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Abstract and Keywords
Drawing from diplomatic sources, commercial treatises, and
legal documents, this chapter describes the ransoming of
captives as an important economic sector of the early modern
Mediterranean. It argues that, far from being an economy of
booty and plunder that obstructed commercial exchanges,
corsairing in the Mediterranean sustained a constant trade in
captives that crossed religious, legal, and political boundaries.
The official function of corsairing was to damage the enemy’s
economic activities. But in practice, corsairing also
contributed to intensify contacts between Christian, Muslim,
and Jewish merchants in the western Mediterranean.
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THE RANSOMING OF captives was an important economic
sector of the early modern Mediterranean, not only because
the total amount of ransoms was very high, but above all
because trading captives allowed merchants and ship captains
to establish commerce with political and religious enemies.1
Captives’ trade and ransoming were not an exclusively early
modern phenomenon. Prisoners or captives had been enslaved
or ransomed since ancient and medieval times.2 Nor was
ransoming specific to the Mediterranean. We find similar
practices in early modern times in the Hungarian borderlands
dividing

(p.109)

the Habsburg and the Ottoman Empires, as

well as in the Great Lakes region of North America, which
Richard White famously called the “middle ground.”3
Furthermore, to ransom a captive did not necessarily mean to
free him or her. Roman law stated that ransomed persons
returned to the status they held before their captivity
(postliminium), although it remained uncertain whether the
ransomed belonged to the ransomer until full reimbursement
(retentio).4 In sixteenth-century Brazil, the Portuguese bought
prisoners from Indian tribes, such as the Tupinambi, in order
to make them into their own slaves—a practice known as
rescate, which could mean both ransoming and rescue.5 This
connection between war and enslavement is still present in
John Locke’s definition of slavery as “a State of War continued,
between a lawful Conquerour, and a Captive.”6
Warfare was also an economic affair with promising gains.
These included plundered goods (among which was live
booty), ransoms of prisoners, and “ransoms of the
country” (the appatis paid by peasants or the sauvegardes
negotiated by villages and towns for immunity or to avoid
occupation and plundering).7 The economics of warfare
followed specific codes: high ransom signified the recognition
of high status, a ranking visible, for example, in the difference
between the ransom for an officer and a simple soldier as they
appeared on official price lists. Warfare was also accompanied
by non-economic rituals. In addition to gracious liberation, the
exchange of prisoners by “quarter” or Kartell after a battle
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was a question of honor and a sign of mutual respect.8 A whole
literature has described the process of increasing state
(p.110)

control and “civilizing” warfare between European

powers, and recent research, mainly concerned with intraEuropean wars, has shed new light on the reality of warfare,
stressing the fact that violence in the early modern period was
not random, brutal, and irrational, but followed highly
ritualized practices in wartime.9 Captivity and ransoming were
part of these written and often unwritten rituals.
In the Mediterranean, corsairing shaped the commercial and
diplomatic relations between southern Europe (Iberia, the
French kingdom, and the Italian regional states) and North
Africa. Fernand Braudel called this endemic activity the
“secondary form of war” and placed its flourishing in the
period between the battle of Lepanto (1571) and the end of the
seventeenth century, which he labeled the “century of
corsairing.”10 Of course, this “little war” added to the
difficulties inherent in cross-cultural commercial interactions
between regions controlled by Muslim and Christian powers.
We argue, though, that far from just constituting an obstacle
for mercantile exchanges (a mere economy of booty and
plunder), corsairing in the Mediterranean, with its
concomitant trade in captives, furnished a trading framework
that crossed religious, legal, and normative boundaries. This
apparent paradox comes with a corollary argument: in order
to reconstruct the history of the economic relations between
Muslim and Christian regions in the early modern period, we
need to take into consideration a broad array of primary
sources, which illuminates the mercantile and maritime
practices that structured commercial flows and which is not
confined to diplomatic sources and commercial treatises. In
this chapter, for example, we will make ample use of legal
documents.
The Mediterranean, in short, stands out both as an area with
distinctive common characteristics and as a region filled with
political conflict and cultural diversity. It thus enriches our
understanding of what historians and anthropologists have
called, following Philip D. Curtin, “cross-cultural trade.” By
“cross-cultural trade,” scholars mean a variety of phenomena.
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We will resort to this concept in very specific terms. To start,
we posit that agents involved in cross-cultural trade shared
neither the same mother tongue nor the same religion, and
they lived in distinct political and normative contexts.
Consequently, we define cross-cultural trade, at one and the
same

