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SLAVERY, ANTISLAVERY, FREEDOM

Empire and Antislavery: Spain, Cuba, and Puerto Rico, 1833-1874.
CHRISTOPHER SCHMIDT-NOWARA. Pittsburgh PA: University of Pittsburgh
Press, 1999. xv + 239 pp. (Cloth US$ 50.00, Paper US$ 22.95)

Beyond Slavery: Explorations of Race, Labor, and Citizenship in Posteman-
cipation Societies. FREDERICK COOPER, THOMAS C. HOLT & REBECCA J.
SCOTT. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000. xiii + 198 pp.
(Cloth US$ 34.95, Paper US$ 15.95)

From Slavery to Freedom: Comparative Studies in the Rise andFall of Atlan-
tic Slavery. SEYMOUR DRESCHER. New York: New York University Press,
1999. xxv + 454 pp. (Cloth US$ 45.00)

Terms of Labor: Slavery, Serfdom, and Free Labor. STANLEY L. ENGERMAN

(ed.). Stanford CA: Stanford University Press, 1999. vi + 350 pp. (Cloth US$
55.00)

These four books explore antislavery movements in the Atlantic world, and
consider some of the consequences of abolition in postemancipation societies.
They are immensely rich studies which engage one of the liveliest areas of
enquiry in modern historiography - the transition from slavery to freedom in
New World societies - and which represent U.S. historical scholarship at its
finest. Each falls into a different category of academie publication.

Christopher Schmidt-Nowara's book is a straightforward single-authored
monograph, a revised doctoral dissertation which examines Spanish antislav-
ery in the middle decades of the nineteenth century. Moving seamlessly
between Madrid, Havana, and San Juan, it argues that abolition in Puerto
Rico and Cuba can only be understood in the context of shifts in Spain's cul-
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tural and political life between the 183Os and 1870s, and that the key anti-
slavery organization - the Abolitionist Society founded in Madrid in 1865 -
was essentially a "hybrid," neither metropolitan nor colonial but the product
of a complex, dialectical interaction between individuals and groups in the
Peninsula and in the Antilles.

The book by Frederick Cooper, Thomas C. Holt, and Rebecca Scott con-
sists of a jointly authored introduction plus triree single-authored essays. The
shortest, by Holt, deals with postemancipation Jamaica and recycles some of
the ideas and arguments of his important 1992 book, The Problem of
Freedom. Scott's essay compares mobilization by ex-slave sugar workers
(and others) in postemancipation Cuba and Louisiana and probes the very dif-
ferent constructions of race underway in the two societies in the 1880s and
1890s. The last piece, by Cooper, takes us across the Atlantic to colonial
Africa, and interrogates the efforts of British and French administrators to end
what they considered to be "slavery" while condoning, or actually creating,
other kinds of coerced labor in the territories they ruled.

Seymour Drescher's book collects together fourteen of his articles, all pre-
viously published between 1976 and 1999, some making their third or even
fourth appearance here, and one being published simultaneously in the
Engerman volume. Unquestionably one of the leading contributors to the his-
toriography of antislavery over the last twenty-five years, Drescher's collec-
tion illustrates the remarkable breadth and scope of his scholarship and the
range of his interests. Of course, a collection of much-published essays
inevitably lacks the freshness of the other studies under review, but that is
compensated for by the usefulness of having Drescher's key articles together
in one work.

Finally, Stanley Engerman (who contributed a Foreword to Drescher's
collection) has edited a volume of nine essays plus his own introduction in the
Stanford University Press series, "The Making of Modern Freedom." The
contributors consider the ideology of free labor in the West, especially in the
United States, from the late eighteenth century to the early twentieth, prob-
ing its legal, political, and social dimensions, its different meanings to white
workers, freedmen and freedwomen, lawyers and courts, trade unions and
employers. This impressive collection is primarily a contribution to U.S. his-
toriography, though there is an essay on Russian emancipation (by Peter
Kolchin) and a general "Atlantic" piece by David Eltis, as well as Drescher's
article on British Caribbean abolition.

