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Abstract

While there are large literatures on both Islamic slave soldiers and the phenomenon of “arming
slaves” in the Atlantic world, military slavery in early modern Asia is still poorly understood.
Using a variety of Chinese, Latin, Spanish, and Portuguese sources, this article will argue that
enslaved labour was frequently directed towards violence across early modern Asia, colonial or
otherwise. At the same time, the phenomenon was far from uniform in the vast expanse of land
and sea between East Africa and Japan. Rather, it is better to speak of a series of analogous regimes
of bondage that interacted with each other across large distances, with the line between enslaved
soldiers, mercenaries, and run-of-the-mill trader-raiders being vanishingly thin at times. Finally,
all this existed within the context of military infrastructure in the broadest sense of the word
that included fortresses, factories, and even war elephants.
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Introduction

In his vast unpublished manuscript treatise on slavery in Asia, the Jesuit missionary
Gomes Vaz (ca. 1542–1610) devoted several pages to the characteristics of certain slaves:

Not all [slaves] are the same. Rather, some excel others and can be said to be superior
and more deserving than these others. For this reason, Cicero said in his Stoic
Paradoxes that “steward slaves” were the most valuable. However, in our Indies
(not that I am talking about anything else), the foremost, most outstanding and spir-
ited in war and most disciplined in battle are the Japanese and Koreans. If you make
an armed force of them and mix them with locals, they will no doubt be similar to
the soldiers that Caesar Augustus chose in the Illyrian and German wars and called
“volunteers” [i.e., citizen soldiers, not auxiliaries], and those that the Roman people,
driven by extreme necessity and taking unusual measures, sent against Hannibal
when he was laying waste to Italy. Indeed, this was shown well enough by the
Japanese at the siege of Malacca when under André Furtado de Mendonça the
Portuguese stronghold was completely surrounded by enemy forces. Japanese mer-
chants happened to be there, having put ashore to do business, and although they
were few in number (less than one hundred) the commander had at his disposal
such power to assail the enemy that when the Japanese attacked their forces,
they routed them and killed many in just one charge. I believe Abyssinians
[i.e., Ethiopians] to be their equals except that Abyssinians are more faithful and
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serviceable to their masters than all other slaves, and you can safely entrust house-
hold affairs to their women who are not inferior to Portuguese women in this
regard.1

While elsewhere in his treatise Vaz states that slaves were purchased, gifted, and
exchanged in Asia to undertake domestic, agricultural, and manufacturing-related labour,
this passage suggests that the use of slaves for military purposes was also common. There
are even surviving accounts of slaves or former slaves engaging in violence on behalf
of their owners and employers, both European and non-European, and for self-defence.
Of these, the most famous are probably the unnamed black slaves who were crucial to
the defence of Macau against the Dutch in 1622.2

Of course, military slavery in general has long been known to historians, and has been
closely studied in the case of Islamic military slavery (often referred to as the mamlūk
system), especially in the case of the famous Janissaries who served as praetorian guards
to the Ottoman and other Islamic emperors.3 This system extended into the Indian Ocean
world with tens of thousands of slaves from northern India being forcefully integrated
into the armies of the Ghaznavid Empire and other polities.4 East African slave soldiers
also fought for the Muslim sultanates of the Deccan, and some even rose to positions
of considerable prominence, most notably in the case of the Siddi prime minister of
the Ahmadnagar Sultanate, Malik Ambar (1548–1626).5 As a result, Christopher Brown,
Philip Morgan, and their collaborators concluded in an influential volume entitled
Arming Slaves that military slavery was a widespread phenomenon in the Islamic world,

1 Gomes Vaz S.J., unpublished manuscript (ca. 1600), Lisbon, National Library of Portugal, cod. 2577, fol. 378r.
Translation by Stuart M. McManus. “Non omnes aequales esse, sed alterum altero antecellere servum quoque respectu
alterius servi dici posse dignum magis et generosum. Quare Cicero in Paradoxis dixit atrienses servos fuisse praetiosiores
[Cicero, Paradoxa Stoicorum, 36]. In nostris autem Indicis (ut nihil non de eis dicamus) primi et lautiores et animosiores in
bello et in praelio magis disciplinati sunt Iaponii et Corii e quibus si corhortes instituas et cum ingenuis commis[c]uas haud
dubie similes erunt eis quos Augustus Octavius bello Illyrico et Germanico legit quos voluntarios appellavit, iis etiam quos
Populus Romanus extremo discrimine adactus rem dissuetam usurpans Annibali istam Italiam devastanti obiecit, quod pro-
fecto satis probarunt Iaponii in obsidione Malacensi ubi duce Andrea Furtado de Mendonça cum Lusitanorum arx stricte ab
hostibus praemeritur et adessent ibi Iaponii mercatores qui eo negotiationis causa appulerant licet perpauci (neque enim
centum adesant) obtenta a duce irruendi in hostes facultate impetum fecerunt in inimicorum castra eosque unico in
cursu interfectis quam plurimis profligarunt. His ego Abessinos aequandos existimo, nisi quod isti fideliores sunt et benefi-
centiores in dominos prae ceteris omnibus mancipiis et quibus tuto possis rem domesticam curandam committere praesertim
faeminis, quae nihil minus habent quam Lusitanae.”

2 C. R. Boxer, A derrota dos Holandeses em Macau no ano de 1622: subsídios inéditos, pontos controversos, informações
novas [The defeat of the Dutch in Macau in 1622: Unprecedented subsidies, controversial points, new information]
(Macau: Escola Tipográfica de Orfanato, 1938); André Murteira, “The Military Revolution and European Wars out-
side of Europe: The Portuguese-Dutch War in Asia in the First Quarter of the Seventeenth Century,” Journal of
Military History 84:2 (April 2020), 511–35.

3 Patricia Crone, Slaves on Horses: The Evolution of the Islamic Polity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1980); David Ayalon, Islam and the Abode of War: Military Slaves and Islamic Adversaries, Variorum Collected
Studies 456 (London: Routledge, 1994); Jere L. Bacharach, “African Military Slaves in the Medieval Middle East:
The Cases of Iraq (869–955) and Egypt (868–1171),” International Journal of Middle East Studies 13:4 (November
1981), 471–95; Hannah Barker, That Most Precious Merchandise: The Mediterranean Trade in Black Sea Slaves, 1260–
1500 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2019), 74–7.

4 Dirk H. A. Kolff, Naukar, Rajput & Sepoy: The Ethnohistory of the Military Labour Market in Hindustan, 1450–1850,
University of Cambridge Oriental Publications 43 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 9–11.

5 C. R. Boxer, Fidalgos in the Far East, 1550–1770: Fact and Fancy in the History of Macao (The Hague: Martinus
Nijhoff, 1948); Bernard K. Freamon, Possessed by the Right Hand: The Problem of Slavery in Islamic Law and Muslim
Cultures, Studies in Global Slavery 8 (Leiden: Brill, 2019); R. R. S. Chauhan, Africans in India: From Slavery to
Royalty (New Delhi: Asian Publication Services, 1995); Michael Mann, Sahibs, sklaven und soldaten: seschichte des
menschenhandels rund um den Indischen Ozean [Sahibs, slaves and soldiers: History of human trafficking around
the Indian Ocean] (Darmstadt: Von Zabern, 2012).
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West Africa, and the early modern Atlantic.6 Slaves fought in interimperial wars in the
Caribbean and were frequently (although illegally) armed for the purposes of both
defence and expansion in Brazil.7 In Europe, there is widespread evidence of slaves
being used to protect and violently advance the agendas of their masters in urban con-
texts, and of slaves being used in naval warfare, most notably in the Mediterranean gal-
leys.8 In his essay in the Arming Slaves volume, John Thornton underlined the number of
soldiers in the West African kingdom of Ngondo who had a low status equivalent to slaves.9

All these examples are in addition to closely related phenomena, such as the militias of
manumitted and free blacks in eighteenth-century New Spain, and the many examples
of slaves engaging in armed resistance against those with ultimate control over them in
the Atlantic world and beyond.10

Nonetheless, military slavery in Asia remains very poorly understood. In the particular
case of Iberian Asia, the only focused treatment is a suggestive article by Timothy Walker,
who has argued that the fundamental difference between Portuguese and Islamic military
slavery in Western India was that the former used slaves for defence against external
aggression while the latter had professional slave troops who were involved in a variety
of military engagements.11 Yet, it remains unclear how common enslaved soldiers actually
were in Portuguese or other European forces in Asia.12 Furthermore, since military histor-
ians have argued that there was relative technological parity and constant mutual borrow-
ing between European and Asian merchants and militaries, at least until the
mid-eighteenth century, the (as-yet-unanswered) question naturally arises of whether
military slavery in the Portuguese Empire and Ming and early Qing China were likewise
linked.13 In other words, vociferous it remains to be investigated whether there was inter-
play between conceptions of coerced labour among the polities and peoples of early

6 Christopher Leslie Brown and Philip D. Morgan, eds., Arming Slaves: From Classical Times to the Modern Age (New
Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2006).

