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Following World War II, Barton argues, the British “did not lose the battle for informal empire.
Rather they moved aside after 1945 to assist the United States in its new role of world superpower”
(168). For Barton, the relative ease with which British policy-makers bowed to its loss of great power
status reflected the rationale behind Britain’s own informal empire all along: to “protect the network
of global trade that it had played such a large role in forming [and] to protect the democratic
capitalist system that it largely created” (168). This baton-passing, like the willingness of Wester-
nized elites to collaborate with British or American power, reveals that the global rationalization
launched by the Palmerstonian project effectively transcended its origins. In theory, such trans-
cendence should allow the continuation of “one world culture” well after China becomes the world’s
largest national economy, but that may depend on how extensive that world culture really is.

Barton’s book offers an erudite narrative of how early twenty-first century international
arrangements came into being. In doing so it synthesizes several historiographies, while often
providing extended summaries of key historical works. Its polemical tone occasionally reaches
into conspiratorial territory, as when Barton argues that scholars who emphasize a “decentred”
explanation for the making of modern history are pursuing an agenda that is not only ideologi-
cally multicultural but that serves “the interests of a Western elite determined to keep the move-
ment of people and capital fluid and to suppress all attempts at dissent” (43). While implying some
sort of tacit alliance between, say, an Antoinette Burton and the architects of, say, the Trans-
Pacific Partnership, Barton also pleads inability to go into detail about the composition of current
global elites, because of “speech codes and professional punishment” that “disallow such a frank
discussion”—not only in the “heartland of the imperial network” but also in Thailand, China and
the Middle East, which have “elites who tightly control freedom of speech” (3 and 198n1). Such
provocative rhetoric, combined with Barton’s powerful and concise synthesis, should give this
book a wide readership among those interested in imperial or international history.
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Historians of slavery are now coming to recognize that the massive scholarship on the scale and
impact of the trans-Atlantic slave trade has inhibited awareness of slavery and slave trading
elsewhere in the world, and especially in the Indian Ocean. At the same time, earlier neglect
of the Indian Ocean in maritime studies, in comparison to the Atlantic (and indeed to the
Mediterranean and Pacific), is also beginning to be redressed.

Richard Allen has been at the forefront of both developments through his books and key
journal articles, as well as editor of Ohio University Press’s new Indian Ocean Studies series.
European Slave Trading in the Indian Ocean marks a new stage of his scholarship by arguing
that Indian Ocean slavery and slave trading was a key component of slavery in the wider
colonial world and in the debates over its abolition. Allen recognizes that there is much still to
be done and, in some respects, the book reads as a series of disconnected chapters and themes
rather than an overall synthesis. It does not claim to be a study of slavery in the Indian Ocean as
a whole but, instead, focuses on European trading interests and plays to Allen’s specialized
interest in the Mascarenes with new material drawn primarily from the India Office records.

https://doi.org/10.1017/50165115317000237 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0165115317000237

192 Reviews

Nonetheless, it will become a standard work in the field and for several differing reasons.
Firstly, as claimed by David Richardson on the back cover, it seeks to do for the Indian Ocean
what Curtin did for the Atlantic, to estimate the scale and directions of European slave trading
over a period of 350 years. This is an even more difficult task than it was for the Atlantic since
there were relatively few specialized slave merchants or ships and thus no set of comprehensive
shipping records. Nonetheless, Allen succeeds especially in breaking down the compartmen-
talized view of slave trading by differing European trading companies or national states and by
redressing the domination of Dutch trading in the existing literature. This is particularly so for
the eighteenth century, for which data is provided in statistical appendices. The result is an
estimate of around 1 to 1.2 million slaves directly traded by Europeans in the region between
1500 and 1850, a figure considerably lower than that of the Atlantic slave trade in the same
period, but nonetheless one of significant scale.

Secondly, Allen stresses that this trade was closely inter-linked to the Atlantic world since
the Indian Ocean did not exist in a self-contained bubble. For instance, St. Helena, the Cape of
Good Hope and the networks of the south Atlantic played a significant role in the establish-
ment of a trading and colonial settlement system in the south-western Indian Ocean, which in
turn through the Mascarenes was connected to India and the labour recruitment systems of
South and Southeast Asia: “the Mascarenes were at the centre of a dynamic slave-trading
network that stretched not only from one end of the Indian Ocean to the other but also
deep into the Atlantic” (67). Slaves from East Africa and Mozambique, shipped via the
Mascarenes and around the Cape, formed an increasingly significant part of the south Atlantic
slave trading system between the 1770s and the early nineteenth century. Madagascar was
central in linking pre-colonial slave trading networks to firstly Dutch and then French
and British colonial interests in ways which place Indian Ocean trade “in larger, more com-
prehensive contexts” (103).

