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CHAPTER 13 

Vulnerability beyond Revolutions: Rural Workers, Former Slaves and 
Indentured Migrants in the French Empire 

Alessandro Stanziani 
 

 

In 1834, a society for the abolition of slavery, connected to the British associations, was 
created in Paris. Led by Duke Victor de Broglie, the French society encouraged legislative 
reforms, manumission and limited recognition of civil rights for gens de couleurs.1 Several 
pamphlets and studies produced by parliamentary commissions summarised the long-
standing debate over the comparative efficiency of wage labour versus slavery.2 Contrasting 
estimates were produced, with some claiming the profitability of slavery and others 
challenging it. At the same time, new considerations arose: the profitability of slavery was 
said to be demonstrable only for the individual planter, but not for the “nation.” Two main 
positions emerged; for some, slavery was an ethical and religious affair more than an 
economic issue. In response to this argument, anti-abolitionists replied that Africans would 
suffer famine if left in Africa; slavery was openly declared to be a humanitarian project.  

In 1838, a new commission was set up, chaired by Alexis de Tocqueville; he produced a 
final report, using an enormous amount of statistical data to establish the need for 
immediate emancipation. Tocqueville justified this conclusion by pointing out that gradual 
emancipation would require special rules for a particular group of labouring people, with the 
attendant risk of social tensions. Instead, a general emancipation would simplify the issue. 
Tocqueville added some ordinary considerations about slaves’ lack of motivation and low 
productivity. He also criticised the British solution of an apprenticeship period, which he saw 
as the source of undue abuses by planters and thus of social conflict.3 In 1842, Victor 
Schoelcher submitted a detailed plan for abolition in which he assigned a central role to the 
“association principle,” allowing groups of freed slaves to form an association with their 
former masters and share the profits.4 In 1843, the De Broglie Commission finally published 
three volumes of its minutes and criticised the idea of ownership of slaves as a natural right. 
This was acceptable for other kinds of property, but not for human beings. But it also added 
a new insight: the need for the strict regulation of free labour: once freed, former slaves had 
to be put under surveillance and strictly regulated.  

In the end, the Commission opposed immediate abolition and suggested two alternative, 
gradual forms of emancipation, one that would take place over ten years, and another that 
would take place over twenty years. Opinions were also divided over the amount of 
compensation owed to slave owners and who should pay it.5 In response, Schoelcher and 
the other abolitionist leaders intensified their action. In 1844–1845, they gained the support 

                                                      
1
 “Gens de couleurs” was the term used for all free non-whites, that is, former slaves or non-whites born 

as free. 
2
 Adolphe Granier de Cassagnac, De l’émancipation des esclaves: Lettre à M. de Lamartine (Paris: Delloye, 

1840). 
3
 Alexis de Tocqueville, Rapport fait au nom de la commission chargée d’examiner la proposition de M. de 

Tracy relative aux colonies, 1839 in Œuvres completes, vol. 3 (Paris: Gallimard, 1962). 
4
 Victor Schoelcher, Des colonies françaises: Abolition immédiate de l’esclavage (Paris: CTHS, [1842] 1998). 

5
 M. Jollivet, La Commission présidée par M. le duc de Broglie et les gouverneurs de nos colonies, théorie et 

pratique (Paris: Imprimerie De Boulé, 1843). 



of workers’ associations, which sent several massive petitions to the government demanding 
the immediate abolition of slavery. A cautious law was, therefore, adopted in 1845, 
encouraging manumission and the gradual purchase of freedom by slaves themselves. The 
slave was granted legal capacities and could, therefore, own movable and fixed property. 
However, this approach soon ran up against a swiftly evolving situation in the colonies as 
well as in France. In 1846–1847, in the West Indies, several thousands of slaves escaped 
from French to British islands (five thousand from Guyana to Trinidad, two thousand of 
whom reached their destination, and one thousand from Guadeloupe to Dominica). Planters 
spoke of on-going transformation through voluntary manumission under the law of 1845 
and the introduction of machines and free indentured immigrants. Such an evolution would 
take time and legislators concluded that immediate abolition would put an end to this 
positive process. Nevertheless, strong state support was required to promote these 
dynamics.6 Social tensions also escalated in France itself: artisans complained of increasing 
difficulties and urban workers protested against low wages, long working days and unstable 
employment. In 1847, strikes intensified in Paris and France.  

We are thus confronted with a relatively well-known historical dynamic: elites were keen 
to support the abolition of slavery, but only on the long term and with due compensation to 
slave owners. Meanwhile, social unrest took the lead and pushed towards more radical 
politics. What was the outcome of these tensions? 

