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S u m m a ry

SSearching for the Nature of the Relations between Male and Female Slaves in Suriname at the Sugar

Estates of Fairfield, Breukelerwaard, Cannewapibo and La Jalousie in the Period before Emancipation

Until recently, the discussion on the stability of slave families in Suriname has been merely

based on qualitative interpretations of manuscripts from the eighteenth and nineteenth

c e n t u r y. The question of how long relationships between men and women actually lasted

cannot be answered on the basis of figures. The first part of the definition of the problem

involves the development of a method to quantify the sexual unions of slaves. The second

part consists of what this longitudinal method exactly comes up with.

Both the abolition of transatlantic slave trade in 1808 and the actual ending of slave

imports from Africa around 1830 gradually led to a shortage of slaves in Suriname. There

was an excess of deaths over births. Contemporary authors believe that the low birth rate

was partly caused by marital instability and casual mating. The Moravian Brethren were to

change this behaviour. Consequently, the Moravians considered it their responsibility, a p a r t

from preaching the gospel, to encourage stable unions among slaves. Slaves were prepared

for the oncoming emancipation, because they were taught how to lead industrious lives and

how to behave like moral and devout people. The Moravians kept extensive written records

(S p e c i a l i e n) of the lives of the slaves that had been put under their care. As from the 1820s,

the number of plantation slaves that showed an interest in joining the Moravian Church

kept growing. It should be noted that slaves were not allowed to marry.

Fairfield and Breukelerwaard were the first sugar estates where the Moravian Brethren

were welcomed to preach the gospel. Relatively much data are available of the slaves that

lived at these plantations. ‘Early’ registers show that many of these slaves became involved

in sexual unions with slaves from nearby plantations. In order to map these cross-planta t i o n

matings, the research population has been extended with the slave population of

Cannewapibo and La Jalousie and comes down to these four estates. Both the S p e c i a l i e n o f

the Moravians and a great deal of the slave registration returns of these estates have been

preserved for future generations. As the emancipation approached, more and more slaves

were eager to join in fellowship with the Moravian Church. Shortly before emancipation in

Suriname in July 1863, a part of the life histories of most slaves was described. This implies

that only unions between two partners who both did not show interest in joining the

Moravian Church have basically been left out of account. The population of Fairfield,

Breukelerwaard, Cannewapibo and La Jalousie did not substantially differ from other sugar

e s tates in Suriname. There is little reason to assume that the religious background at the
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sugar estates that have been studied deviated considerably from the general picture in the

districts of Commetewane and Boven-Commewijne. The new faith did not really influence

the spiritual perception of slaves who showed interest in joining the Moravian Church.

‘W i n t i’ continued to exist. There are no indications whatsoever to assume that the lives of

slaves with regard to their sexual unions have been changed by the Moravians.

Although they did not think highly of how slaves gave meaning to their unions, the

Moravians were generally well-informed about what was going on at the plantations. Their

information mainly came from the slaves in person, and from the servants and/or helpers

who had been appointed in order to keep an eye on the slaves during the absence of the

Moravian Brethren. The Moravians visited the plantation once every two months and held

personal meetings (S p r e c h s t u n d e) on a regular basis. During these meetings both the religious

progression of the slave as well as the union(s) were evaluated. The tricky problems, possible

changes and ‘reprehensible’ behaviour with regards to mating were written down in the

S p e c i a l i e n. Lamur (1985) was not only the first to consult the S p e c i a l i e n, he was also the first

to notice this bias. This comes in fact down to the following: the behaviour that met with

the approval of the missionaries, was seldom or never mentioned. In other words, not all

unions are equally well described. The duration of a union was not mentioned explicitly and

if one takes the Specialien literally, one would get the impression that only short-term, trouble-

some unions were described. Since there is a bias in the registers, there is no point in ta k i n g

the relational data as they were written down in the S p e c i a l i e n as a starting point for a

discussion on sexual unions. It is important to find a way to make the short-term unions,

as well as the long-lasting unions visible. Therefore, both the information from the

S p e c i a l i e n and from the registers of baptism (C a ta l o g) need to be consulted. Registers of

baptism do not necessarily only refer to short-term, troublesome unions. On the contrary,

the Moravians could only decide to baptise a slave when they approved of his or her union.

