Topic 1 – “The Slave Laws”

 British Slave Laws
Slaves in the British colonies, unlike those in the Spanish colonies were seen as an inferior kind of subjects, as they were considered a special kind of property. They were bought and sold as merchandise and became their owner’s private property that could be sold for debts, mortgaged and disposed of in accordance with the laws of inheritance of real estates. The generalization is that slaves were better treated in the Spanish and French colonies than in the British because they had set slave codes. The reasons for this are the following:

1) The Spanish and French had centralized governments which directed the conditions of Slaves throughout their colonies with a detailed slave code, where as each British Colony created its own slave laws.

2) France and Spain were catholic countries and the Church was more involved in safe guarding the welfare and religious institutions of slave.

3) Racial lines were not clear and racial prejudice was not so deep in the French and Spanish colonies than in the British colonies.

Legal Rights and Position of Slaves in the British Caribbean


In the British Caribbean, Slaves were considered as the property of their masters. They could be bought or sold at anytime and slave families could also be broken up at anytime. Slaves could not testify in a court against their masters or any white person nor could they leave the estates without the Master’s permission.


Furthermore, slaves could not own property nor sell items such as earthenware, baskets, ropes etc without their master’s permission. Legally, Masters were obligated to provide food (salt pork, beef and fish); 2 suits of clothing per year (osnaburg); materials for slaves to build their huts and care in Old age. In addition, Masters in the British Caribbean gave Sundays off for slaves to attend market and holy days of such as Christmas and Easter. (This was in the case White planters allowed non-conformist groups like the Quakers, Baptist and Methodist to teach Slaves Christian lessons)
Manumission in the British Caribbean


No provision was made therefore, for their manumission and so sometimes they tried to free themselves by running away.  The law penalized those who aided runaways whether by enabling them to support themselves away from their masters or by aiding their flight indirectly. Secondly, the law also sought to prevent the manumission of slaves unless the public was compensated beforehand against the possibility that the new freeman might become destitute. A tax was therefore placed on manumission. This means that before manumission, a deposit had to be paid by the slave, both to discourage manumission and to ensure that the slave did not become a burden on the society. In St. Vincent, for example, a £100 deposit was required and should the slave fall on hard times; he would be given, from this sum, a total of £4 each month. Finally, a slave could buy his freedom ONLY with the consent of his owner. 
Baptism and Marriage in the British Caribbean 

Slaves in the British Caribbean were not granted permission to be baptized. Masters did not allow baptism as they felt slaves were not entitled to the rights of humans. Also masters felt that if Christian teachings were taught to their slaves, they would be exposed to dangerous ideas such as brotherhood and equality. In addition, the Anglican Church, the official church of the British Caribbean, was the church of the white planters and supported slavery even some of their priest were invited to launchings at the houses of slave masters. The only people interested in the converting slaves were non-conformist missionaries such as Quakers, Methodist, Baptist and Moravians, who did not reach the Caribbean until the late 17th century.


Marriage was not permitted by Slave master’s in the British Caribbean as slaves could not enter into any contracts and marriage was seen as a contract. British masters also forbid slave marriages as they thought it would give slaves too much security and make them less dependent on them. Also, masters wanted to deny slaves the rights to basic human needs such as love and affection. The only religious groups which allowed marriages among slaves were the non-conformist groups such as the Quakers and Baptist.

Education of Slaves in the British Caribbean


In the British Caribbean, slaves were forbidden to read and write as masters felt that slaves would be easier to control if they are kept ignorant. Masters also felt that slaves by being uneducated would not be exposed to dangerous ideas such as freedom and equality which could inspire slave revolts.


However, a few slaves still managed to learn reading and writing such as domestic slaves who had access to the master’s personal library and stole chances to learn to read and write. Furthermore, a few missionaries secretly taught slaves to read and write especially from the Bible so as to let them acquire religious knowledge. 
Punishment of Slaves in the British Caribbean


The British Slave Masters created severe punishments for offenses committed so as to deter the large population of slaves to either runaway or plan revolts. The most common form of punishment which masters gave to slaves was whipping starting at a minimum of 39 lashes. Besides whipping, slaves were also punished by mutilation, castration, burning to death, being hanged, drawn and quarter. Punishments  given to slaves in British Caribbean varied from island to island for example in some islands, a slaves hand was cut off for hitting a white man while in others  the punishment for the same offense was burning the slave to death. However, a common punishment in all the British Caribbean territories for a slave who planned a revolt was death by being hang, drawn and quarter.

