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New Book 

Paths to Freedom: Manumission in the Atlantic World 

Edited by Rosemary Brana-Shute and Randy J. Sparks 

University of South Carolina Press, Cloth, 432 pp., 

ISBN-13: 978-1-57003-774-0, June 2009. 

 

Description from the Publisher: 

 

An international comparative study of a mode of emancipation that worked to 

reinforce the institution of slavery: Manumission -- the act of freeing a slave 

while the institution of slavery continues -- has received relatively little scholarly 

attention as compared to other aspects of slavery and emancipation. To address 

this gap, editors Rosemary Brana-Shute and Randy J. Sparks present a volume 

of essays that comprise the first-ever comparative study of manumission as it 

affected slave systems on both sides of the Atlantic. 

 

In this landmark volume, an international group of scholars consider the history 

and implications of manumission from the medieval period to the late nineteenth 

century as the phenomenon manifested itself in the Old World and the New. The 

contributors demonstrate that although the means of manumission varied 

greatly across the Atlantic world, in every instance the act served to reinforce the 

sovereign power structures inherent in the institution of slavery. In some 

societies only a master had the authority to manumit slaves, while in others the 

state might grant freedom or it might be purchased. Regardless of the source of 

manumission, the result was viewed by its society as a benevolent act intended to 

bind the freed slave to his or her former master through gratitude if no longer 

through direct ownership. The possibility of manumission worked to inspire 

faithful servitude among slaves while simultaneously solidifying the legitimacy of 

their ownership. 

 

The essayists compare the legacy of manumission in medieval Europe; the Jewish 

communities of Levant, Europe, and the New World; the Dutch, French, and 

British colonies; and the antebellum United States, while exploring wider 

patterns that extended beyond a single location or era. They also document the 

fates of manumitted slaves, some of whom were accepted into freed segments of 
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their societies; while others were expected to vacate their former communities 

entirely. The contributors investigate the cultural consequences of manumission 

as well as the changing economic conditions that limited the practice by the 

eighteenth century to understand better the social implications of this 

multifaceted aspect of the system of slavery. Contributors include: Robin 

Blackburn, Debra G. Blumenthal, Rosemary Brana-Shute, Eric Burin, John F. 

Campbell, Sean Condon, Mary Caroline Cravens, Mariana L. R. Dantas, Ellen 

Eslinger, Keila Grinberg, Scott Hancock, Evelyn P. Jennings, Wim Klooster, 

Beatriz Galloti Mamigonian, Orlando Patterson, William D. Phillips, Jonathan 

Schorsch, Randy J. Sparks, and Eva Sheppard Wolf. 
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