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Plantation sites, especially those in the southeastern United States, have long dominated the
archaeological study of slavery. These antebellum estates, however, are not representative of
the range of geographic locations and time periods in which slavery has occurred. As
archaeologists have begun to investigate slavery in more diverse settings, the need for a
broader interpretive framework is now clear.The Archaeology of Slavery: A Comparative
Approach to Captivity and Coercion, edited by Lydia Wilson Marshall, develops an interregional
and cross-temporal framework for the interpretation of slavery. Contributors consider how to
define slavery, identify it in the archaeological record, and study it as a diachronic process from
enslavement to emancipation and beyond.Essays cover the potential material representations of
slavery, slave owners’ strategies of coercion and enslaved people’s methods of resisting this
coercion, and the legacies of slavery as confronted by formerly enslaved people and their
descendants. Among the peoples, sites, and periods examined are a late nineteenth-century
Chinese laborer population in Carlin, Nevada; a castle slave habitation at San Domingo and a
more elite trading center at nearby Juffure in the Gambia; two eighteenth-century plantations in
Dominica; Benin’s Hueda Kingdom in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; plantations in
Zanzibar; and three fugitive slave sites on Mauritius—an underground lava tunnel, a mountain,
and a karst cave.This essay collection seeks to analyze slavery as a process organized by larger
economic and social forces with effects that can be both durable and wide-ranging. It presents a
comparative approach that significantly enriches our understanding of slavery.
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Affiliation1.Introduction: The Comparative Archaeology of SlaveryLydia Wilson MarshallOver the
past several decades, slavery, particularly in the New World (e.g., Armstrong 2010; Ascher and
Fairbanks 1971; Delle 1998; Fennell 2007; Ferguson 1992; Handler 1972; Hauser 2008; Otto
1984; Samford 2007; Singleton 1985, 1995, 1999) and increasingly in Africa (e.g., Bredwa-
Mensah 2004; Croucher 2006; DeCorse 2001; Kusimba 2004; Lane and MacDonald 2011
Ogundiran and Falola 2007; Stahl 2015), has become a major topic of archaeological inquiry.
There has also been a recent surge in interest in captivity in nonstate societies, especially in the
Americas (e.g., Cameront 2008, 2011; Cameron and Martin 2012; Kohler and Turner 2006;
Martin and Atkins 2001; Martin and Osterholz 2012; Wilkinson 1997). Archaeologists are further
critically reconsidering the materiality of slavery in ancient Greece and Rome (e.g., Bodel 2005;
Fentress 2005, 2011; Fentress et al. 2011; de Souza 2011; Thompson 2003) and Iron Age
Europe (e.g., Aldhouse-Green 2004). The value of previous archaeological work on slavery has
been considerable—helping us understand the material basis of subjugation, slave owners’
strategies of coercion, and enslaved peoples’ negotiation and resistance of domination.
However, as yet, there has been very little professional exchange between archaeologists who
study slavery in different world regions or time periods (Webster 2005, 2008, 2010; Wesler
2008).This lack of interchange is partly attributable to disciplinary divisions. Practitioners of
classical archaeology and historical archaeology, for example, work in disciplines that have been
concerned with very different types of research questions, supported by different theoretical
frameworks, and constrained by different scholarly conventions. Given archaeologists’ tendency
to “patrol the boundaries of [our] disciplines” (Mullins 2008:124), we have much to learn from
historians who have built an impressive oeuvre on comparative slavery. Orlando Patterson’s
(1982) Slavery and Social Death is likely best known, but the wider body of comparative work by
historians of slavery continues to grow in scope (e.g., Bergard 2007; Berlin 1998, 2003; Brown
and Morgan 2006; Campbell and Alpers 2004; Dal Lago and Katsari 2008; Lovejoy 2004; Miller
2003, 2012). Some serious methodological concerns also underpin archaeological resistance to
more comparative approaches to slavery. First, with their broad globalized perspective,
comparative approaches may gloss over the complexities and intricacies of local contexts (Hall
2008:128; Mullins 2008:124). Is it wise, some ask (Mattingly 2008:138), to isolate the study of
slavery from other locally determining factors, including patterns of imperialism and broader
power relations? A related concern is the vast array of forms of social domination that the term
slavery may encompass. Since what archaeologists mean by slavery varies so substantially,



some question how meaningful comparisons are between slave systems in, say, antebellum
Mississippi, ancient Rome, and the prehistoric northwest coast of North America (Mullins
2008:124). Put simply, does a comparative archaeology of slavery take us “back to a modernist
‘laws-of-human-behavior’ approach” that reduces slavery’s various manifestations to a single
shared pattern and divorces these manifestations from their particular historical and cultural
contexts (Hall 2008:129)?These concerns are serious and valid. However, as contributions to
this volume demonstrate, a comparative approach does not necessarily mean a globalized one.
Some of the chapters that follow indeed do consider the practice of slavery in varying corners of
the globe or from disparate time periods (Borbonus; Cameron; Chowdhury; Harrod and Martin;
Marshall). Others compare broadly contemporaneous slave systems from neighboring locales
(Bates; Brown; Hauser; Singleton). In either case, the authors’ aims are not to distill various
manifestations of slavery down to a universal, monolithic core. Rather, these comparisons help
highlight the diverse forms, structural supports, and consequences of many different types of
social domination.Yet, archaeology’s potential to reveal the subjective embodied experience of
enslavement is of at least equal value. If we approach slavery from only a large-scale
comparative perspective, we risk eliding slavery’s many contradictions and presenting it as a
“rational” and systematic institution. Small-scale archaeologies focused on the everyday life of
the enslaved have the potential to reveal a more immediate and emotionally potent story that
may dispute dominant historical narratives. The challenge is not only to balance archaeologists’
use of different scalar approaches but also to integrate and relate these approaches to one
another—to knit together the material fragments of everyday life with a consideration of slavery’s
impact on a larger scale.A second major goal of this volume is to interrogate slavery as a
diachronic process. To date, most archaeological studies of slavery have been based in the
Americas, and the majority of these have focused on historic plantation contexts. The existing
canon of work on plantation archaeology is robust; major research themes include continuing
cultural connections to Africa, community formation, identity building, and resistance to social
domination. Over the past few decades, archaeologists’ sustained efforts to better understand
the world that slaves made (Genovese 1974) have yielded impressive returns, including insight
into enslaved peoples’ use of colonoware pottery (e.g., Ferguson 1992), subfloor pits (e.g.,
Samford 2007), and the BaKongo cosmogram (e.g., Fennell 2007). Yet, archaeologists’—in
particular historical archaeologists’—tendency to focus on case studies in which slavery was an
established social fact has led to inadvertent naturalization of the social categories “slave” and
“slave owner.” In studies focused strictly on plantations, slavery may be inadvertently naturalized
because the process of enslavement is not interrogated. That is, archaeologists rarely consider
the mechanisms by which a person becomes a slave, instead operating synchronically “as if
social boundaries are fixed even though they know better” (Cameron 2008:19). A more
diachronic approach to slavery, one that encompasses capture and enslavement, enables
archaeologists to examine the processes by which the social identity “slave” is imposed and
upheld. Historical descriptions of the devastation that slavers wrought in, for example, some



