated with
Thomas Malthus, its fetishization of “natural law,” and its ontological assertion that an
abstract Humanity is the “agent” of planetary change. Its animating historical assertion
holds that the origins of planetary crisis are found in 1800, with the advent of the
rotary steam engine. It is, in another words, a return to the Transition Debate — not of
the 1970s or the 1950s — but of the 7860s, when Marx confronted classical political
economy’s bourgeois naturalism, with its metaphysics of natural law and acquisitive
human nature. To tweak an old joke about Marx, one can shut the front door on the
Transition Debate, but it will always find a way in through the kitchen window. So it is
with today’s Popular Anthropocene and the Capitalocene alternative (MOORE, 20173a;
2017b; 2017c; 2018b).

Revisiting crucial nodes of commodification, capitalization, and webs of
life, Marques demonstrates that the rise of capitalism must be grasped as a world-
historical movement — one that joins dialectically the time of capital and the time of
nature. This has been the greatest weakness of historical materialism’s reckoning of
the Transition Debate — starkly revealed in radicals’ accommodation to the Popular
Anthropocene’s bourgeois naturalism (ANGUS, 2016). Marques moves in precisely the
opposite direction. He illustrates the connective tissues between the commodity form,
its real abstractions, and imperialism in the web of life. In so doing, he establishes key
elements of a world-historical synthesis that grasps — as Marx did — labor, the labor
process, and class relations as “specifically harnessed natural forces” that are at once
products and producers of webs of life, and the specific historical natures they implicate
(MARX, 1973, p. 612). In other words, Marques’s call for a synthesis of the time of
nature and the time of capital is not additive, but dialectically synthetic. The provisional
autonomy of many webs of life — the “natural forcing” mechanisms of climate change
for example — are, in such a framework, conceptualized not as “external forces” (in the
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fashion of environmental determinisms) but in relation to concrete totalities of historical
change, rich totalities of many determinations, as Marx would say (1973, p. 100). In
this fashion one may begin to see climate history as more than a series of natural
events and disasters, as a rich geophysical history built into the DNA of modes of
production. Climate, in this reading, is not everything. But it's impossible to explain
anything fundamental about class society and civilizational change without it.

Marques’ (2021) essay builds on a rich series of world-historical investigations,
and is offered as a contribution to a dialogue. This is a rare opportunity. | will do my best
not to squander it. Too often —especially on the contentious intellectual and political
terrain of the Transition Debate — scholars succumb to the temptations of academic
point scoring. | will from the beginning stipulate my basic agreement with Marques’
important project, | will highlight my interpretive differences as a means of advancing the
conversation. | am more interested in following that project’s crucial provocations and
questions than in quibbling over its exact formulations. | will, then, offer complementary
account that — | hope! — is also complimentary. It overlaps at crucial junctures with
Marques’ interpretation, and at the same time, fleshes out additional crucial elements
of the rise of capitalism.

| do so from the standpoint of capitalism as a world-ecology of power, profit and
life (PATEL; MOORE, 2017). For the present discussion, | draw three elements from
Immanuel Wallerstein’s historical geography of capitalism. One is the centrality of the
“socio-physical conjuncture” in the transition from feudalism to capitalism. Wallerstein
was the first to demonstrate that the crisis of feudalism unfolded at the conjuncture
of “class war,” the dawn of the Little Ice Age, the Black Death, and agro-ecological
contradictions. Hence: socio-physical conjuncture. Second, the crisis of feudalism was
characterized by a “generalized seignior-peasant class war” through which western
and central European peasants and workers dealt a historic defeat to the ruling
classes (WALLERSTEIN, 1974, p. 14-64; 1992). The “solution” to this historic defeat
in the class struggle was found in the alliance between the new modern empires and
their financiers. The invasion and commodification of the Americas was, consequently,
class war by other means. Peasantries in the Americas could be dominated much
more readily than in western Europe; where such peasantries could not be found,
new proletarians — African slaves — could be imported. Finally, the imperialist
construction of a capitalist world-economy was not primarily about the world market
and core-periphery relations as conventionally understood. These were the results of
imperialist class politics. Rather, the emergent commodity chains, commodity frontiers,
and productive complexes — in silver mining and sugar planting above all — turned on
a worldwide class struggle over shares of surplus value. As Wallerstein (1979, p. 293)
often noted “core” and “periphery” were but abbreviations for the struggle over surplus
value, which of course is a class struggle inflected by imperialist bourgeoisie’s superior
command over the forces of destruction (WALLERSTEIN, 1983b). Wallerstein’s
emergent thesis was, by the early 1980s, clear: the “worldwide class struggle” (1983a)
over surplus value must be grasped “within the ecological whole that is the Earth”
(1980, p. 159). This tantalizing (and incomplete) synthesis — pursued by the world-
ecology conversation — is a fundamental intellectual and political task in the era of
planetary crisis, marked definitively by the end of the Holocene.
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HISTORICAL MATERIALISM IN THE WEB OF LIFE: MARX,
WALLERSTEIN AND THE GREAT FRONTIER

My original point of departure, a quarter-century ago, was the commodity frontier
(MOORE, 2000b; 2001; 2000a). Here Marques and | emphatically agree: capitalism
does not take shape within a reified Europe and then expand across the Americas.
Rather, capitalism takes shape in the newly created geographical arena of the Atlantic
world. Commaodity chains and commodity frontiers — extending from Brazil to the Baltic
and everywhere inbetween — are pivotal to the production of the capitalist Atlantic.

The commodity frontier is not a resource frontier as broadly understood in
precapitalist civilizations. Nor should it be understood principally as an economic
formation — although it does in fact include a pivotal economic moment. Paradoxically,
capitalism’s commodity frontiers were relatively more politically determined than
precapitalist settlement and resource frontiers. In brief, the commodity moment of the
commodity frontier is the result of a geocultural and geopolitical process that created
the conditions of a good business environment. The production and capitalization of
these conditions of profitable accumulation lead, inexorably if dialectically, to socio-
ecological exhaustion (MOORE, 2015).

This entangled geopolitical and geocultural process turns fundamentally on the
imperial creation of Cheap Nature and its Four Cheaps: labor, food, energy, and raw
materials. These Cheap Natures are not produced as commodities but appropriated
to advance the rate of profit and attenuate the tendency towards overaccumulation
(WALKER; MOORE, 2019). Commodity frontiers are fundamental to accumulation
by appropriation: the extra-economic mobilization of uncapitalized webs of life,
putting these to work for capital. As such, commodity frontiers are as much about the
appropriation of unpaid work as they are about commaodification.? Indeed, the two form
a world-historical unity: for every quantum of socially necessary labor time within the
cash nexus, there must be a disproportionately greater volume of socially necessary
unpaid work, performed by “women, nature, and colonies” (MIES, 1986, p. 77).2 As
imperialist bourgeoisies spearheaded proletarianization through the cash nexus, they
also created the conditions for a feminized and “ecological” regime of unpaid work:
creating in the long seventeenth century a Femitariat (unpaid human reproductive
work) and a Biotariat (unpaid and alienated webs of life put to work for capital).* In
this framing, the Proletariat conventionally understood depended on the expanded
reproduction of politically- and culturally-enforced modes of domination, necessary to
secure expanded supplies of unpaid work necessary for endless accumulation.

Commodity frontier and commodity chain analyses face the challenge of any
dialectical-historical method: How does one study a “part” of a “whole” in which the

2 This is an important difference between my approach and, among others, William Cronon’s, Nature’s
Metropolis (1991).

3 The disproportionality thesis between capitalized (paid) and appropriated (unpaid) work is developed
in Web of life (MOORE, 2015).

4 For the creation of the Femitariat (without the concept) see Silvia Federici’s pathbreaking work, Caliban
and the Witch (2004). The metaphor of Biotariat was coined by the poet and scholar Stephen Collis
(2016). The Biotariat includes all the things we think of when we hear “ecosystem services” but also
includes many humans, who are devalued on the grounds of the ruling abstraction Nature: above all
through race, nationality, gender, sexuality, and so forth.
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parts necessarily express crucial relations of the whole in question? As Wallerstein
reminds us, totalities are not “just there,” they are dialectical procedures that, in
Marxism, express ongoing contradictions within the world proletariat and the worldwide
balance of class forces. If the whole is more than the sum of its parts, such wholes are,
he writes in the opening pages of The Modern World-System, also surely less. How
does one navigate towards a dialectical synthesis that eschews regional particularism
and systemic determinism?

Alas, there’s no magic key or sacred analytical object that will solve our thorny
intellectual — but of course also political — question. | would begin with the historical in
historical materialism. How does one put together capital, class, and webs of life in the
history of capitalism? My journey has been powerfully shaped by Marx and Engels’ first
major outline of historical materialism in The German Ideology. Appealing to Marx on
historical questions of course solves nothing. Given the Debate’s flight from historical
geography, however, it may be fruitful to revisit Marx and Engels’ extraordinary weaving
of physical geography, environment-making, and class formation. Moving, as ever,
from general to determinate abstractions, the

first fact to be established [in a historical-materialist inquiry]
is the physical organisation of these individuals and their
consequent relation to the rest of nature. Of course, we cannot
here go either into the actual physical nature of man, or into the
natural conditions in which man finds himself—geological, oro-
hydrographical, climatic and so on. All historical writing must set
out from these natural bases and their modification in the course
of history through the action of men (MARX; ENGELS, p. 31,
emphasis added).

Marx and Engels were notrecommending thatone offerafew introductory remarks
on the “environmental context” — as if environments and environment-making were
epiphenomenal to class formation, modes of production, and town-country divisions
of labor. Rather, each of these latter, more determinate, abstractions embodies and
remakes “their consequent relation to the rest of nature” (MURRAY, 1988; MOORE,
2015; 2017c). It's through the Great Frontier that proto-capitalist agencies — every
tributary civilization contained its share of these — confronted a mosaic of “natural
conditions” and enacted a series of “modifications.” Such “natural conditions” were,
certainly from fourth millennium BCE, fundamentally structured by the warming effects
of class-driven carbonization (RUDDIMAN, 2005). After 1492, the Great Frontier asks
how this socio-ecological totality favored a capitalist rather than tributary resolution to
the feudal crisis.

Few opened the question of modes of production as socio-ecological totality
more effectively than Wallerstein. An instructive moment is the interpretation of feudal
agriculture’s fertility problem. Against the neo-Malthusian orthodoxy, Wallerstein offered
a class critique of soil exhaustion. Drawing on the great Marxist medievalist, Rodney
Hilton, he situates the “general crisis” — an epochal crisis of feudalism — within a
millennium of class struggle and its socio-ecological contradictions:

After a thousand years of surplus appropriation under the feudal
mode, a point of diminishing returns had been reached. While
productivity remained stable (or even possibly declined as a
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result of soil exhaustion) because of the absence of structured
motivation for technological advance, the burden to be borne
by the producers of the surplus had been constantly expanding
because of the growing size and level of expenditure of the
ruling classes. There was no more to be squeezed out [...] [By
the fourteenth century,] peasant insurrections... took the form of
a “revolt against the social system as such.” For Hilton, feudal
“society was paralyzed by the growing expense of a social and
political superstructure, an expense to which corresponded no
compensating increase in the productive resources of society”
[...] [T]he immediate cause of the [crisis] [...] was to be found
in technological limitations, the lack of fertilizer and the inability
to expand fertilizer supply by expanding the number of cattle,
because the climate limited the quantity of winter forage for
cattle. But “what we should underline is that there was no large
reinvestment of profits in agriculture such that would significantly
increase productivity.” This was because of the inherent
limitations of the reward system of feudal social organization
(WALLERSTEIN, 1974, p. 37, 23 apud HILTON, 1951, p. 25, 27,
28, emphases added).

