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rights to the agent (the slave), so the owner
could not change the terms and claim the
whole product. On eighteenth- and early
nineteenth-century plantations, the owner
claimed the whole marginal product, which
is why production had to be organized as
highly monitored “gang labor.”

Thus, the optimum contract in such cir-
cumstances (i.e., where continuous monitor-
ing is difficult or expensive) is one in which
the agent (slave) pays a fixed rent for the use
of the asset (the farm in farm tenancy, the
Russian serf in obrok, the slave in urban
huckstering) and takes the whole product of
the commercial activity. This way, the per-
son who has the most information about op-
portunities and whose effort and attention de-
termines the profitability of exploitation of
those opportunities collects the full marginal
product of the exploitation and therefore is
strongly motivated, even in the absence of
supervision (Heady 1952). Such a situation
tends to create rights for the slaves that the
owner feels bound to respect and that give
slaves money to buy themselves out of sla-
very.

This explains why African slaves in cities
had high rates of manumission, whereas in
other locations Africans had the lowest
manumission rates. Urban African slaves
were disproportionately males on the docks,
working in a system that must have been
much like the “shape up” in longshoring on
the American East Coast (Bell [1954] 1993).
Stevedoring entrepreneurs or merchants or
ship captains—the loading was apparently
normally actually managed by the mate or
maitre—needed strong men for casual labor
on an episodic basis. Urban male slaves were
uniformly more likely to purchase their free-
dom than any other group (Higman 1984:
382). A similar mechanism of wanting in-
tense work for a while and then to get rid of
the worker might explain why houses of
prostitution did not own many old women.

Before the twentieth century, commercial
relations were much more dominant in cities
than in the countryside. Furthermore, there
was not much gang labor in simple tasks re-
quiring little skill and initiative in cities in
the late eighteenth century. Much manual la-
bor in pre-modern cities was carried on by
independent artisans, and much of the rest of
it was casual wage labor or piecework labor

in temporary jobs. Permanent relations be-
tween the people who wanted the work done
and those who did the work were not the nor-
mal way of organizing work in cities in the
eighteenth century. The same forces that pro-
duced free-labor-contract incentive systems
for free urban manual laborers would have
tended to produce the same conditions for
slave laborers in cities as well.

Politics. Finally, the slave’s political ser-
vices that led to freedom were largely mili-
tary and police services. The more sugar was
dominant on an island, the fewer Whites
there were to defend the island, and the more
valuable it was to an empire. Islands largely
devoted to sugar such as Haiti, Martinique,
Guadeloupe, and Jamaica were therefore
militarily vulnerable and commercially valu-
able in the frequent wars of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries. Islands were less
vulnerable if their governments could recruit
colored people and Blacks to defend them.

For example, Guadeloupe was less
conquerable than Martinique in the wars be-
tween England and France in the 1790s.
Guadeloupe had freed its slaves and recruited
both Black and colored troops into the mili-
tia, and after a precarious conquest the Brit-
ish failed to hold or reconquer it. Martinique,
which had not freed slaves or recruited col-
ored troops extensively, was fairly easily con-
quered. Napoleonic France did not actually
reconquer Guadeloupe, but rather the colored
general (Malgloire Pélage—see Bangou
1989) at the head of the troops switched alle-
giance to the empire government.

Sometimes treaties with organized rebel or
runaway Blacks were forced on colonial gov-
ernments. For example, after a war in
Surinam between the Dutch and maroons
(“bush negros”), the French in Guiana agreed
with the organized Blacks that they could
settle as free negroes (“de les établer comme
des négres libres et les contenir sur ce pied,’
literally, settle them as free Blacks and re-
strain them on that footing [Peytraud 1897:
358-59]).

The empires had a great deal of trouble
with military operations in the Caribbean be-
cause troops from Europe quickly became
too ill to fight. Planters tended to form mili-
tias that were not reliable servants of the em-
pire, but instead formed alliances with who-
ever would best defend planter interests.
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Table 3. Factors in Manumission Rates

Causal Process Examples

Categories Most Likely to Be Manumitted

Sexual and other intimate ties

Colored offspring

Agency in cooperative work Slave drivers

Skilled

Domestics
Commerce Dock workers

Prostitutes

Hucksters
Politics

Sexual partners

Military and police

Young, creole,? colored, women domestics
Women on small slaveholdings
Women owned by free colored people

Creole, colored, domestics, young slaves
Children in stable relationships

Male, creole, middle-aged
Male craftsmen, mechanics, artisans

Women, household domestics, nannies

Male, African

Colored urban women
Slaves owned by females (often colored)

Creole women
Young males

Militia members
Maroons

a “Creole” here means born in the Americas, as it is used in the British islands. In Spanish the comparable word
implies White race; in Louisiana it means of French origin.

b “Colored” sometimes referred to people of mixed (African and European) race, especially when speaking of
slaves. However, in some situations a manumitted slave, whether of mixed descent or exclusively African, might
be referred to as “free colored,” as would the children of such a slave.

