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Abstract: 

This article presents some of the results of a research project which compares the 

social processes following slave emancipation in Cuba and Martinique as part of a 

wider comparative project on post-slavery societies in the Caribbean and Africa. The 

article focuses on the research on Cuba from the abolition of slavery (1880-1886) 

until the beginning of the Independence War of 1895-1898. The text looks at the 

testimonies left by slaves, patrocinados (“apprentices”) and libertos (freedmen) 

during the process of emancipation, examining in particular how male and female 

identities were defined and transformed in this process of social transition. This 

research represents a form of archaeology, excavating discourses of subaltern(ised) 

men and women whose voices were long ignored in writing the history of nation 

states or colonial empires. “Making visible” the speech and the resisting agency of 

enslaved people, reconstructing the voices of the apparently voiceless means to 

decolonise writing on history in the tradition of the “history from below” and “subaltern 

studies.” This form of decoloniality has its limitations: only scattered fragments of the 

discourses of (former) enslaved people have survived in the archives, and thus it is 

impossible to reconstruct a complete version of their thought. The reader cannot gain 

more than a glimpse of what they did and spoke in a particular historical situation, but 

a mosaic of many voices gives an idea of the perspectives on the emancipation 

process Afro-Cuban people had.  

 

This article presents results of a research project which compared the social 

processes following slave emancipation in Cuba and Martinique as part of a wider 

comparative project on post-slavery societies in the Caribbean and Africa.1 The 
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present article focuses on my research on Cuba in 2013. I look at the testimonies left 

by slaves, patrocinados and libertos on the process of emancipation, examining in 

particular how male and female identities were defined and transformed in this 

process of social transition.2 This contribution differs from other studies focusing on 

women or gender which publish sources left by (former) slaves or quote extensively 

from them as it focuses on the period of patronato and post-emancipation, but not 

slavery itself, and refers to female and male perspectives.3 The complicated history 

of transition from slave labor to wage labor, the reconstitution of Afro-Cuban families 

and the reorganization of gender relations as well as the struggle of former slaves for 

full citizenship after formal emancipation within the process of Cuban Independence 

is often neglected in favor of separate histories of slavery and Cuban nation building. 

Not only with respect to Cuba but to Caribbean history in general, the post-

emancipation period has attracted less attention than the era of slavery, which can 

be told as a complete history of horror with a presumed happy end, whereas post-

emancipation history cannot be easily defined, and has not yet ended. Furthermore it 

is easier to find slaves in archival documents (who are simply named as such) than 

former slaves who have to be detected through their surnames, birthplaces and other 

indications. Moreover, the present study does not only rely on the much-quoted 

collections of the Archivo Nacional de Cuba, but also on documents from the Archivo 

Histórico Nacional, Madrid, and Cuban provincial and municipal archives in 

Matanzas, Guanabacoa and Colón. 

This research represents a form of archaeology, excavating discourses of 

subaltern(ized) men and women whose voices were long ignored in writing the 

history of nation states or colonial empires. “Making visible” the speech and the 

resisting agency of the colonized, enslaved people of the past, reconstructing the 

voices of the apparently voiceless means to decolonize writing on history in the 

tradition of the “history from below” and “subaltern studies.”4 I practice this form of 

decoloniality in full awareness of the limitations of my work: only scattered fragments 

of the discourses of (formerly) enslaved people have survived in the archives, and – 

as most of them were illiterate – their demands were framed always by someone with 

experience in legal language. The reader cannot gain more than a glimpse of what 

they did and spoke in a particular situation and most documents leave open many 
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questions. It is impossible to reconstruct a complete or unadjusted version of their 

thinking. Besides, those glimpses reveal many details of the thinking and the agency 

of people who were supposed to have been objects, not subjects of history, or 

“people without history”.5 

The sources document the interrelations between formerly enslaved people 

and their descendants as well as between them and white masters, overseers and 

judges; white women are mostly absent.6 This is due to the fact that as a group they 

possessed a smaller number of slaves/patrocinados than men (although a minority 

owned many slaves and plantations). Furthermore, they did not work as 

administrators of ingenios (big sugar plantations and mills), nor could they be judges. 

