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INTRODUCTION

The historian Philip Curtin, in Cross-Cultural Trade in World History, is “concerned here with only a narrow part of human affairs, that is, the way people exchanged goods with other people who had a different way of life.” (Page X, Preface). In the best tradition of the profession of history, Mr. Curtin supports his findings with unimpeachable research, an expert’s grasp of his subject, and a perspicacious weighing of—it seems—most of the literature extant dealing with cross-cultural trade. There are compelling, opposing viewpoints on how events occurred and how processes developed, and why, and Curtin looks at them with a jaundiced eye towards monocausal theses. Do we take an instrumentalist, somewhat reductionist view of social, political, and economic relations among different groups, one that is powerful, overarching, and austere, or a more ecumenical, expansive view that appears intuitively more likely, yet somehow more reticent in its voice? The debates rage on, but Mr. Curtin says we do not have to come down on one side or the other. He has a complex, nuanced view of cross-cultural trade in human history: he borrows from here, and listens there, creating an original synthesis of the theme of trade across cultural lines.

CROSS-CULTURAL TRADE: CONCEPTUAL CONTROVERSIES

Mr. Curtin allows himself the space to formulate a sensible blend of the ideas of the opposing camps of the substantivists and the formalists. The substantivists hold that formal theory is too narrow, that it does not adequately take into consideration all of the ways economic processes are “imbedded” in noneconomic institutions: there are more ways to exchange goods than through barter or sale. The formalists retort that the laws of supply and demand, the economized allocation of scarce resources and services, are paramount in all of these meetings. But Curtin says, “…the best social scientists recognize that both market and other forms of exchange (reciprocity, redistribution), have a role to play. The problem is to measure the influence of each in specific situations.” (Page 14). He has it exactly right.

INCENTIVES TO TRADE: DIFFERING RESOURCE ENDOWMENTS

Homogeneous environments stretching over some distance provided no obvious incentive to trade beyond a small area, and not much reason for specialization within a village where most were concentrated on food production. But where dissimilar environments lie next to each other, specialization and trade become likely.

A classic example of an important dividing line between diverse environments is the desert edge, or sahel. The desert edge separates land where people can practice farming from the arid steppe and desert where only pastoral nomadism—herding sheep, horses, or cattle—is possible. Nomads, who had to move often with their animals for better pasturage, had meat and milk to offer, that is all. They needed grain, cloth, and metals. The farmers had these things, the fiber for making clothes and nets, tools, and food crops. It has been a long, fruitful, but tragic struggle between nomads (who lived where farming was nigh impossible even if they wanted to do it), desperate for the things a sedentary society could support, and the agrarian villagers who desired the pelts, meats, and fish that the hunters and nomads specialized in.

If he were not so concrete, one could say the author uses the “desert edge” as a running metaphor for that interface of varied ecologies meeting on land or at a coast. It is an evocative image used to great advantage when he discusses the cross-cultural trade conducted between the nomads of the Western Sahara and the sedentary societies of the savanna, which is a narrow strip of Africa south of the desert, and north of the jungle forest. Curtin accesses maps showing very old trade routes across the arid land, that stop several miles into the different ecological zone of the savanna, which are grasslands suitable for small agricultural settlements.

WHO WILL MAKE THESE DEALS?

“Others” are unpredictable, which is usually dangerous. Communication is difficult; trust hard to forge. For the ancient traditions of nearly all early civilizations dictated that merchants were ones to be looked down on as unproductive—they did not rule, they did not intercede with the gods, and they did not work in the fields with their hands bringing in food. As foreigners, and as merchants, they were doubly suspicious. 

But people recognized that the merchants’ goods and services were valuable. Special institutional arrangements were set up to help guarantee mutual security. The most common first form was the trade settlement. Commercial specialists would leave home and go to live as aliens in another town, usually in the heart of the town center to be near the most potential customers. These would be important towns of “the others.” The merchants could settle in there, pick up a language, and learn the ways of the hosts.

These commercial specialists were cross-cultural brokers, helping and encouraging trade between the two groups. Over time, a system was worked out in which some traders moved and settled permanently, while others in their group went back and forth with the cargo. 

Merchants set up whole series of trade settlements in foreign towns. A web was created. This arrangement, though scattered, was connected; a network was formed. Curtin calls this a “trade diaspora,” and they would become so successful for so long that by the mid-19th century they would for all intents and purposes have put themselves out of business, since the vitality and importance of the ties they had made obviated the need for cross-cultural brokers: the world was running on Western (read European) time now. The trade diasporas can be seen as an example of Spier’s “regime” theory, which states that regimes come into being, flourish, and die out, to be supplanted by offshoot regimes, in this case, the Western industrial capitalism that forcefully overtook most of the world by 1840.

WHAT DID IT LOOK LIKE? CENTRAL PLACE THEORY AND MULTIFUNCTIONALITY: A GENERAL MODEL

“…Specialized functions tended to cluster, forming urban settlements where many different things took place.” (Page 8). There was, and is, a hierarchy of importance involved in the relationship between towns, small centers, and major cities. The smaller the settlement, the fewer things that went on there; in the smallest settlements the range of things done was very narrow, usually raising crops or watching animals.

Some cities were more multifunctional than others, so their relationships to each other were analogous to how the towns related to their hinterlands. The more multifunctional the city, the bigger the advantage it would have.

This would have implications for a trade diaspora: less multifunctional cities could become economically and politically dependent, subservient really, to the big centers. Also, the more technically adept the society is, the greater its range of activities and innovations. Add the passage of time, grand ambition, and great wealth born of extensive cross-cultural trade, and we witness the Industrial Revolution, which was the true driver of the disruptions and dislocations in areas of the globe targeted as assets by the Europeans, especially the British. 