French Slave Laws (Code Noir)
Legal Rights and Positions


In the French Caribbean, Slaves were also regarded as “property” which could be bought or sold at anytime if they were not part of a family. Slaves could not own property nor sell produce without the permission of their master. They could not testify against a white person unless they were assisted by an intendant or a Procureur general (attorney general). Furthermore, Slaves were forbidden to sell produce without their owner’s consent and they also could not own property which they inherited from a white parent.


In the French Caribbean, Masters were obligated to provide food, clothing, shelter and medical care for their slaves. They were also given Sundays and Holy days off from work and Christian burial. 

Manumission


Slaves in the French Caribbean were given freedom after 20 years service. They were also given all the rights of a free person and had no restrictions when free, however very few slaves lived to see freedom.

Baptism and Marriage


Masters in the French Caribbean were mainly Catholics and under Church Law, they were obligated to convert slaves to Christians. Baptism of Slaves was permitted with the consent of the master but Christian teaching were only voluntarily talk to slaves as reading and writing were forbidden. Marriages among slaves were allowed but where performed only with the consent of the Masters.

Education

Masters in the French Caribbean also forbid slaves acquisition of an education. They feared slaves would learn of dangerous ideas such as freedom and equality which could inspire slave revolts.

Punishments


Slaves in the Fr. Caribbean were also punished cruelly for minor offenses for e.g: the death penalty was applied to a slave who was accused of striking a white master or mistress. For cases of absenteeism, slaves were penalized severely for each attempt. First offence was the cutting of ears and branding on one shoulder. Second offence was the cutting off the buttocks and branding on the other shoulder and third offence – death.

Spanish Slave Laws ( Las Siete Partidas)

Legal Rights and Position

In the Spanish Caribbean, the enslaved African was regarded as a person as well as property.  The Spanish viewed slavery as a unnecessary evil, this view made slaves be treated a little better. So the laws therefore offered him/her protection against unwarranted assault or punishment or other forms of inhumane treatment by his master. First, they were allowed to testify in a court of law against the white’s assistance from an official. And they were allowed to sell produce other than cotton, tobacco and sugar. Slave families could not be broken up and slaves could not be killed for any reason, they also could not be mutilated.


Masters were obligated under the Cedula Law to not house more than 2 slaves per room. They could not work slaves under 17 and over 60, they had to supply each slaves with a bed and blanket and they could not give a slave over 25 lashes for punishment.  In addition, they had to allow slaves Sundays and holydays off from work, allow them time for religious instruction, provide food, clothing, shelter and medical care in old age and give them a Christian burial.

Manumission
The Spanish recognized that freedom was the natural state of man and so the slaves had a right to seek their freedom. Included in the slave laws therefore, were provisions with respect to manumission. They included the following: 

1) A slave master could lose his property in the slave (i.e. the slave could be freed) if it were proven that he had maltreated him.
2) Slaves could be compulsorily manumitted for certain kinds of abuse, for example the violation or prostitution of a female slave by owner.
3) Audencias were instructed to hear cases of slaves who claimed to be free and to see justice was done to them.
4) When slaves of mixed blood were to be sold, their fathers, if willing, should be allowed to buy them so that they might be freed.
5) By the custom of Coartacion, slaves could buy their freedom in installments. The first price agreed upon was paid in installments, but it was final. The slave remained the property of the master until the last payment was made.
Baptism and Marriage


Slaves in the Spanish Caribbean were allowed the sacraments of the Church without the master’s permission. Masters were obligated to baptize their slaves and offer them Christian instruction. Baptism could be granted to slaves without the Master’s permission.


Marriages among slaves were encouraged and slaves could get married without the consent of the masters so as to create a settled family life for the slaves and so in turn discouraged them from being discontented and wanting to revolt.

Education


Slaves in the Spanish Caribbean were only given some religious instruction but were not really taught to read and write as masters feared that dangerous ideas such as equality and freedom would insight slaves to revolt. Much of the religious instructions given to slaves were based on how to make the sign of the cross, pray the rosary and say the Apostle creed.

Punishments


Slaves in the Spanish Caribbean were also whipped and could be hanged for planning a revolt, however, they could not receive more than 25 lashes nor could they be mutilated and maimed.