Immediately after the Parisian uprising in February 1848, commissions on the abolition of 
slavery were formed in March and April. Led by Schoelcher, the commission advocated the 
immediate abolition of slavery, entitling all manumitted slaves to become French citizens. 
There were discussions concerning compensation for slave owners and a possible period of 
apprenticeship – the majority of the commission was favourable to both.7 Meanwhile, 
another commission was settled to discuss the reform of labour in France. The connections 
between the parliamentary commissions on slavery and on labour were crucial. Several 
topics were common to both, including the organisation of legal courts to handle labour 
disputes, pensions for the infirm and the elderly, national workshops (ateliers), the control 
and punishment of vagrancy, and the length of working days. Strangely enough, at first sight, 
the decrees established a relation between rural workers in France, former slaves and new 
indentured immigrants in France’s colonies. In both rural areas and the colonies, 
prud’hommes (industrial or labour tribunals) were not allowed, and justices of peace (rural 
low courts) were supposed to replace them.8 Second, the worker’s booklet (livret ouvrier), 
an instrument to control workers’ mobility in France but which was unevenly enforced on 
the mainland, was introduced in the colonies in order to control “vagrancy.” At the same 
time, a bill suggested extending the booklet to agricultural labourers; however, the measure 
failed to pass. 

Here, a number of interesting questions arise: why did revolutionary France abolish 
slavery but keep former slaves and new immigrants under strong coercion and unfair rights, 
while criticising the British for doing so? And why were emancipated slaves and rural 
workers on the mainland regulated by similar rules?  
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These questions are tied to broader questions about the abolitionist process and 
revolution: countless comparisons have been made between French and British 
abolitionism,9 mostly stressing the hesitant and ambiguous attitude of the French. This 
chapter offers a complementary view, by arguing that the limits of the revolutionary 
movement as regards slavery were strongly related to the tensions on labour, and rural 
labour in France itself in particular. To this end, it will follow the links between indentured 
migrants, slaves and labourers from the late seventeenth century to the second half of the 
nineteenth century. This means that it will touch upon not only the revolution of 1848, but it 
will trace the roots of the ambiguities of this revolution back to the revolution of 1789 and 
its aftermath. The chapter will not discuss the entire French Empire, but will focus on 
Réunion Island. Even if some conclusions are common to the Antilles and the Atlantic world, 
we consider it worth focusing on the Indian Ocean world, where the transmutations of 
labour in the European colonies were confronted with the extremely blurred boundary 
between free and unfree labour in the whole area extending from Eastern Africa, to India 
and Southeast Asia.10  

 
 

1. Beyond 1789: Institutions and rural labour in the colonies, from the 
seventeenth to the mid-nineteenth century 

 
Like in the British Empire, in the French colonies the contract of engagement, or 

indentured service was developed in the seventeenth century. It was initially intended for 
white settlers whose transport expenses were advanced by employers or their middlemen in 
exchange for special commitment to work for several years. The engagés were subject to 
criminal penalties and could be transferred to other masters along with their contract. 
Owing to the close resemblance between wage earners and domestic servants and the 
survival of forms of domestic service into the nineteenth century, the contract of 
engagement should not be understood in opposition to these other labour relationships but, 
rather, as an extension and of them in the colonial situation. If we look at the contracts, then 
we see that, in France, the agricultural day labourer was supposed to sell exclusive 
ownership of his time and services to his employer; the sailor’s contract extended the 
duration of this sale with special clauses related to voyage expenses. All these clauses were 
reproduced in the contract of engagement.11 Moreover, the engagé owed his labour to his 
master who, in exchange, was to teach him about colonial farming.  

As in nearby English colonies, during the second half of the seventeenth century an 
increasing number of African slaves reached the Antilles as well as Mauritius and Réunion 
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Island. 12 In all those cases, however, indentured migrants and slaves coexisted. In the 
Atlantic, in 1654, two-thirds of the indentured immigrants in Guadeloupe were domestics. In 
1671, one-third of the households had no slaves or servants. Half of the households had 
both slaves and domestic servants. It was only during the second half of the seventeenth 
century that the proportion of the white population sharply declined. In Guadeloupe, it fell 
from 80 per cent in 1654 to 50 per cent in 1664 and 39 per cent in 1684. In Martinique, the 
white population was 51 per cent in 1664 and dropped to 29 per cent in 1678. 13 

In Réunion and Mauritius Islands this was all the more relevant that the use of “engagés 
de couleur” (as they were designated, to stress the importance of race) developed in the 
eighteenth and even more in the nineteenth century. This immigration was partly linked to 
the need for artisans (Indian carpenters and masons) but, above all, to the demand for 
additional labourers at a time when, under pressure from the English, the price of slaves was 
constantly rising.14 In the Indian Ocean, the French traded between 334,000 and 384,000 
slaves to the Mascarene Islands between 1500 and 1850.15 In the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, about 200,000 slaves were imported to Réunion Island for the production of 
sugar, mostly from Madagascar and East Africa. Indians were also present: in 1708, the total 
count of adult slaves was 268 – 197 were men and 71 were women; 20 per cent of the men 
and 36 per cent of the women were Indians.16 A century later, they comprised about 3 per 
cent of the total number of 54,000 slaves. 