7 Carlos A. M. Lima, “Escravos de peleja: a instrumentalização da violência escrava na América Portuguesa
(1580–1850),” [Slaves of combat: The instrumentalisation of violence in master/slave relations in Portuguese
America] Revista de Sociologia e Política 18 (June 2002), 131–52, https://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0104-
44782002000100009; Peter M. Voelz, Slave and Soldier: The Military Impact of Blacks in the Colonial Americas
(New York: Garland, 1993).

8 John K. Thornton, “African Soldiers in the Haitian Revolution,” Journal of Caribbean History 25:1 (January
1991), 58–80; John K. Thornton, “African Dimensions of the Stono Rebellion,” American Historical Review 96:4
(October 1991), 1101–13, https://doi.org/10.1086/ahr/96.4.1101; A. C. de C. M. Saunders, A Social History of
Black Slaves and Freedmen in Portugal: 1441–1551, Cambridge Iberian and Latin American Studies (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1982); Debra Blumenthal, “Defending Their Masters’ Honour: Slaves as Violent
Offenders in Fifteenth-Century Valencia,” in “A Great Effusion of Blood”?: Interpreting Medieval Violence, ed. Mark
D. Meyerson, Daniel Thiery, and Oren Falk (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004); Timothy J. Coates,
Convicts and Orphans: Forced and State-Sponsored Colonizers in the Portuguese Empire, 1550–1755 (Stanford, Calif.:
Stanford University Press, 2001), 43–9.

9 John Thornton, “Armed Slaves and Political Authority in Africa in the Era of the Slave Trade, 1450–1800,” in
Brown and Morgan, Arming Slaves, 79–94.

10 Ben Vinson III, Bearing Arms for His Majesty: The Free-Colored Militia in Colonial Mexico (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford
University Press, 2001); Sherwin K. Bryant, “Enslaved Rebels, Fugitives, and Litigants: The Resistance Continuum
in Colonial Quito,” Colonial Latin American Review 13:1 (June 2004), 7–46.

11 Timothy Walker, “Slaves or Soldiers? African Conscripts in Portuguese India, 1857–1860,” in Slavery & South
Asian History, ed. Indrani Chatterjee and Richard M. Eaton (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006), 234–61.

12 The only study that even begins to address the question is Mann, Sahibs, sklaven und soldaten. Important con-
text has recently been provided by Stephanie Hassel, “Religious Identity and Imperial Security: Arming Catholic
Slaves in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century Portuguese India,” Journal of Early Modern History 26:5 (October
2022), 403–28.

13 P. J. Marshall, “Western Arms in Maritime Asia in the Early Phases of Expansion,” Modern Asian Studies 14:1
(1980), 13–28.
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modern Asia (e.g., Christian European, Chinese, Islamic) who we know certainly
exchanged goods, ideas, and technology.

Answering such questions is made particularly difficult by the thorny definitional
issues that haunt all histories of slavery. In fact, it is often extraordinarily difficult to
draw a clear line between slave soldiers and the large numbers of poorly documented
mercenaries (Portuguese, Turkish, Japanese, Indian, etc.) who are known to have roamed
maritime Asia, taking advantage of any opportunity that presented itself in the period’s
constant process of trading, raiding, and empire building.14 At the same time, it is not
always obvious how to categorise enslaved camp followers, enslaved people involved in
the construction of fortifications, and enslaved sailors on ships with guns, all of whom
were essential to the large-scale violence that permeated life in early modern Asia,
without being combatants in the strict sense of the word.15

To shed light on these issues, this article offers a view from early modern maritime
Asia on the question of what Christopher Brown and Philip Morgan call “arming slaves.”
In so doing, it will make two related arguments using a variety of published and unpub-
lished sources in Chinese, Portuguese, Spanish, and Latin. First, it will show the wide-
spread use of coerced violent labour beyond the familiar contexts of the Atlantic world
and the Ottoman Empire, including in the South China Sea. Some of these applications
were adaptations of Islamic mamlūk slavery. However, there were also autochthonous
forms of coerced violent labour as well as the importation of Mediterranean customs,
with constant interactions between roughly analogous elements of these various regimes
of bondage. This conglomerate of forms was then directed to serve the interests of states,
companies, and powerful individuals who all wanted to bend others to their will.

Second, the article will argue that military slavery in the narrow sense (i.e., combatants
who were placed in a subordinate and alienable socio-legal category broadly associated
with property) overlapped significantly with related phenomena, including mercenary
armies, conscription, press-ganging, slave bodyguards, and allied troops. Combat would
also not have been possible without the free and unfree labour that manned ships,
built fortresses, and produced weapons, gunpowder, and food. All this should be consid-
ered part of the same larger process of building war machines in the age of war capital-
ism. As such, this article contributes to the ongoing project of understanding the myriad
encounters between regimes of bondage that characterised the early modern world mar-
ket in human beings. These larger arguments will emerge from the article’s three case
studies that will treat in turn “black” military slaves in maritime East Asia, the reach
of Japanese military slavery, and the interactions in Southeast Asia between different
models of bonded violent labour.

“Black” Military Slavery in China and the South China Sea

Early modern China and the South China Sea saw the mobilisation of an array of coerced
violent labour, particularly during the unstable final years of the Ming state and the sub-
sequent Manchu conquest. In the European colonial case, the most quoted example of this
is probably the 1622 defence of Macau. This was necessitated by a large-scale Dutch attack
from the sea, during which, various accounts suggest, black slaves (escravos negros) played
an important role in holding back the eight hundred–strong landing force that came

14 Adam Clulow, “Like Lambs in Japan and Devils outside Their Land: Diplomacy, Violence, and Japanese
Merchants in Southeast Asia,” Journal of World History 24:2 (June 2013), 335–58, https://doi.org/10.1353/jwh.
2013.0065.

15 Kenneth M. Swope, A Dragon’s Head and a Serpent’s Tail: Ming China and the First Great East Asian War, 1592–1598,
Campaigns and Commanders 20 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2009), 173.
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ashore at the foot of the Guia hill. These unnamed slaves were probably a mixture of East
Africans, Malays, and Indians brought to Macau as part of wider patterns of Portuguese
maritime trade from Mozambique, Malacca, and elsewhere, and perhaps included some
of the Abyssinians mentioned by Vaz, whose martial skills were also emphasised by the
unknown Indian artist who produced the Codex Casanatense (Figure 1).16 Indeed, the
role of “black” fighters (with or without direct reference to their status) is mentioned
in passing by a range of European- and Asian-language sources. For instance, the VOC his-
torian François Valentijn (1666–1727) records the Dutch–Johor assault on Portuguese
Malacca in 1606, when the city was defended by “400 Portuguese and black soldiers
armed with muskets and pikes.”17 This echoes the Sinhalese poetic chronicle, the
Rajasinha Hatana:

Thus, like the Full Moon in the midst of Stars,
King Rajasingha, with his royal brother and the courter train, did end the war.
Destroying the hosts of Portugal, but sparing the Padres,
With the blacks and the double-natured Thupassis, for mercy’s sake.
And so, the proud enemy was crushed and the glory of our King blazoned forth.18

