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The Abolition of Slavery Act of 1834 ( ASA) would mark a major milestone in both social and political terms. Though progress towards emancipation was evident, there would be no sudden and immediate release from the perspective of the formerly enslaved. This was to be another period of necessary transition, purely from the perspective and convenience of the dominant colonial powers and to accommodate the vested interests of the plantation owners.
Moving from enslavement towards free labour, the revision of labour laws was necessary to accommodate this transition. As its essence was rooted in English legislative law, it meant the adoption of recognised parallels. So, those acts of civil disobedience performed by the now employed servants (under contractual subordination) were now liable to be recognised as criminal acts punishable by imprisonment.1 The act itself would require the former slaves to enter into a system called ‘an apprenticeship’. The new system was essentially forced labour and demanded that the previously enslaved remain beholden to their former masters, albeit under a new contract of law. Those countries in the Caribbean under British colonial control were expected to fall into line with Britain’s own, already established constitutive conservative norms regarding labour coercion; an extension to the proletariats position of compliance.2
It is important to note that there had been considerable societal upheaval on the Caribbean islands in the years prior to the ASA being implemented. The success of the ‘Haitian Revolution’ (1791-1804) led by Toussaint L’Ouverture had created an inspirational insight into possibilities for the enslaved and an equally stark warning to the ruling elite.3

1   Bolland, O. Nigel (1981), Systems of Domination after slavery. The Control of Land and Labour in the British West Indies after 1838, in: Comparative Studies in Society and History, 23,4, p591–619.

[bookmark: _Hlk184286555]2 Reddock, Rhoda E, Women and Slavery in the Caribbean:  A Feminist Perspective. Latin American Perspectives, vol. 12, no. 1, 1985, pp. 63–80. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/2633562. Accessed 26 Nov. 2024.  
3   Tibbles, A. J, Transatlantic Slavery: Against Human Dignity, Merseyside Maritime Museum. Transatlantic Slavery Gallery, National Museums and Galleries on Merseyside, (London: HMSO, 1994) p,44.

 Later in December 1831, the uprising of tens of thousands of slaves in Jamaica (where at least two hundred slaves were killed along with fourteen whites) caused equal concern. Crops had been burnt and property damaged. Hundreds of suspected rebels were later executed or sent for transportation.4 
There were obvious objections to the idea of any further forms of subjugation from the enslaved population.  In St Kitts there was general consensus that such a scheme as the apprenticeship should be opposed. There was agreement that the slaves would strike on the commencement of the new scheme. They referenced the King’s proclamation that they would have’ unrestricted freedom’ as promised after implementation of the 1834 ASA.5 The same tone was echoed in Trinidad, whose apprentices felt betrayed by the same royal decree of promised freedom. 6
 The apprenticeship would require field workers termed ‘praedial workers’ to commit to a term of six years unpaid labour, other workers (non-praedial/domestic) to four. Workers would be expected to commit to a minimum of 40.5 hours per week. They would be provided food and shelter. This period was intended to act as a term of moral and social probation to acclimatise the former enslaved to routine labour practices.7 This of course resulted in the apprentices effectively still tied to the plantations with no immediate hope of autonomy, still reliant on their previous slave masters. The new act would also result in changes regarding the implementation of discipline upon the workers. 




  4   Higman, 1998. Montpelier, Jamaica: A plantation community in slavery and freedom, 1739–1912. Kingston, Jamaica: The Press University of the West Indies.p,262.
     5British Parliamentary Papers,7, 1835, (2782), vol. 50, Nixon to Stanley, 10 July 1834, no. 198. 
6   British Parliamentary Papers ,1833–1835, Part 2, 278–2, 50, Hill to Spring Rice, 7 August 1834, no. 301, p. 202; The National Archives, Kew, London, Colonial Office Series 295/103, Hill to Spring Rice, 7 August 1834, no.7, Enclosure: Extract of a private letter from Hill to Spring Rice, 7 August.
7   Matilde Cazzola, There Is in the Great Big Law Too Much Bad Little Law«: The Slavery Abolition Act and Labour Laws in the Post-Emancipation British West Indie’, Rechtsgeschichte : Rg : Zeitschrift Des Max-Planck-Instituts Für Europäische Rechtsgeschichte, 32, 2024 <https://doi.org/10.12946/rg32/058-079>




New limitations imposed on the use of corporal punishment came into force: even though the British parliament had already passed the Amelioration of Slavery Act in 1823, which intended to address certain topics related to slavery, and make improvements upon the conditions of ex-slaves.8 Its recommendations however, were not strictly adhered to.  One clause had effectively banned the use of flogging women, it was widely ignored.   Women under the new ASA were now exempt from flogging (though in St Vincent local legislature in slave codes, endorsed its use).9 Men were still systematically punished by flogging which would be at a public whipping post or in full view of other workers on the plantations.
 There was now an opportunity, in theory at least, for some legal redress. The inherent reluctance of the British government to allow for self- regulation of the scheme by local officials, meant that the implementation of such redress was overseen by special officials called stipendiary judges, and it was common for the judges to be sympathetically biased towards the plantation owners. These judges would oversee disputes between the employers and the apprentices.10 The reality was that punishments administered by the magistrates were often comparable in cruelness to that which they had previously endured under slavery. Again, it was women who would bear the brunt of the greater proportion of sentencing.11 