Race played an important although changing role over time; at the end of the 
seventeenth century, mixed marriages were extremely common: 67 per cent in 1690. The 
Royal Declaration of 1698 acknowledged children of mixed couples as French if they were 
baptised. In 1735, in Saint-Louis and Saint-Pierre, 86 per cent of estate owners were métis.17 
This encouraged the rate of manumission, which was relatively high on Réunion Island, in 
particular in the presence of kinship and family relationships between the master and the 
slave. As a result, unlike the American colonies, in Réunion “freed coloured people” were 
not counted until 1767, when most métis were classified as white. Here, because of the long 
tradition of mixed marriages, a person’s social condition seemed to be more important than 
the colour of his or her skin. 

Despite this attitude, the Revolution of 1789 and the abolition of slavery in 1794 had a 
limited impact on Réunion Island. Initially, the implementation of the Revolution 
encountered serious problems in the colonies where the “freed coloured” requested their 
full integration in terms of rights, while whites – not only masters and elites but also those 
from other countries whose rights had just been acknowledged – resisted them. The 
outcome differed according to place: civil rights were granted to the “freed coloured” in 
Mauritius, but not in Réunion Island, where they did not win their political rights until 
1793.18 At the end of the day, the abolitionist decree of 1794 was never implemented in 
Réunion island, where Napoleon had no difficulties in officially proclaiming the restoration of 
slavery. 
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In the 1820s as well as under the July Monarchy, two contrasting trends emerged: while 
in most French colonies manumission and the social conditions of freed slaves improved (in 
Martinique, freed slaves owned slaves and had trades19), there was an increase in illegal 
slave trafficking to the French West Indies and Réunion Island, partly in reaction to this trend 
and the mounting difficulties in French colonial production. An estimated forty-five thousand 
illicit slaves were imported to Réunion Island between 1817 and 1835.20 A total of about 
three hundred thousand slaves were imported to the Mascarene archipelago between the 
eighteenth century and the first half of the nineteenth. Unlike the eighteenth century, East 
Africa and Mozambique were the main source of supply (60 per cent), with the rest coming 
from Madagascar (31 per cent) and the countries of southern Asia (9 per cent). These 
networks were to remain in place after the abolition of slavery.21 

In Réunion Island, slaves continued to be imported until 1848, when the practice was 
finally abolished. However, disguised forms of slavery persisted: ships’ captains transporting 
Indians often resorted to fraud, and contracts of engagement to Singapore were signed, but 
the engagés ended up being sent to Réunion Island.22 Moreover, the French colonial 
administration encouraged the Indian engagés  to migrate and tried to establish rules that 
were sufficiently clear to avoid trouble, but they also worried about their actual 
enforcement.23 Translating those principles into action remained difficult. During the first 
half of the 1830s, Indian engagés numbered about three thousand.24 The legal rules in force 
provided that the engagés should receive food, lodging and wages. In practice, however, the 
employer-landowners seldom complied with the rules. Several riots took place, against 
planters and, above all against their overlookers. 25 

The Indian engagés resisted not only by reducing the amount of work they did and by 
rioting, but also by taking their cases to court.26 However, faced with the unfavourable 
attitude of the magistrates and the administration, Indian engagés formed a trade union in 
which the members with the best mastery of the French language played a highly active role 
in formulating appeals, intervening with the authorities, and so on.27 In 1837, the trade 
union was prohibited.28 
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At that point, the engagés discovered a different instrument: they became “fugitives” 
and “deserters.”29 Most went into town while others hid up on the hills, and still others 
simply moved from small to large estates, where the working and living conditions were 
imagined to be better. And this was partially true: large estate owners lured labouring 
people from neighbouring estates, particularly small ones; and then, with the help of the 
local police, they did not return them to their original owner. 

Faced with workers’ resistance and the unfair competition between planters, local 
authorities decided to increase the number of migrant arrivals of migrants, starting with the 
Chinese engagés. A new decree was adopted in 1843 to regulate these engagés: their 
contracts were supposed to last at least five years, and the minimum age of the engagé was 
set at sixteen; the landowners had to agree to pay wages and the return trip to China; ill 
treatment or a two-month delay in wage payments was sufficient grounds for the 
administration to nullify a contract. However, once again, estate owners seemed unwilling to 
comply with the rules.30 As a result, the few dozen Chinese who arrived soon adopted the 
same strategy as the Indians. At first, they protested against their living conditions and 
overdue wages, and then they started legal proceedings or left their employers.  

Again, French planters and authorities invoked rules on rural labour existing in France 
and which, according to them, kept labourers under the strict authority of the master. In 
their eyes, indentured immigrants working on plantations were a kind of rural labourers 
who, as already mentioned, even in France, were under a strong dependence on their 
master. Moreover, because of their skin colour and provenance, the subordination of 
migrants became even more extreme than in France. In other words, the persistent harsh 
living and working conditions of migrants in Réunion island had two main roots: race and the 
still ongoing marginality of rural workers in France itself. This is intriguing: if the French 
revolutions of 1789 and 1848 had an ambiguous impact on slaves, and if they provided 
better conditions for urban workers, why did they marginalise rural labour? 

