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Voices of the Enslaved in Nineteenth-Century Cuba: A Documentary History. 
Gloria García Rodríguez. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2011. xviii + 220 pp. (Paper US$ 26.95)

During the last two decades of the eighteenth century, in the wake of the 
Spanish Bourbon Reforms and declining sugar production in revolutionary 
Saint-Domingue, creole elites introduced the plantation complex into Cuba 
in the hopes of refashioning the island as a key Caribbean sugar exporter. 
But to be successful, aspiring planters had to assert control over a society 
in which slavery had been petering out since the seventeenth century and 
a relatively unpoliced “reconstituted peasantry” (Mintz 1974) inhabited 
the countryside. The translation of Manuel Moreno Fraginals’s classic The 
Sugarmill (1976) provided English readers with a picture of the emergence 
of the sugar complex in Cuba and of the socioeconomic transformations 
that it entailed, including the expansion of slavery, the liberalization and 
intensification of the slave trade, the planters’ land grab, the introduction 
of the capitalist work discipline in rural areas, and the technologization of 
the Cuban export-based economy. Since the mid-1980s, historiographies 
in the United States and Cuba have combined an interest in the systemic 
political-economic transformations that the plantation complex brought 
about with attention to the way slaves and free people of color responded 
to its coercive powers. The perennial problem that historians involved in 
this project have had to confront has been that of tracing enslaved people’s 
voices and forms of political action within a record that had been produced 
by colonial elites and slaveholders. The sophisticated translation of Gloria 
García Rodríguez’s Voices of the Enslaved, originally published in Mexico in 
1996 and then in Cuba in 2003, opens up new, little explored territory for 
scholars of slavery in the Atlantic world.

Based on primary sources from the collections of the National Archives 
of Cuba, which she prefaces with a nuanced essay on the nineteenth- 
century transformations of the island, García provides readers with an entry 
point into enslaved people’s worlds and modes of interacting with political 
authority that have traditionally remained difficult to access for U.S.-based 
scholars. The archival gems that constitute the center of the collection are 
slaves’ petitions, judicial testimonies, and denunciatory letters to colonial 
figures through which enslaved people tried to secure rights or slaveholders’ 
obligations toward them that were supposed to be guaranteed by the law. 
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In the absence of abundant autobiographic writing and family corre-
spondence, judicial cases have been the main source that historians of Cuba 
could use to capture slaves’ social worlds, whose richness García’s collec-
tion brings to the fore. But her attention to the law of slavery is not merely 
the outcome of the sources that are available, she argues; more impor-
tantly, perhaps, the law had been a critical avenue for enslaved people to 
resist oppression. The organization of the sources within the collection, as 
well as the reflexive caveats that García raises in her introduction suggest 
that the volume approaches slaves’ voices as mediated occurrences, which, 
even though framed by authoritative figures who controlled the legal pro-
cess, can still provide a rich picture of slaves’ political goals. 

García’s collection shows enslaved people’s juridical savvy as early as  
the 1820s, the moment when the Cuban plantation complex was coming of 
age. The timing of these early petitions suggests that slaves had been asser-
tive political agents in the judicial field decades before the Cuban War of 
Independence and before the reformist measures to abolish slavery, peri-
ods when, as several historians have argued, judicial action among slaves 
and free people of color became firmer and more frequent. 

The collection’s temporal framework spans the 1820s to 1886 (when slav-
ery came to an end). García argues that there are yet few available archival 
sources that would be similarly rich for the period prior to the entrench-
ment of the plantation system in Cuba and that would provide an entry 
point into how people of color experienced the transition to it. This is 
not, however, a weakness, since the power of the overall argument lies in 
García’s attention to the way the plantation, despite its tremendous vio-
lence, did not succeed in reducing enslaved people to the status of speech-
less objects who could not exert any political action.

The sections of the collection zoom in from the formal aspects of slavery, 
such as the different slave laws and codes within the Spanish Empire that 
were introduced after 1789, to the social organization of the plantation sys-
tem, the social networks of support that enslaved people established, the 
forms of violence through which slaveholders sought to assert their control, 
and the paths to freedom. The sources suggest that the paths to freedom 
included travel to “free soil,” a topic that has recently interested historians 
focusing on the way Atlantic circulation may have resulted in the cross- 
fertilization of different vernacular or formal ideologies of rights,  marronage, 
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coartación (a practice that relied on the customary right of buying oneself 
from one’s owner at a pre-established price), or insurrection. 

The volume offers a sophisticated, multistranded picture of slavery in 
Cuba after the entrenchment of the plantation system, and, as such, it can 
open up new avenues of inquiry for scholars of slavery in Latin America and 
the Atlantic world. It can also serve as an excellent primary source compan-
ion to teaching both graduate and undergraduate courses on these topics. 
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