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Introduction

Audacious assaults on European-owned vessels, ransoms worth millions, bacchanalian celebrations in lawless ports, an international campaign to hunt down pirates. The stuff of buccaneering adventures and swash-buckling movies appears to be alive and thriving today in the Gulf of Aden and the Indian Ocean, among other places. Of all the expressions of private violence addressed in this book, piracy - understood as ‘unlawful depredation at sea’ – seems to be the most exotic and mysterious, a curious remnant of the past (Murphy, 2007). Privateering was abolished by international law in 1857, and after its eighteenth century high-water mark, piracy was limited to a few dozen incidents a year in a handful of regions across the world. Yet statistics collated by the International Maritime Organization indicate a sharp rise over the past decades in the number of ‘acts of piracy and armed robbery against ships’: from less than 50 a year in the 1980s to several hundred in the new century, peaking at close to 500 incidents in the year 2000 (IMO, 2009). Despite this renaissance of piracy, we argue in this chapter that predation at sea is in fact relatively marginal as a form of private violence today, both in relation to its own past and to its contemporary counterparts such as warlordism, banditry, mercenarism and terrorism. Drawing on a now considerable historical literature on piracy and privateering, we consider the Atlantic experience during its eighteenth century heyday in order to identify some implications for our understanding of modern international relations. We depart from the existing approaches to the subject in International Relations (IR) – most notably Janice Thomson’s seminal book (1994) and the more recent intervention by Donald J. Puchala (2005) – by emphasising the sociological and political-economic, rather than the normative-legal causes behind the demise of Atlantic piracy and privateering. Specifically, we offer a British-centred account of private seaborne violence in the Atlantic from 1689 to 1815 (the ‘long’ eighteenth century) which inserts this phenomenon within the wider dynamics of intercontinental trade during this era. In other words, we make a structural connection between the fate of piracy and privateering in this part of the world and the strategic calculations as well as the political-economic logic of European mercantilist empires of the time. The global triumph of an increasingly capitalist logic of accumulation after the Napoleonic wars, we contend, provides the structural bedrock for a more materialist explanation for the disappearance of Atlantic piracy and privateering after that period. 

This exercise in historical-sociological re-interpretation paves the way for a second major concern of this paper, namely what these specific experiences of seaborne violence tell us about contemporary private violence more generally. Instead of the simple (and historically unfounded) distinction between state and non-state violence, we seek in this paper to probe the relationship between ‘private’ and ‘public’ forms of violence as they found expression in the eighteenth-century Atlantic world and after. We start from the premise that these two spheres were not easily or clearly distinguishable before and during the ‘long’ eighteenth century, and that their meaning and content changed considerably thereafter. For in the eighteenth-century Atlantic, piracy, privateering, naval warfare, trade and diplomacy were all mutually implicated; all steeped in, and indeed reliant on the combination of private and public mobilisations of force, authority, manpower and resources. Atlantic piracy certainly ‘produced undesirable, complex, even threatening consequences for the state’ (Thomson, 1994: 44), but to present it as Thomson does, as a mere ‘unintended consequence’ of ‘unleashing of authorised nonstate violence’ (Ibid.) plays down the structural connections between piracy and the legalised circuits of labour and capital that buttressed Atlantic mercantilism. Piracy was thus not so much a ‘non-state’ form of violence (although it was plainly antagonistic to existing state authority) rather than a more predictable political-economic consequence of a world where war and violence at sea were integral and necessary components of wealth-creation, circulation and accumulation. This was even more obviously the case with privateering which, as Thomson rightly indicates, represented a form of lawful predation at sea, formally distinguishable from piracy only in that the privateer ‘acts under the authority of the state’ (Ibid.: 22). In both instances, however, ‘private’ violence was deployed in ways that were difficult to separate from the public power of the state. The distinction between public and private violence was thus real but ill-defined - largely because blurring the lines between the two often served the commercial and diplomatic interests of dominant classes on both sides of the Atlantic.

The use of private force for public gain which characterised the Atlantic world for the better part of the eighteenth century was gradually replaced at the turn of the nineteenth century by a much sharper formal and substantial separation between the private power of the capitalist market and public coercive authority of the territorial state. At sea, this was mirrored in the division of labour between the Royal Navy and merchant marine, and accompanying transformations in the ways of naval warfare. Piracy and privateering were, in different ways, a casualty of this shift toward a properly capitalist global economy underwritten by British naval and financial hegemony. As we shall endeavour to show, despite the centrality of maritime transport to the contemporary world economy, privateering is today absent as a tool of statecraft while piracy operates as a very localised menace. Private seaborne violence is no longer a significant or generalised means of accumulating wealth or geopolitical power, chiefly because – unlike the Atlantic world of the eighteenth-century – there is no internal, structural relation between maritime trade and organised violence in the contemporary world. 

We will flesh out these claims in four sections. The next part of the paper examines the distinction between piracy and privateering, thereby addressing knotty issues surrounding conceptions and practices of ‘private’ and ‘public’ violence in the eighteenth-century Atlantic and beyond. The nature of this distinction under mercantile rivalry is the subject of a second section, which aims to illustrate historically the deep interconnections between private seaborne violence on the one hand, and trade, mercantilism and naval warfare on the other as they unfolded during our period. The third part explores the diplomatic, sociological and political-economic dynamics behind the demise of piracy and privateering in the Atlantic and elsewhere. These considerations lead to a concluding section where we identify some tentative implications of our argument for the broader phenomenon of private violence in the study of IR.

