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Abstract
References to protection were ubiquitous across the early modern world, featuring in a range
of transactions between polities in very different regions. And yet discourses about protection
retained a quality of imprecision that makes it difficult to pin down precise legal statuses and
responsibilities. It was often unclear who was protecting whom or the exact nature of the
relationship. In this article, we interrogate standard distinctions about the dual character of
protection that differentiate between ‘inside’ protection of subjects and ‘outside’ protection of
allies and other external groups. Rather than a clear division, we find a blurring of lines, with
many protection claims creatively combining ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ protection. We argue that
the juxtaposition of these ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ meanings of protection underpinned the
formation of irregular, interpenetrating zones of imperial suzerainty in crowded maritime
arenas and conflict-ridden borderlands across the early modern world.
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References to protection appear widely in the historical records of imperial interactions in the
early modern world. Empires touted their capacity to protect not only their own subjects as
they travelled and settled in distant territories but also, under certain circumstances, other
subjects and sojourners. Mechanisms for proffering protection ranged from ad hoc interven-
tions in jurisdictional disputes to more systematic arrangements, such as the sale of safe
conduct passes or the negotiation of treaty obligations. The discourse of protection – what we
call ‘protection talk’ – represented a basic currency of interpolity relations, pervading the
language of treaties, diplomatic correspondence, tribute ceremonies, appeals for military
assistance, voyage narratives, and petitions from individual subjects to sovereigns.
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And yet, for all its ubiquity, discourse about protection retained a quality of imprecision
that makes it difficult to pin down precise legal statuses and responsibilities. It was often
unclear who was protecting whom or what was the exact nature of the relationship between
the protector and the protected individual, group, vessel, or polity. Within the confines of a
particular encounter, meanings of protection could swing between weightily substantial and
airily vague. At times, claims to protection seemed to be empty rhetoric, little more than an
irrelevant promise observed by neither side; at other times, they signalled potent, and seemingly
irrevocable, ties between protected groups and protectors, with significant implications, such
as commitments to go to war.

How then to understand protection in the early modern world? A first step is to query
protection’s supposed functions. It seems obvious that protection had a dual character. It could
be offered internally to subjects and also extended beyond the realms of the polity to outside
groups. In the ‘inside’ register, sovereigns provided protection to their subjects in return for
allegiance. A ruler’s legitimacy depended in part on the ability to back up claims about the
capacity to produce domestic order and thereby protect subjects from arbitrary violence. In an
‘outside’ register, protection found expression in security arrangements between political
communities, particularly in the promises of shelter from enemies in exchange for tribute, or in
pledges of mutual aid in defence against shared enemies.1

While this distinction seems clear on paper, the boundaries between the two varieties of
protection were far less evident in practice. Over several centuries, composite polities with
uncertain territorial reach – some describing themselves as empires, some not – jockeyed for
control over trade routes, territories, free and coerced labour, and resources. In a period when
fluid and overlapping spheres of influence were the rule rather than the exception, political
agents routinely invoked protection to describe arrangements of power across polities and used
such notions to structure varied interactions. The lines separating domestic and foreign
protection were frequently blurred, with many protection claims creatively combining ‘inside’
and ‘outside’ protection. The exercise of protection over subjects by imperial powers (‘inside’
protection) sometimes served to thrust imperial influence and power into new territories and
realms (‘outside’ protection). In other contexts, security arrangements between two polities
(‘outside’ protection) transitioned into claims of political dominance and the extension of rule
(‘inside’ protection).

This blurring of lines meant that a certain cultivated ambiguity ran through protection
transactions. Rather than undermining communications or destabilizing interactions, this
basic ambiguity framed interpolity relations and guaranteed protection’s pervasive appeal.
Political agents or rulers might invoke protection in describing a pact between equals, in
characterizing a tributary relationship with a clear overlord and subordinates, or even in
labelling a domestic arrangement in which the less powerful party represented subject popu-
lations. Equally strikingly, these interpretations could co-exist (often for extended periods of
time) within the same basic framework. This capacity to sustain multiple understandings of
power inside cross-polity relations helps explain the long life of protection. Protection talk was,

1 On the distinction, more generally, between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ sovereign capacities, see R. B. J. Walker,
Inside/outside: international relations as political theory, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993. For
an analysis of the relation between these registers of protection in the British empire of the early nineteenth
century, see Lauren Benton and Lisa Ford, Rage for order: the British empire and the origins of international
law, 1800–1850, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2016, ch. 4.
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in other words, ubiquitous between the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries precisely because it
was so flexible.

We are not the first to note the importance of protection in structuring cross-polity
relations. But the systematic study of protection has mainly been confined to historians of
empire and international law in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. One group has probed
the role of empires – especially the British empire in the early nineteenth century – in promoting
protection as a framework for imperial consolidation and expansion, while other scholars have
debated the origins of the emergence of the ‘responsibility to protect’ doctrine and have traced
the entrance of protected states and protectorates into the lexicon of international law terms.2

The story of protection in the early modern world deserves more study – and not merely to fill
in the pre-history of these later trends. Recognizing the intentionally capacious and ambiguous
uses of protection in early modern empires illuminates a distinctive, long phase of interpolity
relations in world history. In contrast to the consolidating campaigns of early nineteenth-
century global empires, the debates about quasi-sovereignty in the late nineteenth century, or
the international project to establish protected states and protectorates in the twentieth
century, networks of protection in the early modern world underpinned the creation and
persistence of overlapping zones of political and legal power.3

The view of empires as webs of protection opens a new window on the emergence and
persistence of inter-imperial (or interpolity) zones of overlapping and shifting political and legal
power. In focusing attention on these zones, our perspective builds on two bodies of recent
scholarship. The first emphasizes the weblike nature of early modern empires.
Protection arrangements were one of several phenomena that gave earlymodern empires the form
of overlapping networks. Historians have pointed especially to the generative power of com-
mercial relations; migratory circuits, including forced migration; and systems for the
circulation of imperial officials.4 Claims about protection touched all these types of networks. As
we will show by analysing examples of imperial strategies, agents of empire proffered protection
in order to cultivate trading partnerships and political alliances. The resulting webs of protection
did not just influence empires; in a very real sense, such relationships constituted empires.

A second important strand of literature that provides context for our efforts focuses on
imperial borderlands and is concerned with the interpenetration of political power, legal
authority, and markets in areas where empires met and where they interacted with multiple
polities.5 Attention to protection talk helps us to understand the influence of ascendant

2 Benton and Ford, Rage for order, ch. 4. On protection as a framework for the reach of multiple European
empires inside a colony from the late nineteenth century, seeMary Lewis,Divided rule: sovereignty and empire
in French Tunisia, 1881–1938, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2013; AnneOrford, International
authority and the responsibility to protect, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011; Luke Glanville,
Sovereignty and the responsibility to protect: a new history, Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2014.

3 On debates about quasi-sovereignty, see Antony Anghie, Imperialism, sovereignty and the making of inter-
national law, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005; and Lauren Benton, A search for sovereignty:
law and geography in European empires, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010, ch. 5. On protected
states and protectorates, see Antony Anghie, ‘Finding the peripheries: sovereignty and colonialism in
nineteenth-century international law’,Harvard International Law Journal, 40, 1, 1999, 1–81, esp. pp. 48–51.

4 For example, Alison Games, The web of empire: English cosmopolitans in an age of expansion, 1560–1660,
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009; KerryWard,Networks of empire: forced migration in the Dutch East
India Company, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008; Karen Barkey, Bandits and bureaucrats: the
Ottoman route to state centralization, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1994.

