
Introduction

In 1845, Mark Twain was ten years old, and the society he knew in Missouri 
was slave-based, as the epigraph at the beginning of this book shows. Much the 
same was true of Cuba, a European colony at that time—Spain’s most impor-
tant. But Spain’s role in slavery does not tend to be remembered as much as that 
of other countries. For example, in Professor Henry Louis Gates Jr.’s interview 
with Steve McQueen, director of the Oscar-winning movie 12 Years a Slave, 
McQueen failed to mention Spain when he suggested that the United States, 
England, Holland, France, and Portugal should apologize for their participa-
tion in the institution of slavery.1

 Cuba presents a transnational case that makes it necessary to speak of a 
slaveholding Spain. Due to the growth of Cuba’s booming export-agriculture 
economy in the nineteenth century, the colony’s dependence on slavery ex-
panded exponentially as well, which not only affected the culture of the colony 
but also its laws. The rules and practices governing the relationship between 
slaves and their owners, as well as between owners and the colonial authorities, 
were standardized in written law. A law on the coartación of slaves, for exam-
ple, became effective in 1843. Passed several months earlier at the end of 1842, 
this law dictated that slaves who paid fifty pesos to their owners might join free 
society. The door to an individual’s emancipation opened incrementally as they 
paid down money in installments toward their price as a slave—a price agreed 
upon with their masters, usually from a disadvantaged negotiating position. In 
this book, we endeavor to demonstrate that from the early nineteenth century 
to the time when gradual abolition was instituted, there were increasing levels 
of ineffective coartación.
 In the early nineteenth century, the Royal Academy Dictionary of the Span-
ish Language (the Diccionario de la Real Academia de la Lengua Española, or 
DRAE) defined coartado as a slave “who had agreed with his/her master on 
the amount by which the slave would be ransomed [i.e., his or her freedom 
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(self-)purchased], and who has paid down a part of that amount, in which 
case the master may not sell the slave to anyone.”2 The first appearance of the 
word in Spanish occurred in 1780, and was essentially the same: “Applied to 
a slave who has agreed with his/her master on the amount for his/her ran-
som, and who has paid down a part of that amount, in which case the master 
may not sell the slave to anyone.”3 In the practice of coartación, the slave 
had made an agreement with his or her master, who was obliged to respect 
the agreement and accept the limitation the agreement put on the master’s 
sovereign will. With this pact, the coartado, or “partial” slave, leapt the first 
hurdle toward being considered free.

To Be a Coartado, or Halfway between Enslaved and Free

Manumission, or emancipation—the legal granting of freedom to an enslaved 
person—is a term at one with slavery, but historiography in Spanish has gener-
ally used the word coartación to mean manumission, when the two words were 
not really interchangeable.4

 The majority of coartados were urban-based slaves, as they regularly had 
more opportunities to litigate than rural slaves. The word coartación was ap-
plied to that existential interval between slavery and freedom, and to be effec-
tive it required more or less kindly masters who ultimately kept their word. 
Once this route toward freedom was codified into law, it immediately became 
the subject of intense debate. The basis of our argument in this book is that 
coartación generated income for the owner, encouraged productivity, and cre-
ated a submissive situation fed by the expectations that had been created in 
the slave. To demonstrate these ineffective levels of coartación we use a quali-
tative approach, that relies on slaves’ claims, often of a complaining nature, 
and that focuses on the modifications of the tradition regarding this variant 
of manumission. Ultimately, we aim to demonstrate that coartación laws were 
not followed in practice, and that as time went by, the process of coartación 
increasingly turned into a battleground between the enslaved who aspired to 
be free, and those who owned them and wanted to keep a certain degree of 
control over the mechanisms that guaranteed a road to freedom.
 It is imperative to write about coartación today, as there is very little, in 
comparison to Caribbean slavery as a whole, written on it.5 Coartación’s mean-
ing was defined through conflict, and especially in the context of disputes be-
tween slaves and masters. In the beginning, the laws and regulations on co-
artados were not recorded in written form because the practice did not create 
problems; in fact, the interests of the two opposed parties could generally be 
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reconciled. But the category of coartado went through a period of instability, 
and so there were attempts to codify it. The possibility of buying one’s own 
freedom (or someone else’s, for that matter) derived from the tradition of ahor-
ramiento (literally “saving,” but in the context of slavery with the extended and 
implied meaning of “purchasing freedom through savings”) which dated back 
to Spain’s Siglo de Oro and the esclavos horros, or freed slaves.
 Alejandro de la Fuente has been a pioneer in showing how coartados in 
Cuba were able to use the weaknesses of the law to their own advantage; trail-
blazing a research path that has received fresh contributions in more recent 
years by Aisnara Pereira, María de los Ángeles Meriño, and Adriana Chira 
among others.6 Rather than looking at the resistance offered by those slaves 
who made demands of their masters, this book attempts to focus on the ma-
terial conditions of coartados’ agency in order to come closer to the Span-
ish legislation and policies regarding slaves in nineteenth-century Cuba.7 In 
Wage-Earning Slaves we aim to show that the practice of coartación generated 
spaces unforeseen by either slaves or masters. However, the book focuses less 
on the slaves’ rationality or autonomy, and instead underscores their social 
experiences and interactions with their owners, for they allow us to illuminate 
the impact that the practice of self-purchase leading to freedom made, not just 
within the sphere of law, but also in day-to-day survival.8