Pirates, Privateers and the Concept of Private Violence

The concept of private violence itself needs to placed under some analytical scrutiny, as the key to understanding present investigations into private (or ‘non-state’) violence is often predicated on historical discussions of the evolution of state control over private sources of violence. In IR, the key reference point for such historical discussions is Thomson’s (1994) work on the dissolution of private violence. Central to Thomson’s conceptualisation is a threefold division between ‘decision-making authority’, ‘allocation’ and ‘ownership’. While useful in trying to schematise different forms of organised violence, the categorisation also obscures as much as it illuminates. Two aspects in particular are worthy of critical attention at this stage. 

Firstly, the use of generally abstracted signifiers obscures the more concrete manifestations of organised violence, not just in how they changed over time, but also in how actual historical experiences cut across Thomson’s categories, even during relatively limited time frames. For example, the designation of privateers as ‘non-state owned with state decision-making’ clearly misreads variations in what we can call privateering in the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; for example, seen in the different forms of organization in French and British privateering. Second, the key conceptual categories of ‘state’ and ‘non-state’ are not only bound up in the process of early-modern state building, but in a broader social process of the development of a world market. As we shall discuss below, in the merchant states of early modern Europe, the clear differentiation of a ‘public’ and ‘private’ realm, or a clear division between ‘state’ and ‘non-state’ that corresponds to the modern sense, was conspicuously absent (Anderson, 1979; Rosenberg, 1994; see also Cutler, 2003, chapter 5). In light of both of these points, some further discussion is necessary, to start with some stronger foundations.

Piracy is as old as trade and war itself. Derived etymologically from the ancient Greek peirates (literally, ‘one who attacks’) the term has been used to describe (and condemn) banditry at sea. Since Greek antiquity, when the Cilian league of pirates used their southern Anatolian bases to launch raids on ports and vessels of the eastern Mediterranean, through to the early-modern trans-oceanic marauders and their twenty-first century Somali, west African or Malaccan counterparts, seamen and the coastal communities that harbour them have taken to predation as a form of subsistence (Gosse, 1932). Indeed, one more economistic understanding of piracy considers it as a phenomenon that is parasitically linked to any  economic system dependent on seaborne trade (Anderson, 2000). But warfare has also been a historical companion to piracy. ‘Violence’ Anne Pérotin-Dumon has rightly emphasised, ‘was not a trait of piracy but more broadly of the commerce of the [sixteenth and seventeenth centuries]. Commercial profits were linked pragmatically to considerations of war and aggression, through at the same time, the state could be expected to put to protective formations in place, like convoys that became a regular practice in the seventeenth century.’ (Pérotin-Dumon, 1991: 202). The extent to which piracy itself was legitimated, tolerated or encouraged within early political communities forms an interesting start to any conceptual discussion, especially concerning the division between pirating and privateering. Early state-sanctioned ‘privateers’ such as those found in Elizabethan England hardly fulfilled the clear conceptual distinction between privateering and pirating found in Thomson’s work. Thomson’s focus on the legal aspect is the major problem: the legitimacy of privateering was due to the conference of legitimacy by the state, so that the withdrawal of such support logically led to pirating. There is of course some truth to this view, but the early commerce raiders and plunderers were much more than just an arm of the state: they were granted very broad licence to attack rival vessels in the hope that this might advance English economic and diplomatic interests. As Ritchie has noted, such plunderers are better described as ‘officially sanctioned pirates’, since their activities comprise ‘acts that are clearly piratical under any system of law but that go unpunished because a particular government finds it convenient to ignore such activities or even secretly sponsor them’ (Ritchie 1986, p.11). 

The issue of control thus loomed large in early practice, and needs to play some part in our conceptualisations of private violence. Again using the example of England, the crown had until the seventeenth century little conception of, even less control over its own seapower in ways that it would thereafter and therefore relied on the actions of officially sanctioned pirates (see Kennedy, 2004). Though such actors did require ‘letters of marque’ during wartime (and ‘letters of reprisal’ in times of peace) to underwrite their activities, there was little willingness, let alone ability to control and regulate their actions. Indeed the Caribbean during the period under scrutiny offered a privileged environment for plunder due to both the limited territorial control over recondite coastlines, and the almost constant political upheaval that followed revolts, wars and invasions. But this also meant that the political use of privateers was rather blunted in terms of the ability to secure geopolitical or diplomatic outcomes (Andrews, 1978). In typical imperial fashion the mercantile powers ratified international treaties throughout this period which they knew would only be enforced in the European heartlands: the colonial backwaters and the sea-lanes leading to them were perceived as being ‘beyond the line’ demarcated by the emerging international public law. ‘From the standpoint of the maritime powers’, Eliga. H Gould sharply observes, ‘Europe was a zone of law, the world beyond a place of competing jurisdictions and perpetual war … [I]nternational agreements like the Anglo-Dutch Treaty of 1674 were  theoretically binding on the high seas as in coastal waters. But because no European navy could rule the waves everywhere, international relations at sea necessarily occurred in space that remained vulnerable to smuggling and piracy.’ (Gould, 2003: 471; see also Benton 2005). To compound the unpredictability of such seaborne predation, in wartime sea-bandits tended to attack anyone who was not officially allied with their own country, and often switched allegiances, which made it difficult to identify who was a pirate or a sanctioned privateer (Ritchie, 1986). In this light, ‘privateers’ such Drake and Raleigh may well have assisted England in the war against Spain, but it was hardly part of a coordinated naval campaign of any sort, so the issue of ‘decision-making authority’ is clearly problematic.
 That Drake could move so quickly from hero to villain says much about the situation of early privateers. 