5 Paul Readman, Cynthia Radding, and Chad Bryant, eds., Borderlands in world history, 1700–1914,
Basingstoke: PalgraveMacmillan, 2014; C. Patterson Giersch, Asian borderlands: the transformation of Qing
China’s Yunnan frontier, Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University Press, 2006.
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imperial power in such zones. On the seas, references to protection provided an effective
mechanism for projecting imperial power selectively into areas where political and military
control was thin. In borderlands areas, mutually intelligible ideas about protection spanned
very different political and social systems. The discourse of mutual protection framed alliances
and gave them some stability, at the same time embedding within them the possibility of
conquest, a context in which only one power could claim the capacity to protect. As empires
consolidated power, protection claims shifted away from languages of alliance to discourses of
subjecthood, in the process casting shadows of sovereignty that anticipated imperial
annexation.6

Protection was central to European expansion across the early modern world, and it
should be acknowledged that Europeans were the overall beneficiaries of widespread notions
of protection that could be introduced, often without provoking immediate resistance or dis-
sent, and subsequently bent to serve particular interests. But there was nothing inevitable about
this process, and we should be careful of assuming an upward curve of European influence
running steadily through protection transactions across the early modern period. Rather,
political actors operated with the expectation of the stability of interpenetrating power rather
than the inevitability of imperial consolidation. In other words, the projection of the power to
protect did not always lead to imperial consolidation and expansion. Power grabs that
intimated conquest sometimes reverted to relations of fragile alliance. The juxtaposition of
different meanings of protection framed the fluid reconfiguration of imperial power and
interpolity relations that was so central to regional and global regimes of the early
modern world.

Our analysis commences with the seas. Sprawling maritime operations under the loose
command of individual imperial powers utilized protection to establish their influence and
channel their interests. Rather than ruling the seas, vessels and captains representing even the
most powerful empires had to navigate overlapping networks of protection. We then apply
some of these insights to territorial arrangements in which polities invoked protection to
similar ends and effects. In analysing the ways in which empires used protection to describe
relationships of alliance, we show how talk about protection could signal both the stability of
political coexistence and the possibility that alliances prefigured conquest. The focus
throughout is on the blurred lines between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ registers of protection and the
patterns of interpolity relations produced when networks of protection intersected and
overlapped.

Extortion and regulation on the seas
The maritime licence has long been regarded as an indispensable tool of European expansion,
with historians’ commentary highlighting its use by the Portuguese in the Indian Ocean as well
as by various successors and rivals.7 The mechanics of the Portuguese cartaz system are well
known. Capitalizing on the military advantage provided by the light cannons their ships

6 Lauren Benton, ‘Shadows of sovereignty: legal encounters and the politics of protection in the Atlantic world’,
in Alan Karras and Laura Mitchell, eds., Encounters old and new: essays in honor of Jerry Bentley, Honolulu,
HI: University of Hawai‘i Press, forthcoming.

7 Elizabeth Mancke, ‘Early modern expansion and the politicization of oceanic space’, Geographical Review,
89, 2, 1999, pp. 225–36.
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carried, the Portuguese sold cartazes, or shipping licences, to Indian Ocean shippers to force
them to call at Portuguese-controlled ports. The system generated revenue and prizes for the
Portuguese, who collected licence fees and also profited when they attacked vessels not
carrying cartazes. There were Mediterranean precedents for such a system, and, in the seven-
teenth century, other European powers, including the Dutch and the English, developed similar
pass systems in the Indian Ocean.8 But scholars have challenged the view that such systems
represented European innovation. The Indian Ocean was not a completely non-militarized
space before European entry in 1500. The Mamluk sultans of Egypt, for example, developed a
maritime passport apparatus that looked remarkably similar to the Portuguese cartaz, and
local rulers on the Malabar coast implemented their own systems of ‘enforced tribute’.9

While valuable in undercutting assumptions about European exceptionalism, such analysis
proceeds from a relatively narrow understanding of the cartaz system as a mafia-style
protection racket in which a militarized sea power sold shelter from its own violence,
extracting payments from merchants in exchange for ships’ safe passage.10 Even when an
empire proffered protection as ameans of extending and consolidating its influence, guarantees
of safe passage worked as a flexible tool rather than the centrepiece of a singular strategy. And
when other powers were in play – as they almost always were on the polyglot seas – many
agents referred to protection, in the process generating overlapping networks. The result was
not so much a regulatory order as a framework for desultory violence.11 Looking more closely
at the actual workings of the Portuguese cartaz system showcases the fluidity of such systems.

The guarantee of ‘safe conduct’ by the Portuguese in the IndianOcean took onmany forms.
Portuguese agents sold cartazes to Indian Ocean shippers, taxed cartaz-carrying ships in
Portuguese-controlled ports, and regarded any ships without passes as fair game for capture.12

The system generated some revenue but was mainly valuable for its effects in shoring up
Portuguese monopolies for some commodities along particular trade routes and in identifying
a stream of legal prizes for continued raiding. Particularly during the first decades of
Portuguese maritime presence in the Indian Ocean, we observe something more complex still:
an array of overlapping strategies to apply safe conduct as an instrument to consolidate and
sustain Portuguese power.

As they encountered Indian Ocean polities and traders, Portuguese agents adopted postures
ranging from warfare to negotiation to withdrawal.13 Portuguese arrangements of suzerainty

8 Markus Vink, ‘Passes and protection rights: the Dutch East India Company as a redistributive enterprise in
Melaka, 1641–1662’, Moyen Orient & Ocean Indien, 1990, pp. 73–101.

9 Luis F. F. R. Thomaz, ‘Precedents and parallels of the Portuguese cartaz system’, in Pius Malekandathil and
Jamal Mohammed, eds., The Portuguese, Indian Ocean, and European bridgeheads, 1500–1800: Festschrift
in honour of Professor K. S. Mathew, Tellicherry, India: Fundação Oriente and Institute for Research in Social
Sciences and Humanities of MESHAR, 2001, pp. 67–85; Sebastian R. Prange, ‘A trade of no dishonor: piracy,
commerce, and community in the western Indian Ocean, twelfth to sixteenth century’, American Historical
Review, 116, 5, 2011, p. 1276. For a restatement of the older view that the legal regime emerging in the
sixteenth century in the Indian Ocean represented a merging of northern European and Mediterranean
practices and their thrust into non-militarized space, see Philip Steinberg, The social construction of the ocean,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001, pp. 86–9.

10 This characterization runs from Lane to more recent accounts: Frederic Lane, Profits from power: readings in
protection rent and violence-controlling enterprises, Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1979;
Michael Pearson, Indian Ocean, London and New York: Routledge, 2003, p. 121.

11 For a similar argument about the influence of British imperial law on the seas in the early nineteenth century,
see Benton and Ford, Rage for order, ch. 5.