 We will delve into the work done by the coartados within a plantation econ-
omy characterized by an intensive exploitation of labor, and into the slaves’ ef-
forts to change their social condition by exploiting existing laws. The following 
pages seek to evaluate the social implications that the Cuban slave system had 
on coartaciones and to demonstrate, from a holistic perspective, how the tradi-
tional practices of manumission changed—that is, what social upheaval arose for 
coartados as the institution of coartación evolved over time. We have purposely 
refrained from approaching this question from the standpoint of the law alone, 
for the law, logically, cannot in all circumstances reflect the diversity of a praxis 
that was not static and was never fully regularized within the law, particularly 
within a society where slaveholders were keen to avoid the protections afforded 
to the slaves by the law of coartación. So, after questioning what was unique or 
uncommon about coartación in Cuba, we examine and question the more or 
less implicit notion proposed to various extents by scholars like Hubert Aimes, 
Herbert Klein, and Francisco Vidal Luna, that down-payments on self-purchase 
almost always resulted in the ultimate attainment of freedom.9

 As an economic system, slavery used manumission to its own ends, and 
those ends changed over time depending on the circumstances of the moment. 
With the so-called Black Code of Valdés in 1842, later discussed in the pages 
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of this book, coartación became an integral part of the slave system in Cuba. 
It would be logical to assume that the right of slaves to gain freedom would 
almost certainly expand afterward, but the facts show that the law, however 
much slaves tried to exploit it, was not reflected in practice. Certain slave own-
ers refused to accept the slaves’ rights, conveying a considerable “elasticity” 
to the term coartación. Later, beginning in 1871, coartación was more strictly 
enforced, becoming a sort of conveyor-belt leading from forced labor to work 
as freedmen and -women. But first, from 1863 on, the modality in the Ameri-
can South of restricting slaves’ liberty was followed in Cuba both socially and, 
especially, legally. It is the substrate of this social practice, as the axis of the 
history of the everyday, on which all the following analysis will center.

The Partial Ownership of a Person

On that cusp between the Renaissance and the Baroque, Spain was a country 
of slaves, and in that regard it was followed, and outdone, by its colonies in the 
Americas, which, beginning in the sixteenth century, required labor for their 
colonists’ enterprises. Cuba was a Spanish territory which, largely due to the 
weight of slavery, did not join the wars of independence fought by its Latin 
American sisters. At first Cuba engaged in slavery to ensure its subsistence, 
but by the beginning of the nineteenth century it became a titan of agriculture, 
benefiting from the sweat of a colossal number of African slaves exploited to 
generate as much wealth as possible from sugar. That unprecedented leap from 
hard-scrabble survival to wealth almost beyond measure—impossible without 
free trade, a lack of British direction in the Caribbean, and the economic ruin 
of Saint-Domingue—occurred just as new technological developments began 
to transform the production of main staples such as sugar, and the transporta-
tion of peoples and merchandise by both land and sea. The demand for slaves 
in the Caribbean must be considered in the particular context of the triumph 
of the world market’s industrial interests. In Cuba, slaveholding and the trans-
Atlantic slave trade continued even after they had been declared illegal by 
Great Britain and Spain in 1817.10 During this period, slave owners molded the 
law to fit their own purposes and agendas. The law of coartación, enshrined in 
the Code of Valdés, attempted to regulate a practice ruled by “custom” that was 
itself controversial because it increased the power of certain slaves.
 Dominium over a slave could be achieved through inheritance, hiring, or 
purchase. A “real” sale, or purchase, was the term used for the complete and 
unencumbered transfer of the slave to the master’s possession. “Conditional” 
sales were transfers of property rights. The coartados were bought and sold in 
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conditional sales, but they were also sometimes sold in real sales, with such 
transactions underscoring their enslavement, because they were owned in usu-
fruct—or split ownership—from the assets of other persons. This, in turn, gave 
the usufructuaries a strong argument either to deny permission to a coartado 
seeking a new owner or, more often, to let months pass without paying the 
coartado any wages owed to him/her as a reward for their labor.11