Feudalism’s metabolic contradictions were products of the feudal class structure.
Today, we know that class structure to have emerged in and through the favorable
weather of the Medieval Climate Anomaly. Once the climate changed, definitively by
the end of the thirteenth century, feudal agriculture stagnated. This was rooted in,
as Wallerstein observes, a class contradiction that was also a metabolic antagonism:
between the ruling strata’s demand for the surplus and the peasantry’s inability and
unwillingness to deliver a rising surplus. This relation between class power, the feudal
surplus, and metabolisms of life-making is fundamental.

| would risk pedantry if this essential point of agreement between Wallerstein
and Brenner had not been so thoroughly buried by the “orthodox” Marxist interpretation.
Wallerstein and Brenner were in essential agreement on a class struggle analytic
that takes seriously metabolic and demographic contradictions. The very terms of
the Marxist critique of neo-Malthusian historiography led them to deny the autonomy
of demographic and soil exhaustion dynamics, instead locating these within feudal
class structure. As Wallerstein makes clear, the relationship between demographic
contraction after 1347 and feudalism’s crisis flowed through endemic peasant and
worker revolt against seigneurial hegemony, itself weakened by the contradictions
of feudal agriculture and climate change we’ve just sketched. What Wallerstein and
Brenner glimpsed — influenced as we’ve seen by Hilton — was how Marx’s “social
metabolism” was itself producer and product of the class struggle. What’s tragic is how
quickly the metabolic class struggle — the class politics of the “time of capital” and “the
time of nature” dialectically joined — was swept under the rug.

Wallerstein was prepared to go further than Brenner on one count, however: the
onset of the Little Ice Age as an exacerbating moment to feudalism’s “cumulative woes”
(WALLERSTEIN, 1974, p. 34). As then suspected and now understood definitively,
the arrival of the Little Ice Age significantly suppressed agricultural productivity across
feudal Europe. Wallerstein’s insight was to join — under the rubric of the socio-physical
conjuncture — agro-ecological stagnation, dietary immiseration, the crisis of seigneurial
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revenues, and “generalized seignior-peasant class war” in the long fourteenth century
with climate change (WALLERSTEIN, 1974, p. 24). Wallerstein observes that

obviously, to the extent that there was climatic change, it would
affect the operations of a social system. Yet equally obviously,
it would affect different systems differently. Though opinions
differ, it is probable that such glaciation as did occur was spread
over the whole Northern Hemisphere, yet social developments
in Asia and North America were clearly divergent from those
in Europe. It would be useful therefore to return to the chronic
factor of resource strain involved in the feudal system of social
organization, or overconsumption by a minority given the overall
low level of productivity [...] If however there was first economic
regression because of the chronic overexploitation and resulting
rebellions discussed previously, and then climatic factors added
on both food shortages and plagues, it is easy to see how the
socio-physical conjuncture could achieve ‘crisis’ proportions
(WALLERSTEIN, 1974, p. 35).

Nor did Wallerstein stop there. If the feudal crisis was a “socio-physical
conjuncture,” so was the formation of a capitalist world-economy across the “long”
sixteenth century (c. 1450-1648). Wallerstein’s geographical argument is frequently
misunderstood, so it bears repeating in two steps that should be grasped as a whole. In
the first instance, the climate-class crisis of feudalism was a moment of historic defeat
for western Europe’s ruling strata (WALLERSTEIN, 1992). This defeat underpinned the
era’s ruinous warfare, as ruling strata sought to recoup in war what they had lost in the
class struggle. “The only solution that would extract western Europe from decimation
and stagnation,” Wallerstein writes, was “one that would expand the economic pie to
be shared, a solution which required, given the technology of the time, an expansion
of the land area and population base to exploit. This is what in fact took place in the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries” (WALLERSTEIN, 1974, p. 24).

This observation was only the first moment of explanation. The second turned
on the imperial refashioning of “world ecology” (WALLERSTEIN, 1974, p. 44). The
“‘expansion of the economic pie” and “the expansion of the land area and population
base to exploit” was for a Wallerstein a question of environmental history: "World
ecology was altered and in a way which, because of the social organization of the
emergent European world-economy, would primarily benefit Europe.” Building on Marx
and Braudel, Wallerstein saw this epochal refashioning of world ecology as ongoing,
the biogeographical accompaniment to capitalism’s expansionism, itself a search for
“low-cost labour forces" (WALLERSTEIN, 1983b, p. 39).

That nexus of world ecology and world class formation under conditions of
imperial rule would decisively inform my formulation of capitalism as a world-ecology
in the early 2000s. Wallerstein’s interpretation was precocious and prefigurative, taking
seriously capitalism’s tendency to degrade the worker and the soil, and therefore to
exhaust its socio-ecological conditions of reproduction. Highlighting sugar — early
capitalism’s defining mass commodity — we learn that sugar was “very lucrative” but
also devastated soils and labor-power (slaves): “Exhausting the soil, ... it required ever
new lands (not to speak of the manpower exhausted by its cultivation).” Propelling
capitalism’s geographical expansion was the recurrent need to compensate for the
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devastation of soils, the destruction of forests, and the exhaustion of labor-power.
Wallerstein followed Marx’s insights on the capitalist degradation of the “soil” and the
“‘worker” (MARX, 1977, p. 636-638).

He did so, moreover, by locating that degradation within capitalism’s world
ecology and through the ongoing search for a “tractable labor force” (WALLERSTEIN,
1974, p. 51). Significantly, this interpretation situates capitalism’s cheap labor strategy
with and within biophysical and class struggle moments of the American genocides:

Why Africans as the new slaves? Because of exhaustion of the
supply of laborers indigenous to the region of the plantations,
because Europe needed a source of labor from a reasonably
well-populated region that was accessible and relatively near the
region of usage. But it had to be from a region that was outside
its world-economy so that Europe could feel unconcerned about
the economic consequences for the breeding region of wide-
scale removal of manpower as slaves. Western Africa filled the
bill best [...] The exhaustion of alternative supplies of labor is
clear. The monocultures imposed on the Mediterranean and
Atlantic islands ravaged them, pedologically and in terms of
human population. Their soils were despoiled, their populations
died out (for example, the Guanches of the Canary Islands),
or emigrated, to escape the pressure. Indian populations on
Caribbean islands disappeared entirely. New Spain (Mexico)
had a dramatic fall in population from approximately 11 million
in 1519 to about 1.5 million in circa 1650. Brazil and Peru seem
to have had an equally dramatic decline. The two immediate
explanations of this demographic decline seem to be disease
and damage to Indian cultivation caused by the domestic animals
that the Europeans bred. But sheer exhaustion of manpower,
especially in the mines, must also have been significant.
Consequently, at a relatively early point, the Spaniards and
Portuguese ceased trying to recruit Indians as slave labor in the
Western Hemisphere and began to rely exclusively on imported
Africans for plantation slaves. Presumably, the cost of transport
still did not bring the cost to a higher point than the potential cost
of preventing runaways by the remaining indigenous population.
Besides the latter were rapidly dying off (WALLERSTEIN, 1974,
p. 89-90, emphases added).

Wallerstein and Marx, then, provide crucial insights through which Marques
and | are grappling with the transition from feudalism to capitalism in the web of life.
For what are the American nodes of global commodity chains — and the sugar, silver,
and other major commodity frontiers — but combined and uneven configurations
of power, profit, and life? The labor question is, as Wallerstein makes clear in the
foregoing passage, a question of capitalist nature — it is a class relation of labor-
in-nature and nature-in-labor, cohered through geopolitical power and geocultural
domination. From this perspective, we can begin to address the Transition Debate in
the web of life.
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THE GREAT FRONTIER: CHEAP NATURE IN THE RISE OF
THE CAPITALOCENE

What drove the Great Frontier? Recall that the dawn of the Little Ice Age (c.
1300-1850) detonated feudalism’s manifold socio-ecological crisis — leading directly
to the breakdown of feudal agriculture in the Great Famine (1315-22) and associated
epizootic outbreaks, amplifying simmering class contradictions. The following century
was defined by a “generalized seignior-peasant class war” whose contours were shaped
by Little lce Age climate and the resurgence of catastrophic disease (WALLERSTEIN,
1974, p. 24). To be clear, the crisis was not a Malthusian but a Marxist dynamic.
Questions of sail fertility had to be situated within feudalism’s class relations (PATEL,;
MOORE, 2017). To summarize: the seigneurs lost the class struggle — though not for
want of trying. The feudal surplus dramatically contracted in the throes of the climate-
class conjuncture. Feudal Europe de-commercialized. The balance of class power on
the Continent swung in favor of the peasantry.

Enter the Great Frontier as a mode of waging the class struggle by other means.
Here was a mode of conquest that was an ongoing synthesis. It combined premodern
strategies of Holy War and armed trade with a novel emphasis: Cheap Labor at any
cost. Labor, not land, productivity was — after 1492, but especially after 1550 —
what mattered. New working classes had to be created and secured if a new basis
of enrichment was to be established. Having lost the class struggle in the European
heartland, the Continent’s beleaguered tributary ruling strata — including merchant-
bankers in places like Genoa and Flanders — looked to the frontier. But frontiers were
worthless without the labor to work them, and modern proletarianization required
entirely novel forms of territorial power. After 1492, in the world-historical blink of the
eye, the encomienda, a land-grant used widely in the Reconquista, was reinvented as
a labor-grant in the Americas. Fierce theological and even political debates ensued,
but the die had been cast (PATEL; MOORE, 2017).

The Great Frontier as a frontier of Cheap Labor was pivotal to early capitalism’s
greatest innovations. The Transition’s defining moments clustered on the Great
Frontier — new productive organizations, credit systems, imperial structures, coercive
proletarianization, and the shipping-shipbuilding-cartography technological complex.
These allowed imperial, financial, seigneurial, and other elite actors to overcome their
historic class defeat. The new frontiers were not a demographic outlet for a reified
Europe full of reified Whiteness — but rather a set of politically-secured opportunities
for profit and capital accumulation (These opportunities were the very mechanisms of
producing these fetishes; let us avoid putting carts before horses!). Older demographic,
commercial, and resource frontiers were — along with everything else — turned inside
out after 1450. The new commodity frontiers — spearheaded by debt-financed empires
— forged not only strategies for expanding “the economic pie” but transforming the
character of surplus accumulation itself (MOORE, 2017d; 2018b).

Beginning tentatively in the 1470s — in heretofore obscure regions like the
Erzgebirge and Madeira — the medieval logic of boom and bust was thoroughly
transformed (MOORE, 2007; 2010c; 2011). Their profits enriched not merely local
potentates but the financiers who made the new productive organizations possible. The
new productive revolutions set in motion environmental change and proletarianization
at breathtaking speed, one whose class contradictions burst into open insurrection in
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1525. The Fuggers and Welsers financed Central Europe’s mining boom; Flemish and
Genoese merchants financed Madeira’s sugar revolution. It was these bourgeois who
profited — and in the case of the Fuggers, perished — on the strength of investment in
“real capital.” And it was these accumulated profits that financed commodity frontiers
across the capitalist Atlantic.

These contradictions reached critical mass by mid-century. Their precondition
was the Columbian Invasion launched in 1492. These invasions were marked by the
globalization of the “military revolution” and wherever possible the outright plunder of
gold and silver. It was not a directly productivist enterprise — nor did it need to be. In
the decade after 1549, however, signs of crisis were everywhere. A productivist turn
was clearly necessary — and immediately recognized in the Courts of Europe. The
Portuguese assumed direct administration of Brazil (1549). The Spanish debated the
fate of indigenous peoples at Valladolid (1550-51). Spain’s Philip 1l declared bankruptcy
and the French king (Henry Il) saw his finances “collapse” in 1557, precipitating
modernity’s first great financial crisis (SPOONER, 1972; MOORE, 2010a). Their fiscal
houses burning to the ground, the two great rivals struck a peace at Cateau-Cambrésis
in 1559, codifying what the obvious: no great power would resolve the feudal crisis
through Charlemagne-like conquests and a new imperium. “Europe” would not
become a world-empire (WALLERSTEIN, 1974). The extraordinary price inflation —
the Price Revolution — had cheapened credit and rendered it indispensable to cash-
crop agriculture across Europe, quickly reaching places like Brazil and Barbados in
the century after 1549 (TAWNEY, 1941; SCHWARTZ, 1985; BRAUDEL; SPOONER,
1967). All of which favored a trans-Atlantic productivist turn after 1549, morphing
imperial claims into commodity frontiers — no less imperialist for the metamorphosis.

