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I would like to return to a theme that has been much neglected in the recent 

discussions on the African diaspora in the Americas, and that is the question of the 

comparative differences and similarities between slave regimes in the Americas, and their 

influence on post-manumission integration of Africans.  This is a theme which goes back 

to the first modern studies of Africans in the Americas.  From Fernando Ortiz in Cuba, to 

Nina Rodrigues in Brazil, there was a general awareness among Latin American scholars 

that there were differences in the way Africans were integrated into the various societies 

in the Americas.1  North American scholars such as E. Franklin Frazier, Frank 

Tannenbaum and Stanley Elkins picked up on these themes and tried to place the U.S. 

experience in this comparative framework.2  For a time, from the 1940s to 1970s, it 

appeared that this comparative analysis was leading to some interesting questions and 

debates about institutions, cultures and social organizations.3  But this discussion has died 

with the rejection of the comparative differences school in North American 

historiography, and in turn the concentration on detailed local studies within Latin 

American historiography, both of which movements have failed to return to this question 

in any detail. 

For the earlier Latin American authors, the harsh racism of the United States, as 

they examined it in the post slavery period, was a result of what they all saw as a more 

restrictive slave regime in the United States compared to all other systems.  The two color 
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racial model which evolved in the U.S., the extraordinarily harsh 19th century legal 

system which Ortiz referred to as the “iron law of slavery,”4 the long hostility to freed 

blacks, and their marginalization among the free persons in the Jim Crow post 

emancipation South were all taken to mean that the United States was different from most 

Latin American societies.  This is not to say that these authors did not recognize the 

inherent racism in all the post-slave systems in the Americas, but that they conceived the 

United States as a case apart.5 

The post 1970s attack on the comparative school came from U.S. scholars who, 

while they celebrated the “exceptionalism” of U.S. history in other areas, denied it here.  

The work of Eugene Genovese was crucial in this respect.  He argued that the harsh legal 

system did not express the true nature of the slave system, which in fact was mitigated by 

paternalism into a regime which differed little from other slave societies in the 

Americas.6  Others scholars such as C. Van Woodward would argue that the positive 

natural demographic growth of the U.S. slave population compared to the more normal 

negative population growth of the slave societies in the rest of the Americas was clear 

evidence that the treatment of slaves was better in the U.S. and therefore, if anything, the 

Latin American societies had a harsher slave system.7 

But the existence of laws in the southern states must be explained and they do in 

fact signify something about the reality of ideas, beliefs and actions. They did have a 

profound impact in defining both the North American slave and free colored societies 

which emerged as a result.  The demographic variation in fertility and mortality of slaves 

among various American societies has more to do with the intensity of the Atlantic slave 

trade and its impact on the age and sex of arriving Africans; with differing health 
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conditions between Latin America and North America, and with varying lactation 

practices which influenced fertility, than it has to do with the “better” or “worse” 

treatment of the slave population.8  Slavery was nasty and brutish in all societies and the 

labor extracted from all slaves everywhere was harsh and far more demanding than ever 

requested of free wage workers.  It was also extracted everywhere by the use of corporal 

punishment. 

This concentration on the “better” or “worse” treatment of slaves shifted the 

ground away from institutions and social and economic practices and led to a total 

rejection of the comparative school as a viable model, at least in North American 

historiography.  Except for the recent attempts to deal with the “slave community” theme 

in comparative perspective,9 there is little new discussion on this theme, with the 

assumption by most scholars in North America, that all slave systems were equal and that 

if anything, the Latin American slave regimes were “worse.” 

I would argue that in fact important differences did exist among slave regimes in 

the Americas and these differences had important social, economic and political 

consequences for the Afro-American populations.  Let us start this comparative analysis 

by examining what is similar in all slave regimes.  To begin with almost all the major 

slave systems created in the Americas had the same economic ends.  In a world where 

land was cheap and labor was costly, and where alternative European labor could not be 

attracted by prevailing American free wages, Africans were employed as the cheapest 

alternative labor force.10  But given their high costs, they were usually associated in most 

cases with the most advanced export sectors in the given societies, producing for a world 

market.11   The only major variation from this model was the more domestic and urban 
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slavery practiced by the Spaniards in the heavily Amerindian societies, where Africans 

were concentrated in domestic service and crafts and the primary producers of domestic 

and exportable products were the Indian peasants. 