parts of Africa (e.g., Livingstone and Livingstone 1865) also point to the need for greater
archaeological attention to the effects of slaving on individuals and groups who escaped
capture. For example, in the case of Banda, Ghana, Ann Stahl (2015) argues that participation in
slaving (whether voluntary or involuntary) had a pervasive impact on everyday life in the region—
shaping trade patterns and ritual practice alike (see also Fitts, this volume).Any comprehensive
interpretive approach to slavery should examine not only enslavement but also slavery’s
continued impact on formerly enslaved people and their descendants. For instance, the
establishment of large maroon (fugitive slave) towns became progressively less possible on
many New World island colonies as more of the natural landscape was consumed by colonial
occupation and agriculture. The diminishment of wild space left fugitives with fewer places to
hide. In St. Croix, the expansion of Danish sugar production prompted maroons to seek out
“indestructible” rock-shelters and caves, which—unlike houses—could be temporarily
abandoned during raids without fear of them being razed (Norton and Espenshade 2007:7). In
Cuba, maroons’ occupation of rock overhangs and caves likewise increased as the plantation
economy grew (La Rosa Corzo 2003:1, 2005:165). Similarly, on the Indian Ocean island
Mauritius, maroons lived in increasingly secluded areas, including in caves, on mountaintops,
and in underground lava tunnels, as French sugar plantations overtook more land cover in the
eighteenth century (Chowdury 2006:51, this volume:256). These settlement choices only make
sense in relation to the slavocracies that maroons resisted and raise questions about how
liberated such runaways really were. Even formerly enslaved people living in supposedly “free”
areas had to confront and manage slavery’s legacies. For example, at New Philadelphia (a
settlement founded in 1836 by ex-slaves in western Illinois), archaeological analysis has
demonstrated that the town’s development was intricately tied to the ongoing slave system
elsewhere in the country (Shackel 2011).Defining SlaveryOne fundamental question a
comparative archaeology of slavery must address is what constitutes “slavery” itself.
Archaeologists have applied the term to a variety of distinct social forms, from the well-known
chattel slavery of the antebellum United States (e.g., Ferguson 1992; Singleton 1995) to the
more integrative indigenous systems practiced in Africa, Asia, and the Americas (e.g., Ames
2001, 2008; Junker 2008; Kankpeyeng 2009). The range of social forms classified as slavery
reflects the absence of stable criteria by which archaeologists define the term. Whereas one
researcher may characterize enslavement as the condition of being held as property, another
may emphasize alienation from one’s home community (Miers and Kopytoff 1977). Such
taxonomic diversity has interpretive implications. At the most basic level, narrower definitions of
the term limit comparison to more similar slave systems. Broader definitions support the
comparison of more divergent forms of social subjugation.The lack of a widely accepted, precise
definition led historian Suzanne Miers to complain, “Slavery is arguably the most misused word
in the English language” (2003:1). She notes that slavery is used today to encompass an ever-
widening array of social subjugation and abuse (Miers 2003:9, 12). Miers argues that the lack of
fixed criteria by which slavery is defined weakens the term’s interpretive and theoretical utility. If