Finally, signs of a climate downturn were evident by the 1550s. Climatic
conditions deteriorated rapidly after 1600. For the most part the outcome of natural
forcing, the socio-physical conjuncture was amplified by slaving-induced genocides
in the New World. The destruction of New World peoples and civilizations led to a
dramatic drawdown of atmospheric carbon dioxide — the Orbis Spike (1610) — which
in turn aggravated Europe’s climate downturn (LEWIS; MASLIN, 2015). This was
the geophysical moment inscribed in the origins of the climate class divide, climate
apartheid, and climate patriarchy: the capitalogenic trinity that now drives us full
throttle towards the planetary inferno (MOORE, 2019a; 2019b). The result was a “long,
cold seventeenth century” of endless war, endemic revolt, and economic turbulence
(LADURIE; DAUX, 2008).°

What followed was capitalism’s first climate fix. This reinforced the earlier
thrusts of empire and capital across the Atlantic, itself a response to the climate-class
conjuncture of the long fourteenth century. This long, cold seventeenth century was, for
an emergent capitalism, the most unfavorable moment of the Little Ice Age. Unfavorable
is deliciously imprecise. Suffice it to say that it was more than uncomfortable. Climate
conditions roughly comparable with the long fifth and fourteenth centuries had witnessed
the epochal crises of the Roman West and feudal Europe.

How, then, did capitalism survive where previous civilizations did not?

The short answer? The Great Frontier (WEBB, 1954). That’s a brutal shorthand
of course. So let me explain. The entangled climate-class-financial conjuncture of the

5 0On New World genocides, see Beyond Germs (CAMERON; KELTON; SWEDLUND, 2015).
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1550s contributed mightily to a productivist turn across the Americas and in eastern
Europe (MOORE, 2010a; 2010b). This climate fix formed through a new, productivist-
centered political exchange between bankers, empires, and New World commodity
producers (PATEL; MOORE, 2017, p. 64-90).¢ The result was an environment-making
revolution without precedent in scale, scope, and speed. Its surficial expression was
a landscape revolution, but its real content involved an audacious revolutionizing
of re/production, rule, and class formation. It developed novel and violent forms of
proletarianization across the Atlantic, including modern slaving and other forms of
racialized labor. And it grounded world accumulation within strategies of Cheapening
the lives and labor necessary to produce the Four Cheaps: labor and unpaid work,
food, energy, and raw materials.

| can do no more than gesture towards the major commodity frontier moments
across this long, cold seventeenth century. A representative sample includes: 1) Brazil's
sugar revolution starting in the 1570, displacing Sdo Tomé after a momentary boom
short-circuited by slave resistance; 2) Potosi’s dramatic restructuring after 1571,
definitively relocating capitalist silver mining from Central Europe to Peru; 3) the rapid-
fire succession of forest product commodity frontiers from Norway to Poland to the
northeast Baltic, commencing — again — in the 1570s; 4) aggressive enlargements of
the Vistula’s cash-crop cereal agriculture (and consequential deforestation) after 1550,
providing an indispensable hedge against food insecurity for Dutch capitalism; 5) the rise
of the “Potosi of the North,” Sweden’s Stora Kopparberg, sending copper (the lithium of
the seventeenth century) to sugar planters, arms manufacturers, and artisans across
the Atlantic; 6) the relocation of Iberian shipbuilding to the Americas, where places like
Salvador da Bahia and Havana would boast important shipyards by the early seventeenth
century; 7) the remarkable expansion of fishing fleets into the North Atlantic, marking a
signal moment of the “Great Hunt”; and 8) the Caribbean sugar revolution, first making
landfall in Barbados but rapidly extending to Jamaica and thence French islands like
Martiniqgue and St. Domingue. This is hardly an exhaustive list.”

The unprecedented character of this early capitalist environment-making
revolutionis impossible to overstate. Both scale and scope are impressive. Perhaps most
significant, however, was its temporal character. In the long, cold seventeenth century,
the “time of capital” sharply accelerated — and to quote Burkhardt, it did so “in terrifying
fashion” (1979, p. 224). The antagonism between capital’s drive to reduce socially-
necessary turnover time systematically combined with imperialist projects to create
the conditions for the appropriation of unpaid work — accumulation by appropriation.
This marked the modern formation of the Femitariat and Biotariat — the specifically
binarized moments of unpaid human and extra-human reproductive work necessary to
capitalism’s Cheap Nature regime. These were dialectically bound to an extraordinary
acceleration of gendered, racialized, and colonial proletarianization (FEDERICI,
2004; LINEBAUGH; REDIKER, 2000; TILLY, 1984). This Great Proletarianization —
understood as the differentiated unity of Proletariat-Biotariat-Femitariat — depended
on the era’s two pivotal frontiers: commodity frontiers across the Americas and eastern

6 On political exchange, see Arrighi (2010).

" Detailed references to these and other epochal transformations can be found in Moore (2010a; 2010b;
2017d; 2018b). The “Great Hunt” is John F. Richards’ term (RICHARDS, 2003). The “Great Hunt” is John
F. Richards’ term (RICHARDS, 2003).
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Europe, and the Great Domestication, whose guiding thread held that Man stood before
Woman as the Bourgeoisie stood before Nature. Great Proletarianization and Great
Domestication were mutually dependent and mutually reinforcing, a dialectic essential
to the seventeenth-century climate fix. Without Cheap Labor there were no workers
to labor in — or profits to be ripped from — the fields, mines, workshops, forests, and
cities of early capitalism. Without these forcibly extracted labor frontiers, moreover,
the limits to appropriating extra-human work/energy (and associated environmental
change) were insuperable. Every environmental sacrifice zone — then as now —
depended on workers, successively cheap and disposable.

It was in this socio-physical conjuncture that capitalism’s climate fix issued a
“time-space compression” that degraded not only the soil but the worker (HARVEY,
1989). It ushered in epoch-making relations of power, profit and life that accelerated
historical change beyond anything known before Columbus. For millennia prior to
1492, the pace of landscape change was measured in centuries. When peasants in
medieval Picardy set about clearing land in the twelfth century, it took two centuries
to clear 12,000 hectares. Fast forward to northeastern Brazil at the apex of its sugar
revolution. During the glorious 1650s, Bahia’s sugar mills compelled the destruction of
12,000 hectares of forest... every year (MOORE, 2017d).

The resulting destruction of the Atlantic rainforest was therefore a class
dynamic. Some humans, the possessors of money and power, directed the work of
other humans — how easily do we forget that the plantation slave was proletarian!®
These proletarians were — as ever under conditions of racialized and gendered
superexploitation — disposable. As Marx knew, the devastation of “the soil” was the
product of a regime that devastated the worker, and enriched the bourgeois, in this case
the planters and the merchant-bankers that financed them. That regime’s managerial
logic, Schwartz observes in his classic study of class conflict in Brazil's seventeenth-
century sugar zones, was simple enough: “extract as much labor at as little cost as
possible” (SCHWARTZ, 1970, p. 317). (Marx intuited as much in the chapter on the
Working Day in Capital (1977, p. 340-389). The commaodity frontier was a demographic
black hole; its commodities bled from every pore. A quarter-million African slaves who
disembarked in Bahia and Pernambuco between 1600 and 1650. By the latter date,
northeastern Brazil struggled to maintain a slave population of just 60,000. (Nor have
we considered the Middle Passage’s heartbreaking mortality.)

The exhaustion of labor-power in the fields and forests presumed not just
terrestrial frontiers of seemingly limitless abundance, but also Africa’s labor frontiers.
For every landgrab and occupation, “physically uncorrupted” sources of fresh labor-
power had to be found, secured, and supplied (MARX, 1967, p. 256). Every commodity
frontier presumes a new labor frontier. And so it was that the sugar frontier joined
with slaving frontiers within Africa, whose autonomous political dynamics increasingly
articulated with the newly racialized “labor market” of the trans-Atlantic slave trade.
Brazil’'s sugar revolution was of a piece with the geographical re-centering of the slave
trade southwards towards Angola. By the dawn of the eighteenth century, the slaving
frontier had exhausted coastal Angolan supplies. Its tentacles quickly reached far
towards the interior (MILLER, 1988; THORNTON, 1992).

8 On plantation proletarianization and the trans-Atlantic class struggles of the long, cold seventeenth
century, see Linebaugh and Rediker (2000).
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All of which informs the essential geographical insight of the commodity frontier
approach: the very strategies of “ecological hit-and-run” underpinning the rapid creation
and appropriation of Proletariat and Biotariat ensured their relative exhaustion. The
pattern of socio-ecological exhaustion across commodity frontiers is clear. In one region
after another, regional profitability faltered — again relative to potential greenfield sites
on the frontiers. Crucially, as Marx observes about the exhaustion of human natures in
capitalist production, such exhaustion is possible because of the frontier strategy itself
— hence capital’s dependence upon (and its political exchange with) empire. The shift
from Brazil to the Caribbean after 1650 is a good example. Commaodity frontiers were
patterns of geographical movement, producing and produced by their socio-ecological
antagonisms. This pattern of geographical movement was driven by a complex and
multi-layered ecology of power, profit and life. In these studies of socio-ecological
exhaustion, one quickly confronts a substantialist temptation — to see exhaustion as
the depletion of substances rather than relations that involve substances. The point
is anything but metaphysical.® The exhaustion of successive commodity frontiers was
tendentially — and on the ground, increasingly — increasingly overdetermined by
proletarian revolt. Haiti’s sugar revolution was stopped dead by proletarian insurgency,
not soil exhaustion (FICK, 2000; JAMES, 1989; SCHWARTZ, 1992).1°

The exhaustion of the soil and the worker was indeed pivotal. They cannot be
reduced to its regional moment. The commodity frontier was at once regional and
systemic. Caribbean slaves, sugar, and soils were world-historical figures, and must be
situated within worldwide capital flows, geopolitics, and transformations of metropolitan
industry — as the Second Slavery after 1793 would demonstrate (TOMICH, 2004). The
trail of socio-ecological devastation that followed in the wake of commodity frontiers
is therefore most effectively situated within two historical-geographical layers —
movements between regions, and movements between successive world hegemonies
and the world-ecological regimes in which they are embedded. This allows us to join
the imperial-bourgeois projects of remaking world nature to the opening of specific
commodity frontiers, which in one era produce the conditions for new (and expanded)
commodity frontiers in the next. Rising demand there was, but this accounts for only
part of the geographical movement. “The commodity” and the “world market” play
their roles, but the most prodigious increases in consumption — as cotton and sugar
demonstrate — followed the most prodigious moments of primary output expansion
(MOORE, 2017¢e). Commodity frontiers enabled metropolitan industrialization — which
in turn reinforced pressures to intensify output. Was this not the case with Cheap
cotton from the American South in the late eighteenth century? Marx thought as much,
insisting on cotton’s cheapness: “It was only the large fall in the price of cotton which
enabled the [British] cotton industry to develop in the way that it did. The dearer the
material..., the less are machinery and the division of labor applied in transforming
it” (MARX, 1971, p. 368, emphasis added). This antagonism expressed yet another
powerful contradiction, no less significant: between the expanded accumulation
of capital and the simple reproduction of life. The movement of primary commodity
production into new frontiers implied, and indeed necessitated the advance of primary

9 This conception of exhaustion is therefore relational and not naively substantialist, as in the Malthusian
frame. See Moore (2015).
© On the “turning point” of the Haitian Revolution see E. D. Genovese (1979, p. 82).
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commodity production into yet newer frontiers whose “natural fertility” could “act like an
increase in fixed capital” (MARX, 1973, p. 748).

TRANSITIONS, CRISES, AND THE PLANETARY
PROLETARIAT AT THE END OF THE HOLOCENE

Marques demonstrates, through the commodity chain optic, that capitalism did
not form within a reified Europe and then expand. Early capitalism’s commodity chains
formed and reformed through dynamic webs of capital, power, and life. This was — as
Marques underlines — a productivist turn. It was also deeply proletarianizing — albeit
in @ manner distinct from its stylized Eurocentric rendering.

| have done my best to sketch how the power of Marques’ argument may be
extended by situating these commodity chains within the Great Frontier, grasped as unit
of observation and as a decisive world-ecological strategy of the imperial bourgeoisie.
That strategy is, ultimately, the strategy of Cheap Nature, aimed at creating the Great
Frontier so that the Four Cheaps — labor, food, energy and raw materials — can be
delivered into the vortex of world accumulation (WALKER; MOORE, 2019).