Except for the French and English West Indies, almost all the major slave 

societies had roughly a third of their population consisting of slaves and roughly a third 

of the free persons owned slaves.  Moreover the majority of slaveowners held just 1 

slave, while the average slave holding was on the order of 5-10 slaves per owner and the 

average plantation size was roughly in the 50-100 slave range.  It was the non-Hispanic 

sugar islands that stand out as different, with a majority of the population being slaves 

and average plantations holding several hundred slaves.12 

But there was little difference in the organization of this plantation slave labor in 

export agriculture. All plantations, whatever their product or size, organized labor in a 

similar fashion.  Workers were grouped into unisex gangs based on their age and physical 

abilities. These field labor gangs were supervised by slave drivers who routinized the 

work tasks and administered them with the use of whips creating so-called “factories in 

the field” type of labor organization.  In these gangs women and men equally performed 

the basic field-work tasks of planting, maintaining and harvesting the crops.  Beyond the 

field hands everyone found some work to do no matter what the age or sex. These slave 

labor systems were unusual in that the economically active population was the highest of 

any laboring populations at the time--on the order of 80% of all slaves performed some 

economic task--compared to around 50-60% among most peasant groups.13 

There were of course differences in the plantation regimes based on the 

technology of production.  Sugar was a harsher labor regime for slaves than coffee, 
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plantations that had three growing seasons required more labor than those which might 

have two or fewer harvests and so on.  Some crops required a great deal of technical work 

to produce, such as sugar, and others required few skilled tasks to create a final product 

such as coffee, and this would influence relative skill levels in the slave population.  All 

plantation regimes tended to reserve skilled labor for male slaves, though in non-

plantation labor women slaves performed a wide variety of skilled occupations.  These 

rural servile labor regimes thus shared common features across all societies and a 19th-

century traveler would have noticed little difference in work routines in plantations 

anywhere in the Americas. 

Although gang labor and slave discipline were the same everywhere, there were 

still some important economic differences among these regimes.  The skill level of the 

slaves often depended on the relative scarcity or availability of competitive white labor.  

If blacks and mulattoes, free and slave, formed the majority of laborers in a given society, 

then slaves were often better trained for skills than in those societies where competitive 

white artisans existed.   Equally, in these societies which lacked large groups of 

competitive white, Indian or mestizo laborers, and could import large numbers of 

Africans, it was more common to find slaves in many more occupations than in those 

societies in which there was more competitive non-Afro-American labor.  Brazil of 

course stands out as a prime case where slaves could be found in virtually every 

occupation and at every level of skill.  There were even Afro-Brazilian slave sailors used 

as crews on slavers going to Africa to purchase slaves.14  But in all urban centers of Latin 

America from the 16th to the early 19th century Afro-Latin Americans were to be found 

well represented in most of the major crafts, and although more likely to be apprentices 
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and journeymen than their white co-workers, they were even found to be masters in many 

crafts.15 

This openness of the labor market for slaves and free colored makes for some 

crucial differences in slave regimes, since in a country like Brazil, for example, only 

about a third of the slaves were working on plantations in the first national census of 

1872, and the majority were to be found working in everything from unskilled urban 

work to rural produce farming, from mule transportation to whaling.16 Many worked in 

family units alongside the slave owner families themselves or with free landless workers 

at their side.  This same pattern can also be found in Cuba and Puerto Rico as well.17   All 

this made for a more complex labor market for Afro-Americans than was to be found in 

North America.  Although the plantation slaves remained relatively isolated, slave 

laborers could be found everywhere else mingling with free workers both colored, white, 

Indian and mestizo.   Thus the relative importance of rural and urban slave labor is as 

important as the relative importance of plantation labor within the rural area.  In this, for 

example, the U.S. was more like the Non-Hispanic West Indies than like the other 

continental and Hispanic island slave regimes. 

Slaves were used in every conceivable task needed for these societies to function.  