(p.111)

time, as a cross-religious, cross-political, and

cross-legal trade. Francesca Trivellato rightly warned
historians not to use “cross-cultural trade” as a generic
expression. “An instantaneous transaction between two
strangers” is not, she reminds us, “an instance of crosscultural trade,” in particular because “such exchanges [...]
involve no credit and limited risks because traders usually can
inspect the merchandise.”11 However, we can legitimately
consider that a finite transaction bringing two strangers face
to face as part of a more regular flow of exchanges (which is
precisely the case of the commerce of captives) can entail
risks, in particular abuses by agents in a position to exert
violence, more or less legally. So we add two further criteria
to the definition of cross-cultural trade. The first is the risk
inherent in the nature of the transaction, in a context of
hostility or latent violence; the second is the frequency and the
regularity of this type of transaction.
Cross-cultural trade is not the equivalent—although this is
often how it is portrayed—of long-distance trade. The
geographical proximity of the Ottoman Empire and Morocco to
many Christian states produced intense commercial exchange
but did not lead in any automatic fashion to the creation of a
common legal system; in fact, the difficulty of crossing existing
cultural boundaries persisted over time. Furthermore, if
corsairing and the commerce of captives were ancient
activities, common to both the Christian and Islamic worlds,
they did not necessarily give rise to uniform practices. For
instance, the rules about captures at sea—crucial in the
corsairing context—could vary considerably between the
Maghreb and the European countries of jus commune.12 We
can thus approach the Mediterranean as a laboratory that
allows us to analyze the historical processes that generated
both dense commercial networks and a persisting cultural and
legal separation between Islam and Christendom. In seeking
to unravel this apparent paradox, we follow the noted
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Norwegian anthropologist Fredrik Barth and approach these
processes as the fruit of constant interactions between distinct
groups and states.13

A Lucrative Business
Capturing and ransoming in the Mediterranean took place
mainly (but not exclusively) in the context of the confrontation
between Christian and Islamic powers, such as the Crusades,
jihad, or the Reconquista. Violence was thus at the core of
(p.112) captives’ trade in the Mediterranean. Following Janice
E. Thompson, corsairing was a form of extraterritorial violence
practiced as part of a commercial politics of violence
conducted by privateers, military orders, and North African
“state corsairs” that were issued an official license by
sovereign or another legitimate authorities.14 Stressing the
difference between corsairing and piracy proves to be
important: corsairs were official and legitimate warriors, who
acted under the formal supervision of a state and according to
the laws of war and peace; they carried on themselves either
passports or commissions, and were supposed only to attack
enemy ships in wartime, like the so-called “privateers” in the
North European and Baltic seas, as well as in the Atlantic. By
contrast, pirates were “the enemies of all nations” (hostes
humani generis): they acted for themselves and did not obey
any sovereign.15 In the Mediterranean context, the term
“Barbary pirates,” used in European discourse up to the
twentieth century, casts doubt on the legitimacy of the
Maghrebi authorities. Formally under Ottoman sovereignty,
the rulers of Algeria and Tunisia were denounced by European
diplomats as violent usurpers of power and, consequently, the
corsairing activities that they sponsored were portrayed as
mere piracy.16
On both sides of the Mediterranean, captives were made to
serve on galleys, in mines and mills, in agriculture and
domestic service;17 when they possessed specific skills,
(p.113) they were employed in shipbuilding or customs offices;
on rare occasions, they were even forced to work as
translators, as in the case of al-Hasan al-Wazzan, alias Leo
Africanus, who in the 1520s was put to work on the Arabic
manuscripts of the Vatican library.18
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Virtually all primary sources refer to captives indistinctively as
“slaves.” It is thus not surprising that captives also called
themselves “slaves” in their letters and petitions. Captives
were also considered as part of the traditional workforce of
servile labor. Slaves were a presence in most Italian, Spanish,
and Portuguese cities. If in the European literature Algiers and
Tunis are often cited for their large slave population, we ought
to remember that Lisbon, Seville, Genoa, Messina, and Livorno
also had flourishing slave markets and numerous resident
slaves during the early modern period.19 European consuls in
overseas ports were important slave traders in the
Mediterranean. Thus the correspondence of the French consul
François Cotolendy in Livorno with the French secretary of
state of the navy tells us about the competition between the
French and the Spanish consuls for the purchase of Muslim
slaves in the Tuscan port. Cotolendy complained to his
superior about the order to buy slaves for no more than 110
piasters each, while in 1683 the minimum price on the market
was 120 piasters. The Spanish consul spent as much as 150
piasters to buy a slave.20
Several European and non-European languages distinguished
between a slave and a captive: esclave/captif in French;
schiavo/cattivo in Italian; esclavo/cautivo in Spanish; escravo/
captivo in Portuguese; slaaf/gevangene in Dutch. A similar
distinction was also made in early modern Algiers between ˛ilj
(the European slave) and asîr (the captive).21 The difference
did not refer to the type of servile status, but to the possible
outcome of that status, that is, liberation through the payment
of a ransom in the case of captives.22 The economic logic of
owning slaves and captives also differed. Ransoming normally
yielded a higher profit to the owner than the price

(p.114)

that

sellers thought they could obtain on the slave market. Slaves
had a price determined by their value of use, their productive
and reproductive capacities, and their skills; by contrast,
captives had a value of exchange, their ransom being based on
an estimation of how much others—family or friends, religious
charity organizations or political authorities—would be able or
willing to pay for their freedom.23 Moreover, ransoming was
open-ended; its final amount did not always correspond to the
initial proposal, which frequently began as a “test”24 based on
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the parties’ expectations in a process of negotiations in which
the object (the live booty) could take part, and often did so in a
consequential manner. The historical and analytical difference
between captives and slaves should be stressed to avoid an
improper analogy between the European Atlantic slave trade
and Mediterranean “white slavery,” or “white captivity.”25 To
insist on this distinction is not to use an excessively
(politically) correct language; it is to take stock of a distinction
that contemporaries made.
Not every captive was worth the same amount, and not every
captive was used for the same goal. The instructions given by
the grand-master of Malta to the Knights of Saint John
departing on a corsairing venture (the corso) in 1608
distinguish carefully between various groups among the live
booty. They specify that women and children should be sold at
the best price on the slave market (for instance, in Messina);
that rich captives able to raise large funds may be liberated
immediately against payment of ransom; and that only strong
men, who could serve in the galleys, should be brought to
Malta.26 Similarly, in Tunis, Algiers, and the Hungarian
borderlands, the Ottomans classified captives into groups
according to rank and wealth. Spanish sources call cautivos de
rescate (captives to be ransomed) those for whom Muslim
masters in Algiers expected to obtain a substantial ransom;27
these men were held separately from other captives who were
designated as workers. Along the Hungarian