Antislavery mobilizations, in the century between the Mansfield ruling
(1772) and Brazilian abolition (1888), are the major theme of the books by
Drescher and Schmidt-Nowara. Both centrally engage the historiography of
abolitionism; both implicitly or explicitly challenge economics-driven expla-
nations for antislavery and advance the central role of human agency, whether
individuals or organized groups. It is, of course, Drescher who has been the
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leading proponent of this argument over the last twenty-five years, and his
collection of articles confirms, and celebrates, his achievement in leading a
transformation in the historiography of slavery and abolition. Four of the
pieces in the collection under review (Chapters 1, 4, 12, and 13) develop the
arguments in his classic 1977 work, Econocide, and subsequent articles over
the following two decades. Unquestionably, Drescher has "won" his pro-
longed debate with the Williams school of historians of abolition;
Econocide'?, basic argument - that abolition of the British slave trade preced-
ed by several decades any general decline in the British West Indian economy
- is now widely accepted. So too is his shifting of the historiographical focus
from economics to political and ideological mobilizations of antislavery.

In this respect, one of Drescher's most important contributions has been
his comparative work on antislavery mobilization in the Atlantic world, rep-
resented in seven of the essays in the collection under review. The remarkable
breadth of his scholarly interests and his command of an extraordinarily wide
range of sources are convincingly demonstrated in these studies of abolition-
ism in Britain and the British Caribbean, France, Brazil, and the Netherlands.
In his classic 1980 article (Chapter 2), Drescher proposed his influential mod-
els of "Anglo-American" versus "Continental" abolitionism. "Anglo-
American abolitionism" was broadly based and popular in character; its lead-
ers mobilized public pressure on legislators through mass meetings, petitions,
propaganda; it tended to be loosely organized, decentralized, fairly inclusive
(women, workers, blacks), and intricately linked to religious groupings.
"Continental abolitionism" tended to be confined to a small elite, with little
mass involvement, few religious links, and little or no influence outside the
capital city. lts leaders generally lobbied quietly behind the scènes and it was
often short lived, responding to external pressures rather than being firmly
rooted in communities or classes. Drescher deploys these ideas fruitfully to
illuminate his explorations of British, French, Dutch, and Brazilian antislav-
ery, always eschewing any mechanistic application of his model and showing
sensitivity to the complexities on the ground.

Drescher's comparative explorations are excellently reinforced by
Schmidt-Nowara's study of Spanish abolitionism. Schmidt-Nowara seeks to
probe the development of antislavery in Spain, Cuba, and Puerto Rico around
three pivotal "moments." First, the revolutions in the metropole in the 1830s
produced a so-called "revolutionary" settlement which allowed the continu-
ation of the slave trade (to Cuba), the preservation of slavery in both colonies,
and the denial of political rights to colonial subjects. Second, the era of
Liberal political ascendancy in Madrid (1854-68) opened up new spaces for
associational life, for organization and mobilization, and for transatlantic
alliances of reformers, making possible the establishment of the Abolitionist
Society in the capital (1865). Finally, the "September Revolution" era (1868-
74), combined with the insurrection in Cuba (1868), allowed the Society to
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mount a serious attack on colonial slavery which effected abolition in Puerto
Rico (1873). In his well-researched and convincingly argued study, Schmidt-
Nowara insists that Madrid was a crucial site of antislavery mobilization in
the 1860s and early 1870s, as much for AntiUeans as for Spaniards, and that
the Society was essentially a "hybrid," transatlantic body, led by Puerto
Ricans as well as Spaniards, the product of complex interactions between
reformers on both sides of the ocean. Neither "metropolitan" nor "colonial"
actors or events should be given primacy in explaining Spanish abolitionism,
Schmidt-Nowara argues; he blurs the distinction and forces us to concentrate
on the dialectical relationship between agents who moved easily between the
Peninsula and the Antilles and events feeding on each other like the revolu-
tion "at home" in September 1868 and the Cuban insurrection which began
the following month.