They were rented out, apprenticed and even allowed to live on their own in large 

numbers.  Although renting slaves and urban slavery existed in the United States they 

occurred on a smaller scale than in most Latin American countries, and became 

progressively more reduced over time.  Moreover just as state and master control over 

urban slaves became ever more strict in the United States in the 19th century, they 

seemed to become ever looser in Latin America as time went on.  Municipal governments 
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in Latin America were forever complaining about the failure of urban slave owners to 

discipline, house and feed their slaves, but little was done to control them.18   In contrast, 

in 19th century North America there was effective and increasing control by the state over 

the lives of urban slaves and their restriction to the homes of their masters.19  These 

changes were not related to economic efficiency.  In fact, economically, it was more 

effective to allow slave labor the greatest mobility possible for it to be profitable.  

Allowing slaves to make contracts, arrange for their own housing, clothing and food, all 

reduced maintenance costs for owners.  Restraining owners, increasing their maintenance 

expenses, all in the name of security, was in fact an uneconomic policy.  Reversing 

Elkins’ model of the “dynamics of unopposed capitalism” we could say that Brazil and 

Cuba were the true capitalist societies, and that the United States was willing to sacrifice 

economic rationality for other preferred ends. 

How did the state and its laws respond to these emerging American realities?  All 

slave legal system shared much in common.  As Orlando Patterson has shown, all slave 

systems have to legally destroy the rights of slaves for them to be economically mobile.  

Masters everywhere could discipline their slaves, use them in any occupations they 

wanted, and could sell them to anyone. In all cases their rights as masters were backed by 

the state.20   There were however, by the 19th century some differences emerging within 

the American slave regimes.  Most of these differences grew out of local customary 

practices which modified the rights of owners.  If slaves were living on their own and 

providing their owners with a rent they had to make contracts and handle their own 

finances. Although legally no slaves could own property or make contracts, urban slaves 

in fact tended to own property and make contracts independent of their owners.  On all 

 7 



8 
 

plantations slaves produced much of their own foods, and they often sold this food to 

itinerant peddlers who went around the farms--an issue much commented upon in Cuba.  

Thus slaves sold food and other goods which they produced on their own plots, though 

they had no legal rights to do so.  In fact, if not in law, these garden plots were often 

considered the property of the slaves who worked them.  With their own property slaves 

soon were allowed by the state to purchase their own freedom, a system which evolved in 

customary law and soon became fully elaborated in the local slave codes.  In Brazil and 

Cuba, self purchase by slaves was a customary act that eventually received legal support.  

This was the primary source for African born slaves to obtain their freedom and was of 

course far more common in urban than rural areas.  Nevertheless it was part of a complex 

set of rules which supported a normal process of manumission.21 

It would seem that in the 18th century all slave systems in the Americas produced 

roughly the same proportion of manumitted slaves.  In all societies fathers freed their 

slave children and their mistresses, owners for religious or moral reasons freed their 

slaves, and loyal support was sometimes rewarded with freedom.  There are even cases of 

self-purchase to be found in all slave regimes.  All this began at a slow pace and 

produced a modestly growing free colored class. But in the 19th century some slave 

societies began to close these avenues of manumission, while others progressively 

expanded the right of self-purchase and encouraged other processes of manumission. In 

Brazil, for example, not only could slaves be freed with formal contracts (cartas de 

alforria) before notaries, but large numbers were simply declared free at their baptism, a 

process which occurred in most Latin American countries.22   State laws and courts 

accepted all these manumission procedures and protected them.  In turn, these legal 
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encouragements to manumission led to an ever more rapidly expanding free colored 

population which soon exceeded the slave population in the 19th century. By the first 

national census of Brazil in 1872, some sixteen years before emancipation, for example, 

there were 4.2 million free colored and only 1.5 million slaves.  For the U.S. in 1860 the 

figures were reversed--with almost 4 million slaves and less than half a million free 

colored.  In no other major slave society were the free colored so numerous and so 

important a part of the population as in Brazil.  But everywhere in the Iberian world, by 

the early part of the 19th century, free colored either equaled the number of slaves or were 

quickly passing them in importance.  Nothing like this occurred either in the French or 