12 Thomaz, ‘Precedents and parallels’, p. 68.
13 A. J. R. Russell-Wood, The Portuguese empire, 1415–1808: a world on the move, Baltimore, MD: Johns

Hopkins University Press, 1992, p. 43.
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with regard to coastal polities incorporated some of the same language and structures of
maritime protection. Further, Portuguese officials resorted to similar proffers of protection
when seeking to regulate the activities of often unruly and self-interested subjects. When
viewed in the context of overlapping networks of Portuguese patronage and command
sustained by raiding, profit, and corruption, the cartaz system appears as one of a set of
practices utilized to fashion the empire as a sprawling web of protection arrangements.14

The wide range of protection practices of the Portuguese is apparent in the commentary of
Afonso de Albuquerque, who led Portuguese campaigns at Goa and Melaka and established
the network of ports that formed the key components of empire in the east. Protection
arrangements underlay the Portuguese foothold in those ports. For example, Albuquerque’s
attack on Ormuz resulted in a truce that left the port in the hands of the kingdom of Khaja
Attar and ‘ordained that the king should rule in the name of the king of Portugal’ and provide
tribute to the Portuguese.15 The insecurity of the Portuguese position was more norm than
exception. Even in Goa and Melaka, where his forces prevailed and the Portuguese installed
themselves as rulers, Albuquerque worried about the tenuousness of Portuguese command.
Imploring the Portuguese king to send more arms and ships, he alerted the king that Moslem
traders who had been forced to pay for Portuguese protection were ‘wait[ing] for the moment
when they can take the noose from their necks and set to work against you’. He warned of the
absurdity of trying to keep even seemingly peaceful clients under control ‘with fair words and
offers of peace and protection’.16 The dangers posed by the weak ties created through bonds of
protection encompassed individual Portuguese subjects who ranged outside the narrow ambit
of Portuguese jurisdiction.17

This volatility of protection arrangements in the ports extended to the way in which the
Portuguese approached safe conduct on the seas. When merchants from the Coromandel coast
appealed to Albuquerque for a safe conduct pass for ships sailing to Melaka and for a ship
ready to sail from Melaka with a shipment of cloth, Albuquerque reported the cases as
examples of the profitability of exchanging safe conduct guarantees for ‘the king’s portion’.18

Yet, in the same letter, he bemoaned the loss of revenue resulting from the mere regulation of
peaceful trade: ‘Now that we have peace and friendship with everybody except the Sabaio and
Calicut, there are no prizes or booty’ from which to pay troops and maintain the fleet.19 The
benefits of providing protection had to be balanced against the opportunity costs of diminished
raiding opportunities.

Under Albuquerque, crown officials were already applying similar tactics to the control of
unruly Portuguese subjects in the east. It was, after all, by virtue of a licence from the king that

14 On the Portuguese empire as a network or set of networks, see Erik Lars Myrup, Power and corruption in the
Portuguese world, Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 2015; Victoria Garcia, ‘From plunder
to crusade: networks of nobility and negotiations of empire in the Estado da India 1505–1515’, unpublished
paper, Wesleyan University, 2012.

15 T. F. Earle and John Villiers, eds., Albuquerque: Caesar of the East: selected texts by Afonso de Albuquerque
and his son, Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 1990, p. 57.

16 Ibid., p. 103.
17 Ibid., p. 111.
18 Ibid., pp. 117–19.
19 Ibid., p. 119. Albuquerque clearly regarded control of the ports and of adjacent waters as an interlocking

system. Returning to the theme of the need for more forces and arms sent from Lisbon, he explained in a letter
to the king that Portuguese enforcement in and around specific nodes such as Goa had a ripple effect. Foreign
traders and their sponsors bowed to Portuguese demands even in adjacent areas where enforcement was less
sweeping (ibid., pp. 135–7).
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the viceroy held the right to seize the property of non-compliant Portuguese and reassign
captaincies of individual ships.20 For example, the letter issued to Lopo Soares as CaptainMajor
andGovernor of India in 1515 invested him ‘with the power of removing and displacing captains
of the fortresses … and captains of the naos or vessels … and all other officials, even if they
go from here by our order and warrant’. Opportunities for private profit drew individual
Portuguese to act as independent agents and even to seek to establish themselves as semi-
autonomous rulers: Diogo Veloso installed a king of Cambodia under his sway and constructed
a fortress under his own command; Filipe de Brito e Nicote parlayed his service as a mercenary in
Burma into a governorship there, established a feitoria (trading post), and collected revenue in
Lower Burma. Both appealed to Goa for recognition by the Portuguese crown.21 In such cases,
the difference between corruption and service to the king was a matter of interpretation.

Albuquerque labelled Portuguese captains as criminals for flouting his directives, and he
confiscated and redistributed ships, providing protection to favoured subordinates by allowing
them to sail in convoys with the Portuguese fleet.22 Taken together, the set of Portuguese
practices involving the sale or provision of protection, on land or on sea, in the Indian Ocean
comprised a flexible framework for regulating both foreign and Portuguese shipping, and
for structuring relations along a wide continuum of arrangements, with local rulers and
Portuguese subjects.23

Other pass systems, including those introduced by non-European powers, also evolved in
unexpected ways by expanding to incorporate new groups or by channelling violence toward
foreign upstarts and potential rivals. This was the case with the famous vermilion-seal or
shuinjō system, which was consolidated in the early seventeenth century by the newly estab-
lished Tokugawa regime in Japan. The shuinjō system was created as a domestic regulatory
system with what seemed, at least at first, to be clearly defined boundaries. The Tokugawa
military government, or Bakufu, issued passes (shuinjō) authorizing the holders to undertake
individual voyages from Japan to stated destinations. The system was designed to monitor,
control, and restrict access to foreign trade. Only trusted merchants and lords received passes,
thereby ensuring that the profits represented by long-distance trade did not spill out into
unfriendly corners of Japan, especially to Kyushu-based rivals such as the powerful Shimazu
clan of Satsuma. Since the Tokugawa regime maintained no navy (or, indeed, vessels of any
kind), the system functioned at the port level rather than on the open seas. Only vessels
carrying these passes were allowed to depart from Japanese ports, and the Tokugawa shogun
wrote to rulers across East and Southeast Asia warning them that any vessel not carrying one of
these documents should not be permitted to trade.24

Although the system was created for domestic merchants, it began to bulge in unexpected
directions once it became clear that the Tokugawa would intervene aggressively to guarantee

20 ‘Letters patent of Captain-Major and Governor of India issued to Lopo Soares’, Almeirim, 10 February 1515,
inDocumentos sobre os Portugueses emMoçambique e na Àfrica Central, 1497–1840, vol. 4, Lisbon: Centro
de Estudos Históricos Ultramarinos, 1965, p. 213.

21 A. R. Disney, A history of Portugal and the Portuguese empire, vol. 2, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2009, pp. 189–90.

22 For Albuquerque’s treatment of Diogo Mendes, see Earle and Villiers, Albuquerque, p. 143.
23 Garcia, ‘From plunder to crusade’, makes the point that historians have exaggerated the divide between a

‘formal’ and ‘informal’ Portuguese empire; fidalgos (noblemen) operated across these spheres and man-
oeuvred through ‘networks of nobility’.