In analyzing the sources, I do not correct the words “negro” or “moreno” 

(black) and “pardo” or “mulato” (brown/colored), terms to which today we would 

prefer Afro-Cuban or Afro-descendant in order to avoid verbal discrimination. The 

people of the historical period under examination used these words in order to define 

a lower juridical and social status, to be differentiated from Don/ Doña, which referred 

to a white person without the taint of slavery. But there was an informal social 

hierarchy between a “pardo” (who had a higher status because of his partially “white” 

origin) and a “negro”/“moreno”, which cannot be collapsed into the same category. 

The social status of a “negro de nación” (“black of African nation”) or African person 

marked by its (presumed) ethnical origin “lucumí”, “congo, “arará” etc. was still below 

a Cuban “moreno” (born on the island, “criollo”, Spanish speaking and “civilized” 

compared with the “wild” African).7 

 

Historical Introduction 

After 1791, Cuba took over Haiti’s economic role as global sugar producer and 

experienced a sugar boom in the nineteenth century. Sugar cane was planted in 

large plantations with sugar factories, using steam-powered sugar mills and railways 

to transport the sugar from the mid-19th century onwards. This industrialized form of 

sugar production was carried out primarily by slave workers of African origin.8 At least 
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850,000 Africans, two thirds of them males, were transported to Cuba between 1780 

and 1873.9 They were brought by Spanish, Portuguese and American slave traders. 

A large share of the profit generated by the slave trade ended up in Spain and 

financed this colonial power’s late capitalist development and the modern urban 

constructions in Spain.10 Despite trafficking in slaves becoming illegal in 1817 and 

1835 respectively, most of this activity was in fact smuggling with tacit support from 

Spanish authorities.11 It ended only in 1873, when the Spanish government finally 

ceded to the pressure of Great Britain, the United States as well as the international 

and Spanish abolitionist movement.12  

Cuban plantation life during the mass slavery of the nineteenth century had 

nothing in common with slave families living in small huts on small plantations as 

described in Harriet Beecher-Stowe’s novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which has influenced 

our picture of slave life so much. The slaves were locked up in big prison-like 

barracks. During the sugar harvest they worked twelve hours in the fields during the 

day and after that they spent half the night in the sugar mill. Under these conditions 

there could be no natural reproduction of the slave population, the death rate always 

being higher than the birth rate. While there were sugar plantations where slaves 

could live in nuclear families,13 the birth rate among slave women was low and infant 

mortality exceedingly high.14 Other ingenios were mere “rural prisons for men”, where 

several hundred men, without a family, worked under the lash until they simply died 

of exhaustion.15 The claim of Paul Gilroy and Toni Morrison that African slaves were 

the first modern human beings, as they were first subjected to the uprooting and 

alienating processes of modernity in their American diasporas, is certainly applicable 

to the fate of Cuban slaves.16 

The process of the abolition of slavery began in the 1860s on both sides of the 

Atlantic.17 In Spain, the Abolitionist Society was founded in 1865. From 1866 

onwards, the Junta informativa de Ultramar prepared reforms in the Spanish colonies 

in the Caribbean.18 During the Sexenio Democrático between 1868 and 1874, a 

“Free Womb Law” was declared for Cuba (Ley Moret 1870).19 In 1869, during the 

Ten Years’ War for the independence of the island (1868-1878), Cuban patriots 

declared the abolition of slavery (in the Constitution of Guaimaró), but forcibly 

recruited the ex-slaves for the Ejército Libertador (Liberation Army) and forced them 
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to work under a Reglamento de Libertos (Rules for Freedmen) which was only a 

disguised form of slavery.20 The high mortality rate among Afro-Cuban soldiers and 

helpers in the patriotic troops meant that the offer from Cuban nationalists to slaves 

was not libertad o muerte (freedom or death) but libertad restringida y muerte 

(restricted freedom and death). This is why some of them preferred to desert from the 