we stretch the definition of slavery to encompass all sorts of social abuse, in the end, does the
term mean much at all? Conversely, Ryan P. Harrod and Debra L. Martin (this volume) use
skeletal signatures of overwork and abuse in a Chinese laborer population in historic Nevada to
argue that slavery exists on a broader continuum of different types of social subjugation; their
analysis also raises questions about the empirical underpinnings of more narrow definitions of
the term.Slavery, archaeologist Timothy Taylor notes, “appears easy to recognize until one tries
to tie it down with definitions, and then it slips sideways” (2005:225). As no single criterion or
attribute is likely to be shared by all slave systems, Taylor promotes a polythetic approach. He
argues that “slave” is a status defined by a series of traits, only some of which will be pertinent in
any individual enslaved person, including loss of contact with natal group, loss of natal
language, a destiny controlled by others, coercion of labor, lack of social honor, physical
maltreatment, treatment as an object of exchange, and a perception of unfreedom (Taylor
2005:299). Any one of these attributes is insufficient to define slavery. Yet, also, Taylor argues,
no single attribute is necessary to establish the existence of slavery given the presence of
several others. The broader comparisons between slave systems that Taylor invites with a
polythetic definition align with this volume’s objectives. Of course, archaeologists must still
situate interregional and cross-temporal comparisons in appropriate cultural
context.Archaeologists of nonstate societies are particularly aware of the potential to conflate
slavery and captivity. Captives—that is, people taken from their natal communities typically
through raiding or warfare and brought into a new group against their will—appear to be a
common feature at “almost every sociopolitical level from bands to states and in societies on
every continent” (Cameron 2011:169). But were such captives, especially in more acephalous
groups, invariably slaves? Treatment in captivity varied widely between different nonstate
societies, with some captives being tortured or killed, others taking up lifelong subservient social
positions, and still others achieving measures of integration and acceptance with their captors
over time (Cameron 2008). The complexity and diversity of captives’ experiences belie a simple
equivalence between captivity and slavery. Indeed, in this volume, Catherine M. Cameron’s
analysis of three nonstate groups focuses heavily on captivity rather than on slavery per se. But,
as captivity and slavery are not synonymous, does such a chapter belong in a book about
comparative slavery? I believe that the hermeneutic distinction between slavery and captivity is
more important to consider than to necessarily resolve. Several chapters in this volume grapple
with the many different ways that slavery may be defined. Rather than promoting a single
definition with sharp and well-defined edges, this book aims to highlight the analytical and
interpretive consequences of defining slavery in a variety of ways. For example, if we simply
locate slavery on a larger continuum of social subjugation and abuse, do we overlook its singular
brutality and slide dangerously close to a politically reactionary position? Conversely, if we
privilege New World chattel systems in our definition of slavery, what comparative potential is
lost? The definition of slavery we adopt as archaeologists also affects how we perceive its
material manifestations.Identifying Slavery in the Archaeological RecordEven by conservative



estimates, tens of millions of people remain enslaved today (Bales 1999; Skinner 2008). Yet,
many archaeologists treat slavery like a phenomenon confined to specific time periods and
places, and particularly heavy archaeological attention has been paid to the transatlantic slave
trade. The prevalence of captivity and bondage in historic times, even in nonstate societies
(Cameron 2008, 2011), lends credence to Taylor’s view that slavery was “a major structural
feature of the majority of human social formations at least since the advent of
farming” (2005:225). Still, even those archaeologists who recognize slavery as a widespread
phenomenon with deep temporal roots are not always overly confident in their ability to identify
its material signatures.Most archaeological studies of slavery rely heavily on written historical
sources. Even in areas where the existence of chattel slavery is well established through
documentary data, archaeologists rarely encounter obvious tools of domination such as
shackles or chains. Consequently, some have argued that slavery is “archaeologically
unrecognizable” (e.g., Alexander 2001:56–57; Handler and Lange 2006) or at least very illusive
(DeCorse 2001; Gijanto, this volume). Only some fifty iron gang chains and shackles have been
identified from Europe in the Roman period; this rather scanty material record contrasts with
contemporaneous written estimates of hundreds of thousands of slave laborers (Taylor 2001:28–
30). Some iron gang chains and shackles were likely reforged as other items. The material
degradation of organic ligatures like rope further complicates archaeologists’ understanding of
the relationship between slavery and tools of confinement. Representations of shackles or
chains also may have ambiguous connotations—signaling confinement certainly, but not
necessarily slavery (see Stahl 2013, 2015).Yet, if every archaeological study of slavery must be
underpinned by written sources, the potential comparative scope of the field is significantly
reduced. Recently, archaeologists have begun to challenge the necessity of documentary data.
For Iron Age Europe, for example, Miranda Aldhouse-Green (2004) developed a grammar of the
iconography of subjugation, noting that captives typically displayed a schematized facial type
and were naked in sitting or kneeling positions. Sometimes captives were also depicted as
smaller than their captors, which visually represented their reduced social standing. Susan Alt’s
(2008) descriptions of Mississippian iconography are similar, with captives depicted naked,
bound, and seated.Enslaved people’s bodies themselves provide an important avenue of
analysis. Bioarchaeologists have well documented the nutritional deficiencies, physical
hardships, and corporal abuse of enslaved Africans and African Americans in the United States
(e.g., Barrett and Blakey 2011; Blakey 1998, 2001; Rankin-Hill 1997). Researchers working in
prehistoric societies have found value in a similar body-focused approach. Debra Martin (Harrod
and Martin, this volume; Martin 2008), for example, used skeletal trauma, physical overwork,
nutritional deficits, haphazard burial position, and lack of grave goods to argue for the slave
status of six females unearthed at La Plata, a New Mexico site dating to A.D. 1100–1300.
Richard Wilkinson (1997) relied on signs of physical trauma to identify potential female captives
in the Late Woodland site Riviere aux Vase (A.D. 1000–1300) in Michigan. Bodily abuse—in
particular injury recidivism, which indicates repeated violent episodes—has been emphasized in