Capitalism, in other words, formed through the Great Frontier. Commodity
frontiers — especially in sugar planting and silver mining — were the Great Frontier’s
most spectacular crystallizations. (Others, like the Great Domestication of so-called
women’s work, were equally decisive) (PATEL; MOORE, 2017). Frontiers, in this
rendering, were not about linear boundaries on the edges of a cartographic projection
(itself a frontier technology): they were strategies of power, profit and life, and
geographical flashpoints of their contradictions. Commodity frontiers were, crucially,
not regions as such but patterns of inter-regional movement. The sugar commodity
frontier, in this rendering, was the grand arc of the sugar/slaving complex as it moved
across the capitalist Atlantic. Friedrich Engels’ observation, in an 1873 letter to Marx,
readily applies to commodity frontiers: “To identify the different kinds of motion is to
identify the bodies themselves” (apud BANAJI, 2010, p. 58).

This geographical restlessness was not happenstance. The endless conquest
of the Earth and the endless accumulation of capital are two expressions of a singular
process: the rise and ongoing demise of the capitalist world-ecology (MOORE, 2015;
2014). Imperialism is the glue that binds the two moments together. The intimate
connection between endless conquest and endless accumulation is not, however, well
understood — even on the left. Many continue to believe that capitalism will continue
“until the last tree is cut” (MOORE, 2017). But capitalism’s foremost rule of reproduction
is not simply grow or die; it is in equal measure conquer or die. Every great wave of
accumulation is premised on a new imperialism, whose chief world-historical task is to
create a Planetary Proletariat — the differentiated unity of Proletariat, Femitariat, and
Biotariat — suitably cheap and tractable to ensure renewed accumulation.

Capitalism does not act upon an external Nature. Capitalism develops through
the web of life; it develops “specifically harnessed natural forces” whose contradictions
progressively activate, in successive turns, capitalist booms and planetary necrosis.
The commaodity frontier thesis proposes that capitalism emerged through a prodigiously
generative nexus of class and territorial power that appropriated the unpaid work of the
Biotariat and Femitariat as the condition for proletarianization. Out of the Great Frontier
strategy formed not only modern proletariats but also manifold forms of socially-
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necessary unpaid work — above all, the Biotariat, understood as the quantum of extra-
human nature put to work by capital and empire, and the Femitariat, the overwhelmingly
feminized relations of overwhelmingly unpaid social-reproductive work. This trinity
is not an eclectic and chaotic combination; it differentiates and unifies the imperial-
bourgeoisie’s longue durée effort to put webs of life to work as cheaply as possible.
That longue durée strategy emerged, and has been sustained through the centuries,
on the knife-edge of the Great Frontier, through its circuits of capital and empire.

May | close with a modest suggestion? Marques references the threat of
‘environmental collapse.” Here Wallerstein’s emphasis on crisis as fundamental
turning points is perhaps more useful than collapse, which has become a trope of neo-
Malthusian and neo-Hobbesian environmentalist thought (DIAMOND, 2017). Arguably
its two greatest “test cases” are the crisis of the Roman West in the long fifth century,
and the crisis of feudal Europe in the long fourteenth century (MOORE; MOLINERO-
GERBEAU, 2021). The imagery is one of chaos and great suffering. The reality is
more complex, and hopeful. Both eras were characterized by the resurgent power and
creativity of the producing classes. They were “golden ages” in living standards for the
vast majority.

Is today’s crisis different? Surely it is. But the conjuncture of climate change,
class conflict, and civilizational crisis bears close scrutiny. Collapse and the neo-
Malthusian Imaginary yields a Green version of Thatcher’s neoliberal dictum:
“There is no alternative.” But there is an alternative. It gestates in the womb of the
Planetary Proletariat. An analytical alternative was sketched, nearly a half-century
ago, by Immanuel Wallerstein. Reframing the crisis of feudalism as a “socio-physical
conjuncture” shaped by the dawn of the Little Ice Age in relation to “generalized
class war” between lord and peasant, Wallerstein grasped the nettle of the problem:
transitions from one mode of production to another are class struggles in the web of life.
And the political alternative? Here we find an antidote the mystifications of bourgeois
naturalism, and the pious incantations of Man and Nature in the Anthropocene. We find
instead the possibilities of the Planetary Proletariat in the Capitalocene.
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RESUMO

Este artigo consiste em um diadlogo com o historiador Leonardo Marques, com base no artigo de
sua autoria Cadeias mercantis e a histéria ambiental global das Américas coloniais, publicado na
secao debate da revista Esbogos. Tendo em vista discutir o lugar da interdisciplinaridade no estudo
da historia do capitalismo, destaco basicamente trés aspectos: a forma como o autor explora a
metodologia delineada por Hopkins e Wallerstein em torno da nogao de cadeia da mercadoria; o
problema em torno da incorporagao da perspectiva do sistema-mundo e das contribuicbes préprias
da ciéncia da histéria para uma histéria ambiental global; o didlogo necessario com a geociéncias
para a fundamentagédo da abordagem.
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ABSTRACT

This paper is a dialogue with historian Leonardo Marques, based on his article Commodity Chains and
the global environmental history of the colonial Americas, published in the debates section of the journal
Esbocgos: Histories in Global Contexts. In order to discuss the place of interdisciplinarity in the study
of the history of capitalism, | basically highlight three aspects: the way in which the author explores
the methodology proposed by Hopkins and Wallerstein around the notion of a commodity chain; the
problem surrounding the incorporation of the world-system perspective and the contributions of the
science of history to a global environmental history; the necessary dialogue with the geosciences to
substantiate the approach.
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aumento exponencial da capacidade humana de interferir nos processos de

longo prazo do meio ambiente coloca na ordem do dia a analise integrada

de fendbmenos e escalas temporais humanas e planetarias, configurando,
possivelmente, o que Dipesh Chakrabarty (2020, p. 7-67) chamou de regime
antropocénico de historicidade. Com efeito, refletir sobre a escrita da histéria nos dias
de hoje, em que o tempo do mundo se acelera de forma simbidtica com o colapso
ambiental, € o que move em primeiro lugar o artigo de Leonardo Marques. A histéria
segue filha de seu tempo.!

Para enfrentar o desafio de “desenvolver uma perspectiva global critica que
seja capaz de incorporar propriamente os tempos da natureza”, Marques (2021, p.
671) defende, antes de mais nada, a importancia de se compreender a historicidade
das relagdes com o planeta. Ele recusa a imagem generalista e teleoldgica de um
impeto indistintamente predatorio associado a toda a humanidade. Tomando o
exemplo de interagdes transformadoras n&o destrutivas observadas entre povos
indigenas, o autor se perfila entre os que compreendem ter sido sob o capitalismo
gue os seres humanos se tornaram “agentes geoldgicos”, sistematicamente danosos
ao meio ambiente, capazes até de promoverem alteragdes climaticas em escala
global. Portanto, estudar o desenvolvimento desse modo de produgdo — expressao
tomada no texto segundo a ética de Donald Worster (1990) —, sorvedouro insaciavel
de recursos naturais para a reproducao do Capital, impde-se como tarefa essencial
para uma histéria ambiental global.

Como proceder analiticamente para tal efeito? Como diria Fernand Braudel, mal
formulamos a questao e a imensidao ja nos devora. De todo modo, Marques procura
tratar com objetividade o problema, o que é facilitado pelo fato de que ele néo sofre
do complexo de Edipo académico que acomete muitos pesquisadores. Ao invés de
tentar “inventar a roda” novamente, ele busca inspiragdo na perspectiva metodoldgica
desenvolvida nos marcos da abordagem dos sistemas-mundo. Mais especificamente,
nas formulagcdes de Hopkins e Wallerstein sobre a nogao de cadeia mercantil, assim
como em desdobramentos posteriores nos trabalhos desses e de outros autores por
eles inspirados. Em termos gerais, trata-se de se investigar de forma aprofundada e
abrangente o nexo entre produgao, circulagao e consumo de mercadorias especificas.

Aprofundamento quanto a temporalidade histérica e abrangéncia quanto aos
circuitos espaciais e ao conjunto de relagdes envolvidas na divisdo internacional do
trabalho, visando expor a interdependéncia transnacional das atividades produtivas.
Nas palavras de Marques (2021, p. 675), “um retorno aos usos classicos do conceito
de cadeia mercantil pode oferecer um poderoso instrumento para compreendermos
a pluralidade de tempos que forma o capitalismo enquanto sistema historico e suas
mudancas no tempo”. Contudo, quanto ao método empregado, o retorno promovido
€ parcial, incompleto. Hopkins e Wallerstein tém uma proposta metodoldgica mais
complexa do que aquela efetivamente adotada por Marques, com uma ordem de
procedimentos bem definida. Trata-se de uma espécie de método progressivo-

' Tive a enorme satisfacdo de compor a mesa que discutiu a primeira versdo do artigo em tela no |
Simpdésio de Histdria Global da UFSC, em dezembro de 2018. Satisfacdo renovada pela oportunidade
de tecer estes comentarios para a revista Esbog¢os sobre o texto final. O propdsito aqui é provocar o
debate em torno de alguns aspectos que chamaram especialmente minha atengcdo. Nenhuma das
consideragdes aqui realizadas é capaz de solapar as evidentes e importantes contribuicées do artigo
de Leonardo Marques, dileto parceiro de trabalhos passados, presentes e futuros.
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-regressivo pelo qual a reconstituicdo comega com a analise da operacgao final (os
pontos para os quais o produto acabado foi enviado para consumo sao anotados
primeiro), voltando-se, no momento seguinte da analise, de forma sequencial e
retroativa, até o momento da obtengdo de insumos e matérias-primas (HOPKINS;
WALLERSTEIN, 1986, p. 159-160).

A aproximacgao sobre a producao, esfera na qual os autores dispensam maior
atengao, é realizada, em primeiro lugar, mediante a identificagdo das operagdes
produtivas principais. Cada uma delas representa um n6 da cadeia, com seus proprios
desdobramentos. Mapeia-se entdo multiplos subcomponentes, cada um com suas
préprias cadeias. O tipo de mao de obra empregada também deve ser explicitado,
indo-se da caracterizagao mais geral até o tipo de alimentacdo consumida. Todos
esses procedimentos constituem somente a primeira etapa na metodologia de analise
da producgado. A segunda etapa consiste em se registrar e analisar quatro atributos
para cada operagao ou né: (1) as caracteristicas gerais dos fluxos envolvendo cada
no (processos que o antecedem e o sucedem); (2) os tipos predominantes de relagoes
de producao no interior de cada nd; (3) a organizagao da producéo, incluindo a
tecnologia empregada e a escala da unidade produtiva; (4) a geografia das operagdes
em questdao. Como sustentam Hopkins e Wallerstein (1986, p. 161-162), um estudo
com esse nivel de detalhamento, além de identificar as feicdes assumidas pela divisdo
do trabalho na producé&o das mercadorias examinadas, permite que sejam avaliadas
as transformacoes estruturais na organizagao da cadeia.

Um ponto importante € que os autores afirmam que retrocedem em vez de
avancar em seu método por estarem muito mais interessados nas fontes de valor do
produto acabado do que nos multiplos usos das matérias-primas, o que, por si so,
cria uma questao para a perspectiva da historia ambiental. Leonardo Marques, por
seu turno, adota uma analise linear da cadeia das mercadorias que seleciona, dando
bastante destaque, logo de partida, para as matérias-primas empregadas no processo
produtivo, explicitando sua transformacao inicial e o impacto que gerado no meio
ambiente. A analise entao progride até as operacdes finais, abarcando alguns dos
pontos de analise sinalizados por Hopkins e Wallerstein, como as caracteristicas das
relacdes de producgao, tipo de mao de obra empregada e geografia das operagdes. A
cobrancga aqui nao é pela replicagao fidedigna da metodologia inicialmente elaborada
para o estudo da cadeia das mercadorias, mas pela problematizagcéo da diferenca e da
eventual necessidade de adaptacdo metodolégica tendo-se em vista o fim especifico
de uma histéria ambiental global.