It was only then that religious progression was granted. Unfortunately, these data are only

available in the registers of baptism for the period 1850-1860.

There are more than enough clues in the slave registers of Fairfield, Breukelerwaard,

Cannewapibo and La Jalousie to determine the identity of slaves and their partners. This

also happens to be the reason for selecting the plantations of Fairfield and Breukelerwaard.

Family Reconstitution is a realistic option to map slave unions. The reconstitution of sexual

unions of slaves has been bound to one condition. The union must at least be mentioned

once in the registers (S p e c i a l i e n or C a ta l o g) of the Moravian Church. Assuming that whenever

a union was mentioned this did not necessarily mean the actual beginning and/or ending

of that union. Consequently, with regards to making unions visible, it was assumed that

without further remarks the union continues. This idea has been based on the way mission-

aries reported in the S p e c i a l i e n on the lives of slaves that had been put under their care.

The known life history indicates the period during which a person is described in the

registers of the Moravian Church. This is also the period during which the duration of the

sexual union can be made visible. Sometimes it is not the last-observed event in the registers

of the Moravian Church, but the last-observed event in the slave registration returns that deter-

mines the end of the period during which a union can be continued. The slave registration

Searching for the Nature of the Relations between Male and Female Slaves in Suriname
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returns are vital for identifying individual slaves and their unions, for determining the

different demographic features of those involved and for making long-lasting unions

visible. The combination of the S p e c i a l i e n and the slave registration returns makes it likely

to assume that a person involved in a union was still present at the plantation and that the

union continued to exist.

The way short-term and long-lasting unions are made visible, can be found in annexe C.

The information derived from the S p e c i a l i e n, the registers of baptism and the slave registration

returns are combined by means of the estimation procedure which makes both the short-

term and the long-lasting unions visible. The idea to take the bias from the data of the

Moravian Church can be considered as fairly successful. Comparisons show that the reality

of the estimated unions is approached in a better way than by means of the observed

unions. There are signs, however, that the duration of the estimated unions is still ‘too

short’. This bias cannot be avoided. Other possible biases refer to both a probably small

number of short-term unions that have not been observed by the Moravians and to a probably

small number of stable and perfectly harmonious unions that have been observed by the

Moravian Brethren, but not by me.

The analysis had to be limited to 1 July 1863. There are a number of arguments in favour of

this date. Firstly, the registers show that, after emancipation in Suriname, the missionaries h a d

difficulty keeping track of the unions of freedmen in the Church registers. This is caused

because of the frequent plantational mobility of former slaves, but also because of the lack of

servants and helpers who were supposed to keep an eye on the plantation slaves. Secondly,

after 1 July 1863, there was no longer an independent criterion to determine who lived at the

p l a n tations of Fairfield, Breukelerwaard, Cannewapibo and La Jalousie. By restraining t h e

analysis of the duration of unions until 1 July 1863 the assumption is met on which the Cox

regression analysis and the Kaplan-Meier survival analysis have been based: the observation

of an event must be independent of the event itself. The emphasis of the quantita t i v e

analysis is on the period 1850-1863. It goes without saying that the last 13 years before the

abolition of slavery are not representative for the period 1667-1863 during which especially

the Dutch gained most of the slavery in Suriname. The second restraint is a result of the

contents of the data. Determining who lived together under the same roof with whom or

who led a household with whom cannot be reduced from the registers of the Moravian

C h u r c h .

The most important conclusions are that notably African-born men at Fairfield,

Breukelerwaard, Cannewapibo and La Jalousie took a special place. They had fewer partners

than the Creoles, they were less often polygynous and their unions lasted relatively long.

The same can be concluded with regards to the African-born women. Besides, the home

ground played an important role when choosing a partner: both African-born as Creoles

seemed to prefer people from their own group. Africans tended more often to be without

partners than Creoles. The status someone had on the basis of his or her profession did not

seem to play a part when choosing a partner. Men with a high occupational status were

more often polygynous and less often without a partner than men with a low occupational

S u m m a r y
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s tatus. There are indications that the unions of men who were higher in the occupational

hierarchy lasted longer than the unions of men with a lower status. Women with a high

occupational status, however, tended more often to live without a partner than women with

a low occupational status. Men and women with a higher status tended to have more sta b l e

unions than men and women with a lower sta t u s .