24 Robert Innes, ‘The door ajar: Japan’s foreign trade in the seventeenth century’, PhD thesis, University of
Michigan, 1980, p. 112.
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the security of any vessel carrying one of these documents. In 1610, for example, the
Portuguese watched in horror as one of their massive trading ships was sunk in Nagasaki
harbour for a perceived infringement of a shuinjō.25 In the aftermath of this episode, foreign
merchants, including later the Portuguese captains placed in charge of the crucial
Macao–Nagasaki route, jostled to secure access to Tokugawa-issued shipping passes.26 The
result was the development of a lucrative marketplace where shuinjō were exchanged or sold
by European and Chinese traders in order to secure the best combination of destination and
timing.27

At the same time, foreign merchants with no capacity to claim these documents also
clamoured for Tokugawa protection, and a string of aggrieved traders arrived in Edo to
demand that the shogun intervene to secure their vessels.28 The regime responded by tacking
on additional provisions that significantly expanded the remit of its authority over the seas.
In 1621 the Bakufu decreed that all merchants in Japanese coastal waters (very vaguely
defined) were entitled to Bakufu protection if they were attacked, regardless of whether or not
they carried a shuinjō. In 1659 the Bakufu went one step further by stipulating that Chinese
merchants on their way to Japan with goods intended for the Japanese marketplace could
claim protection even if they were thousands of miles away from the archipelago.29 The result
was a significant expansion of the boundaries of what had started off as a domestic regulatory
system and the insertion of Tokugawa protection as a key determinant in maritime conflicts in
the East China Sea. In 1665, for example, the Dutch East India Company (Verenigde
Oostindische Compagnie or VOC) was forced to call off a maritime campaign directed against
Zheng shipping based in Taiwan after Tokugawa officials made it clear that the shogun’s
protection extended to Chinese vessels travelling between Taiwan and Japan, even if the
company was in open war with their home state.30

It was also the case that a single power could maintain very different – and sometimes
fundamentally contradictory – protection systems. In 1641 the VOC implemented a defined
pass system, the pascedullen system, after the capture of Melaka, in which all shipping was

25 Charles Boxer, The Christian century in Japan, 1549–1650, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press,
1951, pp. 430–1. The supposed infringement can be traced back to 1608. In that year, a shuinsen belonging to
Arima Haranobu, a prominent lord in Kyushu, arrived in Macao on its way back to Japan from a successful
voyage to Cambodia. When the Japanese crew became involved in a violent riot, Portuguese authorities
responded by executing at least one of the offenders. After Tokugawa officials learned of this incident – almost
certainly via a doctored version of events that emphasized Portuguese culpability – they determined to take
action for what was seen as an assault on Arima’s trading licence. In an important new book that puts forward
a different interpretation, Reinier Hesselink argues that the infringement was in fact nothing more than an
excuse and that the Tokugawa Bakufu was trying to exert control over the wider Portuguese trade. See Reinier
Hesselink, The dream of Christian Nagasaki: world trade and the clash of cultures, 1560–1640, Jefferson,
NC: McFarland Publishers, 2016.

26 W. P. Coolhaas, ed. Generale Missiven van Gouverneurs-generaal en Raden aan heren XVII der Verenigde
Oostindische Compagnie, 9 vols., The Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1960–, vol. 1, p. 149; University of Tokyo
Historiographical Institute, ed., Diary kept by the head of the English factory in Japan: diary of Richard
Cocks, 1615–1622, 3 vols., Tokyo: University of Tokyo, 1978–80, vol. 3, p. 60.

27 In November 1617, for example, the head of the English factory in Japan sold a ‘junk w’th the goshon
[shuinjō], for 1200 tais [taels]’ (ibid., vol. 2, p. 204).

28 See Adam Clulow, The Company and the shogun: the Dutch encounter with Tokugawa Japan, New York:
Columbia University Press, 2014, ch. 4 and 5.

29 This happened even as the Tokugawa regimemoved to end the shuinjō system in 1635, when it preventedmost
Japanese ships from leaving the archipelago. Michael Laver, The Sakoku edicts and the politics of Tokugawa
hegemony, Amherst, NY: Cambria Press, 2011.

30 Cynthia Viallé and Leonard Blussé, eds., The Deshima dagregisters, volume 13, 1660–1670, Leiden: Centre
for the History of European Expansion, 2010, p. 162; John E. Wills Jr, Pepper, guns, and parleys: the Dutch
East India Company and China, 1622–1681, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1974, p. 62.
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required to call at this port in order to purchase passes.31 But prior to this it had operated
overlapping protection systems, all functioning according to strikingly different principles.
In places such as the Banda archipelago, where the Company was determined to maintain
monopoly control over key licences, the VOC created a narrowly defined pass system in which
any Bandanese ship ‘found without a passport’ was liable to be ‘taken by the Hollanders and
declared as good prize with all their cargo’.32 In Batavia, by contrast, VOC officials issued
passes to Chinese merchants in order to provide security and develop the port as a regional
hub. And in the Taiwan Straits, the Company simply took over pre-existing protection
networks run by local pirates and targeting Fujianese fishermen who were required to provide
a share of their catch in return for security.33

One of the reasons why so many different pass systems coexisted was that they were not
always engineered from the top down by imperial powers seeking to bring order to the
sea-lanes. Instead, such systems often emerged and derived strength from the actions of
vulnerable merchants who petitioned relentlessly for passes and flags. Although the English
East India Company (EIC) had no formal pass system in Asian waters, English agents did
supply documentation of protection. The head of the English factory in Japan, Richard Cocks,
was kept busy issuing documents for Chinese merchants. On 27 February 1618, he handed
over ‘2 lettrs of favour… w’th 3 flagges, two new and one ould’ to Chinese merchants.34 Two
days later, he gave a flag and a letter for a Chinese merchant headed to Taiwan.35 On 5March,
he was back in action, handing over ‘an Eng. flag & a letter of favor’, and the following day he
gave a merchant called Fingo Shiquan ‘a letter of favour & an English flag’, although he was
not even sure where the vessel in question was headed or what the name of the captain was – a
lapse clearly evident in the two blank spaces in the diary where this information should have
appeared.36 In the space of just over a week, Cocks had handed over five letters and six flags,
each designed to assure particular merchants of English protection even in the absence of a
wider officially sanctioned regime.37 In these and other cases, entrepreneurial merchants
sought to bolster their connection with a European sponsor by carrying documents, displaying
multiple flags, and even taking on board European crewmembers.

If pass systems were essentially flexible, what legal identity or guarantees did carrying a
pass actually confer? At times, the answer seems to have been very little. A single vessel could
carry multiple documents issued by both European and non-European powers. In 1622, for
example, a VOC ship eagerly looking for prizes to plunder sighted a strange junk in the waters
near Taiwan. When questioned, the captain of the junk produced three documents: a letter
from aDutch merchant, a similar document issued by the head of the EIC factory in Japan, and
the ‘Emperour’s pass’ (a Japanese shuinjō).38 Such permutations were not limited to the first

31 Vink, ‘Passes and protection rights’.
32 J. E. Heeres and F. W. Stapel, eds., Corpus diplomaticum Neerlando-Indicum, 6 vols., The Hague: Martinus

Nijhoff, 1907–55, vol. 1, pp. 123–4.
33 Weichung Cheng,War, trade and piracy in the China Seas (1622–1683), Brill: Leiden, 2013, pp. 64–5; Tonio

Andrade, ‘The Company’s Chinese pirates: how the Dutch East India Company tried to lead a coalition of
pirates to war against China, 1621–1662’, Journal of World History, 15, 4, 2004, p. 428.

34 University of Tokyo Historical Institute,Diary of Richard Cocks, vol. 2, p. 257. Cocks makes use of the Julian
calendar; this date corresponds to 9 March in the Gregorian calendar.

35 Ibid., vol. 2, p. 258.
36 Ibid., vol. 2, p. 261.
37 Of course, the English were hardly strangers to pass systems or the politics of maritime protection. On the

English uses of protection in the early modern Mediterranean, see Tristan Stein, ‘The Mediterranean and the
English empire of trade, 1660–1748’, PhD thesis, Harvard University, 2011.