By the end of the seventeenth century, much of this had changed. Among English, and later, British authorities, the distinction between piracy, privateering and legitimate maritime commerce and warfare started to harden through both law and policy (Ritchie, 1997). As the expansion and institutionalisation of the Royal Navy grew apace
, spurred on by the Navigation Acts and wars with continental rivals, private men of war became increasingly marginal to Britain’s naval strategy. A raft of legislation was introduced at the start of the eighteenth century by way of codifying the conventions regulating privateering (Starkey, 1990). Tensions intensified between privateers and the Navy’s men-of-warsmen over their respective roles in defence of the realm, their corporate integrity (privateersmen increasingly seen as selfish and unruly), the generation of wealth in maritime commerce, and indeed its distribution on land. ‘This does not signify, however,’ David J. Starkey reminds us, ‘that the 11,000 or so vessels commissioned [by the British Crown] during the “long” eighteenth century were devoid of any military ramifications. On the contrary, the potential utility of the business as a tool of war was such that the state did more than just sanction the activity throughout the century - it positively advocated it …’ (Starkey, 1990, p. 253). Contracting out the manning, arming and provisioning of the British fleet brought the state significant financial and political benefits, among other things, by ‘privatising’ the considerable risks associated with such ventures (Harding, 1999; Baugh, 1965). Licensed raiding at the time made a not insignificant contribution to the British economy, calculated by one authority at anything between ‘10 to 15 per cent of the country’s imports’ as well as weakening the relative standing of its rivals (Kennedy, 2004 p.33) As in the Tudor and Stuart periods, privateering also continued to play a crucial role in plugging what through the centuries proved to be a perennial manpower shortage in the royal navy (Duffy, 1992). Private violence was, in sum, still highly useful: control was about the extension of power, but private sources were still seen as part of the public good in the mercantilist system. Lane (1979b) argues convincingly that the switch from using force to plunder to using force to protect is key to a change in the value of force: ‘Operating with lower payments for protection was often the decisive factor in the competition between merchants of different cities or kingdoms and was achieved by complicated mixtures of public and private enterprise’ (1979a: 58).

The tightening up of privateering also reflected a change in pirating. Ritchie (1987) notes a number of different distinctions concerning piracy - broadly between commercial piracy and deep-sea marauding. The first category encompassed those who privately (i.e. outside of government) funded commerce raiding, as well as local economies on the peripheries of empire that used piracy (funding raiding expeditions and trading with freebooters) as a means of obtaining unavailable products and hard currency (Ritchie, 1987; c.f. Bialuschewski, 2008). However, it was the deep-sea marauders who began to become most prominent in the late-seventeenth century. Ritchie (1987) distinguishes between organised marauders who operated from a fixed base (such as the Barbary corsairs) and anarchistic marauders who roamed for extended periods of time across the various oceans. Both categories provided a real challenge to states and commerce throughout the eighteenth century, as we shall see shortly.

The investigation of the concrete forms of private violence in the late-sixteenth to early eighteenth century gives us three notable advances on Thomson’s more legalistic bias. First, the issue of state control over sanctioned violence was hardly as clear-cut as indicated in Thomson’s account (as suggested for instance by the role of the High Admiralty and prize courts in regulating this activity). Second, though the increase in control over private violence was an important part of state-building, it was not really premised on abolishing private violence, but a way of making protection more efficient (especially in its more ‘operational’ and ‘logistical’ dimensions, as well as, more obviously with regard to harnessing privateering to the fiscal-military interests of the state). However, the final crucial element is the very distinction between ‘private’ and ‘public’ was insufficiently developed in the period of state-building – a subject to which we now turn in greater detail.

Public and Private in the Age of Mercantile Empires 

We have thus far seen how different manifestations of private seaborne violence during the period leading up to the ‘long’ eighteenth century are best conceived as part of a continuum stretching from deep-sea marauders on the one end to the privateersmen commissioned by the crown on the other. The common denominator to these otherwise diverse expressions of maritime violence was that they were directed toward, and sustained by the extraction of surplus through the predation of seaborne commerce. To fully appreciate this peculiar symbiosis between profit and power - the specific combinations of, and tensions between private and public mobilisations of force and wealth - it is helpful to situate piracy and privateering within the wider socio-economic and political context of a world dominated by the rivalry between European mercantile empires. For the meaning of ‘private’ and ‘public’ in this context was significantly different to that which came to prevail during the course of the nineteenth century, and certainly that which obtains today.

There were several private routes to commercial wealth during the period of Mercantile Empires (1450-1750). One was aristocratic privilege. Many Tudor ‘men of rank’ turned to the sea for the reinvestment of their politically accumulated wealth. Dynasties like the Dudleys or Howards symbolised this bridging of private worlds of commerce and the public realm of office. From the end of the fifteenth century successive scions of these patrician families not only owned and commanded sizeable privateering fleets but also held senior positions in the Admiralty, including that of Lord Admiral (Scammell, 1995, pp. 392-93) As Scammell notes of English shipowning politics during the hundred years either side of 1550:  

The sustained interest in shipping not only of a particular class, but of a number of powerful families could be erected into a national policy … Private armies might have disappeared, but private navies, on a scale perhaps never previously equalled, eclipsed the fleet which had momentarily loomed so large under Henry VIII. And in the end the queen was but a partner in policies conceived, and largely executed, by an influential faction. Nor, as the behaviour of the Howards suggests, were they any less unscrupulous or successful than their medieval predecessors in plundering the resources of the State (1995, p. 394).

If the private fortunes of individual earls represented one way in which personal ownership and state power fused during the Tudor era, in Stuart England it was the chartered company that epitomised the conjugation of private wealth and public authority. Among the various trading companies licensed by the state in the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, it was the ‘Company of Merchants of London trading into the East Indies’ (otherwise known as the English ‘East India Company’ - EIC) that most clearly reflected the marriage of profit and power under England’s emerging mercantilist empire.  