Polyandry was rarely seen. Polygyny occurred more often, but less than is to be expected on

the basis of documents from authors of the eighteenth and nineteenth century. Polygyny was

generally accepted. Creoles tended to have more polygynous unions than African-born slaves.

There are signs that when emancipation approached, not only the number of polygynous

unions but also the number of cross-plantation matings increased. In 40% of all cases both

first and second wife lived at the same plantation as their partner. It is remarkable that men

with a high occupational status tended not only more often to have polygynous unions, but

also both wives tended more often to live at the same plantation than was the case with men

with a lower status. The plantation where the couple lived did not influence the duration of

the union. Cross-plantation matings generally lasted shorter than unions of partners who

lived at the same planta t i o n .

The partners of men with a high occupational status were generally younger than the

partners of men with a lower status. In general the man was 2.3 years older than his partner.

It was not exceptional that a woman sometimes was much older than her partner. Wo m e n

with a higher status tended to have younger partners more often than women with a lower

s tatus. Besides, women with a high occupational status tended more often to live without

partners or if they did have partners, their unions tended to last longer than that of women

with a lower status. Just like men, women could break up relationships. Women tended to

break unions as often as men. This can be seen as an indication of the independent position

of the woman. The reasons why partners left each other are difficult to quantify. In general

these reasons were not mentioned. Sometimes women complained of family violence.

Another complaint which was often heard among women was unfaithfulness. Men also

mentioned unfaithfulness and adultery as a reason to end the union.

It appears that after about 5 years nearly half of the mapped unions of men that came

from Fairfield, Breukelerwaard, Cannewapibo and La Jalousie had come to an end. This

implies a relatively large number of short-term unions. Furthermore, there were slaves who

had stable long-lasting unions. About 25% of all unions had endured for more than twenty

years. Compared to statements in contemporary sources according to which promiscuity,

‘chaotic sexual unions’, and lascivious behaviour were common among slaves, this percen-

tage is high. It appears that the unions of African-born generally tended to last longer than the

unions of Creoles. This applied to both men and women. Slaves with a high occupational

s tatus had more stable unions than slaves with a low status. Older men and women tended

to end a union less quickly than younger couples. With regards to the age difference

between partners the results are not unequivocal. There are indications that mothers, and

to a far lesser degree, fathers too, helped to find a man for their daughters. On the basis of

q u a l i tative data it can be concluded that there were clear ideas among slaves towards fidelity

and conjugal duties. Men and women both knew their duties. Reciprocity and care for each
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other formed the basis. This probably explains the existence of long-lasting unions. If a

partner did not abide by these duties or in case of infidelity these reasons were arguments

in favour of breaking the union and, possibly, of looking for another partner. The fact that

there were a great number of short-term unions indicates that not all slaves could meet with

the conjugal duties. The marital expectations were not always fulfilled.

On average, both men and women had younger partners than their former partners.

Again, slaves with a high occupational status were more successful in getting younger partners

than slaves with a low status. The fact that men and women had younger partners did not seem

to be the result of changes in the average age of adult slaves. On the contrary, the average a g e

increased. Furthermore, the conclusion of getting younger partners is supported by the

different qualitative cases in which men complained and worried about the age of their

wives during meetings with Moravian Brethren. There are signs that the symptoms of old

age complicated the fulfilling of conjugal expectations, such as reciprocity and care for

each other. This is not surprising, especially if one considers the harsh living conditions of

slaves. Arguments that were often heard, like movements of slaves, indecent behaviour of

the sugar planters, the separation of husband and wife by sale hardly played a role in the

explanation of the duration of unions at the plantations of Fairfield, Breukelerwaard,

Cannewapibo and La Jalousie. In many respects, my findings on the nature of the relations

between male and female slaves in the last decades before emancipation are consistent with

the conclusions reached by Higman and Craton for the British-Caribbean slave societies.