English colonies and nations.23 

In North America, the 19th century local state legislation progressively restricted 

this manumission process and tried to isolate and even expel the free colored from their 

territories.  Masters were progressively restricted in their right to manumit slaves within 

their borders, no support was given to self-purchase arrangements, and for the African-

Americans who were free, there were ever increasing restrictions, and even physical 

mobility was curtailed.  This legislation was successful and the free colored population 

was kept to a low ratio of the total Afro-American population before 1860.   Moreover 

over half of these free colored lived outside the southern slave states.  It was estimated 

that in 1860, only 3% of the free population in the Southern States were colored 

freedmen.24  Why this increasing fear of manumission was dominant in the United States 

by the 19th century is worth exploring and has until now has received little attention.  It 

has been suggested that this hostility toward freedmen was seen as a challenge to the 

legitimacy of the slave system by English planters, who were progressively elaborating a 
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positive defense of slavery which saw slavery as the only proper condition for African-

Americans. Why did other slave societies not view this the same way?  Why did an 

emerging and large free colored class in Latin America not threaten traditional master-

slave relations? 

A great deal of this difference in attitude toward the freedmen can be seen as well 

in the differing political, economic, and social role of the free colored within each of the 

slave societies.  Once free, the Afro-Americans played a much more important role in 

their respective Latin American societies than in the English colonies and nations.  Both 

Spain and Brazil organized the free colored into military units and used them to deal with 

international wars and internal rebellions.  In Spanish America Indians were prohibited 

from serving in the militia, but the free colored, organized into units of mulattoes and 

blacks, were required to serve the state. Everywhere they were a very important element 

in the military.  In many cases these troops were even used outside their home territories 

by the imperial governments.  In the case of Brazil pardo and preto units were the norm 

until the 1830s, and even after the creation of a unified National Guard under the Empire, 

free colored were vital within the military establishment.  Thus everywhere the free 

colored were granted the right to bear arms, and they used this right to extend their own 

private rights.  In all countries the militiamen obtained access to privileged military 

courts, and in Mexico they succeeded in escaping the tribute tax charged to free colored 

as well as Indians.  Also, elite free colored gained power as officers of these units.  This 

is not to say that these colored militias were not discriminated against in terms of 

occupations within the army or in getting the worst duties.  But it is clear that they were 

an important part of the state apparatus from early in the slave periods. 25   In fact, many 
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of the revolutionary leaders in the early and late 19th century independence movements in 

such countries as Mexico and Cuba came from this free colored class. 

The free colored in Latin America had few impediments to their geographic 

mobility, which were the same as all free persons within their societies. In Brazil they 

moved about freely between urban and rural areas, and from province to province as 

evidenced by the judicial records of the time. The restrictions to geographic mobility 

developed within 19th century North America, did not occur in Latin America.   Free 

colored resided everywhere they could afford to live.  Studies of residence by color for 

such cities as Mexico or San Juan have also shown that free colored lived next to and 

often intermingled with white and mestizo families, and it was as common for free 

colored to rent spaces in their apartments to whites, as often as for whites to rent out 

spaces to them.26  Though the urban ghettos of the United States are usually assumed to 

have originated in the post emancipation era, it is nevertheless telling that no such 

systematic intermingling of the races by individual residence has been shown for the 

U.S.27 

Although all but the elite occupations were open to the free colored, even royal 

restrictions on this economic mobility progressively declined over the colonial period and 

were eliminated altogether in the 19th century Latin American republics. From Lima to 

Mexico City, there are numerous cases of free colored who obtained royal permission to 

engage in elite occupations that were officially denied to them.  This included everything 

from government and church positions, to those of restricted crafts. 

A minority of free colored even owned slaves, a phenomenon that occurred in all 

the slave societies including the United States.  In the case of Brazil where these colored 
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slave owners have been well studied, they were a significant minority of such owners in 

most regions and were mostly artisans running small workshops.  In this context free 

colored women were a very significant part of the slave owning free colored class.   In 

the United States they represented a far smaller ratio of the slave owning class, were far 

more male and were more restricted to farming occupations than occurred in Brazil.28 

The slaves and free colored in both the rural and urban areas of Latin America 

mingled rather freely with whites.  Although most African manifestations of religious 

practices were severely repressed and religions like Candomblé and Santería were 

underground in the slave period and often violently suppressed, there were numerous 

fiestas and other gathering places and public events for blacks and whites to mingle, and 

we even find slaves appearing at these places.  The Latin American judicial records are 

filled with slaves who socialized with whites and free colored in the local taverns that 

were major social gathering places.   There are also numerous cases of slaves escaping to 

cities and living as free colored. 