recent research as an important signature of slavery or captivity; it is, after all, among the “most
powerful of all coercive techniques available. Fear of being hurt (or killed) and actually being hurt
(and not killed) creates an immediate situation of power imbalance and
subordination” (Cameron and Martin 2012:5).Other researchers have looked to demographic
profiles, suggesting that, since women and children appear to be preferred as captives in many
nonstate societies (Cameron 2008:9), the overrepresentation of adult females in a skeletal
population may indicate that some were abducted from elsewhere. For example, in the
Southwest, an overabundance of women at Chaco Canyon (Kohler and Turner 2006) and
Grasshopper Pueblo (Cameron 2011:187; cf. Lowell 2007, 2011) has been interpreted as
evidence for captive taking. Isotopic analysis of skeletal remains has also proved useful in
identifying the nonlocal origin of certain population segments, potentially providing an additional
archaeological means by which to identify the enslaved (e.g., Cox and Sealy 1997). Such
impressive gains in delineating the archaeological signatures of slavery challenge the
institution’s supposed material invisibility. Archaeologists can indeed identify slavery through
material means.Yet, some researchers question the usefulness of these efforts. After all, if our
knowledge of the ubiquity of slavery in modern and historic periods suggests that the institution
was a widespread social form with time-deep roots, are archaeologists’ efforts to identify slavery
in past societies analytically meaningful? That is, need we “identify” slavery at all, or can we
simply “assume access to coerced labor as a priori, in the same way as access to drinking water
is assumed” (Taylor 2005:232, quoted in Cameron 2008:4)? Some researchers have suggested
moving beyond the effort to identify slavery in the material record. Instead, they argue we should
use archaeological data to understand the effects and consequences of this social form
(Monroe, this volume; Robertshaw and Duncan 2008:73; Stahl 2008:38–39). This shift in
approach—in which archaeologists explore slavery’s effects and consequences rather than
simply attempt to delineate material signatures—has considerable analytical promise.Slaving,
Enslavement, and EmancipationLandscape analysis has proved a particularly useful means of
evaluating how slaving and slavery affected broader social, political, and economic organization
(Lane and MacDonald 2011). Regional depopulation and abandonment, population
consolidation into larger settlements, and the proliferation of hideouts are among the
consequences of slaving that archaeologists have identified. These physical patterns signal
attendant sociopolitical and cultural changes. Captive taking would have affected how targeted
groups viewed the environment around them. In a landscape recognized as
“predatory” (Cameron 2008:7), some vulnerable communities may have migrated in search of
greater safety (MacEachern 2001, 2011). At the very least, members of such groups were likely
to avoid traveling alone, especially on pathways and in areas perceived as risky for abduction
(Fitts, this volume; Kusimba 2006; Stahl 2008). Population consolidation, in which people living
in smaller communities aggregated into larger and more defensible settlements, could have
deep and lasting effects on social and political organization, food procurement activities, and
trade relationships (Robertshaw and Duncan 2008:70). The development of aggregate



communities could also shape new ethnic or cultural identities, as groups with diverse origins
and traditions consolidated (Fitts, this volume; MacEachern 2001:144; Piot 1999; Robertshaw
and Duncan 2008:68–69). The creation of small, short-term, defensible, and less visible
settlements is another archaeologically identified consequence of slaving (Kusimba 2004, this
volume; Monroe, this volume). Such sites may have served as temporary places of refuge or
lookouts for larger villages. Landscape analyses have also helped pick out the spatial patterns in
which slaving flourished. Specifically, slaving appears to have been a particularly effective
economic strategy for state-level societies abutting territory occupied by more acephalous
groups (Cameron 2008:7).Ann Stahl has urged archaeologists to look at slavery “as a process
rather than a thing” (2008:39; see also Miller 2012). A consideration of the process of
enslavement demands attention to both enslaver and enslaved. Slaving transformed not only
targeted groups but also slaving societies themselves. Slaving could bring new trade wealth into
a society, underpin the rise of an elite class politically supported by the practice, and attract a
larger, more densely settled population (Kelly 2011; Norman, this volume). Attention to these
changes helps archaeologists perceive the deep and wide-ranging consequences of slavery
and understand the archaeology of slavery as a broad undertaking: The archaeology of slavery
extends beyond the archaeology of the enslaved.If we are to look at slavery as a
“process” (Stahl 2008:39), attention to its long-lasting effects on emancipated and self-
emancipated groups is equally necessary. The isolated and defensible maroon camps
described earlier in this chapter (La Rosa Corzo 2003, 2005; Norton and Espenshade 2007)
bear a noticeable resemblance to the hideouts sometimes used by groups targeted in slave
raids. For example, in his analysis of fortified rock-shelters on Mount Kasigau in Tsavo, Kenya,
Chapurukha M. Kusimba (2004, this volume) argues that such sites were used by Taita people
as lookouts for slave raiders; importantly, lookouts at these sites could have provided advanced
warning of attacks to larger, more exposed Taita settlements at Kasigau’s higher elevations.
Amitava Chowdhury’s (2006, this volume) analysis of maroon rock-shelter use at Le Morne
Mountain in Mauritius is strikingly similar. Chowdhury notes that, while the identified rock-
shelters were poorly ecologically suited for long-term occupation, they provided excellent
vantage points by which to view anyone approaching from below. He hypothesizes that the rock-
shelters served as lookouts for a larger and less defensible maroon settlement at Le Morne’s
summit, where elevated soil phosphorous levels suggest a significant past human
presence.Although Le Morne and Kasigau differ in other important ways—with Le Morne being
significantly more difficult to ascend from ground level—these interpretive resonances hold an
important lesson: While it is critical to conceive of slavery as a diachronic process, it would be a
mistake to view that process as a simple linear progression. That is, self-emancipated maroons
—and many former slaves living in “free” areas—faced a substantial risk of reenslavement. The
rock-shelters used by maroons in Mauritius and by Taita groups targeted by slavers in Kenya
look similar because of the similarity between the risk of enslavement and the risk of
reenslavement. Slavery was, indeed, a process, but it was often a fluid and cyclical one in which



