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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 o f  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 o f  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Prior to 1970, historical documents generated most of our data regarding slavery 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" a t  the outset. Within the ethnohistoric approach we review how 
research during the past decade has demonstrated the potential for the study of 

THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF 
SLAVERY AN[) PI.ANTATION LlFF 

15 Lopvr~qhr 0 1985 by r\c~dcrn~c Press. Inc. 
A l l  r~ghrs 01 rcprodu~rlon In .iny form rcrcrved. 

I'iRN 0- 12-646480-4 



16 FREDERICK W. LANGE AND JEROME S. HANDLER 

slavery and how the archaeologv of known slave sites has begun to produce patterns 
that may also be applied to sites with less o r  no documentation. Fairbanks (1984) 
and Orser (1984) have presented similar summaries focusing on southeastern North 
American data. 

Following the ethnohistoric approach advocated by Baerreis (1 961), the Barbados 
research combined documentary and archaeological data and demonstrated that 
relative social/economic status o r  rank can be defined archaeologically, but that at  
the present time legal o r  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: l l ) .  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 o r  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 o r  ampli- 
fication of the white-produced documentary sources. The most important step is to  
introduce a feedback o r  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. Ot to  (1977:91-92) has remarked on the method usually 
employed: to short-cut the pattern development process by excavating a t  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. 



2. THE ETHNOHISTORICAL APPROACH TO SLAVERY l7 

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 O F  ARCHAEOLOGICAL 
PATTERNS 1I)IDICATING SLAVERY 

Settlement Patterns 

Sites of plantation slavery have particular spatial distributions and patterns of 
organization, as d o  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/locationa1 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 o f  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 o f  plantation slavery existed o n  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 Calways 
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 a t  an intensive regional approach similar to that 
'ldvocated by Struever (1971) in  reh historic archaeology have been applied to prob- 
lems o f  plantation slavery, although much of the documentary research on s l~very  has 
[wen at this level. Some regional archaeological syntheses based on accumulated data 
