Engaging directly with Drescher's models of Anglo-American and Conti-
nental antislavery, Schmidt-Nowara writes that the Spanish Abolitionist
Society fits comfortably into the second in its early years (1865-68): it was
neither popular nor broadly based, it consisted of a small elite working in
cooperation with the state and even with slave-owners, and it was highly cir-
cumscribed because of the state of metropolitan politics in this period. But
af ter the revolutions of 1868 in Spain and Cuba, the Society did engage in
extra-parliamentary mobilization and it did challenge directly the pro-slavery
forces at home and in the colonies. Antislavery was transformed from an elite
concern to a popular cause in many Spanish cities in the years between 1868
and 1874, with large meetings, many petitions, mass marches, and demon-
strations. Thus, as in the case of Brazilian abolitionism (the subject of Chapter
5 in Drescher's volume), Spanish antislavery moved from the "Continental"
variant in 1865-68 to the "Anglo-American" in 1868-74, or rather, it com-
bined elements of both models.

While antislavery mobilizations in Europe and in the New World are the
focus of the books by Drescher and Schmidt-Nowara, the theory and practice of
free labor and, to a lesser extent, the struggles of former slaves are the central
concerns of the contributors to the other two volumes under review. The essays
in the collection edited by Engerman range widely across the contested mean-
ings of free labor, mainly in the United States. In a brilliant essay, David Eltis
argues that the rise of possessive individualism made possible a central paradox
of modern history: the development of "the most extreme forms of both free-
dom and unfreedom" in the West since about 1500. Just as the ideology and
practice of free labor triumphed in Western Europe (and nowhere else), Western
Europeans established chattel slavery in the New World. "Freedom" meant not
only full control of one's own body and labor for European men but also the
right, as a free individual, to own and exploit the bodies and labor of others.
Free labor ideology and Western systerns of slavery had the same roots: a con-
cept of unrestricted freedom of action by the individual (male) subject, who
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was free to migrate to the Americas, establish plantations, import Africans, and
own and use their labor. Thus the extremes of slavery and freedom were inte-
grally linked in Western ideology, until massive shifts occurred which made
nineteenth-century Europeans think that their concept of freedom was incom-
patible with the enslavement of others.

Other essays in Engerman's volume explore the contested meanings of
free labor in the nineteenth-century United States. Leon Fink analyzes chang-
ing beliefs about who was "free" in the context of a rapidly industrializing
economy and the spread of wage dependency and consumerism, while Robert
Steinfeld offers a detailed discussion of court rulings on "involuntary servi-
tude" and what it might mean in law. He emphasizes that the line between
"free" and "coerced" labor is always drawn on the basis of normative and
political values and, therefore, can never be established finally or irrevocably.
In an interesting essay, David Roediger explores the use of slavery as a mas-
ter metaphor in nineteenth-century U.S. protest movements (wage slavery,
sex slavery, political slavery), using Frederick Douglass as a sort of case
study. David Brody shows how the ideology of free labor was used, by U.S.
courts, to repress and circumscribe trade unionism until the 1930s. As inter-
preted and exploited by the judges who made U.S. labor law, the concept of
an individual's right to sell his labor and enter into contracts free from inter-
ference or regulation became an enormous burden on the country's unions
until the New Deal era. These (and other) essays demonstrate convincingly
just how tricky a concept "free labor" was (and is) in the modern world.