Over its two and half centuries of existence as a corporation, the EIC managed its own fleet of East Indiamen, employing thousands of sailors, craftsmen and labourers at its Blackwall docks and warehouses, as well as leasing ships and crews for the purposes of trade and plunder east of the Cape of Good Hope (Bowen, 2006; Robins, 2006). As a joint stock company operating internationally with limited liability and a differentiated management and ownership, the EIC is often compared to the contemporary multinational corporation. There are plainly some strong parallels, most importantly the ingenious spread of risk, and the investment of private capital in the pursuit of dividends in trade. Yet a crucial difference lay in that the EIC was one of a handful of chartered companies which were granted a Crown monopoly over long-distance trade. Consequently, another important difference was that the EIC was at regularly intervals throughout its history obliged to prop up the Crown’s finances and contribute toward Britain’s overseas military campaigns. The EIC was, one commentator put it in 1767, a ‘national object’ and ‘the members of it bound to attend to the interests of the public as well as their own.’ (cited in Robins, 2006: 27). The EIC’s loans to the Crown escalated from £15,000 in 1659 to £70,000 in 1667. By 1709, the government could demand that the Company’s entire capital (£3 million) be mortgaged to the state (Pearson, 1991). Crown and Company worked hand-in-glove for Britain’s imperial expansion in south Asia during the critical closing decades of the eighteenth century. Regular British forces supported the Company’s armies in the conquest of Indian hinterlands during this period, and in exchange the EIC acceded to the state’s successive demands for personnel, manpower, ships and equipment. From the ‘Manila expedition’ of 1762-4 to the Javanese campaign of 1811, the EIC furnished the British state with troops and vessels on at least half a dozen occasions (Bowen, 2006). Whatever the nature and extent of these contributions, for one historian of the Company ‘There can be no doubt  … that the Company’s forces played a valuable supporting role in Britain’s eventual victory over France, and they certainly enhanced the ability of successive governments to wage war on a worldwide scale’ (Bowen, 2006, p. 47).

Throughout the ‘long’ eighteenth century, the privateering ventures which characterised early modern English maritime expansion continued to play a signal role in British maritime policy. The War of the Spanish Succession (1702-1713) was not only characterised by large naval campaigns targeting the important Atlantic trade, but also involved large naval forces made up of privateers, to supplement extant naval forces (Harding, 1999). Privateers proved to be a hugely important ‘force-multiplier’. According to Starkey (2001b), the demand for seafarers in the period of long wars between 1689-1714 were unprecedented, and represented a truly global phase of Anglo-French rivalry. Almost 50,000 men served in the English fleets during the closing years of the war. Harding estimates that the number of commissions rose by 200 percent from the Nine Years War (Harding, 1999, pp. 175). On the French side, privateers had come close to monopolising the French navy, as it was seen as the cheapest and most effective way of gaining naval power (Anderson, 1988). The almost permanent state of war between Britain and its continental mercantile rivals offered rich pickings for privateering entrepreneurs. Among the latter, it was what Starkey has labelled ‘“deep-water” private ships-of-war’ – i.e. crafts carrying no cargo but fitted and manned to cruise for enemy prizes in high seas – that are of greatest interest for our purposes. Here the notion of ‘private’ manifested itself in the commercial contracting of both men and matériel in the organisation of commerce-raiding expeditions. 

The process of mobilising for such enterprise in the eighteenth century ports of London, Bristol or Liverpool might typically involve the following.
 First and foremost, a privateering company would have to acquire a suitable vessel or fleet, be it purpose-built, bought and fitted or simply re-deployed from a pool of captured prize ships. The craft would then have to be armed with guns and ammunition, and otherwise structurally modified for combat in high seas. Next, a specialist crew of close to 200 men was recruited, including sailors, gunners, carpenters, armourers, linguists, surgeons, cooks, ‘assorted ship’s people’, as well as ‘some provision for music, with a “French Horn”, drummers, and trumpeters shipped aboard to sustain morale’ (Starkey, 1990,p. 43). Payment for this collective labour was in the form of a predetermined share in the putative prize, strictly – and unequally – distributed according to rank.  Finally, and critically, a privateering commander had to obtain a ‘letter of marque’ (or ‘reprisal’ in peacetime) authorising the attack and appropriation of enemy property on the high seas. Such documents were issued and administered by the High Court of the Admiralty and its domestic and colonial subsidiaries. The acquisition of the predatory licence required a detailed statement of the size and nature of the privateering vessels’ tonnage, crew, armaments, ammunition and ownership.  The Admiralty Court was also the venue of the all-important adjudication or ‘condemnation’ of seized property. 

What this basic sequence highlights, once again, is the peculiar combination of public authority and private entrepreneurship - both of them premised on threat or actual use of violence - that characterised the British mercantile empire of the time. The notions of private and public as applied to English, and later British mercantile economy, we have seen, were deeply ambiguous. Ownership was one obvious marker of the distinction between these two realms. Be it in the form of personal property held by aristocratic dynasties, or the joint stock of the chartered companies, ‘private’ was distinguished form ‘public’ in the means of accessing wealth. Moreover, the accumulation of the resources necessary for successful maritime ventures – vessels, manpower, victuals, armaments, ammunition and so forth – were generally all procured through private contract, be it market-led or otherwise. Finally, and not least important, private accumulation of wealth was premised in these instances on access to private means of violence: profiting from the highs seas during the period of the mercantile empires required mustering either protective or coercive force (or a combination of both). Even when the sources of capital accumulation involved more straightforward and relatively peaceful commercial transactions, protection from seaborne predators was an integral component of the mercantile process and indeed the calculation of the bottom line. It belonged to the category of what K.N. Chaudhuri once called ‘armed trading’ (1978, p.113). The great paradox, and unique feature of such private mobilisations of maritime wealth and violence was that they were sanctioned by the public authority of the state. Be it in the shape of the crown’s licensing of monopoly trade like that enjoyed the EIC, or the High Admiralty’s regulation if British privateering activity, the notion of ‘private violence’ as we have been deploying it thus far cannot be disassociated from its very public endorsements. 