enslaved and free identities might be experienced and reexperienced several times over. The
line between enslaver and enslaved could be similarly permeable. For example, in return for a
right to self-determination, Jamaican Leeward and Windward Maroons hunted down recently
escaped fugitive slaves and returned them to their owners (Bilby 2005:289–334).Why
Archaeology? Why Comparison?Archaeological methods have long been touted by
practitioners of African American archaeology as providing insight into the lifeways of people
poorly represented in archival sources. Research efforts to comprehend the world that slaves
made align with a broader objective in historical archaeology to illuminate the lives of
disenfranchised people, particularly those with only a limited presence in the written record.
These efforts recently have pushed our understanding of the enslaved more deeply into
ideological realms than ever before (Brown, this volume; Fennell 2007; Samford 2007). Even in
societies in which slavery was a major economic force, enslaved people can be difficult to
access through documentary sources alone. However, the utility of archaeology for the study of
slavery goes beyond its value in helping us “see” subjugated populations.For one, an analytical
approach grounded in materiality may illuminate slave owners’ strategies of coercion. For
example, at James Madison’s Montpelier estate in Virginia, archaeological excavation
demonstrated that a lattice screen connected the mansion’s north wing to a detached outdoor
kitchen. This screen would have partially obscured the work of enslaved laborers, masked the
estate’s dependence on slave labor, and curtailed the ways that laborers could move through
the landscape (Woehlke and Marshall 2010; for more on the spatial dynamics of Montpelier, see
Reeves and Greer 2012). Spatial analysis is similarly revealing at Van Winkle’s timber mill,
located in a narrow hollow in the Ozarks. There, enslaved laborers had to walk past the mill
owners’ imposing and impressive house at least twice daily—from their quarters to the mill
complex area and then back again at the end of the workday. The landscape organization thus
both expressed and reinforced the social hierarchy (Brandon and Davidson 2005:121). In an
analysis of coffee plantations in Jamaica, James Delle (1998) demonstrated how the overseer’s
house was carefully placed on the landscape to serve as a vantage point for the surveillance of
enslaved workers. Theresa A. Singleton’s consideration of plantation spatial organization in
Cuba has also explored the use of panopticons and walled enclosures, among other landscape
modifications, “to maximize profits, exercise surveillance and reinforce the subordinate status of
enslaved people” (2001:105, this volume:103).This book advocates not only a material
approach to the study of slavery but also an explicitly comparative one. One of the most
persistent and persuasive voices arguing for a comparative archaeology of slavery has been
Jane Webster (2005, 2008, 2010), who used a rich body of theoretical work from African
diaspora studies to inform her understanding of Roman slavery. Specifically, she drew on
previous archaeological analyses of the BaKongo cosmogram in New World contexts (Brown,
this volume; Fennell 2007; Ferguson 1992) to enrich and deepen her appreciation of the
symbolic possibilities of slave-made graffiti in ancient Rome. Martin Hall’s (2000) well-received
Archaeology and the Modern World compares similarly geographically far-flung locales,



considering the materiality of slave-dependent plantations in the Chesapeake and the South
African cape regions. Other comparative work has often been more geographically and
temporally narrow. For example, the Digital Archaeological Archive of Comparative Slavery
(DAACS) provides data sets from slave sites in the southeastern United States and the
Caribbean. Data from DAACS has enabled interregional comparison of the impact of specific
cultivated crops and attendant land-use patterns on slave owners’ strategies of coercion and the
rhythm of enslaved peoples’ lives (e.g., Galle 2011). Kenneth Kelly (2011) also recently
compared the effects of participating in slaving for the Hueda and Dahomey states (Benin) and
smaller, less socially complex groups in Rio Pongo (Guinea). Slaving, Kelly argues, prompted
much greater political centralization in Benin as compared to Guinea, reflecting African
participants’ different choices regarding and responses to European traders (Kelly 2011:142–
143). Comparison, whether on a global or more local scale, allows archaeologists to understand
specific slave systems more deeply.The comparisons presented in this book vary in geographic
scope and temporal span. The most wide-ranging is offered by Dorian Borbonus, who, similarly
to Webster, uses insight from African American archaeology to inform his understanding of slave
identities in ancient Rome. More geographically and temporally narrow comparisons include
those of Theresa A. Singleton, Lynsey A. Bates, and Mark W. Hauser, all of whom explore
plantation spatial organization in the Caribbean. Whatever their scope, these comparisons help
archaeologists grapple with slavery’s varying definitions and manifestations. Through
comparison, the particulars of local context contrast more sharply. Slavery is an undeniably
slippery subject, lacking a widely accepted and precise definition. By comparing slavery in
different time periods and places, this book works to illuminate and interrogate this ambiguity,
rather than allow slavery’s definition to remain implicit and, thus, nebulous. The volume does not
seek to present a monolithic view of slavery or identify a single trait by which the social institution
is defined. Rather, the comparative analyses in this compendium illustrate the many different
forms that slavery can take as well as their causes and consequences.Volume ThemesThe
chapters following this introduction derive from a 2012 conference at the Center for
Archaeological Investigations, Southern Illinois University Carbondale. This volume does not
attempt an exhaustive overview of the archaeology of slavery. Indeed, as archaeologists begin to
study slavery in ever more diverse contexts, including Asia (Junker 2008), medieval Africa
(Edwards 2011; Haour 2011; Kankpeyang 2009), Ebook Libraryian South America (Boswer
2008; DeBoer 2008), and Iron Age Europe (Aldhouse-Green 2004), comprehensiveness
becomes increasingly less feasible. The chapters that follow, rather, represent both established
and emerging geographic and thematic emphases. Particularly well represented is an increasing
interest in the archaeology of slavery and slaving in Africa. Interpretive themes shared between
chapters include how to define slavery and how to materially identify slavery, with special
emphasis on the value of spatial and landscape data. Several analyses also offer approaches
that move the archaeology of slavery beyond the archaeology of the enslaved: If we treat slavery
as a process and not a thing (Miller 2012; Stahl 2008), our interpretive lens expands to