 In Cuba, the particular accent of the spoken language soon corrupted the 
word coartado into cuartado and even cualtado (the r and l—always a “prob-
lem” for speakers in the Caribbean and, indeed, in Spanish generally and on 
the Iberian Peninsula as a whole—were conflated). Cuba is revealed to us as 
an historical crucible for the coartados, as it was in “the pearl of the Antil-
les” that the consolidation of this identity, theoretically different from that of 
other slaves, caused legal and social controversies. Any slave that was coartado 
was considered to be a limited possession.12 Coartados, then, were a sector of 
the slave population whose identity was gradually being defined and shaped. 
They were distinguished from other slaves not just because they were owned 
in a limited or “conditional” way and could actually buy themselves, but also 
because their price did not have to be the same as their original purchase price 
and because they were given the right to force their master to sell them if they 
found a buyer willing to purchase them. Thus, the only option for the original 
owner, now also limited or having only “conditional” possession of the slave, 
was to offer an equal or better price for the slave demanding to be sold. Coart-
ación in the nineteenth century was not, then, just any self-purchase process.
 In the first section of this book we focus on what coartación was and how 
it functioned. The coartación of slaves had its roots in the Spanish system of 
slaves as domestic servants, and it evolved in the physical territory of Cuba 
on the basis of that pre-existing practice and condition.13 Until the end of the 
eighteenth century, coartación functioned through regular purchases, and also 
by means of self-purchase, with no explicit political recognition, and no recog-
nition of legal status. The impediment imposed on the slave owner from selling 
the coartado against his or her will was a prerogative of the slave that derived 
from custom, rather than law, and was later modified by the addition of the 
possibility of changing masters by seeking another buyer.
 In the first chapters, we examine the evidence as to how coartados retained 
part of their excess production and generated profits, or surplus value, while 
their final objective was to complete the process of self-purchase. But coart-
ación can also be thought of, from another perspective, as a means to increase 
productivity, because coartación has at least two levels: it can be studied from 
the perspective of manumission; that is, the payment for and purchase of free-
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dom; and also from the perspective of the enslaved person’s own economy: how 
the coartado administered his or her own resources—read wages—vis-à-vis 
the coartación contract, whether written or verbal. The commercial drive of a 
coartado was toward the production of surplus value. The slave produced ex-
change value in addition to use value, and so a master would have no scruples in 
asking for one-third more than the slave’s value if the slave was sold. In raising 
the price, owners undermined the emancipatory essence of traditional coart-
ación. The length of time it would take to achieve emancipation depended in 
part on the slave’s coartación price, from which the wages demanded for the 
slave’s work were also determined. The coartado earned money for the owner, 
who would make money for having improved the slave’s “title” or “condition,” 
by having made it possible for the slave—the incarnation, literally, of the owner’s 
property or investment—to be hired out and earn money for him- or herself. 
Purchasing a coartado was less expensive than the full purchase of a slave. It 
was, then, a comparatively inexpensive and potentially lucrative endeavor; the 
new owner would have no scruples in faking purchases and sales of any slaves 
or in committing other abuses meant to ensure that the slave would not find 
another master. The most common abuse was not putting the coartación agree-
ment in writing; this “oversight” took place in a context of extended financial 
fraud in which property titles for slaves were not registered. As slave owners 
were protected by the law—for example, they were not required to disclose the 
origin of any of their slaves—they were able to take advantage of the vulnerable 
legal condition of slaves to abuse them at their will. At a certain point, slaves on 
the road to manumission, demanding completion of their coartaciones, became 
a threat, especially in the sugar cane fields, where they might create a domino 
effect by acting as examples and encouraging others to begin the coartación 
process, abandon their work, and ask for “paper,” which was the shorthand way 
of asking for permission—a physical license—to seek a new owner.

The Time Bomb of Forced Sale

The rampant slavery practices that existed during this period forced coartados 
to adapt to countless privations, even after they had started down the road to 
what amounted to the often illusory outcome of self-purchase. In the second 
section of the book, we address the conflicts between slave-protector síndi-
cos—who were appointed by the island municipal governments—and mayors 
and government attorneys, for these conflicts show that coartación was being 
constructed semantically at the same time the slave-protector figure was be-
ginning to take on a more important role. The new meaning of coartación did 


