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Several generations of Southern historians, along
with scholars from all over the world, have taken advan-
tage of the un-peculiar nature of slavery to produce a rich
and illuminating comparative literature. It is probably no
exaggeration to say that historians of U.S. slavery have
done more to transcend the boundaries of national his-
tory, both through traditional comparative histories and
in works of an Atlantic scope, than any other group of
American historians. At present, to be truly conversant
in the field of slave studies, onemust have at least passing
familiarity with the work on the British Caribbean, Cuba,
Brazil, and Saint Domingue, to say nothing of related
topics, such as the Atlantic slave trade and pre-colonial
Africa.[1]

Given the size, scope, and sophistication of the lit-
erature on Atlantic slavery, as well as its general em-
brace by U.S. historians, it is perhaps surprising that
the global literature on emancipation has had a much
smaller impact.[2] The reason is not difficult to compre-
hend: emancipation for most U.S. historians falls under
the purview of Civil War history, where, until relatively
recently, it often took a back seat to military and politi-
cal issues. As a measurement of this oversight, neither of
two widely used college Civil War textbooks makes any
reference at all to the process of emancipation outside the
United States.[3] The closest most students (and regret-

tably, many professional historians) come to a discussion
of emancipation outside the United States is in the back-
ground to the Spanish-American War, a conflict whose
very name, as Luis Perez points out, obscures its connec-
tions to the process of emancipation in Cuba.[4] Works
on other Caribbean colonies, Brazil, and other regions of
the world continue to elude the gaze of non-specialists.

The three excellent studies in Frederick Cooper,
Thomas C. Holt, and Rebecca J. Scott’s Beyond Slavery:
Explorations of Race, Labor, and Citizenship in Posteman-
cipation Societies constitute the most important interpre-
tation to date of post-slavery in the Atlantic world. As
the title suggests, the authors argue that in order to un-
derstand the process of emancipation, one must inves-
tigate the systems of labor that succeeded slavery. As
Holt points out in his contribution, emancipations prior
to the nineteenth century had been accomplished largely
through piecemeal manumissions (Haiti excepted), a pro-
cess intrinsic to the functioning of most slave systems.
“Why,” he asks, “could emancipation not simply be man-
umission on a larger scale?” (p. 33). An excellent ques-
tion: why did nineteenth-century emancipations entail
such thoroughgoing social reconstruction? The answer
has to do not only with the emergence of particular defi-
nitions of freedom and free labor, as well as the contests
over their respective meanings, but with the emergence
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of a new political category–the citizen.

The volume beginswith an extensive collaborative in-
troduction that seeks common themes in the emancipa-
tion histories of the specific cases treated here, the British
Caribbean (mostly Jamaica), Cuba, Louisiana, and colo-
nial Africa. That emancipation in all of these places took
place in the modern era is of prime importance, for the
Age of Revolution had bequeathed two important devel-
opments: capitalism and liberalism. Both halves of this
dual legacy presented colonial authorities with problems.
In the case of the former, the need to continue staple-crop
production and maintain the flow of profits and revenue
necessitated new forms of labor that did not offend new
understandings of freedom. In the latter’s case, the pres-
ence of newly freed slaves, all of whom were at least par-
tially descended from Africans and approximately half of
whom were female, forced authorities to grapple in gen-
eral with the place of freedpeople in the body politic, and
the issues of race and gender in particular. It was one
thing to manumit a slave in an era when everyone, no
matter how dishonored, was a “subject of the King”; it
was quite another to do so in an era that envisioned en-
franchised citizens participating responsibly in civic af-
fairs and working for landowners under no compulsion
but that of starvation. To understand how these ques-
tions were resolved, the authors insist that we must rec-
ognize that “those struggles took place in a very specific
context,” and offer three (or really four) case studies (p.
8). The purpose of the succeeding essays is not to estab-
lish a universal law or narrative concerning emancipa-
tion, but to explore widely varied postemancipation his-
tories, with special sensitivity to local contexts.

Thomas Holt’s essay, “The Essence of the Contract:
The Articulation of Race, Gender, and Political Econ-
omy in British Emancipation Policy, 1838-66,” argues
that British policy underwent a fundamental transfor-
mation between the end of Apprenticeship in 1838 and
the Morant Bay Rebellion in 1865, with the tipping point
coming in the late 1840s. Readers familiar with Holt’s
excellent and authoritativeThe Problem of Freedom (1992)
will recognize some of his arguments, but the essay con-
tains enough new material to reward reading.[5] Adapt-
ing Habermas’s concept of a bourgeois “public sphere,”
Holt views the process as the playing out of the contra-
dictions inherent in bourgeois ideology.[6] In the classi-
cal liberal imagination, the public sphere was that space,
independent of the state, whose chief function was the
creation of public opinion, a “marketplace of ideas,” or
the civic analog of the economic marketplace. Liberals
acknowledged no legitimate social antagonisms or con-

flicts, which allowed them to present self-interest as a
virtue. Self-interest posed no threat to the social order
because those who were allowed to pursue it were (ide-
ally) inculcated from birth with the proper habits and val-
ues. The raising of responsible citizens occurred in the
private sphere and was envisioned as a particularly fem-
inine pursuit.

