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ABSTRACT 

This study investigates aspects of the economic history of working, peasant. and lower- 

middle class Afro-Caribbean women in three Anglophone islands over two centuries, from 

the late eighteenth century to the late twentieth century, with a substantive focus on the last 

century (approximately 1890- 1990). The islands. Jamaica, Barbados and Dominica, 

represent variations of "plantation colony." The investigation deploys a concept of 

women's "relproductive status," refemng to their role combination across the spheres of 

farnil y-reproduction and goods-produc tion, and uses the establishment of the historical 

origins of this status during slavery as a springboard from which to examine the evolution 

of non-elite women's post-emancipation economic roles. This examination focuses on 

changing occupational and employment patterns with respect to structural and 

intergenerational mobility and peripheral-capitalist development. Family and schooling. as 

the most significant correlates of goods-production, employment and occupation. provide a 

secondary focus for the dissertation. From the vantage-point of its integrated perspective. 

the study also contributes to a critical reading of several scholarly works on Caribbean 

economy and society. The expository technique of the dissertation is based on a mix of 

historical narrative and historical sociology, produced from an analysis of primary and 

secondary sources. 
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INTRODUCTION 



e of Studv 

dv 

In this dissertation I investigate aspects of the economic history of the non-elite Afro- 

Caribbean female majority in three Anglophone islands over two centuries, from the late 

eighteenth century to the late twentieth century, with a substantive focus on the last century 

(approximately 1W 1990). The islands are Jamaica, Barbados and Dominica. The focus 

of the investigation is aon-elite women's occupational and employment (and, to a lesser 

extent, schooling and family) patterns within the wider and historically specific context of 

their overall "re/productivenl status. hegemonic (and counter-hegemonic) race-class-gender 

structures, coloniallpost-colonial political economy, and the trajectory of "development" 

(stages and levels of integration into the unfolding global capitalist economy), involving 

both structural and intergenerational mobility. The expository technique of the dissertation 

is based on a mix of historical narrative and historical sociology, using primary and 

secondary sources. 

In addition to an elaboration of the theoretical framework in Part I, there are three 

main sections to the substantive case-study portion of the dissertation. In the f iat  (Part II), 

I examine the founding structures of West Indian society, as they were configured by the 

high noon of slavery (after 1750), in regard to the peculiar nature of colonial political 

economy, the attendant race/class/patriarchal hierarchies, and enslaved women's 

relproductive status and social identity within the whole. From that baseline, I 

proceed, in the two following sections, to survey the entire post-emancipation trajectory of 

women's economic development (substantively focusing on the century roughly between 

 his is a reference to location in the class and sexual divisions of labor (and property) in the corn bined 
economic practices of "goods-productionn and "human-reproductim"taking place acms the private- 
domestic and publicmarket domains. Women's relproductive status is  mediated through institutions like 
family, schooling, government and law, trade unioas, the labor market, some of which will be examined in 
this study. See working definitions below. 



1890 and 1990), with particular regard to changing employment and occupational patterns 

and related sociological (re-)configurations of rdproductive status. The time-span in Part 

111 is marked by the historical transitions from slavery to the uneven development of a 

corporate plantation economy and to its period of stagnation and crisis during the 1930s 

and beyond. Part IV coven the transitions from stagnation to post-war modernization, 

based on the "import-substitution model" of development, through the model's stagnatioa 

and crisis during the 1970s, and then to the post- 1980 period of renegotiation and 

restructuring of relations of dependency with the centers of world capitalism. based on a 

neo-liberal "export model." 

These transitions also feature the concomitant evolution and fluctuating fortunes of 

counter-plantation, petty-commodity. and infomal economies or sub-economies. The 

extent of this structural "dualismm differs, often dramatically. among the three islands 

chosen for this study. Barbados long enjoyed the material conditions for evolution into a 

more generalized wage labor economy, while Jamaica and Dominica developed highly 

sigmficant peasant and other non-wage circuits of production and consumption. This 

difference (and its related impact on women's employment and occupational roles and 

rdproductive status) forms the most important basis for drawing comparisons among the 

three islands. 

The objectives of the dissertation are as follows: 

(a) to establish the origins of Afro-Caribbean women's sui generir refproductive status 

in the conditions of formation of neoteric ("New World") Caribbean societies 

during the period of colonial plantation slavery; 

(b) to mobilize and carry fonvard this critical historical- sociological understanding into 

an investigation of "subalternn AfrcKaribbean women's post-emancipation 

economic history, with particular regard to changing occupational and employment 



patterns in relation to structural and intergenerational mobility and peripheral- 

capitalist development; 

( c )  to comparatively survey three different island-formations that represent variations 

upon the common theme of "plantation economy" with respect to modes of 

re/production. race-class-gender codigurations. and women and development; 

(d) to begin to develop an integrated framework within which to examine aspects of 

women's economic history that locates subaltern women with regard to 

rdproductive status and socidcconomic agency within the full. dialectical range 

and depth of modes of relproduction and hegemonic systems; 

(e) to document in some detail the trajectory of AfmCaribbean women's employment 

and occupational history, with consideration of the wider social relations of 

rdproduction and hegemony in which this trajectory is embedded. 

This study makes an original contribution to the fields of Caribbean, women's and 

labor history on the one hand and historical-materialist and Third World feminist paradigm- 

building on the other in three ~ i ~ c a n t  ways: (1) its work of documentation and empirical 

"proof. " (2) its cornparati ve scope, (3) its conceptualization and operationalization of 

women's "re/productive status" as a tool of analysis, which it also brings to bear in critical 

readings of influential contemporary Caribbean scholars like Errol Miller and in providing 

alternative explanations. 

Documenration ond empirical proof: The study documents in some detail the 

structure and dynamic of AfmCaribbean women's employment. occupational, (and to a 

lesser extent) schooling and reproductive patterns through dzferent stages of historical 

development The work of documentation relies on both secondary and primary sources. 

The use of primary data is most effective in constituting an original (i.e. hitherto undone) 

historical reconstruction for the period 1880 to 1946, especially within the innovative 

conceptual framework of women's re/productive status. While explicit gender analysis has 

k n  a vibrant part of English-speaking Caribbean scholarship since the 1970s. the 



historical focus for the (aon-historian) majority of gender-studies scholars has been the 

post-World War I1 period. Many of the tabulations provided for the 1880-1946 period 

represent painstaking reconstructions and/or refinements of data garnered from dozens of 

annual Colonial Reports and a smaller number of West Indies Year Books. supplemented 

by education reports, censuses, and secondary sources. This reconstruction is particularly 

relevant to the cases of Dominica and Barbados, since much of the Jamaican data has 

already been written up, albeit for different purposes. For the post-war period, a similar 

exercise of data refinement and tabulation has relied heavily on original census and labor 

force survey data, supplemented by secondary sources. The work of historical 

reconstruction has been harnessed to the ends of both (a) documentation and inform~~tion, 

thus contributing to the uncovering of the empirical outlines of women's history, and (b) 

empirical-historical proof of the larger thesis about gender roles and modes of 

relproduction, requiring a particular interpretation of the data. These ends are served by an 

expository technique which intenpenes historical nanative with historical-~ciological 

analysis, and also directly integrates the two. 

Comparative scope. One of the most important contributions of the dissertation is 

its comparative scope and comparative insight. This is achieved through an examination of 

important variations in the social configuration of plantation economies and their relations 

of relproduction. These variations are classically represented by three different island- 

formations historically dominated by the colonial- plantation mode of rdproduction during 

and after slavery. Barbados provides a model of "pure plantation economy," which 

monopolizes the economic (and physical) landscape and evolves into a generalized wage 

labor economy. Jamaica and Dominica represent mixed or dualized economies which have 

evolved out of the transformation of the significant "probpeasant breach in the plantation- 

slave moden into a full-scale peasant mode of re/production in cwxistence with the 

dominant plantation mode after emancipation. There are also variations in hegemonic 

structure, with Barbados manifesting a basic structural continuity of an exclusive white 



plantocratic regime. while Jamaica and Dominica experienced considerable devolution of 

power to other propertied and new hegernonic classes during the century after the abolition 

of slavery. I designate Dominica "weak plantation economy" because of the chronic decline 

of the plantation system of production and its continual erosion by tenant and peasant labor 

forms, which eventually come to dominate the economic landscape (if not jural land- 

ownership). Jamaica is the classic "diversified" or "mixed plantation economy" with a 

strong and continuing cu-existence of a dominant and periodically reconstituted plantation 

system and a tenacious and numerically dominant, but economically marginalized, 

peasantry. Most importantly, these variations impact directly on observable levels of 

"development" as well as on women's relproductive status, economic agency and social 

subjectivity. and account for differences in their employment and occupational patterns 

(especially vis-his male patterns). The micro-level comparative work conducted by this 

investigation allows me to propose several revisions in classic Caribbean dependency 

theory (see chapter 2) and in more recent theories about non-elite women's economic and 

social status vis-a-vis non-elite men (see Part IV). 

Women's relprohctive status. The study makes a contribution to an integrated 

framework for analyzing women's economic history by deploying the encompassing 

concept of women's "relproductive status. " Redproductive status derives from women's 

place and role combinafion in the articulated class and sexual divisions of labor (and 

property) within the inter-linked economic practices of " goods-production" and "family- 

reproduction" taking place across the private-domestic and public-market domains (see 

Seccombe, 1992; 1993, for one theoretical elaboration of this articulation). Deploying (in 

explicit and implicit ways) the integrated concept of rdproductive status to anchor women's 

multiple economic roles makes it possible to focus on particular dimensions or some of 

those roles without losing sight of the full range of women's economic practices and 

obligations across the two domains. Women's re/productive status is mediated through 

multiple institutions like familylkinship, property, schooling, government and law, trade 



unions, the labor market, aspects of all of which are examined in this study. At the most 

concrete level of empirical proof. the study focuses on women's gendered "goods- 

production," employment and occupational patterns in relation to peripheral-capitalist 

modes of re/production and development, but never loses sight of this wider compass of 

the material and institutional parameters of their lives. Family and schooling. as the most 

significant correlates of goods-production, employment and occupation, provide a 

secondary focus for the dissertation. From the vantage-point of its integrated perspective, 

the study also contributes to a critical reading of several scholarly works on Caribbean 

economy and society. 

S e m n  C o m  

In contemporary Anglophone-Caribbean terms, two of the three islands chosen for this 

study are designated "more developed countries" (Barbados and Jamaica) and the other 

(Dominica) a "less developed country." However, they are all embedded within a common 

historical framework of "plantation economy and society." The selection of the three 

islands is more particularly based on (a) their common classification within the majority- 

African West Indian subtype with regard to racial-ethnic make-up, and (b) their s u b  

typological variations with regard to the mode of plantation economy. The Anglophone 

Caribbean territories can be roughly divided according to two types of ethnic compositional 

structures: those in which the African labor force was joined in the post-emancipation 

period by large numbers of immigrant indentured laborers from the Indian subcontinent. 

making the laboring population base an ovewhelrningly (but not exclusively) bi-ethnic one 

(as in Trinidad and British Guiana), and those in which the influx of Indian indentured 

laborers was either negligible (in a rehive sense) or non-existent, leaving the African 

majority intact The three islands under study belong to the latter group of temtories. As 

noted above, they represent the following variations upon the theme of plantation economy: 

pure plantation economy (Barbados), diversified plantation economy (Jamaica), weak or 
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marginal plantation economy (Dominica). The most fundamental difference, as I project it, 

is the fact that Barbados, where the reach of the plantation economy is ubiquitous. evolves 

into an economy based predominantly on wage labor, while both Jamaica and Dominica 

evolve into critically "dualizedn economies characterized by a strong coexistence of modes 

of production and labor forms. This difference is also manifested in Barbados' 

predominantly formal economy in contrast to the high levels of "informal economy" that 

characterize both Jamaica and Dominica. The important difference between the latter two 

economies is that Jamaica's "plantation-type" sector survives (in other forms) and is 

strengthened. while Dominica's remains perenially weak and beleaguered, is eventually 

superseded in importance by a peasantry (see Trouillot, 1988). and Dominica as a whole 

fails to develop rapid "capitalist modernization" in the post-war era. These sub-types borh 

provide the setting within which a more complicated look at gender takes place ond provide 

distinctive clues for a more generalized and developmental understanding of Afm 

Caribbean gender structures. A critical implication, for example, is that in the highly 

dualized economies, there is a tendency for a division of the modes of production to 

correspond to a gendered allocation of labor, so that (subaltern) men remain 

disproportionately in the "traditionalN small-propertied (landed) sector which tends to 

maintain a formal patriarchal orientation while women move disproportionately into the 

"modern" wagedfsalaried sector and tend to prepare themselves for this by higher levels of 

educational acquisition than men. In Barbados, men are forced to compete in the "modern" 

sector (where of course they maintain certain gender advantages) because they, for the 

most part, do not have access to a small-propertied economy. 

The subjects who form the focus of this smdy are "economically active" women of the 

working and peasant classes who make up the bulk of the target population, and those 

making up the borderline or transitional categories of lower-middle and new-middle 



classes. The procession of women workers of changing status over the course of the two 

centuries literally comprises slaves, domestic servants, agricultural laborers, peasants or 

small farmers, higglers or hucksters (see below), other marginalized self-employed 

workers in crafts, trade and services, industrial workers, clerical, sales and service 

workers. and "mass professionalsn like teachers and nurses. I track women in their 

predominant occupational categories through a rural to urban, "traditional " to "modem" to 

socially mobile employment trajectory and structure within the context of a class-, color- 

and gender-ridden plantation/pst-plantation economy. In addition, I consider elements of 

their reproductive and educational status in cross-referential terms, and also look at external 

migratory movements. 

Although the women are considered primarily as broad groupings, sometimes even 

as classifications, there are attempts here and there to tease out more palpable subjectivities 

and motivational patterns associated with their historical and structural locations. While the 

dissertation does not claim to bring women to full-spirited life on the page, it hopes to 

achieve the result of bringing them to life in the reader's imagination. To that end, I engage 

in a discussion on theorizing the subject in relation to structure and agency in chapter 1, in 

which I position myself among those who see the "subalternn subject as neither mute 

structural effect nor free agent, but rather as one who negotiates or charts a contentious and 

dificul t course be tween hegemonic impositions and (materially and culturally constituted) 

niches of autonomy. I further qualify this by stating that this course is materially and 

existentially conditioned by the mode of incorporanion of the subject in relations of 

rdproduction and hegemony, and, concomitantly, the historically specific nature of 

residual or relative autonomy. 

Some caveats regarding the subject-population of the study. I would like to append 

a short series of caveats here on the question of sexual orientation or identity and sexual 

practices, and the assumptions regarding the relationship between sexuai 

orientationtpractices and family structure in the dissertation. (1) The dissertation assumes 



that heterosexuality is the dominant sexual orientation and practice among the population of 

women which constitutes its focus, and privileges this majority identity and practice in its 

account, not explicitly, but by its silence on (any) uniquely non-heterosexual or non- 

heterosexual-dominant family processes and re/productive arrangements. In that regard, I 

acknowledge that the dissertation is implicitly heterosexual-centered. (2) Apart from 

assuming that heterosexuality is the dominant and predominant form of sexuality 

structuring the lives of my subjtrts, I do not activate sexual orientation as a theme in the 

dissertation. It is not a part of the study's terms of analysis. (3) Having said this. I would 

add that the broad account in the dissertation regarding rdproductive arrangements of Afro- 

Caribbean women and families can be assumed to include the experiences of women who 

adhave become openly lesbian or bisexual in their sexual orientation and practices, since 

the latter are not necessarily incompatible with extended kinship arrangements. The 

extended-family systems of the Afro-Caribbean working class are by and large not 

premised on paired heterosexual principals and may accommodate a (limited) range of open 

sexual practices, even among the heterosexualdominant population of women. This range. 

moreover. should not be assumed to necessarily adhere to strict dichotomies of 

lesbiadheterosexual identity or to predetermined notions of bi~exuality.~ 

* ~ h e r r  has bem very little scholarly work published on sexual identity and sexual practim in the 
Canbhan, but even the few writings that do exist and have -me well-known, for e..rample, Silvera 
( tggl), do not capnue the flexibility of sexual identity and sexual practice I have seen first-hand among 
certain groups of work ing-ch  women in pmticuiur in Dominica This kind of flexibility occurs both 
among women who are heterosexual-dominant and those who are hom~xual-dominant. This, by the way, 
is nut to deny the existence of exclusively lesbian sexual identities and practices, or of profound 
homophobia in the Caribbean. However, it would be just as  profound a mistake to evaluate the Caribbean 
dong some universalistic continuum of enlightenment and backwardness with regard to sexual attitudes. 
The reality is much more complicated, mrdmuch more interesting, than such an evaluation would indicate. 
One of the problems with the heterc6exual/homo6exual binary opposition (even when it accommodates 
bisexuality) is that it often assumes the demarcation to be rigidly coterminous with mainstream/ 
oppositional sexuality. Thus heterosexuality is assumed to be monolithc (homogeneous) and always 
mainstream - a culture- and class-bound assumption. This view of sexual identity as only oppositionally 
dichotomized sexual orientation simply does not work in situations where sexual identity is often much 
more flexible and highly class-diffracted, e n c o m p m g  a much more complex range of "other" sexualitits. 



of Case-S t u b  

This dissertation spans an ambitious time-span. but it does not pretend to give equal or 

even the same sort of treatment to each of the time-periods being considered. There are 

three major time-periods which correspond to the formal organization of the study: the 

broad period of slavery, considered as the foundation period of West Indian society (Pan 

11); the prolonged "post-emancipation period." covering roughly one hundred years of 

painful evolution into a society of semi-freedom and besieged and reinvented plantation 

monopoly (Part 111); the "post-war period," generally considered to have been ushered in, 

despite the rough designation, by the explosion of anti-colonial rebellions that swept across 

the British Caribbean during the 19% and which formed the basis of a landmark Colonial 

Office report whose recommendations set the terns for negotiation of self-government after 

the war (Part IV). The post-war period features the advent of constitutional independence, 

state-led development, dependent industrialization (and a banana industry boom for 

Dominica), and gradual modernization of the occupational structure. After 1980, there is a 

shift from the state-sponsored import-substitution model of development to the neo-liberal 

export-oriented model and entry into a new stage of development, characterized by open- 

border globalization and the relative feminization of the occupational structure. I will briefly 

consider the organization and treatment of each of the three bmad periods in tum. 

The period of slavery is considered as establishing the foundation of the gender- 

race-class systems structuring West Indian "plantation societies." Although 1 employ a mix 

of narrative and analysis, I do not consider the period in terms of strict chronological 

history, being more concerned to produce a historical sociology of the system in its periods 

of full maturity and then crisis. To this end I engage mostly the second half of the period of 

full plantation slavery (which, in its entirety, spanned 1650 to 1838), and attempt to 

account for differences among the three islands. I approach the historical structure from 

two different angles, first, from the top, and second, from the bottom. From the top 

(chapter 4), I outline the main patterns, structures and historic "eventsn establishing and 



challenging race and class power in the plantation economic hegemony of each island in 

turn (thereby providing an "etymologyn of their difference). From the bottom (chapter 5). 1 

locate enslaved women within the plantation mode of rdproduction and social hegemony in 

terms of gender, race, and class. and their own economic practices and agency. This 

chapter is critical in establishing the origins of Afro-Can bbean women's economic and 

social identity in historical-anthropological terms. 

The "post-emancipation" study is covered in Part 111 of the dissertation. This study 

does attempt to provide a chronological reconstruction (and a selective historical narrative) 

of the period. This section of the dissertation constitutes, to the best of my knowiedge, a 

relatively original historical reconstruction of the period 1880.1946 from the point of view 

of economic and comparative West Indian history, and based on its centering of gender and 

relproduction and its related manipulation of primary data. In chapter 6. 1 locate women's 

work and. to a lesser extent, schooling and family patterns, in a chronological narrative of 

economic developments for all three islands. In chapter 7, 1 look in-depth at three 

institutional areas regarding women's participation or agency over the period: the trade 

union movement (especially in the aftermath of Jamaica's 1938 rebellion), secondary 

schooling (the basis for social mobility into the middle strata of the labor force), and family 

and reproductive regimes (especially for Barbados and Dominica as the most polarized 

variants). In chapter 8, I concisely survey each of the three islands in turn, summarizing 

women's labor, occupational, educational and migration patterns over the period, and draw 

general conclusions. In this chapter I also introduce new data on women in prisons at the 

turn of the century, briefly considering the implicatioos of the drastic reduction in 

imprisonment as a regular means of social control of women in particular, in the first 

decade or two of the twentieth century. 

The "post-war" period, which generally ushers in the "modem" Caribbean, has 

been well covered in the literature on women, work and family, so that Part IV, which is 

devoted to it, is predominantly based on a synthesis and original comparative interpretation 



of work which has been done by others, with follow-up consideration of more recent 

primary data. I use a synthesis of the prodigious literature on Jamaica as a launching pad 

from which to undertake a comparative analysis of the three islands and tackle some 

controversial theoretical issues regarding the status of women. The analysis in Pan IV 

coven occupational stratification. social mobility, migration, education and family structure 

in relation to gender and women. This entire section provides the critical contemporary 

sociological link in the dissertation. It "reinstatesN my position and interest as primarily a 

practising sociologist who is using history to more clearly understand the present Two 

important theoreticians take the spotlight in Part IV; one is Derek Gordon. the late Jamaican 

sociologist who has written extensively on gender, race. occupational stratification, 

education and social mobility in post-war and contemporary Jamaica; the other is Errol 

Miller, the educationist, who has promoted a thesis claiming the possibility of a "rise of 

matriarchy" in the Caribbean and a concomitant marginalization of non-elite men, based 

predominantly on educational statistics (see references below). I argue in support of the 

strength of Gordon's integrated statistical and qualitative analysis and against Miller's 

deeply flawed thesis. 

The conceptual methodology used in this dissertation is drawn from marxist political 

economy, Third World development theory, historical and contemporary sociology, and a 

feminist perspective. The approach to the topic is largely structuralist and objectivist rather 

than culturalist and subjectivist. However, in the opening chapter, I attempt to provide a 

link between the two orientations by offering an epistemological approach to the 

(historically specific) subject as active in her negotiation of social place and social mobility. 

This approach to the subject is assumed rather than operationalized in the main body of 

dissertation, since the process of social negotiation and agency is not its focus. 



There are a number of levels to the conceptual framework that is engaged by the 

study. The fiat is the most general level of determination -- that concerning the political 

economy and hegemonic structure of plantation society, and the variations represented by 

Jamaica. Barbados and Dominica. The second and intermediate (or mediating) level is that 

concerning the nature of women's refproductive status, its origins and historically 

reproduced material and institutional parameters. The third and most concrete level of 

determination and exposition - the practical focus of the study. the level of 

empiricaVnanative proof - is that regarding women's employment. occupational, and. to 

some extent, family and schooling partem in relation to economic development. 

Part I of the dissertation is devoted to developing a conceptual framework that 

engages all these levels through critique, revision. and creative application. Chapter 1, as 

pointed out before, begins the exercise by offering an epistemology of the subject as caught 

in a contentious and historically conditioned dialectic between hegemony and autonomy, 

which structures her subjectivity (variant of womanhood) and agency. This offers a critical 

tool to the reader (given the predominantly structuralist orientation of the study) to vitalize 

or animate the sometimes inert or blurred subject and the discourses which bombard her 

and demand her contention. 

In chapter 2. I review the classic work on plantation economy that has been done 

by Caribbean scholars within a framework of radical dependency and third-world marxist 

theory. I make a number of contentions, some supportive and others critical. The plantation 

economy model. at its most sophisticated, displaces the simple binary of the core-capitalist 

relation of exploitation, as well as its autocentric realization in a self-sustained, extended 

circuit of production-circulation-consumption which is coterminous with the boundaries of 

the social formation (or group of similar social formations). It revises this older model by 

beginning from the cordperiphery relation of colonialism and dependency, but it also shifts 

the focus to the site of the periphery where the dominant transnational-capitalist relation of 

production is "disarticulatedn from the social reproduction of the local community of 



re/producen and consumers and is "articulated" with a divergent. extemal circuit of 

consumption and (capitdprofi t ) realization. 

The plantation economy model exposes peripheral-capitalist modes of rdproduction 

which bring together a complicated nexus of national-racial-class relations. However, a 

critical review of the classical works of the premier exponents of the model. George 

Beckf'ord ( 1972). Lloyd Best ( I%@, and the pair of Kari Levitt and Lloyd Best ( 1975) 

reveal a number of problems. The model lacks a sustained comparative focus, taking its 

cue almost exclusively from the larger "mixed plantation economies." and thus failing to 

account for the variations represented by Barbados, with its extensively "domiciled" 

peripheral -capital ism. and Dominica. where the domination by transnational capital has 

been formally chanelled through an external relation of trade (with a cash-crop peasantry) 

rather than constituted by an internal relation of production (although the so-called relation 

of exchange is really a transnationally linked relation of production). A second problem 

with Beckford's m d e l  in particular is that it is inclined to be stagnationkt and does not 

adequately account for "dependent developmentn based on local forms of capitalism as well 

as on the emergence of small-propertied and bureaucratic middle classes and a male "labor 

aristocracy" in the capital-intensive export and import-substitution sectors. Thirdly, and 

most importantly, the model tends to spotlight the dominant capitalist enclaves and the 

(male) proletarian and peasant producers directly associated with those, to the neglect or 

exclusion of all else. The Levitt-Best model of "modified plantation economyn modernizes 

the classic plantation-economy thesis, which focuses mostly on the "first staple cycle" of 

export agribusiness and most easily accommodates the rise of a cash-crop peasantry and 

transnational corporations in primary exports. The modifled model accounts for the 

development of constitutionally independent state bureaucracies. local entrepreneurship, 

and new capitalist enclaves, including mineral exports and import-substitution industry. 

The local owners, bureaucrats and (mostly male) workers associated with this highly 

visible capitalist development are seen as (unequal) beneficiaries of the system, so that the 



model can be said to be one of dependent national development. However. the national 

economy which is the terrain of this development is narrowly conceived as comprising 

only the codified activities and relations of the formal capitalist sectors; the entirety of 

refproductive practices which sustain the whole domestic community of relproducers and 

consumen is more or less ignored. The Levitt-Best thesis predicted but could not elaborate 

on the export-oriented model which flourished after 1975, the year of its publication. The 

model therefore largely excludes women (the "preferred" workers in the new export- 

processing zones) and the domestic centers of economic activity over which they preside. 

Women are noted for their relatively low presence (in the post-war era) in the traditional 

export and newer capital-intensive enclaves and their prominence in the domestic- 

household and informal economies, which are not considered by Levitt and Best 3s part of 

the national economy. I propose therefore a political economy which centen the whole 

community of rdproducen and consumers and the organized practices by which they 

reproduce themselves as such, and which is not fixated, by default or by intent, on 

commodity relations among classes of men only. This study is undergirded by a concept of 

"mode of re/productionN as applied to colonial political economy which corrects the 

imbalance in mdestream economic theory, and which is formally defined below. 