38 Anthony Farrington, The English factory in Japan, 1613–1623, London: British Library, 1991, p. 1190.
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decades of European expansion but continued to characterize maritime encounters into the late
eighteenth century. In 1780, for example, an English ship encountered the Istambul, which was
owned by the wealthy Surat-based merchant Saleh Chalebi, on its way from Surat to Basra.
Although he carried an English pass, the captain, when questioned, explained that he had no
obligation to fly an English flag or claim English protection because he also carried both French
and Dutch passes.39 The proliferation of papers showing sponsorship in Indian Ocean
shipping made the operation of pass systems at times very similar to maritime practice in the
Atlantic, where sea raiders routinely carried papers documenting authorization by multiple,
different sponsors, as well as multiple flags, and calculated which documentation to produce in
maritime encounters and in prize courts.40 Across the early modern world, mariners and
merchants hoped to convert sometimes flimsy and even fraudulent paper claims into effective
protection.

Some traders deployed ingenious systems to minimize costs. Gujarati merchants sometimes
departed legally with a cartaz, then arranged for the same document to be sent back so that the
next vessel could sail with it.41 Sometimes the issuers of passes undercut the value of their own
documents in order to secure advantage. In 1622, for example, Dutch warships attacked
Indian vessels exiting Mocha harbour with passes issued by the VOC chief in that port,
sparking a ferocious outcry from local merchants and rulers over what they termed ‘false
passes’.42 In other cases, privateers and pirates deliberately forged passes to evade capture.43

Often a single document could be subject to very different interpretations. Themultiple uses
of protection by the Portuguese opened opportunities for conflicting interpretations of its legal
significance by both Portuguese agents and those purchasing cartazes. Writing in 1727, one
Portuguese viceroy, João Saldanha da Gama, argued that the purchase of cartazes transformed
recipients into effective vassals of the Portuguese crown – an outcome hardly consistent with a
supposedly pervasive transactional logic.44 Asian rulers with ships sailing under the protection
of these documents often interpreted the arrangement very differently. For the Mughal
emperors, their receipt of free cartazes, together with the fact that some of the emperor’s ships
were permitted to sail without any licence as long as they paid customs duties at the port of
Daman, enabled the regime to avoid any suggestion that carrying a cartaz required the
acknowledgement of Portuguese suzerainty over the bearer.45

These examples show that pass systems operated with a recognized degree of ambiguity
about the relation between the protecting sovereign and the ships and crews sailing with
licences. Such ambiguities were consistent with a more systemic flexibility about the purpose of

39 Ghulam Nadri, Eighteenth-century Gujarat: the dynamics of its political economy, 1750–1800, Leiden: Brill,
2009, p. 59.

40 Benton, Search for sovereignty, ch. 3.
41 Michael Pearson, Merchants and rulers in Gujarat: the response to the Portuguese in the sixteenth century,

Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1976, p. 99. Note that the practice of carrying multiple flags and
commissions signed by several sovereigns extended into the Atlantic: see Benton, Search for sovereignty, ch. 3.

42 H. T. Colenbrander, ed., Jan Pietersz. Coen: bescheiden omtrent zijn bedrijf in Indië, 7 vols, The Hague:
M. Nijhoff, 1919–53, vol. 7.2, p. 938.

43 For one example, see William Foster, ed., The English Factories in India, 1634–6, Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1911, pp. 239–40.

44 Da Gama explained that for ‘the freedom of sailing in the Seas of India offered by Your Majesty [and] as
recognition, and as a kind of vassalage they buy a cartaz’. Quoted in João Melo, ‘Lords of conquest, navi-
gation and commerce: diplomacy and the imperial ideal during the reign of John V, 1707–50’, PhD thesis,
Swansea University, 2012, p. 133.

45 Glen Ames,Renascent empire: Pedro II and the quest for stability in Portuguese monsoon Asia ca.1640–1682,
Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 1999, p. 151.
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proffering protection. Issuing authorities guaranteed safe conduct on an ad hoc basis, some-
times to ships belonging to formally recognized allies, sometimes opportunistically to others in
efforts to establishmonopolies on the trade of certain commodities or to control certain trading
routes and ports, and sometimes haphazardly in response to merchant demands. At the same
time, very similar licensing arrangements aimed to regulate the commercial activities of diverse
sets of subjects and subordinates.

The vagaries of pass systems made it difficult to pin down precise legal statuses and
responsibilities, even when parties had incentive to do so. Records of litigation over captures
provide a window on strategies to invoke protection in support of competing interests. Such
conflicts posed questions about who was entitled to protection and about what precisely
protection meant – in particular, whether it conferred subjecthood on pass holders. Consider
the case of theHamedy, a Persian vessel seized by the Portuguese in 1725 after departing from
the port of Bandar-Kung on the Straits of Hormuz. The ship’s owner, a wealthy Persian
merchant called AgaMehdy, had refused a cartaz, opting instead to sail under the protection of
a French flag. The French bitterly protested the capture and dispatched a representative, Louis
de Saint Paul, to extricate the ship from Portuguese control and claim restitution. Saint Paul
proceeded to marshal a string of arguments to prove that theHamedywas bound to the French
company, claiming, among other things, that carrying a French commission conferred French
nationality.46 In much the same way, an East India Company pass could convey subjecthood:
Company passes stipulated that the holder could expect to receive the same protection as if
‘actually in the said Right Honorable Company’s Service’.47

A 1771 case involving the Portuguese and the EIC centred on the issue of subjecthood and
provides a good illustration of the positioning of different powers over meanings of protection. In
that year, the Portuguese captured a vessel belonging to DhanjishahManjishah, a Parseemerchant
who had served as an English broker in Surat.48 The ship had sailed from Surat in November
1770 with a pass, but an EIC official, Lieutenant John Thisilton, had confiscated the document
because of non-payment of convoy duties.49 After Dhanjishah’s vessel was captured, English and
Portuguese officials clashed for months over differing interpretations of their rights.

The English argued that the case was entirely straightforward and that the vessel should be
immediately restored to them with its full cargo. Anyone who held a pass, even if the pass was
temporarily unavailable, was by definition a ‘subject of the Hon’ble Company’s as the Act of
granting is a sufficient indication of it’.50 The pass granted to Dhanjishah’s vessel ‘was of the
usual Tenor and is such as Serves a Protection to all our other Subjects’.51 On the other side, the
Portuguese argued that, when the ship was seized, it possessed no ‘paper or Authentic pass that
confirms her to belong to a person subject to the British government’.52 When confronted with

46 The subsequent fight over the nature of the connection created by the Hamedy’s licence extended to Europe,
where the French ambassador at Lisbon protested the seizure. Melo, ‘Lords of conquest’, pp. 146–8.

47 Philip Stern, The company-state: corporate sovereignty and the early modern foundations of the British
empire in India, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011, p. 44.

48 Adam Clulow is grateful to Ghulam Nadri for directing him to this case. Ghulam Nadri, ‘Interdependence,
competition, and contestation: the English and the Dutch East India Companies and Indian merchants in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries’, unpublished paper for ‘Global Company’ conference, Heidelberg,
3–5 December 2015. The records for this case can be found in British Library, India Office Records, Home
Miscellaneous, IOR/H/108, pp. 83–125, 151–83.

