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Latitude, Slaves and the Bible:
An Experiment in Microhistory

1. My approach to microhistory has been largely inspired by the work of Erich
Auerbach, the great Jewish scholar who spent his most creative years in Istanbul in
exile from Nazi Germany. At the end of his masterpiece, Mimesis, written in Istanbul
during the Second World war, Auerbach wrote: “Beneath the conflicts, and also
through them, an economic and cultural leveling process is taking place. It is still a
long way to a common life of mankind on earth, but the goal begins to be visible.”*

Half a century later one hesitates to describe the so-called “globalization” which is
taking place under our eyes as an “economic leveling process.” On the other hand,
the “cultural leveling,” the erasure of cultural specifities which Auerbach looked at
with growing worry, is an unquestionable reality, although difficult to grasp. In an
essay published in 1952 Auerbach remarked that Goethe’s concept of Weltliteratur
had become increasingly inadequate to our endlessly expanding gaze. How can a
philologist from a single cultural tradition approach a world in which so many
languages, so many cultural traditions interact? Auerbach believed that one has to
look for Ansatzpunkte, that is, for starting points, for concrete details from which
the global process can be inductively reconstructed.? The ongoing unification of the
world, Auerbach wrote in the conclusion of Mimesis, “is most concretely visible now
in the unprejudiced, precise, interior and exterior representation of the random lives
of different people.”

[..]

2. Some time ago, while I was working on a separate project I came across a tract
bearing the following title:

Mémoire sur le Pais des Cafres, et la Terre de Nuyts, par raport a l'utilité que la
Compagnie des Indes Orientales en pourroit retirer pour son Commerce, Amsterdam
1718 (Remarks on Kafirland and the Land of Nuyts, considered from the point of
view of their usefulness to the trade of the East India Company.) The copy I
consulted at the UCLA Research Library — a photocopy of the original edition - is
bound with a Second Mémoire sur le Pais des Cafres, et la Terre de Nuyts, also
issued in Amsterdam in 1718. At the end of the two tracts the identity of the author
is revealed: Jean-Pierre Purry, a name I had never heard before. After a glance at
the two texts I was immediately intrigued, for reasons which I will discuss later.
Then began a research project which is still far from its conclusion. This lecture is a
preliminary report on my work in progress.

3. Jean-Pierre Purry was born into a Calvinist family in Neuchatel in 1675.° His
father Henry, a tinsmith (like his father and grandfather) died when Jean-Pierre was
one year old.

[..]

On May 26, 1713 he embarked as a corporal on a ship owned by the Dutch East
India Company, the instrument of Dutch economic and political expansion in South-
Eastern Asia. In his position as leader of seventy men, Purry may have had some



knowledge of Dutch. The ship made a halt in Capetown, and reached Batavia on
February 2, 1714. Purry was to spend four years there, working as an employee of
the Dutch East India Company. On December 11, 1717 he left Batavia, embarked as
an accountant. After the usual halt in Capetown, his ship reached the Netherlands
onJuly 17.*

These factual data provide the context for the writings from which I started, Jean-
Pierre Purry’s two Mémoires sur le Pais de Cafres et la Terre de Nuyts. Let us have
now take a closer look at them.

5. In the first tract, addressed to the Assembly of the Seventeen, the board which
led of the Dutch East India Company, Purry tried to convince the Governor of the
Company either to colonize Kafirland (today’s South Africa) or, alternatively, the
Land of Nuyts (today’s western coast of Australia).” In his second Mémoire, dated
September 1st, 1718, well after his return to Europe, Purry replied to the objections
raised by his opponents, and made a strong case for the colonization of Land of
Nuyts.

Purry’s projects were rooted in a theory about climate, which he explained at length
in his first Mémoire. He rejected labels like “temperate” or “cold” as exceedingly
vague, and as absurd the standard praise showered on France’s geographical
location in the middle of the temperate zone, between 42 and 51 degrees of latitude.
The grapes that grew at 51 degrees of latitude, he objected, produced undrinkable
wine, after all. The best climate in the world was that found at 33 degrees of
latitude.