8    Blouet, Olwyn Mary, Slavery and Freedom in the British West Indies, 1823-33: The Role of Education.” History of Education Quarterly, vol. 30, no. 4, 1990, p,627. https://doi.org/10.2307/368950. Accessed 4 Dec. 2024.

  9    Reddock, Rhoda E,  Women and Slavery in the Caribbean: A Feminist Perspective. Latin American Perspectives, vol. 12, no. 1, 1985, p,73. JSTOR, Available at: http://www.jstor.org/stable/2633562. (Accessed: 5 Dec. 2024).

10   Matilde Cazzola, There Is in the Great Big Law,p,63.

11   Public Records Office, Colonial Office Papers,260/53, Smith to Glenelg, no. 30, 30 September 1835.

This could be explained by many factors. The nature of women’s roles domestically within the plantation owner’s property would likely mean closer scrutiny and supervision, and would likely place them in a more vulnerable setting. Cultural context must too be considered. A Victorian patriarchal hierarchy was the social framework that dominated British culture. Those ideals, balanced against the appalling conditions and treatment of the workers, would place significant pressure on working conditions. Societal norms of what women should say and how they should behave would impact how they were judged and ultimately punished.
The local magistrates, were in some cases, planters themselves. They had the jurisdiction of enforcing workers to serve time in the correction centres: without appeal to the stipendiary process.12
  The first indignity having been served a custodial sentence, was that a prisoners’ hair was shaved in the interests of hygiene. For women this must have proved particularly traumatic. Their sense of dignity and femininity were stripped from them. It must be remembered all this was done by men, as there were generally no females employed within the gaols. Prisoners could if deemed necessary, be chained day and night in a neck collar. There is even evidence recorded in Jamaica, that mixed sex prisoners were chained together: on the penal gang by day and at night in the cell.13 Solitary confinement cells were in use where prisoners could expect to spend days, even weeks. Large single cells would confine up to twenty prisoners at once. It was not until the evening that female prisoners would be segregated. This exposed them for long periods to possible physical attacks from both inmates and staff. 
Flogging was still prevalent as punishment within the houses of correction, and was often ordered by the local magistrates, from the demands of the planters as mentioned previously, without right to appeal to the stipendiary judges.14