Um segundo ponto do artigo ao qual chamarei atencdo diz respeito ao
comentario feito sobre o livro From Silver to Cocaine, uma coletanea que compreende
estudos também dedicados a cadeia mercantil (TOPIK; FRANK; MARICHAL, 2006).
Marques, embora reconhecga os varios méritos do volume, observa um distanciamento
em relagao a proposta de Hopkins e Wallerstein, que veem a cadeia mercantil como
um mote para a analise de processos sistémicos mais abrangentes. Diferentemente,
nos trabalhos que compde o livro, a cadeia mercantil acaba sendo um fim em si
mesmo. Marques atribui isso a uma “disciplinarizacdo excessiva da abordagem”,
cujos indicios séo a énfase no comércio — em detrimento das outras pontas extremas
da cadeia, produgao e consumo — em fungdo da maior disponibilidade de fontes,
bem como o abando da perspectiva tedrica que sustentava a formulacao original de
Hopkins e Wallerstein, que oferece “um poderoso instrumento para compreendermos
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a pluralidade de tempos que forma o capitalismo enquanto sistema histérico e suas
mudangas no tempo” (MARQUES, 2021, p. 675).

Sem sair em defesa de seu destinatario, destaco a substancia da critica. Chama
atencdo que empirismo exacerbado, redu¢cdo da unidade de analise e abandono
da teorizacdo do tempo histérico sdo tomados por nosso autor como sinais de
“disciplinarizacao excessiva da abordagem”. Muitas décadas atras, a histéria desceu
de sua arvore, procurando interpretar, explicar, em vez de somente reconstituir,
nutrindo-se, para isso, da interdisciplinaridade. Retroceder neste aspecto representa
indubitavelmente um problema, uma camisa de forgca epistemolégica. Ademais, em
termos mais especificos, ndo resta duvida de que uma histéria ambiental global
pode tirar muito proveito do modelo estabelecido no ambito da sociologia histérica
de Hopkins e Wallerstein. Mas tal proveito sera limitado caso a contribuicdo de nosso
oficio seja reduzida ao manejo de fontes de arquivo.

Nas palavras Marques (2021, p. 675), “um retorno aos usos classicos do conceito
de cadeia mercantil pode oferecer um poderoso instrumento para compreendermos
a pluralidade de tempos que forma o capitalismo enquanto sistema histérico e suas
mudangas no tempo”. E curioso um historiador de oficio procurar noutra seara
justamente tal capacidade, sendo sua propria ciéncia que em esséncia se ocupa da
dialética da duracéo. Inegavelmente, foi quando se enamoraram dos postulados de
Fernand Braudel, que os artifices da perspectiva do sistema mundial puderam acessar
em alguma medida a complexidade do tempo historico. Nada mais sintomatico que o
centro de estudos da Universidade de Binghamton tenha levado o nome do célebre
historiador francés.

William Sewell Jr. (2017, p. 20), em Loégicas da Histéria, fez uma interessante
reflexao sobre o intercambio possivel entre historiadores e cientistas sociais. Além
dos topicos de pesquisa particulares e de um conjunto de saberes sobre os usos
de fontes historicas, “os historiadores, qualquer que seja seu tépico particular,
também sabem algo mais: como pensar sobre as temporalidades da vida social’.
Neste ponto reside uma contribuicao valiosa de nossa parte. No entanto, falta-nos
muitas vezes sermos teoricamente autoconscientes e propositivos, qualidades
proeminentes entre nossos colegas cientistas sociais. Mais importante que isso,
porém, seria a forte inclinagao deles para o pensamento estrutural. “Enquanto os
historiadores tendem a se satisfazer com descricdes multifacetadas, mas no fim
casualmente difusas, os cientistas sociais tendem a escolher o que consideram
ser as caracteristicas casualmente mais importantes do mundo e a elaborar sua
dindmica sistematicamente” (SEWELL JR., 2017, p. 27).

Possivelmente, foi sobretudo esta ultima qualidade que atraiu Marques as
proposi¢des de Hopkins e Wallerstein. Mas faltou a contrapartida. Faltou fazer ressoar
sobre a cadeia mercantil as trombetas de Clio. O caminho seguro estava dado no
texto pelas referéncias diversas aos escritos de Fernand Braudel, que sem duvida
nao padece dos “bloqueios” identificados por Sewell Jr. Todavia, suas proposicoes
foram pingadas apenas para respaldar argumentos empiricos, ndo para embasar
formulagdes sobre a escrita da historia tendo-se em vista a incorporagao dos tempos
da natureza, objetivo primario do artigo.

A histdria traz um olhar especifico sobre o mundo social que ainda vale a pena
cultivar, ndo pela sua superioridade, mas pela sua substancia e alteridade. Isto pode
ser constatado, por exemplo, por meio de uma breve comparagdo entre as obras
magistrais de Fernand Braudel e Immanuel Wallerstein. O dialogo e a influéncia mutua
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entre os autores sdo notaveis. Ambos se perfilam em torno da nogao braudeliana
de economia-mundo e exploram a histéria do capitalismo em escala global. Mas a
configuracao dos respectivos volumes segue orientagdes consideravelmente distintas,
especialmente quanto as dinamicas temporais.

A maneira como eles demarcam cronologicamente o nascimento da economia-
-mundo capitalista ndo coincide exatamente. Braudel chega a retroceder até o
longinquo século 12, enquanto Wallerstein situa-o em um longo século 16. Mas o
problema das origens, novamente, ndo € o mais importante. A questao € a concepgao
mais geral. O modelo do historiador, que se limita a era “pré-industrial”’, compreende
um esquema tripartite que concentra cada um dos trés volumes de Civilizagao
material, economia e capitalismo numa dimenséao especifica do vivido: as estruturas
do cotidiano, a economia de mercado e o dominio propriamente do capitalismo. Tais
dimensdes se integram, mas de forma irregular, desigual e contraditoria. Ja a série de
livros de Wallerstein descreve e analisa momentos sucessivos do desenvolvimento do
sistema-mundo moderno, atingindo, no quarto volume, aquele citado por Marques, a
antessala da Primeira Grande Guerra.

Embora haja notavel sofisticacdo nas formas como Wallerstein delimita a
cronologia de seu grande objeto, identifica e analisa fendmenos de ritmos temporais
variados e teoriza a respeito da dialética envolvendo continuidades e transformacdes,
seu enfoque é claramente etapista e, mais importante, reduz a temporalidade a
dinamica mais imediata do sistema capitalista (algo que contaminou, por assim dizer,
o texto de Marques). Braudel, pelo contrario, pensa e considera ritmos temporais
que extravasam muito a duragao da economia-mundo capitalista, articulando tempo
e espaco de forma muito mais profunda. Essa diferenca nédo € nada trivial. Ela esta
relacionada, entre outros aspectos, a forma especifica como cada autor define
capitalismo. Para o sociologo, é a trama global que concatena producéo, distribuigao
€ consumo — 0 que evidentemente esta na base da nogao de cadeia da mercadoria
— em beneficio da reproducao incessante do Capital. Para Braudel, € apenas o nivel
superiordasrelagdes econémicas; aquela que se volta contra o mercado, encarna feitios
monopolistas e atinge lucratividade extraordinaria. Assim, temos enquadramentos,
explicagcdes e ganhos conceituais distintos a partir de perspectivas disciplinares, que
dialogam, por vezes convergem, mas mantém suas especificidades.

Sem buscar a fusdo completa, Marques poderia ter combinado elementos das
duas abordagens, aprofundando a analise da multiplicidade temporal de seu objeto.
Isso Ihe permitiria avancar de fato na incorporagao dos tempos da natureza, os quais,
nao obstante o anuncio do artigo, sdo escassamente tratados. Inegavelmente, e de
forma proficua, questdes ambientais aparecem no texto, especialmente na descrigéo
de formas de apropriacdo das matérias-primas para a produgdo das mercadorias
estudadas. Mas é muito pouco em termos de escala e profundidade. Nesse sentido,
cabe salientar que, embora critique a “disciplinarizacao excessiva”, nosso autor ignora
completamente os debates no campo das geociéncias.

Afinal, como fazer uma histéria ambiental global sem considerar o que gedgrafos,
gedlogos e até paleoclimatologistas tém a dizer sobre as mudangas climaticas e o
papel do ser humano? Existe consenso a respeito da forca geolégica humana nas
geociéncias? Como o desenvolvimento do capitalismo se encaixa na escala do
tempo profundo do planeta, para além de sua temporalidade imediata? O estudo da
cadeia mercantil, embora tdo promissor quanto ha quarenta anos, precisa, nos dias
correntes, estar associado a um aprofundamento da geo-histéria a luz da reflexao
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incessante sobre as temporalidades da histéria e dos avangos das Ciéncias da Terra.
Como destaca Chakrabarty (2020, p. 52-53), “os processos planetarios, inclusive
aqueles em que os seres humanos interferiram, operam em cronologias diferentes,
algumas compativeis com os tempos humanos, outras vastamente maiores do que
esta envolvido em célculos humanos”.
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ABSTRACT

This rejoinder addresses many of the issues raised by the commentaries of Crislayne Alfagali, Jack
Bouchard, Mary Draper, Waldomiro Lourengo Jr, and Jason Moore regarding my article, “Commodity
Chains and the Global Environmental History of the Colonial Americas”. Like that article, this piece is
divided into three different sections. First, | discuss several issues related to the discipline, and take the
opportunity to further develop some arguments from my initial intervention, particularly the discussion
on methodological nationalism. Next, | survey the potentialities and limits of the history of commodities
to think about the history of capitalism. Finally, in the third and last section, | explore the debate on the
knowledge of Africans and Amerindians in the construction of the Atlantic world as a strategy to tie many
of the issues discussed throughout the text.
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insights as can be seen in the debate section of the current issue of Esbogos. My

initial contribution was written after an invitation to present a paper at the First
Symposium of Global History, hosted at the Federal University of Santa Catarina
in 2019. Since then | was able to reconsider and refine some of my readings and
arguments based on our initial discussion, beginning with the original title of my piece
(“Commodity Chains and the Global Environmental History of the Colonial Americas”).
The commodity chain approach is but one promising way to write commodity history,
not the only one. My intention was to offer a broader overview of different forms of
writing based on the historical trajectories of specific commodities. The reference to a
“global environmental history” in turn was also not the best description of my interests,
since | am less interested in discussing the specific fields of environmental history
and global history (in this sense, | fully agree with the excellent comments offered by
Jack Bouchard on both fields) than in thinking about the specific history of capitalism
and the place of nature in it based on a concept of plural time. Finally, | decided to
change “Colonial Americas”, plural, to “Colonial America”, singular. Thus instead of
circumventing the long dispute over the concept of America, as its plural form stimulates
us to do, | kept the concept in its original continental interpretation for reasons that |
believe will be clearer by the end of this essay."