Purry’s litmus test was that of a former wine merchant, born in a region noted for
its wines. But his seemingly superficial remarks had more complex implications. He
provided a list of countries located between 30 and 36 degrees of latitude: Barbary,
Syria, Chaldea, Candia, Cyprus, Persia, Mongolia, “the middle part of China”, Japan.
But those which are closer to 33 degrees of latitude, he explained,

“far surpass the others in fertility, as one can see even in the land of Canaan,
of whose provinces Galilee is one of the finest.”®

This passing and underplayed allusion (even, “méme”) was a crucial reference to
Numbers 13, and it gave Purry’s argument a sudden twist. Let us make the biblical
reference, which Purry quoted in full in his second Mémoire (26-27), explicit.

[..]

8. Purry tried to convince the Dutch East India Company to send immigrants either
to South Africa or to Australia. But the relatively small number of Europeans likely
to immigrate to that area drove him to consider a different alternative:

“ ... when one is unable even to find laborers, one can have slaves work the
soil. The Romans did not work their own soils otherwise.”’

Why did Purry justify slavery with a secular precedent, instead of quoting, as he
usually did, a passage from the Old Testament? Possibly because the curse Noah
set upon the children of Ham, who had seen his nakedness, seemed to connect
slavery to an inborn stigma.® Purry’s attitude was different. He dismissed the idea
that slaves had limited learning capacities. In Java he had seen slaves of both sexes



working as taylors, carpenters, shoemakers. They played musical instruments at
weddings, they danced. Those things “are nothing but the effects of habit and
continual practice. I can see, as a result, no reason why slaves should be incapable
of learning the science of agriculture.” At this point an imaginary opponent
suggested a graver impediment:

“It will be objected that in this case justice and equity will bar us from setting
ourselves up in the Land of Nuyts and lording it over those who have been
there, father and son, for as long as several thousand years, and will also bar
us from evicting from their land people who have never done us any harm.”

9. Here was a striking and quite straightforward objection to European colonization
as such. An even more striking rebuttal followed. There was no injustice in this,
Purry replied, for two reasons. First of all,

“the Earth belongs to God in perpetuity, and we have but the use of it,
something like the father who has a dish set before his children or his
servants: he does not assign a portion to each, but rather that which each
fairly seizes for himself belongs to him, though before that he had no greater
right to it than the others, and though they did not grant him permission to
take this or that piece.”*°

[...]

Purry answered an implicit question: was the European conquest of the world
legally justified? To raise such a question already implied a distantiation, if not
perhaps a doubt. Purry articulated his answer in terms of a natural law, which he
derived from a biblical passage; although one could also argue the opposite, that a
notion of natural law inspired by John Locke’s Second Treatise inspired Purry’s
reading of the Bible.!! Locke’s passage on the human bond connecting “a Swiss
and an Indian, in the Woods of America” who are “perfectly in the State of Nature in
reference to one another” must have had a special resonance for Purry, a Swiss. In
front of God there were no hierarchies: every human being had the same right to
use the Earth. Local bonds were nullified by the invocation of God, a God distant and
lonely in his uniqueness. Claims rooted in antiquity, in traditions thousand of years
old, had no validity whatsoever. No property could be held in perpetuity; only the
present counted. The Earth was like a meal, and in principle, everyone was entitled
to get a share of it. But there would be no orderly distribution; in fact, there would
be no distribution at all. In claiming a share, the children of God had to behave
“fairly” (“honnétement”), of course. But the reference to the “rights of others” does
not suggest a brotherly relationship. The “rights of others” refer to a law governing
all: the biblical word “stranger” defined not only relationships between human beings
and God, but strictly human relationships as well. Everybody was a stranger to
everybody else. This common shared condition did not, in Purry’s global perspective,
elicit the compassion that inspired Exodus 23, 9: “thou shalt not oppress a stranger:
for ye know the heart of a stranger, seeing ye were strangers in the land of Egypt.”
When everybody can “in turn, claim the privilege of the first occupant after a
fashion” (“d'une maniere ou d’‘autre”), when each individual is tacitly entitled “to
take this or that piece,” natural law turns (we might conclude) into a law of mutual
pillage. Might becomes right. At this point, Purry’s second axiom, and morality, are
introduced:



