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- Labor Systems

\

. Across Civilizations
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Rules and institutions that organize, control, and value work
Reveals power, law, economy, and everyday survival
Comparative lens across regions and entanglements

Roadmap: concepts, cases, plantations, industry, legacies




A Comparative Framework for Labor

COERCED LABOR FREE LABOR
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e Compare coercion, legal status, mobility, compensation,
regulation, and autonomy

e Categories: reciprocal, tributary, coerced, and commodified labor o e T

e Forced labor includes slavery, serfdom, corvée, debt bondage, s ool - o
and conscription ] LLLI
"""" e Avoid flattening premodern complexity with modern labels; A : LI
coercion is a continuum XK LI
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Slavery, Serfdom, and
Coerced Labor: Core Concepts

® N ®
@ O )

e Slavery involves violence, natal
alienation, and social dishonor

e Serfdom bound peasants to land
and lord through obligations

e Corvée: compulsory state or
lord-imposed labor, often seasonal

® "Societies with slaves" differ from
"slave societies” in economic centrality




Labor in Early
Agrarian States
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* Temples and palaces organized
workers via rations and land
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* Corvee and dependent labor built
irrigation and public works
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* |egal codes regulated debt bondage
and landholder obligations

.;.4 0] * Egyptian projects used rosters, work
Ladly targets, and administrative control
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Classical
Mediterranean
Labor Regimes

® Athens and Republican Rome became
major slave societies

Enslaved labor spanned households,
farms, crafts, mining, and services

Scale varied by region, war, trade,
wages, and slave prices

Roman law ranked enslaved, freedpersons,
tenants, and citizens

Free labor coexisted with slavery
across all sectors
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Qin and Han China: convicts, corvée,
and conscription formed large
state workforces

Imperial reforms shifted China
toward taxation and hired labor

Mughal revenue systems extracted
state resources from peasant production

Ottoman devshirme levied Christian
boys for military and administrative service

Guilds and household service
shaped Ottoman urban labor

TOOLS OF CONTROL ——




L 4

Feudal and Manorial
Labor in Europe # -
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The manor organized rural life
around a lord's demesne and
peasant holdings

Peasants owed labor services,
rents in kind, or money rents
to the lord

Labor dues declined as
commercialization spread
through Western Europe

Manorial courts regulated
inheritance, obligations, mobility,
and disputes

Serfdom declined early in the
West but intensified in Eastern
Europe
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Atlantic Slavery and
Plantation Economies

@

Transatlantic system forced millions of
Africans into racialized plantation slavery

Sugar imposed intense, industrialized
labor; tobacco, cotton, and rice varied

Control relied on draconian law, violence,
surveillance, and racial hierarchy

Resistance included revolt, flight, {’,’l

marronage, sabotage, and autonomous 4 /:/ =
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Indentured and
- .. Colonial Labor
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..., | Abolition shifted global labor
Ll b supply from Africa to Asia
N
N ® |ndenture was contractual but
ofc ci i constrained mobility and
Sk exploited workers
ofd . : ;
g ® (Colonial taxation and pass

laws extracted African labor
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bt o ® Post-1930 conventions
setie Y rebranded forced labor as
communal work

4 Tools of Control
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Industrialization and
the Rise of Wage Labor ges

Factory discipline replaced household
and seasonal work rhythms

Textile mills relied heavily on
women and children

Gender ideology shaped skill,
pay, and union access

Children as young as seven
worked long hours

Unions and state regulation
gradually set limits




Labor Movements el

and Legal Reform , 4
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| JUSTICE AND PROTECTION

® Trade unions, friendly societies, and
FOR WORKERS

political campaigns limited hours and
improved conditions.

® Factory Acts and mining laws
formalized protections for children
and women.

® Reform often framed women’s and
children’s labor through protective or
gendered ideologies.

® Labor rights expanded unevenly
across regions, sectors, and legal
categories.




Comparative Patterns
of Labor System Change
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COLONIAL RULE
| ADAPTS PRECOLONIAL
OBLIGATIONS
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Coercive and reciprocal
labor declined relative to
wage labor, but not linearly.

Empire, trade, crisis,
commercialization, and
resistance reshaped
labor systems.

Colonial rule often adapted
precolonial obligations,
creating hybrid systems.

Serfs and slaves also

worked for wages; wage
workers could face
legal compulsion.
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Historical Labor Systems
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Colonial forced labor shaped
regional inequality and informality

Descendants of coerced workers
face education and income gaps

Legal race and gender segmentation
originated in colonial hierarchies

Debt bondage and constrained
mobility persist in modern sectors
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Forced Labor, Informal
Work, and the Present g7
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Large-scale state-sanctioned
forced labor has declined R s
dramatically since the |
eighteenth century
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 International law now prohibits
slavery, servitude, debt bondage,
and forced labor

Informality remains dominant,
especially in regions shaped by
colonial cash crop economies

Coercion today includes debt,
document seizure, contract
restrictions, and constrained
alternatives




From Coercion to Rights: Key Takeaways
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s e |abor systems overlapped,
Cgf\'feé';t resisting a simple free/unfree binary
e Coercion included legal unfreedom,
e debt, rT\oF)lllty limits, and
Sorfdom conscription
e Resistance from workers, peasants,
and the enslaved reshaped systems
Colonial
ST L e Legacies persist in inequality,
migration, informality, and
modern work debates
I\R/!I‘g’ﬂf;" Labor | ¢ Recognizing historical coercion
g sharpens analysis of present-day
T labor issues
====="Lines of Resistance %
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