The second part of chapter 2 reviews and critiques the major sociological theories 

of West Indian social structure. 1 initially consider three paradigms, and extend the 

discussion to a fourth in a later section when I consider the relationship between social 

structure and familyflcinship systems. I see the four models as highly representative of the 

field of "classic" Caribbean sociology. They are as follows: the unitarist structural- 

functionalism of social-stratification systems theory, most carefully elaborated upon by 

Lloyd Braithwaite (1953; :W)3 and R. T. Smith (1956; 1987; 1988); cultural and social 

pluralism, typified by the "plural society" model of M. G. Smith (1%5; 1984); Stuart 

Hall's hegemony-centered marxist paradigm (1W7); and Peter Wilson's 

3 ~ h l l e  Braithwaite's thesis is quite sophisticated, it is not considered in &reat depth bemuse it  is basad 
predominantly on the ethnically (more) plural situation of Trinidad. 
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respectabilitylreputation dialectic ( 1969; 1973). The question of whether to see Caribbean 

society as a hierarchical system of shared values and institutions or as a system deeply rent 

by divergent values and & f m o  institutions surfaces again and again in Caribbean 

sociology, and is not expected to go away any time soon. Functionalists claim that the 

social order is a strongly unitary one. with all "color/class" groups adhering to or being 

integrated into the Eurocentric/bourgeois value system, even though they play different, 

unequal, alternate roles (functionally assigned by the unified order). Pluralists believe that 

there are culturally and institutionally distinct value systems across the colodclass groups, 

the main polarities representing qeparate and different Euro-creole and Afro-creole 

orientations. Hall puts forward a marxist alternative with strong Althusserian overtones 

which attempts to account at once for the hegemonic system and the deep class-cultural and 

racialized discontinuities of colonial West Indian society. Wilson, too. seeks to resolve the 

opposing models of shared or separate value systems by bringing them together in the 

dialectical and interactive co-existence of antagonistic principles of Eurocentric 

"respectabilityn and Afrocentric "reputation." Hall's and Wilson's theses might be seen as 

variations of a third paradigm which proposes a "biculturai modeln within a singular and 

continuous system of domination. 

My own position is closest to that of Hall, and I see Wilson as introducing an 

epistemological and historical principle of relatively autonomous cultural dialectics that 

Hall's too-structuralist paradigm sorely needs. More specifically. Hall's formulation of 

hegemony, legitimation and class-cultural discontinuity kars some of the "over- 

determined," topdown, unilinear bias of the functionalists, and fails to account for the 

(historically conLtioned) relative autonomy of Afro-Caribbean peasant and working class 

(and female) cultural and economic infrastructures, or for the role of the latter in shaping 

West Indian creole culture in general. In his current preoccupation with discourse theory, 

Hall continues to seem more interested in the subaltern as si@ied than as signifier.4 

J~all's theoretical optic wavers between an earlier, more materialist (and increasingly less Althusserian) 
Gramscian paradigm (which in my opinion embraces his best work) and a more recent, less materialist 
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Turning to Wilson, I agree with Besson (1993) that his association of the Afrocentric 

principle of reputation predominantly with male culture. and his belief that women are more 

committed to bourgeois Eurocentric value systems. are problematic features of his work. I 

also see his argument as, inadvertently or not, playing into a certain popular (male) 

discoune about self-serving black female complicity with d i n g  class white men in the 

emasculation of black men. 

In chapters 1 and 2, and at various other points within the dissertation, I offer as an 

alternative a Grarnsci-inspired dialectical model of hegemony and autonomy, to which I 

have already made fleeting reference above. 

In chapter 3. 1 attempt to conceptually connect the origins of AfreCaribbean 

women's re/productive status and identity in slavery, post-emancipation shifts relating to 

peasant and proletarian forms, and the trajectory of "women and development" in terms of 

occupational patterns, stratification, and inter-generational mobility (in a general sense). 

This. of course, addresses the level of empirical proof, with which the bulk of the 

dissertation is taken up. I use Ester Boserup's paradigm of women and development to 

draw the pieces of the story together and to try to give organizationai coherence to the 

rather lengthy and somewhat complicated historical sweep. I use Boserup primarily for her 

macmdevelopmental and comparative insights and not for her (lack of) anthropological 

depth. However Boserup is important to my mandate in this dissertation precisely because 

she has set about reciprocally connecting historically specific pre-coloni a1 formations and 

"cultures" with long trajectories of colonial and peripheral-capitalist development (with 

regard to women's economic, particularly occupational, roles). While the theoretical 

conceptuaiization that undergirds the disseltation has been largely developed independently 

of Boserup, her keen comparative and developmental insights have strengthened it 

tremendously. In my opinion, the debt owed Boserup for laying the foundations of a 

preoccupon with "endlessly sliding chain[s] of signification" (see articles and interviews in Moriey and 
Chen, eds., 1996, esp. p. 137). While he continues to assert that his c m b  of discourse theory is a 
qualified one, the qualifications are becoming less and less evident in his current work 
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sociology of gender and development is unsurpassed, and only those who are close to the 

field in a practical wa?, can properly appreciate the wealth of insight that lies behind her 

simply and commonsensically written text, in spite of accompanying blind spots. 

In her classic work. Wornan's Role in Economic Development ( 1970). Boserup (a) 

establishes a correlation between the mamageki nshi p system. mode of production, sexual 

division of laborlproperty and the status of women in different class and non-class agrarian 

settings; (b) examines the forced or semi-forced interaction between these preexisting 

complexes and colonial-apitalist development: (c) explores the patterns of gender and 

occupational stratification that develop in the rival and urban areas of colonized formations, 

as well as in the context of "modernization," indicated predominantly by internal migration, 

industrialization and educational acquisition. The peculiarities of Afro-Caribbean history 

pose an interesting challenge to Boserup's correlations, since the pre-colonial institutions 

that might have provided an available framework upon which to erect colonial adaptations 

were shattered by forced transportation and enslavement, and the sexual division of labor 

and rules of domestic cohabitation were imposed directly and nakedly by the plantation 

regime itself (although not without a process of "negotiation" with the enslaved). 

Boserup's framework, however, offers a unique comparative opportunity to establish the 

same set of correlations by inference (as well as empirical-historical proof), and it also 

facilitates the location of the West Indian case in an international and comparative paradigm 

of "women and development," i.e., the ongoing and modai reconstitution of women's 

labor force and occupational roles in the developing peripheral-capitalist economy 

(involving growing and changing "dependent incorporation" into the global capitalist 

economy). This enables me to, among other things, more effectively intervene in 

theoretical formulations which exaggerate or misrecognize the uniqueness of West Indian 

patterns (like that of Errol Miller), and to utilize the analytical and predictive capabilities of 

the paradigm to explain, evaluate, and track women's occupational trajectory. 
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Boserup connects (in a complex way) the status of women with respect to propeny 

and the sexual division of labor and autonomy with their labor force destiny and 

occupational roles in the context of colonial designs. Thus high and low "traditional" rates 

of property-holding and extra-domestic economic activity. caught up in the throes of 

colonial restructuring, are correlated with rates of migration and the nature of women's 

participation in the informal and formal urban economy and the process of modernization. 

This allows Boserup to come up with broad regional patterns in which the West Indian 

case can be located. especially since it represents a "hybridn form which does not fit easily 

into either the "Latin American" case, which it mimics in terms of capitalist developmental 

dynamic. the "(West) African" case. with which it shares certain traditions of female 

economic autonomy and extended kinship, or a certain variant of the "Southeast Asian" 

case, with which it shares a colonial history of plantation economy. 

The lack of historically specific depth and meaning of Boserup's paradigm is being 

neither denied nor overstated here; primarily, it provides a comparative and developmental 

conceptual focus for the utilitarian and organizational purposes of synopsis. Finally, there 

are two (other) weaknesses in Boserup's paradigm which I try to avoid in my own: one is 

her tendency to utilize somewhat static neo-classical indicators of development5 rather than 

a more dialectical approach to the reproduction of colonial and peripheral-capitalist political 

economy; the second is her failure to sustain a dynamic analysis of the correlation between 

women's roles in goods-production and their continuing roles and responsibilties in 

family-reproduction (see also Beneria and Sen. 1986). 1 am far more sympathetic with the 

second failing since my own work demonstrates the difficulty of such a sustained project 

(which forms only a subtext in my work). 

Another sociological framework has afforded a more historically -c focus on 

the study of occupational stratification in structural terms (relative to class-strata, "color" 

51 do not share other marxist.' horror at this, provided the exercise is firmly set on historical-materialist 
foundations. I also d i s a p  with the impossibility of cuntinuity between the two paacbgms, especial1 y 
since they belong to different (and connectable) levels of epistemologcai and theoretical absmction 



and, most of all, gender) and occupational mobility in developmental terms for the 

Anglophone Caribbean. This framework has been provided by Derek Gordon. previously 

mentioned, who has defined the labor force in Jamaica with regard to both the 

waged/salaried sector (comprising "manual workersn and "middle strata") and the "petty 

bourgeois" sector (often referred to in the literature and the dissertation as the "own- 

account" sector). I examine Gordon's work in depth only in Part IV, which coven the 

same period (the post-war and contemporary period) with which his work is concerned. 

His conceptual framework is generally congruent with my own concept of "co-existence of 

modes of relproduction," but I treat the subject over a much longer historical time-span and 

within a fuller and more eclectic narrative scope. I would venture to say that my work, in 

terms of conceptual level of analysis (or level of abstraction). is intermediate between the 

more strictly structural concerns of Gordon and the more multifaceted and empirically 

complex and enriched social history achieved by Rhoda Reddock in her monumental book. 

Women, Labour and Politics in Tr in iU  and Tobago. A History (1994). Within a much 

more delimited m a  of the globe, I take the same "long view" as Boserup, with regard to a 

comparative and developmental perspective on "woman's role in economic development" ; 

obviously, however, because of its historically specific scope, my work is much more 

"nanatively implicatedw than Boserup's. By this 1 mean that this study is much more 

attached to and embodied by a particular history, and relates to more than one dimension of 

that history. 

Below I provide working definitions for the concepts that center my three levels of 

analysis and bring them together in an integrated framework: plantation economy and its 

variations; the ndproductive status of women; gender, occupational stratification, and 

development. 

P h m * o n  Economy; Dual Ecommy 
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The plantation is a form of colonial enterprise. It is based on the large-scale mobilization of 

capital and labor for the speciaiized production of one or more tropical staple for export to 

"core" capitalist markets. "Plantation economy" refers to economies historically dominated 

by a colonial-plantation mode of production. that is, a colonial-capitalist mode of 

production whose organizational centerpiece is the plantation. Plantation economies were 

predominantly found in "Tropical Asia" (parts of Southeast Asia) and "Tropical America" 

(most Caribbean islands, parts of South America and the southern United States). 

Plantation America, however, had the distinction of being erected on the graveyard of 

indigenous populations that had been wiped out through the various onslaughts of 

colonization. and on the highly charged encounter between forci €11 y transplanted and 

enslaved Africans and a master-class of European settlers. Most British Caribbean 

territories. with very few exceptions, were plantation colonies specializing in the 

production of sugar for export. The chief characteristics of this type of colonial economy 

were: the plantation as the dominant economic unit; plantation land monopoly and planter- 

class domination of the institutions of state and civil society; enslaved, indentured or other 

semi-free forms of labor; caste-like social divisions based on a strict congruence of 

racekolor and class; plural (racially and cul~rally segmented) societies; the emergence, 

where possible, of a peasantry within a relatively precarious and marginalized socio- 

ecological niche; plantationlpeasant struggle over resources and production forms. 

"Dual economiesn emerged in the post-emancipation period with the entrenchment 

of a small-propertied sector alongside the plantations. The small settler class, small 

farmers, or peasantry, as they are variously called, typically "grow crops that enter into all 

three levels of the distribution system - subsistence, internal exchange and export" 

(Katzin, 1959: 42 1). Thus although small fanners often depend on the cultivation and sale 

of export crops to survive, and therefore on the plantation economic circuit, they also 

generate an internally oriented and relatively autonomous "mode of relproduction" which 

ceexists with the colonial-plantation mode of redproduction. This duality is often 



reinforced by its literal embodiment in the economic person of the producer who may be 

both (part-) peasant and (part-) plantation worker, sustained through the deployment of his 

or her labor power in two different modes of production. 

This complex co-existence of modes of rdproduction lends the character of duality 

or heterogeneity to the economic and social structure. Food " higglen." "hucksters" or 

individual small traders who sell peasant-grown food mps in the domestic market, and 

who are usually women, form part of a (sexual) division of labor within an interlinked 

petty commodity mode of production and circulation. articulated in a dependent way to 

colonial or "peripheral" capitalism. This articulation can be expressed as follows: the petty 

commodity producer and trader within the domestic-economic circuit "service" the 

peripheral-capitalist mode of re/production and subsidize the wage sector by helping to 

reproduce labor-power more cheaply and by providing part of their producenabor free to 

the capitalist sector. There is unequal exchange between the two sectors or modes of 

production-circulation-consumption. as well as a transfer of surplus iabor through other 

means to the capitalist classes. Higglers and peasant producers share the price of 

agricultural goods, which can be interpreted, from a capital-logic perspective, as a 

disguised form of a wage. 

As pointed out above, Barbados, as the closest example to a "pure" plantation 

economy, evolved into a predominantly wage iabor economy. while Dominica and Jamaica 

remain to this day "dual economies." 

Mod? of Relproduction; Relproductive Status of Women 

Relproduction is a term I have coined to refer to the combined activities of goods- 

production and human-reproduction (see Green, 1992/1993; see also Seccombe, 1983). 

Goods-production is a general reference to the production and servicing of consumer and 

producer goods. Human-reproduction or family-reproduction is a combined reference to 

biological reproduction (which strictly speakmg, includes childbearing and breastfeeding) 



and non-biological reproduction (which includes childrearing, the day-to-day physical and 

emotional nurturance and "servicing" of human beings, typically within a family- 

household, and household maintenance activities). In many pre-capitalist societies, human- 

reproduction and goods-production take place within a continuous "domestic community" 

that may define a kinship/class divide (as in tribute-paying agrarian societies). but are not 

sharply institutionally and spatially dislocated from each other. In core-capitalist society, 

there is an acute institutional and spatial separation between the realm of human- 

reproduction, which becomes the exclusive preoccupation of an attenuated private 

familyldomestic sphere, and that of goods-production. which now takes place for the most 

part in the public commodity marketplace. In peripheral-capitalist sociezy, there is still a 

significant incidence of overlap in or sharing of the institutional and material space of 

goods-production and family-reproduction; however, peripheral-capitalist society exhibits 

in common with con-capitalist society a profound division between the institutional and 

spatial centers of human-reproduction and goods-production, with women, in their 

economic practices, often producing a common reafm (called "the informal sector") which 

is coded as marginal to the whole. 

In this study, for general definitional purposes and in spite of the spatial 

overlapping of functional realms, my references to "mproductive labor" or the 

"reproductive sphere" etc., will be codned to the specialized practices or services 

associated with human-reproduction, and to the context of the (private) domestic sphere 

and the farnily/household. "Reproductive labor," of ccurse, may or may not include 

biological reproduction, and non-biological reproduction may be carried out by women or 

men. Kinship and family define the institutional context of reproductive labor. practices, 

and relations, and the household, typically, its spatial center or context 

The mode of re/pro&ction refers to the prevailing social and technical arrangements 

by which human beings and their material conditions of existence are reproduced in 

particular societies. It is those arrangements - the combined social and technical modalities 



of material and human reproduction -- which constitute the critical point of determination in 

the historical- and feminist-materialist framework. A mode of relproduction articulates the 

ensemble of social arrangements around the "two productions" ( goods-produc tion and 

human-reproduction), combining a particular sexual division of labor with a particular class 

division of labor, a particular family form or kinship system with a particular "goods- 

production" form. Relations of "goods-production" bring antagonistic classes together on 

commonfu~t~tional grounds, based on "public" arrangements and institutions controlled by 

ruli ng-class men (whether the functions of goods-produc tion are carried out in the spatially 

defined public sphere or not); relations of (physical, emotional, and cultural) "human- 

reproductionn tend to separate them into diverging subject-formations, based for the most 

part on class endogamy (and male dominance in family and community property and labor 

mgemen t s ) .  This is notwithstanding an inter-class context of social and institutional 

determination, as well as, in some societies, custommy cross-class relations of sex and 

reproduction. The sexual division of labor operates across the social and institutional divide 

between the "innern sphere of family and community and the "outer" sphere of class. 

Women's re/pr&ctive status is determined by the material and institutional 

parameters of the modal combination of roles in "goods-production" and "family- 

reprductionn within the context of a dominant sexual division of labor articulated to a 

dominant class division of labor. It is important to understand that this status is 

(contradictori 1 y ) defined through both the material and institutional organization of 

women's re/ productive practices across the boundaries of family and class. 

The finest available elaboration and application of the concept of "an active 

interdependence between the development of nodes of production and the evolution of 

family forms" comes from Wally Seccombe (1992: 3), an important inspiration for my 

own work (see Seccombe, 1983; 1986; 1992; 1993). However, I (a) ask different 

questions than Seccombe, and (b) engage a different kind of historical form, one where the 

question of "interdependencen involves not just spatial, functional, institutional and class 
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boundaries, but also deep cleavages of racelcolor, culture. circuits of economic 

reproduction, and legal and ontological status (related to & jure and de fact0 notions of 

legitimacy/illegi timacy ). In the Caribbean there is a disjuncture between dominant capitalist 

modes of production (which, as I explain in chapter 2, are dominant but not pervasive, 

except perhaps in Barbados) and the modes of labor force reproduction. The question I ask 

is, how is (subaltern Afro-Caribbean) women's status in the family articulated with 

women's status in the public or mainstream economy to produce a (tension-filled) dialectic 

of women's overall re/productive status? What is the "dialectic" of women's relproductive 

status? And I suggest in various ways in chapters 1 through 3 that the answer lies in a 

historical form evolved from colonial slavery. in which the community of re/producen is 

still partly unincorporated into the official hegemonic institutions of the state. civil society, 

and market. and in which members of this community negotiate social and economic 

mobility bringing into active play their "ownn material and informal institutional cultures. 

Some of the evidence for this is provided by the deep and enduring divide between 

the kinship systems of the Afro-Caribbean peasant and working classes and the official and 

middle-class institution of marriage. Another is that between informal and formal 

economies, and the difference of women's location in each. Utilizing Seccombe's focus on 

"interdependence," it might be said that the lack of incorporation is related to the 

cartography of racial, cultural and economic imperialism, the underdevelopment of 

capitalism, and the force of resistance to i t  For subaltern women, this has often translated 

into observations about their high status in the family and low status in the public sphere, 

or a lack of covariation among the different indicators of status understood in a hierarchical 

and arithmetic sense (Sudarkasa, 1987). Safa (1986) describes it as the relative economic 

autonomy of Afro-Caribbean women in a general context of sexual inegalitarianism. 

I present an argument, particularly in chapters 3 and 11, about the weak formal 

institutionalization of conjugal domestic patriarchy and the vibrant (but not unproblematic) 

organization of adaptive and Afrocentric systems of (matrifocal) extended kinship, which 
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form a material and cultural base from which women negotiate the pathways of the 

patriarchal public order. I argue, moreover. ( I )  that many women are forced or constrained 

or choose to maneuver, over their life-cycles, between domestic-organizational principles 

of conjugality or conjugal patronage, which tend to privilege men. and those of 

consanguinity and inter-household female networks. which provide female- based 

communal support, resources, solidarity, and refuge, and (2) that patterns vary between 

peasant and proletarian forms, with peasant forms being more anchored to male-centered 

property-holding , the imperatives of the agricul turd cycle, and a joint economic enterprise, 

and proletarian forms exhibiting a more intermittent, flexible, and unstable pattern. The 

relative significance of extended-kin vs. conjugal ties depends as well on whether the 

conjugal relationship is a resident or non-resident one. Oa the whole, weak or tenuous 

institutions of domestic patriarchy and male conjugal providership are somewhat correlated 

with strong traditions of female economic responsibility and agency, which have meant 

high sustained levels of female income-generating activity and labor force participation. 

In spite of high levels of paid work, working-class Caribbean women are limited 

by a sexual division of labor which relegates them disproportionately to low-valued and 

low-skilled jobs in both the informal and formal sectors, and subjects them to occupational 

segregation and discrimination as well as a general male preference in formal-sector 

employment (baxd on the male breadwinner model). Anglophone Caribbean women have 

enjoyed higher overall levels of mass schooling than men for the greater part of the 

twentieth century, partly because of their relative freedom from suffocating domestic 

restrictions (see later chapten for a fuller explanation). Mass schooling has mostly enabled 

them to enter and climb a female occupational hierarchy in the formal labor market. 

Government-sponsored "massn professions, especially teaching and nursing, associated 

with the female role of nurturer, gave working-class Afro-Caribbean women their f i s t  real 

opportunity for social mobility in the earfier part of the century, especially since 

"respectable" private-sector jobs were reserved for white and light-skinned middle-class 
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women. Afro-Caribbean women were later recnri ted for the low-level mass white-collar 

occupations that opened up in both the private and the public sectors with the onset of 

economic modernization. Men continued to monopolize or dominate smal I-propertied, 

skilled-trades and independent-professional livelihoods as well as skilled production. 

supervisory and upper management and salaried-professional positions. In chapter I ,  I 

discuss in cogent outline some of the major (official or unofficial) hegemonic gender-role 

models that have mediated women's inter-generational occupational mobility. This 

discussion is also intended to demonstrate that Afro-Caribbean women renew their 

"re/productive status" by both acting (especially from their own familial and community 

bases) and being acted upon (especially in the public realm of officialdom). 

Women and Occupational Stra@cmaRon 

There are a number of things which qualify the definition of occupational stratification. 

First of all. occupational stratification is a limited index of women's status, which, in the 

Caribbean, is also defined by color, (family- and property-determined) class and 

patriarchy, as deeply institutionalized male supremacy. Thus, occupational stratification 

needs to be cross-referenced with these "deepern variables within a larger structural 

framework. Second. occupational stratification cannot be fully comprehended within the 

terms of a standard, unilinear ranking because it straddles co-existing modes of production 

with somewhat different terms of reference. Third, not only does the phenomenon have to 

be understood across modes of production but it also has to be understood across a labor 

market which is segmented by gender and marked by the lingering effects of the legacy of 

pigmentocracy. Thus, one has to deal with the reality of unequal "dual labor markets" 

(which have been applied to both gender and race). Fourth, however, occupational 

stratification is an increasingly important index of social mobility and modern class 

formation, since it throws income, education and related prestige as powerful independent 

variables into the mix of social determination (see Part IV of this study). As such it 
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significantly complicates. but does not displace, property-determined class and patriachy. 

In all, I consider women's occupational stratification with regard to labor-force class strata. 

the sexual division of labor and gender-~egmented labor markets. co-existing modes of 

re/production (including the fomal/informal economies), and occupational distribution and 

inter-generational mobility in general. 

In the post-emancipation period. Caribbean women's entry into the labor market 

was increasingly mediated by a male breadwinner model and by their re-classification as a 

secondary labor force. Generally speaking, it is this mediated entry which accounts for the 

capitalist world's "dual-labor market" segmentation by gender (both locally and globally). 

since women are steered into pre-ordained or re-typed gender roles in the public economy. 

The division between the "private" and "public" spheres -- which is a distinct though 

"underdeveloped" feature of peripheral-capitalist societies as well -- disguises and 

reinforces the oppression of women because, among other things, it excludes the sexual 

division of labor in the reproductive sphere (coded "private") and the associated 

exploitation of women/privilege of men from the calculus of both civiYpolitica1 discourse 

and economic value, and it naturalizes gender divisions across the social field. At the same 

time, the public sphere holds out the universalistic promise of legal equality and redress 

against discrimination, mitigating for some women the impact of the particularistic sexual 

division of labor in the labor market. Gender shifts in the public domain inevitably 

restructure gender roles in the family (for the better or the worse). but do so in an ongoing, 

tension-filled and still-unresolved confrontation with the past. 

Social divisions by sex and class are embedded in an interconnected complex of 

institutions including kinship, property, state. and -- in various forms of capitalist society 

-- market. These institutions tend to pre-assign rmd rationalize the mjor social divisions. 

Institutions of kinship organize family and domestic relations and " pre-assignn the sexual 

division of labor and property, but are themselves considerably modified and re-shaped by 

class, state and market relations. While, in various fonns of colonial or tributary historical 



formations. kinship and the internal sphere of family and domestic relations frequently 

constitute a handy pre-condition of " third-party " class exploitation. this study is about 

societies which started out historical existence on the basis of the denial of kinship status. 

juridically, on tologically. and sometimes concretely. to those who were being directly 

incorporated into traumatically exploitative clasdrace relations as deracinated and enslaved 

individuals and as a community of stranger-producers. For over a century. these societies 

depended on overseas supplies to replenish their labor forces, which would otherwise have 

died out This peculiar historical circumstance often demands the qualification or 

modification of general historical models that may be harnessed for theoretical facilitation. 

Note &arch and So- 

My research methodology has been determined by the tasks of (a) broad historical 

reconstruction and (b) historical sociology. For the task of historical reconstruction. I have 

relied equally on secondary and primary sources. However, most primary sources were 

government (Colonial Office) and other official documents, which I obtained in the form of 

microfilm or hard copy from the University of Michigan, AM Arbor (where I was teaching 

through almost the entire life of the dissertation), and through inter-library loan, as well as 

from government offices and public libraries in each of the three islands and the University 

of the West Indies library at the Mona, Jamaica campus. Apart from this, I did little 

archival work of the kind that would be befitting of a social history (which this, strictly 

speaking, does not claim to be), relying instead on secondary sources to animate the gaps 

between the statistical patterns and the official word. Some of these secondary sources 

themselves relied on direct testimonials from Living subjects and intensive archival work 

that included records of such testimonials. I also spoke informally to some older people in 

Dominica about the early decades of the twentieth century when the lime industry was 

paramount in the local economy and in the world. Among those bearing witness was my 

father who was involved in a family business that cultivated, but mostly bought and sold 



limes for export. He talked to me about the roles played by women workers in the lime 

industry as a whole. 

The methodological mandate of historical/contemporary sociology prompted me to 

submit the historical data -- which I spent dozens of hours reprocessing, tabulating. and in 

a few instances, cross-tabulating -- to my interpretative framework. and also to select a few 

key texts of "deepn survey and ethnographic analysis to provide "critical" support for my 

own analysis. For the post-war period, three such examples were M. G. Smith's West 

Indian Family Structure ( 1962), Erna Brodber's A Study of Yards in the City of Kingston 

(1972). and Derek Gordon's body of work analyzing the National Mobility Survey of 

1984 for Jamaica (1987a; 1987b; 1989; 1991a; 19% b). The work of Errol Miller (1994 

[1986]; 1990) has also been an important source for critique and idormation. I list the 

most important secondary sources for the entire historical study represented by the 

dissertation below. 

For the section on slavery. I join dozens of amateur and professional historians in 

relying on the original reconstructive documentation of B. W. Higman on slave household 

and labor force composition for nearly all the British Caribbean territories in the final 

period of slavery. In addition to several articles. the data are gathered in two definitive 

economic and demographic histories by Higman, one on Jamaica, SIrrve Populalion und 

Economy in Jamaica, 1807-1834 ( 1976), and the other on the rest of the British Caribbean. 