Planters also sponsored independence move-
ments if it was proposed to tax them to sup-
port the defense of the empire (for Haiti, see
Frostin 1975). The empire’s military officers
needed “seasoned” (i.e., immune to diseases
prevalent in the Caribbean) troops from the
islands themselves, but who would be more
deployable than the local militias. Free col-
ored and slaves were often used for building
fortifications and other nonfighting military
work, and sometimes for international fight-
ing. Sometimes they were used as “intelli-
gence agents” to find out about rebellions or
to hunt down runaways. In any of these
cases, they might be freed for their political
services.

The Boundary between Slave and Free

In daily life, then, the most oppressive sla-
very occurred among field laborers on the
large, highly class-conscious, and oppressive
sugar plantations. Hardly any sugar planta-
tion field workers were manumitted; few had
intimate relations with Whites, though they
sometimes got pregnant in nonintimate rela-
tions; few managed work on a collegial basis
with the owner or owner’s agents; few sought

commercial opportunities with autonomy
and discretion; few earned freedom from
governments as a reward for loyalty and
bravery; and all were subjected to the most
class-conscious slave owners, those most in-
terested in the “health” of the slave system
as a whole.

As this sugar plantation core of slave soci-
ety sloped off into slave mistresses or slaves
owned by freedmen, creole slaves in domes-
tic service, slaves in skilled work or first-line
management, slaves in cities and especially
in urban commerce, slaves in smaller enter-
prises, slaves of masters to whom the main-
tenance of the whole slave system was a sec-
ondary consideration, the master-slave rela-
tion became more like the relations among
free unequal in eighteenth-century urban so-
ciety. And that slope also led to the boundary
between slave and free colored. A few people
at the high-freedom end of these slopes in
fact became free colored or Black freedmen.
If they were women, they maintained the free
colored population thenceforth, because the
children of free colored women were also
free. With the exception of reconquered
Guadeloupe, there were no large movements
of free colored people back into slavery.
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Table 3 presents these patterns of manu-
mission rates. I argue that the causal pro-
cesses shown in the stub of the table were
different kinds of ties between master and
slave—processes that required discretion,
loyalty, enthusiasm, skill, career training, or
other aspects of agency relations. These
causes, then, explain high manumission rates,
and by inference, therefore, other ways in
which slaves were treated more nearly as free.

CONCLUSION

The sociology of slavery and freedom has
been crippled by not treating freedom as a
continuous variable. Freedom is often
thought of as a legal concept, as for example
that defined in the Bill of Rights of the
United States, so it is either guaranteed of
not. The size of the set of possibilities among
which a group of people chooses—the core
idea of freedom here—is clear enough con-
ceptually but hard to specify in practice be-
cause possibilities not chosen do not leave a
historical record. My intellectual strategy has
been to specify freedom by its causes, the
causes of more and less restriction on slaves’
choices in the late eighteenth-century Carib-
bean. These causes fall into two main
groups: (1) the causes related to the power in
island societies that was held by sugar plant-
ers, who had a great interest in restricting
slaves’ liberties, and (2) the causes related to
the use by slave owners of their property
rights in making agency contracts with their
slaves. The scattered evidence of what slaves
and their owners in fact chose (such as manu-
mission of the slave), or of what slaves could
choose (such as how to spend their wages),
or of what property rights slaves had (such
as having enough money to buy freedom),
suggests the shape and size of the set of pos-
sibilities under different causal conditions.
What was generally distinctive of the eigh-
teenth-century Caribbean colonies of all the
empires (as of the American South at the
same time) was the building of slave societ-
ies, societies whose principal governmental
problem was holding slaves in bondage of
varying degrees of restrictiveness. But the
intensity of governmental effort to restrict
possibilities, the degree of enforcement of
oppressiveness of slavery, was greater where
planters were more economically dominant,

had better class unity, and were well repre-
sented in the system of government of the is-
lands in the relevant empire.

But within a given level of slave society
(in this case, low), an Isla Margarita pearl
diver who had to risk his life under the wa-
ter, where his owner could not monitor the
work without risking his own life, presented
a different control problem than did a gang
worker digging holes for planting sugar cane.
So within the Spanish empire, slavery in the
region near Havana in Cuba resembled that
in Jamaica, while slavery in Isla Margarita
resembled that in the Bahamas. This oc-
curred because fishing off the Bahamas was
more nearly like the agency problem of pearl
diving than like the agency problem of get-
ting more dirt moved by a gang of recent Af-
rican immigrant slaves in either Havana
province or Jamaica.

As a practical matter, a thoroughgoing
slave society was a utopian vision by plant-
ers, but in many situations they could not get
from that vision what they wanted out of real
slaves. The more their society resembled that
in Barbados, the easier it was to get work
done at low cost on their sugar plantations—
but the harder it was to get the slaves to look
after the livestock carefully or to harvest fish
from the Caribbean, and the more salted fish
they had to buy from New England. The more
their society resembled that in Curagao, the
more easily they could send their slaves off
as their agents on business or household mat-
ters. But in either kind of society, those slave
owners who wanted commercial trustworthi-
ness, initiative, courage, enthusiasm, or love,
had to grant the slave enough freedom to be
able to make deals with elements of equality
and choice in them. Absolute power may have
corrupted absolutely, but it had the additional
disadvantage that it would not get the pearls
off the bottom.

ARTHUR L. STINCHCOMBE is writing a book on The
Political Economy of the Caribbean from 1775 to
1900. He is thinking about retiring so he can get
some work done; advice is welcome.
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