(p.115)

frontier,

captives considered too poor to be ransomed were
immediately sent to the slave markets in the Ottoman
Empire.28
The distinction between captives and slaves was made here
along social lines. Slavery was a possible destiny for the poor
and the humble, and a decisive step downward on the ladder
of dependent and servile labor. Family solidarity, religious
charity, and political reasoning sometimes cut across social
hierarchy and came to the aid of the most humble.29 But in
those instances, liberation could mean imprisonment for debt
until the entire contracted loan was repaid.30 Maddalena Bindi
was a widow ransomed with her two children at Tunis through
the charity of the Roman Arciconfraternita del Gonfalone in
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1789. A year later she petitioned the officers of the
confraternity, asking for financial support because she could
not earn a living after her liberation and return to Rome.31
Ransoming followed a variety of customary and
institutionalized practices ranging from the enforcement of
individual written contracts (certainly the principal form),
ransoming on the spot on the shore (at the spiaggia or playa)
after a raid (a practice called alafía in Andalusia),32 and up to
the mediation of religious orders, confraternities, charity
organizations, royal or municipal institutions, and diplomatic
and military missions.33 It is primarily through the
documentation produced by formal institutions that we learn
about the realities of ransoming and acquire

(p.116)

fragments of narratives that reveal the frictions and the
underlying values and cultural codes that sustained this kind
of cross-cultural negotiations.
A multiplicity of forms of exchange, each following a different
and sometimes contrasting logic, coexisted in Mediterranean
ransoming. The full costs of redemption, that is, the
composition of the “price of liberation,” also inform us about
the many actors involved in these transactions. To the ransom
paid to the master (the first payment), we have to add
different taxes, customs, and transit fees due to local
authorities, the cost of documents (especially passports and
safe-conducts), consular fees (the chancellery of European
consulates functioning as notary), transport costs, middlemen
commissions, and, last but not least, a variety of financial
services such as credit, insurance, and cambio marittimo (an
elementary form of a bill of exchange that included the
transport and exchange of currency). A surviving account book
of a voyage to Algiers kept by merchants from Marseilles in
1651 shows a series of entries concerning individually named
slaves to be redeemed, but also more general entries “for the
slaves.” This wording suggests that there were both clear
commissions for specific persons and little sums invested for
the general purpose of ransoming.34 The price of liberation
thus normally increased the sale price of the captive by about
one-third—and in some cases by much more.35
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In 1757, the acting French consul in Algiers wanted to ransom
two men from Rome who had served on a Neapolitan galley.
The dey (the main ruler of the Algerian Regency) refused
categorically the Frenchman’s offer, arguing that the two
Romans had been on a galley and that, consequently, he
wanted to make a prisoner exchange.36 The exchange of
prisoners serving on the galleys of the enemy, part of the
peace treaties between France and the Barbary powers, was a
constant subject of friction and complaint, especially from the
Maghreb authorities who claimed that Europeans regularly
reneged on their commitments. Prisoners were often not
brought back but were sold on enemy galleys; moreover, a
prisoner’s health or rank was sometimes disputed.37 What was
at stake in all cases of prisoners’ exchange was not only
money or tribute, but also reciprocity and respect, according
to a supposed code of warfare that was shared across the
religious divide, even in time of open hostilities.38
(p.117)

Quite often, as in the 1580s, the Spanish, Portuguese,

and Neapolitan missions of religious orders and
confraternities that came to Algiers in order to ransom
captives were required to pay taxes on the money they
brought with them. The so-called “Redemptions” of Portugal
and Spain, that is, religious orders specialized in the
redeeming of captives, paid 11.5 percent upon entrance and 3
to 4 scudi per redeemed slave upon exit; the Redemption of
Naples only paid 6.5 percent at the entrance and nothing on
departure.39 Political pressure could reduce dramatically the
funding available to redemptions. In 1748 the agent and
middleman of the Roman Arciconfraternita del Gonfalone in
Tripoli (Libya) told the superiors of the confraternity that he
had been forced by the bey (provincial governor) of Bengazi to
sell a charge of grain for a very low price; he was thus asking
the superiors to send him new funds via Malta or Livorno.40
The cliché of the cruel Barbary corsairs that dominated the
European discourse of the time included a notion of the
corsairs’ greed. In reality, the mere lure of profit—“l’interesse
del denaro,” in the words of the Roman redeemers in Algiers
in the 1580s—was not the only element that determined a
captive’s price.41 The redeemers had to deal with Arnaut
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Mami (Māmī Arnawūt), the Albanese corsair who converted to
Islam and the famous ra’is who captured Cervantes.42 Mami
sold a number of his slaves at scandalously high prices,
according to the Roman board of governors (cancellieri).43 But
Roman redeemers did not know much about the local habits
and customs, or how to negotiate with the great and powerful
in Algiers.44 The high prices they eventually paid had to be
considered as a recognition of Mami’s high status and
accepted as an offer and a grace. In return, the famous ra’is
agreed to liberate the captives without prior payment, on the
word of honor of the redeemers. For the Spanish legal scholar
Bartolomé Clavero, these exchanges would represent
transactions occurring in the world of antidora, an economic
and symbolic system dominated by honor, gift, and grace, in
which the buyer may accept a high price (though not
necessarily pay it) in recognition of the seller’s social
position.45
Practices inspired by warfare customs compensated for the
frequent lack of trust among masters, captives, and
redeemers, and the fear of arbitrary decisions and