S h e  Populclrions of the Brirish Caribbean, 1807- 1834 ( 1984). The work that Hi gman has 

done is truly awesome and unparalleled, and it is to his credit that he has provided in 

scrupulous detail the evidence that has been used in various challenges to his interpretative 

framework, including my own (see chapter 5). This, of course, does not rule out the need 

to investigate his data, and it may turn out to be a weakness of my work that it relies so 

heavily on Higman. 

Other critically important historians - some of them comparativists - of the 

trajectory of individual-plantation and territory-wide slave populations are Pares (1950). 



B e ~ e t t  ( 19%). Craton and Walvin ( 1970), Craton ( 197'7). Dunn ( 197). Sberidan 

( 1985). and Morgan ( 1981). In addition, a number of books have come out in recent years 

on slave women in the Caribbean, Brazil and the U.S. South. The best known for the 

Caribbean are those by Morrissey ( 1989), Beckles ( 1989). and Bush ( 1990). For accounts 

of the "public" politics of race and class during and in the aftermath of slavery (in chapter 

4). 1 relied greatly on Heuman (1981). Handler (1974). and to a lesser extent, Campbell 

(1976); however, there are new and no doubt pathbreaking books forthcoming on aspects 

of the subject from Swithin Wilmot and Clinton Huaon, both at the Univeni ty of the West 

Indies at Mona, Jamaica. 

Important pioneering work covering at least two of the selected islands (Jamaica 

and Barbados) and overlapping to varying degrees with the Part H I  period (which goes 

somewhat beyond 1946) include Honor Ford-Smith's and Joan French's unpublished 

work, "Women's Work and Organization in Jamaica 1900-1944" (Institute of Social 

Studies, The Hague, Netherlands, c. 1985) and Margaret Gill's article, "Women, Work 

and Development in Barbados, 1961970" (1982). A new anthology, Engendering 

History: Caribbean Women in Historical Perspective (Shepherd a al, 1 995), a1 so contains 

some valuable articles for this and the later period. A book which might seem only 

obliquely related to my topic has proven to be among the greatest sources of insight and 

information; I refer to Bonham C. Richardson's superb social history, Panuma M o q  in 

Barbados, 1900-1920 (1985). Finally, it deserves to be mentioned that the most 

comprehensive tnatrnent of women, work and the ideology of gender, covering a wide 

historical span from slavery to the post-war period, has been accomplished for Trinidad 

and Tobago (a two-island state not considered here) by Rhoda Reddock (1%). The scope 

of Reddock's study is much wider than this one, which is more narrowly focused on 

occupational and employment history. 



There is no known publication on women or gender and work in Dominica for the 

post-emancipation period. However. I found Michel Rolph-Trouillot's pioneering study. 

Peasaws and Capital: Dominica in the World Economy ( 1988). to be useful. 

I would like to add to the above list the voluminous works by Ken Post (1978; 

1981a; 1981 b) on anti-colonial and class struggles in Jamaica between 1865 and 1945 -- 

the first, on the 1938 rebellion, including its pre-history and its aftermath, and a two- 

volume sequence on Jamaica during the war years. Numerous articles by two of the 

Anglophone Caribbean's pioneering demographers, G. W. Roberts and G. E. Curnper, 

were incomparably useful, as were individual pieces by a younger generation of 

demographers. Also useful was Colin Clarke's superbly documented economic and 

demographic history of Kingston ( 1975). 

Finally with regard to secondary sources, the scholars whose work -- of 

quantitative and qualitative documentation and analysis -- provides a great deal of the 

substance on which I try to "rest" my sociological case, which is made in Part IV for the 

post-war and contemporary period, are as follows: on occupational (and related educational 

and income) stratification and social mobility by gender: Gordon (1987a; 1987b; 1989: 

1991a; 19% b); on education, class and gender: Miller (1994 [1986]; 1990); on family 

structure, social class and gender: M.G. Smith ( 1%2; 1%5), Erna Brodber ( 1975; 1986), 

and a number of other more briefly referenced ethnographers like Diane Austin (1984) and 

A. Lynn Bolles ( 1981; 19%). Jamaica is clearly over-represented in the works cited here. 

and indeed, as mentioned before, the analysis focused on Jamaica provides the context 

within which primary data on Barbados and Dominica are interpreted. 

The great majority of my primary sources comprised government reports and 

statistics on demographic conditions, school enrolments and attendance, employment, 

labor and migration trends and issues, and prison and welfare institutions. Most of the data 

wen yielded by Colonial Wxce m u d  reports for the fly-year period, 1889 to 1939 (the 

post-war reports, up to about 1965, were surveyed but not found to be as useful); census 



repom, but particularly the 1943-1946 West Indies censuses, which in part summarized 

data from previous censuses; about half a dozen West Indies Year Books retrieved for 

years between 1928 and 1949: annual "vital statistics" registration reports for Dominica 

between 1943 and 1960; and similar data for a somewhat later period in Barbados. The 

primary sources were most critical for Dominica, on which precious little has been written 

and on which there is a dearth of available information. I found it almost useless going 

through the annual reports for Jamaica, because so much of the information and data had 

already been processed and "written up," especially in the early work of demographers G. 

E. Cumper and G. W. Roberts, both of whom also wrote extensively on Barbados. 

Dominica provided and continues to provide, my greatest challenge. There are few 

published histories of Dominica; among them are the important government-published 

compilation, Aspects of Dominican History ( 1 WZ), Lenox Honychurch's Ihe Dominica 

Story (1975), Patrick L. Baker's Cenning the Pen'phery: Chaos, Order and the 

Ethnohistory of Dominica ( 1994), Trouillot's superb P e ~ s  and Capitai ( L988), and a 

relatively small number of articles. To bring the knowledge base on Dominica up to the 

status that has been established for Jamaica and Barbados would have required the kind of 

focused, prolonged and transnational research that was beyond the scope of this three- 

island study. However, it is clear that more research needs to be done. Colonial Office 

annual reports on Dominica for the years mentioned above (1889-1939) were contained 

within the general reports for the Leeward Islands group, of which Dominica was a rather 

anomalous member until 1939, when it  was transferred to the Windward Islands group 

(and finally got its own Colonial annual reports). As a marginal (or non-) sugar 

island and an increasingly peasant-based economy, it had less in common with the "puren 

sugar-plantation economies of St. Kitts and Antigua and was much more akin to the "dual" 

economies of Grenada and St. Vincent. However, Dominica's rather marginal status 

appears to be reflected in the quality of the island's data. which were often not 



xxxiv 

disaggregated from the group or were not broken down by gender. In light of all this. I 

have tried to reconstruct the most complete picture possible from the data available to me. 

Finding data for the more contemporary analysis contained in Part IV was easier, 

though even here Dominica presented its usual challenge. Both Jamaica and Barbados have 

excellent - and multiple - government statistical services, which put out a profusion of 

labor force and population reports, household and national mobility surveys. and more 

general statistical yearbooks. While the data sometimes appear confusing, there is no 

serious obstacle to cross-checking and confirming desired information. Dominica, on the 

other hand, conducted its first "modem" labor force survey in 1989, which I use with all 

its imperfections. The government is still struggling to secure its developing statistical 

services on a sound professional foundation. Othenvise. I have had to rely on census data 

(up to 1980-81, since the 1990 census data had not been fully processed by my last field 

trip) and other reports. My conclusions have had to be more firmly grounded in those 

patterns whose outlines have been stark and unmistakable. Fortunately for this study, there 

are a number of such "stark and unmistakable" patterns. 

All primary sources mentioned here have been listed in the references section at the 

end. 



PART I: 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 



ons of Studvi 
0 ective and (the F 

The approach which informs this study is defined by Third World' feminist materialism 

and the specific political and intellectual heritage of radical (anti-imperialist, anti-patriarchal) 

Caribbean historical and social-scientific scholarship. Briefly, Third World feminist 

materialism combines Third World rnarxism2 and Third World feminism in a paxadigm 

which shifts the center assumed in the "onhodoxn or "mainstream." and implicitly 

Eurocentric, versions of historical materialism and feminism. It similarly displaces the 

masculine/masculinist subject of radical-nationalist political economy. The reworked 

paradigm centers the historical experience of colonialism (moreover) from the vantage- 

point of the colonized and the site of the periphery, and, more particularly within that 

context, (centers) the historical subjectivity of women of nationally, racially and 

economically exploited and oppressed communities. Third Wodd feminist materialism 

disrupts and qualifies both historical materialism as defined by "classicaln or Western 

marxism and feminist vision as defined, in strikingly parallel ways, by white. Western 

feminism. It does this in addition to challenging masculinist versions of anti-imperialist 

nationalism and the political economy produced by the latter. At the same time. Third 

Wodd feminist materialism is continuous, at the most fundamental Ievels, with the radical- 

intellectual nadi tions of historical materialism, feminism, and anti-imperialist nationalism 

(and various combinations thereof, w ~ l a r l y  Third World marxism and socialist- 

feminism). 
- . -. 

ILke Ong (1988: 80). I use the terms "non-Westernn and 'Thud Worldn "as a shorthand" to define 
European-conquered andlor -colonized non-European communities and peoples, "and not to imply a 
monolithic world outside European and American societies which have collectively maintained hegemony 
over much of the globe in recent history." "Thrd World" is as problematic a term as any, but my definition 
does not depend solely on semantics, but on historical usage and material origins. 
* ~ n d  I further qualify this as manism of the Gramscian typ.  See the brief discussion related ro this below. 



Western rnarxism privileges, implicitly or explicitly. social formations of 

endogenous or "autocentric" capitalism and these formations' internal, originary, dominant 

class binary in its paradigm of capitalism as a mode of production; it similarly privileges the 

European male proletarian subject in its paradigms of class exploitation and struggle, and 

historicai agency and transformation (Arnin, 1974; 1976; 1989). The Western marxist 

model tends to suppress the existence of the colonized other (nowEuropean social 

formations and subjects re-structured through the imperialist activities of European 

capitals), and, in any event, to resist itslhislher complicating intrusion into the already- 

resolved equation of the Eum-capitalist social dialectic. 

The dominant tradition of Western feminism foregrounds a singular sedgender 

binary which counterposes the white middle class male, as privileged and autonomous 

subject of "the liberal citizenship model." to the white middle class female, as hampered in 

her access to that model through her defining reproductive-adjunct status in the 

heterosexual nuclear family. and conrequently in other institutions which encode and 

enforce the hegemony of rational-bureaucratic masculinist rule (Mo hanty, 199 1 a: Alarcon, 

1989). This paradigm, while quite complex and rich in itself, nonetheless falls into the 

assumption that women constitute a unitary group, and reduces their social identity to a 

(homogeneously) gendered one (Green, 1985). One critical result of these assumptions has 

been the "naturalization" and universalization of whiteness and the Euroamerican social and 

political cultural mainstream. Race and class, when acknowledged, have been typically 

seen as additional or "extra" social burdens ("problemsn or "questions"), camed only by 

non-white, non-middle-class and Third World persons, which might surely be 

progressively resolved through assimilation into the liberal-feminist ideal (just as Euro- 

rnarxism long assumed that colonialism, racism and sexism would be resolved through 

proletarian revolution led by white men at the center). Other related responses to the Rality 

of black and Third World women have included usurping certain symbols of their 

transgressive or subversive femininity as a "bridge" to possibilities for (exclusive) white 



feminist subjectivity and agency (Palmer, 1983). or marking them as the negative pole 

away from which white/Western women make ttprogress" towards the fully vested. free 

standing subject of rational individualism and liberal citizenship. enjoining a status 

previously reserved for white men (Ong, 1988: Mohanty, 199 1 b). Ong ( 1988: 80). for 

example, suggests that "for feminists looking overseas. the non-feminist Other is not so 

much patriarchy as the non-Western woman." 

Radical-nationalist political economy tends, implicitly or explicitly, to privilege the 

male subject as the focus of oppression, entitlement. and the struggle for self- 

determination. It also tends to focus on a narrow definition of the dependent or peripheral- 

capitalist economy. as bounded by codified. public. commercial space. which centers 

export-production relations between foreign corporations and men as owners/ernployen 

and men as workers and peasants. The male wage or cash-crop income is accepted as the 

primary mediating link between the foreign sector and the local population, and the 

fullilmeot of the reproductive needs of families and individuals is premised on a male 

breadwinner model and the domestication of women. Women as agents of re/production 

are suppressed in this model, and what has been significantly constituted as third-world 

women's income-generating space, the informal economy, has tended to be seen as an 

aberrant or anomalous addendum to the mainstream or formal economy, not as an integral 

part of the matrix of social reproduction as a whole. Caribbean radical-nationalist political 

economy is also not entirely free of the echoes of the narrow black-nationalist dream of 

male restoraion. as head and representative of the race, the nation and the family. In some 

ways. it is unfortunate that while radical Caribbean dependency and other radical- 

nationalist economic theory has not seriously engaged the path-breaking work of Ester 

Boserup (1970) and those following her, Anglophone Caribbean feminists -- among whom 

I place myself - have moved away from political economy as a discipline of active 

engagement (while accepting it as a silent background narrative about colonialism). 



Non-elite Third World women are thus lost in the conceptual vacuum created at the 

intersection of assumptions that all women, victims (and triumphant resisters) of "modem" 

forms of patriarchy, are white; dl people of color or colonial subjects, victims (and 

triumphant resisten) of racism, colonialism and imperialism, are male-gendered; all 

cultures are norrned on the basis of the middle-class, Euroamerican values of advanced- 

capitalist, Western societies; all female sexualities can be captured in the mostly Western 

heterosexual/lesbian binary opposition and historical construct (and ail family forms are 

premised on and centered in the heterosexual conjugal couple)3; and all producers of 

surplus-value for capital, victims of capitalist exploitation. are proletarian. or waged 

workers wholly subsumed and reproduced within mass-comrnodi tized circuits of 

production and consumption. 

More recently, they appear to have been completely abandoned in the "post- 

historicaln erasure of boundaries of structure, time, and place effected by postmodernist 

and certain forms of "globalization," "postcolonial," and "diasporic" discourse. which, 

once again, naturalizes and universalizes the center or experience at the center (as 

historically transcendent); only, this time, sexual-identity and racial-ethnic plurality have 

been generously accommodated in the endless play of difference characterizing 

interweaving, sliding identities that are ever in the process of be~oming.~ Moreover, the 

center is now thoroughly transnationalized global (and the de-centered "globaln is the 

center). By never occupying an identifiable or grounded part of a highly differentiated 

whole (encompassing structure, time and space). these criss-crossing, hybrid, discursive 

iden tities escape relative social location. Third World people (especially those that are rival 

3~ 7. Smith (1987: 163) has pointed out about the Caribbean: "The Caribbean has always been a test case 
for theories of the famify and woman's role in society. High illegitimacy rates, unstable conjugal unions, 
and a high proportion of female-headed households pose a problem for theories which assume that nuclear 
families are necessary in all societies and that men are the naturd heads of families." 
j ~ o r  a widely representative series of classic statements of postmodernist and "postmlonial studies' 
thought, as well as statements critical of those two related traditions, see the fairly recent readers edited by 
Docherty (1593) and A s h d t  et a1 ( 1995). Homi Bhaba ( 1!3W 175)- postcolonial studies' most prominent 
hnker,  has defined his project as one in which he sets out "to rename the postmodern from the p i  tion of 
the postcolonial." 



andlor female) appear to be the only ones still stuck in the mud of ( tha  local) history and 

(thm local) space, and so they are defined out of the postmodern moment and global space. 

which herald the end of history. the emergence of a new "hyper-realityn (Green. 19%). 

Historical specificity has been abandoned in favor of "the endless play of differencen (the 

de-centered super-local), with the global as its playground. Time. space and relative subject 

positionality elude specification; fragmented. fluid. fleeting "difference" has replaced 

"differentiation." In the wodd of postmodemism, identities can be constituted - a least on 

the part of &-centered. privileged subjects -- by individual selection or "choice" from a 

range of textual possibilities, recalling the very liberal project that that world has claimed to 

overturn, minus its collectivist emancipatory and democratic impulse (Lovibond, 1993). 

Referring to the "politics of differencen which informs the feminist version of this 

perspective, Aguilar (1994: 7) has pointed out that "in its zeal to acknowledge the existence 

of a plurality of differences ... the relations of power (which are made visible only through 

analyses of social structures) that have produced those differences are obscured or glossed 

over." She concludes: "In the absence of a critical analysis of societal structures and 

societal goals. how easily the plurality of difference in the first instance can slide into the 

univocality of 'woman' in the second!" (ibid.: 8). Similarly, in its postcolonial versions. 

the "politics of differencew privileges a kind of transcendental, cosmopolitan " hybridity," 

concealing the latter's earthly, historically specific (msplanted-Third-World-intellectual) 

metropolitan roots (Ahmad, 1992; Bhaba 1994; Callinicos, 1995). As has been suggested 

before, the "war on totality" (Lyotard, 1983) has ushered in a new antisssentialist 

totalitarianism and individual authorial omniscience. Unfortunately. some (marxist) 

challenges to these trends collapse useful critique into a sneering attitude to dl attempts to 

theorize social relations other than (binary. economic) class in a reality reduced to the 

capitalist-mode+f-production writ large and ubiquitous5 (see, for example, Cotter in 

%'hlch sneaks Eurocentrism back in. 



Zavardeh et d, eds., 1995). With such choices, the notion of an epistemological "third 

way" begins to take on new meaning. 

This, however, is not a work of textual. discursive, philosophical, or political 

critique. It is an attempt to reconstruct sharply delimited aspects of Caribbean women's 

history within a comparative and political-economic (or "unified system analysisN6) mode. 

In the interest of minimizing distraction, focusing on the historical problematique at hand. 

constructing specific, grounded history rather than deconstructing "floating" signifien and 

discourses, and avoiding (as much as possible) teleology and anachronism in the 

consideration of historical issues, the literature review-cum-theoretical discussion 

undertaken in Part I centers a particular kind of text. I refer to texts which directly engage 

the relevant fields of colonial, "development," Third World/Black women's, and 

Anglophone Caribbean history. as well as those which attempt to account theoretically for 

the historical specificity of Third World and (Afro-)Caribbean women's sociological status 

and "developmental" trajectory. In this regard, I refer to both texts which are feminist and 

those which are not. This focus, of course, does not assume an uncritical engagement with 

any of these texts; nor does it assume a negative evaluation of more general or abstract 

theorizing. I t  does mean that the primary "constructiven focus of the literature review-cum- 

theoretical discussion will be to connect (if not integrate) levels of analysis within the 

speciik historical problematique that defines the study rather than to engage in fragmented 

theorehcal debates across specialized discursive, disciplinary, and historical fields. While 

this approach rejects the notion that Anglophone Caribbean women represent a particular 

variant of a "universal experience," it fully assumes the universality of the sigmficance of 

Anglophone Caribbean women's particular historical experience as we1 1 as the universality 

of the ~ i ~ c a n c e  of the texts which devote themselves to that experience. 

%ee Murray. 1995. 



This dialectical embrace of universality rmd specificity, not to be confused with the 

universalism of liberal (and versions of Euro-marxist) thought or the mercurial micro- 

constructionism of "diJ4rmce" in postmodemist discourse. is bound to be at odds with 

both of the latter paradigms. Alexander and Mohanty ( 1947: xvii ) suggest precisely this in 

the following observation: 

Token inclusions of our texts (in liberal-pluralist women's studies syllabi] 
without reconceptualizing the whole white, middle-class, gendered 
knowledge base effectively absorbs and silences us. This says, in effect. 
that our theories are plausible and carry explanatory weight only in relation 
to our specific experiences, but that they have no use value in relation to the 
rest of the world. Moreover, postmodernist theory, in its haste to dissociate 
itself from all forms of essentialism, has generated a series of 
epistemological confusions regarding the interconnections between location, 
identity, and the construction of know ledge. Thus, for instance, localized 
questions of experience, identity, culture, and history, which enable us to 
understand specific processes of domination and subordination, are often 
dismissed by postrnodern theories as reiterations of cultural "essence" or 
unified, stable identity. 

My theoretical discussion begins with the question of how to think about the 

subject, or with a concern to link (historical!: specific) subject and structure. From a 

general epistemological standpoint, this study rejects both "universalism" and "diff6rancen 

and upholds the materialist principles of socinl relatiodiry and relcuive uutommv in 

thinking about the groups and communities being studied. At the same time, I eschew 

theoretical dogmatism - which always works against the interests of those yet "without 

history" -- and prefer to exercise theoretical flexibility and eclecticism, when I need to. in 

the ultimate service of Third world feminist materialism. It should go without saying that 

then are particular dimensions of liberal theory and postmodernist critique that I accept into 

my paradigm without equivocation. Theories are often circular not because they are 

"untruen within their own dimensionality but because they have been discomected, by their 

authors and/or readers, from the complex circuitry of the wider (and terrestrially anchored) 

social and epistemological w orl cis. The logocentrism, imperialism and adversarialism of 

much of Western thought encourage this kind of self-centered atomization (Collins. 1991). 



Moreover. in postmodernist theory, authorial omniscience is greatly convenienced by the 

elusiveness of social structure and the slipperiness, the anonymity of social location on the 

one hand, and the micro-presence of the "body." the "text" (which speak to each other in a 

self-sustained symbolic discourse), on the other. The thoroughly metaphorized subject is 

captured within a text, or an inter-textual discourse, which is never ever traceable to a 

socially or historically located flesh-and-blood author (as writer. ruler, or ruled). 

The paired concepts of relationality and relative autonomy are also expressed more 

familiarly as "structure and agency." This paired methodologicaI principle enables me to 

operate on the belief that the social status and identity of oppressed or non-ruling groups 

can be figured out through the dialectic of (a) their location in a complex system of relations 

of domination and subordination deriving from the social organization of rdproduction and 

attendant race/class/patriarchaI structures, and (b) their adaptive, survivalist, oppositional 

and creative responses to the exigencies of that system, using the cultural and economic 

resources at their disposal. The material and existential parameters of subordination differ 

from one social formation to the next depending on the reach and depth (rootedness) of the 

dominant mode of production and hegemonic apparatus and, correspondingly, the nature 

and level of incorporation versus autonomy. Hegemony and autonomy are relative 

concepts, not only to each other, but also to the particular historical formation from which 

they emerge. Thus, the first order of analysis is to map the type of historical formation with 

which we are dealing here. As Mohanty (1991: 10) has pointed out, "black, white and 

other third world women have very different histories with respect to the particular 

inheritance of post-fifteenth-century Euro-American hegemony: the inheritance of slavery, 

enforced migration, plantation and indentured labor, colonialism, imperial conquest, and 

genocide." This is not just a question of "historical background;" moreover, it goes even 

beyond an analysis of the profound social restructuring effected by coloniaiism. which 

continues to be reproduced in contemporary relations. In the particular case of the West 

Indies. this mapping explains the structuring of neoteric societies peopled predominantly 



by conquered and colonized communities, who make up numerical majorities but jural 

minorities. There is no direct route to analysis of categories that Western rnarxists and 

feminists take for granted as first-order or theoretically primordial such as class and 

sedgender systems. The only route is through the entrails of enslavement. colonization, 

and profound racial and cultural segmentation. 

Not all European colonies were plantation colonies; the largest were not; not all 

plantation colonies were based on a transplanted and enslaved labor force; not all forms of 

New World plantation slavery had the same configurative patterns and tensions of 

hegemony and relative autonomy. For that matter. not all New World slave societies were 

plantation colonies, but we are dealing here with those that were, i.e. the majority of them. 

New World plantation slave societies can be generally divided into those that had a 

"residentiary" ruling class and high levels of European settlement (usually constituting 

majorities) and those with a high propensity towards owner absenteeism and low levels of 

European settlement. The latter group of colonies tended to be treated like overseas 

investments and the (biggest) owner-planten tended to merge with the metropolitan ruling 

class ("at home"), developing no fundamental or sustainuble interest in nurturing 

independent capitalist states in the tropics or sub-tropics. 

The three islands which form the basis of this study all fell under the rubric of such 

"colonies of exploitation" by 1790, with ovenvhelming slave majorities and relatively high 

levels of owner-planter absenteeism. But there were imptau t  differences of degree and 

possibly even of kind. Barbados had a small but "rootedn residentiary plantocracy, 

whereas in Jamaica virtually all the largest planters were absentee and the white settler 

p u p  was proportionately less than half the size of Barbados'; moreover, it included a 

larger transient component, particularly of single males, and was less coherent or 

"extendedn in terms of a bi-gender familial and community elite model. Dominica's white 

community was proportionately even smaller than that of Jamaica. In Barbados. whose 

landscape and economic life were monopolized by the plantation mode of production, the 



reach of plantation hegemony was correspondingly greater and levels of bodily and 

existential incorporation of the producers higher (though more routinized and paternalistic); 

there was less opportunity for autonomy. In Jamaica and Dominica. there was a significant 

proto-peasant "breachn in the slave-plantation mode of production which gave the enslaved 

Africans more time, space and means for independent activity and agency (see chapter 5). 

What does this have to do with, say, sexlgender systems? 

Sedgender systems (conceived abstractly) define not just an inter-gender division 

of labor and masculinelfeminine oppositionality but also, in their interaction with other 

social hierarchies (particularly those of class and race), an intra-gender division of labor 

and different classes of womanhood and femininity (as well as manhood and masculinity). 

This way of putting it serves some useful theoretical function but is obviously 

unsatisfactory in a deeper sense, since it assumes what appear to be authorless, unilinear, 

independent intersecting hiexarchies, making for an "additive" effect in the analysis of 

social structure and social identity (Collins, 1990; Brewer, 1997). This is particularly 

problematic in the case of colonial and racially segmented societies. "Subaltern" subjects 

are not just aggregative points of intersecting, universal oppressions; black working class 

women, for example, are not mere triple-layered effects of criss-crossing systems of race, 

class and gender. But one can say for good measure that interacting sedgender and class 

hierarchies always define a relation of elite, ideal femininity and second-class, degraded 

womanhood. 

In terms of a general, macro-structural rule of thumb, I favor more an "internal 

relations perspectiven or "&ed system analysis," as  advanced recently by Murray 

(1995). She argues that "Mrom an internal relations perspective, patriarchy and class are 

not atomistic entities ody contingently related, but are o r g m k d y  comectedn (pp. 32-33, 

her emphasis). She follows Marx in her view that "property lies at the heart of an analysis 

of social divisions," and that "we cannot understand patriarchy without reference to 

property and class, ... we cannot understand class without reference to patriarchy and 



property. nor property without reference to patriarchy and class" (p. 33). Mohanty ( 1991 : 

18) confirms this perspective. citing Sangari and Vaid (eds.. 1989) who suggest that 

"patriarchies are not systems which are added on to class and caste but are intrinsic to the 

very formation of and transformations within these categories." Patriarchy is an integral 

component of centered relations of ruling that is institutionalized throughout society. and. 

at the same time. it is variously reproduced in class-diffracted and ethnic-specific lived 

modes (Green, 1992193). Gender is "classed." and class is gendered. And in coloniaV 

postcolonial society there is more. As Mohanty ( 1991: 12- 13) reminds us. "no one 

'becomes a woman' ... purely because she is female. ... It is the intersections of the 

various systemic networks of class, race. (hetero)sexuality. and nation. then. that position 

US as 'women'." 