Cuban army as they did not want to die for the freedom of their former owners. But 

the majority stayed. The ex-slave soldiers had their freedom guaranteed by the 

peace treaty of Zanjón, which ended the Ten Years’ War between the Cuban 

insurgents and the Spanish colonial power in 1878 with the capitulation of patriotic 

troops, but made some concessions to Cubans like amnesty and limited political 

rights. As Zanjón did not abolish slavery, many Afro-Cuban combatants continued the 

war against Spain in the Guerra Chiquita of 1879. Some of the slaves who had fought 

on the Spanish side were also freed, as the Ley Moret (the aforementioned Free 

Womb Law of 1870) had promised in a special clause.21 The military route to 

emancipation was closed to women; although many women fought with the patriots, 

they were not acknowledged as soldiers and veterans. Women had their own 

strategy for liberation: they bought their freedom and that of their children with the 

produce of their kitchen gardens on plantation land or with income from urban labor 

and after some time managed to buy a house and garden to maintain the family.22 

After the slave liberations during the war and with the ingenios of Oriente 

destroyed by the war, the days of slavery were numbered. Spanish and Afro-Cuban 

abolitionists launched a campaign to demand the immediate abolition of slavery. The 

majority of civil Afro-Cuban leaders and the military officers of the Ten Years’ War, 

Antonio Maceo, Guillermón Moncada, Quintín Bandera, Policarpo Pineda and the 

famous Afro-Cuban journalist Juan Gualberto Gómez, were in favor of Cuban 

Independence.23 But others, such as the abolitionist journalist Rodolfo Fernandez-

Trava y Blanco de Lagardère and the members of the Pro-Spanish society “Casino 

Español de Color” (forgotten today as they do not fit in with Cuban nationalist 

discourse on the unity of the resistance against slavery and colonialism) put their 

hope in liberation by the Spanish Government.24  

On 13 February 1880, the Spanish Government decreed the Ley de 

Patronato, a labor system somewhere between slavery and freedom, albeit closer to 
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slavery. The patrocinados received a small wage and could buy their freedom more 

easily than before. But if they left the plantation without permission they were hunted 

down with dogs as they had been previously.25 On 7 October 1886, the patronato 

system was finally abolished.26 During the following years a campaign by the 

Directorio Central de las Sociedades de la Raza de Color led the colonial government 

to forbid racist segregation in public spaces. In 1893, discriminatory designations such 

as morenos and pardos were prohibited, but this measure was not enforced in many 

cases.27 As the land continued to belong to Spanish, white Cuban and North 

American landowners, the majority of Afro-Cuban men remained itinerant rural 

workers without land, wandering from plantation to plantation in order to get wages 

slightly higher than elsewhere. They were put up in the old slave barracks, often 

without the possibility of having their family with them. The sugar centrals, sugar 

factories surrounded by huge sugar cane fields, employed wage laborers and 

developed the share-cropping system called colonato, in which a farmer produced 

sugar cane on his own or rented land and sold it to the sugar central. This required 

some financial resources to start with, which is why most colonos (tenants/share 

croppers) were white farmers.28 Most Afro-Cuban women left field work on the 

plantations. They worked in towns as washerwomen, domestic servants, 

seamstresses and street vendors. If they were able to, they bought a house and a 

small piece of land to produce food.29 

Cuban independence was achieved in the war of 1895–1898, but American 

intervention strengthened the racist and segregationist tendencies of the white 

Cuban elite and thus destroyed Afro-Cubans’ hopes for a society based on racial 

equality. 

 

“You Will Enable my Children to Obtain Justice“: Mothers’ Never-Ending Fight 
for the Freedom of Their Children 

Here, I start with a testimony of formerly enslaved woman, a petition to the Cuban 

Junta de Patronato, a commission which decided on the complaints of patrocinados 

against the breaking of the patronato law by their masters, of which there were 

hundreds. The complaints of patrocinados followed a long tradition among 
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manumitted slaves in Cuba, aiming to gain the freedom of family members and 

reunite families through petitions to the Síndicos de Esclavos, special judges who 

had decided over complaints of enslaved people.30 My example demonstrates the 

particular, gender-specific argumentation of a female former slave and her definition 

of motherhood. 