This passing reference, tucked in between luxurious tributes to Rajasingha II of Kandy
(r. 1636–87) and attacks on the Portuguese and the Luso-Portuguese Thupassis (topazes), is
a reminder that the events in Macau in 1622 were doubtless repeated countless times in
sieges along the Portuguese trade route in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

Nonetheless, the 1622 defence of Macau remains the best-documented case of enslaved
blacks in action. For instance, a Dutch source claims that the slaves had been plied with
alcohol and opium, while an observer writing in Spanish referred to them as “drunk,”
which he used to explain their fearlessness in the face of such overwhelming odds, and
noted that the Dutch got away lightly as the black defenders and other servants (gente
de servicio) lingered to behead the wounded and despoil their bodies. The Jesuit chronicler
Fernão Queiroz also talks about a female black slave who rushed at the enemy wielding a
long-handed axe called a halberd.19 This and other acts of derring-do and the death of
several slave defenders were acknowledged and rewarded not only by Portuguese obser-
vers, but also by the Chinese provincial admiral, who was reportedly so impressed that he
donated two hundred piculs of rice to the slaves.20

16 Josef Wicki, Documenta Indica, 48 vols. (Rome: Apud “Monumenta Historica Soc. Iesu,” 1948–), 12: 880. “Li
habitatori sono alcuni portughesi et altri naturali della terra, che si chiamano caffari: è gente negra et per l’ordinario
vanno nudi, et è vicina a terra ferme che si vede; parte sono christiani et parte gentili [ . . . ]. In questa isola le nave si
empiano quasi di questi negri perciochè i portughesi comprano questi negri, fanciulli, homini e donne; il loro prezzo è 5,
6,7 scudi, et alle volte per una scatola di cotognata si compra un negro e per doi testoni. Queste nostre 4° nave mi pare
che comprassero da 1.200, i quali poi si adotrinano e si fanno christiani, e si servano di loro senze altro salario.”

17 D. F. A. Hervey, “Valentyn’s Account of Malacca,” Journal of the Straits Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society 15
(June 1885), 119–38, 137.

18 João Ribeiro, History of Ceilão, with a Summary of de Barros, de Couto, Antonio Bocarro and the Documentos
Remettidos, with the Parangi Hatane and Kostantinu Hatane, translated from the original Portuguese and Sinhalese
by P. E. Pieris (Sri Lanka: Colombo Apothecaries Co., 1909), 268, lines 414–18, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/hvd.
32044021142278.

19 Boxer, A derrota dos Holandeses, 26, 34; Fernão de Queirós, História da vida do venerável Irmão Pedro de Basto
[History of the life of the venerable Brother Pedro de Basto] (Lisbon: Na officina de Miguel Deslandes, 1689),
307; Adam Clulow, The Company and the Shogun: The Dutch Encounter with Tokugawa Japan, Columbia Studies in
International and Global History (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014), 208–9.

20 Boxer, Fidalgos in the Far East, 81–5. Discussed more recently by Richard J. Garrett, The Defences of Macau: Forts,
Ships and Weapons over 450 Years (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2010), 11–13.
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In addition to these intriguing details, there is much more to this story than is usually
assumed. Whereas Boxer focused on the dyad of black slaves and Portuguese soldier-
merchants involved in the defence of Macau, the reality is that the much-lauded
Portuguese office holders and black slaves fought alongside various other combatants.
This included not just what remained of the free Portuguese and Eurasian population,
who had stayed behind during the period of the Canton Fair and following the
Portuguese accession to a Ming request for troops to fight the Manchu, but also alongside
unidentified Japanese defenders. This group was probably a combination of Japanese mer-
chants, émigré Christians fleeing Hideyoshi’s persecution, and slaves who had been pur-
chased by Portuguese and other merchants in Nagasaki and transported to Macau.
Importantly, in fighting alongside Japanese men of various statuses, Macau’s defenders
were not unlike their Dutch adversaries. On the way to Macau with their Malay and
Bandanese crews and accompanied by two English ships that wanted to observe the
events, the Dutch fleet encountered a Siamese junk. This was manned by a mixture of
Siamese and Japanese seamen who sensed an opportunity and asked to join the armada
that by then consisted of 1,300 men.21 What proportion of this total were slaves in any
sense of the word is unclear. However, some proportion were almost certainly enslaved,
as it is well known that Southeast Asian merchants purchased Japanese people in Nagasaki
during the Sengoku period, while early modern Siam featured the widespread use of
coerced domestic and agricultural labour that likely spilled out into maritime Asia.22 In

Figure 1. Abyssinians from the Codex Casanatense (Rome, Biblioteca Casanatense, cod. 1889, 3–4).

21 Lúcio de Sousa, The Portuguese Slave Trade in Early Modern Japan: Merchants, Jesuits and Japanese, Chinese, and
Korean Slaves, Studies in Global Slavery 7 (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 434–5.

22 Stuart M. McManus, “Servitutem Levem et Modici Temporis Esse Arbitrantes: Jesuit Schedulae and Japanese
Limited-Term Servitude in Gomes Vaz’s De Mancipiis Indicis,” Bulletin of Portuguese / Japanese Studies 2:4 (2018),
77–99; Robert Lingat, L’esclavage privé dans le vieux droit Siamois (avec une traduction des anciennes lois Siamoises sur
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other words, the much-discussed 1622 defence of Macau by its dark-skinned enslaved
inhabitants was embedded in a larger system of coerced and transient labour that was
regularly put to violent ends.

Furthermore, while it is true that Macau did not have a slave garrison per se, as the
Portuguese did not use slaves as permanent professional soldiers, Macau’s slave popula-
tion was seen as an integral part of its military infrastructure, since the city usually
had fewer than thirty soldiers sent from Goa in the period to defend it.23 Most of these
were low-status Eurasians and European- and Asian-born Portuguese, including some
criminals who had been given a reprieve from penal slavery in the Mediterranean galleys
(or in auxiliary naval work like rope-making) and exiled to Asia.24 As a result, when noting
the slave population of Macau (around six per casado household for a total of around five
thousand in 1634), António Bocarro identified them specifically as “armed slaves.”25 This
did not mean that every single slave could be expected to wield a pike or a harquebus
(especially as there was considerable diversity among the city’s enslaved population),
although many of those who already served as bodyguards to their masters were probably
quite adept with such weapons. Rather, they formed a workforce that could contribute to
fighting in a variety of ways. For instance, in Goa we know that slaves were put to work in
the gunpowder factory, a task also commonly assigned to convicts, again showing the
blurring of the distinction between enslaved combatants and other slaves, as well as
between different types of coerced labour.26 Indeed, both offensive and defensive fighting
required not only men (and on some occasions women) to fight, but also weapons, gun-
powder, food, functioning ships, sturdy fortresses, and in many cases long supply chains,
all of which relied on a mixture of free and variously coerced labour depending on what
could be mustered at that moment.

In considering the encounter between different regimes of bondage in early modern
Asia, it is also important to note that some dark-skinned slaves of the sort documented
in Macau and Malacca were either sold to Chinese buyers or fled their masters and
found their way into China proper.27 For instance, the Ming scholar-official Cai Ruxian
(蔡汝賢) recorded in his 1587 Portraits of Eastern Barbarians (東夷圖説):

[The black slaves] are supremely strong—each of them can carry loads up to several
hundred jin [i.e., over one hundred kilograms]. They will not flee even when facing
the enemy, and can survive for one or even two days underwater. Some [Chinese]
generals have purchased them as vanguard soldiers, and they are worth the expense.
If they are matched with Chinese women, their children are also black. [The children]
can learn our language after a long period of training, but [the parents] cannot. They

l’esclavage) [Private slavery in old Siamese law (with a translation of ancient Siamese laws on slavery)] (Paris: Ed.
Domat-Montchrestien, 1931); Panananon Chatchai, “Siamese ‘Slavery’: The Institution and Its Abolition” (PhD
diss., University of Michigan, 1982).

