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Ceme  riptén=

This sermunar will exp. e crucial issues and debates in the history of Caribbean working
pec le. One of Europe’s foremost tropical frontiers in the age of merchant capitalism. the
Caripbean islands and the contiguous lowlands of South and Central America were, : »ng with
Brazil, a preferred locus for the founding of plantation systems to satisfy the demand for tropi-
cal staples such as sugar, tobacco, cotton, and coffee. Because the area’s native population was
practically annihilated during s initial contact with the Europeans, the establishment of effi-
cient and profitable exploitation colonies in these relatively empty spaces hinged on thea ption
of labor systems which subjected large numbers of forced migrants to working and living con-
ditions so rigorous as to be universally abhorred by their victims. These slaves, brought from
Africa in numbers that exceeded 3 million --for the Caribbean alone-- between 1500 and 1865,
were obviously stripped of the individual rights w  h in Europe at the me were being recog-
nized as "universal". Slavery and other ancillary forms forced labor thus became the standard
institutions for the procurement of labor in the Caribbean for nearly four centuries; naturally,
they lay the material and demographic foundations of these "entirely new societies”, fashioned
by the European colonizers as if they were the antitheses --albeit indispensable ones-- of the
emerging capitalist-liberal order.

Historians of the Caribbean have understandably focused much of their attention on
understanding the dynamics of labor systems through five centuries of colonial history. Several
of the crucial questions that continue to be debated in the literature will be examined here:
What were the determining factors in the selection of a specific "bundle of rights" over others’
labor? How is the transition from one system to another (e.g., indentured servitude to African
slavery) explained? What concessions did the dominant groups tender to the subjected groups,
and how did such compromises affect social and cultural evolution? To what extent did the
autonomous spaces shaped by slaves and other laborers make their mark on Creole cultures?
What connections existed between the extraction of economic surplus from the plantation
colonies and metropolitan economic devel | nent? Why was the secular institution of slavery
abolished all of a sudden in the nineteenth century, and how was this event related to the tri-
umph of industrial capital in the European core? And what were the peculiar features of the
proletarianization of labor under conditions of dependent cap1tahsm7 These and other related
questions will form the backbone of seminar topics.

Requirements

A) Historiographical paper: Seminar members will write an historiographical paper (15-
25 pp. long) on a pertinent topic, selected in consultation with the instructor. The paper should
probe a substantial aspect of Caribbean labor systems, on which there i 1sa substantial accumula-
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tion of historical writing. ..ie pap: should be comparative; that is, it should focus on more than
one island, country or colony. Ide: y, it should also straddle linguistic/ political areas; for
instance, it might compare Jamaica with Cuba or the French West Indies with the Spanish
islands. Finally, it should be more issue-oriented than citation-oriented. While one should
strive for thoroughness in the bibliographic coverage, she/he should accord priority to the sub-
stantive, analytical issues encompassed by the topic.

The historiographical papers are due on April 24. You ould provide four or more
copies of the  er, tobe laced on reserve in the History Library (4257 Humanities). Each
pap w Db st ject or a short, 20-minute discussion on either May 1 or May 8.

B) Presentations: Each seminar participant will make a brief presentation that
incorporates insights and findings from all the readings assigned for tHe given week (Groups A
and B, as well as the general assignment). As edule of presentations-will be drawn up during
the first seminar meeting. The presentations will synthesize and critique the most significant
issues raised in the weel 7 readings, and will lay the groundwork for the ensuing  scussion. It
is expected that the presenter will take on a leading role in the rest of the seminar del erations.







