The identity of social groups is accessed not just through the historically specific 

organization of relproduction but also through the historically specific organization of 

hegemony or political-cultural domination. Hegemony ultimately emanates from or is 

centered in an articulated (representational and embodied) class-cultural formation which 

incorporates subordinate groups, in relations of exploitation and domination, as "others," 

as objects of its own subjectivity. In this framing exercise, I mobilize the general 

Gramscian distinction between more "integral" and "fully extendedn hegemonies and more 

"restricted" ones (Gramsci, 1971; Sassoon. 1987; Green, 1993). An integral or fully 

extended hegemonic mode is one in which the institutions of civil society, as overseen by 

the State, are so deeply shared across the social field that the "subalternn classes (having 

been won over to a conception of the world belonging to the rulers) reproduce them in a 

direcriy replicative fahion within their own (private and public) social organization. The 

"modemn industridcapitalist state provided Gramsci with the model for this peculiar kind 

of historical resolution; as he has reminded us, states (and colonial ones come to mind) 

may be authoritarian or totalitarian but not hegemonic in that specialized sense. This 

differentiation between hegemonic modes may be hamessed to a much more general 



theoretical function here. especially since colonized or third-world formations all represent 

differently condirioned mediations between " hegemonic" Euro-capitalist conquest/ 

penetration and non-capitalist, non-European "subaltern" resistance or refusal to submit. 

There are therefore different modes (or cartographies) of incorporation of 

subordinate groups. In capitalist society. all classes share a civil universe premised on the 

legal and ideological fiction of equal citizenship and contractual freedom; exploitation (the 

appropriation of surplus-value) is mediated through this "real" fiction (see Green. 1993). 

In Western European and other feudal societies, the peasants were "the objects of rule ... 
but never the subject of a political relationship" (Poggi, 1978: 23). There was "a relation of 

state within the aristocracy," while the peasants were political dependants of the landlord 

class (Seccombe, 1992: 37). Nonetheless, they were asymmetrically "included," as 

gendered and subordinate subjects, in the continuous hegemonic institutions of landed 

property, inheritance and marriage, through which their exploitation was mediated. In 

plan tation slave societies, the enslaved Africans, especially as the bestialized and racialized 

Other, were permanently excluded. except as objects, from participation in the civil 

institutions of property, marriage and state. Thus, their incorporation was based on 

physical enslavement and social and civil death. 

Enslaved women on all West Indian plantations were imprisoned by this deep 

denial of their humanity and civil existence, but, beyond the grip in which slavery held 

their bodies, their representation and treatment as the negation or the other of whiteness and 

European civilization, and of white womanhood in  particular, could also set them free to 

live by other rules. Within the context of relationality, being the other was imprisoning, but 

it was also potentially liberating. Mohanty ( 1991 : 12- 13) confirms that "gender and race are 

relarod terms: they foreground a relationship (and often a hierarchy) between races and 

genders. .... Thus during the period of American slavery, constructions of white 

womanhood as chaste, domesticated, and morally pure had everytlung to do with 

corresponding constructions of black slave women as promiscuous, available plantation 



workers." But the other side of this was that black women were abIe to invent themselves 

in alternative forms and according to alternative principles in certain contexts. and. Bush 

(1981: 246) claims. even to temporarily invert power relations in sexual encounten with 

white men. While her Foucauldian assumptions about this possibility are questionable. 

Bush's comments on "white 'ladies'. coloured 'favourites' and black 'wenches"' do 

demonstrate the complexities of identity formation in this particular colonial context. 

Thus, black women were able to existentially invert the sign of the Black Whore 

and Beast of Burden7 (but not the underlying power relations that constituted them as 

such). However, the significance and conditions of this manipulation depended on three 

concrete things, among others: one, the presence of the model of the White Madoma and 

Preserver of High Culture: two, the existence of autonomous spaces of social life; three, 

the availability and invocability of an African cultural memory. It is in those areas that we 

see sometimes subtle but important differences among Barbados, Jamaica and Dominica, 

although, with regard to all three islands, we are looking at identities that were less 

reductively racialized (by default) than was the case on the North American mainland. But 

the point here is also to insist on the materiality of the conditions for autonomy emanating 

from the concrete organization of the relations and subjects of dproduction. This is 

different from the preoccupation with the discursive organization of thc subjectivity of the 

colonized in a series of texts outside of herself (which is always and forever imprisoning 

and disabling). The assumed perspective of this study opposes quite passionately the 

notion of inter-textual closure that robs the "subaltern" of speech, and conflates subject and 

text, or imprisons subject in text (Spivak, 1988). Instead, we want to understand how 

those niches are materially and cul turd1 y constituted that enable this "subaltern" to negotiate 

- albeit with great difficulty - her own subjectivity between the inner and outer edges of 

the hegemonic order. 

'~e+ Gardiner (lm) on the Bakhtinian dialoga underlying this notion of signifyng practice. 



Ann duCille suggests the following model of elite womanhood (although she does 

not qualify it as such) in  a fully extended "civilizedn patriarchy: 

Historically, a major measure of a society's advancement as a civilization 
has been the status and treatment of "its" women. This appraisal not only 
has defined social advancement in terms of the female body, it has also 
made the woman's exemption from material production--that is, her leisure 
rather than her labor--the signifier of civic success and viable nationhood. 
Where men are civilized, women as wives, mothers, and daughters are the 
promoters. protectors, and preservers of high culture rather than the 
producers of material culture. (ducille. l997:3O 1 ) 

While duCille assumes labor or material production to be "figured as male," it is 

obvious that in slave and post-emancipation society the "othern of the representation above 

is black womanhood rather than men in general. My contention is, however, that alterity is 

not as "fulfilledn with regard to enslaved Afro-Caribbean women as it might have been 

because the White Madond'Preserver of High Culture model, while not missing, is 

abbreviated and not fully extended or present. Or. it is systematically interrupted by the 

omnipresence of the "coloured [or blackj favouritem (and not necessarily as a sideshow) 

and other murky subversions of would-be polite West Indian society. In fact, Lucille 

Mathurin's famous dictum. that "in Caribbean slave societies the black woman produced, 

the brown woman served, and the white woman consumed" (cited in Bush, 1990: xii), 

suggests a trichotomous rather than dichotomous relation of womanhwd. And Kamau 

Brathwaite has bluntly concluded that the West Indian colonial project was not a "joint" or 

"family enterprise," but rather a "family-stunted and male-oriented enterprise with the wife 

replaced by housekeeper or mistress" (cited in Beckles, 1995: 129). DuCillels comments 

above prompt one to observe thaf in the West Indies, white men were MI civilized, that is, 

in many ways, they failed to maintain even a hypocritical edifice of proper "civilized" 

patriarchy. This lack of transplantation of "civilizedn models has been commented upon at 

length by Jordan (l%8; 1982), who observed, for example, that. in simcant contrast to 

the mainland colonies, "none of the British West Indian assemblies prohibited extramarital 



miscegenation" ( 1982: 156). Certainly this was true by the time sugar became king in these 

islands. 

There are the other. more "fully extended" (and more "hypocriticaln) models from 

the North American mainland that might serve as illustration here. Witness, on the one 

hand, the Southern lady and plantation mistress, supremely protected by marriage to the 

powerful patriarch and master of all within the plantation community ("his" family, white 

and black), and, on the other, the New England urban bourgeois woman, bearer of the 

new standards of domesticity and scientific motherhood and architect of the new "woman's 

sphere." In nineteenth-century New England, a new class of elite women challenged their 

male counterparts' monopoly of the public sphere by carving out a niche for themselves 

through a gender- and class-appropriate discourse, whose terms were honed in the context 

of the inflation and "professionalization" of specialized domestic-management functions 

(Con, 1977). The plantation mistress, by contrast, presided over the domestic portion of a 

unitary project headed by her husband, and did so as his "helpmeet and ruling lady" (Fox- 

Genovese, 1988: 135). Fox-Genovese argues that the "plantation household" was a single 

rdproductive enterpise, inclusive of the agricultural operations: "throughout much of the 

South, the empirically self-evident unit of the contiguous farm or plantation was 

coterminous with the boundaries of the household" (p. 93). It was one continuous 

enterprise sustained on a mixture of brutality and paternalism rather than a private =treat or 

sheltered remove from the world of social production. In the wodd of the plantation 

household, physical and everyday intimacy co-existed with great social and existential 

distance; in the New England bourgeois world, the great spatial divide in "living" class 

communities belied the proselytized intimacy (or wishful sisterhood) of moral feminism 

(Cott, 1977; Smith-Rosenberg, 1979). 

In the pages of British Caribbean history, the white plantation mistress as 

"helpmeet and ruling lady" does not have an enduring and hegemonic presence (although 

there is marked allusion to the resident plantation "mistressn who is neither white nor 



wife). The most frequently referenced and self-referencing fig~!re cf elite white 

womanhood was that of the (imperial) sojourner, often the Governor's wife: moreover. 

some of the most legendary local white women were honorary males (by virtue of 

widowhood andlor independent proprietorship), like Annie Palmer, the "White Witchn of 

Rose Hall in Jamaica. who, in an unusual twist of pnder-bending, took male slaves as 

lovers. All the best-known white female chroniclers (usually diarists) of West Indian 

domestic society were sojourners, some more long-term than others (see Bush, 1981; 

Brereton, 1995). A typical example is Maria Nugent, the American-born wife of Governor 

Nugent of Jamaica (1801 - 1806), who shared with her female counterparts a profound 

horror at West 1 ndian sexual and domestic arrangements. Nugent's diaried experience 

corroborated the dearth and the defectiveness of the "plantation mistress" prototype in 

Jamaica. Brereton (1995: 79) confirms that "[tjhere were few white women, outside the 

main towns, in Jamaica in 1801; Nugent went on a tour of country estates, staying at 

different houses, and did not encounter a single one for the first eight days." Those she did 

encounter, however. shocked her "ruling lady" and "protector of high culture" sensibilities; 

she generally found them to be stupid, ill-bred, and uncouthly abusive towards their 

domestic8 (Nugent, 1%6; Bush, 198 1 ; Brereton, 1995). The "coloured favourites" were 

often seen as models of refinement in contrast to the "white ladiesn (Bush, 1981). 

Caribbeanist Sidney Mintz was one of the earliest scholars to attempt to capture the 

essence of Caribbean difference (from within and from without) from the perspective of 

historical anthropology. According to Mintz, "the relative scarcity of women under the 

traditional plantation system in most Caribbean settings. combined with the sharp 

difference in access to power between planten and slaves, led to special sexual and 

domestic conditions" ( 1989[ 19741: 308). Once again, the inadvertent reference here is to 

white women, since there were enough slave women at the height of the plantation system 

to form a "sexual reservoir" from which white men were able to recruit sexual partners 

8~omments from contemporary observers also suggest that many of these women were somewhat 
Africanized in speech and mannerisms. 



"almost at will" (ibid.). Mintz has isolated three classic patterns of "sexual recruitment," 

ranging from enduringly illegitimate partnerships with or without the presence of white 

wives to situations, most typical of the Hispanic Caribbean, which provided for the 

legitimization of unions between status unequals at levels making up a critical mass. Mintz 

describes the following contrasting extreme as truest of the British West Indies: "where 

women of almost inalterable inferior status were in effect the transient sexual objects of 

men who had neither wives nor any intention of settling in the Caribbean, creole culture 

had to take on its character in the v i m 1  absence of any European culture model, however 

distorted" (ibid.). The underdeveloped representation of the White Madonna undermined 

the foundations for a full hegemonic signification of the enslaved black woman as whore 

(just as the lack of an enforceable hegemonic family paradigm in the later periods of West 

Indian history limited the pathologization of the black family, in contrast to the situation in 

the United States). It is generally suggested in this study that the hegemonic gender and 

family model was relatively more rooted and effective in Barbados than in Jamaica and 

Dominica. 

But what is it that filled the spaces generated, in pan, by the model's shortfall or 

distortion? What about autonomy or agency with regard to the model's putative "other"? As 

I have suggested. difference (the identity of the other) is not just oppositional or 

hermetically or dialogically relational - whatever that relation is - it is also (relatively) 

autonomous. In other words, the identity of subordinate groups is constituted "because 

of," "in opposition to," but also "in spite oP  (or without obsessive reference to) the 

hegemonic relation, "however distorted." This is in general congruence with Collins' 

black-feminist notion (1990) of an independent, xff-defmed standpoint, but it is initially 

less concerned with articulated consciousness or ideology and more concerned with 

cultural forms or ways of being/living. It is also more concerned with the lived dialectic of 

negotiation between domination and autonomy, or with the material parameters of (the 

potential for) autonomy. Cooper (1993: 11) is one cultural theorist who strongly suggests 



that working-class Afro-Jamaican women are able to claim spaces (and not just in their 

imaginations or in non-existent written texts) where they can, for example. engage in "an 

innocently transgressive celebration of freedom from sin and law" (unselfconsciously 

inverting the sign of the Black Whore). Speaking of the modem-day culture of the 

dancehall, she notes that, "[I liberated from the repressive respectability of a conservative 

gender ideology of female property and propriety, these women lay proper claim to the 

control of their own bodies" (ibid.). And. according to French (1988:42), in direct and 

self-conscious resistance to hegemonic models. " [flrom the time of slavery black Jamaican 

women had made their opposition to marriage quite clear, rejecting it as 'too much work' 

and putting them under too much control of man." 

Differences in mode of labor force reproduction between Jamaica and Dominica on 

the one hand and Barbados on the other marked variations in the opportunities or 

possibilities for autonomous action and invocation of Afrocentric principles on the part of 

enslaved women in particular. Chapter 5 is devoted to examining those variations within 

the continuum of the slave plantation mode and only a brief reference will suffice here. 

individual adult slaves in Dominica and Jamaica were allotted provision plots for self- 

subsistence more or less outside the boundaries of the plantation proper, which they could 

work at assigned times. Although slaves did engage in limited subsistence cultivation in 

Barbados there was no equivalent allotment of separate provision grounds on the scale of 

the other two islands, so that the population was a more "foreign-fed'hne. In all three 

islands, slave women were also active in Sunday markets, which extended the budding 

protqeasant economy into petty commodity trading and the beginnings of an important 

domestic subeconomy in which women had independent agency. This domestic sub- 

economy became the basis of the enduring structural dualism defined above for Jamaica 

and Dominica, but not Barbados. 

The other aspect of labor force reproduction which marked a variation in the 

dominant mode was the ratio of local slave reproduction to African imports (or the ratio of 



creole to African-born slaves). This in turn affected the reservoir and replenishment of 

Afrocentric cultural principles and forms that organized and infused subaltern cultural 

practice (Alleyne, 1988; Burton, 1997). Slave women, moreover. have been regarded as 

"the 'principal exponents' and protecton of African-derived culture" (Bush. 1986: 1 18). In 

addition to a deeper and more extended institutional implantation of a residentiary planter- 

class model, Barbados experienced earlier and higher levels of creolization of its enslaved 

labor force. This study argues that this combination of factors led to generally higher levels 

of hegemonic incorporation of subordinate groups, and that these higher levels were 

sustained by the progressive corporatization and proletarianization of the post-emancipation 

peripheral-capitalist economy. However, the following conditions, which were fairly 

typical of the Anglophone Caribbean but were more classically met by Jamaica and 

Dominica -- overwhelming black majorities with high ratios of African-born and -bred, the 

availability and invocability of an Afracentric cultural code, the lack of a fully extended 

nsidentiary planter-flass model, and the spatial and functional niches generated by the 

proto-peasant breach in the slave mode of production -- all provided enhanced 

opportunities for independent and counter-hegemonic agency on the part of enslaved 

women. Again, in Chapter 5, I discuss in detail these founding structures of Caribbean 

society and their generation of the unique and lingering rdproductive status and identity of 

Afro- Cari bbean women. 

H e m  Order: . . . . 

According to Paravisini-Gebert (1997: 3, "lilt has long been a practice of Caribbean 

peoples to 'carnivalize,' at times to 'cannibalize,' the models imposed by officialdom" (see 

also Cooper, 1993). She continues: 

This "enthroning and dethroningR of colonial models extended to patterns of 
gender relations. Caribbean societies ... developed patterns of gender 
relations markedly different from those of the colonial metropolis. The 
standards familiar to the metropolis may have been closely imitated by the 
small enclaves of Europeanized white or Light-skinned middle and upper- 



middle classes. but were frequently transformed by the masses of the 
people who wove new configurations out of the fabric of colonial mores. 
Offiicial culture may have insisted on continuing to represent Eurocentric 
models as characteristic of Caribbean societies, making them. for example. 
the prerequisite for social mobility; but the reality was much more cornpiex. 
more fluid, much more sui generic. (Paravisini-Gebert. 1997: 5 )  

Paravisini-Gebert's notion of the disjuncture between officialdom and the 

irreverently lived culture of "the masses of the people" acknowledges the need to negotiate 

between the two for certain social purposes, such as social mobility, but is silent on the 

details of such negotiation. It would be beyond the scope of the dissertation to address the 

question of how this negotiation is actually played out in the lives of subaltern subjects. 

but. as part of this introductory framing exercise, it is important to delineate some of the 

pre-eminent official or hegemonic models that mediated women's inter-generational 

occupational and social mobility across the march of post-emancipation history unevenly 

covered in the study. These models did not permanently seal black women's fate, but they 

did place enormous constraints in their way. and they had to be contended with for the 

purpose of s o d  ad-. mcement, in lives marked by constant struggle against the odds, but 

also remarkable tenacity. Furthermore, (my) Caribbean experience easily codrms the 

pandemic cultural practice of "carnivalizing " and "cannibalizingn the models imposed by 

oficialdom (beginning precisely with Afro-creole speech mrd hguage  creation). This is 

partly because these models were so often proposed and imposed by outsiders and 

sojourners (visiting absentee proprietors, colonial officials, missionaries, governors' 

wives, commissions of inquiry, and, today, agents of the International Monetary Fund). 

1 will consider briefly five official or hegemonic paradigms, and, in doing so, also 

showcase important Caribbean (or Caribbeanist) feminist writings on these narratives: (1) 

light-skinned color privilege; (2) marriage, property, and the missionarylpeasant model; (3) 

gendered, middleclass public-service vocation as an alternative to marriage: (4) gendered 

rights of passage to nationhood: social reform, rnale-dominant trade unionism, and middle- 

class feminism; (5) modernization, mass schooling and the "male marginalizationn thesis. 



Light-skinned color privilege. During slavery. the tiny size and demographically 

imbalanced structure of the white population propelled the mixed-race and "free colored" 

groups into social categories elevated above the enslaved/blacks. This placed racial 

categories on a hierarchical color continuum rather than in an exclusively dichotomous 

relation. Mixed-race, and therefore lighter-skinned, women. enslaved and free. were 

favored and accorded higher social status than blacks as housekeepers and mistresses. 

Bush ( 1981: 254) points out that "[c]oloured [i.e. mixed-race] housekeepers in particular 

were awarded great respect from their fellow servants. who often addressed them by the 

courtesy title 'Miss', usually reserved for whites only." And in relation to non-white 

women as mistresses she states. "[tlhe preference white men showed for coloured and 

black women. even when legally married to white wives, elevated some of these women to 

positions which would have been unreachable in the Old South where the protection of 

white womanhood ... was elevated into a sacred obligation" (ibid.: 258). Elite free colored 

women (who were only a small proportion of the free colored group) were often the 

daughters and/or mistresses of big planten who provided the means for land and slave 

ownership or independent business. typically tavern- or inn-keeping. Free colored female 

proprietoa generally owned more slaves than their male counterparts, but, unlike some of 

the latter. they were never let in to polite society. Their relative privilege was strictly 

gendered, and precluded the possibility of social respectability. Indeed, their access to a 

relatively privileged independence was often gained at the expense of enjoyment of 

marriage-and-wifehood within a community of their own, so to speak. 

A fully emancipated society made the model of the pampered mulatto9 concubine 

completely untenable and devoid of social profit, and mixed-race women of the middling 

sort assumed their "rightful" roles as wives and mothers in the reproduction of a new (sub- 

hegemonic) colored middle class. It was this class which provided the substantive 

infrastructure for the emerging hegemonic family-and-community model in Jamaica and 

9 ~ n  the post-ernancipatlon period, the term "mulatto" became a common reference for any visibly mixed- 
race person, where previous1 y it had designated a hghly specific m o  of racial 'hybridization". 



Dominica particularly. In other words. they constituted their lives into the middle-class 

mamage norm which became hegemonic (though not in a fully extended sense) in West 

Indian society. At the same time. color-privileged (white and mulatto) women retained a 

monopoly on the few "respectable" female-typed jobs in the economy. effectively shutting 

out black women from the middle-class female occupational and labor market for many 

generations after emancipation. As I point out below. it was not until the twentieth century 

that government sponsorship and mass education opened up public-sector jobs in the 

nurturing professions to black women. Light-skinned privilege continued to make entry 

into private-sector "middle class" jobs in shops, banks, and offices difficult and 

contentious for black women past the middle of the twentieth century. 

Marriage. propem, and the missionary/pearcmt d l .  In the post-emancipation 

period, in Jamaica and elsew here, the early emergence of purposefully organized peasant 

village settlements was mediated by British and other European Nonconformist 

missionaries. The missionaries provided moral and political guidance to the ex-slaves in the 

"free village movement" which took place in a number of Caribbean colonies. but most 

dramatically in Jamaica (Paget, 1954; Besson. 1984; Mintz, 1989 [1974]; Hall. 1993: 

1995). The intention was to create a rural rniddle class of yeomen and cottagers with a 

stake in property, wage labor, and Afro-Saxon respectability buttressed by the church, 

proper mamage and the spirit of thrift and self-help. As Hall (1995: 54) describes it, "[tlhe 

missionaries bought land, they surveyed and laid it out, they superintended the 

construction of roads and streets, they directed the settlers in the building of their cottages 

and the cultivation of their grounds, they supplied them with deeds, they married them 

before they moved in, they educated their children, they formed societies among them for 

the improvement of agriculture, they gave them ... a 'relish for the comforts and 

conveniences of civilised life, and improved their domestic economy.'" The missionaries 

envisioned no less than the transplantation of the solid, sober Enghsh middle class model 

into the nual Jamaican countryside: 



This was the abolitionist dream, that black men would become like white 
men, not the white men of the plantation but the white men of the 
abolitionist movement, responsible, independent. industrious. domesticated 
Christians. The black women would become like white women, not the 
white women of plantation society locked into their debasing acceptance of 
concubinage but the white women of the English middle-class imagination, 
occupying their smdl but satisfying sphere, mamed and living in regular 
households. A new gender order was central to the vision of the 
abolitionists. In their new Jamaica black men would survey their families 
with pride, black women would no longer be sexually subjugated to their 
masters but properly dependent on their husbands. (Hall. 1995: 53-54) 

But, as Hall continues, "this vision depended on a white dream which erased black culture. 

The new world was to have no connection with the 'barbarism' and 'savagery' of Africa, 

as the missionaries saw it. Myalism and obeah1° were to be repressed, together with 

concubinage, illegitimacy and gaudy clothes" (p. 55). Sooner or later, the model was 

bound to falter: in fact. it blew up in the Morant Bay Rebellion of 1865 in Jamaica. when it 

became apparent that it was ineffective in challenging the entrenched and intransigent rule 

of the albeit diminished plantocracy . 

I t  did resurface, however, under the aegis of Colonial Office and the ever-gazetted 

but ineffectual land settlement scheme. As French (1988: 50) points out, "[tlhe Land 

Settlement programme presumed a nuclear family unit with a male head-of-household to 

whom the land was leased or sold. Reference was given to these 'proper families' and a 

female head of household stood little chance of getting her own land, far less a wife." 

Indeed, the land settlement model promoted by Colonial Office was largely responsible for 

both a textual and an actual expulsion of women from the land and from farming 

Livelihoods in the peasant contexts of Jamaica and Dominica. Women's tenure of land 

under informal and communal-transmission arrangements such as "family land" was 

increasingly marginalized and rendered unproductive as land settlement schemes quite 

consciously promoted individually titled male ownenhip and cash-crop farming. Women 

l%yalism and obeah are Africanist religous or spiritualist practices. the fim more p t i v e l y  associated 
with communal healing arts and ritual, including music and dance, the second, with the more secretive 
channelling and fetidustic ritudization of negative or aggressive psychic and social energy, or d l e d  
"black magic." These were and, to some extent, are widely practised in the Caribbean. 



within farming households, as wives of the male principal and even as owners and 

household heads themselves. were re-defined, as homemakers, out of the "gainfully 

occupied" and "productive" population. This categorial shift was dramatically enforced in 

the 1943 census of Jamaica. which represented "the rigid application of the separation 

between the 'public1 ('productive'. male, cash-crop, capitalist-oriented) sphere of 

production, and the 'private' (lnon-productivel, female. family, subsistence-oriented) 

sphere" (French, 1988: 53-54). The trend statutorily confirmed by the 1943 census had 

been acutely highlighted by the proactive efforts of Colonial Office to re-settle. or reserve 

jobs for, returning or repatriated male war veterans and migrant workers during the 1920s 

and '30s. This entailed massive displacement of women from land and jobs and marked a 

movement towards what Caribbean feminists like French, Ford-Smith and Reddock have 

referred to as the "housewifisation" of women (French and Ford-Smith, 1985; French, 

1988; Ford-Smith, 1988; Reddock, 1994). The acute inadequacy and inability of Colonial 

Office efforts to give peasant and working class males a stake in the system bacM~red once 

more in the rebellions of the 1930s. Social reforms proposed in the aftermath of the 

upheaval attempted to give the masculinist model new and improved significance and 

effectiveness in the context of transition to self-government. This time, however, the 

adjunct "housewife" role of women was explicitly included in the codification and 

bureaucratization of the new system. as explained below. 

The marriage/public vocation c h s  model. The famous Moyne Commission which 

investigated the causes of the riot. that swept through the Caribbean on the. eve of the 

Second World War formulated a whole set of prescriptions for a family-and-public- 

vocation class and gender model for West Indian society. In some ways, it was a more 

public-minded, secular, bureaucratic, and urban-centered version of the missionary vision, 

constituting a virtual lesson in modem imperial civics and the gendered responsibilities of 

emerging nationhood. This model has been examined in detail by several leading Caribbean 

feminists (French and Ford-Smith, 1985; French, 1988; Ford-Smith, 1988; Reddock, 



1994). Middle strata women were being drafted to help install the male breadwinner family 

model and a commitment to stable monogamy among the masses of people through the 

vocation of social work and a genderized partnership in civic administration (French. 