“savage and rustic people love above all things a lazy existence and (. . .)
the more a people is simple and vulgar the less it is given to work, while a life
of abundance and pleasure requires a great deal of care and trouble. In
addition, the countries inhabited by these sorts of savage and lazy people are
never very populous. Thus one has every reason to believe that far from
harming the inhabitants of the Land of Nuyts -- and one is not obliged to
displace them -- the establishment of a good European Colony would provide
for them all sorts of benefits and advantages, as much because theirs would

be a civilized life as because of the arts and sciences they would be taught . .
nl2

We are confronted with a series of overlapping, allegedly self-evident oppositions: a)
civilized and savage life, b) industry and laziness; c¢) abundance and scarcity. The
establishment of “a good European Colony” will rescue the savages from their sinful
laziness, and will provide for them “a civilized life”.}* The change brought by the
Europeans would have been moral and profitable for everybody, “as long” Purry
wrote “as one acts gently and regards them as poor creatures who, though vulgar
and quite ignorant, are nonetheless members of human Society, as much as we

are nl4

Purry remarked that the Spaniards and the Portuguese, who treated the American
Indians as if they were animals, had been despised because of their cruelty and
barbarity. His colonization projects, on the contrary, could be carried on “without
causing the [local] inhabitants any suffering or in any way wronging them. These
sorts of benefits, which never give rise to any regrets, and which may be conferred
without in any way compromising one’s decency and Christian spirit, are truly worthy
of our Illustrious Company.”*®

To dismiss this kind of moral reasoning as either a mask concealing the features of
greed, or as an out-and-out lie, would be simplistic. Purry’s effort to eliminate
“regret” was in itself significant. European colonization, at this stage and in certain
environments, could generate bad conscience: a feeling to be silenced in the name of
morality, civilization, and profit. The argument, based on natural law, that every
human being stood equal before God and was equally amenable to civilization,
would contribute, in the long run, to anti-slavery and anti-colonial movements of
various kind. But before that could happen, it could serve as an elaborate
justification for European colonization.

[...]

11. Purry’s projects were examined by the managers of the Dutch East India
Company and ultimately rejected on April 17, 1719. '® This is not surprising: the
Company preferred trade to colonization. More surprising is the fact that
immediately after, in unknown circumstances, Purry became director general of
the French India Company.'” By 1720 he was in Paris, fully immerged into the
financial turmoil generated by John Law, the Scottish financier, and his “system.”
Purry invested the money he had earned in Batavia, with some initial success.®
According to a friend, Purry pursued a speculator’s jackpot with utter determination,
saying: “Here everybody speaks of millions. Once I'll have a few millions, I'll cash
out.”*® The Mississippi bubble popped, and Purry lost everything.

He gave up neither his theories nor his projects. On June 6, 1724 he wrote to
Horatio Walpole, asking to be introduced to the duke of Newcastle; Walpole



promptly complied, the day after.?° In a memorial addressed to the duke, published
in London that same year, Purry proposed the colonization of South Carolina by
several hundred Swiss Protestants. Frustrated in his designs on the Austral
hemisphere, Purry had shifted his focus to 33 degrees of northerly latitude.

His first expedition to America ended in failure, and, destitute, Purry returned to his
home town.?! He was confined by his family to a mountain farm not far from
Neuchatel. From there Purry sent deferential letters to his step-brothers, requesting
money for his little expenses: letters, tobacco. But he could not refrain from
referring to his American projects.?’ Purry must have spent a number of years
suspended between a miserable present and the expectation of a grandiose future.
Then something happened. At last, official patronage came. On March 10, 1731
George II signed a royal patent authorizing Jean-Pierre Purry, colonel in the British
army, to found a city in South Carolina, to be named Purrysburg. As Purry had
proposed, it was to be inhabited by a settlement of Swiss Protestants.?*

[..]

Like Moses (a metaphor he would have liked) Jean-Pierre Purry was not allowed to
see the promised land of industrial revolution. He died on August 18, 1736, in the
city bearing his name.?* The city itself decayed and ultimately disappeared. Jean-
Pierre’s eldest son, Charles, was murdered in a slave revolt in 1754. Another son,
David, who had stayed in Europe, became enormously rich. At his death, in 1786,
he left his money, part of which had been earned through the slave trade with
Brazil, to the poor people of Neuchatel. His statue is placed in the middle of the city
main square, which bears his name.

[..]
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