 
 

1. Rural labour institutions in France across the 1789 Revolution 
 
During the last decades, scholarship has stressed how France appears to be the first 

country to have abolished lifelong domestic service as well as criminal penalties in labour 
disputes.31 As late as the eighteenth century, France’s leading legal experts considered 
labour to be a service provision. Available studies show that prud’hommes protected the 
workers in the textile industry and certain urban milieus.32 But what about the other sectors, 
especially agriculture? 

Although the French Revolution eliminated lifelong domestic service, until 1901, rural 
labourers and workers could not apply to prud’hommes, but only to the justice of the peace. 
Both before and after the Revolution, legal texts classified people working in agriculture as 
labourers or “task workers” (tâcherons) or as servants in husbandry.33 In the eighteenth 
century, servants in husbandry were by far the largest group of wage earners in French 
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agriculture, just like in Great Britain. Prior to the Revolution, penalties were imposed on all 
labourers, pieceworkers or servants in husbandry who quit their jobs before the end of their 
contract or without the employer’s authorisation. A variety of contractual arrangements to 
limit mobility existed at the time (bonuses for hardworking labourers, payment by task) 
along with general provisions.34 Thus, from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century, 
agricultural labourers and servants were free to move about and change employers only at 
certain times of year – that is, according to the critical periods in the agricultural calendar. 35 

It was not the same for day labourers; the seasonal nature of agricultural labour gave rise 
to a significant amount of regional mobility, which was already considerable in the 
seventeenth century and remained high until around the end of the nineteenth century. This 
mobility, together with the notion of labour as service in the legal and economic culture of 
the time, is precisely what helps to explain the harsh penalties imposed on labourers and 
servants. They were not allowed to leave their masters until the end of their contract, and, if 
they left prematurely, they were subject to heavy penalties as well as the loss of their 
earnings. The master, on the other hand, could discharge them at any time.  

Disputes over the wages (gage) of servants in husbandry and labourers was one of the 
areas reserved for justices of the peace,36 especially because masters were taken at their 
word (until 1868), unlike their dependants, regarding any issue concerning gages (different 
from wages), wages or advances. 

A labourer could leave his employer at any time or be discharged without prior notice – 
and without providing or claiming any compensation. In practice, however, the need to 
ensure workers for urgent labour had an obvious corrective effect on this rule. For example, 
a labourer paid by the day might be kept on for one or two weeks, or even a month or two, 
in summer and autumn. In some regions, incidentally, there were forms of servants’ 
contracts for six months or a year.  

Labourers remained free to offer their services to multiple farmers, if their schedules 
permitted. Both the wage earner and the master paid for this freedom: the day labourer’s 
employment status was precarious and he ran the risk of seasonal unemployment, while the 
employer faced a possible shortage of hands during peak seasons.37 

Lastly, domestic servants were most closely tied to their masters. What defined domestic 
servants and differentiated them from other agricultural wage earners was the content of 
the commitment, which was almost always tacit and which could not be broken “except for 
the most serious reasons.” Domestic servants were subject to their master’s will, which 
meant they “owed all [their] time to the master for any labour demanded.” This 
subordination to the master’s will resulted in receiving the promised gages in a lump sum. 
Without notice or compensation, the master could discharge the domestic servant for 
“dishonesty,” “disobedience,” “forgetting duties,” cursing, or acts of violence. The domestic 
servants, for their part, complained of poor or inadequate food.38 
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Problems arose most often with regard to the gage. Most practices allowed the master 
to withhold wages equivalent to the amount of work due from the wage earner. This led to 
the proposal, renewed in 1848, to extend the worker’s booklet (livret ouvrier)39 to 
agricultural labourers; however, the measure failed to pass. On the other hand, if the 
domestic servant demanded compensation, he had no other recourse but the justice of the 
peace. The situation changed during the second half of the century, when the rate of 
disputes went up and the demand for agricultural wage earners and domestic servants 
increased due to emigration to the cities. Employers accused the justices of the peace of 
being “on the side of labourers and domestic servants”40 – just like manufacturers during the 
same period accused the magistrates on industrial tribunals of being biased against them. 

In short, before the Revolution, the status of French labourers and domestic servants 
resembled bondage; labour was assimilated to service provision. In the nineteenth century, 
although domestic servants and labourers were held far more accountable than their 
employers for breach of contract, they were no longer governed by criminal constraints, but 
merely by civil law. This marked a fundamental difference from the pre-revolutionary 
period.41 In this context, rural labourers received far less protection than urban workers.  

 
 

2. Rural labour in France 
 
Conventional history claims that France stagnated in growth, productivity and in regard 

to main economic indicators throughout the eighteenth century.42 Over the last decades, 
new studies have challenged this view and have shown that there was considerable growth 
in eighteenth-century French agriculture.43 We now know44 that credit markets were fully 
developed in pre-revolutionary France, and the same was true for property rights. 
Pluriactivity and seasonal labour markets were omnipresent. 