encompass enslavement and emancipation. Finally, some authors consider the politics of both
slavery research and the memorialization of slave-related sites.What Is Slavery?In Chapter 2,
Catherine M. Cameron compares captivity in nonstate societies in three regions: the northwest
coast of North America, the Northeast in North America, and Tropical America. Since enslaved
and captive people are typically treated as commodities, Cameron’s analysis is underpinned by
exchange theory and gift theory. She delineates a variety of possible functions for captives
besides coerced labor, including raising their owners’ status, providing a substitute for a captor’s
family member lost in battle, facilitating intergroup alliance building and peacemaking, and
acting as a linguistic and cultural translator between groups. Her analysis highlights the
distinction between captivity and slavery, as well as the range of forms captivity may take.Ryan
P. Harrod and Debra L. Martin explore differences and similarities between various forms of
social control, including slavery, indentured servitude, and captivity more generally. Their
bioarchaeological study encompasses three skeletal samples from subjugated populations in
nonstate Amerindian groups in the Southwest (La Plata, Kin Bineola, and Grasshopper Pueblo)
and one sample from a late nineteenth-century Chinese laborer population in Carlin, Nevada.
Harrod and Martin pay particular attention to skeletal markers of trauma (especially habitual
trauma) and signs of hard labor. Skeletal analysis allows them to differentiate between more
extreme examples of social control at La Plata and Kin Bineola and more moderate examples at
Grasshopper Pueblo and in historic Carlin, Nevada. By comparing how subjugated bodies at
these four sites were marred by physical overwork and assault, Harrod and Martin’s analysis
challenges archaeologists to think of slavery as existing on a continuum of systems of social
control. The goal of their study, however, is not to delineate the boundaries separating slavery
and other types of subjugation. Instead, they emphasize connections between slavery and other
similar social systems; they also explore what these connections can teach us about the
mechanisms of social control more generally.Can Slavery Be Identified Archaeologically?
Beyond the effort to define slavery, archaeologists have also struggled with how to identify the
institution’s archaeological imprint. Liza Gijanto highlights the lack of a clear material signature of
slavery through the comparison of two broadly contemporaneous eighteenth-century
settlements in the Gambia: a castle slave habitation at San Domingo and a more elite trading
center at nearby Juffure. Gijanto demonstrates that the material assemblages from these two
sites closely resemble one another in their faunal, botanical, ceramic, and pipe remains. Her
analysis dissects the idea of slave status as “marginal,” pointing out that an interpretation of
enslavement as marginality contains an implicit contrast with some (typically unstated) less
marginal social status. Gijanto therefore urges archaeologists to ground their analyses of slavery
in a rich understanding of local context. Based on the similarity between artifact assemblages at
San Domingo and Juffure, she concludes that enslavement and slave status may not always be
archaeologically visible.Other contributors are more optimistic, many finding particular value in
landscape and spatial approaches to analysis. Theresa A. Singleton outlines striking spatial
similarities between nineteenth-century plantations in parts of Anglophone and Latin America,



including the concealment of slave quarters, a symmetrical and hierarchical arrangement of
plantation buildings, a concern with the “hygiene” of enslaved worker housing, and the use of
panopticons in surveillance. Singleton’s analysis particularly focuses on Cuba, and she uses the
spatial similarities between plantations in Cuba and elsewhere to argue for a growing
internationalism among planters and increasing circulation of ideas about ideal plantation
organization. Singleton also explores how enslaved people appropriated such built landscapes—
for example, at one sugar plantation in Cuba, enslaved laborers used the bell tower, which
regulated their workday, to signal the start of an uprising.Lynsey A. Bates compares the spatial
organization of two eighteenth-century British sugar plantations, Stewart Castle in Jamaica and
Jessups Estate in Nevis. Bates uses historic documents to delineate a perceived “ideal”
plantation spatial organization in the British Caribbean. Using quantitative GIS-based methods,
she assesses to what degree this ideal layout was achieved at Stewart Castle and Jessups
Estate. The “ideal” aspects of plantation organization that she evaluates include the location of
cultivated sugarcane on appropriately sloped land, a short traveling distance from the cultivated
fields to the works complex where cane was processed, a short traveling distance between
enslaved workers’ village and the works complex, and overseers’ easy surveillance of the slave
village and the works complex. Though both Stewart Castle and Jessups Estate widely conform
to this “ideal” plantation design, viewshed analysis points to limited surveillance of enslaved
people’s residential areas, reflecting what Bates calls “the negotiation of power on the
ground” (this volume:117).Mark W. Hauser’s analysis of two eighteenth-century plantations in
Dominica emphasizes dissimilarities in their spatial layout and broader organization. These
differences, Hauser argues, reflect their owners’ French and British cultural orientations.
Dominca’s rough terrain inhibited planters living on different parts of the island from interacting
much with one another. While the French owners of Bois Cotlette would have looked to sugar
plantations on Martinique or Guadeloupe for organizational models, the British owners of Sugar
Loaf would have derived their ideas about plantation organization from elsewhere in the British
Indies. Hauser’s analysis reminds us that Dominca’s colonizers were far from a homogenous
group and that plantation organization was shaped by the agency of plantation owners.Kenneth
L. Brown engages a more site-centered spatial approach. His analysis compares Africa-derived
spiritual practices at four plantations: the Levi Jordan Plantation (Texas), the Frogmore
Plantation (South Carolina), the Richmond Hill Plantation (Georgia), and the Magnolia Plantation
(Louisiana). Brown is particularly interested in the role of spiritual practices as mechanisms that
helped regulate and shape social interaction among enslaved laborers. His interpretation
emphasizes the BaKongo cosmogram (Fennell 2007) and, more broadly, the crossroads as
spiritual symbols reflected through ritual deposits placed in the four cardinal directions beneath
praise houses, churches, and residences used by enslaved people. The similarities that Brown
identifies in slaves’ ritual practices across the southern United States are striking, suggesting the
continued importance of certain Africa-derived spiritual acts and/or the creation of widely shared
African American cultural practices.J. Cameron Monroe sidesteps the problem of archaeological