(p.118)

disruptive incidents. The political and diplomatic relations
between European and Maghrebi authorities made frequent
use of hostages. Hostages were exchanged to enforce the
truce between Spain or its presidios and local authorities in
the Maghreb, between Marseilles and Tunis in 1616, and as
part of the peace treaties between France and Tunis in 1605
and between France and Algiers in 1619.46 A hostage (the
captive or sometimes the buyer himself) was a living bond who
facilitated transactions in a context of open hostilities;
sometimes that person could function as collateral and
facilitate further business.47 Anticipations or gestures of
goodwill, such as the liberation of a slave, serving as a
messenger or as the first move in negotiations for an exchange
of captives, were also helpful. In 1598, for example, in a
famous incident, Sinan Pacha Cigala, a commander of the
Ottoman fleet, contacted the viceroy of Sicily and asked him to
visit his old and ill mother who lived on the island. Sinan
Pacha’s letter was transmitted through a Christian slave
liberated for the occasion.48 These gestures of politeness or
magnanimity increased one’s own credibility and showed that
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one took the risk of being deceived.49 “Credibility without
trust” was generated through a multitude of business,
military, and ritualistic relations in which the same actors
were involved and in which everyone could find him- or herself
in a hostage situation: in a nutshell, the threat of being taken
captive helped to keep actors from reneging on their
promises.50

Middlemen
The redeemers of the Roman Gonfalone confraternity or other
Redemptions—and indeed all Christian institutions involved in
redeeming captives—relied on merchants who were or had
correspondents in North Africa. In the early modern period,
(p.119)

there were still also fakkak-in or alfaqueques,

merchants specialized in ransoming, who made a living by
negotiating the liberation of Muslim slaves in Livorno or
Christians in the port cities of North Africa.
This remained a risky business, but its adventurous aspects
were fading away. In Spain, the redeeming of Christian slaves
was an obligation fixed by the Crown for merchants trading
with the Barbary Coast, the moral compensation and
legitimation for trading with the so-called “infidels.” In
practice, this obligation allowed merchants to combine
ransoming with commodity trade, including the illegal export
of smuggled goods (weapons, material for shipbuilding like
iron, tin, wood, or rigging). Royal licenses were sold regularly;
they permitted merchants to trade in goods and slaves in
North Africa upon payment of an additional indirect tax of 10
percent.51 In the sixteenth century English merchants resident
in Cadiz also acted as alfaqueques, organizing the transfer of
money through their network of partners and agents in
London and Livorno.52 In Algiers and Tunis, in addition to the
many Jewish merchants active between Livorno and North
Africa, a multitude of modest merchants revolved around the
French consulate and its chancellery. They came from Sicily,
Corsica, Malta, or Marseilles and offered—in competition with
one another—their services to newcomers, merchants, and
redeemers.53 Their services were twofold: first, they brought
local knowledge because they knew with whom and how to
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negotiate; second, they helped European merchants and
merchant-bankers to establish relations with individuals who
specialized in currency trade. Middlemen and correspondents
were crucial in the ransoming business. Having no
correspondent in Tripoli (Libya), the Roman redeemers based
in Algiers in the 1580s were unable to locate an Italian captive
and to enter into negotiation with his master.54
Networks of correspondents became particularly necessary in
wartime, when regular means of communication were
interrupted, as the Gonfalone’s correspondent in Tripoli in
1748 discovered when he desperately asked to receive money
via Venice, Livorno, Malta or Tunis.55 Mediation had its price:
the standard commission rate amounted to 4 percent. When
wartime led to the complete suspension of trade, the
correspondent in Tripoli asked for 12 percent per
transaction.56 Competition