Our contention is that by the turn of the nineteenth century, this unique ‘public-private partnership’ in British maritime affairs was radically refashioned along a much stricter separation of the public domain of the state from the private realm of the market. Economic and political tendencies which had in the past been ill-defined and ambivalent, increasingly took on a clear-cut quality by the end of the eighteenth century. Put crudely, privateering in its various guises gave way to convoying as the chief form of maritime protection; the monopoly trade of chartered companies was replaced by the aspiration to competitive ‘free trade’ among capitalist firms; and the ‘contracting out’ of maritime trade, raiding or protection was overtaken by the ‘contracting in’ of maritime commerce and defence by the merchant marine and Royal Navies respectively. These changes represent a shift from a mercantilist world where warfare is a form profit-making, to one dominated by capitalist ‘free’ trade, where absence of war is championed as a source of prosperity. Consequently, in the mercantilist period, the public authority of state is constantly and indeterminably invested in, and implicated with private deployments of force and wealth. Seaborne violence is the dominant mechanisms of accumulation. As we enter the period of industrial capitalism after the Napoleonic wars, commerce becomes a strictly private source of accumulation, mediated through a market, which, though plainly reliant on trade, is increasingly built on the exploitation of labour within a delimited territory. Correspondingly, the state takes on the role of public enforcer of property rights at home and protector of its nation’s commercial interests abroad.

The Triumph of Navigation and the War Against the Pirates

The realisation that the secret to Britain’s emerging global hegemony lay in the judicious conjugation of maritime trade and naval power came to many observers (and no few statesmen) early in the eighteenth century. Britain had by then embarked upon a ‘blue-water policy’ which, whether by design or default implied a much more substantial, persistent and coherent involvement of the state in the country’s commercial affairs. ‘Every servant of the crown’ John Brewer notes in his classic study of eighteenth-century British statecraft, ‘knew full well that there were important political advantages to protecting or encouraging British commercial interests, just as he was aware of the liabilities incurred in by antagonizing any powerful commercial group’. (Brewer, 1989, p. 171). And in eighteenth century Britain, this necessarily meant protecting maritime trade. A contemporary historian by the name of Thomas Lediard had in 1735 put it succinctly in this often-cited formula: ‘That our trade is the Mother and Nurse of our Seamen; Our seamen the Life of or Fleet; And our Fleet the Security and Protection of our Trade; And that both together are the WEALTH, STRENGTH, and GLORY of GREAT BRITAIN’ (cited as in the original by Baugh, 1994, p. 195). Yet as we have thus far seen, this neat division of labour between ‘wealth’ and ‘strength’, or trade and protection was only fledgling. Private seaborne violence – especially privateering – was only slowly and unevenly eradicated with the rise of the ‘second’ British Empire after 1750. Three inter-related factors occasioned this gradual demise of piracy and privateering, albeit at different paces and in diverse fashion.

The first of these was war itself. From the War of Spanish Succession to the Seven Years’ war, Britain systematically acquired a network of naval bases across the world’s major sea lanes, effectively securing the Royal Navy’s mastery over the oceans. The Peace of Utrecht (1713) delivered control over Gibraltar, Minorca, Hudson’s Bay, Newfoundland and Nova Scotia. At the Peace of Paris (1763) Britain acquired ports in Senegal, the lesser Antilles and Cape Breton as well as securing the EIC’s presidencies in India. ‘Careering, naval stores supply, victualling and hospital facilities were established at these bases, thus enabling the Navy to maintain an all-year-round presence in permanent stations as opposed to the French practice of sending out squadrons…’ (Duffy, 1992 p. 4). The permanent presence on the world’s major straits inevitably transformed Britain’s maritime strategy, consolidating the policing role of the Royal Navy and cementing the distinction between trade and protection. The raiding ventures of the past increasingly had little role to play in a world dependent on the safe passage of trade across the oceans. Moreover, the inescapable fact that it was captured prizes which incentivised privateering made it very hard to integrate this often haphazard activity within Britain’s emerging diplomatic grand strategy (Harding, 1999).

With the benefit of hindsight it becomes clear that the global wars of the eighteenth century (over the Spanish Succession, the Seven Years’ War, the revolutionary and Napoleonic wars against France) set the foundations for the ‘imperialism of free trade’ that characterised the Victorian ‘Pax Britannica’. If nothing else, these wars led to the defeat of economic rivals in Europe and elsewhere - destroying their fleets, arresting their economic development, cutting off their trade routes and upsetting their fiscal systems. More positively for Britain, global conflict led to advances in naval technology and the centralisation naval power which delivered some real changes in the possibilities of seapower (Glete, 1999; Kennedy, 2004). The differences in strategy between the English and French during the wars of the late-seventeenth and early-eighteenth centuries only serve to highlight this aspect. The British increasingly sought to use battlefleet tactics and organise privateers within a broader naval strategy (Harding, 1999). The French, while directly using privateers in commerce raiding, as part of the guerre de course increased their control over privateering through prize courts (Bromley, 1987). The Peace of Utrecht saw the end of the French guerre de course, as the English (now British) battlefleet strategy had become noticeably more effective. During the hundred years leading up to 1763, Britain had combined a fiscal-military infrastructure with private resources to deliver a formidable naval force. In the following decades, Richard Harding suggests ‘battelfleets proved that they could maintain operations in almost any seas and apply decisive pressure. Landings could be made, states supported and large armies effectively supplied. Commerce could be stopped and diplomatic isolation broken. They proved that they could incapacitate the privateers and frigates which conducted the guerre de course’ (1999, p. 58). Once again, Britain’s naval victories on the back of its regular battlefleet effectively sealed the fate of the guerrre du course as a loser’s strategy.