visibility by arguing for a shift in perspective: Instead of searching for a material signature of
slave status, he advocates exploring the effects of slaving and slavery on a more regional scale.
Monroe demonstrates that, with the intensification of slaving in Dahomey (Benin) in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the relationship between urban centers and the rural
populace became more exploitative and extractive. Mounting political volatility, as urban elites
fought each other for control of the region, also made the Dahomean countryside an
increasingly dangerous place for rural residents. At this same time, small underground
structures, locally called souterrains, first appeared. Souterrains sometimes included multiple
connecting subterranean rooms; however, the rooms were small, only able to hold a few people
at a time. While they are often described generically as “war chambers,” contemporary oral
histories suggest souterrains were used to hide people and goods during slave raids. Monroe
uses central-place theory to show that souterrains were clustered in parts of the countryside as
far away from Dahomean urban centers as possible, suggesting that at least some of the slaving
raids that souterrain users sought to avoid originated in nearby cities.Beyond an Archaeology of
the EnslavedBy looking at slavery as a process, as Monroe urges, we are also able to better
understand the institution’s impact on nonslaves. Neil L. Norman specifically looks at the
ramifications of slaving as an elite political strategy in the Hueda Kingdom (Benin) in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Slaving facilitated both urbanization and political
centralization in Hueda. The trade objects that poured into the capital, Savi, were important in
exchange and reciprocity networks between the Huedan king, his political allies, and his broader
base of followers. Such commodities were distributed to express and reinforce the king’s political
and social position and to facilitate access to his followers’ labor. By facilitating captives’
passage into the transatlantic slave trade, the king and other elites not only procured material
wealth but also importantly attracted the wealth in people—followers—by which a ruler’s
success was typically judged in the region. Hueda’s collapse was precipitated by King Huffon’s
failure to give the annual gifts of trade goods and foodstuffs expected by his political allies. In
tracing the effects of slaving on Hueda’s rise and fall, Norman provides a locally grounded view
of how societies were shaped by the use of slaving as an economic and political strategy. Like
Gijanto, he cautions against comparative approaches to slavery that are detached from “locally
specific regimes of value and political logic” (Norman this volume:226).Equally concerned with
the need for contextualization, Chapurukha M. Kusimba’s analysis compares the effects of
slaving and slavery at several different levels—most broadly in the economic underdevelopment
of East Africa and the African continent as a whole. Kusimba also explores how hinterland
peoples’ settlement patterns changed in response to the threat of slaving; he further considers
how Swahili people’s interaction with Omani colonists and slavers on the coast affected their
gender roles and relationships. Kusimba’s analysis is deeply locally grounded. In particular, he
illustrates how entwined the ivory and slave trades were in the region, and he does not attempt
to artificially isolate his analysis of one from the other. In presenting slavery as part and parcel of
a broader, complex regional history, Kusimba answers Stahl’s call for archaeologists to stop



treating slavery as a “special topic” and instead to recognize it as “a necessary component to
investigating the dynamic, ramifying landscape of social, political, and economic relations that
configured the modern world” (2008:34).Amitava Chowdhury expands the volume’s efforts to
trace the effects of slavery on nonslaves through a study of self-emancipated maroon (fugitive-
slave) communities. Marronage has a time-deep history in Mauritius, an Indian Ocean island
that was uninhabited prior to European colonization in the seventeenth century. African captives
were first brought there by Dutch colonists and later by their French counterparts to work in an
emergent plantation economy. Chowdhury examines three maroon sites on the island: Trois
Cavernes (an underground lava tunnel), Le Morne Brabant (an imposing precipice), and Baie du
Cap (a karst cave). Historical documents support the identification of the first two sites as
maroon habitations, while the identification of Baie du Cap as a maroon site relies on its material
signature. These three sites share striking material similarities: a low density of artifacts besides
charcoal, heavily processed and heterogeneous faunal remains, and large basalt blocks
arranged as improvised furniture. Chowdhury links the emergence of this type of site to the
decreasing availability of land cover for maroon habitation as plantation agriculture overtook
most of the island. These sites, he argues, represent a shift from the longer-term occupations
possible during the early Dutch colonial period. Chowdhury posits that the signature of short-
term or petit marronage he identifies in Mauritius may be useful as archaeologists expand
beyond the study of long-term or grand marronage on Caribbean islands to more transient
maroon occupations.Embracing a similarly diachronic outlook, I compare longer-term legacies
of slavery for maroons and their descendants in East Africa and the Americas. My study focuses
on two watoro (fugitive slave) villages in Kenya’s central coastal hinterland, Makoroboi and
Koromio. Archaeological data demonstrate that Makoroboi and Koromio residents were
culturally distinct from neighboring indigenous groups. For example, there is very little evidence
for the trapping of wild animals at Makoroboi, though it was apparently a prominent subsistence
strategy at nearby indigenous homesteads. My argument for cultural difference between watoro
and their neighbors also encompasses other aspects of diet, housing style, settlement size, and
trade relationships. I then turn to extant oral histories to investigate the integration of fugitive
slaves and their descendants into autochthonous groups. I contrast the East African view of
watoro as a generation who died out with case studies from the Americas, where ethnicized
Maroon identities were adopted by runaway slaves’ descendants.Of course, slavery also
affected those who escaped capture. Mary Elizabeth Fitts considers the long-standing effects of
the late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century Amerindian slave trade on Catawba
communities in the U.S. Southeast. For comparative insight, she turns to ethnographic analyses
of West African groups affected by the slave trade, with particular attention paid to Rosalind
Shaw’s (2002) model of embodied memory in modern-day Sierra Leone. Fitts applies the idea of
embodied memory to archaeological data from two mid-eighteenth-century Catawba
settlements. She argues that even after the threat of slaving diminished in the early eighteenth
century, the cultural, social, and economic responses of Catawba communities to that threat