(p.120)

between ransoming

partners could also increase the prices: for example, in the
1580s, the Capuchin friars of the Gonfalone in Algiers were
worried about the arrival of wealthy Spanish and Portuguese
redeemers, who aroused keen interest among local slave
masters and inflated the ransoms.57
The redeeming of captives was a costly operation that raised
the problem of financial transfers between Europe and the
Maghreb. Would it be better to transport Spanish gold or
silver coins to Algiers and Tunis (for which a royal permission
to export money was needed), or should one prefer to borrow
money locally from European merchants or via letters of
exchange? The first option seemed to some more attractive: in
the 1580s, to bring money from Marseilles to Algiers was—
without the transport and other transaction costs, such as
insurance fees—18 percent cheaper than using letters of
exchange.58 Missions organized by religious orders or charity
organizations in the sixteenth century utilized a myriad of
little ships and their captains, otherwise active in coastal
shipping or coral fishing, in order to ship bullion and coins
across the Mediterranean.59 However, as the case of the ships
and captains of the French Compagnie du Corail (founded in
Marseilles in 1553) testifies, the transport of cash was a risky
and costly business. Insurance costs were about 6 percent,
and the captain of the transporting ship received a 2 percent
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commission. Once the captain arrived in Algiers with the cash,
he incurred additional costs, including the percentage directly
taken by the dey, which generally amounted to 11.5 percent in
the case of the French or the Roman missions in the 1580s.
Thus transport and insurance costs as well as taxation at the
entry into the port eliminated the estimated advantage (18
percent) of transporting bullion or coins. Ludovico Felix, a
merchant from Marseilles, made this calculation in 1584–1585
when trying to convince the Roman redeemers of the
Gonfalone, who wanted to travel to Algiers via Genoa and
Marseilles, to buy bills of exchange worth 3,000 scudi d’oro in
Marseilles and redeem them in Algiers, rather than carry the
money on board the ship.60 But the benefits of the deal proved
to be illusory: bills of exchange drawn by the merchantbankers Bandinis of Rome, the Strozzis of Lyon, and Felix in
Marseilles, as well as the financial services offered by “their
merchant” (Felix’s correspondent) in Algiers, Guillaume
Borgal,

(p.121)

ruined the Roman redeemers completely.61

Up to 69 percent of the money engaged in the Gonfalone’s
mission never left Europe and was absorbed by the middlemen
specialized in the transfer of money.62 In other words, the
intra-European money market itself could involve as many
risks as cross-cultural exchanges and, in any case, had a
considerable impact on the working of Mediterranean
ransoming.
Jewish merchants from Livorno, Algiers, and Tunis played a
central and contested role in this trade. Accusing Jewish
traders of charging exorbitant interest rates on the cambio
marittimo (up to 15 percent of the first payment plus fixed
fees) and of speculating on the exchange rates between local
currencies and the Spanish pieces of eight (the silver coin of
international trade, sometimes also called piasters or dollars),
Catholic institutions like the Genoese Magistrato per il riscatto
tried to avoid or at least to limit the mediation of Jewish
agents and made recourse to a variety of other merchants
involved in the ransoming business.63 Compared to the abovementioned credit instruments, the albarano, a type of
promissory note used by the Neapolitan Santa Casa della
Redenzione and Pio Monte della Misericordia, was
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rudimentary but very useful: a simple sheet of paper, printed
by the eighteenth century, certified that the religious
institutions would pay a certain amount once the captive
mentioned on the document had returned.64 The albarano
could thus be used by a merchant or another person who had
given credit to the captive, to be reimbursed in Naples.65 The
lure of profit attracted not only large merchants and
institutions but also minor actors and investors to the captives’
trade, in spite of its high risks. Private merchants from Sicily
active in the trade with the Maghreb offered credit at 5
percent interest per month or claimed 33 percent of the
captives’ price (but were fined in case of unsuccessful
negotiations).66

Securing Cross-Cultural Trade: Shared
Knowledge and Simultaneous Transactions
How to secure these commercial transactions involving
masters and slaves, captives and multiple creditors, often
bound by a series of contracts in a cascade of

(p.122)

micro-

credit? Legal certification and enforcement played a role.
Credit contracts were sealed before the chancellery of the
French consul in Tunis or Algiers, as well as before a notary in
Italy or Provence. Contracts could thus be concluded
according to the legal regime of the place of departure and, if
necessary, they were doubled by another contract drafted or
registered on the opposite shore of the Mediterranean. Their
form, clauses, and guarantees shared a lot of similarities with
the Islamic contract between masters and slaves used for
eventual emancipation, the mukātaba.67
There was a considerable amount of shared knowledge about
the organization of the redeeming of captives among Muslims,
Jews, and Christians. A religious foundation in Ottoman
Algiers, the Waqf al-Haramayn, had some assets endowed for
the redemption of Muslim captives.68 The redemption was
organized mainly by the political authorities, but the assets
endowed, for example, by janissaries, who had left the
barracks for the purpose of redeeming their former
companions, were not: the result was “an institution which
functioned by managing assets, like a social fund at the
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service or a specific body of people.”69 In medieval Spain, the
communities of Mudejars (Muslims living under Christian rule)
had their networks for redemption of Muslim slaves based
perhaps on models and formulas of Jewish communities in the
medieval eastern Mediterranean.70 The Cassa per il riscatto
degli schiavi of the Livorno Jewish community (to which all
members were obliged to contribute), and its equivalent in
Venice and Amsterdam, may have inspired the Sklavenkasse of
Hamburg (founded in 1624).71 Ironically, when the grand duke
of Tuscany reformed the Livorno’s Christian fund to redeem
slaves and captives in 1748, he introduced the obligation to
contribute to that fund, perhaps borrowing from its Jewish
counterpart in Livorno.72
(p.123)