1988). Working class women. who had to take all varieties of menial jobs to survive. were 

being persuaded (unsuccessfully of course) that they would be better off as housewives 

dependent on presumed male spousal wage-earners, while middle strata women were being 

mobilized within a paradigm that defined strictly gendered public roles for women across 

boundaries of voluntary and paid work that also marked subtle and not-so-subtle 

distinctions of class. For those who could easily be supported by their husbands, the hope 

was that their contribution would take place primarily in an unpaid capacity, through either 

the lower levels of elected office (in the context of a recornmendation for universal adult 

suffrage) or voluntary organization. But, even if they wanted to. these same women could 

not engage in a paid public service career because it  was seen as incompatible with the role 

of wife and mother. As French (1988: 44) points out, the Moyne Commission did not 

challenge a pre-existing government statute that women had to resign (or be fired) from 

their civil and teaching services jobs when they married (see also Reddock, 1994 49). This 

confronted all women, desirous of (hetererosexual) marriage or not, with a deeply sexist 

Hobson's choice, but at another level it had more exquisitely discriminating class 

implications. While women from the wealthy classes could think of self-sustenance and a 

public service career as two entirely different and unconnected projects (and as "ruling 

ladies" they wen not allowed to imagine it differently). colored and black women who 

either aspired to or already had membership in the working middle or lower-middle classes 

had no such luxury. They aspired, not to do charitable works or carve out supporting roles 

to ruling class men of moral leadership in the public sphere, but in far greater likelihood to 

adequately paid careers in the respectable professions (of teaching, nursing, social work. 

and petty clerkships). French (1988: 49) reminds us of "the clamouring of women like 

Amy Bailey who were demanding not just to be allowed to do social work, but to be 



properly paid for it." However. women were not allowed professional career opportunities 

in the context of full personhood: they were, rather, limited to a single type of vocarion -- 

and they had a choice as to whether to pursue it within mamage (and its extension into 

female public voluntarism) or within the gendered realm of modestly paid vocational work. 

French ( 1 s  44) has one way of explaining this choice: 

This strengthened the notion of marriage as an 'alternative career' predicated 
on the assumption of male support and female dependency. It operated 
against the establishment of economic independence by these women within 
mamage, and forced women to choose between sexuality andlor 
motherhood and economic independence and/or the fulfilment of a career. 
For this reason many women of the middle-strata in this period chose to 
remain single -- the Bailey sisters, Edith Clarke. Urn  Marson among others 
-- apparently refusing to trade financial independence for the satisfaction of 
home and family. These women gained a great deal of prestige through their 
work, and often k a m e  the envy of men. but they paid a heavy price. 

Even here, the focus is on higher-level professional women who had the options 

of real economic independence, the enjoyment of relatively unencumbered individualism, 

and prestigious careers. This is not to diminish the courage and accomplishments of these 

remarkable women, who formed the vanguard of early middle class feminism in Jamaica: it 

is merely to focus on an even more disadvantaged group of women. For the latter -- rural 

and working class women who might have had the ambition and the talent to enter the 

lower levels of the teaching service -- the statute represented one more stringent condition 

of, and obstacle to, entry into the respectable middle strata. The model was: either 

dependent howwife under individual domestic patriarchy or devoted public 

servantJnurturer under state patriarchy. The structure of many working class women's 

lives, embedded in extended kin networks and obligations, simply did not lend itself to this 

kind of choice (i.e. either alternative). Unmanid teachers who became pregnant were 

immediately dismissed from the teaching service, which closed down their options even 

more, given working class family practices. Indeed, long after the married/employed 

prohibition had been abolished by Caribbean governments, the prohibition against 

unmarried pregnant teachers was still in effect and was particularly punitive to women from 



the working classes. Not only were their careen much less likely to be salvaged by a hasty 

marriage. but also they had much more limited access to "respectablen private-sector job 

alternatives. Not that the teaching jobs to which rurai and working class women had access 

provided much more than the barest kind of lower middle class respectability. By the turn 

of the century in Jamaica, the teacher training schools which trained primary school 

graduates for primary school teaching had become significantly feminized, and, in 

co~ec t ion  with this, had, in some instances, integmted their programs in teacher training 

with those in domestic-service training, making French's designation of teaching as a 

"housework professionn very apt (French, 1988: 44; see chapter 7). This convergence also 

represented a patronizing attempt to d igdy  and euphemize domestic service as the 

occupational destiny of the greatest proportion of working class girls. Most working class 

girls were indeed "prepared" for a life of domestic service by the elementary school 

curriculum. For these girls, the path to social advancement through occupational mobility 

(and inevitably through the respectable female "vocationsn) was filled with pitfalls. 

Upward mobility meant entry into social spaces that were ever more suffocatingly and 

singularly male, capitalistically. and eurocentrically defined, and crowded out niches of 

female autonomy and control (Green, 1995b). which would now have to be reinvented. 

Gendered rights of passage to  tio on hood. The Mope Commission made 

recommendations in favor of middle class women's rights and their enhanced political, 

economic, and employment status. The Commission also promoted trade union rights for 

mostly male workers. But, "[tlhey did little ... to advance the wage rights of working class 

women" (French, 1988: 47). The Commission's support of "the struggle of middle- and 

upper-class women for greater economic independence, a say in politics and more 

opportunities to get out of the homen was very much tied in with the cultivation of 

responsible and moral leadership to which trusteeship of the emerging West Indian nations 

could devolve. This mission was guided by a class and gender model which brought 

middle class women and working class men, a s  second-order beneficiaries and agents, into 



the equation of national stewardship. providing for the preservation of high culture and 

morals on the one hand and male monopoly and privilege in access to jobs (and pre- 

eminent male rights to the unpaid private services of women in the home) on the other. 

This model intersected at key points with the desires of anti-colonial black and West Indian 

nationalism as well. I t  also converged with the more purely economic imperatives of 

capitalism: regularizing the primary male labor force and securing a "steady flow of cheap, 

'submissivet female workers to the marketplace while ensuring the nutturing and 

maintenance of men, children, the aged and the ill in this society" (Ford-Smith. 1991: 74). 

As in other Third World contexts, the struggle for women's rights came out of, or 

arose in tandem with, the nationalist movement, and its main principals tended to be 

middle-class women (Jayawardena. 1986; French and Ford-Smith, 1985; Ford-Smith, 

1991; Reddock, 1994: Heng, 1997). The struggle for trade union rights and mass labor 

organizations has been an even more integral part of the nationalist movement. certainly in 

the case of the West Indies accounting for the bulk of its support (Green, 1997). Both 

these struggles tended, sooner or later, to be mediated or manipulated by middle-class or 

petty bourgeois male nationalists (with the support of Colonial Office), and, on their own 

terms, to marginalize or exclude working class women (Green, 1991; see chapter 7). 

According to French ( 1 9 8 8  48). the post-rebellion laws establishing trade union and 

"development and welfare" rights abolished child labor and undermined women's 

relationship to wage work, institutionalizing them as a secondary labor force: 

Simultaneously, ... women's right to employment is challenged, men are 
given first choice in available wage work, while women are ejected from 
key areas of the economy and relegated to unwaged or low-paid domestic 
labour, or to exploitation as a super-cheap labour force to serve the 
expansion of the small manufacturing industry. The result is that the unions 
become primarily male preserves. Children who had used their labour to 
help their mothers face the problems of survival were now prohibited from 
working, without any measures k ing  implemented to address the problem 
of their day-teday survival. This became an additional problem for the 
mothers, already pressured by wagelessness and low-paid work. 



Although women continued to join unions, as individuals and as part of a 

collective, their work tended to be coded and organized as "casual" and "secondary," and 

their union coverage, as casual or seasonal agricultural and agro-processing workers, was 

subsidiary or adjunct to that of the regular and primary workforce. which comprised 

mostly men and was coded male, in accordance with the male breadwinner model. 

Moreover, much of women's urban work, as domestic servants and marginal. self- 

employed workers, was outside the formal purview of the unions, although the early 

unions attempted to organize everyone. The thrust of the 1930s labor insurgency in the 

Caribbean, and its aftermath, as oriented by a fundamentally male experience. is discussed 

at length in chapter 7 (see also Green, 1997). I t  is important, however, not to understand 

this in unduly conspiratorial and teleological terms. Women were independently active in 

the insurgency. Not only were they often in the vanguard of the action, but they were 

vibrant participants in a historic moment of class solidarity that formed part of their deepest 

existential and everyday consciousness and experience. The male bias which drove the 

movement was often subconscious, especially prior to the institutional mediation of 

middle-class leaders and Colonial Office. 

As pointed out before, the early feminist or women's rights movement (loosely 

defined) in the region was connected with the (black-nationalist) Garvey and liberal- 

nationalist self-government movements.1 Garveyism upheld the restoration of the black 

man to his rightful place as head of the patriarchal family and the bourgeois ideal of 

womanhood as black women's overdue and rightful heritage. In practice, however, the 

1 Iln Dominica, a local (trans-border) upper-class whte woman, Phyllis Shand Allfrey, with Fabian 
socialist roots and liberal-feminist sympathies. joined forces with Christopher Lobtack, a black trade 
unionist and master mason, to form Dominica's first mass labor party. This unusual alliance -- the 
principals fell apart but the party did not -- nonetheless led to the same kind of selective empowerment of 
middle strata women and male trade unionists as elsew here (see Paravisini-Gcbert's biography of Allfrey. 
19%). Allfrey herself was later estranged from the party when it embraced a black nationalist mientation, 
and she joined forces with the right-wing (relatively spcalang) oppcsi tion. hravisini-Gebert notes that 
" [slhe was fond of  describing herself as 'a West Indian of over 300 years standing despite my pale face' and 
wouid look upon her political work - 'to have blazed a clail, broken ice, led the way and formed a Labour 
Government in Dominica' -- as nothing but her duty 'to pay my obligations to the Dominican people'" (p. 
6) - 



movement enabled and supported active roles for women at high levels of leadership 

(Ford-Smith. 1991). Middle strata women were also active in the fledgling trade union 

movement. and helped in clerical and organizing work, often with an acute consciousness 

of gender interests (French. 1988: 38). These women tended to see themselves as social 

workers with a mission not so much to challenge or question the place of women workers 

but to dignify. "professionalize," and modernize that place by providing training in 

housecraft or domestic service. as working-class women's inevitable occupational destiny. 

Amy Bailey, for example, "founded the Housecraft Training Centre for working-class 

women interested in becoming trained household helpers" (Ford-Smith. 1991: 80). She 

was also among those middle strata women who. in spite of her activism in both Garveyite 

and union organizing, opposed universal adult suffrage on the premise that "government 

should be the privilege of intelligent. educated women" (ibid.: 82). She. along with other 

middle strata women, had been persuaded by Lady Huggins, the wife of the Governor of 

Jamaica, to join her in the 1944 formation of the Jamaica Federation of Women, modelled 

on the lines of the Women's Institute of Great Britain. According to French (1988: 51), 

this estabIished "a link with the most conservative branch of British feminism at the time," 

and "blunted the thrustn of the more radical feminist vision being developed within the local 

Women's Liberal Club, which was disbanded in a concession to the new organization. 

Among the projects undertaken by the latter were the Mass Marriage and registration-of- 

fathers campaigns, aimed at mass moral (and bourgeois) redemption and reform (French. 

1988). 

Clearly, the gains of the early feminist movement, articulated to the nationalist 

movement and Colonial Office reforms. went predominantly to middle strata women in 

terms of professional opportunities and political participation.12 Moreover, that movement 

12~ohanty ( 199 la: 20-21) reports the same e x p e n c e  fa India, where 'the middle-class women's 
movement essentially attempted to modernize earlier patriarchal regulation of women and pave the way for 
middle-class women to enter the professions and parQcipate in political movements." 



fixed working-class women in a dependent and servile relation to middle-class women. As 

Ford-Smi th ( 199 1 : 82) observes, 

[t]he practical strategies of women of all classes enabled middle-strata 
women to make small political gains by manipulating the contradictions of 
the time without coofronting the ideology of the material relations that 
determined the contrasting daily lives of the women of different classes. 
The women who reaped the gains of the struggles of the earlier 
organizations of Garveyi te women did not evaluate the relationship between 
their struggles and those of working class women. 

Thus the rights of passage to modem West Indian nationhood shut working-class 

women off from both middle class notions of responsible and moral womanhood and 

masculinist notions of responsible and entitled (or deserving) workers, and left them with 

two more hostile institutional rubrics to negotiate in their pursuit of a better life. 

Modern i~ t ion  muss schooling rvtd the "male murginalization" thesis. In the West 

Indies, mass schooling became the principal means of social mobility and economic 

advancement for working class women. It was closely connected with a number of 

twentieth-century historical processes: agribusiness retrenchment, de-peasantization, and 

urbanization of women; the feminization of. first. teaching, then. clerical, and. most 

recently, industrial. jobs; the expansion of the public sector and private sector 

administrative s e ~ c e s ;  and the emergence of global manufacturing and 

telecommunications sectors. The Caribbean is among those third-world regions where 

there have been high and long-sustained levels of capitalist penetration and a rapid process 

of post-war modernization. indicating rehtively advanced, if distorted. production-and- 

consumption incorporation into the capitalist world market. This developmental trajectory 

occurred unevenly among the different islands, with the "dual" economies featuring a 

heterogeneous coexistence of peasant and other petty commodity forms of production. 

corporatecapitalist export sectors, and urban hypertrophy. Because female labor tended to 

be shed from the peasant and traditional export sectors at much higher rates than male 

labor, women workers disproportionately swelled the population of the cities. 



In the dual economies, something else happened. The smallholding economy 

retained and generated mostly male principals. so that male demand for formal schooling 

was reduced below the level of female demandsupply, and. in the twentieth century, girls 

quickly surpassed boys in school attendance and numbers certified. The resulting supply of 

girls and the demand for "cheap" teachers. in combination with the perceived compatibility 

of the occupation of teaching with female nuxturing roles, led to the feminization of the 

teaching profession by the turn of the century, especially at the elementary levels. This 

government-sponsored development provided black women with their best shot at social 

mobility, since access to private-sector jobs were still restricted by color-class criteria. The 

development of the feminized occupations of teaching and nursing as mass, salaried 

professions inflated the generally small "professionaln occupational category, leading 

women to assume a census profile representing them as a majority of professionals in the 

colony. In relation to the total picture of women's employment and occupational roles, 

however, the mass professions accounted for a tiny proportion of women's jobs. Up to the 

1%0s (and beyond for some of the smaller islands), the bulk of those jobs was provided 

by domestic service, agricultural labor, and petty trading and craft production in the 

informal sector. The incremental shedding of jobs in these "traditional" occupations in the 

1940s, '50s and '60s was not accompanied by a commensurate rise in "modem" industrial 

and clerical occupations, and women's reduced relationship to the labor market was 

mediated by a strong ideology of "housewifisation" (French. 1988). In this context. 

women's continuing and growing professional profile appeared even more remarkable. 

This profile was, of course, illusory in relation to women's total occupational and 

employment experience, but it was even more so in relation to the male side of a labor and 

occupational market deeply segmented by gender. Men were the main principals in small- 

propertied, skilled- trades and independent- professional livelihoods, and in ski1 led- 

production, supervisory. and upper management and professional positions. While they 

were also employed at many unskilled jobs, men consistently enjoyed higher incomes. 



greater job and union security, and more prestige. autonomy and authority in their 

occupations and livelihoods than women (Gordon, 1987a: 1987b; 1989). Their access to 

small property. apprenticeship training, on-the-job systems of skill and management 

training, and an old boys' network made formal certification in educational institutions less 

compelling for them. In any event, women tended to undergo gender-typed academic and 

professional training, streaming them into lower-level feminized occupations, or, 

regardless of qualifications and training. to experience sex dimimination in the 

occupational and employment fields. Men still entered the most prestigious and lucrative 

areas of formal academic and professional training, and cashed in on labor-market and 

occupational discrimination in their favor. The superficial profile still remained, however, 

associating men negatively with farming and blue-collar work and lower levels of 

schooling, and women more positively with white-collar work and higher educational 

levels. In the 1970s. '80s and '90s, moreover, women had increasingly moved out of 

domestic service and more "traditional" types of informal-sector work into "modem" 

clerical and industrial jobs. The expansion of the latter kinds of jobs was also associated 

with a growing global demand for cheap labor, which was reflected locally, and a resulting 

relative feminization of the job market (Anderson and Wttter, 1994; Coppin, 1995). 

The above account applies, with minor variations, to the dual economies of Jamaica 

and Dominica. A look at the situation in Barbados demonstrates, by its absence, that the 

marked unevenness in educational and professional attainment by gender (in terms of sheer 

numbers) is strongly associated with structural dualism and the emergence of divergent 

male and female occupational "economies." In Barbados, until recently, women did not 

"numericallyn surpass men in educational and professional attainment. The male demand 

for schooling and formal certification remained high. Non-elite men there did not have 

recourse to small-propertied and small-commodity livelihoods and so wen forced to 

compete with women for mass professional and technical positions. Recent advances in 

educational levels achieved by Barbadian women over men have not yet translated into the 



marked domination by women of the "professional and technit-21" census category 

(whatever its content) that one sees in Jamaica and Dominica. 

In spite of this historical accounting, which is available from observation and 

analysis of the data, Caribbean societies are currently being bombarded with a discourse 

about the "marginalization of the black male" and the threat of "a rise of matriarchy" in the 

Caribbean. It is a discourse which, having taken root, is proving very difficult to dislodge. 

and has formed the basis for numerous proposals of affirmative action in education and 

employment in favor of males. Some of these proposals have already been 

institutionalized, most notably in lower academic requirements for 5oys in performance on 

the Common Entrance Examination and the allocation of high school places. 

The main authors of the discourse of male disadvantage are male Caribbean 

scholars and bureaucrats. Errol Miller (1986; 1988; 1990), a Jamaican scholar of 

Caribbean educational systems, has been a leading architect of the thesis of male 

marginalization and the possibility or threat of matriarchy in the Caribbean. He has claimed 

that teacher education, public high schooling and university education all have a clear 

"female bias" in Jamaica. He bases this on historical trends that have seen female 

enrolments progressively oursrrip male enrolments at each of these levels in turn: by 1899 

for teachen' colleges, after 1938 for high school, and by 1976 for university. His 

identification of a "female biasn is mted in his argument that upper-class Jamaican men 

have deliberately pursued a strategy of sponsoring the mobility of lower-class females into 

intermediate positions "at the expense of their males" (Miller, 1988: 4). They have done so 

as a way of warding off the threat posed by lower-class males to their own patriarchal 

hegemony. According to Miller ( 1988: 9), educational opportunities as a channel for social 

mobility are "biased in favour of lower strata females, and discriminate against lower strata 

males who are kept rnargmdized." For him, the female bias in education translates into a 

female bias at the growing middle levels of the labor force where educational credentials are 

required for jobs. He acknowledges that a male bias appears to exist at the lowest and 



highest levels of the labor force (Miller, 1988: 14). Miller takes his argument one step 

further and concludes that "in the post-World War I1 period women in the labour force in 

Jamaica have become better qualified than men, and ... this education advantage has begun 

to be converted into an income advantage as well" (ibid.). 

Despite the obvious flaws in Millets factual and analytical presentation and its 

inflation of the role of cducational certification as an unmarked medium of social mobility. 

it represents a discourse which has become widespread in the Caribbean, including in 

Dominica and Barbados. The perceived threat of female over male advancement is never 

even weighed, out of a basic respect for balanced argument, against other aspects of 

women's rdproductive status, particularly their disproportionate reproductive burden (child 

care, child support, and housework). It becomes increasingly evident that a "balancedw 

argument would make the success of some women, against all odds, even more remarkable 

and threatening to the male-dominant order. And, although vastly exaggerated. there is 

evidence of such success. Women have made gains in middle management and in the 

entrepreneurial field, especially in the swxlled informal sector. The ongoing process of 

International Monetary Fund-induced structural adjustment, which has held the Caribbean 

in its grip since the 1970s. involved retrenchment of public-sector jobs and services, 

affecting women as workers and consumers the most, and forcing many of them into the 

corporate and informal sectors. Low-paid female-typed jobs p w  at a faster rate than 

"malen jobs. and women increasingly found themselves in a position where they could 

either sink or swim (Anderson and Witter, 1994). Many of them chose to swim. The 

rapidly changing rules of the game in the private sector gave women, in some instances. a 

fighting chance to adjust to the new capitalist ethos, which stressed individualism and 

competition (Green, 1998). The relative feminization of the occupational structure has been 

accompanied by an erosion of state and union protections.13 In the past, these protections 

have always been mediated by an unspoken male breadwinner model, which makes the 

13'This is part of a global p n r m  of free-market "&-regulation." 



contemporary situation another kind of mixed bag for women. Private employers in the 

Caribbean today routinely express "preference" for female employees. While the 

motivations prompting them are opportunistic, women, too, have learned to manipulate 

opportunities which are generated outside of the older and increasingly less reliable 

structures of the state, the unions and individual men (or male sexual patronage). 

For example, private employers in the new (non-traditional) export-processing 

sectors offer low wages and fiercely resist unionization of their mostly female workforces 

(Green, 1990: 1998). Ironically, however, the access to cash incomes through a piece rate 

system that is not limited by government and union protection rules helps to dissolve 

relationships embedded in the old, gender-biased systems of patronage and grants new 

possibilities for autonomy to women (Green, 1990). This is a strong sub-text in research 

studies that record women's voices, even when the focus is on the undeniably exploitative 

aspects of these new global assembly-line jobs (see, for example, Safa, 1995). But, as 

with other historical forms of production, Caribbean women negotiate between hegemonic 

constraints and opportunities for autonomy, especidy from within their own traditions of 

independenf econumic agency (see an example of this process of negotiation in an account 

by Freeman, 1997). This is neither a revolutionary statement nor an announcement of 

impending revolution, but it is critical to our understanding of the working-class Afro- 

Caribbean woman as economic subject and agent, even if the full manifestation and range 

of that agency is not the focus of the dissertation. 

Moreover, it is partly this unpredictable impact of the incursions of global 

capitalism and women's response which is prompting the current backlash regarding male 

disadvantage. It is the latest in a long line of periodic demands for a discursive realignment 

of besieged gender models that would preserve male privilege and female marginality. 

And, as us&, this current demand will constrain, but not immobilize, women. 



us1 Qn 

In this chapter, I have outlined the epistemological and historical assumptions behind the 

study. The more particular theoretical and empirical parameten of the case study will be 

discussed next. Here I have established that the study of any social subject is bound by the 

historically specific and historically conditioned dialectic between hegemony and 

autonomy. The subject's mode of negotiating between the two depends on the material and 

existential parameters of her retproductive status. The case of our three islands is defined 

by the peculiarities and variations of the colonial-plantation mode of dproduction and the 

significance and development of the class and gender breach in that mode. The five 

hegemonic paradigms outlined above represent changing official codes and institutional 

rules that Afro-Caribbean working women have had to negotiate. from their own familial 

and class bases, in the course of their occupational and employment trajectories across 

post-emancipation history. 



d u a  

In order to interpret the patterns characterizing (black laboring-class) women's placement 

and agency in Caribbean economic structure and development, it is necessary to arrive at a 

theoretical understanding of the general principles governing (a) the specificities of 

Caribbean economic structure and history, and (b) the operation of relations and 

institutions of gender in articulation with those of class. racdethnicity, colony and nation. 

There are, therefore, two overarching concerns and related literatures that need to be 

engaged: one is that of defining the Caribbean as a special type of colonial or dependent 

economy and social structure: the other is that of expanding and compounding the 

traditional historical-materialist notion of economic location - as almost exclusively class 

location, governed by bilateral relations of alienated production between male principals -- 

by including and integrating relations of gender and family-reproduction within the core 

matrix of political-economic determination. Engaging these two theoretical concerns forms 

a necessary prelude to the act of centering women in Caribbean economic stmcture and 

history. In this chapter and the next I will review and engage some of the major theories 

and analyses from across the disciplines which address questions of (Anglophone) 

Caribbean historical and social specificity, and subaltern women's economic statuses and 

occupational roles in the context of colonialism and peripheral-capitalist development 

Ultimately, I wish to illuminate the three levels of analysis which undergird this study: (a) 

the broad specific5 ties of Caribbean political economy and social structure (colonialism, 

dependency, plantation economy, dual economy. coexisting modes of re/production, 

racdcolor, class, and culture): (b) subaltern women's dproductive status, involving the 

interaction between the sexual division of roles in the family-reproductive sphere and the 



sexual division of roles in the "public economy" or labor market. within an overarching 

clasdpatriarchal hegemonic context; (c) women's employment and occupational patterns 

and trends with respect to structural and intergenerational mobility and gender stratification, 

as well as the educational correlates of these patterns and trends. 

The first broad level of analysis (a) is examined in this chapter. More specifically. I 

look at two sub-levels -- in a descending order of abstraction or ascending order of 

concreteness -- in determining the historical specificity of Can bbean societies: that of 

Caribbean polirical economy and that of Caribbean social smclure, involving the 

interaction of racekolor. class and culture (including preliminary considerations of family 

and kinship). The main theoretical contribution offered here constitutes a mutual revision of 

historical-materialist methodology and Caribbean "plantation economyn analysis, and a 

corrective to the overly structuralist and functionalist manrist analysis of Caribbean social 

structure contained in the important work of Stuart Hall. Although Hall has more recently 

embraced poststructuralist discourse theory, which generates categories of greater mobility 

and contingency than those presumed by structuralism, there has been a fundamental (if 

implicit) continuity in his work of notions of social identity and the subject as wholly 

hegemonicall y constructed ("from above," so to speak). l His classic statement on 

Caribbean society referenced here, however, is seen as overcoming, and, to some extent, 

reconciling, the paradigmatic imbalances represented by the conflictual plural society model 

on the one hand and the consensual social-stratif~cation model on the other. I suggest a 

positive corrective to Hall which would take into account the part played by subordinate 

groups themselves in the production of the material and cultural infrastructures of their own 

lives, their "lived" social biographies, us well us in the shaping of an expressive, mass 

(Afro-)creole culture shared by all social groups. 

l ~ o r  a quick ~ference to Hall's poststructuralist turn, see his lecture on race  presented in the videotape. 
"Race: The Floating Sigmfier" (1996). From thrs visual, we get a strong and necessary sense of social 
subjects as being discursively racialized, but never of them as "autochthonousl ya encultured beings, or as 
part-authors, partcreators of the material, cultural and spiri tud " visceran of their day-tu-day existence. 



I. Dependency Theory and "Plantation Economy" 

In this section. I will broadly survey the ideas of two or three major theorists of 

dependency and underdevelopment. as these phenomena relate to Caribbean society and in 

particular those aspects of critical relevance to this study. George Beckford (1972). 

perhaps the premier exponent of "plantation economy," focused on the institution. mode of 

production and social relations of the plantation as the dominant nexus of colonial 

production. Lloyd Best (1%8) and Kari Levit@ and Lloyd Best ( 1975) have focused on the 

reproduction of dependency and didculation - through different historical stages -- in 

the plantation-dominated colonial economy and social formation as a whole, generated by 

institutional colonial and neo-colonial trade linkages. 