may have persisted. For example, a relocation of settlements to higher elevations, population
aggregation, defensive architecture, a high incidence of firearms and ammunition, and a reliance
on foraging as seen in the mid-eighteenth century may be rooted in responses to the slave trade.
Indeed, the emergence of the Catawba Indian Nation itself can be interpreted as a response to
the stress of slaving. The political alliances that underpinned Catawba coalescence did not
necessarily erase the cultural heterogeneity of newly allied communities. Divergent ceramic and
bead data from the two Catawba sites that Fitts examines suggest continued cultural plurality in
the mid- to late eighteenth century. Fitts, like Shaw, also explores the potential effects of slaving
on contemporary populations. Twentieth-century Catawba oral histories emphasized spirits
known as ye’ha su’ri or “wild people” that could be attracted to a house by signs of children; due
to the threat that such spirits posed, some parents would take baby clothes inside at night or
sweep away children’s footprints in the house yard. Fitts interprets such practices and the
spiritual beliefs undergirding them as having derived from the special vulnerability of children
because they were the preferred targets of slavers.Like Fitts, Dorian Borbonus emphasizes that
slavery as a social form would have affected not only the enslaved but also free groups—in his
case study, manumitted former slaves in Rome during the first century A.D. Borbonus’s analysis
centers on inscriptions in columbaria, collective burial tombs with cremation urns tucked in a
series of arched niches. This type of tomb was in use for only a few generations in Rome, and
the inscriptions columbaria contain point to an association with slaves and manumitted slaves.
Borbonus’s analysis encompasses the inscription of names, professions, legal statuses, family
relationships, and emotive language and praise. He also investigates the increasingly stratified
organization of columbarium tombs over time; he associates the shift away from collective
homogenization toward a celebration of individuality with the emergence of a more hierarchical
social structure within enslaved and freedmen populations. Borbonus is cautious about the use
of cross-temporal and interregional comparative frameworks, stressing the inadequacy of
universalist approaches to slavery given Rome’s very particular historical context. However, his
analysis does highlight a few striking comparative connections. For example, he compares the
generic servile names of Roman slaves, which obscured ethnic affiliation, with the use of
classical names for African captives, which likewise divorced them from their natal
origins.Politics, Power, and MemorializationBorbonus’s attentiveness to the risks of a
comparative project is warranted. Particularly troublesome is the possibility that a dominant
definition of slavery will be universally and uncritically applied. How we define slavery shapes
both slavery research and the memorialization of slave-related sites. Sarah K. Croucher argues
that the plantation sites she studies in Zanzibar challenge the easy division between racialized
plantation slavery in the Americas and integrative slave systems in Africa. Enslaved people’s use
of material culture also reveals meaningful geographic distinctions: While colonoware has been
perceived by archaeologists as an important material expression of emergent African American
identities, ceramics made by enslaved people in Zanzibar closely resemble pottery made by free
residents. That is, no cultural distinctiveness is visible in slave-made pottery in Zanzibar.



Croucher’s interpretation points out that “slave” is a social rather than a cultural position, and a
social status of enslavement does not necessarily signal attendant cultural traits. She also
critiques the implementation of the UNESCO Slave Route Project in Tanzania, arguing that
efforts thus far have been grounded in Western, racialized, and colonial understandings of the
slave trade rather than in local experiences and conceptions. Croucher’s comparative work
demonstrates that one-size-fits-all approaches to commemoration, like the UNESCO Slave
Route Project, may fail to appreciate slavery’s diverse local manifestations.Lúcio Menezes
Ferreira is also concerned with the commemoration of slavery; he specifically focuses on
political conditions in the present and how they affect the remembrance and study of the past.
Ferreira links the development of maroon archaeology in Brazil with the country’s
democratization process and a broader, sustained struggle for social justice in the nation.
Emphasizing the political relevance and power of maroon research, he compares Charles
Orser’s, Michael Rowlands’s, and Pedro Paulo Funari’s interpretations of Palmares, the large
and well-studied seventeenth-century maroon polity. While Orser’s analysis emphasizes
Palmares’s place in a broader global network, Rowlands’s works to illuminate social hierarchies,
rivalries, and divisions in the rebel state and Funari’s considers how Portugal’s and Brazil’s
systems of patriarchy and patronage affected the polity’s formation. Although these researchers
clearly differ in their interpretive emphases, Ferreira argues that Orser, Rowlands, and Funari are
nonetheless all aware of maroon archaeology’s political relevance, especially to contemporary
descendants and other African Brazilians. Archaeology, he asserts, has the potential to promote
democracy and social justice in the present. Ferreira also presents a new case study of his own
at the maroon site Quilombo Maçambique, near the Uruguayan border. There, evidence for brick
residential structures complicates the entrenched idea that Brazilian maroons and their
descendants built only Africa-derived structures and had access to only poor housing materials.
Ferreira thus urges archaeologists to remain “open to what . . . archaeology can tell us about
slavery . . . in the past while recognizing the political resonance and power of such research in
the present” (this volume:386).In his concluding reflection, Christopher C. Fennell echoes
Ferreira’s concern with archaeology’s role in present society. His chapter grapples with the
choice that archaeologists of slavery make between analytical detachment and more activist
research that condemns past slave societies and helps fight social subjugation in the present.
Fennell specifically argues that, in a world in which so many remain enslaved, studies of how
past slave societies fell may offer important lessons for antislavery activists today.This
compendium encompasses diverse interpretive themes, geographic locations, and temporal
periods. Through the use of comparison, we do not seek a monolithic approach to slavery or
search out a single defining characteristic of the social form. Rather we hope that the diversity of
the slave systems investigated and the similarities and differences that our comparisons
highlight may help sustain a conversation about what slavery is and how archaeology can
contribute to our understanding of it. The diversity of opinions expressed in this volume support
a critical assessment of the potential for a comparative archaeology of slavery. This volume



strives to contribute to an emerging interdisciplinary conversation about the materiality of slavery
and the utility of comparative approaches (e.g., Cameron 2008; Lane and McDonald 2011; Miller
2012; Webster 2008, 2010; Wesler 2008). We seek to understand slavery not as a thing but as a
process (Stahl 2008)—a wider organizing economic and social force, with effects that could be
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JJong, “As a teaching book the chapters aren't very heavy on .... As a teaching book the
chapters aren't very heavy on the archaeological details, which makes it hard for students.”

The book by Catherine M. Cameron has a rating of 5 out of 4.0. 1 people have provided
feedback.
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