With this petition (which was written for her by Mateo de Cárdenas as she was 

illiterate), Beatriz Montes, already freed and living in Nueva Paz in Güines, tried to 

obtain the liberation of her children Pedro and Lucia, who were still patrocinados 

under the tutelage of their mother’s former master, Don Gil Montes. Beatriz Montes 

argued that her children were not receiving the education which the law of Patronato 

prescribed for minors. This provision was often used as an argument by parents of 

minor patrocinados and by older minors themselves to obtain their emancipation. But 

the local Commissions of Nueva Paz and San Nicolás had not intervened in favor of 

the children.31 The petition in the mother’s words: “Thus, your Excellency, they mock 

the wise decisions of the Government and insult the poor children who are humiliated 

and debased when they claim their rights. But, fortunately you, your Excellency, are 

very superior to the miserable dealers in human flesh and you will enable my children 

to obtain justice and to punish the abuses of these hapless functionaries.” [my 

translation]32 Here, we hear a mother convinced that her children of both sexes have 

the right to freedom and education and that these rights have to be protected by an 

enlightened and paternalistic government. After a two-year correspondence, the 

patrono freed the children in 1885. As Camillia Cowling has shown, Beatriz Montes’ 

struggle is representative: of 130 petitions in favor of the freedom of another person 

(not of the slave/patrocinado himself) submitted between 1870 and 1886 and kept in 

the Miscelanea de Expedientes collection of the Cuban National Archive, 81 % were 

filed by women.33 This reflects the fact that the main responsibility for the family and 

children fell on women. The femininity constructed by the text focuses on the role of 

the responsible mother who speaks for her children, the father not being mentioned 

here.  
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“It Is a Consolation for a Father to See Himself Free”: Masculinity and the Role 
of the Father in a Family of Slaves/Patrocinados 

The patrocinado Francisco Maruri/Marule, sixty-two years old, born in Africa, “de 

nación congo”, in 1884 petitioned the Gobernador General for his emancipation, 

which other patrocinados of the same master already had achieved on the basis of a 

provision of the law of Patronato, according to which persons older than sixty years 

had to be freed. However, we do not know if Francisco Marule achieved his aim. This 

rare document shows the reconstruction of fatherhood by a former slave against the 

idea of slavery as a fatherless society where the status of children was inherited by 

her mother and the master occupied the providing and punishing role of the father.34 

In practice, of course, masters were always fed by slaves, not vice versa, and slave 

mothers and/or fathers alimented their children. 

Francisco Marule wrote: “[...] I continue to drag the chain of slavery whereas 

they all have enjoyed their freedom, already for nearly two years now. And it is very 

painful for a father of a family such as I am, and already in old age, not to dispose of 

the product of my labor for maintaining my children, small as that may be, since my 

weak arms are tired from age and labor. At least, your Excellency, it is a consolation 

for a father to see himself free, and surrounded by his beloved family, and even more 

so for me whom destiny has for so long separated from it.” [my translation]35 

An African, presumably from a Bantu-speaking society in Central Africa, 

Francisco Marule appeals to the colonial authorities and argues according to 

patriarchal Christian gender role models.36 He wants to be free, respected as a man, 

honored because of his age. He wants to play the role of the father and head of the 

family, who provides for his family, brings them the fruits of his labor and lives with 

them. He paints a picture of manhood marked by personal and economic autonomy, 

but also by his responsibility as the head of the family which itself is not referred to in 

detail. He does not mention the wife and mother as part of this family. 

There is women’s and gender history on Cuban slavery, but not a men’s 

history which looks at them as sexual beings performing a particular concept of 

masculinity or fatherhood.37 The role of Afro-Cuban men as fathers during and after 

slavery was also long underestimated in the research on slavery because in many 
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cases they were not married to the mothers of their children.38Apart from a few 

exceptions made by some priests, they were not mentioned in baptismal records (the 

exceptions being cases where they had acknowledged their natural children born out 

of wedlock before baptism, which was only possible for freedmen). They were also 

omitted in plantation records. But they can be found in notarial acts of 

acknowledgement of their children after their own emancipation, in wills (which often 

demonstrated long-lasting social fatherhood without juridical acknowledgement) or as 

grandfathers in baptismal records.39 And sometimes, especially when the mother was 

absent or dead, they acted on behalf of their children, for instance to get them 

exempted from the patronato. 40 

 