23 Even in the early eighteenth century, the city was only defended by a garrison of eighty soldiers: Biblioteca
Pública de Évora [Public Library of Evora, Portugal], cod. CXVI, 2–6, no. 10, fols. 450r–451v. On fortresses in
Portuguese Asia, see Pedro Luengo, “Forts in Between: The Defense of Manila and Macao during the Iberian
Union,” Philippine Studies: Historical and Ethnographic Viewpoints 70:3 (September 2022), 337–64.

24 Manuel A. Ribeiro Rodrigues, 400 anos de organização e uniformes militares em Macau: 澳門的軍事組織和軍服

四百年: 400 Years of Organization and Military Uniforms in Macau (Macau: Instituto Cultural, 1999), 17–18; Coates,
Convicts and Orphans.

25 Biblioteca Pública de Évora [Public Library of Evora, Portugal], “Livro de plantas de todas as fortalezas”
[Blueprint book of all strongholds], cod. CXV, 2−1, fol. 171.

26 Coates, Convicts and Orphans, 27–8; Teotonio R. De Souza, Medieval Goa: A Socio-Economic History (Goa: Goa
1556, 2009), 116.

27 Marcus Rediker, Titas Chakraborty, and Matthias van Rossum, A Global History of Runaways: Workers, Mobility,
and Capitalism 1600–1850, California World History Library (Oakland: University of California Press, 2019).
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are used by all foreigners just like slaves (nupu) in China. Some say they are braver
than the white (白, bai) barbarians.28

Cai expresses no surprise at the Chinese acquisition of such slaves and their use in mili-
tary exploits, since exchanges in military technology and manpower between the
Portuguese and officials of the Ming state were common in this period: Ottoman,
Portuguese, Dutch, and English cannons found their way into an increasingly beleaguered
Ming China; Jesuit missionaries were called upon as military engineers; and Portuguese
soldiers and gunners were to be found on both sides of the Ming and Qing conflict.29

Similar dynamics are documented in the kingdom of Arakan in the Bay of Bengal.30

Today, we might be tempted to call some of these soldiers “mercenaries.” However, the
term implies a default situation in which “national” professional armies face off against
each other in international conflicts. In the premodern world, such a scenario was simply
unimaginable. Indeed, the premodern decentralised and profit-driven model of warfare
may have been more efficient and contributed directly to the military revolution in
Europe.31

While it is hard to find further evidence for Chinese generals purchasing slaves from
the Portuguese, we do know that a generation or so later the pirate general Zheng Zhilong
(鄭芝龍) had a battalion of dark-skinned soldiers in his retinue under the leadership of
one Luís de Matos. How exactly these Christian troops—who are said to have advanced
to the traditional Reconquista battle cry of “Santiago!”—entered Zheng’s service is
unclear. The bishop of Puebla in New Spain, Juan de Palafox y Mendoza (1600–59), called
them runaways ( fugitivos) and it is quite possible that they had fled the tiny city of Macau,
in the same way as Mozambican slaves who had escaped from Goa fought for the Dutch in
Vengurla ( just north of Goa) in the 1670s.32 At the same time, given the amount of time
that Zheng spent in Macau, where he was baptised, it is not impossible that he purchased
(or maybe hired) them there, or during his myriad other interactions with Portuguese and
Dutch merchants in Macau and Japan.33

In any case, Zheng’s bodyguards are described by various observers. For instance,
Palafox recounts how the corps of more than three hundred “black slaves” was reduced
to around two hundred in the course of fighting the Qing. After Zheng’s capture in
1646, his former bodyguards entered the service of the new dynasty in Anhui, where in
1649 the Spanish Franciscan Antonio Caballero records the presence of “some blacks from
Macau, Christians and [now] soldiers of the mandarin,” presumably Li Lütai (李率泰), the
viceroy of Min-Zhe and later of Liangguang. Although little evidence remains of these

28 中國第一歷史檔案館, 澳門基金會, and 暨南大学古籍研究所 [The First Historical Archives of China,
Macao Foundation, and Jinan University Institute of Ancient Books], 明清时期澳門問題檔案文獻滙編

[Compilation of archival documents on Macao issues in the Ming and Qing dynasties] (Beijing: People’s Press,
1999), 5: 49.14: “絶有力，一人可負數百觔。臨敵不畏死，入水可經一二日。嘗見將官買以衝鋒，其直頗

厚。配以華婦，生子亦黑。久畜能曉人言，而自不能言，爲諸夷所役使，如中國之奴僕也，或曰猛過白番

鬼云。”
29 Kenneth M. Swope, The Military Collapse of China’s Ming Dynasty, 1618–44, Asian States and Empires (Abingdon,

Oxon: Routledge, 2014).
30 Michael Charney, “Crisis and Reformation in a Maritime Kingdom of Southeast Asia: Forces of Instability

and Political Disintegration in Western Burma (Arakan), 1603–1701,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of
the Orient 41:2 (January 1998), 185–219, https://doi.org/10.1163/1568520982601287.

31 David Parrott, The Business of War: Military Enterprise and Military Revolution in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2012).

32 Xing Hang, Conflict and Commerce in Maritime East Asia: The Zheng Family and the Shaping of the Modern World,
c. 1620–1720 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 60; Hui Peng, 明清时期澳门黑人问题研究 [Research
on questions of Macao blacks during Ming, Qing times] (Beijing: China Social Sciences Press, 2017), 98–110.

33 Hang, Conflict and Commerce in Maritime East Asia.
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soldiers’ subsequent exploits, Palafox notes that they remained good Christians, abstain-
ing from meat during Lent even when it was offered to them as a reward for outstanding
service against pirates. Whether this is more hagiography than history is unclear.34

Zheng’s son, Zheng Chenggong (鄭成功), better-known today as Koxinga, also had two
black battalions who were said to be slaves that had once belonged to the Dutch.
Clearly, then, the use of slaves or former slaves as soldiers, including as full-time praetor-
ian guards, was not limited to the mamlūk slaves of the Indian Ocean, but was mirrored in
the connected world of the South China Sea, where they frequently entered into personal
relationships with the powerful of the sort recently described by the Islamic jurist
Bernard Freamon, as rooted in “loyalty as a tool of governance.”35

Further examples of the encounter between regimes of bondage can be found in
Korean sources. For instance, in relation to the Ming naval reinforcements that arrived
in May 1598 to help push back Hideyoshi’s second invasion, the authors of the Veritable
Records of the Joseon Dynasty, writing in classical Chinese, recounted this conversation
between a Ming admiral and King Seonjo of Joseon (1552–1608):

There was a seaman whose eyes were yellow. The face, hands and legs were all black.
His hair was curly, like the wool of a black sheep. Yet, the top of his head had no hair
at all, which he covered with a tied-up yellow cloth resembling a flat peach.
Moreover, he could dive into the water and stay there for several days. [Such things
are] rarely seen even by the people of the Central Plain [i.e., the Chinese]. This
[Korea] is just a small place far away from the centre, how is it we came to see
such an incredible soldier? Because of you, I was able to do so and am grateful to
witness such a miracle. It seemed that our victory was now imminent.36

Unlike Ming accounts, which usually explicitly mention that these seamen were enslaved
(nu, 奴), there is no suggestion of his status in the Korean source. It is also not guaranteed
that he had served previously on a Portuguese vessel. Yet, the parallels with accounts
from Macau and the lack of an obvious alternative origin are suggestive of a previous
transoceanic journey, perhaps from East Africa to Macau, or another southern Chinese
port city.

Another important caveat is that such long-distance links do not mean that enslaved or
recently freed military labour was conceptualised in the same way throughout maritime
Asia. For instance, while the Portuguese seem to have lacked a formal category equivalent
to the Islamic mamlūk soldier, the general assumption seems nonetheless to have been
that slave labour could be put to a variety of violent ends, especially (although not

34 Shusheng Jiang,梅氏日記 :荷蘭土地測量師看鄭成功 [The diary of Philippus Daniel Meij van Meijensteen:
A Dutch land surveyor’s look on Zheng Chenggong] (Taipei: Echo of Things Chinese, 2003), 31; Juan de Palafox y
Mendoza, Historia de la conquista de la China por el Tartaro [History of the conquest of China by the Tartars] (Paris:
acosta de Antonio Bertier, 1670), 192–205, http://ark.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k574970; Letter from Antonio de
Santa Maria Caballero OF to Padre Provincial, 9 Aug 1649, Sinica Franciscana, ed. Anastasius van den Wyngaert
(Rome: M. Sisani, 1929), 2: 362–3 “Han de acomodar en la ciudad de Hanay [Anhai] que esta una legua de este puerto,
en la cual hay algunos negros de Macao, cristianos, soldados del mandarin. Tambien esta en ella la hija del mandarin mayor
de este partido, cristiana y casada con un Portugues [Rodríguez, Antonio, son of Manuel Bello] a quien yo conocí en
Macau y la visete en su casa. El dicho mandarin [Zheng Zhilong], su padre esta en la corte de Pequin representado por
el Rey tararo.” .