George Grantham in particular evaluated the input of labour for the main agricultural 
operations in several French areas over a long period of time – roughly the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries – and concluded that labour productivity increased throughout the 
country during the period, particularly in intensive husbandry, and more so in tillage than in 
harvesting. In some areas, notably the Paris Basin, labour productivity was almost equal to 
the best agricultural areas in Britain at the time. The rural population decreased more slowly 
in France than in Britain, but more rapidly than in any other European country in the 
nineteenth century. This slow decrease was the result not just of the presumed protection of 
“peasant property” after the revolution, as conventional historiography has argued, but also 
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of the strong coercion still exerted on rural workers. From this standpoint, the Revolution of 
1789 brought much more “freedom” to urban than to rural workers. 

In short, the Revolution of 1789 and the revolution in Saint-Domingue did not seem to 
bring much freedom to colonial workers or to rural labourers in mainland France. Both these 
groups were marginalised, in the colonies because from Napoleon onwards, the counter-
revolutionary emancipation had been firmly established; and in France itself, because the 
advances of the revolution benefitted some finance, merchants and entrepreneurs, as well 
as limited groups of workers. Small units and rural labourers were left out. The reasons for 
this were both political and economic; in politics, the major divide in the world of labour was 
between the rural and the urban on the one hand, and between the mainland and the 
colonial on the other. From an economic standpoint, these attitudes were strengthened in 
the labour-intensive production in agriculture and in the colonies. The question is whether 
the revolution of 1848, the abolition of slavery and the Second Industrial Revolution 
changed this state of affairs. 

Even as late as 1851, only 27.6 per cent of the active population was working in the 
industrial sector (16 per cent in 1815; 21 per cent at the end of the 1830s). In 1855–1864, 
production in cottage industry was still 1.6 times higher than that of industry. Market 
segmentation remained the rule in France until around the end of the nineteenth century 
and, as a result, there was no uniformity in prices, wages or skills. With a few exceptions, 
pluriactivity was the norm.45 

Labour intensification in agriculture rose in France as well as in Britain, to such an extent 
that Gregory Clark came to the conclusion that, before 1850, labour intensification without 
any technical progress was the norm in Europe.46 At the same time, the output and yields 
were far higher in Britain than in France, despite an equal increase in the number and length 
of working days.47 The organisation of labour and capital explain these differences. The 
contribution of labour dominated French growth until at least the 1870s, if not later.  

The seasonal nature of agricultural labour gave rise to a significant amount of regional 
mobility, which was already considerable in the seventeenth century and remained high 
until around the end of the nineteenth century. In 1860, about 25 per cent of the industrial 
labour force was still moving from one sector to another during the summer.48 Where 
possible, employers could try to compensate for the loss of men by employing women, 
adolescents and children. Although farm wages hovered below industrial wages for most of 
the year, the situation was reversed during the peak season, particularly for women. Their 
wages were systematically inferior to those of men, but they recovered the difference 
during the summer in both agriculture and industry. It was as if agriculture offered a high 
wage for a brief period every year in order to attract workers who were usually engaged in 
industrial production.49 Seasonal labour was more intensive during the periods workers 
spent in towns and even more for peasant-workers in cottage industry. At the same time, 
wages, above all real wages, stagnated. 
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Day labourers were commonly found in the southern Mediterranean, Alsace-Lorraine, 
the Île-de-France and Picardy. It is estimated that in 1862 about half of the 4 million 
agricultural wage earners were day labourers; thirty years later, that figure had dropped to 
1.2 million. This trend was linked, in large part, to a sudden reduction in the number of small 
landowners between 1862 and 1892; by contrast, servants in husbandry made up an 
increasingly high percentage of agricultural labourers.50  

These trends in different rural areas corresponded to those in various industrial 
branches; in industry, seasonal shutdowns were less frequent in capital-intensive firms. 
Industrial employers could either shut down production in the summer or increase wages. 
The decision they took depended on the branch of industry and the region. Indeed, a 
national market was still lacking in nineteenth-century France (at least until after the 1880s) 
and peasant-workers reasoned in terms of a comparison between local wages in agriculture 
and industry. This explains why, in departments where industrial wages were high, 
agricultural wages followed suit, and vice versa: workers compared and finally offset the 
imbalance between the two wages. For the same reason, summer shutdowns were more 
widespread among companies that paid their workers less than the summer wage they 
earned for farm labour.  

This season shut-down was particularly well-suited to high labour-intensive crop areas. 
When labour was required at different intervals, as was the case for flax, hemp and 
vegetable and oil seeds, workers did not look to distant markets for compensation. In these 
cases, their wages would not be offset by going to distant markets. 

In wine producing regions, on the other hand, workers did respond to distant higher 
wages, and so – to an even greater degree – did workers located in pastoral counties. In 
particular, those in pastoral counties – in northern France, the Vosges and parts of 
Normandy and Brittany – left industry in the summer to work in neighbouring grain-growing 
regions with excess demand – in Picardy, Champagne, Lorraine and the Paris Basin. 