British policy was predicated on these principles, but
failed when confronted with Jamaican reality. At first
officials, such as colonial secretary Lord Glenelg, were
optimistic that former slaves might be instilled with the
requisite values, the same assumption that lay behind the
apprenticeship policy of 1833-38. Glenelg believed in the
universal applicability of liberal precepts, which implied
the innate equality of all men. However, as Holt points
out, the public sphere could not function, and in fact did
not exist, in Jamaica because “slavery had produced a so-
ciety divided into the powerful and the unprotected, the
one dominating the public, the other outside it” (p. 43).
Should former slaves actually pursue their political inter-
ests, the result would be disastrous to the planter class,
nor could they be permitted to pursue their economic in-
terests, since that would likely mean the loss of labor on
the estates. Grappling with the contradiction, Glenelg
advocated setting land prices at levels above the reach of
most former slaves, hoping they would learn the value of
accumulating capital on the way to becoming property
owners. Finally, former slaves had their own competing
public sphere with alternate values, one they were un-
likely to abandon.

By the late 1840s former slaves had clearly not em-
braced bourgeois values as promoted by metropolitan
authorities. The failure of what were understood to be
universal principles in Jamaica might have set off an
ideological crisis if an explanation had not been readily
available. Fortunately for liberalism one was: Africans
were innately unsuited for participation in civic affairs;
Glenelg had been wrong. In the eyes of whites, both in
Jamaica and in Britain, black domestic habits were par-
ticularly lacking. The tendency for former slaves to pre-
fer peasant-style plots over work on the sugar estates
prompted similarly racialized condemnations of black
work habits. The Morant Bay Rebellion of 1865, in which
over four hundred black Jamaicans were killed by colo-
nial military forces for violently protesting a number of
labor-related issues, further signified the African’s un-
readiness for participation in civic affairs. The culmina-
tion of this trend was the dissolution that same year of
the Jamaica Assembly and the institution of direct rule
by the crown.
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Overall, Holt’s application of Habermasian critical
theory to Jamaica succeeds admirably. Its ability to en-
compass and synthesize a number of disparate themes
in emancipation history–labor, race, gender, politics,
ideology–recommends it as a model for other parts of
the Atlantic World. If the essay has any particular weak-
ness, it is the failure to address fully the ideas and ac-
tions of Jamaican freedpeople themselves. Holt alludes
to, but never explores, Jamaicans’ “alternative concep-
tions of gender roles and identities, of family and com-
munity” (pp. 58-59). Similarly, the essay has little to say
about the creation of the Jamaican peasantry except in
reference to its emergence as a problem for policy mak-
ers. But on these matters we would do well to keep in
mind the limited scope and purpose of the essay. Holt
has addressed these issues at length elsewhere, and in-
terested readers are referred to his Problem of Freedom.

Unlike Holt, who emphasizes ideology in explain-
ing the trajectory of Jamaican emancipation policy, Re-
becca J. Scott places labor at the center of her analysis
in her contribution, “Fault Lines, Color Lines, and Party
Lines: Race, Labor, and Collective Action in Louisiana
and Cuba, 1862-1912.” With sugar production as the com-
mon denominator between southern Louisiana andCuba,
Scott investigates the complex relationship between pol-
itics and race, finding that, in both cases, coalitions of
landowners and politicians invoked a simplified, black-
white racial binary to crush multi-ethnic challenges.
However, both the challenges and reactions took very
different courses, so that, by the twentieth century the
two societies “diverged radically,” with Louisiana sugar
workers “silenced” politically, and Cuban sugar workers
acting as a “pivotal group in their nation’s history” (pp.
63-64).