35 Freamon, Possessed by the Right Hand, 289.
36 朝鮮王朝實錄/ 宣祖實錄 / 三十一年 (1598) 卷一百 五月 / 26 日(P.25–1) [Veritable records of the Joseon

Dynasty, Seonjo, 31st year, scroll no. 100, 25–1 (26 May 1598)]: “一名海鬼。黃瞳漆面，四支手足，一身皆黑。
鬚髮卷卷短曲，如黑羊毛，而頂則禿脫，一匹黃絹，盤結如蟠桃狀，而着之頭上。能潛於海下，可伐賊

船，且數日能在水底，解食水族。中原人亦罕見也。上曰：‘小邦僻在海外，何嘗見此神兵？今因大人見

之，莫非皇恩。尤爲感激。兇賊殲滅，指日可待矣。’”
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necessarily exclusively) within the context of defence. This therefore became an import-
ant consideration when acquiring slaves. In contrast, when these slaves either escaped or
were sold into the Chinese military system, they presumably became “housemen” (家丁,
jiading): private vanguard troops of generals. This was in contrast to hired soldiers and
hereditary garrison troops. The latter had been the default arrangement for imperial
defence since the Yuan, but was slowly falling out of favour due to the monetisation of
the Ming economy in the wake of the flood of silver from the Americas, resulting in an
increasingly large body of fighting troops who owed their primary loyalty to the local
commander who hired them using imperial funds, rather than directly to the empire.37

Here, the fact that the Christian black slaves (黑奴, heinu) were not Chinese (唐人, tang-
ren) was not of itself that unusual, as the hiring of foreigners (Mongols, Jurchens,
Japanese, etc.) as combatants was common in Ming armies. These foreign soldiers were
prized for their specialist military skills such as archery, horse riding, and mountaineer-
ing. Most common along the northern border, but not absent elsewhere, they were
assigned to specific battalions according to their origin and assigned a Chinese command-
ing officer in a way reminiscent of Britain’s later Indian Army. There was also a cross-
border market in military slaves in the north, with the Jurchens buying Ming soldiers
and Ming buying Jurchens. This would be critical to the rise of the Manchu. The subse-
quent victory of the Qing also likely did little to change this situation, as their famous
Banner System was rooted in Turko-Mongolian military slavery that drew strength
from integrating defeated enemies in a subordinate status and regularly featured chattel
divisions.38 It was hardly much of a leap then to integrate another group of degraded or
desperate foreign combatants into this pre-existing structure.

Defining Japanese Military Slavery

The various enslaved and formerly enslaved black combatants and seamen documented in
Macau, Ceylon, Korea, and elsewhere show the porous nature of military slavery in mari-
time Asia. At the same time, the vagueness in many sources about their exact status and
their apparent mobility between different regimes of bondage underlines a recurring
problem in the history of slavery: the question of definition. Indeed, much hinges on
whether particular groups are categorised as military slaves, mercenaries, conscripted
soldiers, press-ganged sailors, or native allies. This very same definitional question also
arises with another diasporic group: that of the numerous Japanese men observed fighting
in South China and across Southeast Asia in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
Certainly, there is evidence of Japanese slaves being used for defence in Portuguese cities
in Asia. When Philip III attempted to republish a 1570 law against Japanese slavery in Goa,
the city council responded that they would be left effectively defenceless against the
Dutch.39 Furthermore, many of the antislavery edicts promulgated by both European
and Asian powers in the period were actually related in one way or another to the
issue of Japanese military slavery. For instance, in 1613 Chinese authorities prohibited
the purchase of Japanese slaves in Macau in these terms:

37 David M. Robinson, “Military Labor in China, c. 1500,” in Fighting for a Living: A Comparative Study of Military
Labour 1500–2000, ed. Erik-Jan Zürcher (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2013), 43–80.

38 Mark C. Elliott, The Manchu Way: The Eight Banners and Ethnic Identity in Late Imperial China (Stanford, Calif.:
Stanford University Press, 2001), 81–4; Susan Naquin and Evelyn S. Rawski, Chinese Society in the Eighteenth Century
(New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1989), 7; Pamela Kyle Crossley, Orphan Warriors: Three Manchu
Generations and the End of the Qing World (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1990), 14.

39 J. H. Da Cunha Rivara, Arquivo Portuguez Oriental [Portuguese-Oriental archive], 10 vols. (Nova Goa : Imprensa
Nacional, 1876), vol. 10, part 2a, 158; C. R. Boxer, Some Aspects of Portuguese Influence in Japan, 1542–1640 (London:
Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner and Co., 1936), 21.
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Banning the rearing and keeping of Japanese slaves: if old and new barbarian traders
still dare to rear and keep Japanese slaves and let them hitch a ride on foreign trad-
ing ships as before, whosoever experienced such in the past is allowed to come and
report; and [those law-breaking traders] will be strictly punished according to the
military laws; but if they do not come forward, they will be severely punished.40

This edict was a reaction to the large number of Japanese slaves in the city, whom the
Chinese authorities saw as a potential source of instability, given the perceived connec-
tion between the Japanese (倭寇, wokou) and piracy, with the Chinese viceroy famously
arguing that in any case the Portuguese had no need of Japanese labour when they
had black slaves.41 This said, despite the decree’s primary focus on slavery, many of the
potentially armed Japanese in Macau that so concerned the Ming officials were not slaves
at all (as well as not even being Japanese in some cases, as there was frequent conflation of
overseas Chinese involved illegally in the Japan trade and actual Japanese people). For
instance, the incident that triggered the official intervention in Macau involved the
attempted theft of a ship by a group of armed Japanese merchants who had arrived on
a vessel belonging to the daimyo of Arima.42 Similarly, in Japan the 1621 partial reiter-
ation of Hideyoshi’s 1587 antislavery proclamation was directed at stopping both the hir-
ing and the purchasing of Japanese by Dutch merchants who transported them to
Southeast Asia, where they were put to work in various different roles.43 The distinction
between Japanese military slaves, mercenaries, and armed contract labourers was there-
fore not always particularly sharp for contemporary observers.

A further complication is that the arming of slaves in cities frequently occurred outside
the contexts of both state-sanctioned warfare and urban defence against external
enemies. In 1596, a Portuguese edict banned armed slaves from walking the streets of
Cochin alone. Whereas protecting their master’s person was clearly acceptable (provided
they were actually present), unsupervised slaves were a liability. This was likely a
response to the fact that throughout the Iberian world slaves were regularly accused of
committing crimes on their masters’ behalf and were regularly described as sneaking
out to rob, rape, and murder for their own purposes. The risks, as well as the benefits,
of arming slaves were therefore of considerable concern to authorities, since this could
result in uncontrollable private uses of force, as well as ultimately the most feared of
all: slave revolts.44

As previously mentioned, not all armed Japanese in Portuguese cities, even those
advancing the interests of Portuguese individuals or institutions, were slaves. Far from
it. As Lúcio de Sousa has noted, when setting the punishments for Japanese found to
be carrying arms in Macau, the Habsburg authorities made a distinction between what
we might be tempted to call slave soldiers and employed mercenaries:

No Japanese of any rank and condition whatsoever shall reside in the said city of
Macau or be held outside it, or may they, or any slave of any other nation, freed
or captive, bring or be able to carry a katana, large or small, even in the company

40 Yin Guangren 印光任 and Zhang Rulin 張汝霖, Aomen jilüe 澳門紀略, 2 juan 卷 in 1 vol. (1751; rpt.,
Guangzhou: Guangzhou gaodeng jiaoyu chubanshe, 1988), Chap. 1, 18: “一、禁畜養倭奴，凡新舊[夷]商，敢

有仍前畜養倭奴，順搭洋船貿易者，許當年歷事之人前報嚴拿，處以軍法，若不舉一倂重治。”
41 C. R. Boxer, The Christian Century in Japan, 1549–1650 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1951), 299.
42 Sousa, The Portuguese Slave Trade in Early Modern Japan, 433; C. R. Boxer, “Antes quebrar que torcer” ou ( pun-

donor Português em Nagasaqui, 3–6 de Janeiro de 1610) [“Before breaking than torturing” or (Portuguese pride in
Nagasaki, 3–6 January 1610)] (Macau: Imprensa Nacional, 1950).