“The Black Crescencia Criolla, Whom the Testatrix Has Brought Up Feeling 
Motherly Love”: Family Without Blood Ties 

Former slaves without kin in Cuba created “substitute families” which can be found in 

testaments like that of Francisca Ferrer, “born in Africa, daughter of unknown 

parents”, sixty-six year-old unmarried homemaker. She left the usufruct of her fortune 

from the inheritance of Don Fermín Domínguez y Portela (the remainder of originally 

2574 gold pesos), still in the hands of his brother Don Domingo Domínguez y Portela 

(we do not learn why she inherited from Don Fermín), and 590 banknote pesos that 

Don Manuel Miranda owed her, to the old and ill Josefa and the orphan Crescencia: 

“As she does not have ascendants nor descendants nor any relative and out of 

gratefulness for the services rendered before and now by the black Josefa de Nacion 

who has accompanied her for three years, she appoints and names the same black 

Josefa as heiress and beneficiary of all her properties, but under the condition that 

she has to keep by her side, to maintain, shoe, and clothe the black Crescencia 

criolla, whom the testatrix has brought up feeling motherly love.” [my translation] 

Josefa is to appoint as her heiresses the above-mentioned Crescencia and the 

goddaughter of the testatrix Francisca, the parda Petrona Cuervo, who lived with her 

mother. Thus, Petrona had not to be alimented by Josefa. Francisca Ferrer 

appointed Don Dacio González y González as guardian of Crescencia.41  



|  Masculine and Feminine Identities of Slaves, Patrocinados and Freedmen 

EnterText, Special Issue on “Crossing Thresholds: Gender and 
Decoloniality in Caribbean Knowledge,” 12 (2018): 14-35. 

22 

Here, we can see the self-created family of a woman who had been brought 

from Africa as a slave and whose status as slave had prevented her from marrying. 

She had found people who cared for her and she cared for an orphan and a 

goddaughter. Lamentably, the document does not tell us why Francisca Ferrer 

became so wealthy, but it is obvious that she had also been able to establish close 

relations with white people. Although the inheritance of former slaves normally was of 

lesser value, it was not rare that they (more often lone women than lone men) 

created a family-like network of mutual assistance and emotional ties and named 

members of “substitute” families as their heirs.42 

 

“He Decided to Seduce Said Colored Girl, So That She Would Live with Him”, 
Romeo and Juliet in Havana 1882, or: Love and Captivity 

Love and sexuality between enslaved people have been imagined in novels of the 

19th century, such as Petrona y Rosalia (1838) by Félix Tanco y Bosmeniel and 

Francisco, el Ingenio o las Delicias del Campo (1839) by Anselmo Suárez y Romero, 

but rarely have they been researched empirically until now.43 The following case 

permits a glimpse on this topic: Hilario Morales, twenty-three years old, worked as a 

day laborer and cook, his actual work being to wash soldiers’ clothing. He was the 

son of Florentino Morales, “black, of free condition, creole”, and of Facunda Morales, 

“black creole, slave of the property of Don José Moreno Quintero”. His maternal 

grandparents were Nicolás Gangá and Justa Morales, his paternal grandparents 

Antonio Lucumí and Juana Carabalí. He kidnapped and seduced Asunción Bravo y 

Padrón, eighteen years of age, a colored free woman and daughter of the black 

unmarried washerwoman Concepción Padrón y Frías and of Don Mateo Bravo. With 

this act, he had committed an offence called rapto (kidnapping with the aim of having 

sexual relations) according to Spanish/Spanish-American law of the time. In his court 

testimony, Hilario Morales defended himself, arguing “as he had no money to marry 

and, moreover, needed the permission of his patrono (master, now called “patron”) 

because he was a slave, he decided to seduce said colored girl, so that she would 

live with him and thus they would be obliged to marry [...].” [my translation]44 
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Asunción Bravo admitted that she had fled voluntarily with Hilario Morales and 

had had sexual relations with him for a month. He had told her that he had no money 

to marry her and proposed that she go with him, that then they would marry, and thus 

they had agreed that Hilario would wait for her on the corner at eight o’clock at night. 

