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The Ethnohistorical APProach to Slavery

Frederick W. Lange
Jerome S. Handler

INTRODUCTION

The concept of plantation slavery as used in this chapter is limited to the form of
social control and economic exploitation of non-European workers characteristic of
the British Caribbean and American South during the seventeenth to nineteenth
centuries. The development and longevity of plantation slavery differed in the British
Caribbean and the American South, but the common origins of the slave popula-
tions, patterns of development, and communality of material culture are sufficient to
allow comparative analyses. The ideas expressed here draw heavily from our re-
search in Barbados (Handler and Lange 1978), as well as other studies of plantation
contexts in the British Caribbean and North America (e.g., Armstrong 1982; Druc-
ker 1979; Fairbanks 1974; Lees 1980; Mathewson 1973; Otto 1975; Pulsipher and
Goodwin 1982; Singleton 1980).

Prior to 1970, historical documents generated most of our data regarding slavery
and in our previous reports on the Barbados research (Handler 1972; Handler and
Lange 1978, 1979; Lange 1972), we concluded that slavery cannot be identified
through archaeological efforts alone. We reiterate this premise about the “archae-
ology of slavery™ at the outset. Within the ethnohistoric approach we review how
research during the past decade has demonstrated the potential for the study of
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slavery and how the archaeology of known slave sites has begun to produce patterns
that may also be applied to sites with less or no documentation. Fairbanks (1984)
and Orser (1984) have presented similar summaries focusing on southeastern North
American data.

Following the ethnohistoric approach advocated by Baerreis (1961), the Barbados
research combined documentary and archaeological data and demonstrated that
relative social/economic status or rank can be defined archaeologically, but that at
the present time legal or imposed status cannot. This position has been corroborated
by reports of a lack of clearly defined separation between slave and overseer remains
(cf. Otto 1977). Lewis and Haskell stated (1980:2, our emphasis) “despite cultural
differences which should be evident in the archaeological record, the living standards
of white overseers were not much above those of their African charges,” and this
view has been echoed by Fairbanks (1984:11). Status can change quickly and defini-
tively, as with emancipation in 1834—1838 (in the British Empire), with no directly
correlated changes in archaeological patterns or remains.

The combination of archaeological and documentary data continues to provide
the most fruitful approach to the study of slavery. On Barbados, the documentary
resources usually yield locational, descriptive, and economic data about the institu-
tion of slavery from the viewpoint of Europeans and their New World descendants,
but little about the actual daily lives of the slaves. While continuing to rely on
documentary sources for locational data, the archaeological approach provides a
chance to examine cultural remains left by the slaves themselves, and sometimes
their skeletal remains. Archaeology also provides some level of verification or ampli-
fication of the white-produced documentary sources. The most important step is to
introduce a feedback or interplay relationship between the archaeology and the
documentation, but in the final analysis only documentation can irrefutably estab-
lish the presence of slavery.

Archaeology provides details on slave life in particular locations: settlement pat-
tern, material culture, and subsistence and nutritional data have been most fre-
quently recovered. Excavated data form patterns which, in sufficient repetition, can
suggest a high probability of slave status in nondocumented situations (cf. Drucker
1979). The accumulation of data upon which such patterns can be established, and
the increasingly numerous situations in which archaeological and documentary data
can be compared mark the principal progress in the archaeology of plantation
slavery in the past decade. Otto (1977:91-92) has remarked on the method usually
employed: to short-cut the pattern development process by excavating at the site of
documented slave activity. The clear implication is that archaeological patterns
resulting from slave behavior are not sufficiently well defined to be used indepen-
dently. Excavations in such settings have also indicated a confusion of patterns in
which there is an overlap between planter, white overseer, black slave overseer, free
white, free black, and Amerindian archaeological patterns. Further refinement of
these patterns is clearly dependent upon increased interplay between documentary
and archaeological resources.
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Cross-Evaluating Documentary and Archaeological Data

In historic sites archaeology we utilize three categories of data: (1) material culture
objects described in documents, but not found archaeologically; (2) material culture
(and patterns) found archaeologically, but not mentioned in documents; and (3)
material culture and patterns found archaeologically and mentioned in documents.
For interpretive purposes, we consider category 3 to be of the most utility, category 2
to be of somewhat less utility, and category 1 to be of questionable utility. This
hierarchy of data utility is applied to some of the examples incorporated in this
chapter.