43 Adam Clulow, “Unjust, Cruel and Barbarous Proceedings,” Itinerario 31:1 (2007), 15–34, 28.
44 Cunha Rivara, Arquivo Portuguez Oriental, vol. 3, parte 2 (1861), 653–5.

Itinerario. Journal of Imperial and Global Interactions 333

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0165115323000232 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0165115323000232


of their master, on pain of all those things that are found under it in the form of this
law of mine: if they are a slave and have a master they will be sentenced to captivity
in my galleys in India for life, and if they are free they are to be exiled for ten years to
the same galleys.45

While the document here presumed some sort of dependency (in the form of either own-
ership or employment) on a Portuguese or other Christian master over whom the
Habsburgs might hope to claim some sort of authority, it is important to note that this
was far from always the case. Many Japanese combatants in Iberian cities were entirely
free agents, including the “merchants” that Vaz mentioned took up arms during the
1606 siege of Malacca.46 In a recent study of Malacca in this period, Paulo Pinto concludes
that the Japanese combatants who significantly swayed the outcome in favour of the
defenders were “mercenaries,” in the sense of individuals who were not considered prop-
erty and engaged in violence of various sorts to support themselves. This group later dis-
banded and was paid by the Portuguese factor before disappearing from the records,
suggesting that they were an independent force of some sort who went off to seek oppor-
tunities for profit and plunder elsewhere. Similar dynamics are also observed in Dutch
Batavia.47 This sort of Japanese soldier of fortune may even have been the model for
the striking image preserved in the Boxer Codex of a man wearing Japanese armour
and carrying both a katana and a matchlock musket (Figure 2).48 These were also likely
the troops considered essential to the ultimately unrealised Habsburg plan to invade
Ming China, and the sort that populated the Japanese militias found across maritime
Asia, whose plundering of ships and cities led to irate letters being sent (including
from Spanish Manila) to their indifferent sovereign in Edo.49

Finally, even as the bulk of the evidence supports Timothy Walker’s proposition that
slaves in Asia were employed in a defensive capacity (especially in the case of the
Portuguese), the offensive use of Japanese soldiers, some of whom are branded as slaves
in contemporary accounts, nonetheless also crops up from time to time. For instance,
there were around five hundred Japanese soldiers in the service of the kings of
Ayutthaya in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the most famous
being Yamada Nagamasa (1590–1630).50 While many of these were trader-raiders

45 Ibid., 763–4: “Nhũ Japão de qualquer calidade e condicão que seja que na dita cidade de Machao resedir ou a ella for
ter, nem outro algum escravo de qualquer outra nação forro ou cativo, traga nem possa trazer catana grande nem pequena
inda que seja em companhia de seu senhor, sob pena de todo o que com ela for achado contra forma desta minha ley tendo
senhor ser cativo para as minhas gales da India para sempre, e sendo livre ser degradado por dez annos para as mesma
gallés,” discussed in Sousa, The Portuguese Slave Trade in Early Modern Japan,432.

46 See note 1.
47 Remco Raben, Batavia and Colombo: The Ethnic and Spatial Order of Two Colonial Cities 1600–1800 (PhD diss.,

University of Leiden, 1996), 142–3.
48 Paulo Jorge de Sousa Pinto, The Portuguese and the Straits of Melaka, 1575–1619: Power, Trade and Diplomacy

(Singapore: NUS Press, 2012), 225–6; Luis Coello de Barbuda, Reyes de Portugal y empresas militares de Lusitanos
[Kings of Portugal and military companies of Lusitanos] (Lisbon: Pedro Craesbeeck, impressor del Rey, 1624),
321r–v.

49 Chris Baker and Pasuk Phongpaichit, A History of Ayutthaya: Siam in the Early Modern World (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2017), 123; Clulow, “Like Lambs in Japan”; Copia de carta de Pedro de Acuña, gober-
nador de Filipinas [Copy of letter from Pedro de Acuña, governor of the Philippines], Seville, 1604, Archivo
General de Indias [General archive of the Indies], Filipinas, 19, R.3, N.35.

50 Chris Baker, “Ayutthaya Rising: From Land or Sea?,” Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 34:1 (February 2003),
41–62, 48–9, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463403000031; Senchii Iwao, “Reopening of the Diplomatic and
Commercial Relations between Japan and Siam during the Tokugawa Period,” Acta Asiatica 4 (July 1963), 1–31.
The term trader-raider evokes Sven Beckert’s “war capitalism”: Sven Beckert, Empire of Cotton: A Global History
(New York: Knopf, 2014), xv–xvi.
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(among whom were numerous émigré Japanese Christians) who amassed considerable
wealth and influence, others apparently occupied a status that was closer to that of the
slaves owned by wealthier Japanese in Ayutthaya. For instance, the Dutch merchant
Pieter Willemsz van Elbinck (also known as Peter Floris, d. 1615) clearly describes a
group of Japanese “slaves” who took revenge on the court of King Si Saowaphak of
Ayutthaya following the murder of their master.51 While evidence is very thin on the
ground, some of these may have been purchased from better-off Japanese merchants,
but it is important to remember that Siamese merchants are also documented buying
people in Nagasaki, with the various prohibitions against selling Japanese slaves to

Figure 2. Japanese soldier, (Boxer Codex, fol. 91v.,Lilly Library, Bloomington, Indiana). Used with permission.

51 W. H. Moreland, Peter Floris, His Voyage to the East Indies in the Globe, 1611–1615: The Contemporary Translation of
His Journal, Bibliography of the Hakluyt Society Second Series, Part I 2/74 (London: Printed for the Hakluyt
Society, 1934), 56.
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foreigners targeting not only the Portuguese, but also the Siamese and Cambodians
involved in the slave trade.52

In sum, in this age of what Sven Beckert has dubbed “war capitalism,” it is wise to
eschew reifying categories like “merchants,” “mercenaries,” and “slave soldiers,” and
speak instead in the first instance of mobile populations of trader-raiders who engaged
in commerce and piracy, to differing degrees according to their skills, resources, and cur-
rent needs. While some came from notable merchant families in the Iberian Peninsula,
many were runaway slaves, freedmen, or other people who had in one way or another
fallen through the cracks of their societies and headed off to make their fortune by what-
ever means necessary. Many of these trader-raiders also owned what in European lan-
guages were frequently described as “slaves,” whose role in combat it is often
convenient to call military slavery. At the same time, the division between those who
in the historiography are often (although not always helpfully) referred to as slave sol-
diers, mercenaries, and formal allies is not always clear. Indeed, it is often difficult to
know what to make of the many groups who fought alongside Iberian forces in Asia,
whose origins, statuses, and intentions are often hard to reconstruct.53 This is particularly
true for the port cities of the Malay Archipelago, where different regimes of bondage col-
lided, and which will be the subject of the final case study.