Then she had gone with him. And “when she lay with Hilario she was a virgin and the 

night of the escape the said Morales enjoyed her virginity.” [my translation]45 Hilario 

Morales was sentenced to pay a dowry to Asunción Bravo and to prison for one year, 

eight months and twenty-one days. But he was released – after having been kept 

under arrest for five months during the criminal trial – because Asunción Bravo 

officially pardoned him. We do not know whether Hilario Morales and Asunción Bravo 

eventually married. The harsh judgment was presumably due to the fact that Hilario 

Morales, a black patrocinado, had seduced a free colored minor and daughter of a 

Don, that is, a white man. Thus, he had transgressed the racial hierarchical order in 

colonial Cuba. 

In this case, a couple of African and European-African origin adopted an old 

Spanish custom (according to which a rapto obliged the parents of the seduced 

woman to accept an undesired marriage, compensating for the daughter’s lost 

virginity and honor) with the aim of getting married despite the groom being a “semi-

slave”. For Hilario Morales the fact that officially he was no longer a slave but a 

patrocinado meant nothing, because he could not marry according to his wishes. He 

did not take his bride’s virginity before the rapto, which indicates that he really 

wanted to marry her (in contrast, other men accused of seducing a woman, who did 

not wish to marry her, often stated that she had not been a virgin). Hilario Morales 

presented himself as a responsible man, fighting for his personal happiness and 

autonomy in decisions about his private life, despite his status as an unfree person. 

Of course, not all Afro-Cuban men relied on rapto to get married to a woman 

forbidden to them; some abused marriage promises simply to have sex. Or the 

women left their parental home and went to their partners’ house of their own accord, 

hoping they could force a hesitant groom to marry them immediately (which in most 

cases he did not): in Cuban society with its gender hierarchy, the risk of rapto 

remained always with the women.46 
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“She Went with Him, Obliged and Deceived by Promises”: Sexual Relations 
and Undesirable Marriages Because of Racial Hierarchy in a (Post)Slavery 
Society 

Contrasting with Hilario Morales, the white Cuban Don Juan Bosch represents the 

irresponsible and abusive masculinity of a man of the ruling “race” towards the 

discriminated “race”. Enslaved women could not complain about sexual violence 

committed by white men. In contrast, freed women and their families could persecute 

white kidnappers and rapists, but with little hope that those would really be punished. 

Don Juan Bosch, a nineteen year-old tobacco worker, was accused of rapto in 

1882 by the widowed grandmother of the negra libre Juana Pastor, aged fifteen.47 

Juana Pastor admitted that she had gone voluntarily with Juan Bosch and that 

nobody had known anything of this private decision, but she had been deceived by 

his promises. Juan Bosch declared that he had taken Juana Pastor to a hostel in 

order to sleep with her, but that there had been no love affair between them, even 

less that he had promised her marriage. A comrade of his, Don Francisco García 

(like Juan Bosch, a member of a voluntary corps defending Spanish rule over Cuba), 

declared that Juana Pastor had offered herself to Juan. Juan Bosch had told her that 

he did not wish to have a betrothal. Juana had answered him that there would be no 

such ceremony as “she had lost her honor with various men” [my translation]. 

Another witness, a white tobacco worker like Juan Bosch, repeated this testimony 

nearly word by word. 

Of course we do not know whether Juana Pastor had been a virgin until that 

night, but we do know that she was only fifteen years old and should not have been 

touched by a responsible man. As an illiterate black girl without parents, wandering 

the streets unprotected, she stood no chance against the testimony of three socially 

superior white men before a white male judge with prejudices about the supposed 

premature sexuality of black women in a colonial and (post)slavery society, where 

the prohibition of interracial marriage had only just been abolished.48 The prohibition 

of interracial marriages had secured the racialized social order of a colonial society 

based on mass slavery, where descendants of white masters and descendants of 
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black slaves were to be prevented from producing legal offspring with the right to 

inherit the name and the property of a slaveholder. The end of slavery and of this 

prohibition did not stop racial prejudice, which was deeply rooted in Cuban colonial 

society and survived far into the 20th century.49  

 