THE IDENTIFICATION OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL
PATTERNS INDICATING SLAVERY

Settlement Patterns

Sites of plantation slavery have particular spatial distributions and patterns of
organization, as do other archaeological sites. However, they represent a forced
pattern in which the slaves had only very limited options, if any. Thus, some of the
ecological/locational interaction seen in other settlement pattern studies (such as
location near the most reliable water sources or intersections of transportation
routes) is not necessarily present in slave sites. We also find that plantation settle-
ment patterns changed rapidly in postemancipation times. Price (1982) has recently
confirmed the importance of settlement research in cultural-economic interpreta-
tions. The three-tiered hierarchy of regional, local, and microsite study outlined by
Trigger (1967) and Parsons (1972) for prehistoric sites also seems appropriate for
studies of plantation slavery.

Regional Patterns

Broad patterns of plantation slavery existed on regional, island, or statewide bases
relative to political, geographical, and environmental limitations. Plantations gener-
ally occupied extensive areas of relatively level ground although, as.Pulsipher and
Goodwin (1982) described for the Galways Plantation location on Montserrat, they
also can be found on rough, uneven terrain. However, the location of Galways
appears to have reflected conflicts between the local Irish and English populations,
rather than free choice of settlement. In the American South there seems to have been
little difference in general patterns regardless of whether the plantations were dedi-
cated to rice, sugar, or cotton.

No archaeological attempts at an intensive regional approach similar to that
advocated by Struever (1971) in prehistoric archaeology have been applied to prob-
lems of plantation slavery, although much of the documentary research on slavery has
been at this level. Some regional archaeological syntheses based on accumulated data
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have been attempted (Gibbs et al. 1980; Singleton 1980). Fairbanks [1984:6-7]
has contrasted the nature of wet rice and cotton cultivation; the two systems of
cultivation required utilization of different niches in the coastal environment. Such
differences in the plantation system were not present on Barbados. In this sense there
is an imperfect fit between the available literature on plantation slavery and the
archaeology.

Local Site Patterns

On the individual plantation level, studies have begun to deal with the spatial
organization of plantations and the variables imposed by considerations of size and
location. Most studies have dealt with the location of slave work and living areas
relative to the main house and the industrial areas of the plantation. Approaches
have varied from the analysis of the entire plantation to investigating only those
parts to be impacted by some construction project. In most of these cases, documen-
tary investigations of the plantation as a whole have been more thorough than the
limited archaeological investigations.

The Plantation Pattern. Based on both British Caribbean (Handler and Lange
1978:46; Pulsipher and Goodwin 1982:38) and North American data (K. Lewis
1979:64), a general pattern seems to have emerged that places the main house in a
central location to the industrial complex and the slave village in a peripheral but
proxemic position to the main complex. A major variable in local settlement pattern
seems to have been whether the slaves built their own housing from materials either
provided by the plantation or scavenged from the natural settings, or lived in houses
built and maintained by the plantation. The former seems to have been more com-
mon in the British Caribbean, especially in the earlier periods of slavery, and the
latter in North America, and this may affect quality and permanancy of construction
and hence the archaeologist’s ability to locate domestic remains (Handler and Lange
1978:51-54).

In Barbados a significant shift in settlement pattern occurred after emancipation
when the former slaves were moved to villages on the peripheries of plantation lands
at some distance from the central complex. L. Lewis (1978:36) described a similar
shift for ante- and postbellum settlement patterns on Hampton Plantation in South
Carolina. Fairbanks (1984:11) has pointed out the need for additional research on
immediately postbellum sites and patterns.

Micropatterns

On individual plantations detailed investigations of living or activity areas provide
in depth information on patterns of living and adaptation. Colonoware (Ferguson
1980), which is only very superficially described in the documents, is the artifact
most often utilized as a means of distinguishing between planter and slave remains.
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However, as Lees (1980:136) pointed out, much better distributional data are re-
quired before this assumption about colonoware can be generally applied.

Planter Remains. Studies at the Drayton Hall (L. Lewis 1978:62-65, 178),
Cannon’s Point (Otto 1977), and Limerick plantations (Lees 1980:135) have shown
that in addition to ceramic wares associated only with the planter class, the planter
class contexts (main houses, kitchens, and refuse) also show the presence of colono-
ware and other data generally thought to have been associated with the lower
classes.