I t is a great honor to have my own article discussed in such detail and with such

HISTORY AND HISTORIOGRAPHY OF CAPITALISM, IN
CAPITALISM

Notwithstanding the many critiques of the works of Immanuel Wallerstein
over the last half century (some of them fair, others not), one of his most important
contributions was to seriously consider the relationship between capitalism and the
structures of knowledge of the modern world, including the social sciences. At the time
of his writing, that meant challenging the modernization theories that were hegemonic
in North American universities and that were part of the author’s own education.
Wallerstein was obviously not the first one to challenge the modernizing paradigm, and
considered himself to be only one of a long lineage of critics, incorporating fundamental
contributions from Latin American, Caribbean, and African social scientists; he was
nonetheless one of its harshest and most persistent critics, carefully considering
the usefulness of concepts such as “society,” which has in fact been widely used in
unreflective ways and not only by modernization theorists. The idea of a world-system
emerged in this process as part of his work as an Africanist during the 1960s and his
growing perception that the prescriptions offered by modernization ideologues took
the nation state as their unit of analysis (and, consequently, of action), ignoring wider
processes - especially the capitalist world-economy and the interstate system that
supported it - that shaped and was shaped by those national realities.?

| begin with these considerations because one of the main aspects of my initial
contribution was indeed to suggest that historians have a lot to gain from a serious
dialogue with the world-systems perspective. The search for this dialogue comes from

' On the concept of América cf. Moya (2011, p. 5).
2 For an overview of his trajectory and the world systems perspective, cf. Wallerstein (2000).
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the perception that we are living in a structural crisis of various levels, or an eco-crisis,
to use the term of Luiz Marques (2018), which has in capitalism its fundamental motor.
Thus my interest in the debates generated by global history are connected to an effort
to understand the structural dimension and longue durée characteristics of capitalism
as a historical system, a system that is at the basis of our crisis, as well as the place of
colonialism within its development. In this first section | would like to explore two less
central arguments from Crislayne Alfagali’'s and Mary Draper’s comments (to which
| return in the third section), related to theoretical frameworks, and one more central
in Waldomiro Lourengo Jr’s comment, on interdisciplinarity, in order to expand this
discussion on our discipline and the history of capitalism.

| agree with Alfagali that there are various efforts to integrate the history of
colonial Brazil to broader processes and that the Atlantic has been perceived as a
“space that connects the history of Brazil to the history of the world” (2021, p. 730).
However, | would like to emphasize the differences between those perspectives
because | don'’t think that the expansion of empirical research can solve one of the
main problems outlined in my article, which is how to think of the colonial Americas
as part of the history of capitalism. To further explore one of the examples cited in
her commentary, the concept of the “Atlantic system” used by Fragoso, Guedes, and
Krause (2013) is largely used as a synonym of empire in the book. References to
capitalism briefly appear in discussions of the English empire, but the common idea
in many of Fragoso’s works, including this one, is that capitalism was born in England
and from there it spread to the rest of the world after the Industrial Revolution; there
are frequent references to an ideal capitalist world, governed by the rules of supply and
demand, in opposition to the catholic logic of the “Portuguese Atlantic system” (for a
critical assessment, cf. MARQUES; MARQUESE, 2020). One of the main inspirations
here is the work of Robert Brenner, which | discuss further in the following section.
A radically different conceptualization of the “Atlantic system” can in turn be found in
the work of Marcial Berbel, Rafael Marquese, and Tamis Parron, Slavery and Politics
(2010) (which | had the opportunity to translate into English a few years later). Here the
concept was used to describe two sets of empires (the Iberian Atlantic system and its
northwestern European counterpart), which were in turn constituted and constitutive
of historical capitalism. It is a “set of sets,” to cite the Braudelian formulation, which
makes this historical Atlantic a fundamental component of the history of capitalism.

This is connected to one of the main points of my article: the commodity approach
can help avoid the separation of Atlantic empires into reified units and move towards
a truly systemic understanding, one that reveals not only the connections between
these different empires, but their place within the broader reality of the capitalist world-
system, as Dale Tomich has noted (2004, p. 233). This is what | try to show with my
brief discussion of Brazilian gold. The connection between slaves diving in the rivers of
Minas Gerais and the expansion of the access to money in eighteenth century Britain
was not merely a historical curiosity, but a key component of the making of the modern
world. Are there different “social logics” in Minas Gerais and London? Obviously
yes. But they are connected by capital, just like the intensification of the explotation
of slaves in the Caribbean sugar islands was articulated to the expansion of new
patterns of consumption and labor in northwest Europe, one of many other possible
examples that can be explored when we consider the historical trajectory of specific
commodities. Tying all this together is a specific conceptualization of capitalism and
of the place of the Atlantic world in it. While exhaustive archive research is important,
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the conceptualization and theoretical clarity that will give meaning to that material is
equally crucial.

Mary Draper suggests that the recent approach of a “Vast Early America,” born
within the Ohomundro Institute of Early American History and Culture, offers a powerful
way to deal with the many problems raised in my original contribution. Here | would like
to further explore the so-called “methodological nationalism” that was only superficially
discussed in my first intervention, dealing with the Brazilian and US historiographies
without paying attention to the different educational systems, with their circuits of ideas
and people, and to the different positions of each country in the world system.® Adetailed
analysis of these differences would exceed the limits of the present rejoinder, but it is
important to note that in the US much of Global History (or Atlantic, or imperial, among
other variants) often carries a hidden nationalism within its supposed universalism. |
have not read so many works inspired by the “Vast Early America” approach and | think
that the excellent examples described by Draper speak for themselves. But having
read the founding text by Karen Wulf, cited by Draper, | am not sure whether this is not
another historiographical creation to “integrate the Other into a cosmopolitan narrative
on our terms, in our tongues,” to repeat Adelman’s citation that opens my original article.
“A capacious approach to early America shows us a past that was infinitely complex,
dynamic, globally connected, and violent,” Wulf argues, “and it also still shows us -
better shows us - the origins of an ambitious, powerful, and democratic nation” (WULF,
2019). How far are we from a teleological approach that takes the nation state - the US,
to be more specific - as its point of arrival? To reinforce an earlier point: my critique of
“‘methodological nationalism” is not only the search for a broader approach, but part of
the perception that capitalism is a historical system that transcends traditional political
frontiers since its inception, thus my call for a stronger dialogue with the world systems
perspective. Unfortunately, Wulf’s piece does not have any reference to capitalism or
capital. Our starting (and arrival) points are, therefore, radically different. While Wulf is
looking at the diversity at origins of an “ambitious, powerful, and democratic nation,” |
am interested in a critical approach that considers the motor of the structural eco-crisis
of our times, which includes the democratic regimes themselves. This is why | have
used, since my first intervention, Wallerstein’s concept of “centrist-liberalism”, which is
part of what he describes as the “geoculture” of capitalism. In spite of all its problems,
it helps us think about our own research agendas and historiographical practices.

Methodological nationalism is less ashamed of itself in Brazil and in the
humanities here we focus mainly on ourselves, a reflection of our peripheral position in
the world. We import manufactured products from the center (concepts and theoretical
references) and occasionally export primary goods (primary sources and specific
studies of them). How many historians on the pages of William and Mary Quarterly
(or American Historical Review or Past and Present or [fill in with the mainstream
North Atlantic journal of your preference]) have used theoretical perspectives coming
from Latin America in the construction of their arguments? Aren’t there theoretical
works that are good enough to establish more serious dialogues with North Atlantic
historiography? | don’t think this is the case. After all, cepaline thought and dependency
theory are the basis of the world systems perspective. Some of the richest reflections
on the relationship between capitalism and slavery, to mention another example,

3 | would like to thank Rafael Faraco Benthien for calling my attention to this problem.
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were produced by Brazilian marxism in the 1960s and 1970s, as | have tried to show
in a recent work (MARQUES, 2022). However, precisely when a global neoliberal
adjustment took place, during the 1980s and 90s, we became satisfied with our
peripheral condition, opening franchises of the latest historiographical turns produced
in great academic centers of the North Atlantic in opposition to a supposedly amateur
historiographical past, a sort of pre-history of the discipline in which archives were not
very well known.

The point here is not to seek refuge in some sort of academic third-worldism;
after all, one of the main figures discussed here is Immanuel Wallerstein, a US
sociologist. But | would like to stress that his perspective (as well as that of other
researchers associated with the Fernand Braudel Center), although frequently
described as outdated by many historians, was the product of an open dialogue with
social scientists established outside the main traditional circuits of the North Atlantic.
A quick look at the pages of Review, the journal of the FBC, shows the presence
of a large number of authors from different parts of the world since its early issues,
with high-quality theoretical and methodological debates that dealt with issues that
are frequently the same ones that historians behind the latest historiographical turns
present as completely new (for other examples, cf. MARQUES, 2020). The concept of
second slavery, which has inspired a number of works in Brazil and the United States,
and that was created by Dale Tomich within the Fernand Braudel Center, was largely
inspired by the theoretical perspectives of figures such as Maria Sylvia de Carvalho
Franco e Anténio Barros de Castro (cf. MARQUESE; SALLES, 2016).

In this sense, | agree with Waldomiro Lourengo Jr. when he argues that
interdisciplinarity is a constitutive aspect of our historiographical practices. | would
still argue, however, that this has not stopped disciplinary prophets from outlining and
guiding the sort of interdisciplinary dialogue that should be open to the field (BENTHIEN,
2020). Itis true that “history has descended from its tree many years ago” (LOURENCO
JR, 2021, p. 768), but a lot has also changed since the open dialogue with geography,
sociology, psychology, linguistics, and anthropology that marked the birth of the Annales
school with Febvre and Bloch. Looking at the history of the discipline might be useful
here as well. See, for example, the interdisciplinary proposal that Giovanni Levi (2018)
offers in his evaluation of Global History, which privileges literature and a certain kind
of anthropology against historical sociology and its “broad generalizations.” The “use of
the microscope” should be the tool for “historians to be in touch with primary sources
and archives, thus being capable of formulating new readings and questions.” The
archive then becomes the starting point for questions that should at least relativize the
weight of the old categories of the social sciences.

In Brazil, to go back to the example given by Alfagali, Fragoso opens his book
with the observation that the “novelty of the profession of historian in Brazil” in the
1980s revealed “the precarity of previous historiographical interpretations, thus making
it necessary to get down to business and work in the archives” (FRAGOSO, 2013, p.
7). In relation to the history of slavery, Silvia Lara in turn believes that in response to
“broad explanatory schemes” we should look “at the primary sources in its vastness
of individual registers, without a theory that hierarchizes what is or isn’t ‘important,
what can or cannot be ‘exemplary.” In this way we can reveal the “complexity of
social processes;” an urgent task, in her view, “especially when some of us revive
old systemic interpretations of slavery, recovering explanatory logics and debates of
decades ago” (LARA, 2018, p. 17). The different citations above show a tendency
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that has become very strong in the discipline (and this is the reason why | spoke of a
possible “disciplining” of the perspective of commodity chains by the editors of From
Silver to Cocaine), which is a sort of legacy from the linguistic and cultural turns, as Gary
Wilder argues in an outstanding essay, and that, ironically, bring together “empiricist
historians” and “historians influenced by poststructuralism” in a shared “allergy to
structural explanation”. The archive then becomes the instrument for producing small
truths, glimpses of light in a world of darkness created by the old approaches, which
are seen as invariably mechanistic and teleological. Based on the archive, generic
conclusions are then offered as great theoretical insights, such as the “indetermination”
of social reality, the multicausality of processes, the limits of power (WILDER, 2012, p.
730). Complexity has become the privileged refuge of the historian, demarcating and
restricting the permitted and desirable interdisciplinarities.

Although speaking of interdisciplinarity as an inescapable aspect of our
discipline, Lourenco Jr. is somewhat surprised by the proposed dialogue with the work
of Wallerstein and Hopkins, lamenting the use | make of Fernand Braudel - in his view,
cited only to reinforce empirical arguments. But doesn’t the passage of my text that
calls his attention (“the concept of commodity chain can offer a powerful instrument
to understand the plurality of times of capitalism as a historical system and its shifts
over time”), cited three times in his commentary, express a perspective inspired
by a braudelian theory of plural times? When | argue that a careful reading of The
Mediterranean does not fit the description that Chakrabarty makes of Braudel, | mean
that the latter offers powerful theoretical tools to deal with the same problems raised by
the Indian historian, the same ones that Lourencgo repeats in the conclusion of his text.
Notwithstanding the differences between Wallerstein and Braudel, and | agree with the
comparison offered by him, it is precisely the dialogue between these two figures, and
others associated with them, that interests me here. This is why | also did not restrict
myself to the original formulation of Hopkins and Wallerstein (curiously, while surprised
by my interest on this formulation, Lourengo Jr. believes that | did not fully explore their
approach as | should have done), preferring instead to look at a few works that, in my
view, expanded their original perspective in new, richer directions.