49 Ibid., p. 85.
50 Ibid., p. 171.
51 Ibid., pp. 165–6.
52 Ibid., p. 100.
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the pass itself, Portuguese agents ridiculed the notion that it meant that Dhanjishah was an
English subject. According to the Governor of Goa, ‘if the Hon’ble Company treat that
Parseeman as a stranger why do they intend that I should repute and consider him as a Native
of England’.53 If Dhanjishah was not a subject, then the English had no right to issue himwith a
pass, and by doing so English authorities had usurped ‘the rights of the Crown of Portugal’.54

The offence was not a minor one. For the English to issue such a document was ‘the same as
entering violently one of the Countries belonging to Goa and depriving its owner thereof’.55

The case went back and forth because it called into question English rights to issue passes in
the first place and the rights of holders of these documents to claim compensation based on
their status as Company subjects. As a result, officials in Bombay determined that they must
support their rights ‘of granting Passes to all Persons’ with all possible efforts.56 When the
Portuguese refused to back down, English officials determined to take action and, in late 1772,
they convinced the Nawab of Surat to seize Portuguese property equal to the value of the
captured ship and its cargo. In this way, both the EIC and the Governor of Goa sought to assert
the authority not only to issue passes but also to determine their validity. Dhanjishah was
unlucky, but he was not behaving illogically. His withholding of payment to the English
recognized the imperfect nature of the protection that the English agents were offering.
Yet, when the ship was captured, he made the obvious choice of asserting English protection
anyway.

This example and others like it caution against asserting too strongly that a particular
imperial pass system was organizing maritime relations in a particular place and time. Pass
systems had ragged edges that shifted according to the strategies of rival powers, local
authorities, and merchants. The picture emerging from these profiles is one of overlapping
protection networks of fluctuating strength and shifting dimensions. Imperial agents offered
guarantees of safe conduct in different circumstances and arenas to subjects, to allies, and to
foreign traders without formal political affiliation. The fungible and flexible nature of promises
of protection flowed both from mariners’ manoeuvres and from the strategies of empires and
their agents seeking to preserve the legitimacy of violent interventions in order to prop up their
interests on seas and in ports. These webs of protection are best understood in many places as
interpenetrating parts of a single interpolity legal regime – an image far removed from the
standard account of sequential maritime imperial domination in the Indian Ocean. No one
power conquered the seas. Every militarized maritime power structured its imperial enterprise
around a family of relationships of protection. We now turn our attention to land, where
similar networks of protection underpinned interpolity relations.

From protected allies to protected subjects
Protection talk frequently commenced with the possibility of an alliance in which two external
powers promised to guarantee each other’s security. In other cases, imperial agents pledged
to protect newly encountered groups without claiming political authority over them, and
militarily weak groups found shelter under protective regimes without signalling their

53 Ibid., p. 181.
54 Ibid., p. 168.
55 Ibid., p. 179.
56 Ibid., p. 154.
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intention to cede sovereignty or abandon jurisdictional claims. In other words, accepting
protection could mean no concomitant cession of sovereignty, but the same kind of protection
talk could transition into a framework for claiming sovereignty and reclassifying allies as
subjects. Protection talk framed, foreshadowed, and in part constituted the process of
conquest.

This process could happen with striking speed as putative allies suddenly found themselves
reconstituted as subjects. The 1605 treaty concluded between the newly established VOC and
elders on the Banda islands, where much of the world’s nutmeg was grown, stipulated that
local authorities would take Dutch representatives under their ‘care and protection’, while the
company promised to defend its new-found allies against outside aggression.57 But four years
later, in 1609, the terms of the relationship shifted dramatically as VOC representatives
demanded permission to build a fortress in order to protect the Bandanese properly against
external foes such as the Portuguese and the Spanish. That the fort would turn them from allies
into something far closer to VOC vassals was obvious, and the Bandanese responded by
attacking and killing a Dutch admiral. The Company retaliated with overwhelming force,
quickly bringing the Bandanese back to the negotiating table, where they were forced to sign a
new treaty that dispensed with any notion of an alliance. By 1621, the Bandanese found
themselves reconfigured as VOC subjects, compelled to sign a new treaty stipulating that they
would recognize the Company and its officials as their sovereign without accepting any other
‘princes or potentates’.58

In such cases, protection served as a conduit for transforming relations. At the same time, as
on the seas, the framework’s appeal lay in its ability to support multiple interpretations at the
same time. An alliance between equals could, when viewed from a different perspective,
represent a tributary relationship with clear overlord and subordinate. In many cases, this kind
of ambiguity was deliberately inserted from the beginning. When concluding what they
regarded as vassalage agreements, the Portuguese in Goa made use of the term ‘friend’ to
smooth the way and conceal a hierarchical relationship.59

In the Kongo, the relationship between Afonso I, the ruler of that kingdom (r. 1509–42),
and the Portuguese crown was infused with ambiguity. An incident in 1516 illustrates the way
in which fragmented Portuguese authority in the Kongo combined with formal recognition of
the suzerainty of the Portuguese crown to create a space for Afonso’s legitimate rule. Portu-
guese agents were feuding over claims to local power, and the Portuguese envoy Álvaro Lopes
killed another Portuguese agent, Diogo Fernandes, who was claiming judicial authority. The
accused murderer, Lopes, took sanctuary in the church, but Afonso extracted him and packed
him off to Portugal for trial.60 The episode tells us something about the limits of Portuguese
royal authority in the Kongo, where the power to protect Portuguese subjects – from Afonso or
from Portuguese rivals – was weak and unreliable.61 More tellingly, the incident showcases
Afonso’s strategy of representing the royal houses as equals and characterizing his relationship

57 Heeres and Stapel, Corpus diplomaticum, vol. 1, pp. 37–8.
58 Ibid., vol. 1, p. 162.
59 Melo, ‘Lords of conquest’, p. 101.
60 See ‘Carta d’el-Rei do Congo para Portugal informando que ali tinha chegado Álvaro Lopes (4 de Março de

1516)’, Documento 9, António Luís Ferronha, ed.,As Cartas do Rei do CongoD. Afonso, Grupo de Trabalho
do Ministério da Educação para as Comemorações dos Descobrimentos Portugueses, 1992, pp. 45–7.

61 John Thornton, ‘Early Kongo-Portuguese Relations, 1483-1575: A New Interpretation’, History in Africa 8,
1981, p. 195.
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to Portugal as one of alliance. He referred to the Portuguese king as irmão (brother), and called
on him to act to contain the violence of his own Portuguese subjects. Yet, as adept as Afonso,
the Portuguese monarch responded with language emphasizing his superiority to the Kongo
king. Here the proxy for protection was tutelage. Royal letters to the Kongo outlined for
Afonso how diplomacy should be conducted, and addressed him as a subordinate.62 Who was
protecting whom? It depended on who was describing Portuguese–Kongo relations.

Similarly, in Spain’s conquest in the New World, protection represented a useful
framework, one that characterized pragmatic alliance-building as a process preparing the way
for Spanish political dominance. For example, protection talk narrated the fluid and shifting
power in relations between Spaniards and Tlaxcalans in sixteenth-century New Spain.
It is commonplace to observe that Hernando Cortés would not have succeeded in taking
Tenochtitlán if not for the actions of the Tlaxcalans. Historians typically refer to the rela-
tionship as an alliance: Spaniards relied on the aid of Tlaxcalans in defeating the Aztecs,
regarded as common enemies. Structures of composite political authority of both Spaniards
and Tlaxcalans made sense of the idea of an alliance between groups of different political and
military strength, allowing both sides to avoid talk of conquest in the context of their rela-
tionship.63 But mutual understanding is not the point. Spaniards and Tlaxcalans differed
sharply in their take on the nature of the alliance and how long it would last. If the alliance
resulted from a pact – a security arrangement with mutual benefits – then it might dissolve (or
evolve) once the object of war – the defeat of the Aztecs – was realized, but the relationship
might also endure. Tlaxcalans could angle to preserve the alliance while recognizing that they
were under the protection of the Spanish crown; Spaniards could argue that Tlaxcalans
had assumed a subordinate place within the Spanish empire, even as they retained elements of
self-rule.