Thirdly, Allen’s focus on the Mascarenes enables him to link developments in the southern
Indian Ocean and Atlantic to the Indian sub-continent. The use of Indian slaves there (prior to
and alongside the introduction of much better-studied indentured labourers) leads him to
discuss the position of slavery in India and its trading connections to Southeast Asia. Allen also
makes a convincing case for linking slave trading to networks of convicts and indentured
labourers in the nineteenth-century Indian Ocean, thus breaking down the somewhat artificial
divides between differing forms of forced and unfree labour and connecting his findings to
recent important scholarship on such labour systems in the colonial Indian Ocean world. This
also points to the neglected inter-relationship of slavery with convicts and indentured labourers
in the Atlantic, connections that the salience of race in studies of slavery has underplayed.

Finally, and perhaps most strikingly, the final chapters make the argument that developments
in the Indian Ocean profoundly affected debates about abolitionism more widely in the British
empire and further afield. The role of the East India Company in highlighting the existence of
slavery in India and beyond played a significant part in debates around abolition of the slave trade
in Britain and, as a result, “India was no less a centre of abolitionist sentiment and activity than
Britain during the late 1780s and early 1790s” (182). Although notoriously slavery was not ended
in British India at the time of its abolition elsewhere in the 1830s, Allen shows how the ongoing
discussion around its role continued to feed debates over a range of forms of unfree labour in the
mid- and later nineteenth century. Allen thus argues that “historians of slavery and abolition can
no longer turn a blind eye to what was undoubtedly a complex dialogue between the forces of
abolitionism in Indian Ocean and Atlantic worlds” (210).
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These factors all make European Slave Trading in the Indian Ocean a highly significant
work. It does lack cohesion in some places and is sometimes burdened by minutiae which
detract from the central arguments, in particular regarding Allen’s specialized area of Maur-
itius in the abolitionist period. It also lacks any sense of the perspective of slaves themselves,
since its focus is on Europeans as traders, colonists, and abolitionists. This is a marked contrast
to recent Atlantic studies of slave trading and may reflect the fact that Indian Ocean writing on
the topic is at a much less developed stage than its Atlantic counterpart. But such work does
exist and will doubtless continue to burgeon, and it will be largely a tribute to the pioneering
scholarship of Richard Allen when it does. He would the first to agree that this book is not the
final word on its subject, but it is undoubtedly a highly significant milestone on the way and
means that historians of the European slave trade can no longer ignore its Indian Ocean
dimensions.
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Between the 1660s and 1730s, bookmakers, artists and artisans in the well-stocked ateliers of
the Dutch Republic produced a new format of highly saleable exotic geography, which was
non-partisan in outlook, strikingly visual in form, and uniquely adaptable for use across
various genres and media. The aim of this stunningly rich, market-driven production was “to
delight”. Gone were the parochial tales of imperial conquest and missionary endeavour—
conveyed through first-person narratives—which had characterized the earlier phase of
European expansion. In its place came broad-ranging and apolitical “descriptions”, Baroque
“galleries” that mixed and matched “pleasurable” elements without regard to specific peoples
or places, and widespread reproduction of such generically exotic iconography in the fine and
material arts. The remarkable, Dutch-led production of exotic geography during this “post-
Columbian, pre-Saidian moment” (16) created both a uniformly “European” consumer, and a
commodified non-European world ready to be consumed. It further whetted European
imperial appetites and “guided who and what Europe would ultimately become” (23).

Such is the original argument set forth by Benjamin Schmidt in his latest monograph,
Inventing Exoticism.: Geography, Globalism, and Europe’s Early Modern World. Much like the
books it studies, Inventing Exoticism is beautifully produced and copiously illustrated, with
24 colour plates and 179 figures in black-and-white. Unlike quite a few examples of the “van
Meurs brand of geography” (28), it is also extremely well-written. After an introduction which
situates the book’s contribution and addresses the reasons behind Dutch primacy in marketing
the world—affluent hubs of commerce and collecting with lax regulation and little patron
intervention, combined with high literacy rates, the availability of highly-skilled workmen, and
commercial acumen—Schmidt, in four sizeable chapters, takes his readers on an impressive
tour de force through seven decades of (mostly Dutch-made) exotic iconography as it appeared
in books, atlases, paintings, porcelain, tapestries, cabinets, and other media. Schmidt’s
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