The Encounter Between Regimes of Bondage in Southeast Asia

In Malacca, following the conquest of the city by Alfonso de Albuquerque in 1511, work
began on a new stone fortress complete with two wells and an imposing four-story
keep. This impressive piece of military-commercial infrastructure, which far outstripped
the previous wooden fort, was essential to the Portuguese control of the city that only
ended in 1641 at the hands of a joint Dutch–Johor force. Importantly, its construction
also made use of a very particular workforce. As the Portuguese chronicler João de
Barros described, an elephant carried the heaviest objects and the former sultan’s royal
slaves did the rest. As regards the latter, he continued:

In the course of these works Afonso de Albuquerque took advantage of a subgroup of
the Malaccan people called ambarages, which means “slaves of the king,” as indeed
they belonged to the king who provided them with food rations; and if not, they
earned it and took care of themselves, their wives, and children; the king had over
three thousand such people. And because at the beginning of the project Afonso
de Albuquerque knew who some of these slaves were, while others were still hiding
in the forest, others in the plantations (dusuns), and still others in the city, their iden-
tity being unknown to him, he ordered that it be publicly proclaimed that every slave
who belonged to King Muhammed, if he came to Albuquerque to ask for food, he
would be spared and be granted the freedoms that he had before; and anyone who
brought Albuquerque an escaped royal slave or if he presented someone who seemed
to be a royal slave, then Albuquerque would give him as much. This proclamation was
the cause of many free people becoming slaves, because men had an incentive to take
poor free people from the plantations and forests and present them as slaves of the
king. These people were then added to the list of royal slaves, thereby enslaving

52 Sousa, The Portuguese Slave Trade in Early Modern Japan, 271–2.
53 G. V. Scammel, “The Pillars of Empire: Indigenous Assistance and the Survival of the ‘Estado da India’

c. 1600–1700,” Modern Asian Studies 22:3 (1988), 473–89; Rotem Kowner, From White to Yellow: The Japanese in
European Racial Thought, 1300–1735, McGill-Queen’s Studies in the History of Ideas 63 (Montreal & Kingston:
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2014).
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them, their wives, and children. And the worst thing was that many people did this to
harm each other, denouncing someone as a slave with two witnesses, and there was
no more miserable person than this, and the business of these ambarages was the
cause of much harm, as will be seen.54

Among other things, this passage reminds us that animals were also part of the military
infrastructure of premodern Asia since they were able to move heavy objects for construc-
tion. This is in addition to their use in battle, which, as the Codex Casanatense makes
clear, was known to the Portuguese (Figure 3).55

Most of the passage, however, focuses on the unfortunate consequences of the encoun-
ter between the regimes of bondage of the Portuguese and the Malacca Sultanate in a
moment of geopolitical transition. For some context, contemporary observers noted
that in this part of the Malay Archipelago there was an array of terms to refer to subtly
different types of public and private slaves that could sometimes also include Chinese,
Dutch, and Portuguese seamen who had been captured and pressed into work, usually
subsequently being circumcised and forced to convert to Islam. In the case of the
hamba raja [ambarages] described by Barros, hamba referred specifically to “slaves” to
higher powers, namely either to Allah, or, as here, to the king (raja). This class of slaves
seems to have been present in various Malay sultanates, where they served as factors in
trade, labourers in large-scale construction projects, and as bodyguards or executioners
for their monarchs, gaining relative prestige, although not political power, in their soci-
eties.56 Of the total slave population of Malacca reported by Portuguese observers in 1511,
between 50 percent and 85 percent fell into this category.57 While their status has been
described as an extreme form of contemporary European vassalage or corvée labour, a
more accurate analogy is arguably that they represent a Southeast Asian mirror of the
mamlūk system resulting from the close commercial and diplomatic links between
Malacca and the Ottoman Empire.58

Admittedly, hamba raja was a more capacious category. It seems to have included both
high status merchants and fairly low-status slaves who undertook backbreaking tasks for
the sultan, and were frequently originally criminals who had preferred slavery to the sultan

54 João de Barros, Da Ásia. Década Segunda. Parte Segunda (Lisbon: Na regia officina typografica, 1777), 87–8: “No
tabalho das quaes obras se aproveitou Affonso d’Alboquerque de huma gente do povo de Malaca chamabada Ambarages, que
quer dizer escravos d’El Rey, como em verdade o eram d’El Rey, e elle lhe mandava dar ração de mantimento; e quando não,
ells o ganhavam, mantendo a si, e a suas mulheres, e filhos, dos quaes escravos El Rey teria passante de tres mil. E porque
Affonso d’Alboquerque em começando as obras soube parte destes escravos, e delles andavam ainda elos matos, outros
ficáram nos duções, e outros estavam na cidade sem elle saber quaes eram, mandou lançar pregões, que todo escravo
que for a d’El Rey Mahamed, se viesse a elle pera lhe mandar dar seu mantimento, e ficaria no foro da vida, e
Liberdade que d’ante tinha; e qualquer pessoa que lhe trouxesse hum destes por andar fugido, ou se elle aprensentasse
pera ser assentado por escravo d’El Rey, que elle lhe mandaria dar hum tanto. O qual pregão foi causa que muita gente
livre ficou cativa” porque como os homens tinham premio, dos duções, e matos traziam do povo pobre hum livre; e tanto
que o apresentava por escravo d’El Rey, era assentado na matricula delles, ficando com nome de escravo elle, sua mulher
e filhos. E o peior era, que como hum homem queria mal a outro, denunciando ser escravo com duas testemunhas, não
havia mais miser, o qual negocio destes Ambarages foi ao Diante causa de muito mal, como se verá.”

55 Thomas R. Trautmann, Elephants & Kings: An Environmental History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015).
56 Ingrid Saroda Mitrasing, The Age of Aceh and the Evolution of Kingship: 1599–1641 (PhD diss., University of

Leiden, 2011), 232–56.
57 Remco Raben, “Cities and the Slave Trade in Early-Modern Southeast Asia,” in Linking Destinies: Trade, Towns

and Kin in Asian History, ed. Peter Boomgaard, Dick Kooiman, and Henk Schulte Nordholt (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 119–
40.

58 Affan Seljuq, “Relations between the Ottoman Empire and the Muslim Kingdoms in the Malay-Indonesian
Archipelago,” Der Islam: Zeitschrift für Geschichte und Kultur des Islamischen Orients 57 (January 1980), 301–10;
R. Michael Feener, Patrick Daly, and Anthony Reid, Mapping the Acehnese Past, Verhandelingen van Het
Koninklijk Instituut Voor Taal-, Land- En Volkenkunde 268 (Leiden: KITLV Press, 2011), 80.
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to capital punishment. They were also different from Ottoman Janissaries in that they were
not a burden on the sultan’s purse, since they were expected to devote half their time to
supporting themselves. This has led to comparisons with vassals (vassali) or serfs (adscriptitii)
in medieval Europe, in contrast to slaves (servi) per se, a fact also suggested by the patrilineal
hereditability of the status. However, within their particular context they seem to have occu-
pied a status different from even the most subordinated vassals in the region, such as the
Moluccans whom António Galvão (d. 1557) reported were required to “besiege towns, to
move temples, royal palaces, and other similar things” for their lord.59 Furthermore, Vaz’s
treatise makes it clear that hamba raja could be bought and sold, with some at least ending
up in the hands of Christian owners, since he discusses at some length the hereditability of
the status on the basis of his personal experience in Malacca and Ceylon:

The royal slaves, of whom there is a great number among the princes of the South
Seas, share the nature of serfdom, and are called Ambarages. If they are legitimate,
they follow the status of their father, whatever status the mother may have; but if
they are illegitimate, they belong to the mother’s sort, not the father’s, for we learned
this once at Malacca when we were interpreting cases of conscience for the clergy, and
also noted it from discussions on the island of Taprobane [i.e., Ceylon] with some of the
chief vassals and diplomats of the impious King of Dachen [sic].60

Figure 3. Image of a war elephant (Rome, Biblioteca Casanatense, cod. 1889), 76–7.

59 Hubert Th. Th. M. Jacobs, ed. and trans., A Treatise on the Moluccas (c. 1544): Probably the Preliminary Version of
António Galvão’s Lost História Das Molucas, Sources and Studies for the History of the Jesuits, vol. 3 (Rome: Jesuit
Historical Institute, 1971), 75.

