What impact did the Abolition of Slavery Act 1834 have on the lives of enslaved people in the Caribbean?
In 1834 the Abolition of Slavery act was passed and enshrined into UK law, which marked a key moment in history, particularly for the lives of the enslaved people of the Caribbean. This legislation sought to emancipate around 800,000 slaves, most of which were in British slave colonies in the Caribbean, thus paving the way to change in the social, economic, and cultural landscape of this region. Although the act was a step in the right direction, by giving former slaves the right to education, and religion, as well as applying political pressure to other nations to follow suit, the impact of this piece of legislation on the lives of those formerly enslaved was limited. These included limited economic opportunities, such as owning land and property, the right to vote, racism, and their basic rights and treatment off their colonisers, compared to the treatment of citizens in the British isles. This therefore shows that the Abolition of Slavery Act of 1834 made a limited impact on the lives of the enslaved people in the Caribbean. 

One of the main arguments, that the Abolition of Slavery Act, had a limited impact on the lives of the enslaved people in the Caribbean is down to the system that replaced slavery. Many slave owners had very prestigious positions in parliament, so when the abolition act was passed, they wanted to protect their businesses, so alongside compensation slave owners got, the act introduced “a period of apprenticeship up to 8 years for slave to work on plantations.”[footnoteRef:1] These apprenticeships, were very similar to how slavery worked, by which they worked long hours, had little to no pay, and were still treated unfairly by plantation owners. However, the apprenticeships ended in 1838 due to popular pressure, and due to nobody working willingly in the plantations now “the sugar crop began rotting in Jamaica, which was an early sign of economic shock, so west Indian plantation owners, recruited Chinese labour to work on the plantations.” This therefore highlights that the Abolition of Slavery Act had a limited impact on the lives of enslaved people in the Caribbean, because although they were in the eyes of the law, they were very much still treated as slaves and forced to work on plantations against their will and with little no pay. Also, another important factor was that due to the rotting sugar crops in 1838 after the end of the apprenticeships, plantation owners still brought slaves over to work, but they came from Asian and Chinese colonies rather than West Africa, which shows that despite the act, slavery was still being implemented, meaning that the act had little to no effect on the lives of those enslaved. [1:  Pargas, Damian A. and Schiel, Julianne, The Palgrave Handbook of Global Slavery Throughout History (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2023).] 


However, despite this, the lives of enslaved people in the Caribbean changed dramatically in 1838. In this year another abolition act was introduced, which removed the apprenticeship system that kept slaves trapped on plantations and introduced full emancipation for all enslaved people in British Colonies. Alongside this, plantation owners were given full compensation for their loss of free labour, thus immediately destroying any legitimate challenge to this bill. This was significant because it made slaves equal to British citizens at the time and gave them majority of the rights that they currently held and meant that they could not be viewed as property no more. Alongside them not being property anymore, they were not allowed to be transported to other colonies or separated from their families and were entitled to be paid regardless of if they are an apprentice or an employee.  Alongside this act officially emancipating over 800,000 colonial slaves, it “pressured France, Spain and Portugal into doing the same via exerting Britain’s wealth and naval power.”[footnoteRef:2] The main purpose of this was to highlight that the abolition of slavery would not cripple them economically but also to highlight Britain as a good moral force and on the ‘righteous’ path and protecting the rights of humanity. this also helped pave the way for other European empire to follow suit, which they eventually did in the mid 19th century, which was highlighted in 1843 as Britain’s goal as Lord Aberdeen said, “Britain desires and is constantly exerting herself, to procure the general abolition of slavery throughout the world.”[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Davis, David Brion, Inhuman Bondage: The Rise and Fall of Slavery in the New World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2023).]  [3:  ibid] 


Another argument, that the Abolition of Slavery Act, had a limited impact on the lives of the enslaved people, is because of the limited rights and freedoms they were given after the act. Despite being fully emancipated by 1838, slaves in different colonies had different rights to each other. For example, “thinly populated slaves in colonies may be able to access land and buy property but in other places officials rigged the labour market and denied former slaves access to land, which subsequently drove former slaves back into plantation work.”[footnoteRef:4] Another freedom that emancipated slaves did not hold, was their right to vote. After the 1832 Great Reform Act, franchise increased from 2% to 18% in the UK and gave more landowners and the Middle Class the right to vote, however this was not extended beyond the British Isles meaning that colonists and recently emancipated landowning slaves, were denied the right to vote and no official representation in the Houses of Parliament. This therefore shows that the Abolition of Slavery Act had a limited impact on the lives of enslaved people in the Caribbean, because despite being emancipated, they did not share the same right as white citizens of the British Empire and were repeatedly blocked from owning any land or property to simply live and farm on, thus forcing many into harsh plantation work or face poverty and death, they also were unable to even attempt to change their situation through diplomatic means due to them not being given the right to vote, which many colonies did not receive until the mid-20th century. This subsequently led to many labour revolts and strikes, but also the continuation and expansion of maroon settlements which continued the long-standing resistance against colonialisation.  [4:  Pargas, Damian A. and Schiel, Julianne, The Palgrave Handbook of Global Slavery Throughout History (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2023).] 


Despite slaves being unable to own property or have the right to vote, they gained the freedom to practice religion and the right to education. Although education in the colonies was severely limited, the abolition of slavery did allow for some freed people to seek education. Missionary school were set up and were the leading institutions offering education. However due to these schools being set up by missionaries, they were often used to convert freed people into colonial and Christian values, thus limiting the kind of education offered. Because of this, Christianity became a central institution in the lives of many former enslaved people. It provided a source of comfort in understanding and coming to terms with their traumatic experiences but also provided a means for creating communities. Alongside Christianity, many other African religion began to be practiced and blended with Christianity to create new religions and practices. The most famous example of this is Rastafari, which merges Abrahamic practices and African culture. Other religions such as Hinduism and Islam also became more present in the Caribbean around this time too. This therefore shows that the abolition of slavery paved the way for a better future, by thus enabling former slaves religious freedom but also the right to education, which would have aided them in improving their standing in society and striving for a better future through self-help. 

This therefore shows that the Abolition of Slavery Act of 1834 had a severely limited impact on the lives of the enslaved people in the Caribbean. Firstly, the use of apprenticeships as an economic replacement for slavery, meant that slaves were still kept practically in captivity, with little to no pay, poor treatment, and long hours, although this did end in 1838, slaves should have been free and were not allowed this right. Alongside these forced apprenticeships, slaves were brought in from Asia rather than Africa, thus continuing slavery and not properly emancipating all slaves as the law dictates. Even after the apprenticeships ended in 1838, with the slave owners gaining compensation for their economic losses, slaves still did not gain the same rights as natural citizens of the British Isles. They were often denied the right to own property and land meaning that they weren’t able to earn a sustainable wages, forcing them right back into plantation work with poor wages and vile treatment. They also were denied the right to suffrage, even into the early 20th century despite when all men and men on the British Isles gained the right to vote, resulting in them not achieving this as a dominion until the mid-20th century. However, despite their lives not changing dramatically in terms of their treatment, they did gain some social liberties in society. For example, they were given the right to education and practice religion, resulting in greater education and opportunities for dependents of former slaves thus being able to prove their economic situation through the Victorian concept of self-help. The freedom of religion also helped aid in civilisation and community building, but also helped in the creation of many merger religions of Christianity and African traditions, with the most prevalent being Rastafari. Alongside the rights they were given, the movement for the abolition of slavery also managed to be achieved on a wider scale particularly in the Caribbean, with Britain mounting pressure on other nations to abolish slavery via showing off their military prowess and economic stability, despite the end of slavery. 
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