But this success came at a price: the Peace of Utrecht also saw the beginning of the largest piratical wave in history, often referred to as the ‘golden age of piracy’, as if by way of vindicating Defoe’s famous dictum that ‘Privateers in Time of War are a nursery for Pyrates against a Peace’ (Defoe, 1999: 4). The English had already set against the Caribbean buccaneers in the final decades of the seventeenth century, with some success. Earle (2004) notes that by the run of that century, piracy had significantly subsided in the Caribbean and on America’s Atlantic seaboard. But the War of Spanish Succession, as noted above, changed the situation as numerous privateering vessels were commissioned in the region at the outbreak of war. During the war Rediker notes, ‘leaders of European power used privateers to supplement naval power, to disrupt supply lines and commercial circuits, and to accumulate wealth at the expense of their rivals. But when the war ended, they found that they could not control the privateers had once employed’ (Rediker, 2004, pp. 6-7). The cutting of English Naval forces to 14,000 men created a large body of unemployed seamen (Starkey, 2001b). In this wave, an estimated 5000 North American pirates were active, including some of the most famous of all: ‘Blackbeard’ (Edward Teach), ‘Black Bart’ (Bartholomew Roberts), Stede Bonnet, Howel Davis, amongst others (Starkey, 2001b).
 The surge in piracy was hugely problematic, causing major disruptions to Atlantic shipping, and challenges to state authority.
 ‘The result’ Thomson succinctly puts it, ‘was probably the closest the modern state system has ever come to experimenting with anarchy’ (1994: 43). 

It was in this context that the Royal Navy’s war on Atlantic piracy began in earnest from 1715. Though sluggish at first, as the British needed to recoup after the expense of war, and by approximately 1722 the campaign began to pay dividends. The destruction of Bartholomew Roberts’ crew in that year was seen as a huge blow to the pirating community, both because Roberts’ group was seen as the strongest at sea, and also due to the rather tame way in which his crew surrendered to the British (Earle, 2004). The increasing ability of the Royal Navy to fight the pirates at this time was a direct consequence of its ascendancy to global maritime hegemony. In this, IR scholars like Donald J. Puchala are right to emphasise that ‘The seeking out, hunting down and destroying’ of eighteenth century Atlantic piracy was carried out by ‘the hegemon of the era, commanding a capable navy, acting unilaterally to provide the collective good of heightened security for all, but acting nevertheless largely in its own self-interest’ (2005 p. 13). What observers like Puchala miss out in this thinly-veiled comparison with the contemporary war on terror, is that the war on piracy only came in the wake of a structural transformation in the world’s dominant logic of accumulation. Atlantic piracy became increasingly unprofitable by the start of the eighteenth century as the combination of naval power, the drying up of local circuits of illicit trade and popular opposition to piracy increased across the region. ‘The pirates’ dependence on access to markets,’ Bialuschewski notes of the Atlantic experience in the early eighteenth century, ‘was probably of equal importance in their eventual suppression’ as was the Royal Navy (2008, p. 64).

Britain’s acquisition of naval bases, its investment in a regular battlefleet and the accompanying capability to police the world’s sea-lanes would have been less consequential without a second driver of change, namely the consolidation of a capitalist world market. For as Baugh notes, British merchants at the turn of the eighteenth century ‘wanted convoy protection, and they wanted seas swept clear of enemy privateers.’(1965, p. 19). Here convoying, which had in the past been deployed selectively and intermittently, slowly became one of the Royal Navy’s chief tasks, thereby symbolising the wider changes underway in maritime strategy. The British move toward a doctrine of ‘free’ trade was encouraged by increasing ineffectiveness - as we just saw - of the guerre de course, and the deepening of the state’s maritime bureaucracy (Crowhurst, 1977). The gradual but decisive shift in the dominant strategies of accumulation from the public-private fusion that characterised European mercantile empires towards forms of wealth-creation based on the public protection of capitalist production and circulation increasingly made redundant the use of ‘lawful depredation at sea’. Whereas the wars of the ‘long’ sixteenth century had mainly been predicated on destroying rival’s access to trade, aspirations to autarky and the consequent concentration on predation and plunder as a tactic of war, those of the ‘long’ eighteenth century increasingly shifted the focus onto the control of navigation and circulation as sources of universal prosperity issuing from a competitive world market. The phasing out of trade restrictions associated to the Navigation Acts, the repeal of the Corn Laws and the broader campaign for ‘free trade’ in Britain and overseas were in this respect the proverbial nails in the coffin of privateering as a strategy of accumulation. 