That there was never, anywhere, a simple dichotomy between "free" and
"coerced" labor is the main theme of Cooper's fascinating essay on imperi-
alism and free labor ideology in colonial Africa. At different times in their
colonies, the British and French abolished formal, or legalistically defined,
slavery; but of course many other relations of subordination and dependence,
not defined as "slavery," continued. Most Africans lived their lives in a com-
plex web of power and dependence, but did this amount to "conditions anal-
ogous to slavery," the phrase used by the League of Nations in 1926? And the
colonizers introduced new forms of coerced labor for their own purposes.
Quite apart from the notorious practices in Leopold's Congo, the British and
French employed coerced labor for the state (corvées) and forced military
conscription and government-sanctioned forced labor recruitment for private
enterprises, which continued in French Africa until 1946. Cooper's excellent
essay ends with a detailed discussion of the French debates in the 1940s
which led up to the decision to abolish coerced labor in the African colonies
and to extend "citizenship" to all in the newly named "French Union." Could
or should Africans become disciplined wage laborers responsive to market
forces so that coercion might be safely dispensed with? As Holt shows us in
his piece on Jamaica, the identical question was debated by British policy-
makers one hundred years before.
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While Cooper and Holt focus mainly on the ideology, discourse, and prac-
tice of British and French administrators, Scott zeroes in on the freed people
themselves, analyzing the struggles of "free" sugar workers in Louisiana and
Cuba in the 1880s and 1890s. In a superb piece of comparative history, she
probes the tactics, alliances, and fates of plantation workers (most but not all
black ex-slaves) in the sugar counties of Louisiana, using the bitter strike and
repression of 1887 as her pivotal "moment." She shows how this organized
interracial strike of sugar workers challenged the efforts of planters and white
supremacists to define a single black/white polarity in Louisiana society.
They responded by reconfiguring the strike as a racial conflict, as a move-
ment by "negro laborers" which had to be crushed. The brutal repression was
all too successful: labor unions didn't organize again in the cane fields of
southern Louisiana until the 1950s, just as the even more brutal repression of
the Morant Bay Rebellion in Jamaica (1865) virtually ended black politics
there for two generations. In Cuba, war and revolution in 1868-78 and again
in 1895-98 provided multiple opportunities for contact and collaboration
between sugar workers who were white, black, mixed-race, and Chinese.
Using Santa Clara in Las Villas as a case study, Scott shows how the renewal
of war in 1895-98 galvanized relations on the sugar estates, where ex-slaves,
white immigrants from Spain and the Canary Islands, "white" Cubans,
Chinese contract laborers, and others constituted a highly diverse labor force.
Their struggles during and af ter the 1890s are studied by Scott in the micro
context of a plantation (Soledad) whose extensive papers have survived, and
she also draws on oral testimonies of the descendants of Soledad workers
who were active in the struggles of the period. This is a richly detailed and
carefully argued essay by the author of the brilliant 1985 book, Slave Eman-
cipation in Cuba.

It is impossible, in a relatively short essay, to do justice to the wide range
of themes addressed by these four books. One theme that might have been
more fully integrated into the discussions of the transitions from slavery to
free labor is the gender dimension of these transitions. Holt is careful to note
that the emancipation blueprint for Jamaica (and the whole British Caribbean)
constructed the "wage worker" as male. Freedmen were promised authority
over their homes, wives, and children, in exchange for steady wage work for
(white) employers. Women would be protected from the abuses and viola-
tions of slavery but would become dependent, unpaid housewives. This
British gender blueprint was generally replicated by Spanish abolitionists in
the 1860s, Schmidt-Nowara tells us. Freedmen would work in the fields,
women would stay at home - the same ideal that was cherished by the Madrid
liberals for working-class families in Spain.

But the only sustained discussion of the gender dimension in the transi-
tions to free labor in the four works under review is the interesting essay by
Amy Dra Stanley in the volume edited by Engerman. Stanley shows that con-
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trol of the unpaid work of female dependents was seen as "a crucial measure
of freedom for men who owned nothing else but their own labor" in both
northern and southern states of the United States (p. 188). As in Jamaica, U.S.
freedmen were promised control over their wives' labor and an inviolate
home. The essence of freedom was wage labor for men, unpaid dependent
housework for women. This was incompatible with the ex-masters' desire to
force women to enter into labor contracts in exchange for family subsistence
- as in the British Caribbean after 1838. Generally women did withdraw from
wage work on plantations throughout the South, and Stanley concludes that
- though their views were rarely recorded - they probably "shared their hus-
bands' aspirations" to have sole control over their own labor. In the North,
too, the right to a wife's dependent labor at home was seen as essential to a
worker's freedom; the ideal of a "family wage" for the male breadwinner cap-
tured this belief. Stanley's essay apart, however, these books suggest that the
"mainstreaming" of gender analysis into historical studies of the shift from
slavery to free labor in the Americas has some way to go.

One final point: Three of the four books under review use for their cover
art images of African freedmen (a pair of hands, a face, a life-like statue). Yet,
it seems to me, the lives and struggles of the enslaved and the freed are not
center-stage in their pages. Perhaps the most striking exception is provided by
Scott's essay, in which we are introduced to the struggles of Louisiana and
Cuban freed people on the ground, as it were. Elsewhere they appear here and
there and are never absent, but neither are they the major agents. I make this
point not as a criticism but as an observation. These fine books are primarily
studies of (white) American and European ideology, discourse, and action
rather than of the lived experiences of the enslaved and the emancipated.
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