The practice of money lending in Tunis through the

(oral or written) qirad also seems to have been quite similar to
the habit of collecting a myriad of little sums used by modest
coastal captains in Marseilles and in the secondary ports of
Provence in order to finance their convoys (the so-called
caravanes). Moreover, different forms of commercial
associations allowed by Islamic law—mudharaba or sharika—
had parallels in Europe.73 With respect to maritime law, there
may have been borrowings between the Byzantine Empire, the
Islamic world, and the European countries of ius commune.74
Medieval collections of maritime customs and laws, such as
the Catalan Consolat de Mar, could be easily adapted to the
Maliki jurisdictions current in the Maghreb Regencies.75
Cross-cultural exchanges, in sum, did not necessarily need the
creation of a common or a hybrid legal framework. The
existence of analogous if distinct commercial customs and
contracts facilitated dealings made with minimal knowledge of
other normative frameworks. We find concrete examples in
commercial litigation: the merchants’ court of Marseilles
(tribunal de commerce), for instance, accepted statements
made before the local judge of Tunis (the qadi) as evidence
and legal proof.76 European consulates in the North African
Regencies served in this respect as an interface. Following the
European capitulations with the Ottoman Empire, consuls
normally acted as judges in the first instance in commercial
and civil disputes between their fellow countrymen and other
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protected subjects. Their legal services helped merchants find
amicable solutions, and their sentences had the value of legal
arbitration. For example, Claude Sévert, the French deputy
consul in Tunis during the first decades of the seventeenth
century, judged cases between Christian merchants and,
because he charged less than the qadi, he was also sought
after in civil and commercial disputes between Christians and
Muslims.77 In cases in which civil suits crossed religious
boundaries, North African authorities tolerated the recourse
to an “infidel,” so long as the latter did not encroach on the
qadi’s prerogatives and the parties agreed to his arbitration.
Consuls were consequently allowed to resolve commercial and
maritime disputes, especially in port cities frequented by
migrants, sailors, and traders. However, according to Daniel
Goffman, European merchants in

(p.124)

the Ottoman Empire

sometimes preferred being judged by the qadi if they
perceived their own consul to be too partial.78
Consuls did not necessarily belong to the city or country they
represented. In the 1620s and 1630s, the “consul of the
Armenian nation” in Livorno was the Hungarian-born Andrea
Signorini. He spoke Italian, Hungarian, Ottoman Turkish, and,
in all likelihood, Armenian. He was therefore able not only to
translate petitions, claims, and cross-examinations of
Armenian merchants who settled in the Tuscan port during
those years, but also to issue legal certificates, like a notary.79
In the North African Regencies, the redeeming of Christian
captives was one of the main tasks of European consuls. The
importance of the ransoming business explains why the
Venetian consul in Algiers was appointed by the Provveditori
sopra Ospedali e Luoghi Pii (Inspectors of Hospitals and Pious
Places) and not, as the other consuls of the Republic, by the
Cinque Savii alla Mercanzia (the Board of Trade). His principal
role clearly was to redeem slaves and captives whom Algerian
privateers had taken.80 The case of Moshe Israel, a Jewish
merchant settled in Algiers in the 1590s, is a good example.
He was appointed consul by the Republic of Venice in 1622
because he had long been involved in the redemption of
captives in various Maghreb ports. He had a good reputation
with Venetian and Christian merchants, and also with Algerian
privateers. By appointing Israel consul, the Venetian
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Provveditori built on the preexisting expertise of a Jewish
broker. We may note here that consuls of the maritime
Republic of Ragusa (Dubrovnik) in Algiers and in Albania at
the end of the sixteenth century were often Jewish.81 Consuls
and commercial courts also played an important role in the
circulation of information about different legal customs, which
they translated into local contexts and for local institutions.
The circulation of information about laws and jurisdictions
between Europe and North Africa was intense. In the 1620s,
Murād Bey, a Corsican convert to Islam and the only
“Renegade” to become bey of Tunis, made recourse to the
sovereign court in Livorno that had civil and commercial
jurisdiction at first instance. The litigation was about money
and inheritance. One of his Mamluks (a former slave converted
to Islam) had died; alive, he had lent money to a Corsican
merchant in Livorno, and

(p.125)

the master now claimed the

money of his dead slave. The tribunal of the governor in
Livorno asked for statements on the following questions: Do
masters inherit money lent by dead slaves in the Abode of
Islam (dar-al-islam)? If yes, can masters claim the money when
the debtor lives in Christian countries? The court interrogated
merchants and sailors familiar with the business customs of
Tunis. It also received a document known as “acknowledgment
of debt” sent by Claude Sévert, the French consul in Tunis.
Sévert added that it was common practice in Tunis—and
indeed in the whole Ottoman Empire—that “masters inherited
claims from slaves in the land of Islam.”82

A Lubricant of Trade
Trading captives was a lucrative activity in the early modern
Mediterranean and involved, as we have just seen, several
brokers and commercial agents. In addition to understanding
the mechanisms that governed the economy of ransoming, it is
important to assess the importance of trading captives within
the overall exchange patterns between Mediterranean Europe
and North Africa. Although peace and commercial treatises
allowed European and, to a certain extent, Maghrebi ships to
call at the ports of the other shore of the Mediterranean, there
were a lot of interdictions and normative restrictions that
hindered the business with the “infidel.” For instance, the