Beckford followed a number of his predecessors in classifying the different forms 

that colonial takeover and occupation took in the colonized countries: 

The colonization activities of the metropolitan countries took three general 
forms, the establishment either of colonies of "settlement." of "conquest," 
or of "exploitation." In the first case, people migrated (individually, as 
families, and as groups) from the metropole and settled in the colony. In the 
second case, metropolitan interest was simply in establishing suficient 
administrative and military organization to facilitate the transfer of wealth 
(chiefly precious metals) from the colony to the metropole. In the third case, 
metropolitan interest was in production for trade. North America, Australia, 
and New Zealand were representative of colonies of settlement; mainland 
Spanish America of colonies of conquest; and the Caribbean islands and 
those of Southeast Asia of colonies of exploitation. The plantation was the 
institution best suited to metropolitan needs in colonies of exploitation. 
(Beckford, 1972: 8) 

In keeping with the above schema, scholars of American patterns of colonization 

and settlement have differentiated the resulting colonies or dependencies into three 

historical and geocultural regional types - "colonies of settlementn corresponding to 

Temperate Lowland America and "Euro-AmericanR ethnic predominance, "colonies of 

conquest" in Highland America, with its "InddMestizo-American" ethnic predominance, 

2Levin is the ody non-Caribbean national among a larger group of radical Caribbean and Caribbnist 
political economists that would include, among others, Norman Girvan { 1971; 1975; 1991) and Clive 
Thomas (1974; 1997). Levitt is Canadian, and is also the only woman within this select group. 



and the "colonies of exploitationn of Tropical Lowland America. prominently featuring 

"Afro-American" ethnicity. The seminal definition of the latter culture sphere as "Plantation 

American was the work of Charles Wagley ( 1957). This general classification. which has 

undergone considerable variation in its red-life version in more recent times but is still 

appropriate as a "foundationaln model, is rendered schematically in the following table. 

TABLE 2.1 
Patterns of Colonial Conquest and Social Formation 

Type of Colony Ecology/Region Mode of Colonial Economy 

Colonies of Settlement Temperate lnwland Genocide or Farn i 1 y farm ; art1 sand , 
("EumAmencan) America - North marginalization of smal l -de  and maritime 

Amenca (excludq the small&le. garheref- industnes: "provis~onmg 
U.S. South), Brazilian hunter or hortrcultunl trade" to the plantation 

center-south, Argentina, communities; largely colonies; free or 
Uruguay and Chde European senlement on indentured European 

"free" soil labor; slave minorin, 

Colonies of Conquest Nghland America - area Subjugation of densely Semi-feudal agricultural 
( " I ndolMesti im of high plateau populated, state-centered, es~ates (hack&) 

Amend) stretchnp generally from class-stratified ptoducing staples for 
Mexico to Chile (former indigenous societies; limited local or regional 
land of the Aztecs, Inca, European settler markets; su bjupted 

Maya and others) landowning and local communities of 
 bureaucrat^ diganhy dependent 

replaces indigenous elite labrers/clients/tenants 

Colonies of Exploitation Tropical Lowland Genocide or 
( " ~ f n ~ m ~ r i c a " )  ~merica - a margnalization of 

stretchme from the small-scale gatherer- 
Brazilian Northeast hunter or horucultunl 

through the Can bbean communities; large-scale 
basin to the U.S. South importaticm of enslaved 

African workers; 
European sealer owners 

and supervisors 

Adapted from Glrvan (1991 (1975]), among others. 

"Mo~o-cTo~" p h W n  
production of tropcal 
staples for export to 

Europe; enslaved African 
labor; minority 

Eurnpean owning and 
supervisory class (plus 
European small holding 

class in the U.S. South) 

"The plantation was an instrument of colonization," wrote George Bcckf'ord (1972: 30). 

Rantations re-made the entire social and natural landsfape of the countries in which they 

w e n  installed, mobilizing and transplanting vast amounts of capital and technology. as 



well as diverse botanical specimens and ethno-national populations uprooted from various 

farflung "foreignn habitats, into new socio-economic and institutional configurations under 

European hegemony. The major areas of plantation economy are Tropical Asia (comprising 

the countries of Southeast Asia) and Tropical America. However, the birth of plantation 

economy in the latter area ushered in more truly neoteric or "New Worldn societies, since 

the "total institution" of the colonial plantation completely - and violently -- replaced earlier 

ecological. social and ethno-human life-systems, leaving hardly a trace of them behind. 

The plantation has a longer history in the Caribbean than elsewhere. Sidney Mintz (1974) 

has pointed out that even the peasantry that is so prominent a feature of some Caribbean 

countries today cannot be fitted into traditional precapitalist definitions since it originated. 

for the most part, as a peculiar modem adaptation tdstruggle against the capitalistic 

monopoly represented by the plantation. According to Beckford, the post-slavery peasantry 

that emerged in many areas of the Caribbean is itself dependent in one way or another on 

the plantations. He insists that "[t Jhe peasant sectors of these economies are really sub- 

sectors within the general framework of the plantations," and that "the development of the 

peasantry is intenvoven with that of the plantation" (1972 13). He amplifies upon this 

point: 

In most of the countries in which plantations are important they co-exist 
with peasant producers who normally are engaged in farming cash crops 
(sometimes the same crop as the plantation) in addition to providing for 
their own subsistence. These peasant farmers are affected by the plantations 
in at least two important ways: competition for land and other resources and 
the provision of wage work on the plantations to supplement their incomes 
from the main pre-occupations of farming on their own account. 

"Plantation economyn describes those countries "where the internal and external 

dimensions of the plantation system dominate the country's economic, social. and political 

stntcture and its relations with the rest of the worldn (ibid.: 12). However, the emergence 

of a peasantry "in the crevices" of these societies does modify the social structure and, 

indeed, defines the relative limits or failure of the plantation system. The extent to which 

the growth of a peasantry interrupted, compromised or even aborted the hegemony of the 



plantation system became the major criterion differentiating the post-slavery economies of 

the Anglophone Caribbean. so that while some territories remained essentially "pure 

plantation economies." others became essentially "dual economies" under varying degrees 

of plantation hegemony. As such, the "dual economies" differed among themselves with 

regard to both the pre-existing and continuing levels of development of plantation 

hegemony. Barbados. Antigua and St. Kitts emerged as examples of pure plantation 

economy (eventually modified), while Jamaica and the Windwards (categoriall y including 

Dominica) became unambiguously dual economies. While Jamaica's strong plantation 

heritage was sustained, modified and renewed, Dominica maintained a plantation 

framework without the plantations, or, at least, viable plantations. Dominica provides 

perhaps the best example of a "weak plantation economy." In both islands. the peasants 

quickly comprised a numerical majority of the rural population but remained a "jural 

minority." Post-emancipation Barbados, on the other hand, has always been 

overwhelmingly dominated by wage labor, even in its early feudal-like forms. 

Before Beckf'ord. Wagley (1957: 5) had summed up the common features of 

Plantation America as follows: "monocrop cultivation under the plantation system. rigid 

class lines, multi-racial societies. weak community cohesion, small peasant proprietors 

involved in subsistence and cash-crop production, and a matrifocal type family form." 

Beckford goes beyond Wagley's rich but static typological paradigm to investigate the 

persistence of poverty and the dynamics of the r e p r h t i o n  of underdevelopment in 

plantation economy. Like Wagley, he develops a checklist of the fundamental features 

which characterize plantation economy (paraphrased and summarized here): 

specialized "monocrop" production undertaken solely for (foreign) sale 

. plantation monopoly over major factors of production and privileged access to 
auxiliary infrastructural and institutional resources 

export orientation, capital specificity and rigidity, foreign " metropoli tann ownership 
andfor control. and economic. political and psychological dependence on Mother 
Country 



import dependence (on both consumer and producer goods and inputs): persistently 
unfavorable terns of trade between specialized tropical ago-exports with low 
income elasticities of demand and food and industrial imports with high income 
elasticities of demand (however. this is irrelevant to the metropolitan plantation 
enterprise; it is, literally, not its problem) 

masses of unskilled labor 

a caste system based on race and color (and white bias) 

plural societies (but Becldord [ 1972: 281 points out that the "plantation societies of 
the New World have the rather unique characteristic of exhibiting both cultural 
pluralism and [economically and hegemonically mediated] social integrationn) 

peasant-plantation conflict 

concentration of power in a tiny elite; authoritarian, highly centralized government 

Beckford demonstrates how the needs of the domestic economy are subordinated to 

the needs of the metropolitan plantation enterprise which dominates it. Their respective 

circuits of reproduction fundamentally diverge from each other, beyond the colonial locus 

or point of convergence in a parasitical and exploitative relationship which drains resources 

away from the domestic economy into the metropolitan plantation enterprise. These 

resources are therefore unavailable to the domestic economy for its social reproduction. 

Profits and multiplier effects from plantation production accrue primarily outside of the 

national economy, while resource use in the national economy is skewed ("rnisallocated") 

towards the plantations. The origins of this lie in the colonial relationship. BecHord (1972: 

45-60) follows Best (1968) in reminding us that the slave plantation economy 

is structurally a part of an "overseas economy" consisting of a metropole 
which is the locus of initiative and decision. of product elaboration and 
disposal, and of the provisioning of capital. technology and managerial 
skill, and other services. This means that the plantation colony is simply a 
locus of production of the export staple. 

There is therefore no reinvestment in a social infrastructure which results in the 

extended and internally linked reproduction of capital, labor and consumer markets, or 

what others have called an autocentric form of capitalism? As Beckford (1972: 198) points 

out, backward and forward linkages "have been canalized within the complex of 

3 ~ e e  Amin's early work (1974; 1976) for an explication of 'autocentricW vs. udrsarriculated" or npripherd' 
capitalism. 



metropolitan plantation enterprise and thus have largely served to generate incomes in 

metropolitan, not plantation, economy." The colony is left with (regressive) taxation, 

subsistence wages, import trade. metropolitan state welfare, and (quantitatively and 

qualitatively) marginal land for food cultivation. It is locked into world capitalism and 

dependent upon it for generative and realization capacities, but is incapable of reproducing 

an independent capitalist mode of production (or m y  independent mode of production for 

that matter). Domestic modes of relpduction and the enclave-capitalist sector(s) do not 

merely "ceexist"; they are directly at odds with each other. The ensuing tug-of-war 

encompasses much more than "class strugglen: it combines national-racialslass struggle. 

The Plantation Economy thesis and its various modifications. constituting a major 

example of dependency theory, reveal a not-so-hidden kernel of colonial relations of 

production which is every bit as sigmficant as the labor theory of value. It provides a major 

modification to Marxist political economy which assumes that social formation and social 

reproduction are coterminous and auto-centered. barring "foreign trade," which is further 

assumed to consist of free - if' not always equal -- exchange of domestic products on the 

international market (see Green, 1980). The whole Marxist debate about "exchange" vs. 

"production" fails to make a distinction between what might be termed "institutional traden 

and "market" or "free trade." The former involves institutionally fixed transactions within a 

single, interlinked centedperiphery pruhctiun complex, while the latter entails free market 

exchange between independent and roughiy c+equal production centers.-' The Marxist 

model assumes too that "mode of production" can always be isolated as an internally 

generated phenomenon within social formations, and that modes of production encompass 

simple class relations between antagonists who share, however unequally, a single socio- 

4 ~ a t  (1968) has r e f e d  to this as the 'incalculability" of traosaftions between tuntedand and metropole 
according to market criteria. This incalculability has deepened in the tramadom between the parent 
companies of transnational corporations and their hinteriand suhidiaries: "They have largely internalized 
transactions relating to the 'purchase' and 'sale' of products between scores of suhidiaries and the parent 
companies. Similarly, 'borrowing', lending', 'repayment', 'remittance of profit', and 'transfer of capital' 
between subsidiaries and parent companies are transactions with no clearly determined counterpart on a 
marketw (Levitt and Best, 1975: 50). 



economic (and -cultural) habitat and common circuit of extended reproduction. Except for 

Marx's insightful empirical-political treatment of the national-class relationship between 

England and Ireland, there is no accounting of combined national-class (i. e., colonial) 

systems of exploitation within his capital-logic framework. Even co-existing modes of 

production within the Marxist model are assumed to relate to each other only as relatively 

simple linear-historical points of transition or evolurion from one stage of development to 

the other (implicit in the notion of "uneven developmentn). The problem is, of course, 

conflation between historico-logical "model" and general methodology, for which Man; is 

perhaps less to blame than his followers. Despite his own careful delineation of the 

absolutely contingent relationship between historical reality and dialectical materialist 

abstraction, among many of his followers, modes of production have been reduced to their 

universal, classificatory "surface" forms and abstracted awuy from their historical 

conditions of (extended) reproduction.5 

While Beckford's Plantation Economy thesis allows for some adaptations of its 

own and has been further modified from the outside, there are a number of valid criticisms 

that have been made of it. The modifications that Beckford himself accounts for include 

peasant-plantation dualism and struggle, the metropolitan corporatization of the old family- 

based plantations, and the emergence of a small middle class based on the acquisition of 

education. Norman Girvan, who is to the mineral-export sector in the Caribbean and other 

parts of the Third World what Beckford is to plantation economy, has further added to and 

updated the staple-export model by elaborating on modem mining enclaves (particduly 

bauxite in Jamaica) that have been juxtaposed to the plantation sector and replicate its 

transnational-corporate dynamic in even more " advancedn form. Those countries in which 

transnationals exploiting mineral resources like bauxite and oil developed alongside 

transnationals in sugar production have been characterized as "mixed plantation-mineral 

export economiesn rather than just "plantation economiesn (Girvan, 1971). 

%ee Banaji ( 1 4  lor a classic (thtrd-world marxist) critique of this tendency. 



Although Becldord does acknowledge, in some detail, the social-infrastructural 

development benefits of plantations. he weighs them against the generative indices of 

underdevelopment in a zero-sum equation and comes up with a negative balance. 

Following from this zero-sum approach, there are a number of problems with the model 

which can be identified. Four in particular stand out: 

1. The thesis is underconsurnptionist and stagnatio~st to a fault, and needs to factor in 
more realistically both the gains achieved through struggle and the dynamic of 
"dependent development." Dependency, not underconsumption, may be the 
overriding feature of the model. Beckford trivializes real gains made in income and 
standard of living as a result of both "modernization" and anti-colonial agitation, 
followed by independence. While underconsumption and stagnation are important 
and enduring features of the peripheral-capitalist reality, it is also important to 
historically and theoretically account for the elevation of many post-plantation 
economies to middle-income country status. 

2. The notion of "total institution" and lack of inter-plantation linkages is clearly 
exaggerated. Vereme Shepherd (1988) has challenged this thesis of total 
enclavization in her re-examination of links between sugar and non-sugar 
properties, particularly "pens" (livestock farms), in pre-emancipation Jamaica. 
Also, Mintz (1989[1974]) has long popularized the notion of a "proto-peasantryn 
and a relatively autonomous sub- or alternative economy during slavery. Both the 
original notions of total economic enclavization and total institutional incorporation 
need to be modified and at least problematized. 

3. Beckford does not make enough allowance for diversity and divergence of 
historical experience in the application of his model. It seems to be predominantly 
based on the experience of Jamaica. In illustration of this criticism, Barbados and 
Dominica serve as cases in point. Barbados with its successful retention of a 
resident plantocracy demonstmtes the p t e r  level of "spread effects" from the 
plantation sector that occurs wherever the planter class is locally domiciled (even if 
the social reproduction of "plantation capital" is not entirely internal). Thus, the 
social-infrastmctud development effects are greater, although here plantation 
economy is actually more monolithic (and the " world-marketn dependency quotient 
greater). In Dominica, the plantation fromework of iand and institutional monopoly 
was ~ t a h e d  without a viable plantation economy and the staplecxport economy 
eventually came to be predominantly sustained by a peasantry. Both these situations 
introduce considerable variation into the plan tation economy thesis. 

4. Beckford is too cavalier in his dismissal of the possibilities for social mobility, 
class advancement and middle class developmenf mentality and agency. First of 
all. he understates the impact and agency of the nationalist middle class which led 
the plantation colonies into independence. Secondly. Beckford understates the 
extent of social mobility into the middle class from the laboring classes; he 
particularly understates the potential for class advancement and internal stratification 
among smallholders and cash-crop cultivators. In his 1980s survey research on 
Jamaica, Gordon (1987b: 24) found that roughly 3W0 of middle class men and 
women came from small farming howholds and another 30% came from working 
class origins. Beckford pays little attention to the class origins and consciousness 



of these sections of the middle class. assuming a universal reproduction of the 
assimilationist, intermediary role among all class members. 

Having noted the limitations of Beckford's plantation economy thesis, it is 

important to point out that his model takes us beyond a bare explication of plantation 

economy to plantation sociep. Using a "multidisciplinary" mode of analysis, he examines 

the social structures and local institutional framework that attend upon plantation economy 

and ensure its reproduction. Some of the features he highlights have been listed above. On 

a whole, Becldord sacrifices flexibility and dialectical dynamism in his paradigm for 

holism or what might be referred to today as "metanarrative." His metanarrative, however, 

adheres assiduously to the rule of historical specificity (i.e., abstracting from that basis), 

and is ultimately far superior to "dialectical" models constructed upon univeml typologies. 

Best (1968) and Levitt and Best (1975) are also concerned with institutional factors which 

originate in the colonial relationship and continue to reproduce dependency in modified 

form. Best is one of the original formulators of the plantation economy thesis. His seminal 

and classic piece, "Outlines of a Model of Pure Plantation Economyn (Best. I%@, has 

been followed by numerous efforts oo his part, and in conjunction with Kari Levitt, to 

update and diversify the foundation model. Whereas Beckford focuses on the point of 

convergence or intersection of the transnational enterprise and the domestic economy, Best 

and Levitt are more strictly concerned about the distortion of and potential for the 

development of a "national economy." Best's plantation economy model is therefore 

founded on a more strictly nationalist framework than is Beckford's, and, in that sense, is 

more amenable to the possibilities of dependent development, even though he too 

unequivocally rejects the latter trajectory. Moreover. his investigation of dependent 

development in the Caribbean ultimately assesses it to be an advanced and extended 



reproduction of the old dependency. His prognosis seems even iess hopeful than 

Beckford's since i t  does not allow for transformatory class struggle. 

The Best-Levitt model is less class-conscious and dichotomous than Beckford's, 

but is in some ways more dialectical within a narrower nationalist and institutionalist 

framework. There is no doubt that both formulations share a common "plantation 

economyn framework. For Levitt and Best (1975: 3637). this is fundamentally defined by 

the domination of the "hinterland economy" by branch plant subsidiaries of multinational 

corporations and the enduring tendency of this kind of economy to remain "passively 

responsive to metropolitan demand and metropolitan investment." The co-authors' 

"primary interest lies in isolating the institutional structures and constraints" of the 

plantation legacy, and specifying the historical stages or "the successive layers of inherited 

structures and mechanisms which condition the possibilities of transformation of the 

present economy" (ibid.: 37-39). Their framework allows for diversification of the 

plantation economy model and a variety of alternative routes of development They talk, for 

example, of "mainland vs. island plantation hinterlandsn which differ in the level of 

autonomy of the "residentiary sector."6 In the island variety, the residentiary sector is 

"principally an adjunct of the plantation sector" (ibid.: 40). They also speak of closed vs. 

open island hinterlands. The closed island hinterland is one in which all available land is 

engrossed by plantations and is fully under cultivation. Barbados, S t  Kitts and Antigua are 

typical examples. The open island hinterland is characterized by an abundance of "unsettled 

virgin land suitable for plantation cultivation" and the importation of significant additional 

labor supplies to ensure plantation hegemony (ibid.: 40). This situation is typified by 

Trinidad and the Guyanas', as well as Cuba, Puerto Rim and the Dominican Republic. 

The intermediate or mixed cases are best exemplified by Jamaica. But there are also 

"territories which never came under the influence of the full plantation system, and where 

6~lthough there are mainland-hated plantation hinterlands which mimic h e  model of island hnterlaads 
(the Guyanas, Suriname, Belize). 
'see n. 4 above. 



the local producers began early to be predominant" (hid.). This situation is characteristic of 

some of the Windward Islands, particularly Grenada. St. Vincent and Dominica. 

All plantation or semi-plantation hinterlands came into being within an "overall 

mercantilist framework" defined by "institutional rules of exclusivist trading arrangements" 

between "hinterland" and "metropole." Levitt and Best classify the "rules of the gamen 

establishing and perpetuating these arrangements under four broad headings: Murcovado 

Bim. Navigation Provision. Metropolitan Exchange Stamlvd, and I m p i a l  Preference. 

Broadly speaking, these "rules of the game" do the following, respectively: confine the 

hinterland to "terminal activity" ("primary production at the one end of the spectrum, and 

distribution or assembly of consumer goods at the other endt') and proscribe advanced local 

processing of staple export-products or local development of manufacturing industry. the 

latter being designated a prerogative of the metropole; establish the metropolitan market as 

the exclusive destination of colonial products and metropolitan carriers as the exclusive 

means of their transportation; provide for metropolitan financial backing of hinterland 

currency at a fixed exchange standard: and establish a mutual system of preferences in 

metropole-hinterland "trade." 

The "national economy" which emerges at the end of the first staple cycle (the end 

of the exclusive dominance of sugar and the old colonial system) is an adjunct to the 

plantation sector and is severely circumscribed by the plantation legacy and new or 

refurbished mercantilist arrangements. The refurbished arrangements are executed, for the 

most part, within the setting of the multinational corporation and relations between the 

parent company and the hinterland subsidiary. Levitt and Best present four a~tenative paths 

of development, depending on the fates of the metropolitan-hinterland relationship and the 

traditional export sector and staple. The four alternative paths and countries which 

exemplify them are briefly listed below. 

OM mel~~politan ries me cut, but the ttaditiond export sector is ntuintar*ned intact - 
Cuba 



Old metropolitan ties are CUI and the traditional export sector disintegraies -- Haiti 

Metropolitan ties are marmarniained or restored and a "quai-staple" is developed. The 
quasi-staple economy specializes in finishing touch assembly manufacturing, 
tourism. and the provision of labor to the metropole by emigration. The more 
extreme case of a quasi-staple economy is Pueno Rico. Barbados and Antigua can 
also be characterized as quasi-staple economies. 

Mewpolitan ties are maintained and reinforced bv the emr?, of a new staple - the 
new mineral export sectors of Trinidad (oil) and Jamaica. Guyana and Suriname 
(bauxite). (Levitt and Best, 1975: 4849) 

Levitt and Best choose to explore the development trajectory typical of case #4. The 

latter is characterized by a plantation-mineral export economy, or the entry of an additional 

new "staple" into the old plantation framework. and the pursuit of an "import-substitution" 

industrial strategy. This scenario is relevant as the applied form of a development strategy 

that has been pursued by all the post-war Caribbean economies, but with lower success or 

implementation rates in "less developed" islands like Dominica. 

Although, "[i]n theory, the hinterlands are free to adopt more independent monetary 

systems, to establish their own facilities for production elaboration and import- 

displacement, to engage in multinational trading beyond the frontiers of the metropolitan 

system, to pursue commercial policies which discriminate against metropolitan suppliers 

and to m g e  their carriage in the cheapest bottoms," in practice the old mercantilist rules 

of the game prevail. Indeed. they have become more sophisticated: 

The control of the modem corporation over primary production is tighter 
than that of the old time merchants over the planter-producers. Their time 
horizon is longer and their allocation of investments between hinterlands 
forms part of an overall competitive strategy. 

[...I The incalcufabiZity of the old merchant-planter transactions has 
asserted itself in an international economy in which corporate strategy 
requires the elimination or suppression of price determining markets in the 
service of creating and securing quasi-monopoly rents and transferring them 
to the metropole. (Ibid.: 50) 

The new staple-exporting hinterland subsidiaries are direct offshoots of advanced, 

modem multinational corporations. As such, they are capital- and technology-intensive, 

occupy a disproportionate space in the local economy, and have a low propensity to 



generate employment, while enjoying the right to repatriate profits. Lack of control over the 

national economy inhibits the government from using the increased tax and royalty yields. 

in conjunction with regulatory mechanisms. for long-term development purposes. 

Organized labor is primarily concerned with preserving the high wages enjoyed by workers 

in the newer export operations, while subsidiaries of metropolitan banks are more 

interested in making the increased domestic savings available to higher-income consumers 

or the distribution sector for import purchases than in financing local entrepreneurial 

initiatives (except when they are joint ventures with foreign companies). 

Because of the overwhelming nature of the institutional constraints and the absence 

of political will to challenge the plantation legacy, the government is forced into a strategy 

of "industrialization by invitationn which relies on external borrowing and investment 

concessions. The residentiary sector then becomes involved in "finishing touch." licensee- 

manufacturing of consumer goods, or branch plant management. 

The outcome is the emergence of a residentiary sector which engages in 
import-replacement rather than import displacement The importation of 
parts and components takes the place of the importation of finished articles. 
What is more, 'finishing touch' consumer goods industries catering for the 
domestic market create a new rigidity in the import bill in the f o m  of 
political pressure from wage-earners employed in these assembly-type 
industries and from consumers who come to regard these products as 
necessities of life. (Ibid.: 56) 

Import-substitution manuf'acturing firms "typically employ few workers, import a 

large part of their supplies, ... contribute little or nothing to government revenues," and 

enjoy substantial, unearned, concessions and subsidies (ibid.: 57). The local economy 

therefore continues to engage in terminal activity, entrepreneurial initiative is discouraged, 

and few linkages are generated between sectors. With the inevitable slowdown of the 

economy (and with more funds going out than coming in), the government is forced to turn 

to external borrowing. Perennial indebtedness to metropolitan bankers becomes a new 

form of dependency:8 

&'The Best-kvin model is predictive with regard to the post- 1970s. post-import-substi~tion phase 
generated by the trap of external indebtedness. I refer to the cumnt phase of IMF-induced "structural 



When the export sector slows its growth, as inevitably it must. the entire 
burden of adjustment falls on the public sector. Having failed to effect 
transformation when conditions were more favourable, the government is 
forced to turn to increased external borrowing to meet its rapidly rising 
development expenditures. (Ibid.: 58) 

Levitt and Best conclude that "structural transformation is not possible without 

breaking the traditional plantation patterns whereby Caribbean economy is incorporated 

into metropolitan economy" (ibid.). 

Rn t  of all, i t  is important to acknowledge the theoretical progress represented by 

the Best-Levitt model. It accounts for (a) diversification of the plantation economy 

paradigm, and (b) its historicization or "modernization." The co-authors recognize different 

kinds of plantation hinterlands and different trajectories beyond the common first staple 

cycle (characterized for the most part by slavery and indentured labor, a monocrop export 

economy. and the old colonial system). While they do not strictly speaking talk about class 

relations -- since they are more interested in the dialectic of national vs. foreign or 

metropolitan actors and interests - they identify four categories of acton or interest groups: 

the (post-colonial) government or public sector, the residentiary sector (which appears to 

refer to local or domestic-market business operations), organized labor, and the export 

sector. These actors all benefit from and participate in the dominant export and import- 

substitution activities. but do so unequally and, in the case of the national actors, in 

contradictory and equivocal ways. For workers in the export9 and import-substitution 

sectors and for middle class citizens, income and consumption grow. Generally speaking, 

therefore, the Best-Levitt model can be defined as one of dependent development, even 

though it does not (and should not) preclude the feature of the "development of 

underdevelopmentn in relation to certain parts of the economy. 

adjustment" and export manufacturing. !&e chapters 8-52; but, also, I have treated these phenomena and 
d a t e d  case studies in Green, 1990; 199Sa; 1996; 195% (forthcoming). 
9 ~ n  the fiat staple cycle, only the minority of skilled workers in the sugar f ~ o r l s  and supervisory field 
personnel enjoyed relalively high incomes, not the vast majority of field workers, who were always 
desperately poor. 