This situation disappeared almost entirely after 1875, when seasonal migration sharply 
declined. Between 1860 and 1890, the earlier practice of combining agricultural and 
industrial employment largely vanished. In 1860, at least five hundred thousand and 
probably as many as eight hundred thousand workers quit their jobs during summer. By 
1890, only one hundred thousand continued to do so. 

In short, after 1848, official rules on the rural labour market did not change and rural 
workers still were penalised compared to urban workers. However, over the years, their 
legal strength increased and so did urbanisation. This double movement produced slowly 
improving conditions for rural workers, who could now better negotiate their seasonal 
activities in town and in the countryside. However, during the second half of the nineteenth 
century, this slow progress in the condition of rural workers on the mainland seemed to be 
in sharp contrast with the persistent bondage of former slaves and new immigrants in the 
colonies. 

 
 

3. Indentured migrants after 1848 
 
Immediately after the decrees of May 1848, the elites of Réunion Island gathered to 

prepare a petition and a series of documents intended to demonstrate the need to postpone 
abolition in order to preserve the economy and stability of the island. Otherwise, they 
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argued, the whole population, including the slaves, would suffer from the sudden collapse of 
sugar production. 

In 1848, the General-Commissioner of the Republic, Sarda-Garriga, was sent to the island 
to enforce the abolition decree. He immediately ordered the plantation owners to free their 
slaves and ordered the latter to respect public order and not turn into vagrants. Freedom, he 
declared, makes work a duty. In principle, on 20 December 1848, sixty-two thousand slaves 
on the island were manumitted.51 

Indeed, when the French abolished slavery in 1848, unlike the British they did not impose 
an intermediate period of “apprenticeship” but, instead, practised disguised forms of 
enslavement. Recruitment in India, Madagascar, Mozambique and the East Coast of Africa 
relied on networks that had been in place since the eighteenth century. It employed the 
same practices as the slave trade, often involving violence, sometimes with the help of local 
tribal chiefs.52  

In 1847, there were a total of 6,508 engagés – Indians, Chinese, Africans and Creoles. The 
lack of available labour encouraged several landowners to call for the importation of 
additional engagés, this time from Africa, especially since France was moving towards the 
abolition of slavery. Indeed, like in the British Empire in the 1830s and 1840s, the abolition 
of slavery in the French colonies in 1848 was followed by a revival of the engagement 
system. While only 153 African engagés entered into service in 1853, thereafter, on average, 
about 4,000 Africans arrived each year between 1851 and 1854; 10,008 were imported in 
1858 and 5,027 the following year.53 The routes supplying engagés and immigrants partly 
reproduced those of the slave trade and commercial networks already in place. Indian 
labourers were brought to the island with the help of Arab and Indian middlemen, who were 
often in competition with each other. Taking advantage of the British peace and their 
permission to sail under the British flag, Indian merchants (often from Bombay and the 
Malabar Coast) gained a considerable competitive advantage in transporting coolies and 
goods between the Indian Ocean and India.54  

On the western route, between Réunion Island and Africa, the annexation of Mayotte 
opened up new supply sources in the Comoros archipelago itself, in Madagascar and on the 
West Coast of Africa. Between 1856 and 1866, about 8,000 engagés, nearly all of them from 
Mozambique, were transported via Mayotte to Réunion Island.55 According to the 1866–-
1867 census, of the population of 11,731 inhabitants, 3,716 were Africans (31.7 per cent); 
the vast majority (2,245) of them were engagés from Mozambique.56 

The demand for manpower was so high that Réunionese estate owners even tried to 
annex Madagascar; in this, they had the support of the Arab and Sakalava communities in 
the Mozambique Channel islands. Trading houses and transport offices in Nantes, Bordeaux 
and Marseille also played an active part in these operations.57 Relying on already existing 
slavery and the support of the local sultans, these merchants established stable, large-scale 
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commercial contacts in Réunion Island for engagés in Madagascar, Gabon, the Congo and 
even West Africa.58 In 1853, France built new centres in Gabon and Senegal to expand the 
zone for “redeeming” engagés; similar operations were carried out in Zanzibar and 
Mozambique.59 The “redeemed” (actually newly purchased) Madagascans and Africans 
finally boarded ships for Réunion Island, often passing through the Seychelles. In all, 
between 1851 and 1860, 20,000 engagés were exported from Portuguese Africa and the 
same number was shipped from the Swahili coast; 10,000 landed in Réunion Island and 
Comoros.60 The British ships sequestered several cargoes of engagés bought by the French 
or the Portuguese.61 Finally, in 1861, a Franco-British agreement provided for the cessation 
of French prior redemption in Africa in exchange for the possibility of resorting to Indian 
coolies. 