These developments also help to situate, as has already been mooted, the war against piracy within the larger framework of a more widely and deeply integrated Atlantic economy. For a good century after the European conquest of the Americas, settler communities had tolerated and often benefited from piratical activity, as much as they occasionally suffered from its ravages. Imperial authorities – whether colonial or metropolitan – also relied on freebooters and buccaneers for their successive military campaigns, as was discussed earlier. So long as the American markets remained peripheral to the imperial economy, and the Caribbean a vortex of plunder and predation, private seaborne violence remained instrumental to imperial diplomacy. Pirates were, in Bialuschewski’s apt formulation ‘important commodity bearers’ serving ‘the needs of a consumer market that was often unable to obtain necessary supplies, including specie, at affordable prices’ and offering an alternative ‘to legal commercial policies formulated by ineffectual administrative bodies across the Atlantic that hindered prosperity and defence of the colonies’ (2008, p. 65). Already by the end of the seventeenth century, piracy was beginning to be seen as a threat to commerce, instead of as something to be tolerated. The overall usefulness of the pirates as part of mercantile imperialism was coming to an end (Earle, 2004). As the eighteenth century began, both intra and inter-imperial trading became increasingly important, and piracy was no longer tolerable in such a system. As Ritchie (1986) notes, ‘the very success and geographic extension of piracy in the seventeenth century could not continue in an era of thriving inter-imperial trade’ (Ritchie, 1986: p. 2).

If inter-state war and tansnational trade represented critical ‘horizontal’ factors in the demise of piracy and privateering, ‘vertical’ socio-political antagonism within the various Atlantic polities also played their part. The continued competition for ships, manpower and other maritime resources pitched privateers and men-of-warsmen against each other in the metropole. ‘It is clear’, David J Starkey suggest, extracting figures from various contemporary sources, ‘that the privateering business, at its height [in the last decades of the eighteenth century] attracted a significant number of potential men-of-warsmen away from the King’s service’ – between 10 to 15 per cent on his calculations (1990, p. 262). The ever-present threat of impressments and the accompanying casting of aspersions on the part of naval officers as to priveteering indiscipline  - both on land and sea – sharpened the antagonism between private and public seamen, highlighting the public costs of  ‘private’ vices associated to the ‘predatory business’. The latter were certainly not without political advocates. ‘The champions of the privateering interests’ in eighteenth century Britain, Daniel Baugh reminds us ‘asserted that, though admittedly privateers signed on men who might have been available to the navy, privateers contributed materially to maritime success.’ Adding swiftly that ‘This argument particularly annoyed navy men because in practice the navy rarely got the emergency assistance that privateers were supposed to provide’ (Baugh, 1965, p. 20). Other authorities on the subject have left open the question of which side was in the right (most notably Starkey, 1990), but what is clear is that, as the age of mercantilism waned, so did the power of arguments for state-sanctioned piracy. The Royal Navy, on the other hand, consolidated its expansion during the long eighteenth century to become the leading – if always under-funded and undermanned  -  instrument of the Pax Britannica.

The decline of private seaborne violence also had local socio-economic and political dimensions in the western Atlantic. The social interconnections between piracy and privateering have already been hinted at: privateers did not only turn to piracy at war’s end. Broader economic and political factors such as underemployment, economic fluctuations in the Atlantic economy, revolts and political usurpation of sovereignty, as well as the fearsome conditions of labour on the king’s ships and merchant vessels all contributed toward the successive waves of Atlantic piracy (Rediker, 1987). The piracy of the ‘golden age’ also had a distinctively ideological dimension, seen as a protest against not only the labour conditions prevalent in deep-sea maritime work, but also as a reaction against the state itself (Thomson, 1994; Linebaugh and Rediker, 2001; Rediker, 1987, 2004; Starkey, 2001b). Yet these very same motivations could be turned against piracy. The enforcement of British rule in the Atlantic, the concerted ideological campaign against piracy, the involution of buccaneer communities and above all, the entrenchment of legitimate inter-imperial trade turned the Atlantic ocean into an inhospitable environment for those seeking to survive on maritime depredation. Crucially, the seaport communities that had previously harboured pirates or benefited from interaction with them, turned against the sea-rovers: ‘Once [American] merchants created regular trade and a steady support … the need to do business with pirates waned and so did their support. The merchants quickly joined the anti-piracy crusade and instead of finding a warm welcome, the pirates were confronted with the hangman and the long rope’ (Ritchie, 1997).

In sum, the triumph of ‘navigation’ as a strategy focused on the protection of trade routes by the Royal Navy had as its counterpart the ‘war on the pirates’. These catchphrases aim to capture the complex, uneven and protracted processes which in the course of the ‘long’ eighteenth century led to the marginalisation of private seaborne violence in the Atlantic world. These involved the increasing monopolisation of seapower by the state and its accompanying investment in a battlefleet as the chief source of naval power, to the detriment of privateering as a tactic of war. As a corollary, ‘free’ trade – chiefly, though not exclusively carried by sea - became the preferred mechanism of wealth–creation, replacing the mercantilist fusion of ‘armed trading’, plunder and raiding.  These two developments in turn  required the intensified enforcement  of ‘free trade’ and its policing at sea, both of which led to successive juridico-political campaigns against those sectors of Atlantic society which had in the past lived off private seaborne violence.

Conclusions: Private Seaborne Violence and IR Today

Our aim in this paper has been to contribute toward an understanding of modern piracy and privateering in the Atlantic world, and to outline some implications of this experience for the contemporary study of IR.  There are perhaps three areas where our own argument can add to the existing debates on these subjects.