Although the model nominally accounts for diversity in the plantation economy 

paradigm. the co-authors choose not to explore the divergent cases represented by 

Barbados and Dominica. This becomes a real weakness since the differences are 

theoretically significant yet completely accomrnodatable within the main paradigm. In the 

case of Barbados, the residentiary sector and the export sector would be collapsed into each 

other, and in the case of Dominica the expon sector would consist of a mediated 

relationship between a metropolitan trading conglomerate and small owner-producers. 

But the more significant inadequacy of the Best-Levitt model lies in its total and 

exciusive focus on the dominant mode of production and formal "national" economy. 

While the model correctly shows that the dominant mode of production cannot be grasped 

at the level of the domestic economy1° or local social formation, it fails to demonstrate, and 

indeed denies, that the domestic economy, the domestic economic community or social 

formation, have meaning beyond the dominant mode of production. The model barely 

registea the continuously reproduced dualism of the economy or the plantation-peasant 

dichotomy and conflict. More generally, it does not begin with a concept of the economy as 

comprising, first and foremost, a community of re/producea and consumers and the 

activities by which they reproduce themselves as such. Levitt and Best are explicit in the 

notion that only the dominant, mainstream, formal hegemonic-national economy needs to 

be operationalized in their paradigm: 

The national economy must be distinguished from the domestic economy as 
it refers to economic activity organised by foreigners. The latter is a 
technical concept relating to productive activity withlin] a defined 
geographic area. The former is the relevant unit for discussions of economic 
welfare. (Ibid.: 39) 

The domestic economy is therefore a mere "technicaln concept, not a phenomenon 

that embraces a bounded community of rdproducen and the activities by which they 

reproduce themselves, whether or not these activities fall within the ambit of the codified 

lO~ere I refer of course to the hinrcrlanddornestic economy as a whole as opposed to the metropditan 
economy, not to the ~u~eiroIda0mestic economy. Liter. I depart from the specialized Best-Levitt 
terminology in referring to the domestic 'hinterland economyn, i.e. the (internal) hinterland of the local 
social formation. 



"national economy." This is particularly problematic in highly fragmented dependent 

capitalist economies where staple export operations may be dominant in national economic 

profiles. but enclavized and not pervasive throughout the domestic economy. In fact, after 

the first staple cycle, the majority of livelihoods are typically produced outside the export 

sector. and a large percentage of them may be produced outside the forrnal economy 

altogether. The nature of dependency is fundamentally defined not just by the relationship 

between the hinterland subsidiary and the metropolitan firm but also by that between the 

subsidiary operations and the rest of the domestic economy, beyond the "national" actors 

allowed by Levitt and Best into their model. The latter relationship is precisely 

characterized by exploitation of a reserve army of labor without extensive subsumption of 

labor, extended reproduction of capital, or autocentric generation of sectoral and market 

linkages. The domestic economy is reproduced k c a w e  of. in spite of, and against the 

subsidiary operations. This complex. dis/articulated nationalclass-modes-of-rdproduction 

dynamic needs to be an integral part of an explanatory model of Caribbean economy. Some 

of the features that need to be included in such a model will be more fully explored below. 

As dependency theorists, therefore, Levitt and Best have challenged "metropolitan" 

economic models in fundamental and decisive ways, yet the scope of their work has 

remained very much within formal, mainstream parameters. The problem is not that they 

highlight the dominant economic operations and mode of production (they should), but that 

they omit from their terms of reference and boundaries of analysis the modes of 

relproduction of the majority of living. breathing members of the "domestic community," 

sustained in varying degrees of tension with the domimt sector. In other words, they 

have ably shown how plantation societies are dependent part-economies within a 

transnational circuit, but they fail to consider how they might be internally integrated 

through the network of rdproductive practices that constitute the practitioners as a national 

community. As such, internal class stratification, reproduction (in human terms), and 

"informal economy" are all excluded from their line of vision. 



One result of efforts to adapt a marxist framework to the historical reaiity of colonized 

formations has been the formulation of theories of "colonial" modes of production or 

modes of production of dependem or peripheral copitdism. The common thread running 

through these efforts is a concern to "center" in theory the historical experience of social 

formations whose core contradictions are not "autocentrically" generated and whose 

principal conditions of reproduction are dependent on an external center, which engages 

them, moreover, in a functionally peripheral and one-sided way. The idea is to understand 

modes of production whose matrix of reproduction is mediated, in a dependent Md 

subordinare way, thmugh peripheral capitalism local1 y and corporate capitalism 

transnationally. The purely "dependency" perspective tells us: 

The point here is that it is an insufficient diagnosis simply to note that in the 
Caribbean the units of production have, for the most part, been externally 
owned. What has dso to be taken into account is that these units have 
usually been minor and dependent partners in wider international systems of 
resource mobilization and allocation. The lines of interdependence run, not 
laterally, between local firms, but vertically to the metropole. As a 
consequence, the territorial economy is really comprised of a number of 
unintegrated segments held together by the political system. Production and 
pricing and other decisions are made more with reference to international 
than national considerations. (Levitt and Best, 1975: 54) 

This characterization defines the dominant dimensions of Caribbean political 

economy. although, again, its explanatory power is somewhat diminished in the cases of 

Barbados and Dominica. The main problem, however, with this kind of exclusive focus on 

the "branch plantn or MNC-subsidiary 12 economy is that it elides the interstitial functioning 

of domestic modes of relproduction and the vast numbers of human subjects who occupy 

or "people" those modes. This invisibility is particularly harsh to women, who are not the 

workers in the mineralcxport or major import-substitution operations; who are not the 

principal entrepreneurs in the "residentiary sector"; who are not the leading party, 

IIFor uvly initiaives in this regard, sac Banaji (1972; 197 ) ;  Alavi (1975); Green (1980). 
1 2 ~ ~  stancis for mu1 tiaatiod corporation. ~t is inte~hangeabk w i h  MC or transnarional corpocacion. 



government and union officials; and who tend to specialize in the nurturing or lowest-paid, 

lowest-prestige "mass" professions. On the other hand, they play critical roles in the 

household-domestic and informal economies. as well as in non-export sectors like small- 

scale food production and marketing (among other sectors of course). In general, 

Caribbean political economy must be understood (as well) at the level of the social 

formation. or from the perspective of the social reproduction of the domestic economy (the 

domestic articulation of modes of re/production). The social formation is coterminous with 

a bounded (and sociologically meaningful) community of relproducers and their matrix of 

social practices, although it is not the generator of the dominant mode of production. 

It is important to understand the dependent economy at the level of the social 

formation because the dominanr mode of production is not always pervasive throughout the 

sociefy: it may act as a dominant "fragment" which blocks rather than transforms the rest of 

the economy. Beyond this. however, it is an indispensable, universal, methodological rule 

that dominant economic relations and practices are never co-extensive with the whole of 

economic life (which inevitably incorporates residual and secondary hegemonies, as well 

as modes of re/production which are rehrivet?, independent of and in tension with the 

hegemonic relation). The extraordinary observations made by Raymond Williams (1977: 

125) below, which are meant to apply to "normal," noncolonial situations. provide a hint 

as to the complexity of the analytical framework required by our type of society: 

What has really to be said ... is that no mode of production and 
therefore no domrmrnaat social order and therefore M dOmi~nt cultwe 
ever in real@ includes or exhaurts all hurnan practice, human energy 
und humurt intenfim. This is not merely a negative proposition, 
allowing us to account for significant things which happen outside or 
against the dominant mode. On the contrary it is a fact about the modes 
of domination, that they select from and consequently exclude the full 
range of human practice. What they exclude may often be seen as  the 
personal or the private, or as the natural or even the metaphysical. 
Indeed it is usually in one or other of these t e r n  that the excluded area 
is expressed, since what the dominant has effectively seized is indeed 
the ruling definition of the social. (Italics in origmal) 



This observation contains an implied critici srn of marxist orthodoxy, whose 

explanatory scope has often corresponded too closely to the self-selected and "givenn 

highlights of the hegemonic order. This tendency towards reductionism and economism is 

something which is common to marxist and dependency theory. Even as their respective 

foci on capitalism-class and colonial-racial-imperialism correct and counterbalance each 

other, they share a conscious or sub-conscious tendency to relegate other aspects of soci* 

economic life to the realm of "the personal or the private, or ... the natural or even the 

metaphysical." thus placing them beyond the boundaries of scientific inquiry . 
At one level, this kind of reductionism is native to what has been called 

"malestream" theory, or, more accurately, theories cast in the "malestream" mold. 

However, I want to approach this line of argument with circumspection and caution, since 

feminist theory, which undoubtedly corrects, completes and enriches both orthodox- 

marxist and dependency theory. battles its own demons of reductionism and essentialism, 

sometimes in an exact mirror image of the most maligned marxist orthodoxy. Furthermore, 

there are two kinds of reduction that we need to distinguish. One involves a process of 

determinate abstraction which strips socbeconomic structure down to its core, but 

maintains hisroricuf specifciir?, and reveals historical Md social meaning in all its most 

fundamental dimensions. This kind of rne~hodologicai reduction is necessary to all social 

analysis, but can be overdone or rnis-done -- such as in an economistic reading of politics 

which fails to respect the latter's "redative autonomy" and "own integrity." Here, different 

levels of social structure or social analysis are collapsed into each other; or all levels are! 

read off from an "ultimate" core. The other kind of reduction, though not unrelated, is 

much more problematic and involves unguarded omission from a determinate and critically 

interconnected social field of h u d s o c i a l  subjects, practices, relations, institutions, and 

their social venues or spaces of operation. This involves the exclusion of certain 

fundamental social relations and practices from the core matrix of social reproduction and 

social determination. 1 refer here of course to genuine blind spots, which consciously or 



unconsciously confer harmful invisibility upon whole human groups and human practices 

(as essential components of the social dialectic), nor to the deliberate and properly 

acknowledged selection from a range of social concerns and topics in intellectual 

production. 

My concept of "mode of relproduction" (in keeping with a number of earlier 

equivalents) represents a feminist-materialist improvement upon the old mode-of- 

production formulation with its exclusive attention to class (between male antagonists) and 

goods-production. Instead, the reformulated concept immediately presumes a historically 

specific articulation between the "two productions" (human-reproduction and goods- 

production) and, cornlatedl y, between the sexual division of labor and the class division of 

labor, involving interlocking and differentiated social, institutional and spatial dimensions 

(e.g. household/market, privatelpublic, familyljob, kinshiplclass). This web of complexity 

is further compounded in peripheral-capitalist situations. In the Caribbean, a veritable 

structural maze is produced by the secalled dualism of the economy, historically correlated 

with (a) a racial economic division of labor and lacid-ethnic division of dproductive 

enclaves, (b) a transnationalnocal split that occurs between as well as  within sectors, and 

(c) a gender-based dualism that occurs across as well as within sectors. 

Thus all the previously ignored or analytically suspended relations must come into 

play -- race/ethoicity, gender, human-reproduction, "informal economyn and subsidiary 

modes of production. The dualism of the economy has less to do with the 

rnisconce ptualized traditiodmodem dichotomy than with the "didarticulation" (connoting 

connection and fragmentation at the same the )  of enclave-capitalist (or colonial-capi talist) 

and "domestic" modes of relproduction, or the heterogeneous peculiarities of dependent 

capitalism. Acosta and Casimir (1985: 38) put it very simply for St. Lucia: 

St. Lucian society appeared as a dual structure: a colonial one, imposed by 
the political authorities through public administration, import-export trade 
and plantation activities, and a local one emerging around inward-oriented 
agricuthlre, family and community life. At no time had the bearers of the 
local structure been able to develop fully the model which can be designed 



on the basis of their practices, nor had they been able to isolate themselves 
from the dominant plantation system, to create a distinct peasant economy. 

They add later: 

Other sets of rearrangements are taking place in the urban areas with the 
development of tourism and enclave manufactures. The convergence of 
these trends will be responsible for the ability of the country to respond to a 
third system of processes, namely international trade and politics. (Ibid.: 
59) 

The dual or multiple structure identified by Acosta and Casimir and others has 

historically corresponded to a racial-ethnic division of economy and society in the 

Caribbean represented by the locally situated but transnationally connected Euro-colonial 

ruling classes, "intermediary" racefclass p u p s ,  and peasant-proletarian laboring classes 

constituting the majority of descendants of African slaves and Asian indentured laborers. In 

one of its most basic forms as post-emancipation modification of slave society. the dual 

structure represented "two societies"of distinct racial-ethnic character, organized in part 

within relatively distinct spaces and circuits of rdproduction but confronting each other 

from opposite sides within the single spatial circuit(s) of the dominant colonial-capitalist 

relation. Within the latter spatial-circuit, the "two societiesn met as opposed and mutually 

dependent classes. The relproductive orbits of both "societiesn or race/class communities 

wem in a sense spatially and socially split that of the colonial ruling classes was split 

transnationally between "core" and "periphery," and that of the laboring classes was split 

locally between the dominant capitalist export enclaves and the domestic "hinterland 

economy." '3 Barbados and Jamaica represented somewhat different variants of the dual- 

society structure (i.e. within the majority-African model). In Jamaica (and the Windward 

Islands), social dualism encompassed a pronounced plantationlpeasant divide and t h e ~ f o ~  

had a clear correspondence with different modes of production, whereas in Barbados (and 

the Leeward Islands) social dualism correlated with divisions of race, culture and class, 

but, in the context of the pervasiveness of the capital-labor relation and the plantation-type 

138est ( 1968) and Levin and Best ( 1975) always use "hinterland economym to describe the entire peripheral 
economy, but here I refer to an internal "hinterland", relative to the modem capitalist enclaves. 



economy, did not extend to a segmented dualism of the economy: black labor has been 

effectively integrated into the orbit of white capital, locally and transnationally. 

To sum up, the legacy of colonial capitalism in the Caribbean is a "dual" social 

structure. This duality has been "externa1ized"in an arciculationlsplit between dominant and 

subordinate modes of production in Jamaica and Dominica and has been almost wholly 

imbricated in class and ethnocu~turd relations within the dominant and pervasive mode of 

production in Barbados. Everywhere in the Caribbean, colonial capitalism developed one- 

sidedly within transnationally linked, mutually disarticulated enclaves which fulfi~lled the 

specialized, primary-export production requirements of dominant metropolitan or "core" 

capitalists and the import-consumption and commercial requirements of settler colonialists 

( r e  Green, 1980). Thus the driving force of (local) colonial capitalism was (global) 

imperialism; the former "servicedn core capitalists and settler colonialists in a system that 

largely ignored the full range of reproductive needs of the oppressed race/class majority 

that provided the unfree or semi-free labor inputs. The persistent underdevelopment of 

commodified labor and consumer markets among the oppressed majority was ensured by 

the casualized, informal and episodic ways in which they were incorporated into dominant 

production processes once they were no longer a captive labor force. 

Locally, export- and commercial-capitalist enclaves comprise the dominant f o m  

and the driving force of dependent or peripheral capitalism. The social descendants of 

settlertolonialists, a tiny group of merchant-industrial capitalists, constitute its dominant 

class. During slavery and increasingly in post-emancipation society, small-scale "domesticw 

modes of production and circulation sprouted up and developed within the interstices of the 

dominant enclaves, directed by small-propertied or self-employed cultivators (or "proto- 

peasants"), artisans and traders from the oppressed race/class group, and oriented towards 

its own needs. The resulting complex of "domestic" modes forms a sub-economy or 

relproductive enclave which is often vast in human terms, but remains. to varying degrees, 

subsidiary to and dependent on the dominant modes of peripheral capitdim. At the same 



time this sub-economy has become essential to the "stable1' functioning of peripheral 

capitalism itself. 

The one-sided, static and externally oriented character of export- and merchant- 

capitalist enclaves severely limits their capacity to subsume the mass of the dispossessed 

under a self-expanding capitalist mode of production based on the dynamic generation of 

internal linkages and interdependent mass labor and consumer markets. Significant 

numbers of the dispossessed are precariously located -- as producers andlor consumers - 
on the outer margins of the capitalist enclaves. Self-employment and self-provisioning 

remain indispensable means of survival for huge sections of the population. These 

subsidiary modes of providing goods and services must be understood on their own terms, 

but, also, as fulfilling "primary" economic functions in "secondary" forms and as having 

the effect of subsidizing the cost of labor to the capitalist enclaves. Petty commodity and 

subsistence production and exchange form co-existing and subsidiary, dominated and 

semi-autonomous modes of production in relation to dependent capitalism. 

The c*existing dominant/subordinate forms lend the character of "duality" and 

heterogeneity to the class structure and are correlated in critical and complex ways with a 

division of labor by gender. 

11. Race, Class and Systems of 
Social Stratification in the Anglophone Caribbean 

"Plantation societies" were constituted through the violent creation of spatially dislocated, 

primary-commodity producing appendages of European economies, bringing together 

forcibly transplanted Africans as slaves in face-teface production relations with a master- 

class of European settlers. In these societies, the two opposing e thnenational groupings, 

thus broadly defined. w e n  ideologically cast in the guise of master r.e/inferior m e .  

Thus, class-ethnic relations were reductively racialized. Among the originally (ethnically) 



disparate Africans. a blended or composite and reconstituted ethnicit?, was eventually 

forged within the imposed racelclass niche of European colonialism and American slavery, 

as well a s  on the basis of an African-derived "cultural memory," and an 

accommodationist/oppositionist process of self-invention. Based on Western European 

systems of i rnperial ism and Eurocentric colonial ideological prescripts, non-European 

"races" were ranged along a continuum of negative "otherness," with the black-African- 

slave status confi~guration occupying the extreme end of this continuum. 

Before I go on to assess competing theories or models of Caribbean social 

structure, I want to establish the historically specific parameten of "race1' -- or "race/color" 

as it is sometimes designated -- in the Caribbean. Hall (1977: 170-1) perhaps puts it best: 

Race is not a 'pure' category in the Caribbean. as it is. say, in South Africa. 
where it is legally defined and defined 'genetically' rather than socially. In 
the Caribbean, even where a strong white local elite is present, race is 
defined socially. Thus it enten into the mechanisms of social mobility and 
stratification via its visible registrations: physical characteristics, 
pigmentation, in some more indeterminate way, 'culture1. Of these. colour 
is the most visible, the most manifest and hence the handiest way of 
identifying the different social groups. But colour itself is, also, defined 
socially: and it, too, is a composite term. 

The importance of the "race/color" designation, therefore (even though I will not 

always be using the term), is that it establishes that "color" is historically derived from 

stricter notions of "racen and continues to be undergirded by those notions, but itself 

constitutes the more fluid index of historifally specific adaptations in the Caribbean. There, 

mixed-race groups attained socially distinct and relatively powerful statuses -- especially in 

the context of a demographically weak European presence -- thus undermining the local 

importance or sacrosanctity of genetically "pure" whiteness (but not of social whiteness). 

The so-called "colored" group represented whiteness as "stand-ins" or "trustees," even 

though they did so, for the most part, in idiosyncratic and uniquely "cmlized" 

(Africanized, hybridized) ways. 

The two main opposing paradigms of C a r i b h  society within mainstream thought 

have been the cultural pluralist and the social stratification models. Below, I present each 



model in broad outline, and challenge each of them. with a view to yielding more complex. 

dialectical and historically accurate analytical constructs. 

S-odeL, 

In generous definitional terms. the social stratification model might be seen as embracing 

both marxist and structuralist-functionalist paradigms, since both insist on understanding 

society as a differentiated but intimately interdependent whole, but, in a narrower and more 

rigorous sense, it refers exclusively to the latter paradigm. Lloyd Braithwaite (1953; 1%0). 

who has delivered the classic social-stratificationkt account of West Indian society, sees 

the latter as characterized by an extant but historically retrograde (caste) system of social 

stratification based on ascriptive-particularistic criteria of race and color, which is 

progressively cross-cut by -- even as it holds back somewhat -- the attainment of a modem 

occupational and income (class) hierarchy grounded in universalistic-achievement criteria 

and democratic. egalitarian and meritocratic values. Those trying to move up the social 

ladder are forced to negotiate both status systems in order to "make it." 

R. T. Smith's well-known study of "the Negro family in British Guiana" ( 1956) 

provides another showcase for functionalist theory. Smith sees Guianese society as 

structured by a color-class status hierarchy (ranging from white or near-white upper class 

to black lower class), with the two variables closely related but operating somewhat 

independently and thus producing some divergence. However, "[ajchieved status is 

secondary to ascribed status, especially at the extreme ends of the colour scale, but the 

evaluation of performance in jobs, educational attainment, etc., can serve as a basis for 

upward mobility especially in the middle zone of the colour scale" (ibid.: 222). 

Although the details of Braithwaite's and Smith's analyses carry a certain resonance 

and contain much that is empirically and even conceptually valuable, the badc structural- 

functionalist precepts of their model have ken thoroughly critiqued in the literature, not the 

least through the analytic. force of manism. Thus it is obvious that the two systems of 



stratification. racelcolor on the one hand and occupational class on the other. do not just 

intersect but also interpenetrate in such a way as to redefine and reconfigure each other. 

Also, it is simply not true that the class system is derived primarily from a consensual and 

universalistic system of occupational rankings: it is rather more fundamentally rooted in a 

system of ethno-clan property- holding, economic ascendancy and exploitation. and 

political and (particularistic) c u h d  domination and conflict. 

There is insufficient attention to how "race" (as a social construct) lingers on in 

institutional "culture" - and therefore class positions - even when detached from 

(particular) "phenotype," which was always just the most immediate symbolic marker or 

"sign" of it in the first place. Thenotypical racen becomes relatively detached from class- 

ascriptiveness, most particularly around the middldupper-middle range of the social 

hierarchy. but "cultural race" does not (at least certainly not to the same extent).i" 

Moreover, the separation between phenotypical whiteness and (a version of') Europeanness 

or "cultural whiteness" has only limited local tenure, because the two components are 

safely recombined and mutually guaranteed in the globally dominant nations/classes and 

symbolic formations of Europe and Euro-America. 

At the same time, of course, instances of collective social mobility. as in the 

formation of new middle class fractions during periods of momentous social change, have 

usually ensured some transposition of Afro-Caribbean "folk" values across class as well as 

some impact of those values upon class formations, but any reciprocity that occurs is 

strictly limited and class cultures tend to ultimately conform to a scale of values driven by 

the dominant "white bias. " The tcnsions are partly accommodated through the 

14'~oflal whiteness" must incorporate a hgh degree of correlation between 'pknotypical wltencsn and 
"cultulal whiteness" or "physical" and "social race", albeit withln a highly flexible local range (see Gintan, 
1975, for the use of these distinctions). The lingering significance and relative autonomy of phenotype or 
"colorn (and. by implication, racial ancestry) as a principle of social differentiation is illustrated by the fact 
that phenotypically black elites (especiail y in a collective social sense) an usually considered to be outside 
the boundaries of social whiteness. They may, however. merge with the "socially brown" group, even 
where their emergence (i-e. as a Mack "bourgeois" social stratum) is accompanied by the projection of  an 
explicit and self-conscious ideology of blackness - in opposition to brownness and whiteness -- as was the 
case in Mti. 



differentiation between private and public class cultures, but, as far as the middle classes 

are concerned. it is the latter which provides the arena and the prevailing calculus for social 

mobility. And, while the recruitment of personnel into professional and bureaucratic 

apparatuses may be color-blind. the institutional ends of these apparatuses are not. 

Furthermore, even though local (phenotypical-cum-cultural) whiteness has 

historically assumed a distinctly creole form (as well as a somewhat flexible genetic range), 

it serves as an ever-present stand-in -- or a reminder -- for the absent ideal paradigm of 

Europe and Euro-America. Hail (1977: 172) understands this well: 

Local white society represents, culturally, the absent paradigm: its 
representatives are, so to speak, 'stand-ins' for the invisible and ideal 
culture which validates the whole graded structure by its very absence: 
Europe, more particularly, the metropolitan culture, as an ideal value- 
system. 

Some sections -- or versions -- of local white society share only -- or largely -- a 

fictive kinship with the absent ideal of Anglcdaxon Europe. This is classically illustrated 

in the case of "white Jamaicans" who represent a multi-ethnic and even multi-racial 

aggregate, as well as miseegenetic blend, of whiteness, derived from original and disparate 

(and still marginally intact) groupings of Anglo-Saxons, Jews, LebaneseISyrians, "Jamaica 

Whites" (light-skinned Browns), and Chinese, all with different historical and/or social 

points of entry into the West Indian social formation. The twenty-three or so "white" ethnic 

minority families which control Jamaica's economy continue to reproduce the exclusive 

local aggregate-cum-blend of whiteness through class, ethnic and (non-black) "racialn 

endogamy or intermarriage (see Reid, 1977). A parallel situation exists in Barbados, where 

the white ruling group is, however, more ethnically and racially homogeneous. As Watson 

(1990: 16) has noted, "Intermarriage among whites and consolidation of close family ties. 

which are cemented by an exclusive racial ideology, have kept the economic power 

structure white and produced a virtual race-class correlation at the apex of the economy." 

Another distinguishing feature of West Indian society in relation to the biological 

and social reproduction of color and class is the continuous linking and simultaneous 



reinforcing of classes through cross-class sexual and biologically generated kin relations 

initiated by higher class males and reproductive of a complex classlkinship system 

bifurcated along "legitimate" and "illegitimate" lines. Intermediate or higher class males 

typically become the common protagonists of two sets of heterosexual relations, one 

involving legal marriage and class endogamy and the other traversing class boundaries and 

involving "concubinage" or sexual exploitation of working class women. R. T. Smith 

(1987, correctly I think. locates the origins of these practices in the "dual marriage 

system" of upper-class white men during slavery. involving white wives and "colored" or 

black concubines and their respective offspring. These practices, according to Smith, have 

been handed down to the colored middle classes who have replicated them in their relations 

with the black working classes, forging complex kin-based lines of continuity and 

differentiation between classes -- simultaneously reproducing social intimacy and social 

distance -- within a context of class/patriarchal power. The ambivalent. and sometimes 

openly antagonistic, sharing of kinship across class lines and across a hierarchical 

legitimaie/illegitimate or insiddoutside divide is a critical aspect of Caribbean social and 

political culture (see Austin, 1979). It is further reinforced by the small scale of the 

societies involved. 

The cultural pluralist model, classically set down in the work of M.G. Smith (1%5; 1984), 

argues that Caribbean society is composed of a plurality of racialtultural sections 

(according to Smith, usually referred to as social classes, but best described as "cultural or 

social sectionsn), which all practise their own institutions and are held together "by force." 

through the political dominance of one of the sections (which is a minority). More 

precisely. 