Page 17 of 36

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015. All
Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: Ecole
Normale Superieure; date: 28 October 2016

The Economy of Ransoming in the Early Modern
Mediterranean
papal bulls In Coena Domini (1496) forbade Christians from
trading in those products that could potentially reinforce the
Muslim military power.83 In 1563, Pius IV set out a number of
restrictions, continuously repeated during the seventeenth and
the eighteenth centuries, prohibiting in particular the
commerce of horses, weapons, wire, tin, and steel.84 The
Iberian crowns and the Italian city and regional states
recognized the validity of the bull, but the French monarchy
never accepted it, nor did the Protestant powers, for obvious
reasons.85 In North Africa, some injunctions against trading in
the land of the Christians were pronounced by Maliki jurists.
For example, in a treaty of the fourteenth century with the
king of Majorca, a Muslim ruler forbade Christian traders from
buying weapons, leather,

(p.126)

bread, and other strategic

goods.86 But here we must be careful.87 If we over-interpret
the impact of those injunctions to explain the modest presence
of Muslims from North Africa in Christian Europe, we risk
minimizing the hostility toward Muslim merchants and sailors
in Christian port cities, a latent hostility that persisted even if
it rarely turned into open violence, as during the so-called
“massacre of the Turks” in Marseilles in 1620.88 A great
number of legal and religious safeguards existed for limiting
commercial exchanges and contacts between the Maghreb and
Europe. Those restrictions added to the fear of abuses in the
port cities of the “infidels.” As a result, merchants and sailors
had to develop different strategies to circumvent the many
obstacles facing the commerce between Islam and
Christendom in the Mediterranean.
Trading captives offered an expedient that not only justified
trafficking with the “infidels” more generally, but also
provided merchants and ship captains with safeguards against
potential abuses. The Spanish historian Rafael Benitez,
analyzing the ransoming of captives between Valencia and
Algiers in the early modern period, maintains that this activity
functioned as a “lubricant” of trade and thus requires that
historians pay greater attention to the central role that the
trade in captives played for all economic exchanges between
Europe and the Maghreb.89 Two cases brought before Tuscan
commercial tribunals in the 1620s—the courts of the governor
of Livorno and of the consuls of the Sea of Pisa—confirm the
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importance of carrying captives as part of the cargo when
searching for new commercial opportunities in the Maghreb.
The first case pitched a French shipowner settled in Livorno,
Origène Marchant, against several merchants who chartered
Marchant’s ship or insured its freight. This trial took place
because a “Flemish” (i.e., Dutch) ship captain, Theodor
Cornelissen, committed what is known in maritime law as a
“barratry,” that is, an act of gross misconduct tantamount
legally to a crime. Cornelissen and his crew were supposed to
go from Livorno to Algiers with merchandise and cash
amounting in total to 40,000 pieces of eight—a huge sum. But
they dropped their few passengers in southern Corsica and
fled with the boat and cargo. Merchants and insurers filed a
suit against the shipowner, whom they considered an
accomplice, or at least

(p.127)

partly responsible for

Cornelissen’s barratry, because Marchant had chosen him to
complete the voyage to Algiers. According to the merchants of
Livorno, Cornelissen should have aroused Marchant’s
suspicion in the first place because he was a former privateer
with a bad reputation.90 Moreover, merchants and insurers
thought it was suspicious that Cornelissen refused to take
ransomed captives aboard. They explained very clearly that, in
general, “it is something very wanted by captains of ships
leaving from Livorno and going to Barbary to take on board
ransomed slaves, and [ship captains] are very kind with them
when they go aboard, because they can help both during the
voyage in case of encounter with corsairs and once arrived in
Barbary.”91 This statement is telling evidence of the advantage
that a captain had in taking on board ransomed captives who
would be welcomed in the port cities of North Africa.
Furthermore, ransomed captives could certify, in case of an
encounter with Algerian or Tunisian corsairs at sea, that the
ship’s captain was not a pirate, did not have hostile intentions
against North African ships, and had the authorization to trade
with the Maghreb. This very important point is evoked twice in
the proceedings.92
Another case reveals the numerous difficulties in crossing
boundaries and trading with the Maghreb in the early modern
period. The galleys of the Knights of Saint John inspected and
arrested the ship Il Sole off Malta. The Knights informed the
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Tuscan authorities about the inspection and about the fact
that Il Sole transported smuggled goods. A Jewish merchant
from Livorno, Judah Crespino, had two kegs of tin on board,
while Joseph Franco, a Levantine Jew who had also settled in
Livorno, was sending little knives and needles for making sails
to a relative in Algiers.93 The Knights of Malta consequently
decided not to return the whole cargo, in accordance with the
papal bull In Coena Domini.94 The shipowner, now allied with
the other merchants and insurers, accused the Jewish
merchants of smuggling, referring as well to the papal bull
(that being somewhat absurd since Crespino and Franco could
not possibly be threatened with the excommunication
sanctioned by In Coena Domini). In fact, the papal bull served,
in all likelihood, to legitimate the depredation of the

(p.128)

