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“Degrees of freedom and Chinese contract laborers (‘coolies’) on Cuban sugar
plantations in the 19th century: extension of slavery or transition to free labor?"

Abstract:

In the labor history of the Americas, Cuba created a unique situation in the second half of
the nineteenth century, when 125,000 male Chinese laborers under eight-year contracts
were brought into the Spanish island colony to work alongside enslaved African men and
women on the flourishing sugar plantations. At no other point in world history did
indentured Asians, all men, and enslaved African men and women encounter each other as
co-workers in the same space and time. This unprecedented confluence of unfree laborers
raises several questions regarding race, class and gender: were the Chinese black or white,
slave or free? How did the absence of Chinese women affect race relations between Asians
and Africans? Exploring these questions shed light on the key one: were the Chinese ‘coolies’
slaves like their black co-workers, which would extend slavery in Cuba, or did they make the
transition to freedom? This lecture seeks answers by examining critical primary documents
from Cuban archives.
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