60 Lisbon, National Library of Portugal, cod. 2577, fols. 23v–24r: “Adscriptitionum quoque servorum naturam
sequuntur regii servi, quorum est ingens numerus apud Australes principes, et vocantur Ambarages. Hi enim si legitimi
sint patris sortem et statum habent, quidquid sit de matre; si autem sint illegitimi, matrem committantur, non patrem,

338 Stuart M. McManus

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0165115323000232 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0165115323000232


Concomitantly, the laws of Malacca (Undang-Undang Melaka) imposed a fine of fourteen
times the value of the slave on those who stole a hamba raja who was later recovered, and
in other cases the text demanded the enslavement of the thief. There were also fines of
smaller multiples for stealing the slaves of other members of the royal family and royal
officials. This implies hamba raja, who among other things contributed to the defence of
the sultan, were essentially alienable and could be assigned a market value of some sort.
As such, their status overlapped in significant ways with what is conventionally consid-
ered to be military slavery.61 In the construction of the fortress at Malacca, therefore,
we see the combination and convergence of European, Islamic, and autochthonous
regimes of bondage to support the construction of military infrastructure, which was
just as essential to the large-scale outbursts of violence that punctuated life in maritime
Asia as the marshalling of military labour of various statuses.

Such exchanges reflected a general pattern in the region, where people of various ori-
gins, as well as different markets and distinctive forms of military slavery, overlapped and
interacted. This complex encounter is also visible in the crews who manned the many
ships that crisscrossed Southeast Asia. Whether they were built in a Portuguese or
Chinese shipyard, or flew a Dutch or Siamese flag, the vessels that engaged in the period’s
constant process of trading, raiding, and empire building all featured highly diverse crews
of multiple statuses and origins, including enslaved and free Africans.62 This complexity is
reflected in Malacca’s maritime laws (Undang-Undang Laut Melaka), which stated that cap-
tains could expect to have free men, full slaves, and debt slaves (orang berhutang) among
their crew.63 The last of these groups was particularly common in Southeast Asia
(although also documented in parts of Africa and imperial China), where rice-farming
was precarious and the elites effectively became loan sharks, gaining access to their bor-
rowers’ labour. Interestingly, the Undang-Undang Melaka also suggests that debt bondage
could be inflicted on those found guilty of “slashing” (menetak) a free man. While both
royal courts and the Inquisition could send criminals and heretics to the galleys (from
where they might be sent to Asia), in parts of maritime Asia too, penal slavery had the
potential to influence the composition of the crews manning the region’s many ships
that were constantly alternating between commerce and warfare, as the situation
demanded.64

This close relationship between debt bondage and combat on both land and sea was
also found at the other end of the Malay Archipelago in the Philippines. There, indigenous

prout Malacae aliquando, cum casus conscientiae ad clerum interpretaremur, dedicimus, et notavimus ex quibusdam impii
Dachenensis regis in insula Taporbana praecipuis vassalis et oratoribus.”

61 Yock Fang Liaw, Undang-Undang Melaka: The Laws of Melaka (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1976), 168–73; Thomas
Raffles, “On the Maláyu Nation, with a Translation of Its Maritime Institutions,” Asiatick Researches 18 (1818),
102–58, 154; Ito Takeshi, “The World of the Adat Aceh: A Historical Study of the Sultanate of Aceh” (PhD
diss., Australian National University, 1984), 396–413; Anthony Reid, “‘Closed’ and ‘Open’ Slave Systems in
Pre-Colonial Southeast Asia,” in Slavery, Bondage and Dependency in Southeast Asia, ed. Anthony Reid (St. Lucia:
University of Queensland Press, 1983), 156–81; Luís Filipe F. R. Thomaz, “A escravatura em Malaca no século
XVI” [Slavery in Malacca in the 16th century], Studia 53 (1994): 253–304; Stuart M. McManus, “Partus Sequitur
Ventrem in Theory and Practice: Slavery and Reproduction in Early Modern Portuguese Asia,” Gender & History
32:3 (October 2020), 542–61, https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-0424.12499; Anthony Reid, “‘Slavery So Gentle’: A
Fluid Spectrum of Southeast Asian Conditions of Bondage,” in What Is a Slave Society?: The Practice of Slavery in
Global Perspective, ed. Noel Lenski and Catherine M. Cameron (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018),
410–28.

62 Jeanette Pinto, Slavery in Portuguese India, 1510–1842 (Bombay: Himalaya Publishing House, 1992), 48–51; Jan
Huygen van Linschoten, Iohn Huighen van Linschoten. His Discours of Voyages into Ye Easte & West Indies: Deuided into
Foure Bookes (London: By John Windet for Iohn Wolfe printer to ye Honorable Cittie of London, 1598), 74–5.

63 Raffles, “On the Maláyu Nation,” 133.
64 Liaw, Undang-Undang Melaka, 74–5.
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elites (principales) allied to the Spanish eagerly embraced the Reconquista-tinted mixture
of offence and defence repackaged as “just-war slavery” to engage Muslim trader-raiders
in an ongoing series of conflicts usually called the Moro Wars.65 Of those who actually did
the fighting, many were debt slaves of Catholic principales who became the instruments of
a distant empire. Others took part as a preferable alternative to undertaking mandated
labour for their local lord or the Spanish in Manila. This undesirable form of coerced
labour involved both the forced sale of foodstuffs at a particular price (bandala) and
corvée labour (repartimiento): primarily shipbuilding, which in turn was an intrinsic
part of the military infrastructure that allowed the expansion of Spanish frontiers and
their defence against the ever-present Dutch. In principle, those subject to both the ban-
dala and the repartimiento were supposed to be compensated, although the Spanish treas-
ury in Manila was rarely able to do so.66 This was just another example of the myriad
interactions between different regimes of bondage in Asia that undergirded with force
(or the threat of force) both European interests and those of Asian elites, allied or other-
wise to the far-travelled trader-raiders.

Conclusion

As in the Atlantic world, the arming of slaves and others of low status was common in
early modern Asia, whether those bearing arms were fighting under the flag of a
European or non-European monarch—or even no monarch at all. This is perhaps best
exemplified by the case of the black slaves and former slaves who helped defend
Macau from Anglo-Siamese-Dutch invaders. Members of this little-known corner of the
African diaspora (that may have also included very dark-skinned Indians or Southeast
Asians whom Chinese sources did not differentiate from Africans) would later spill out
into imperial China and Korea, where they could be found protecting the Zheng clan dur-
ing the Ming-Qing transition and aboard a Chinese ship off the coast of Korea. Similarly,
Japanese slaves and semi-independent trader-raiders could be found bearing arms along
the maritime route between the Indian Ocean and the South China Sea. These various
groups of ethnically diverse combatants frequently fought alongside convicts and other
types of bonded people, whom the sources struggle to categorise. Thus, military slavery
is a historical category that cannot be decisively separated from mercenary forces, corvée
labour, slave bodyguards, and allied troops.

A final important insight is that like the military history of maritime Asia more
broadly, military slavery in the region was characterised by the encounter and mixing
of peoples and customs from a range of slave regimes and military traditions. This is per-
haps best underscored by the labour that went into the construction of the new fortress at
Malacca in 1511. There, in the newly conquered city, Ottoman ideas about royal slaves,
Malay kingship, Portuguese fortress design, neo-Roman European concepts of slavery
and freedom, and elephantine labour came together as Alfonso de Albuquerque attempted
to cement his control of a key bottleneck along the maritime route between the Indian
Ocean and the South China Sea. In fact, it is hard to imagine that, without such encounters
between labour regimes that frequently relied on coercion and commodification, ships
could have been manned, fortresses built, weapons forged, gunpowder manufactured,
and soldiers fed in the highly violent world of early modern maritime Asia.

65 Ethan P. Hawkley, “Reviving the Reconquista in Southeast Asia: Moros and the Making of the Philippines,
1565–1662,” Journal of World History 25:2/3 (June/September 2014): 285–310, https://doi.org/10.1353/jwh.2014.
0014.

66 Stephanie Mawson, “Philippine Indios in the Service of Empire: Indigenous Soldiers and Contingent Loyalty,
1600–1700,” Ethnohistory 63:2 (April 2016), 381–413.
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