Although Cuba and Louisiana were both technolog-
ically sophisticated producers of sugar, their posteman-
cipation labor regimes assumed very different forms. In
Louisiana, wage labor eventually prevailed on the plan-
tations, despite efforts by former slaves to increase their
autonomy through alternate forms of labor. (Here Scott
differs somewhat with work published subsequently by
John C. Rodrigue emphasizing the flexibility of wage la-
bor for Louisiana freedpeople.)[7] In addition, the vast
majority of Louisiana sugar workers were people of
color, with a few of the whites occupying privileged po-
sitions as cane-growing tenants, all of which contributed
to the conflating of “negro” with “laborer.” In Cuba,
which had an ethnically diverse labor force consisting
of Chinese and Spanish immigrants, as well as of Afro-
Cubans of all colors, the system of cane-production was

reorganized. After emancipation was completed in 1886,
Cuban producers increasingly turned toward a system of
massive central mills supplied under contract by smaller
landholdings, which reduced the independence of small-
holders of all colors. As a result, Cuban wage laborers,
tenants, and smallholders were more likely than their
Louisiana counterparts to form cross-ethnic alliances (p.
101).

In addition to differences in labor, Louisiana and
Cuba had different systems of race. Although histor-
ically Louisiana had by no means operated according
to the same black-white binary that ruled elsewhere in
the American South, the system was still not as fluid as
Cuba’s. As Scott points out, this history enabled planters
to pursue a “White-Line” electoral strategy during the
1870s to squelch black political aspirations, and in 1887
they managed to crush a Knights of Labor-supported
strike in the bayou country by playing to crude racism.
By the turn of the century, white Democrats in Louisiana
had solidified the new order through a series of election
“reforms.” The drawing of a sharp color line, which may
have approximated the division of labor in the cane fields
but flew in the face of both Louisiana history and lived
experience, made it all possible.

In contrast, Cuban society was not refracted into sim-
ple categories of black and white. A broad continuum of
color, class, and other categories situated Cubans in re-
lation to one another. The result was broad cross-racial
participation in the twomajor conflicts of the era. During
the Ten YearsWar (1868-78), Spain responded to amoder-
ate independence movement by taking steps to end slav-
ery, a gambit intended to win the support of enslaved
Afro-Cubans. Many slaves pursued their own agenda
and joined the conflict, one result of which was the in-
auguration of an apprenticeship period that ended slav-
ery once and for all in 1886. In the second conflict, the
War for Independence (1895-98), large numbers of for-
mer slaves, most of them workers on cane farms and
at central sugar mills, enlisted under the banner of in-
dependence, with groups of laborers forming their own
units. The rebel army also featured a number of leaders of
color, most famously General Antonio Maceo. Although
the revolutionary potential of the war was scotched by
the U.S. intervention, Afro-Cubans managed to trans-
late their participation in the independence struggle into
something tangible: a constitution containing no color
restrictions on voting, passed in 1901. But as in Louisiana
and Jamaica, meaningful citizenship for former slaves
was soon violently rescinded. In 1912 the Cuban army
killed between 2,000 and 6,000 members of the Partido
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Independiente de Color, a group whose efforts to pro-
mote a racial political consciousness among black and
mulatto Cubans threatened the political dominance of
Cuban landowners. Although it was no longer possible
to organize along explicitly racial lines after 1912, Scott
argues that cross-racial alliances “continued to hold force
in a growing labor movement” (p. 104).

Scott’s essay engages with an extensive literature on
race in the United States and Latin America, which of-
ten points in different directions, depending on how ex-
plicit the comparison is. When viewed side by side,
the dualistic black-white color line of the United States,
even in places like Louisiana, contrasts sharply with the
more variegated marking systems of Latin America. Ear-
lier scholars largely accepted the notion that distinc-
tions of color did not matter in Cuba, unwittingly re-
peating one of the ruling elite’s justifications for sup-
pressing the Partido Independiente de Color. Scott steers
clear of such over-simplifications, acknowledging both
the importance of, and the differences between, racial
ideologies in Cuba and Louisiana. But when viewed out-
side the context of explicit comparison with the United
States, Cuban racial discourse appears more prominent
and more crude than Scott gives it credit for. Shockingly
racist images, rivaling the worst in the United States,
were common in the Cuban media at the turn of the cen-
tury.[8]

In the end, Scott’s inquiry into the linkages between
labor, race, and political action yields fascinating in-
sights, and I believe her emphasis on the differences
between Louisiana and Cuba is correct. At the same
time that emphasis may also have been conditioned by
the decision to write an explicitly comparative study.
It is also worth mentioning that Scott, in contrasting
Afro-Cubans’ role as a “pivotal group in their nation’s
history” with black Louisianians’ political “silence,” dis-
counts both more subtle forms of political activity (“in-
frapolitics,” in the words of James C. Scott) and more
overt forms, such as the participation of 24,000 black
Louisianians in the Union Army during the Civil War.[9]