There were even large numbers of free colored communities which emerged by 

illegal means in these societies.  Although it has been suggested that slave rebellions 

were more numerous and more violent in Latin America than in North America, these 

events were few and far between in most slave societies.  Again runaway slaves were 

common to all slave regimes.  But where the Latin American and even West Indian 

societies differ from North America is in the size and extraordinary number of runaway 

slave communities in the former regions and their scarcity in the latter.  Brazil is filled 

with hundreds of towns named Quilombo, which was the designation for runaway 

communities, and the Cimarron communities all over Latin America and the Caribbean 
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islands were quite important and numerous.     The causes for the relative importance of 

these slave communities outside North America were primarily due to ecological 

conditions such as mountainous semi-tropical and tropical terrain where isolated 

communities could be successfully maintained.  Also, the permanent loss of escaping 

slaves into the free colored population was far more common in Latin America than in 

North America due to the existence of larger free colored communities and of more urban 

centers, both of which gave significant cover to escaped slaves.  Moreover, once 

established over several generations, most of these runaway communities in fact 

converted into free colored agricultural communities and became a part of the free rural 

landscape. 

Possibly because of their economic importance, or their inability to seriously 

influence elite politics, the free colored were offered a wide range of rights that were 

denied to them in North America.  They could vote if they had the property 

qualifications, bear arms, live wherever they could find work and housing, and by the 19th 

century, they had few restrictions on their occupations or educational opportunities.    

Though the state sometimes treated the free colored more harshly than their white peers, 

they nevertheless were treated quite differently from their slave brethren.29  They could 

appear in court cases as witness and complainants; they could make legal contracts. As 

Tannenbaum was wont to say they were “citizens” within all the republics and empires 

they lived in. 

This is not to say that the free colored were equal to whites, or that discrimination 

did not occur.  In Brazil there was even some measure of discrimination between those 

who were born free and those who were freed during the course of their lifetimes.  All ex-

 13 



14 
 

slaves emerged from slavery with no savings and only the human capital they carried 

with them in terms of skills, languages and abilities.  They thus formed the base of the 

poor in all Latin American societies, a position they shared with an important minority of 

downwardly mobile whites.  It has been suggested in studies for Mexico City for 

example, that discrimination among the poor was quite limited and color was a very fluid 

marker that could change during the course of a lifetime.  For those who moved up the 

economic and social scale, discrimination clearly increased the higher they rose.30  The 

cases of children suing parents for the right to marry in late 18th century Spanish America 

show that middle ranking whites were highly discriminatory toward blacks and 

mulattoes.31  Among the very elite, should a free colored make it that far--and very few 

outside of the French West Indies reached these exalted ranks--discrimination was 

probably less pronounced since class was a far more rigid barrier.  But even this status 

did not guarantee equality, and the free colored planter class of Saint Domingue faced 

bitter hostility from the white planter elite which was one of the key factors that prepared 

the way for the slave rebellion of 1791.32 Nor was a frightened white elite above 

attacking the free colored as a dangerous element in their societies, as occurred in the 

supposed Escalera affair in Cuba in the early 1840s.33  Color was clearly a marker of 

status in Latin American society, but the definition of status, class and identity involved 

more markers than just skin color.  This was in sharp contrast to the United States and the 

English colonies where skin color was the only marker used to discriminate among 

peoples, thus making prejudice easier to function. 