COMMODITIES AND MONEY

In his commentary, Bouchard raises fundamental questions about an approach
focusing on commodities. One of the most important is related to the difficulties of
the histories of commodities to shift from one scale to another. According to him, it
is impossible to inductively build an understanding of global capitalism based on a
commodity chain (or a group of them, | would add). Michael Taussig’s critique of Wolf
and Mintz, which | briefly discuss in my article, points to that difficulty. As Bouchard
argues, “we must have a conception of global capitalism in order to write the kinds of
commodity-chain histories which have analytic power, in order to link the commodity
to something greater” (BOUCHARD, 2021, p. 708). | agree with his statement and
believe that historians of capitalism must engage, for example, with the bibliography on
critical theories of capitalism, an essential move to think about the categories that we
use in our historical narratives. Just like Marx offered an enduring critique of political
economy, these works offer powerful tools for us to think about the analytical categories
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inherited from the modernizing paradigm, which shaped and continues to influence
social sciences as a whole.*

However, | also do not think that this analytical movement can be made exclusively
from “logical-deductive” concepts, in a procedure that usually leads to the projection
of a homogeneous time of capital over historical reality (HAROOTUNIAN, 2015). In
the specific case of Marx’s Capital, Dale Tomich argues, the theoretical categories
help us structure the historical investigation but do not replace historical analysis and
interpretation; it is necessary to move from a historical theory to a theoretical history.
Such a movement allows “histories to be reconstructed as histories of capital expressed
through the histories of nations, states, and empires rather than formulated as histories
of nations, states, or societies” (TOMICH, 2015, p. 367). The same is true for the history
of commodities, which can then become more than the histories of cotton, sugar, guns,
or money. | would only add that the movement between these different forms of reflection
must be a permanent exercise, so that historical theories and theoretical histories become
part of a unified movement to understand the past and present of world capitalism.®

On top of this fundamental premise, which | believe is shared by more than one
commentator (although differences certainly exist in terms of which theories are more
or less appropriate for our main subject, the history of capitalism), Bouchard also lists
four more practical points for us to build more effective histories of commodities. The
first one is to expand the number of histories of commodities, a suggestion that | could
not disagree with. These histories of commodities, however, will only be effective if
they are explored within the broader theoretical discussion that Bouchard, myself, and
many others are calling for. Otherwise we might end up with histories of commodities
as a pile of bricks that do not necessarily lead to stronger foundations.

The suggestion must also be qualified by Bouchard’s previous comments on the
limits of studies focusing on a single commodity, as he shows in the excellent example
of cod. We must indeed avoid by all means the temptation to inflate the importance
of our objects of research, paying attention to the broader relations that are part of
that history, not only in the sphere of production (one of the strongest points in the
original contribution of Hopkins and Wallerstein), but also in the competition with other
commodities in the spheres of circulation and consumption, as Bouchard notes. And
all this should be understood in processual terms, which is what | believe the author is
telling us with his stimulating discussion of the ship as a “macro-organism”. With more
space and time, the case of Brazilian gold, for example, could be explored with more
attention to the many activities that made mining possible in the first place, as well as
its reproduction over time, looking at the development of the foodstuff producing sector
that fed enslaved laborers or the many tools used in the extraction and refinement of
the yellow metal. The circulation and consumption of this gold, in turn, can only be

4 By “critical theories of value” | mean a great number of works that, despite their differences, explore the
more philosophical aspects of the work of Marx and his conceptualization of capital. For an overview,
cf. Elbe (2013).

5| emphasize this point because, in my view, this philosophical discussion around capital also has much to
gain from a more serious dialogue with historians, going beyond a dogmatic categorical critique, such as
that offered in Kurz (2014). Joseph Fracchia’s (2004) critique of Moishe Postone (which can be extended
to Kurz and much of this bibliography linked to the “critique of value”) around the relationship between
transhistorical categories and historically specific categories of capitalism (or any another economic-social
formation) points precisely to some problems present in the historical theory underlying such works.
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fully understood with reference to other precious metals, as Braudel and many other
historians of his generation knew all too well; dialectics that are not as clear in some
recent discussions on the global circulation of silver (e.g. POMERANZ, 2000, p. 269-
273). In the early eighteenth century, the expansion of the flows of silver to Asia was
strongly connected to the ascension of Brazilian gold, as discussed in a recent co-
authored article with Rafael Marquese (MARQUES; MARQUESE, 2020).

Having said that, | do not think that the focus on a single commaodity is necessarily
problematic. Some sort of selection is always necessary since a total history (in its most
vulgar sense of totality by addition) of commodities seems to be an impossible task for
any one individual or group. The most important procedure is to always consider the
commodity as a unit of observation instead of a unit of analysis, that is, to avoid closing
the history of the commodity in itself. By doing this we can not only find entanglements
such as the ones between Brazilian gold and US ships that | explore at the end of
my article, but also keep the systemic dimension - that of historical capitalism - as
a key element that gives meaning to that history and is itself formed by it. Such a
procedure can be used in studies other than that of commodity histories; from very
specific regional histories to the history of great nations, from the biographies of great
merchants to that of a single slave. Braudel’s advice about the dangers of the division
between the economic, the political, and the cultural are worth remembering here:
“In practice, | can only recommend that when making out divisions we try to keep an
overall vision in mind: this is bound to loom up here and there in the argument and will
always tend to reintroduce unity, warning against false assumptions that society is a
simple matter” (BRAUDEL, 2016, p. 460).

This takes me to the second point raised by Bouchard, on thinking about
the world system as an ecological relation instead of purely economic. The double
objective of my article was to explore the brief history of two specific commodities to
show how the approach allowed an articulation of the colonial history of the Americas
to the history of capitalism and, in this process, incorporate the temporality of nature.
However, as Bouchard and other commentators have noted, | ended up focusing
more on the first aspect, especially in the case of Brazilian gold. | would only like to
stress that, like Bouchard and Jason Moore, especially when the latter argues that the
modern world system “is a world-ecology” (MOORE, 2021, p. 743), | try to understand
the development of capitalism through nature and not only in the dualistic terms of its
devastation. In this sense the central goal was to think how a mineral and its extractive
processes were constitutive of the history of capital, although | do agree that, with
more time and space, the issue could have been better explored. This is what | tried to
do in another recent work, inspired by a small, but extremely rich bibliography on the
environmental history of mining in Brazil (MARQUES, no prelo b).

Bouchard’s second point is also connected to the third, on the need to seriously
consider consumption, which in turn raises questions about structures of thought and
cultural practices. This passage of his commentary shows that the classic separation
between economic, political, and cultural history, a separation that also bothers Alfagali,
is not very useful when trying to think about capitalism as a historical system, specially
when used in rigid ways, to go back to Braudel’s earlier point. “Not that | believe,” the
French historian argues,

that capitalism can [...] be explained by material or social factors
or social relationships, but one thing seems to me to be beyond
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doubt: capitalism cannot have emerged from a single confined
source: economics played a part, politics played a part, society
played a part, and culture and civilization played a part. So too
did history, which often decided in the last analysis who will win a
trial of strength (BRAUDEL, 2016, p. 402-403).

The approach focusing on commodities is one of the tools to explore these different
parts, including the ecological, and their dynamic articulations over time and space.
Moore seems to move in that direction when arguing that commodity frontiers cannot
be understood only in economic terms because they are the result of geocultural and
geopolitical processes that create the conditions for their expansion (MOORE, 2021).

The last point raised by Bouchard, which is very stimulating and perhaps the
the most divergent in relation to my initial contribution, is that we should shift our focus
from “flows” to “transformations,” the latter understood as “moments when the physical,
cultural and economic properties of the commodity are changed through human
action” (BOUCHARD, 2021, p. 710). The contrast between flows and transformations
carries some resemblance with the separation between circulation and production that
appeared in Marxist debates on the transition to capitalism, the same ones that are at
the center of Moore’s contribution. Bouchard does not approach the issue in the same
rigid terms of those debates, but | am not sure if our focus should really move from
flows to transformations, as suggested by the author. Productive processes are indeed
strategic moments to track the appropriation and transformation of extra-human nature,
but one of our greatest challenges is to understand them as part of a contradictory
whole. In this sense, flows appear to be dialectically inseparable from transformations.
As Marx suggests, “production, distribution, exchange, and consumption” are “members
of a totality, distinctions within a unit” (MARX, 2016, p. 53). This articulation appears
in a more concrete way, for example, in the famous statement by Moore that “Wall
Street is a way of organizing nature” (MOORE, 2011), an idea that largely inspires my
insistence on the connection between London and the mining frontiers of Portuguese
America.® Instead of shifting the focus, therefore, | believe that only by treating all these
different spheres in an integrated way that we can write a materialist history (in the end,
the source of my interest on environmental history) of highly abstract processes such
as the reconfiguration and generalization of money in the modern era.

When talking about the reconfiguration and generalization of money in the
modern era | am obviously talking about the history of capitalism, whose origins
occupy pride of place in Moore’s commentary. Although my initial piece did not deal
with this specific issue, Moore offers a great contribution by moving the conversation
to the debate on the transition, a discussion that can certainly help us think about
the contemporary challenges imposed by the environmental collapse (or crisis, in the
Wallersteinian sense used by Moore).” The author significantly advanced one of the

6 A connection that is also explored by Moore himself in his exceptional analysis of the ascension of
Amsterdam in the seventeenth century (MOORE, 2010).

7| completely agree with Moore’s critique of the perspective of Jared Diamond and others. The idea of
“environmental collapse” in my piece is inspired by the work of Luiz Marques (2018), which has a wide
circulation in Brazilian academia and certainly does not support the sort of neomalthusian/neohobbesian
perspective that can be found in part of the green thought. | agree that “crisis” or “eco-crisis”, as Marques
himself uses in his work, might be an even more useful concept than environmental collapse.
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“‘nondebates” of the 1970s, as described by Giovanni Arrighi (1998), by combining
elements of the perspective of Robert Brenner and Immanuel Wallerstein to present a
rich interpretation of the history of the capitalist world system that places class struggle
atits center. | am not sure, however, if the separation between circulation and production
that animated many of those earlier debates can be dismissed as a misperception,
since the same kind of logic can still be found in a large number of works inspired by
Brenner’s perspective, which continues to conflate everything under the rubric of a
“‘commercialization model” (WOOD, 2002, p. 11-21). Even critics of Brenner reproduce
this opposition, repeating some of the problems that we can find in much of Political
Marxism (e.g. ANIEVAS; NISANCIOGLU, 2015, p. 171-172).

The other great “nondebate” of the 1970s discussed by Arrighi, that between
Wallerstein and Braudel (which is briefly discussed by Lourenco Jr.), can help us
advance in this discussion. Despite all possible criticisms of the ambiguities and
categories used by Braudel, few historians understood and explored so well the dynamic
relationship between these different spheres of capitalism as the French historian.
By outlining the essential quality of capitalism as its “unlimited flexibility, its capacity
for change and adaptation,” Braudel avoids rigid separations such as that between
commercial, industrial, and financial capitalism, usually thought of as chronological
phases by some marxists. For him, capitalism is at home ground in the long distance
trade and finances of the early modern era, but this did not stop it from engaging with
productive enterprises such as the slave plantations of the Caribbean, the modernity
of which impressed figures such as W. Sombart and C.L.R. James in the first half of
the last century, and became even more clear when compared to the challenges that
capital faced in Europe itself. Here is one of the greatest merits of Braudel: dealing with
the expansion of capitalism in processual terms, paying attention to its multiple scales
and the unequal development that came from them. “Every activity had to overcome
the obstacle of physical distance,” the historian argues in Mediterranean, and “it is with
a constant awareness of the problems of distance that the Mediterranean economy
with its inevitable delays, endless preparations, and recurrent breakdowns must be
appreciated” (BRAUDEL, 2016, p. 375).

The relativization of the separation between financial, commercial, and industrial
capitalism (and, consequently, that between production and circulation) is explicitly
incorporated by Wallerstein (1991). The actual “nondebate” between the two, according
to Arrighi, could be found in their different conceptualizations of capitalism and the
search for its origins in distinct places: “Wallerstein looks for them in the organization
of agricultural production in the territorial states of northwestern Europe” while Braudel
“looks for them in the organization of long-distance trade and high finance in the
city-states of northern Italy.” This is a fundamental difference because | believe that,
following in the footsteps of Braudel, we should read Iberian overseas expansion over
the long sixteenth century in relation to the expansion of the capitalism of the Italian
city-states instead of the territorial states of northwest Europe in the mid-seventeenth
century. The Mediterranean, with its world connections, is a more appropriate unit
of analysis to understand the early overseas expansion than Portugal or Spain or
even the Iberian Peninsula, if considered in isolation (BRAUDEL, 2016; VERLINDEN,
1953). However, Brenner and many scholars inspired by his work treat those spaces
in rigid ways, imposing on them the feudal label and making reference to them as the
antithesis of the capitalist states of northwest Europe, especially England. Even critics
such as Anievas e Nisancioglu, who try to incorporate the history of colonialism into the
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history of capitalism, argue that “the plundering of the Americas functioned as a means
of ‘primitive accumulation’ on a Europe-wide basis which overwhelmingly benefited
two latecomers, Holland and England, at the expense of the more (feudally) advanced
colonising powers, Spain and Portugal” (ANIEVAS; NISANCIOGLU, 2015, p. 143).
The units become isolated; the contribution of Iberian powers - feudal by nature - to the
development of capitalism is somewhat involuntary, a contribution through the process
of “primitive accumulation” for the real capitalism of England of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. There is not a word about the Italian financial capitalism and its
absolutely central role in the Iberian expansion of the early modern era. Thus when
Anievas and Nisancioglu decide to focus on the specific role of slave plantations
in America for the development of capitalism, the analysis becomes profoundly
anglocentric. This is not surprising since the two authors isolated and put the Iberian
world into the feudal “box” - as, in some ways, Jodao Fragoso also does.