“He Gave Her Four or Five Blows with the Machete […] and it Was Not True 
That He Mistreated Asunción”: The Dark Side – the Violent Eagerness of the 
Dominated Man to Dominate50 

In the following, I touch a taboo in the research on the agency of slaves which 

focuses on their resistance to whites51: the violence of formerly enslaved men against 

“their” women whom they aspired to govern and control. I found only a few cases of 

(former) slave men, victims of masters, but offenders against their wives, in the 

archives. One should also point to the fact that more white men than colored men 

were accused of rapto, bodily injury and homicide.52 

In 1888, the Overseas Ministry refused the plea of Guillermo criollo,53 

sentenced to twelve years of confinement in a penitentiary and two years and one 

day of correctional prison. In 1881, Guillermo, patrocinado of D. Julián Sararrete in 

the ingenio Bramales, had killed his common-law wife Asunción (described as 

morena or negra, but with no surname mentioned), also a patrocinada, and injured 

and mutilated her mother, Epifanía criolla. 

The steward of the Finca stated that the previous day, the black woman 

Epifanía, Asunción’s mother, had told him that the black man Guillermo who lived 

with Asunción as her husband mistreated her daughter. The steward ordered that 

Asunción should sleep in the women’s dormitory instead of the couple’s room. When 

she took her belongings, Guillermo attacked her with a machete, injured and killed 

her. When Epifanía tried to help her daughter, he also injured her. According to the 

steward, “this black (Guillermo) was coarse in his manners, but observed good 

behavior.” [my translation] Guillermo testified that he lived with Asunción, whose 

mother tried to convince her to live with the primer mayordomo (butler, domestic 

slave). Guillermo did not agree with this, but Epifanía asked the steward to order 
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Asunción to leave. When Asunción took her belongings, Guillermo gave her four or 

five blows with the machete and also hit her mother with the machete when she 

arrived after hearing her daughter’s cries. Guillermo also stated it was not true that 

he had mistreated Asunción. 

Various male slaves, three Africans (Fabian Macuá, Valencio Arará, Gabriel 

Lucumí) and two criollos (Abrahan criollo, Panfilo criollo) confirmed that Guillermo 

criollo had not mistreated Asunción. The Court judged the behavior of Asunción and 

Epifanía as constituting mitigating circumstances and did not condemn Guillermo 

criollo to death. Instead, he was sent to prison and ordered to pay a compensation of 

7,500 pesetas to Asunción’s master for her death and 1,500 pesetas for the medical 

treatment of Epifanía. In his plea, Guillermo criollo explained that he deserved mercy 

because “On the other hand, his condemnation was result of one of those inevitable 

chains of events, where a man could not retreat without defending his dream of life; 

[…].” [my translation] Presumably he meant that he had to defend his honor by 

murdering the “unfaithful” Asunción, but his plea does not explain his motives more 

closely.54 

This case shows us that Afro-Cuban (if of African origin or born in Cuba) men 

and women obviously disagreed about what constituted good behavior and 

mistreatment in common law marriages. Guillermo criollo insisted on his right to 

punish his wife for her presumed, planned infidelity. Although Guillermo criollo was a 

patrocinado and ex-slave, he considered Asunción his property. The male judges 

accepted Guillermo criollo’s position to the extent that they acknowledged mitigating 

circumstances, but they still punished him for Asunción’s murder. The winner of the 

trial was the patrono, the ex-slaveholder, who obtained – even two years after the 

official ending of slavery – a compensation for his dead patrocinada. Her mother, as 

next of kin, received nothing. Asunción was murdered and silenced forever; her 

version of the relationship with Guillermo died with her. Thus, we cannot reconstruct 

her female view on the conflict. This subaltern woman, caught between the patriarchy 

of the slaveholder and the colonial state as well as the patriarchal dominance of the 

enslaved man, is condemned to remain silent forever.55 The case is exceptional 

because with Epifanía, her mother, one female perspective is on record. She was the 

only person who sided with her daughter in the conflict with her common law 
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husband. Without her we would not even know that Guillermo criollo had mistreated 

his wife, at least according to her. 