What of the religious and social life of the slaves and free colored?  Clearly, 

although the Catholic countries baptized their African slaves from the earliest days of 
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their residence in the Americas, the Church had only a moderate impact on their daily 

lives.  Religious holidays and Sunday rest days were usually enforced and most slaves 

were taught the basics of Christianity.  The Roman Catholic Church did not hesitate to 

incorporate Africans as members, in contrast to the Protestant churches which 

substantially delayed their acceptance. There is also no question that slaves took the 

sacraments and participated in Catholic rituals if a priest were available to them. 34  But 

there were relatively few priests, especially in rural areas.  The church, however, 

enforced the holidays and most Catholics respected these days without labor.35  The 

church was also a place for manumissions and there is ample evidence to show various 

levels of church support for slaves who were married.  Also godparenthood rituals were 

observed among the slaves, mostly using their fellow slaves as godparents for their 

children.  Finally, in Brazil, there is abundant evidence in the south central zones of 

significant legal slave marriages, along with systematic efforts of the Church to guarantee 

that married couples remained together, even if teenage children were not always 

protected in the process.  Although slave marriages could be found in Mexico and other 

Latin American societies, they were relatively more important in Brazil.36 

Where the Church had a greater impact was among the free colored.  It was the 

free colored who organized many of the famous religious brotherhoods and even succeed 

in constructing their own churches, as can be seen in  numerous Brazilian towns and 

cities. The brotherhoods of free colored probably involved a very large proportion of the 

free colored community and became an important part of their social life and festive 

activities.  They clearly served also as effective mutual aid and burial societies. This is 

not to say that religious activity was not important in protestant societies, but the 
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autonomy of the brotherhoods was formally recognized by the priesthood and they were a 

fundamental part of both white and free colored society.  Like the militia, the religious 

brotherhoods were also important outlets for upwardly mobile free colored to find 

expression and recognition.37 

Clearly the longer history of the slave trade to the major slave states of Latin 

America was a fundamental factor in the transfer and survival of African cults and 

religious ideas in Latin America compared to their less deep roots in North America.38  

But the survival of Afro-religious practices, so important to the Afro-American 

communities in Latin America, was also due in part to their ability to syncretize with folk 

Catholic practices, something less viable within Protestant practice.39 

So what can we then say about the comparative similarities and differences 

among all of these societies?    It would seem to me that most of the major continental 

slave societies up to 1800 were more or less moved in the same direction in terms of 

labor organization, the rates of manumission and the relative importance of slaves and 

slave owners and the size of slave holdings in the various societies. Cuba and Puerto Rico 

shared most of the features of these continental regimes, and the West Indies, because of 

their unusual demographic structures, represented quite alternative models.  But after 

1800 the United States began to move in a different direction, and essentially began to 

oppose the normal tendencies toward opening the system through increasing 

manumission and incorporating the free colored as welcomed members of free society. 

How this occurred is easy to see, but answering the question why is much more 

complicated. Instead of permitting the normal economic and social evolution of the slave 

regime, as was occurring in all the Latin American countries in the 19th century, the 
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slave-owning elite of the United States decided that the system had to be closed down, 

with slaves denied access to literacy and freedom on an ever increasing scale of 

harshness.  It is no accident that the United States was the only society to produce a 

positive defense of slavery.40   It might be that in democratic societies white elites and 

free white workers feel more frightened by the potential social and economic mobility of 

free colored.  This fear of the emancipated slave probably existed as well in Latin 

America, but it was never powerful enough to create rigid barriers against the normal 

economic functioning of the market economies. Elites felt secure in highly stratified and 

non-representative systems, and the working class was so infiltrated with free colored 

that systematic discrimination was virtually impossible and would have led to economic 

chaos.  Intermarriage, craft identity, military participation and other cross boundary 

institutions weakened the fear that blacks would displace upper level white artisans or 

threaten their status, even if they entered the ranks of master craftsmen in a few of the 

trades.  What is most strange about this is that the North Americans were dealing with a 

far less African influenced population than, say, in Brazil or Cuba.  Few Africans lived in 

North America in the mid 19th century compared to large numbers who could be found in 

the societies which did not end their slave trades until this period.  Nor would a far more 

active emancipation rate on the level of Latin American societies threaten the United 

States slave population with extinction.   North American slaves were reproducing at over 

2% per annum so that the slave force easily could have lost 1% of that growth to 

manumission and still survived. 