Initially, those put to work under contract of engagement were either new immigrants or 
local freed slaves, in almost equal numbers. Thus, in 1854, 34,650 men and 4,709 women 
immigrants, were added to 22,650 “local” male indentured labourers and 9,022 females. 
Local workers under other agreements than engagement were a tiny minority: 3,763 males 
and 3,116 females. The total number of workers came to 86,028.62 Seasonal variations were 
nevertheless significant: in the first quarter of 1855, there were 61,191 workers in all, 
including 37,062 new male immigrants, 5,049 female immigrants, 9,545 local males and 
4,785 local females. At the moment, contracts for one year (or longer) were the rule; only 
1,683 workers were under shorter terms. These numbers did not reflect reality: the law 
required long-term contracts; the planters therefore provided this kind of contract, but they 
actually employed short-term workers as the seasonal variations demonstrate. In the second 
half of 1855, during the peak agricultural season, the number of working people jumped to 
91,276, including 41,155 new immigrants, 33,228 members of the “local population” and 
9,214 without a contract of engagement.63 

The Second Empire imposed tighter restrictions not only on rural labourers, as we have 
seen, but also, and above all, on emancipated slaves and engagés. A contract of engagement 
was imposed on all workers in the colonies; the legal rules governing the livret ouvrier were 
widely implemented and enforced. Anyone without fixed employment (defined as a job 
lasting more than one year) was considered a vagrant and punished as such. The penalties 
were considerable, but the law was also frequently circumvented through fictitious contracts 
of engagement that some – especially women – signed with landowners who were 
interested in having occasional labourers. 

In principle, engagés had the right to go to court and denounce cases of mistreatment 
and abuse. We have seen that, under slavery, those rights had been largely ignored. 
Abolition did little to change those attitudes; in practice, it was still extremely difficult to 
make use of the rules, mainly because colonial law courts were in the hands of local elites. 
Thus, when immigrants went to court to denounce abuses, they were often sent back to 
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their employer, who, at best, punished them and docked their wages for insubordination; at 
worst, the employer would sue them for breach of contract and slander. In the face of these 
difficulties, workers sometimes joined together to denounce illegal practices, but they risked 
being sentenced by the judge and the police to two months of forced labour in a workhouse 
for illicit association and breach of the peace.64 

Following protests by Indian immigrants and the British consul, in the late 1850s, 
permission was given to form a union for the protection of immigrants. The union was 
granted the authority to inspect estates and was supposed to safeguard immigrants’ legal 
rights. However, the union performed its mission poorly, at least until the late 1860s; 
inspections were seldom held, and legal assistance was offered only to those immigrants 
who had completed less than five years of a renewed contract. This approach provoked a 
counteraction on the part of immigrants and the British consul, but the initial decisions of 
the courts validated a conservative interpretation and rejected claims denouncing unequal 
treatment under the law.65 

Contract renewals, wage payments and corporal punishment were the most common 
issues in the lawsuits filed by engagés. Unlike slaves, engagés had the right to return home; 
terms were negotiated in the contract, which was supposed to comply with the general 
provisions of the law. In practice, however, repatriation was difficult. During the 1850s and 
1860s, a third of the indentured immigrants returned home (mostly Indians). This 
percentage was close to the one in Mauritius, the Caribbean, Surinam and Jamaica at the 
time, but it was far from the repatriation figure of 70 per cent recorded in Thailand, Malaya 
and Melanesia. Distance and the cost of transport were just two of the variables affecting 
repatriation; politics and concrete forms of integration were also important factors.66 On 
Réunion Island, in particular, urban traders and certain colonial officers encouraged engagés 
to return home. The former group argued that once the immigrants had completed their 
commitment, they settled in towns and engaged in illegal trade and unfair competition. 
Colonial administrators were inclined to support this view: the defence of public order 
required the repatriation of immigrants.67 

By contrast, several employers and estate owners, especially small ones, were hostile to 
the resettlement of immigrants in town or their repatriation, and they pushed for the 
renewal of contracts. Their attitude can be explained by the fact that unlike large estate 
owners, they faced increasing problems in finding the financial resources, networks and 
diplomatic support for new recruits. For that reason, they made use of every legal and illegal 
means to retain workers at the end of their contracts. In particular, they seized immigrants’ 
wages and livrets and added severe penalties whenever possible (“laziness” and the failure 
to accomplish assigned tasks in due time were the most common arguments for applying 
penalties). Hence, the worker’s “debt” was never repaid, and the contract was protracted. 
Day labour standards and objectives were gradually raised so that few workers could meet 
them; they were thus subject to stiff penalties while working eighteen to twenty hours a day 
instead of the ten mentioned in contracts and official rules.68 And as if all this were not 
enough, employers had no qualms about using physical force to make workers renew their 
commitments. 
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These practices had been informally denounced from the 1850s, but it was not until the 
1860s that they were brought before the courts, under pressure from British diplomats and 
French central government authorities.69 Even then, lawsuits often dragged on for years and 
involved only a very small percentage of workers. In very few cases, employers were forced 
to pay their workers due wages, with no damages or interest, though many immigrants were 
also granted permission to terminate (illegal) contracts and abuses without paying 
penalties.70 