The ambiguities meant that no clear interpretation prevailed quickly. In 1529, the Spanish
crown granted Tlaxcalans an exemption from being assigned an encomienda, an act that
affirmed their status as free vassals.64 Tlaxcalan vassalage still provided space for autonomy.
Tlaxcalan elites fought to retain recognition of their political community as a municipality,
even travelling to Spain to make a case for their right to a direct link with the monarch rather
than a relationship mediated through Spanish overlords to whom they paid tribute and ser-
vices. The arrangement established a form of self-government utilizing Spanish institutions.65

Here Tlaxcalans used the language of protection to manoeuvre for degrees of autonomy. The
crown, in turn, used the framework of protection in efforts to shelter Tlaxcalans from the
worst abuses of Spanish colonists.66 Here we see protection’s range of meanings framing a
political field of options that no-one considered mutually exclusive: the preservation of limited
indigenous authority, the subordination of indigenous political communities, and the regula-
tion of the power of imperial agents.

Such examples may suggest that protection functioned simply as a cover for imperial
aggression. But the interpolity dimensions of protection were sometimes relatively stable over

62 Ivana Elbl, ‘Cross-cultural trade and diplomacy: Portuguese relations with West Africa, 1441–1521’, Journal
of World History, 3, 1992, p. 193.

63 R. Jovita Baber, ‘The construction of empire: politics, law and community in Tlaxcala, New Spain,
1521–1640’, PhD thesis, University of Chicago, 2005, p. 67.

64 Ibid., pp. 85, 95, 103, 105.
65 Ibid., p. 134.
66 Ibid., pp. 157–60.
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long periods and vast spaces. Less powerful polities often helped to perpetuate competing
networks of protection by shifting loyalties between overlords. In Cambodia, a weak state
marooned between two more powerful polities, the lines were so blurred that local rulers were
able to perform the apparently impossible balancing act of claiming political independence
while also seeking shelter from two separate protectors – Siam as ‘Father and the Vietnamese
[emperor as] … Mother’.67 The result was a string of contradictions concealed within a basic
imprecision about the nature of protection, an arrangement that enabled Cambodia to
function, in the words of one contemporary, as an ‘independent country that is a slave of
two’.68 Part of the reason why a state such as Siam could tolerate such imprecision in its
relations with less powerful neighbours was that it made use of a similar ambiguity in dealings
with its putative overlord,Ming China, to which it offered tribute in return for protection. This
ambiguity found perhaps its clearest expression in a single term, jingong, a Chinese word
meaning ‘tribute’ and the term used to describe the relationship between Siam and China.
While Siamese rulers referred to jingong in documents dispatched to China, they avoided the
Thai equivalent in Siamese royal letters and opted instead for the transliterated word chim
kong, which lacked a precise meaning or clear associations with subordination. This sleight-of-
hand allowed the Siamese kings to present themselves within Siam as brother monarchs of an
independent country, rather than as subservient vassals.69

Imperial centres also recognized the ambiguous status of semi-subordinate polities over
which they claimed protection. The Tokugawa regime in early modern Japan cultivated a
system in which the ‘roles of inferiors … could simultaneously express both “autonomy” and
“complete subservience”’.70 The contradiction was so pronounced that some domains in the
archipelago could appear as utterly subordinate political units in one moment and as virtually
independent countries in the next. While this incongruity has flummoxed generations of
scholars, who have veered between radically different assessments of the power of the
Tokugawa regime, the ability to tolerate these contradictions appears to stem from a crucial
but largely neglected distinction between two key concepts: uchi, the (often) hidden inside, and
omote, the outside façade presented to the world.71 The Tokugawa regime’s governing
dynamic relied on keeping these two categories separate, allowing the domains considerable
autonomy within their own spaces of operation as long as they preserved the outward illusion
of perfect subservience in their dealings with Edo. What this arrangement meant in practice
was that domains made use of two separate languages, one for internal consumption within the
domain and a second for interactions with the central regime.

Protection talk reflected – and preserved for a long time – a similarly useful ambiguity in
relations between the EIC and Indian rulers. The Company had inserted itself into the
subcontinent by accepting the protection of the Mughal emperor. This relationship was

67 Quoted in Thongchai Winichakul, Siam mapped: a history of the geo-body of a nation, Honolulu, HI:
University of Hawai‘i Press, 1994. p. 85.

68 David Chandler, A history of Cambodia, Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1992, p. 119. Such relations recurred
in different parts of Asia. The Tai state of Sipsongpanna occupied a similar position between Qing China and
Burma. As Giersch, Asian borderlands, p. 87, notes, in ‘this political world, it was acceptable to be a “son” of
one or two distant suzerains’.

69 Masuda Erika, ‘The fall of Ayutthaya and Siam’s disrupted order of tribute to China (1767–1782 )’, Taiwan
Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 4, 2, 2007, p. 117.

70 Luke Roberts, Performing the great peace: political space and open secrets in Tokugawa Japan,Honolulu, HI:
University of Hawai‘i Press, 2012, p. 5.

71 Roberts, Performing the great peace, pp. 6–8.
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solidified by the Mughal emperor’s appointment of the EIC as Diwani of Bengal, Behar, and
Orissa in 1765, an arrangement that established the Company’s right to collect taxes in those
territories. Along with the rights to revenue came the obligation to protect, and the Company
was charged with maintaining ‘a large Army for the protection of the Provinces of Bengal’.72

The EIC also entered into an influential pact with the Nawab of Awadh in which, in exchange
for the Company’s pledge to defend Awadh, the Nawab agreed to pay for the military services
of the EIC. The treaty inaugurated a ‘new pattern’ in which Indian rulers found themselves
‘struggling to maintain their authority and to meet the imperious demands of the East India
Company for revenues to pay for their armies’.73 The British empire in India was stitched
together in a combination of militarism and diplomacy, as a series of treaties with Indian
polities that combined the cession of control over external affairs by Indian states with an
obligation for them to pay for the Company’s military presence.74

The language of protection continued to permeate Anglo-Indian politics. By 1803, with
power relations shifting, the EIC could assert that it was placing the ‘person, family and
nominal authority’ of theMughal emperor ‘under the protection of the British Government’.75

What precisely this meant was still unclear, and English officials described the relationship in
different terms depending on their audience.76 The logic of protection even framed the system’s
rupture. Following the Indian Rebellion of 1857, the Company placed the emperor, Bahadur
Shah II, on trial for treason as a ‘subject of the British government of India’.77 His subjecthood
was declared to have arisen when ‘his grandfather, Shah Alam, after having been kept in
rigorous confinement by the Mahrattas, on their defeat by the English in 1803, applied to the
British Government for protection’. After that moment, ‘the titular kings of Delhi became
pensioned subjects of the British’.78 This reading of the history removed any trace of ambiguity
about protection’s meaning as alliance rather than subjugation.

Although protection was an indispensable tool for European expansion, we should be wary
of assuming that it always functioned as a vehicle for growing European power. If protective

72 William Bolts, Considerations on Indian affairs; particularly respecting the present state of Bengal and its
dependencies, London, 1772, p. 30.

73 Robert Travers, ‘A British empire by treaty in eighteenth-century India’, in Saliha Belmessous, ed., Empire by
treaty: negotiating European expansion, 1600–1900, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014, p. 142.