Maltese corsairs. Eventually, the grand duke of Tuscany was
asked to negotiate with the Maltese authorities to restore the
goods to the merchants of Livorno.95
We can draw several lessons from this trial. Cross-cultural
trade between Christian Europe and the Maghreb did not
presuppose the existence of an informal “middle ground” that
would offer the possibility to act outside formal regulations.
On the contrary, trading with the Maghreb necessitated a
continual transfer and intermeshing of documents, rights,
exemptions, and practices that required the organization of a
fitting procedure to make cross-cultural exchange possible. To
reduce the uncertainty that was intrinsic to cross-cultural
trade, merchants needed to obtain a license in the port of
departure, to be well connected with North African traders (as
was the case of the Jews in Livorno), and to transport
ransomed captives and cash to remunerate local middlemen.96
Merchants could also smuggle certain goods as a way of
enhancing the trade of licit commodities such as grain,
leather, gum, and sugar. But the lawful nature of exchanges
depended, as we have demonstrated, on the political and
economic choices of the different European states that, with
greater or lesser reluctance, granted trading licenses for the
traffic with North Africa.
If the transportation of captives proved central to the
organization of commercial exchanges between Muslim and
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Christian regions, it was in part because ransoming was
evidence of a successful negotiation. Thus respect for the
procedures of ransoming turned out to be essential for
maintaining good trading relations with North African or
European partners. Another case brought before the civil and
commercial court of the governor of Livorno in April 1624
illustrates this point. A Corsican ship captain, Bartolomeo
Ambrogini, sued Pietro Corcia (Pedro Garcia?), a Portuguese
surgeon and former captive in Algiers.97 Ambrogini’s ship left
Algiers in January 1624, but its captain did not know that it
was carrying Corcia, who had been stowed away in the boat’s
hold by friends, inside a big trunk supposed to contain grain
and other foodstuffs. Corcia’s subsequent escape, without the
ship captain’s knowledge, posed problems to Ambrogini, who
explained to the judges that if he tried to go back to Algiers,
Corcia’s former master would likely oblige him to pay the total
amount of the ransom. If he decided not to go back, however,
he would lose the goods he had let in Algiers and his good
commercial relations in the city. Against Corcia, he claimed
1,000 piasters in compensation in order to pay the ransom of
the surgeon and the extras that were generally asked in such
cases. The precarious

(p.129)

commercial equilibrium built by

Ambrogini to avoid snubs in Algiers had been jeopardized.
While the transportation of ransomed captives made the
exchanges with the Maghreb easier, the transportation of
escaped captives was a considerable risk for the ship captain
or the shipowner. Further, Ambrogini explained, he might not
only lose commercial partners, but also risk being killed. In
the written questions he put to Corcia and his friends who had
helped him to escape, the ship captain explained that “in
Algiers, to help slaves escape is punishable by death sentence
and confiscation of ships and goods.”98
Corcia and his friends answered Ambrogini, putting forward
other arguments. They appealed to his sense of Christian
charity. They threatened to bring the Corsican ship captain
before the Holy Office of the Roman Inquisition. They accused
him to favor the “law of the infidels” and to attach little
importance to the “compassion of a poor Christian.”99 They
described Ambrogini as a “person who tries to prevent poor
Christians fallen into the hands of the Turks from gaining their
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freedom.”100 Such statement suggests that at the time,
commercial interests and religious solidarity were perceived
to be in conflict with one another when the latter aimed to
favor captives’ liberation regardless of the costs that it
involved. In the end, the court of Livorno dismissed the
case;101 a few months later, we find captain Ambrogini trading
with Tunis, and not anymore with Algiers.102
The maritime or commercial courts of other states did not
necessarily agree with the sentence issued by the governor of
Livorno in 1624, Don Pietro Medici, who was also a knight of
Malta. For instance, at the end of the seventeenth century, in
France, a trial against a captain shows how strong the will to
respect regular procedures in the ransoming of captives was.
A ship captain from Capbreton arrived in Algiers in 1699 and
left the North African port city with two escaped Christian
captives. Once in Marseilles, the ship captain was arrested,
questioned, and fined for 1,500 livres. The two captives were
sent back to Algiers to be ransomed according to the rules. As
they were from Genoa, one asked the Genoese Republic to pay
the customary sum of money for their ransom.103
In a context of religious and military conflict between the
Muslim and the Christian regions of the Mediterranean,
European commerce with the Maghreb required expedients:
captives were certainly pitied, but they also served to justify
mercantile exchanges and cooperation with the “infidels.” The
official function of

(p.130)

corsairing was to damage the

economic activities of the enemy. But in practice, corsairing
also contributed to intensify exchanges between Christian,
Muslim, and Jewish merchants in the western Mediterranean.
The circulation of merchant letters and a variety of contracts
discussed and signed before notaries, qadi, chancellors, and
religious authorities did not create a hybrid law common to all
parties involved. Rather, we find evidence of a widespread
knowledge of different local rules and customs and the
existence of practices and formal standards that could be
transferred, applied, and adapted from one religious and
geopolitical context to the other. Legal procedures remained
different, but local brokers provided translations, not only into
other languages but also into other normative frameworks.
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The centrality of customary knowledge and legal procedures
to the organization of cross-cultural trade shows the extent to
which the secular and economic actors in particular tried, in
the early modern period, to suspend the religious conflict on
which the very business of ransoming depended. At the same
time, the latent religious conflict always rose to the surface
whenever warriors and merchants took new captives by force.
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