12   British Parliamentary Papers, 1837, Part 4 (1), Jamaica, Barbados, British Guiana, 521, Lionel Smith to Glenelg, 12 June 1837, no. 575, pp. 313–14.
13     Woodville Marshall (Ed.) (1977) The Colthurst Journal: Journal of a Special Magistrate in the Islands of Barbados and St. Vincent, July 1835-September 1838, (New York: KTO Press) ,p,29.
14   British Parliamentary Papers ,1837, Part 4 (1), Jamaica, Barbados, British Guiana, 521, Lionel Smith to Glenelg, 12 June 1837, no. 575, pp. 313–14.
For many, punishment by the courts meant extra labour was often imposed. This could prove particularly difficult as it impinged on the already extremely limited spare time the workers had. This again would impact women and mothers particularly hard. Those apprentices sentenced to hard labour could expect to have to endure the horrendous trials of extreme physical and mental torture on the treadmill. Their hands, tied above them, their feet and legs forced to keep in step with the pace with the relentless turning wheel.  Being flogged whilst on the treadmill was also possible. Other prisoners could be sent outside to hard labour mending roads, or as penal gangs working in the fields.15
Even though children under six had been made exempt from the new act and were now legally free, that in itself created another problem for female workers. Mothers were reluctant to allow their children to ever be apprenticed. The children became symbolic of future hope. There was a genuine fear that any form of association with the plantation, especially through offers of healthcare and suchlike benefits would confer upon the child some sense of contractual obligation in the future. This atmosphere of distrust was reflective of a change in stance that the workers were now, with growing confidence, beginning to display. Female apprentices not only sought to protect their free children, but they were also at the forefront of resistance to Apprenticeship generally.16
 Mothers had to work harder to compensate for the loss of their children’s labour as well as meet the immediate needs of childcare. This had become increasingly difficult as with the old slave system it was the elderly women, the ‘nannies’, who took on the role of carers.17 The plantation owners, post apprenticeship, did not consider the children their property any longer. The nurseries they maintained were closed and the older and weaker slaves were sent back to the fields to work. Mothers of young children would have been forced to care for the children whilst working. This would have meant binding the child to their bodies if they could, or intermittently having to supervise the very young children whilst at the same time, trying to work.18
15  Thome & Kimball, Emancipation in the West Indies, p. 106; Marshall, The Colthurst Journal, p. 143.
16   Heuman, Gad. The Apprenticeship System in the Caribbean: The World of the Apprentices. NWIG: New West Indian Guide / Nieuwe West-Indische Gids, vol. 97, no. 3/4, 2023, p. 242. JSTOR, https://www.jstor.org/stable/27249971. Accessed 28 Nov. 2024.
17    Diana Paton, Enslaved women and slavery before and after 1807, History in Focus 12,  (2007) University of London. https://archives.history.ac.uk/history-in-focus/Slavery/articles/paton [Accessed 7 Dec 2024]. 
18   A.C. Carmichael (reprint edition, 1969) The Domestic Manners and Social Conditions of the White, Coloured and Negro Populations of the West Indies, p. 186 (New York: Negro University Press; first published 1833); British Parliamentary Papers, 1836 (560) XVI, p. 62.
 Burdened by such extreme overall conditions, the inevitable consequence was that many women went on to suffer detrimental effects on their health. These included poor fertility rates and reduced life expectancy.19
There was however evidence of a positive shift in regards to workers now having some tangible legal support, and a growing confidence to exert a more defiant stance towards their employers. This was reflected against the background of opinion that the apprenticeship scheme was not only a temporal transitionary period but was ultimately itself in dire peril. As one stipendiary judge in Jamaica noted (regarding the apprenticeship): “it is at least a protective one to him, and that by good behaviour he has the power of securing himself from the aggression of the tyrannical or the persecution of the vindictive.” 20 Other benefits, once enjoyed but now compromised, included the loss of food allowances and half days off at the end of the week: the workers would often use such precious time to cultivate their own crops. This had provided a valuable additional supply of food as well as the opportunity to barter with others. Many women, termed ‘higglers’ would buy and sell vegetables as an extra source of income.21 This was another example of how the workers conditions in some respects had worsened since they were apprenticed. It was observed in the West Indies that by controlling the reliance of the workers on their employers in this way, this left some female apprentices forced to beg for food or even prostitute themselves.22




19    Sheena Boa (2001) Experiences of women estate workers during the apprenticeship period in St Vincent, 1834–38: the transition from slavery to freedom, Women's History Review, 10:3, P,383. DOI: 10.1080/09612020100200291
20   British Parliamentary Papers ,1833–1835, Part 2, 278–1, Sligo to Glenelg, 7 July 1835, no. 142, Enclosure, no. 2: Report of EdmundB.Lyon,1July 1835, p. 242.
21   Sheena Boa, Experiences of women estate workers, p,395. 
22   Thome, James A., and J. Horace Kimball, Emancipation in the West Indies: A Six Months’ Tour in Antigua, Barbados, and Jamaica, in the Year 1837, Cambridge Library Collection- Slavery and Abolition (Cambridge University Press, 2010) p,106.

Counter arguments have been made that plantation owners encouraged the utilization of land allotments by workers. Often suppling them space on their own land. The immediate obvious benefit was not only a better fed workforce but the removal of the responsibility of the employers to provide additional food outside of the allotted rations.23
The opportunity for early emancipation from the apprenticeship scheme was only possible legally through financial means. The cost of freedom was often beyond the means of most workers.  Manumission was an option for workers but by no means straightforward one. Confronting an already shrinking labour pool, plantation owners were extremely reluctant to release workers for economic reasons. Valuation of the individual workers was placed on by the employers who would often exaggerate prices to deter a transaction from taking place.24 The opportunity was embraced by some though, who had by means of borrowing or by committing to extra labour, found a way out of bondage. In Jamaica, between 1836 and 1837 over 1,000 apprentices did so, at a total cost nearly £30,000.25 
There was a persistent and underlying scepticism towards the ever- increasing rumours of an imminent end to the apprenticeship scheme. The implementation of the apprenticeship scheme had completely undermined any hope workers had of complete freedom after the ASA of 1834. It had promised so much only to deliver little in the immediate future regarding provision of real freedom. This general mood of distrust would only fuel the increasing trend towards manumission and resistance. It was however only a matter of time before the system of apprenticeship would finally, itself succumb, to the tide of popular opinion that had long recognised its unsustainability.


 
23   Altink, Henrice. Slavery by Another Name: Apprenticed Women in Jamaican Workhouses in the Period 1834-8. Social History, vol. 26, no. 1, 2001, p. 43. 
1. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4286722. Accessed 4 Dec. 2024.
1. 24    Sheena Boa, Experiences of women estate workers, p.395.
1. 25   British Parliamentary Papers ,1838, Part5, Jamaica,154–1, Lionel Smith to Glenelg, 11 December 1837, Enclosure no.35: Valuations, p, 90.
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