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Amerindian Slavery in the Caribbean 
 
Seeking to establish a steady labor supply in the Caribbean, the Spanish were 
the first to enslave native populations for agricultural and mining work. Slaves 
existed in the native societies with which early European settlers came in contact 
but not on a large organizational scale Europeans sought to impose. Many native 
peoples in the Caribbean resisted forced labor by revolting against or escaping 
European overseers. There were early protests to native forced labor. For 
example, when Christopher Columbus brought enslaved natives to Spain as 
evidence of the many riches the new lands promised, Isabel of Castile insisted 
the enslaved individuals be returned to their homeland as subjects of the Spanish 
crown, not slaves. Figures such as the priest Bartolome de Las Casas had much 
to say about the way Spaniards treated natives in Spain’s Caribbean 
possessions. In 1513, the Spanish monarchy passed the Law of Burgos in 
response to these protests. The laws established protection for natives and 
regulated their labor. It also stated that natives living under Spanish dominion 
should be converted to Christianity, which, in theory, would make them ineligible 
for slavery. This last provision, however, contained a loophole. Individuals who 
resisted Spanish rule could be enslaved as a result of the notion of just war, 
which was defensive in nature. Also, the Spanish could enslave individuals who 
were accused of cannibalism. These conditions prompted slave raids on 
neighboring islands. Slave raids in the Bahamas and Leeward Islands 
devastated local populations and led to the first mainland colony in Central 
America, Castilla del Oro in Panama, which began as a slaving post. In 1542, the 
Spanish monarchy passed the New Laws, which prohibited slavery, even in 
cases of just war. In the aftermath of the New Laws, Spanish colonists 
increasingly relied on the encomienda system to extract labor from native 
populations. This system granted a unit of land to individual Spaniards who 
collected tribute from the local chiefs who in turn organized native labor forces to 
work the land. The encomienda system was eventually abolished in 1635 but 
only after wreaking demographic havoc on native populations. 
 
Unlike the Spanish, who initially found substantial native populations on the lands 
they settled in the Caribbean, the English faced different circumstances when 
they settled Barbados in 1627. The native population was sparse for the tobacco 
and cotton crop they cultivated upon settling, and the English had to rely on 
native slaves from other colonies and European allies. When the English, with 
the help of the Dutch, began planting sugar cane in the 1640s, the labor need 
became excessive and they turned to enslaved Africans for labor. 