With this rigid contrast between Northwest Europe and the Iberian world, this
marxist historiography is very close to institutionalist studies that take an ideal capitalism
(represented in practice by England) as its main theoretical basis. Perhaps the origins
of this problem can be found in the colonial world itself, with the slow penetration of
images of the leyenda negra into European economic thought, especially in Britain. In
the seventeenth century John Locke spoke of how ‘it is death in Spain to export money:
and yet they, who furnish all the world with gold and silver, have least of it amongst
themselves. Trade fetches it away from that lazy and indigent people, notwithstanding
all their artificial and forced contrivances to keep it there” (LOCKE, 1824, p. 72).
This statement, repeated by many mercantilists of the following century, expressed
a worldview that would reappear, in different ways, in a number of works of political
economy in the following centuries, at times emphasizing the bad quality of institutions,
at others the persistence of specific cultural traits. It is possible to track elements
of this comparison, under a new guise, in modernization theories or even in recent
works on global inequalities. In other words: the rigid separation between England
and Spain (or northwest Europe and the Iberian world) became part of the geoculture
of capitalism, appearing in the contemporary historiography of various theoretical
persuasions. lronically, the construction of the linear temporality of Eurocentrism in the
long sixteenth century, which received a fundamental Iberian contribution, as Anievas
and Nisancioglu show, would eventually be reinforced by the construction of an internal
Other within Europe itself, represented by that same Iberian world.

Braudel can help us overcome those static structures of knowledge. Although
frequently criticized for a certain flexibility or even imprecision in the way he uses
his concepts, his intuitions open extremely rich possibilities of research (after all, an
excessively rigorous history in theoretical terms is as useful for historical reconstruction
as the poorest empiricism). One of them was his concern with the Italian city states,
which offer a different perspective on the Iberian expansion, emphasizing its broader
context and rejecting simple formulas, or the “false assumptions that society is a
simple matter.” Braudel is not always explicit about this, but what is emerging in some
Italian city-states is a new form of money, and this is an essential aspect to understand
capitalism in the past or today.? As Jairus Banaji argues, “the expansion of capital was
an intrinsically global process, not least because it was spearheaded by the most liquid

8 This is a key argument in the work of Geoffrey Ingham (2004), a great reader of the Annales School.
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and mobile forms of wealth which, strangely, Marxists have been reluctant to deal with
and prefer to dismiss as ‘antediluvian” (BANAJI, 2018). Braudel in fact shows ways in
which a history of commodities can explore such changes, looking at the interconnected
history of various precious metals and the new financial developments of capitalism.
In his own words, “actual transactions involving merchandise and artificial transactions
on the money market figure side by side” (BRAUDEL, 2016, p. 439).

THE SUBORDINATION, DESTRUCTION, AND INSUBORDINATION
OF KNOWLEDGE BY CAPITAL

In their comments, Crislayne Alfagali e Mary Draper raise the excellent point
about the importance of the knowledge of Amerindians and Africans for the making
of the Atlantic world. | fully agree that this must be a central theme for any history of
Atlantic commodities, not to mention Atlantic history in general. Looking at the historical
trajectory of tobacco and chocolate, for example, Marcy Norton (2008) shows how a
history of commodities can put the incorporation of those knowledges at the center
of its narrative. More recently, Norton (2017) has reinforced that point by calling for a
new conceptualization of technology that includes practices related to food, medicine,
cures, the domestication of animals and plants, besides extractive activities connected
to metals, pearls, and timber, among many other forms of landscape manipulation,
as Draper also shows based on a rich recent bibliography. The example of manioc,
mentioned by Alfagali, fits perfectly here, as the excellent research on tubers by
Francesca Bray and others show (BRAY et al., 2019). Similarly, the ancient history
of Amerindian manipulation of forests in New England was a condition for the history
of timber extraction in the colonial era, as | try to show in my article with the brief
discussion of the North American shipbuilding industry.

In the case of gold mining in Brazil, Alfagali mentions the practical knowledge
of Africans related to the manipulation of metals and its possible circulation in the
mining zones. The theme has received good contributions in Brazilian historiography,
but can be further explored, as Alfagali's own work shows, especially in a context
of growing databases that are helping us better understand the origins of enslaved
Africans - | am thinking, for example, about the possibilities offered by the analysis of
African names (ANDERSON et al., 2013). In another recent piece about gold in Brazil,
| also put the knowledge of Amerindians and Africans at the center of my analysis
(MARQUES, no prelo). The Amerindian case is particularly interesting because
there is no evidence that the originary peoples living in the zones that would later be
transformed by mining had any experience with the extraction or manipulation of gold,
as was the case in other parts of America such as Hispaniola or New Granada. Still,
indigenous knowledge was key for mining enterprises, from the ancient paths built
by those peoples to their technologies in the making of boats or the domestication
of plants. The central inspiration here is Sérgio Buarque de Holanda, whose classic
Caminhos e fronteiras (2008) places the violent subordination of indigenous peoples
and the incorporation of their knowledge as an absolutely fundamental element for
the settlement of Portuguese America. Moreover, mining experts from the neighboring
territories of Spanish America were brought to the colony, as the same Sérgio Buarque
(2007) shows, carrying with them techniques and practices that were also shaped by
Amerindian and African knowledge in areas such as New Granada and Peru.
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Besides showing the importance of that knowledge on commaodity circuits, one
of the most important aspects of the approach discussed here is that it allows us to
understand how this process was itself part of the history of capitalism. A history of
knowledge in the Atlantic that only celebrates the Amerindian and African capacity to
think and act, or their humanity, to mention the great mark of the social history of slavery
in the last half century (cf. SCOTT, 2014, p. 111), fulfills the important role of showing
the diversity of agents that built the world in which we live, but can also be easily
incorporated by centrist-liberalism, since it fits all too well in a present where the main
political challenge is to improve a well established democratic system. Something like
“the multicultural origins” of our times, the last phase of the great human adventure.®
The problem is that it is precisely this world that is at the basis of the contemporary eco-
crisis. In methodological terms, the main danger is to reproduce the “common sense
bourgeois realism” (SAHLINS, 2001, p. 20) that pervades many works dedicated to
show the “agency” of subaltern peoples, leading to a methodological individualism that
simply ignores the vast literature on action and structure in the social sciences.®

The great synchronizer of those multiple times - from the millennial knowledge
accumulated in different parts of the world to the more immediate time of production,
circulation, and consumption of commodities - is capitalism and it is this structural
dimension that cannot be forgotten in the analysis. This is in fact a field that could be
further explored by a theoretical history. The last decades have witnessed the appearance
of a number of works on the role of knowledge in capitalism, with a few even talking
of a “cognitive capitalism” as the main form of the system today. However, the few
reflections that explore the theme in historical terms use very restricted interpretations
of the history of capitalism. Carlo Vercellone, for example, presents a linear narrative
of three phases of capitalism, the first (from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries)
was characterized by formal subsumption, with works in the putting-out system and
artisans in general controlling knowledge; the following industrial phase was marked
by the simplification of activities and the incorporation of knowledge in the form of
fixed capital and business organization; finally, since the crisis of Fordism we have
entered into “cognitive capitalism,” marked by “diffuse intellectuality” and the central
role of the production of knowledge at a moment when labor has supposedly become
increasingly imaterial (VERCELLONE, 2007). Besides the many criticisms coming from
the sociology of contemporary labor, it is worth asking how a broader conception of the
history of capitalism, as the one offered here, in which the knowledge and technologies of
Africans, Amerindians, Europeans, and Asians were widely appropriated, reconfigured,
and exploited since the long sixteenth century, could contribute to this conversation.

Not everything, however, was appropriated; much was also destroyed. Entire
languages disappeared and with them much knowledge of the world - the epistemicides
that Boaventura de Souza Santos (2015) talks about. The historiography of agency

9 See, for example, representations that slave action in the Haitian Revolution produced an expansion
of illustrated values initially formulated only for the white man. This seems to me to be the sense of the
criticism and provocation of Susan Buck-Morss (2009) in suggesting that the Haitian Revolution was
part of a jihad (thus reversing the sign to what at the beginning of the 21st century was seen by many
as the great threat to liberal democracy in the West). Some of the problems of this historiography are
discussed in Geggus (2011).

© Part of the problem in agency analyzes was inherited from E. P. Thompson, who, as Perry Anderson
(1980) well shows, ended up flattening multiple scales to discuss human action.
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frequently raises its desire to see survivals and resistance to a level that the conquest
of America itself seems to have been another myth (RESTALL, 2003). Its destructive
dimension is nonetheless unavoidable, as contemporary commentators such as Davi
Kopenawa (2016, p. 407) frequently note; the history of commodities can help us
understand this process in historical terms. State and church were fundamental parts
of this process, offering the basis for geopolitical and geocultural constructions that
not only made the elimination of specific aspects of Amerindian and African cultures
a central goal, but also created the conditions for the expansion of the commodity
frontiers themselves, as Moore argues. And it was the expansion of those frontiers -
that, ironically, depended on the incorporation of knowledge - that became one of the
main motors of the destruction of entire populations, with their ways of life. In my original
intervention | tried to show the relationship between the building of a ship that would
eventually carry enslaved Africans from the Gold Coast to Jamaica and the expansion of
conflicts involving indigenous populations living in the western parts of Maine and New
Hampshire. The focus on the commodity can offer many other examples, such as the
one mentioned by Draper on deforesting - a necessary condition for the establishment
of plantations - in Barbados, which led to the enslavement not only of Africans, but also
of indigenous groups from other parts of the Caribbean. In those processes, the line
separating the incorporation from the destruction of knowledge was very thin.

Finally, not everything was appropriated or destroyed. By putting frontier conflicts
at the center of the story, an approach focusing on commodities can also show the
different cases of more direct resistance to that expanding world. The examples are
various, from the wars that accompanied the expansion of the silver frontier in northern
Mexico in the sixteenth century to the long history of the fur trade in North America. In
the Brazilian hinterland, British engineers defended the expansion of the rail network
as a strategy to fight the botocudos, who continued to terrorise the imagination of
precious metals prospectors in the late nineteenth century (FISCHER, 2018). At the
same time, maroon communities were established by Africans who escaped from the
commodity frontiers across the early modern era, communities that also depended
on the circulation of specific knowledge and practices. As Judith Carney shows, the
creation of maroon communities in Maranhdo made wide use of the knowledge of rice
production carried by Africans coming from specific parts of West Africa (CARNEY,
2002). That all these formations and acts of resistance could have a wider political
impact is clear when we look at examples such as those of maroons in Jamaica
(O’'SHAUGHNESSY, 2000) or the many individual slave escapes in the context of the
tensions that would ultimately lead to the US Civil War (OAKES, 1986).

In sum, it is not a matter of rejecting the “agency” of enslaved and subordinated
populations across the Atlantic, but of understanding how it could take different forms
according to structures - the set of sets - within which it took place. Only in this way
can we understand the different contexts of mobilization of those forms of knowledge
and their different uses, at times opening the way for the mobility and improvement
of specific individuals and groups while also reinforcing or shifting wider structures
of domination. The results of those relations of force should not be established
beforehand but explored as objects of investigation. The history of commodities
offers one strategy for us to look at the everyday lives, actions, and ideas of the vast
number of individuals who were caught in the productive and extractive networks of
the Atlantic without losing sight of the broader structures that shaped and established
limits to those same actions.
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