In first-level courts throughout the 1870s, no more than seven employers were 
sentenced each year for inflicting injuries and other violence. At the appeals court level, the 
figure dropped to one per year, the sole exception being four individuals convicted in 1875, 
but this was a single lawsuit and the three people receiving sentences were themselves 
immigrants working as foremen.71 

Conversely, every year employers sued several hundred workers for breach of contract. 
Sentences were usually favourable to the plaintiffs, and the workers had to face severe 
monetary penalties, which often translated into forced labour. Immigrants were also 
dragged into court for robbery, for which the sentences were very harsh – such as five years 
of forced labour for a stolen chicken.72 

As time went by, the use of coercion became increasingly essential in public 
governmental activities such as building and repairing roads, bridges and ports. Forced 
labour as a disciplinary measure and workhouses were already in existence under slavery, 
for the punishment of slaves who were under the jurisdiction of the public authorities; 
accordingly, slaves were assigned to workhouses or put to work on public works projects, 
rather than sent to their masters to be punished. In February 1831, colonial workhouses had 
a total workforce of 888 (612 men, 180 women and six children) in their so-called “mobile” 
department, that is, forced labour performed in various parts of the island; the “sedentary” 
department had a total of 202 labourers (148 men, twenty-eight women and twenty-six 
children). The mortality rate in these activities was very high: by 1831, an estimated 303 
deaths (out of 12,347 prisoners) had taken place in the workhouse since it was set up in 
1826.73 Such coercion continued after the abolition of slavery. In Saint-Leu, in 1859, there 
were 321 people in the public workhouses, with between seventy and eighty prison 
sentences per quarter. By contrast, only sixteen people were engaged in disciplinary forced 
labour by the end of 1858.74 

In part, this outcome can be attributed to the violence and the poor living and working 
conditions of French planters, who received much less fiscal and financial support than their 
neighbours in Mauritius. Contingency and structural dynamics converged in a world of 
violence, exploitation and inequality. Violent colonialism responded not only to economic 
pressures and local conditions on the island, but also to the way the French managed labour 
and their empire.  

 
 

4. Conclusion: Labour, empire and revolution 
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The French Revolution suppressed lifelong domestic bondage, whereas the nineteenth 
century progressively abolished slavery, first in the British colonies, and then in the French 
colonies. Still, this process did not accompany the rise of a free labour market between 
legally equal actors. In Britain, France and their colonies, workers and indentured 
immigrants were not disguised slaves (as much of the literature in the nineteenth century 
argued),75 but they did have an inferior legal status and far fewer rights than their masters. 
From this perspective, colonies were territories not only of slavery but, above all, of forms of 
bondage inspired by status inequalities entrenched in France itself. Status inequalities in 
France served as the model for those in the colonies. However, unlike Britain, where the 
Masters and Servants Acts opposed any kind of worker – including both domestic and rural 
labourers – to their masters, in France this opposition was only partially replicated before 
the Revolution of 1789. The difference was that, even at that time, legal differences 
between aristocrats, workers, peasants, merchants and the clergy overlapped with the 
emerging capitalist social differentiation. The Revolution consolidated this trend and 
provided special legal, political and social rights to estate owners, old aristocracies and new 
capitalists while proclaiming the equality of the whole population before the law. In practice, 
workers had no right to unionise or even to vote until universal suffrage in the twentieth 
century. Within this context, informal unions, industrial law courts and social movements 
were able to win some legal and social protection in some urban and industrial sectors while 
rural labour was marginalised. Corporatism replicated from pre-revolutionary to capitalist 
France. This became a source of inspiration for regulating labour in the colonies, in particular 
in the aftermath of the abolition of slavery. The rights of indentured immigrants and former 
slaves were constantly ignored in post-1848 French colonies and this was so not only under 
the Second Empire, that is, since 1851, but even in the aftermath of the revolution, as was 
shown at the very beginning of this chapter. In fact, the fragmentation of rights, interests 
and action of labouring people (weak solidarities between different branches of workers, 
deep suspicion between urban and rural workers, their joint hostility towards immigrants 
from the colonies) responded to the alliance between aristocrats and capitalists. The latter 
divided the former. As a consequence, under the Second Empire, two trends were at work: 
on the one hand, in commercial, trade and financial relationships, Napoleon III gradually 
reduced regulations and moved towards free trade and deregulated markets. On the other 
hand, in labour relationships, the Second Empire put severe limitations on workers’ rights, 
sought to preserve the worker’s booklet and denied the right to strike or even to unionise. In 
the colonies, this attitude took a distinctly repressive turn and inequalities existed both in 
the law (fewer statutory rights for immigrants and non-French residents) and in the way it 
was implemented (legal procedures unfavourable to labouring people) as well as outside the 
law (unpunished abuses and violence, economic exploitation). The notion of freedom was 
for a world to come and it appealed to immediate exclusion as a foundation for an eventual 
future inclusion.  
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