Slave Remains. Studies such as Ascher and Fairbanks (1971), Fairbanks (1974),
McFarlane (1975), Kelso (1976), Otto (1975, 1977), and Singleton (1980) are ex-
amples of the microlevel of research and have focused on slave cabins or refuse
deposit areas. Among the more interesting results of these researches have been the
consistent finding of firearms and writing materials (both of which were generally
considered to be against the law) and a richer amount of material culture than
anticipated; surprisingly, however, no derivatives from African material culture have
been found. Again, once documents established slave locations, numerous artifacts
and patterns were revealed that complemented the historical data. In the Barbados
research in particular, a Ghanaian (Gold Coast) pipe and metal bracelets suggest
imported indications of the African heritage. However, this heritage does not seem
to have been reflected in locally adapted patterns and traditions.

Subsistence Patterns

At both the regional and microlevels, subsistence patterns reflecting the means by
which slaves were able to obtain, process, and distribute foodstuffs are also of
importance. Documentary sources have described, and archaeological research is
beginning to confirm, a wide variety of practices. Of general importance are ques-
tions of whether or not sufficient foodstuffs were grown by the plantation or
whether imports were necessary, as well as questions concerning basic patterns of
tood storage, preparation, distribution, and consumption. Artifacts have yielded
some subsistence information such as processing tools and storage vessels, while
other data have been derived from faunal and floral remains and from analysis of
slave skeletal remains.

Food production was a critical factor for most plantations. Any foods that were
not grown locally had to be imported and represented significant economic outlays
to the plantation management. In the American South, where transportation net-
works were more widespread, this presented less of a problem. In island settings
such as Barbados, however, the increased cost of transportation and uncertainty as
to arrival of supplies made provisions a much more critical issue. Natural factors
were also significant on Barbados and in the Southeast; for example, hurricanes,
droughts, and insects destroyed crops and either necessitated increased levels of food
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imports or caused starvation. Fluctuations in plantation agricultural production also
affected the slave diet.

In many areas a good deal of the slaves’ diet was provided from rations distributed
by the plantation. Where most food was supplied by the plantation the storage
facilities would have been at the institutional rather than the consuming level. To the
extent that storage and cooking facilities are two of the most commonly identified
features on domestic sites, their presence or absence is critical to archaeological
interpretation. Other foodstuffs that slaves grew or obtained for themselves through
gardening, hunting, fishing, and collecting were most likely consumed almost imme-
diately and not stored. Establishing plantation control over the distribution of basic
foodstuffs would have been a very effective means of social control. To this extent,
slave patterning would not always reflect more traditional or normal domestic
patterns of kitchen, storage, and eating areas. Fairbank’s summary (1984) of south-
eastern United States data suggests most cooking in this area was done by domestic
units and not communally.

Within activity areas specific artifacts will also provide insights into subsistence
activities. There are documentary references to milling stones having been utilized in
Barbados, but none were found during fieldwork (Handler and Lange 1978:54, 73).
This is an example of document-based material culture whose archaeological pres-
ence, and therefore interpretive validity, has yet to be demonstrated.

Vessel form is very closely related to function and the styles and the variety of
vessels present also indicate subsistence activities. South (1972:79) advanced the
idea that shapes rather than types might be “more sensitive indicator(s) of function
and possible socioeconomic level.” At Hampton, Lewis and Haskell (1980:77) ob-
served that colono bowls outnumbered definite serving vessels and noted that Otto
(1977:98) and Booth (1971:33) both consider that slaves principally ate from bowls.
In another setting, Lees (1980:137) observed that the remains of colonoware were so
fragmentary that vessel forms could not be reconstructed. In general, the absence or
low frequency of storage jars in domestic areas would tend to reinforce interpreta-
tions of centralized distributions and consumptions, while their frequent occurrence
would support interpretations of household activities.

Increasing attention is also being paid to faunal remains from plahtation sites, not
only because they can help reconstruct subsistence patterns, but also because they
may indicate social status and food distribution patterns. Lewis and Haskell (1980:-
78) pointed out that assumptions about culturally preferred types and cuts of meat
are not at all as clear-cut as they had seemed previously. Planter—overseer—slave
distinctions cannot be made purely on the basis of which animal or which bones are
present.

The skeletal remains of the slaves themselves can also provide information regard-
ing subsistence and nutrition. Studies focusing on the dentition of skeletons from
Barbados’s Newton cemetery (Corruccini et al. 1982, in press; Handler and Corruc-
cini 1983) have shown, for example, very severe growth arrest lines (hypoplasia)
indicative of extreme dietary deficiency or starvation; various types of malocclusion
also reflect conditions of malnutrition.







