Frederick Cooper’s “Conditions Analogous to Slav-
ery: Imperialism and Free Labor Ideology in Africa”
charts the repeated failures of European powers to im-
pose their vision of the “universal worker” on their colo-
nial subjects. Central to this process, argues Cooper, was
the rhetoric of the antislavery movement. But in this
case antislavery rhetoric did not articulate with themes
of citizenship, as had been the case in Jamaica before
1849, but with the notion that “traditional” African soci-

eties needed to be prevented from practicing slavery. The
1884-85 Berlin Conference, at which the European pow-
ers drew the boundaries of empire in Africa, deplored the
slave trade and obligated participants to take antislavery
measures in their colonies. For most, “antislavery” trans-
lated into halting the trade in slaves, which happened
fairly quickly.

However, efforts to eradicate slavery itself and im-
pose a European-style free labor system on Africa were
soon frustrated by the colonizers’ own contradictory im-
pulses. On the one hand, they desired colonial produce;
on the other hand, conditions in many areas allowed po-
tential wage laborers to fashion a quasi-independent ex-
istence through casual labor in urban areas and informal
tenancy arrangements that bordered upon squatting, all
of which cut into profits and revenues. Colonial admin-
istrators dealt with the problem by winking at slavery,
as long as it was not too obvious. At the same time, they
fetishized slavery as a paramount evil, defining it so nar-
rowly as to permit other varieties of coerced labor, ei-
ther through debt or by contracting out excess military
conscripts to colonists. By the 1920s European adminis-
trators had abandoned the notion that Africans could be
molded into good wage workers and justified their toler-
ance of coerced labor by portraying Africans as natural
peasants, unhabituated to steady work.

The early twentieth century saw renewed criticism
of coercive labor, beginning with the denunciation of
the abuses of Belgian King Leopold in Congo and con-
tinuing through the resolutions of the League of Na-
tions (1926) and the International Labour Organisation’s
Forced Labour Convention (1930). While raising the
possibility that “conditions analogous to slavery” might
eventually be addressed, the single-minded focus on slav-
ery, argues Cooper, actually legitimized colonial rule be-
cause it “focused on a bounded evil, contrasted to the be-
nign appearance of market transactions” (p. 130). Not
until after the Second World War did these conditions
come in for sustained condemnation, not by Europeans,
but by Africans.

In the case of French Africa, which receives the most
detailed attention, the abolition of forced labor came
about largely through the efforts of Felix Houphouet-
Boigny, who received the support of African cocoa
planters in the Ivory Coast. In 1944 a group of planters
organized their own labor recruitment network based on
a form of share tenancy. Their efforts were successful,
and in 1946 Houphouet-Boigny was elected to the legis-
lature in Paris, where he drafted and passed a bill ending
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forced labor. Indispensable to his success was enfran-
chisement and the eventual redefinition of colonial sub-
jects into citizens of the republic, a successful fusing of
citizenship and labor that had eluded Jamaicans a century
earlier.

Ironically, the effort to modernize imperialism had
failed, at least from the perspective of the metropole.
Merely extending liberal citizenship to the colonies did
not necessarily mean it would be adopted in whole. It
might be tactically useful, but a number of thinkers re-
jected the homogenizing implications of being “equal”
French citizens. The latter argument, of course, would be
the basis of anticolonialism, making conflicts over labor
a handmaiden of sorts to the eventual African liberation
movements. Just as the effort to mold Africans into uni-
versal workers had backfired, so had the effort to make
them into universal citizens.

Cooper’s essay is expertly conceived and executed,
with his deft management of the relationship between
metropolitan ideas and colonial realities standing out as
the piece’s most impressive quality. From the perspec-
tive of a non-specialist, it would have been interesting
to see more attention paid to the potential for exploita-
tion on the part of some of the African planters who sup-
ported Houphouet-Boigny and helped to end forced la-
bor in French Africa. Tenancy of the sort outlined here
could easily entail exploitation and a lack of autonomy,
or “conditions analogous of slavery,” as most Southern
historians are well aware. It is also possible that the cre-
ation of the tenant system was a shrewd play to garner
labor as much as it was a humanitarian effort. Whether
African planters were exploitative or not, discussion of
what lay beyond “beyond slavery” would have added an-
other intriguing layer to the analysis.

Beyond Slavery is no primer or textbook. Its thrust
is decidedly interpretive, with the authors generally pre-
suming some prior knowledge of events and chronology.
However, readers unfamiliar with basic events in one or
more of the locales need not turn away – the authors
provide enough factual material to orient non-specialists.
Taken together, the three superb essays in Beyond Slav-
ery are indispensable to anyone interested in slavery,
emancipation, or labor history.
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