The British poured trade- and plunder-derived revenues into military technology, and it paid off when they could steam straight into the rivers of the Chinese Empire in ironclads, comfortably dispatching foes that outnumbered them four to one. They forced open the greater parts of the Chinese market that were not already worked by traders from around the world on the southern coast. There would be no more fictions about the “universal empire,” and about tribute trade.
THE FISHERIES MODEL OF THE NORTH AMERICAN FUR TRADE: DIVINING THE TRUTH

Professor Curtin outlines how economists theorize the behavior of people who see resources open to public exploitation. It has been called the “fisheries model,” because it is most often applied to deep-sea fishing. He writes: “Where a resource is there for the taking, with potential captors in competition with one another, the individual fisherman or hunter will try to capture all he can. If he does not overfish, other fishermen will. His future loss from failing to conserve will be the same, whether or not he fishes now. If he does not, he will have no present profit to set against future loss.” (Page 209).

They never looked back. Fifty years after the French made it down the St. Lawrence River, most northern beaver were gone. The beaver pelt business ran profitably for another 200 years, after shifting north and west, where the “mountain men” of the Rockies finished off western beaver by the 1830’s. St. Louis was used as a market-transport hub in that trade. By 1890, the buffalo were effectively wiped out.

Curtin points out that the fur trade was nearly unique in the annals of cross-cultural trade, but he shows that the trade was more conventional than it could have appeared. 

It was a different kind of encounter between the market-oriented Europeans and Native Americans. Native American economies were much more self-sustaining than in most other places. They were much less intertwined with and broadly connected to other places as societies were in the Old World Web, where they were becoming used to depending on commodities coming in from other lands.

The Indians’ technology lagged; they had no iron. They had been isolated for many centuries.

There was a great variety of modes of exchange. Favors were done for the respective parties (reciprocity). The Indians had a tradition of redistributing their wealth—not that Indians disdained material goods; they generally eagerly pursued the Europeans for their weapons and tools, with a concomitant ratcheting-up of violence sparked by dwindling resources. 

Some have argued that the fur trade was driven by political and military considerations of the Europeans vis a vis the Indians. It was “treaty trade.” Curtin believes this dovetails with economic thought at the time. But, he notes, these types of alliances were not any more important here than in Asia. Besides, a treaty was an alien concept. “None of the forest hunters had leadership with the authority to make a binding agreement covering future trade relationships.” (Page 226).

There is also a theory that says the Indians venerated the animals around them; they thought their spirits helped humans. Only those animals that were absolutely necessary for human survival should be killed. They thought the animals had failed them when the European disease epidemics hit, so the idea is that the Indians turned on the animals in an unremitting slaughter of revenge. There is not a lot of evidence for this.

Curtin convincingly adjudges the evidence to say that yes, there were trade activities imbedded in a social order having to do with things like reciprocity and redistribution, but the system can be explained in terms of normal economic theory, based on the laws of supply and demand. The Indians came back with furs year after year because they felt they were getting a good deal. They had a few options. And the Europeans were here to stay.

JUDGMENTS AND NOTES

I stayed with the fur trade above for a good piece because I had an intriguing insight related to that section of the book. It goes like this: There were things the Indians had always done, usually with fishing, hunting, or farming (the big three of maize, squash, and beans) forming a predominating niche dependent upon the group or tribe. When the Europeans came in, it was as if they said to the Indians: “This is your specialty, (whatever the predominating niche). Do it all the time. Keep it to yourselves. It will be very profitable.” The Indians accommodated their changed role. 

Curtin avails himself of company logs, other scholars’ work, medieval diaries, the words of Asian poets, even some apocryphal information to round out his book. He supports it with impeccable detail work while keeping cognizant of the theme.

At times I thought the theme of cross-cultural trade was artificially limiting, as other currents in technology, religion, the arts, politics, war, philosophy, and science vied for attention on the periphery. But he could usually foreground trade in an acceptable, comprehensible fashion.

I do, however, feel he has failed in his mission to reach a general audience. I had to re-read, several times, many of the passages dealing with economic theory. I think he assumes too much economic background knowledge. He sometimes used the jargon of an arbitrageur, or syndicator: it was arcane. I thought he could have broken it down a little better in this area.

His style would be what I call a “poli-sci,” academy, exposition style, meaning a little dry. But there were good chunks that made it a page-turner for me: the African trade moving out to the coasts from within; and the landlord-brokers who were in charge on the West African coast. It is a fascinating reversal of the paradigm we often think of: the stagnant continent penetrated from without. Other sections I really liked were to do with naval technology and navigation, the Europeans in India and China, and the aforementioned North American fur trade.

I think Curtin leans toward the formalist camp, but he does not give it away. There is an interesting subtext that builds through the book, and it is: somehow trade is so important, so human, that there is more here than simply people exchanging goods over shifting lines in the sand. He would retort: “It is projecting; you are psychologizing. It is not a part of my mandate. It is uninformed speculation, which should necessarily play no part in this work.” That attitude perhaps detracts from the romance inherent in the subject that might have been evoked more richly by a different writer, but in the context set before us, it has to be deemed admirable.
Curtin succeeds in his effort to be objective. His information on Africa and Asia is a real tonic to the triumphalist narratives of popular culture, with their undertows of inevitability that we marinate in in this country.

Cross-Cultural Trade in World History is not a book I would have read were it not assigned. It tells me that I am missing a lot when I do not know what I am missing. I am always emotional when I read the final sentences of a good book. This one did it for me. 