Starting at the most general level, the account of private seaborne violence presented above challenges some prevailing conceptions of modern international relations. In line with arguments made by, among others, Barkawi and Laffey (2002) some time ago, we wish to ‘retrieve the imperial’, or at least recover ‘Empire’ as a key concept in our analysis of modern world politics. Phenomena such as piracy and privateering, we have shown, were not simply incidental to the unfolding of modern warfare, state-building, the world market and international revolution. They were intrinsic to the genesis and development of these structures of modern international relations. The expansion, consolidation and administration of European Empires – in the Americas as elsewhere – was predicated upon the private mobilisations of violence and wealth in ways that IR has generally failed to recognise. For the experience of private seaborne violence we have explored in this chapter raises all kinds of thorny questions about, inter alia, the modern conception and organisation of political space, the origins of international public (and indeed merchant) law, the transnational history of warfare or the very nature of state sovereignty, which often escape the analytical scope of IR. Unlike our sister disciplines of history, social anthropology or political economy, many of the foundational assumptions in IR still stand in the way of a full comprehension of socio-historical phenomena that fall under the rubric of ‘private violence’. If nothing else, this chapter – like the rest of the book – has sought to map out some possible lines of inquiry regarding these expressions of violence, and their centrality to our understanding of modern world politics.

In many respects, this is precisely why studies like that of Janice Thomson are so important to IR.  Our second, more specific claim in this chapter has been that, groundbreaking as it was for the discipline, Thomson’s volume still frames the problematic of ‘non-state’ violence within the parameters of a very conventional IR, thus reproducing the fetishism of Westphalian sovereignty and its attendant legal frameworks. A more materialist conception of ‘non-state’ violence seeks out the currencies of power that gave such expressions of force their value for the mercantile empires of early modern Europe and beyond. We have put forward an alternative vocabulary – that of ‘public’ and ‘private’ forms of violence and capital accumulation and circulation - suggesting that these categories offer a more accurate picture of the sinews of power (to adopt and abuse a phrase) which articulated the various components of imperial rivalry in the Atlantic world during the ‘long’ eighteenth century. Recognising the peculiar fusion of private and public forms of authority and wealth that underpinned the reproduction of the British empire during most of this period is, we have argued, critical in properly understanding Atlantic piracy and privateering as forms of ‘private violence’. It is this specific combination which, in our view, helps to unlock paradoxes like the role of the High Admiralty in adjudicating prizes forcefully seized in the high seas, or the commissioning by the crown of successive waves of buccaneers in campaigns against England’s rivals in the Caribbean.  It is with reference to the unique amalgamation of public authority and private resources, and their deployment in warfare, commerce and predation across the Atlantic that we get a truer picture of the circulation of power across and within different polities and economies of the Atlantic world during the ‘long’ eighteenth century. It is also the changing conception and deployment of the public and the private during this period and beyond that explains the demise of piracy and privateering as distinctive forms of  ‘private seaborne violence’. In all these ways, conceptions of private and public power, and their multiple, iterative combinations replace the static and reified notions of ‘state’ and ‘non-state’ violence, thereby also opening up connections between these deployments of force and the political economy they served to reproduce.

Assuming these claims carry analytical weight, they necessarily impinge on a third and final area of world politics this chapter has speculated upon, namely contemporary piracy. Our argument has been piracy and privateeing are unique among historical expressions of private violence in that they have all but disappeared from international affairs. Unlike land-based forms of private violence – from banditry to mercenarism – private seaborne violence is at present a relatively marginal and localised menace, and not one which any state systematically licenses, as in the past. There are plainly some family resemblances with the pirates of ‘golden age’: today’s pirates operate from geographically isolated hideaways or coastal communities of ‘under-governed’ states. They use lethal violence at sea to seize property, hijack, extort, hold ransom or otherwise seek financial gain from seaborne depredation (see Langewiesche 2004 for a riveting journalistic account). Crucially, as in the past, today’s freebooters are parasitic upon maritime trade and tend to concentrate around the world’s busiest sea-lanes.
 Commentators like Puchala (2005) go further and make direct comparisons between Henry Morgan’s 1671 sack of Panama City and the attacks of 9/11 thereby making linkages between piracy and contemporary terrorism, despite scant evidence in support of this connection.

But beyond these surface parallels, there is a fundamental difference between the ‘golden age’ of piracy and that which obtains today: the absence of mercantile empires which fuelled the successive waves of piracy and privateering until the end of the ‘long’ eighteenth century. Without the structural conflation of wealth-creation and seaborne violence, we have contended, the resurgence of early-modern expressions of privateering and piracy in the twenty-first century is highly unlikely. The contemporary world economy does not rely, as did that of mercantile Empires, on the transfer of plunder or the economic emasculation of  rivals through war and depredation. Today’s oceans and sea-lanes – notwithstanding the melting of polar ice caps - no longer operate as decisive theatres of inter-imperial rivalry. This is so because today’s imperialism is one of ‘open doors and closed frontiers’ (Colás, 2008), where it is control over territorially exclusive states, and not rule over boundless oceans that acts as the currency of hegemonic power. 
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�	 As Baugh (1994) describes it, ‘their activities were commercial only to the extent that organized crime is commercial – sometimes legitimized by active war between England and Spain, sometimes not. In either case the mode was based on the use of force and aimed at aggrandizing’ (p. 189).


�	 In tonnage alone the Royal Navy expanded fivefold during the ‘long’ eighteenth century, from 173 ships in 1688 to 755 ships in sea service by 1809 vastly outdoing its nearest rivals (Duffy, 1992, p. 7),





�	 The following paragraph draws generously from Starkey (1990).


�	 Defoe (1999) provides an entertaining account of the pirates of this era. It should be noted that there is some contestation whether he is the actual author of the History of the Pyrates, originally credited to one Captain Johnson. Rediker (2004) and others claim that it is almost certainly not Defoe. 


�	 It is difficult to get accurate statistics on trade disruption. Rediker (2004) provides some estimates.


�	 Recent data suggests that over a half of recorded piratical attacks are on vessels in transit through the South China Sea and the Malacca Strait. See Roach, 2005.