In this case, white judges considered the Afro-descendant man to be a brute, 

but they showed understanding for him as he exercised power over “his” wife 

violently, as the white judges themselves insisted on the obedience and control of 

“their” white women, wives, daughters, sisters: gender was more important than class 

and race. 

 

Conclusion: Interdependencies of the Hierarchies of Class, “Race” and Gender 
in the Discourses and Actions of Cuban Slaves, Patrocinados and Freedmen  

In the documents, the male slaves, patrocinados or libertos appear as honorable and 

hardworking fathers (Francisco Marule), loving and responsible grooms (Hilario 

Morales) or as jealous, dominant and violent (common-law) husbands (Guillermo 

criollo). The women appear as mothers fighting for their children (Beatriz Montes), 

brides who saw promises of marriage fulfilled or disappointed (Asunción Bravo y 

Padrón, Juana Pastor), and (common-law) wives and victims of domestic violence 

(“la morena Asunción”). These identities, marked by relations within the family or the 

couple, cut across categorizations such as male and female rural laborer (Francisco 

Marule, Asunción, Epifanía and all the patrocinados on the ingenio Bramales), urban 

worker or washer(woman) (Hilario Morales, Asunción Bravo y Padrón, Juana Pastor), 

with an African (Francisco Marule, Francisca Ferrer, Josefa de nación), creole 

background (Guillermo criollo, Juana Pastor, Crescencia criolla) or ethnically mixed 

background (parda Petrona Cuervo, parda Asunción Bravo y Padrón). White men 

maintained extra-conjugal sexual relations with Afro-Cuban women and considered 

access to these women their natural right from which no obligation resulted (Juan 

Bosch and the male witnesses in his favor). Owners of fincas, slaves/patrocinados 

and stewards of ingenios were also mediators of conflicts within the community of 

patrocinados (as in the case of Guillermo criollo). White men, urban employees and 

members of the military, identified as Cuban or Spanish (like the witnesses against 

Juana Pastor).56 Afro-Cuban men were oppressed as enslaved or badly paid “free” 

fieldworkers and as members of the supposed “inferior race”. Afro-Cuban women 



|  Masculine and Feminine Identities of Slaves, Patrocinados and Freedmen 

EnterText, Special Issue on “Crossing Thresholds: Gender and 
Decoloniality in Caribbean Knowledge,” 12 (2018): 14-35. 

28 

were oppressed as slaves and laborers, as black persons and as women57 – the 

latter always by men of the ruling class/‘superior race’ and sometimes by their own 

husbands and partners (as in the case of Guillermo criollo). The categories of 

difference as a justification for dominance and exploitation interfered.58 

Despite the complicated interdependencies of identities and hierarchies in the 

slave, patrocinado or freedmen community, in which gender was a central factor, the 

conflict between masters and slaves, patronos and patrocinados, proprietors and 

laborers, at the same time conflicts between “whites” and “blacks”, remained the 

main source of social antagonism in a slave society in transition to a post-slavery 

society. This conflict was part of every case cited, either directly, as in the struggle of 

Francisco Marule to obtain his freedom against the resistance of his owner, the fight 

of Beatriz Montes to get her children released from the possession of her former 

patrono, or in the effort of Hilario Montes to marry the woman whom he loved, 

resisting his status as patrocinado. It was present indirectly in the case of Juana 

Pastor, whose status was low compared with a white man, even though this white 

man was a worker, because she was black and thus obviously descending from 

African slaves. And in the case of Asunción, who had she not been a patrocinada 

confined to an ingenio, could easily have escaped from the jealousy of Guillermo 

criollo.  

Neither did the racial prejudices inherited from a slavery society disappear with 

the liberation of individuals nor with the abolition of slavery as an institution. The 

heritage of slavery overshadowed most social relations even after its abolition, 

exposed the dispossessed former slaves to brutal economic exploitation, excluded 

the majority of them from social advancement because of their “race” and harshened 

the gender dominance of white men and Afro-Cuban men over Afro-Cuban women. 
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