It is also clear that when emancipated, the North American free colored played a 

far less decisive market role than their counterparts in Latin America.41  Small white 
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farmers and artisans blocked their integration in numerous ways in the U.S. South.  Even 

after the civil war, it has been suggested that the land market in the South was closed to 

most of them.42  Whether in Latin America it was the more established guild system 

which guaranteed effective education in skills and crafts, or the lack of a competitive 

white artisan class which challenged their skills, there is little question of the ability of 

ex-slaves to carry their skills successfully into the free labor market, something which 

was far more difficult to achieve in the United States. With restricted physical mobility, 

active market competition from whites, and probably handicapped with rudimentary 

plantation skills, it was extremely difficult for emancipated slaves to transfer their skills 

across the barrier of freedom in North America. 

This closing of opportunities for ex-slaves was even more apparent when final 

emancipation occurred in the United States.  Until 1900 in fact, well over 90% of 

African-Americans still resided in the South and discrimination against them was 

pervasive.43  In contrast, in Brazil, few ex-slaves were to be found in the core plantation 

areas of the West Paulista plains or the advanced sugar and coffee municipalities of Rio 

de Janeiro after abolition occurred in 1888.  Though there were regions with higher ratios 

of black and mulatto residents, in general, ex-slaves could be found everywhere after 

final emancipation.  On the other hand, the geographic immobility of ex-slaves in the US 

South lasted into the early 20th century. By contrast, black geographic mobility was the 

norm not just in Brazil but in all Latin American societies both before and after 

emancipation. 

While recognizing that freedmen everywhere formed the poorest element in all 

slave and ex-slave societies, it is nevertheless evident that the laws and attitudes which 
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promoted or rejected manumission and accepted or opposed the economic and 

geographic mobility of freedmen and ex-slaves were crucial in defining the nature of 

these African-American populations long after the end of slavery.  If this argument of 

essential differences on these key variables makes sense, then it is evident that we can 

only explain the differences and their causal factors by a more detailed comparative work 

on the attitudes of the white slave owning elite in each society and the nature of the local 

labor markets.     Why one slave owning class fears the change of slave status while 

another accepts change without fear of loss of control, may be due to a host of different 

political and demographic factors.  Are democratic regimes more racist than non-

democratic ones? Are societies with less European immigration more willing to rely on 

the skilled and unskilled labor of Afro-Americans than those societies with a steady 

immigration of free white workers?  Do Catholic cultural values make slave owners more 

accepting of manumission than do Protestant societies?  How do the French West Indies 

fit into this schema? 

Much of the new social and cultural research of recent years, which is well 

reflected in the essays in this volume, has shown the importance of African survivals in 

the Diaspora and suggested their effective utility for individuals facing integration in 

these New World white dominated societies.  But as yet, much of this scholarship has 

been based on single case studies or the experiences of a very few individuals, without 

explaining their uniqueness or commonality to larger groups.  Nor have the necessary 

linkages been established in many of these studies to the basic social and economic 

structures of the slave societies in which these individual slaves and free colored 

functioned.  Without this context, it will be difficult to see how these individual 
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experiences functioned within differing societies, or how these societies differed, if at all, 

from each other. 

Clearly I think that the most important questions worth investigating in detail are 

those explaining how the social, economic and legal position of the slaves influenced the 

process of manumission and the subsequent integration of free colored into white society.  

Also important is determining why and how elite attitudes among these slave societies 

differed in relation to slave manumission and the rights of slaves to acquire skills.   In 

each slave regime it is essential to determine what roles were available by which slaves 

could obtain access to skills, to space away from the master’s daily control, and other 

forms of social and economic autonomy.   Equally, the nature of the free population at the 

time of slavery is a vital area to integrate into slave studies.  The size, color and 

distribution of the free working classes are essential areas of concern.  Without 

examining the free colored we cannot fully understand the slave regimes.  The nature of 

white-black competition within the free labor market and the attitude of the white 

working classes toward their Afro-American peers should be studied.  Equally important 

are the white elite attitudes toward freed colored persons before and after abolition of 

slavery.  These are just a few of the areas worth exploring if we are to explain the 

obvious differences which existed among the slave societies in the Americas.  Moreover, 

elucidating both those features that all slave societies shared, and those in which they 

differed from each other, will go a long way toward explaining the different patterns of 

integration of Afro-Americans in the post slave societies which emerged in the Americas. 
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