74 On the British empire and treaties in India, see H. V. Bowen, The business of empire: the East India Company
and imperial Britain, 1765–1833, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008, pp. 260–72; and especially
Travers, ‘British empire’. On protection language in the consolidation of British authority in Ceylon, see
Benton and Ford, Rage for order, ch. 4.

75 Robert Martin, ed., The despatches, minutes, and correspondence, of the Marquess Wellesley, K.G., during
his administration in India, London: J. Murray, 1836–37, vol. 4, p. 156. This move was prompted by a desire
to make sure that the emperor, and hence Mughal legitimacy, could not be seized by one of the Company’s
rivals.

76 Buckler’s classic 1922 article observes that Wellesley ‘professed to proclaim a protectorate’ when addressing
European audiences but for Mughal consumption represented the Company’s role as a ‘vassal’s protection of
his lord’. F. W. Buckler, ‘The political theory of the Indian mutiny’, Transactions of the Royal Historical
Society, 4th series, 5, 1922, p. 91. Note, however, that Buckler argues that relations between the EIC and the
Mughal empire were dominated by misunderstanding. More recently, historians have observed that the
layered qualities of Asian and European sovereignty created common ground; the EIC itself was, after all, a
state operating with the authorization of another state. See Stern, Company-state; Travers, ‘British empire’;
Benton, Search for sovereignty, ch. 5.

77 The quote comes from the charges laid against Bahadur Shah. Lucinda Bell, ‘The 1858 trial of the Mughal
emperor Bahadur Shah II Zafar for crimes against the state’, PhD thesis, Melbourne University, 2004, 259.

78 ‘Trial of Muhammed Bahadur Shah, titular king of Delhi, and of Mogul Beg, and Hajee, all of Delhi, for
rebellion against the British Government, and murder of Europeans during 1857’, Selections from the records
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networks organized European imperial ambitions across the Americas, increasing European
authority within such webs was hardly certain or predictable. It is true that Europeans often
boasted to metropolitan, settler, and native audiences of their rights and responsibilities as
overlords. British and New York officials brought Mohawk ‘kings’ to London in 1710 as
embodiments of the British suzerainty in New York more than a decade before signing the
1722 Treaty of Albany.79 Across eastern North America, Europeans encouraged American
Indians to adopt the fictional kinship title of ‘father’ or the native category of ‘greatest lord’ in
referring to Europeans. Yet the political language of alliance persisted, with many recorded
references by North American Indian groups to Europeans as ‘brethren’, a clear strategy to
point to Europeans’ and Indians’ equality of status as allies and to support Indian claims for
European gifts required to solidify pacts of mutual security.80 In some circumstances, such gifts
operated as tribute and recognized the greater military power of Indians, casting Europeans as
purchasing protection.

Alliances were notoriously fragile. They broke down not only when colonists failed to
deliver sufficient or proper gifts but also when networks of alliances functioned to spread
violence, much like conduits carrying an electrical charge.81 The volatility of relations of
protection is illustrated by the Anishinaabewaki of the pays d’en haut, whose agents travelled
to Montreal to participate in the signing of a peace pact in 1701 that would establish the
French as arbiters of conflicts among Indian groups to the west. A short time later, Anishi-
naabewaki recognition of French protection disappeared as it became very clear that the
French could not produce order even in French-controlled enclaves, much less in the vast
middle reaches of the continent.82

Promises of protection could not by themselves convert unstable networks of fragile
alliances into polities we might recognize as fully fledged empires. Nor did slippery imperial
rhetoric about receiving and providing protection always translate into increased influence.
In Japan, for example, such notions proved nothing more than a dead end. Beginning in the
1630s, Dutch officials, exactly as their English counterparts were doing in India, began
claiming that they were nothing more than loyal vassals intent only on serving the Tokugawa
regime. However, rather than providing a springboard for increased influence, this rhetoric
came to trap the Dutch, who found themselves encased instead within a rigid requirement to
actually deliver on that service by, among other things, dispatching a vessel to aid in the
suppression of a Christian revolt at Shimabara in 1637–38.83 In the Americas, protection
featured prominently in the persistence of unevenly bounded spheres of influence.What we call
‘empires’ in thickly contested borderlands took the form of unstable webs of alliances, in some
cases assuming more definite outlines in direct response to conflicts over jurisdiction and
protection.84 Protection claims cast shadows of sovereignty, but there was a great deal of
movement in the shadows.
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84 Pekka Hämäläinen, ‘The shapes of power: Indians, Europeans, and North American worlds from the seven-

teenth to the nineteenth century’, in Julianne Barr and Edward Countryman, eds., The contested spaces of
early America, Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2014, pp. 31–68; Brett Rushforth, Bonds

90 j L A U R E N B E N T O N A N D A D A M C L U L O W

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1740022816000346 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1740022816000346


Conclusion
This article has pointed to the prevalence of protection in cross-polity interrelations in the early
modern world. In different regions, protection established lasting, if elastic, frameworks within
which relationships of political authority and jurisdiction combined and recombined. Rather
than resolving into different types of protection systems – domestic licensing agreements or
mafia-like protection rackets imposed on vulnerable outsiders on the seas, or relationships of
alliance or conquest on land – empires activated a range of meanings of protection in
responding to local circumstances and the political strategies of their interlocutors. Protection
operated as a flexible framework for interpolity relations more than simply as a tool of imperial
consolidation.

The key to protection’s function in structuring powerfully formative conflicts lay in the
blurred divide between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ protection. Parties to agreements about protection
might describe them as voluntary arrangements and treaties between autonomous polities. At
the same time, sophisticated actors on all sides knew that alliances did sometimes slide into
configurations of unequal power. Both imperial agents and subordinate groups found reasons
to associate protection with the recognition of subjecthood. A transition toward an ‘inside’
variant of protection in which it figured as a necessary good provided by a legitimate sovereign
was not necessarily irreversible. Political communities absorbed into empires had reason to
maintain the accoutrements of rule and their own claims to be providers of protection.

The resulting webs of protection structured both interpolity and intra-imperial relations in
the early modern world. The institutional forms associated with protection arrangements
changed, but the general framework remained stable over a long period. Empires took shape
within these configurations as irregular and overlapping areas of influence, abutting and
interweaving with spheres of power associated with rival empires and an array of less powerful
polities. We look in vain for a doctrine of protection recognized across an early modern law of
nations. Yet we do find a coherent and repeating set of practices and utterances about pro-
tection that spanned culturally and legally disparate parts of the world and that gave shape to
overlapping spheres of imperial control.

Protection was not the only framing device in a repertoire of practices that we label as
‘interpolity law’.85 Protection talk joined a widely shared focus on protocol for marking
authority, pervasive jockeying over jurisdiction, and positioning with regard to possession to
compose a recurring and recognized framework for organizing relations across very different
polities in the early modern world. This is not to say that there was anything approaching a
universal law of nations.86 Rather, the existence of parallel systems of political organization
meant that diverse political communities shared some basic characteristics that allowed legal
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actors to rely on analogies, rather than elusive cross-cultural understandings, as they engaged
with other peoples and polities.87

The meanings of protection were multiple but finite. The blurring of ‘inside’ and ‘outside’
registers of protection was widespread and often purposeful, the result of observable strategies.
Yet early modern imperial agents and others invested protection talk with specific alternative
meanings in arguments over property, subjecthood, and authority. The political configurations
that emerged through the politics of protection held vast regions in thrall. In many ways the
early modern world, on land and sea, was an age of protection.
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