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Over the course of the past generation, an increasing number of archaeo-
logical studies have focused on the material world of enslaved people in 
the Caribbean. That world was dominated for several centuries by plan-
tation agriculture, a pursuit that created vast wealth through the forced 
migration and coerced labor of enslaved African people. Building on the 
pioneering work of Lydia Pulsipher (1994), Mac Goodwin (Pulsipher and 
Goodwin 1982), Douglas Armstrong (1985, 1990), Barry Higman (1974), 
and Michael Craton (1978) and influenced by early work conducted on 
plantation sites in the American South (e.g., Fairbanks 1974; Singleton 
1980, 1985a, 1985b; Moore 1985), Caribbean historical archaeology has 
largely focused on the excavation and analysis of the domestic sites of the 
enslaved, the people who constituted the vast majority of the population 
of the Caribbean world and yet profited least—and suffered most—from 
a deeply insidious economic system based on a racialized social order.
 The landscapes and built environments of enslaved laborers in the Ca-
ribbean are rightly an important focus of archaeological study in the re-
gion. Significant work has been done on the analysis of the “small finds” 
material culture recovered from enslaved habitation sites (e.g., Hauser 
2007, 2011; Galle 2011; Bates 2016) and on evidence of foodways (e.g., 
Wilkie and Farnsworth 2005; Wallman 2014) and burial practices (e.g., 
Handler and Lange 1978; Delle and Fellows 2014). However, with a few 
notable exceptions that focused on the construction and use of houses 
(e.g., Higman 1998; Pulsipher and Goodwin 2001), the studies that have 
dealt with the built environment of the plantation system have tended to 
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emphasize the macro scale, examining landscapes from a plantationwide 
or even islandwide perspective (e.g., Delle 1994, 1998; Armstrong and 
Kelly 2000; Hicks 2007b).
 This volume focuses on the structures and other constructed features 
that made up the living quarters and villages that housed enslaved Africans 
and their descendants in a number of Caribbean contexts, including on 
plantations, in urban areas, and on military installations. Our archaeolog-
ical approach to domestic landscapes builds on the definition of the built 
environment Suzanne Spencer-Wood (2010, 507) has proposed: “struc-
tures constructed on and into land, including buildings, roads, bridges, 
and patios.” However, we broaden this definition to include spaces that 
may or may not have been constructed with durable materials but were 
created through daily practices that can be identified archaeologically. 
Exterior domestic spaces, including yards and gardens, were equally if 
not more important to daily life in enslaved communities. In many of the 
settings described herein, these areas were in fact built through the daily 
sweeping of dirt yards and the use of stone to construct animal pens and 
gardens or walls that demarcated kinship groups or other boundaries in 
the broader slave village. These spaces certainly fall within our classifica-
tion of the built environments of enslaved people.
 Through the analysis of archaeological evidence collected from a wide 
range of sites across the Caribbean region, this volume examines the di-
versity of living environments that enslaved people inhabited in the Ca-
ribbean in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Archaeological inves-
tigation of domestic architecture and artifacts illuminates the nature of 
household organization, fundamental changes in settlement patterns, and 
the ways that power was invariably linked with the material arrangements 
of space among the enslaved people who lived and worked throughout the 
region. While the term “built environments of slavery” could be applied 
broadly to the entirety of contexts under study in this volume (e.g., planta-
tion complexes, urban port cities, military fortifications), we are interested 
primarily in living environments because this is the realm where enslaved 
peoples were able to exercise the most self-determination, regardless of 
whether or not they played a direct role in designing or constructing the 
built features that framed their lives. For the enslaved, domestic areas in-
evitably meant living spaces planters created to impose labor discipline 
upon enslaved workers and to define familial and social relations and 
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areas that were internal to the slave community such as spaces for growing 
supplemental crops and gathering informally. This relationship between 
social control and autonomy is one of the particularities of the built envi-
ronments of slavery that the authors in this volume discuss.
 Although research in the region has provided a considerable amount 
of data at the household level, much of this work is biased toward arti-
fact analyses. This has resulted in a lack of understanding regarding the 
considerations that went into constructing and inhabiting households, 
although some notable exceptions do directly address architectural de-
scription (Armstrong 1990; Armstrong and Kelly 2000; Farnsworth 2001). 
Therefore, this volume brings together case studies from across the Carib-
bean region to highlight architectural variability among enslaved labor-
ers in the hopes that this will provide a baseline understanding of the 
diversity of architectural forms and elicit further study in this direction. 
Despite the volume’s focus on describing architecture, the overall goal is 
to understand what was involved in building residential structures and 
how enslaved people lived in these spaces.
 While artifact classes recovered archaeologically on colonial Carib-
bean plantations are generally analogous, housing for the enslaved was 
in no way a uniform practice, either in or between individual Caribbean 
societies. Instead, as the authors here highlight, living environments were 
influenced by a wide variety of interrelated factors that include global 
historical trends, local realities, and labor regimes. The chapters in this 
book provide detailed reconstructions of the living environments of the 
enslaved, taking into account the cultural behaviors and social arrange-
ments that shaped these spaces.

Housing Enslaved Laborers in the Caribbean

While architectural detail and variety have not traditionally been the cen-
tral focus of many recent archaeological studies, a few key exceptions have 
shed considerable light on the built environment of enslaved people, in-
cluding the scale and dimensions of house-yard compounds, the methods 
used to build houses, and the sizes and forms of houses. Barry Higman 
(1998) offers one of the most thorough accounts of housing for enslaved 
laborers in his study of Montpelier, a sugar estate in western Jamaica in 
operation from the eighteenth century until the early twentieth century. 