[his) argument is that, with respect to each institutional subsystem in 
Jamaican society - kinship, family, magicereligious systems, education 
and occupation, etc. - there are 'diverse alternatives', and the three main 



'cultural sections', white, brown and black, exhibit very distinct patterns of 
behavior. (Hall, 1977: 153) 

According to Smith, the cultural sections form closed socio-cultural units, each 

having their own distinct core institutions and status systems. They are ranked in a 

hierarchy. but are internally independent and are indifferent to each other. interacting only 

when absolutely necessary. In Jamaica, the white section which ranks highest locally 

represents the culture of modem West European society. I t  is the dominant section. but 

also the smallest. The black or lowest section includes up to four-fifths of the population, 

and practices a folk culture containing numerous elements reminiscent of African societies 

and Caribbean slavery. The brown intermediate section is culturally and biologically the 

most variable, and practices a general mixture of pattems from the higher and lower groups 

(Smith, 1965). 

Interestingly enough, it is the cultural pluralist model, the one most 

methodologically alien to rnarxism, which has posed the greatest challenge to theorists of 

Caribbean society. This is because long after it has been soundly demolished - a task 

which is easy enough given its flimsy theoretical (if not empirical) foundations - it tends to 

leave a troublesome and gaping hole which is not easily covered up. For manrism, this 

"holew is magdied by a historic failure to account for the realm of culture, especially as it 

is locally situated in particular subject-formations. Caribbean scholarship, moreover, has 

been slow to respond to the latest attempts within marxism and related paradigms to correct 

this weakness. 

Stuart Hall, of British mamist fame, and himself of Jamaican origin, has written a seminal 

article (Hall, 1977) establishing certain fundamental historical and analytical precepts that 

must infonn a framework for Caribbean studies. He (1977: 141) pints out: 

The patterns of race/colour stratification, cultural stra~cation and class- 
occupational stratification overlap. This is the absolutely distinctive feature 



of Caribbean society. Its stratification systems and the relations between 
social groups are massively over-determined. I t  is this over-determined 
complexity which constitutes the specificity of the problem requiring 
analysis. It does not help. here, to depress some factors of this matrix. e.g. 
race/colour, class, in favour of others, e.g. culture, and then, analytically, 
to subsume the former into the latter, since it is precisely the generative 
specificity of each, plus the over-determined complexity of the whole, 
which is the problem. 

Hall sees the "plural model" as "[concentrating] our attention on plural cultural 

values, but not on the structure of legitimation," which he defines as "that which secures 

the unity, cohesion and stability of this social order in and through (not despite) its 

'differences'" (ibid.: 159, 158). After all, "[wlhat matten is not simply the plurality of 

their internal structures, but the articulated relation between their differences" (ibid.: 162). 

Not only does the model absolutize differences, it also unrealistically absolutizes force, so 

that "the whole conception of 'cultural power', of legitimation, of domination and 

hegemony in its enlarged sense, is badly foreshortened by the manner in which it is 

conceptualized in the 'plural society' model" (ibid.: 159). According to Hall, "a model 

which accounts for and takes account of this diversity, but which cannot account for its 

structure in dominance, has, in some fundamental sense, missed the pointn (ibid.). 

First of all, Hall recognizes the peculiar cultural differentiation of Caribbean society 

and its special historical articulation with class: 

Thus all class societies exhibit enormous cultural complexity as between the 
class segments and fractions: they may not be as sharp as the distinction to 
be found in Caribbean society, but there is certainly no cultural one- 
dimensionality as between, say, working-class, middle-class and 
aristocratic 'segments' in English society. So the Caribbean example is 
distinct, not because there is class-cultural differentiation, but because (a) 
this classcultural differentiation is peculiarly sharp, and because (b) it is 
coincident to a high degree with racekolour stratification. (Ibid.: 154) 

He distinguishes between the strongly plural societies of Trinidad and Guyana, 

where substantial cultural differentiation exists ar well between ethnic segments which are 

parallel or hdzontal as a result of post-slavery immigrant introduction into already-formed 

"creole" structures, and the "weakly p lu~d"  societies of our majority-African type based on 



an essentially undisturbed continuity of the vertical or hierarchicul class-ethnic 

congruence/fusion/reconfiguration of slave society. 

Thus, the culture and institutions of the slave population are rigidly 
differentiated from that of the 'master' class; and African 'traces' enter into 
the structure of these institutions. These cannot, however, be called 'plural' 
in the strong sense, since their formative context is the adaptation to and 
emergence within the slave society context. These are the institutions, the 
culturally differentiated patterns of the dispossessed, the enslaved: they are 
not the institutions of a racially and culturally distinct segment. (Ibid.: 16 1- 
2) 

I believe that Hall has correctly established the "dominant" social dynamic impelling 

Caribbean social structure forward. and have long regarded his article as the most brilliant 

of all those attempting to do so. Certainly, as a once-and-for-all correction of the "plural 

society" model, i t  remains unparallelled. However. I have become increasingly dissatided 

with the structuralist bias of Hail's "complexity-and-unity" paradigm (also for a long time 

my own), which, contrary to its name, reduces the elements of the complexity to so many 

pawns in the game of (Eurocentric) hegemonic unity, and which accounts for "structure in 

dominance" - as well it might - but not for the relative integrity of subject formations and 

their "lived cultures," and certainly not for them as "subjects-in-resistance." Thus, on re- 

reading Hail, I am disturbed that he can quote Lowcnthal (1972) as saying that "[sllave 

culture became in large measure a creolized form of European culture" without evincing 

any disapproval (Hall, 19TI: 162). This notion of total hegemonic erasure seems to belie 

Hall's own definition of a differentiated unity as "a complexly structured social formation. 

rather than a simple, unitary, expressive totalityn (ibid.). And in spite of his early 

acknowledgement of differentiated class cultures, he appears primarily interested in the 

question of unidirectional "cultural power," "hegemony," and "legitimation. " l in fact, 

Hall's concept of culture is, to all intents and purposes, limited to hegemonic or dominant- 

%ne major problem with Hall's paradigm is that it makes no allowances for intetculuation or the 
r e c i p d  action of European and African cultures upon one another. he never considers the possibility d 
the Africanizatim of white crede culture, because for him the African elements do not have that kind of 
force. See Brathwaite ( 1974) for a superb discussion of the creolizarion process, which he sees as 
comprising a dialectical interplay between accufhpufion (forced or hegemonic incorporation) and 
interlculturatwn (unstructured, "osmotic" interpenetration). 



institutional culture and explicitly eschews any connection with discrete (if reconstituted 

and caste-bound) ethnicities or even ethnic orientations. He sometimes seems to collapse 

the "ethnic" into the "race/color" category, and to thus impoverish his own 

pronouncements on the extremely nuanced complexity of Caribbean social structures. What 

this does. for example. is to render invisible in the category, "slave culture." the "lived 

culture" of the subjects. the persons. who are enslaved. I myself would argue in favor of a 

distinct Afro -C 'bbem "folk" culture reconstituted from fragmented and dislocated West 

and Centrai African cultural resources within the social accommodations and constraints of 

slavery and Eurocentrism. 

The concept of " complexity-and-unity" suggests the possible coexistence of two 

competing paradigms which need to be reconciled. The stmc~cralist paradigm tends to 

focus on the way in which dominant cultural forms -- structures, "texts" and discourses -- 

have been produced through hegernonic instrumentality, and how subordinate subjects are 

ideologically (and passively) reproduced and given identity through them. The cuhalist 

paradigm focuses instead on the making and experiencing of "lived culturestt and 

"autochthonous* identity by subordinate subjects themselves, in the context of their own 

lives (see Bennett. 1986). It seems to me that these two paradigms should not be posed as 

alternatives or even as individually irrelevant @ace Bemett). but instead as representative 

of interacting aspects of social dialectics. However, their interaction can only be 

understood afrer the specific social terrain has been historically and structural1 y mapped 

out, since hegemony and autonomy are historically and socially relative concepts. I argue 

later on, for example, that, in spite of (indeed, in congruence with) the high degree of 

brutality. Caribbean slave society. especially in Jamaica and the Windwards, appeared not 

to be permeated by a singular, all-encompassing hegemonic design or cultural power, and 

that this was so for two main reasons: (a) the high degree of planter absenteeism and their 

transnationally split base which allowed a certain inevitable openness to an 

interdependently (though negatively so) bicultural mode of social existence, and (b) the 



existence of a proto-peasant sub-mode of production among the black slave majorities (see 

chapter 5). 

Not only do subordinate subject formations actively resist even as they 

accommodate to hegemonic social relations, they also have their "ownn social biographies. 

In other words, they live their lives not only in passive or active response to, but also in 

spite cf, the prevailing hegemony. The history of the hegemonically inscribed "textn and 

the history of the subject formation diverge significantly enough from each other, 

especially depending on historically specific arrangements. I think it is a mistake to 

completely collapse the history of the subaltern subject-group into the presumed history of 

the rnacmstructural position (or changing discursive formations) that they are placed in 

and come to occupy, especially since a complex and interactive process of negotiation 

usually accompanies their "settlement" into such positions. More to the point, huge 

concentrations of African slaves alongside a handful of whites on relatively isolated 

plantations engaging for a fraction of the week or month in proto-peasant practices need to 

be understood in terms of the relative integrity of their material and social niche. In 

addition, we need to introduce a concept of "culture stxugglen in dialectical engagement 

with that of cultural accommodation or hegemonic assimilation. Our notions about gender 

roles, for example, must take such a struggle. such a dialectic, into account. 

Hall fails to consider in full the reconstituted and reinforced correlation between 

class, racelcolor, culture and (subsidiary) mode of production in the post-emancipation 

context of economic dualism. and the relatively autonomous world of the peasantry (in 

particular) built out of such a correlation. The exodus of the ex-slaves from the estates to 

inhabit village communities of their own in most Caribbean territories signals the new 

articulated-processes of class, cultural, and economic segmentation which lead to a 

deepening separation into "two societies," or "three societies" if' the hybrid middle group is 

to be considered independently. The crude empiricist appeal of the M.G. Smith model 

becomes evident, especially since it "naturally" militates against the reduction of relatively 



integral class or sectional "lived cultures" to simply inferiorized versions of the master 

culture. At the same time. such a reduction does take place in the ideological-institutional 

realm, and Smith's model, lacking (among other things) a concept of 

domination/subordination and hegemony (Hall. 1977), cannot account for it. 

S o c d  Stmcmre W d A h - C ~ b ~ a n :  AEYeview of S e l e w m  
. . 

Most scholarship on Afro-Caribbean kinship maintains an explanatory focus on the divide 

between the kinship systems of the Afro-Caribbean peasant and working classes and the 

official and middle-class institution of marriage. Marriage is not absent from but has a 

different meaning and occupies a different piace in Ah-Can bbean working class cultural 

repertoires and biographies. As the pre-eminently sanctioning and synchronously all- 

inclusive institution for sexual relations, childbearing, conjugal community, filiation, and 

inheritance rights, it is a class-exclusive phenomenon. It remains true today that inifial- 

stage marringe which provides the institutional pre-condi tion for procreation and (at least 

formally) sex is an upper and middle class practice. It is modally a Eum- as well as Asian- 

Caribbean and male-headed institution and is most widespread where European and Indian 

racial and cultural heritage is highest16 On a region-wide level, this would be the Hispanic 

Caribbean. which retains the strongest European ancestry, and Guyana and Trinidad and 

Tobago, where (Asian) Indians constitute close to or more than half of the population. 

Conversely, female household-headship is highest in Afro-Caribbean and proletarian (noo- 

"middle-classn; non-peasant) populations, and lowest in Hispanic Caribbean, Euro- 

Caribbean, IndimCaribbean and non-proletarian populations. Among the Afrd3arbbean 

folk, as we have seen, the rate is higher among proletarians than among peasants. Some 

national figures for the first half of the 1980s were as folollows (in ascending order): Puerto 

Rice- 19% ( 1980); Dominican Republic-24% ( 1984); Guy--24.4% ( 1980); Trinidad 

and Tobag-253% (1980): Dominica-37.7% (1981); Jamaica-38.1% (1982): Barbados- 

I6Eumpean aad Anan family and ktnship tmchticms have been historically linked as 'Euraoan' forms. See 
Goody, 1976. 



43.9% (1980): St. Kitts-45.6% (1980). The correlations with ethnicity and levels of 

peasantization or proletarianization are quite remarkable. It should be noted that a majority 

of Afro-Caribbean people of all classes eventually get legally manied. However, there are 

important differences in the social meaning of initial-stage marriage and terminal-stage 

mamiage that are related to cultural and economic class factors. Below, I selectively 

examine ways in which these differences have been interpreted by scholars of Afro- 

Caribbean kinship. 

Scholars of Afro-Caribbean kinship generally agree that there is a w idesp~ad  

formal commitment to monogamy but disagree on its depth and on its meaning. For M. G. 

Smith, West Indians have modified monogamy profoundly, but "polygyny is excluded 

from them" (Smith, 1962: 244). As already discussed, there is a double standard to this 

modification in relation to gender (and class). Although women may have a number of 

"visiting" or "common-lawn partners over a lifetime, they usually conduct one partnership 

at a time, a practice often referred to as "serial monogamy." Men may be the partner in two 

or more relationships simultaneously. While this may be tolerated, especially in relation to 

the obligations of paternal and other support that may ensue, it is not socially approved and 

is, as a rule, not desired by the women involved. The practice of dual or multiple 

partnerships on the part of men (and the outcome of a disproportionate number of female- 

headed households) has been attributed to a number of historical causes: the deferral of 

spousallpatemal accountability as the underside of the denial of spousallpatemal rights 

during slavery; upper- or middle-class (male) concubinage: seasonal, migrant and 

fragmented labor markets within both national and transnational circuits. 

Most attempts to provide a general explanation for the "lower-class" Afro- 

Caribbean family have gravitated towards either the functionalist (social-~tra~cationist) or 

the cultural pluralist mode of analysis. According to the functionalist model, marriage is a 

generally shared ideal to which the "lower classes" adhere but which is unattainable for 

them because of low economic status. R T. Smith argues that the "lower-class Negro 



family" in the Caribbean is matrifocal as a function of "the marginal nature of the husband- 

father role," and further, "that there is a comelation between the nature of the husband- 

father role and the role of men in the economic system and in the system of social 

stratification in the total Guianese society" (Smith, 1956: 221). By this he means that 

because of the low socio-economic and color status of Negro lower-class men in the total 

social system. their husband-father role in the family is marginal, and therefore the family 

is rnatrifocally structured. This thesis conflates kinship values and class values as well as 

patriarchylmen and class, and assumes a single hegemonic gender system with fixed 

gender roles throughout the social hierarchy. Other theorists, even when they give more 

agency to the "lower classes" and women, basically see their family structures as a 

pragmatic adaptation to the circumstances that prevent them from attaining the ideal of 

marriage to which they ultimately aspire. Thus, Carol Stack (1974: 1256) has followed 

other investigators in proposing that the working classes adhere to a "bicultural model." 

One of these cultures comprises the "structural adaptations of povertyn while the other is 

the mainstream culture that the poor share with the rest of society. The bicultural model has 

been applied by H y m n  Rodman (1971) and others to the co-existence of the practice of 

common-law marriage (as a pragmatic adaptation) and the ideal of legal marriage. Stack 

quotes Rodman. who in his study of "the culture of poverty in Negro Trinidad," has 

suggested that poor people "stretch" their values in order to cope with poverty: 

They share the general values of the society with members of other 
classes, but in addition they have stretched these values, which help them to 
adjust to their deprived circumstances" (1971, p. 195). Rodman portrays 
the value-stretch as a one-way extension. whereby the poor develop a new 
set of values to cope with deprivation without abandoning the values of 
mainstream society. Valentine ( 1971) draws upon the bicultural model to 
suggest how people are simultaneously enculturated and socialized into their 
own culture and mainstream culture. Valentine writes that "many Blacks are 
simultaneously committed to both black culture and mainstream culture, and 
that the two are not mutually exclusive as generally assumed" (1971, p. 
137). (Stack, 1474: 125) 

A number of dangers lurk in this solid-sounding, commonsensical approach. While 

Stack's own work. AIL Our Kin (1974), has become a classic of urban ethnography (and 



deservedly so), I urge caution at the level of theoretical generalization. The historical and 

analytical outline I have provided above hopefully allows me to be brief. There is a certain 

elision of fundamental social confradic~ions and related agency in this functionalist notion 

of adaptation to a commonly consented-to ideal in generic conditions of poverty. It is not 

that it is not "true" in a commonsensical sort of way: it is precisely that, as commonsensical 

"truth,"it is historically shallow (see Gramsci. 1971). I t  suppresses the fact that the first 

order of adapkztion that Afro-Caribbean people have had to undertake is to extreme forms 

of class exploitation and cultural negation and oppression. The notion of "mainstream 

ideal" (at least, at face value) denies European and Euro-creole agenc?, in those relations as 

well as the highly part'cuhnktic nature of the cultural code by which they held Afro- 

Caribbean people to ransom. It was hardly just poverty-based deprivation that prevented 

the latter from attaining a supposedly desired "foreign" ideal. By the same token, the logic 

suppresses the vivacity of Afrdhribbeans as previously encultured and self-reinventing 

beings whose a@t&m to the circumstances of slavery and post-emancipation suffering 

entailed the functional manipulation of precious fragments from African-derived cultural 

memory. The model more generally fails to acknowledge Afro-Caribbeans as active agents 

of class struggle and cultural resistance against Euro-colonial domination. The other major 

absence, of course, is female agency. The latter is missing particularly from Smith's 

androcentric and ethnocentric analysis of matrifocality as purely a passive function of the 

low color-class status of AfnCaribbean males in the total social system. 

M. G. Smith, as we have already seen, goes to the opposite extreme in his cultural 

pluralist explanation of West Indian family systems. He describes the hierarchically ranked 

colorclass groups as "cultural sections," which are "highly exclusive social unitsn and 

which practise divergent and autonomous forms of basic institutions. Thus for Smith the 

hierarchical ranking of the cultural sections has little bearing on the internal make-up of 

these institutions, which have their own intrinsic character and value codes. According to 

him, "... the plurality is a discontinuous status order, lacking any foundation in a system of 



common interests and values" (Smith. 1%5: 83). Because of the wholly divergent core 

institutional systems of the cultural sections. and not because of the hierarchical status 

ranking. Smith sees these societies as based on conflict and held together only by force. 

entailing the monopoly of power by one cultural section (ibid.: chapter 4). 

Smith expunges all genetic (historical. structural, cultural) causality from his model; 

he is simply interested in synchronic interpretation. For him. the case is closed. The Afro- 

Caribbean folk have their own, integral family system. no further explanation required.17 

While Smith absolutizes the contradictions "be tween," he sees no contradictions or 

tensions "within." Furthermore. he does not consider the situation of social mobility, so 

that the "folk" appear timeless and unchanging, never having to confront the challenges of 

the wider social order or of social change. In that sense the bicultural model is clearly 

superior. However. in spite of the total absence of a dialectic of class relations and social 

mobility in his work, M. G. Smith remains one of the three or four most important 

scholars on the West Indian family. This is because the convene side of his lack of 

commitment to a Grand Narrative or Total Social System is a certain scrupulous devotion 

to the "authenticity" or integrity of Afro-Caribbean peasant and working class forms. His 

family-structure surveys, some of which will be considered in chapter 11, shed a brilliant 

light on the morphology of family-household composition and formation in Afro- 

Caribbean peasant and working class communities. 

Stuart Hal1 has attempted to reconcile the structure's class-cultural discontinuities 

with its hegemonically induced consensus. In spite of the superiority of his overall 

paradigm, he has failed to project these discontinuities as much more than standard 

deviations from a Eurocentric norm. One more "dialecticaln effort to acknowledge a 

l7srnith's pasition is not as vacuous and arbitrary as it appears here. He adheres to the Malinowskian 
notion of the paramountcy of culture, as an aggregate of institutions. For Malinowsh (1544) and other 
early anthropologsts like Firth (1951), Nadel(1951), Tylor (19%). culture was "active" - it determined 
social action -- and society or social organization was given. or determined by culture. The core institutions 
of a society were seen as having axqua1 status and included, according to Smith (1965: 172), "the systems 
of kinship and marriage, religion, government, law and economy, education and occuponai 
dfferentiationn. Smith saw the various "cultural sectionsn of West Indan society as having their own core 
institutions. 



struggle between class cultures Md to grant a relative autonomy to the culture of the 

subordinate group is that of Peter Wilson (1969; 1973). Briefly. Wilson's theory, like 

Hall's, seeks to reconcile the competing paradigms of plural or separate and unitary or 

shared value systems (but from very different premises and with very different results). He 

proposes instead a dialectic between oppositional systems of respectabifip and repration. 

Besson ( 1993: 16) summarizes Wilson's thesis: 

Respectability is rooted in the metropolitan-oriented colonial system of 
social stratification based on class, colour, wealth and Eurocentric culture, 
life style and education. It is perpetuated especially by white churches. the 
European institution of marriage and Eumcentric educational systems. 
Reputation, by contrast, is an indigenous counter-culture based on the ethos 
of equality and rooted in personal, as opposed to social, worth. It is a 
response to colonial dependence and a solution to the scarcity of 
respectability . 
Reputation is based on AfAocentric principles supported by egalitarian kinship and 

property institutions, grassroots Afro-Christian cults. as well as popular expressive culture 

(such as verbal skills), peer networks and anti-establishment values and activities. Among 

the egalitarian kinship and property institutions are equal inheritance by siblings of house- 

spots and gardens, undivided family land, non-discriminatory kinship status. According to 

Wilson. respectability is primarily the concern of the small "high class." while the larger. 

poorer "other classn is more fully oriented to the value system of reputation, although it 

also subscribes to that of respectability. Wilson goes further, seeing the contrast between 

respectability and reputation as also having a strong association with gender. Thus. 

women, of both classes, are the main bearers and perpetuators of respectability, while men 

of the "other class" are the main generators and practitioners of reputation. Men do, 

however, become increasingly oriented towards respectability as they get older. 

Essentially, Wilson judges women to be more bourgeois and Eurocentrically- 

oriented than men, and attributes this to "their closer association with the master class 

during slavery as concubines and domestic slavesn (Besson, 1993: 16). He cites their 

greater involvement in the white churches and their anxieties about domestic propriety and 



the European institution of marriage. Men in Rovidencia, where Wilson did his research, 

control family land. practice a solidarity of brotherhood in the politicdegal sphere and vie 

for reputation on the basis of virility and sexual potency as well as expressive and practical 

skills in the informal male public domain. Besson (1993). one of the foremost 

contemporary ethnographers of' peasant kinship and land tenure systems in Jamaica (see 

Besson, 1974; 1979; 1984; 1987; 1988), does an able job of refuting Wilson's thesis. 

Rovidencia is an island with a predominantly Protestant Anglophone Caribbean culture (as 

a result of late eighteenth-century migration from Jamaica) but is politically part of 

Catholic, Spanish-speaking Colombia. Wilson has explicitly extended the application of his 

theory to the Anglophone Caribbean as a whole, but Besson unfortunately does not tell us 

how accurate his portrayal of Rovidencia is; she refutes him on more general grounds and 

in light of her own intimate knowledge of Jamaica, panicularly the village of Martha Brae 

where she has done extensive fieldwork. 

Besson accepts. for the most part, Wilson's notion of a dialectic between what he 

chooses to call respectability and reputation. However, she challenges his thesis "that Afro- 

Caribbean women are passive imitators of Eurocentric cultural values of respectability; that 

the counter-culture of reputation is male-oriented. and that cu l~ra l  resistance to colonial 

culture is therefore confined to Afro-Caribbean malesw (Besson, 1993: 30). Very briefly, 

her challenge rests on clear evidence of Jamaican women's role as trustees of family land. 

their central role as "leadressesw of AfbChristian revival bands. their respected reputation 

as skilled "market higglen," and their decidedly non-Eurocentric family practices, as 

persons "who value their freedom in younger years, bear most of their children out of 

wedlock and enter legal marriage only in middle or old agew (ibid.: 21). The aggregate 

evidence marshalled by Besson is irrefutable, and might have been deduced from the spirit 

of my analysis so far. Besson, however, does not, or chooses not to, address another 

major problem with Wilson's thesis - its androcenhicity, indeed, its phallocentricity. 

Wilson neglects to point out how the male pursuit and construct of "reputationn might be 



mediated by ideologies and practices of male supremacy and female subordination. 

Reputation is achieved through a glorification of virility that may well be a short step to 

glorification of the abuse of women, or at least a justification for the latter. Wilson's 

commendatory reference to Rastafarianism. a biblically inspired. anti-imperialist. "religion 

of the oppressed," which nevertheless advocates black male patriarc ha1 restoration. is 

particularly apposite here. He also fails to consider how so-called evidence of female 

conservatism might indicate responses to victimization and social constraints, as well as the 

pursuit of social protection for selves and children. 

Wilson's thesis that women in Afro-Caribbean society are among the major agents 

of Eurocentric respectability provides an easy lead into a popular analysis which accuses 

black women of complicity with white men in the emasculation and humiliation of black 

men, and in the preservation of a Eurocentric social order. It is part of a cross-class 

discourse of black male victimology which sees black men as the main victims of and 

resisters against racism, and black women as either colluders with the agents of racism or 

the second-order beneficiaries of the disempowerment of black men. The discourse of 

"black matriarchy" and black male victimology not only centers black men in history at the 

expense ofblack women. it also blames black women for their plight (posed, morever. as 

the plight of "the race") and anaesthetizes the society to black women's pain and daily acts 

of heroism on behalf of the survival and nuaring of the community. The lead provided by 

Wllson and others is perhaps most strikingly picked up by Errol Miller (1986; 1994 

[1988]), whose ideas about the "rise of matriarchyn and the "marginalization of the black 

malen ic t;le Caribbean will be fully explored in Part IV. 

c 
Of the three societies being studied here, Jamaica and Dominica share the historical 

experience of economic dualism based on the coexistence of plantation or other enclave- 

capitalist and (quasi-)peasant modes of production. Barbados exhibits the greatest mode- 



of-production homogeneity or universality. lacking as it does a peasantry, and the highest 

and most rigid racelclass congruence. Barbados' con temporary economic elite boasts a 

much more continuous and exclusive line of social and jizmiilial descent from nineteenth- 

century predecessors than do their counterparts elsewhere in the English-speaking 

Caribbean. This is compounded by the fact that the plantation sector never passed into 

foreign-corporate and then national-state hands as it did elsewhere in the Caribbean, partly 

due to the relative strength and resiliency of the old resident plantedmerchant elite (a unique 

phenomenon vis-a-vis the predominant colonial Caribbean tradition of planter absenteeism 

and liquidation). This resiliency has meant minimal "postcolonial" transmission of power 

to non-ruling. non-economic elites. 

For Dominica any such "line of descent" has long trailed off and discontinued, 

relatively speaking. leaving an essentially "coloredw local elite base (economically. 

politically and culturally). Hail (1977: 150) has described Dominica as among those 

societies "lacking white Creole elites," a phenomenon which is highly comlated with the 

weakness of the plantation sector and its neardemise is a viable economic system. in spite 

of continued concentration in landholding (see Trouillot. 1988). In this it differs from both 

Jamaica and Barbados, and of the three is the least culturally and racially differentiated.18 

While it shares with the other two islands a small LebanesdSyrian commercial-industrial 

business class, its industrial base is tiny (but growing), and there is a blackhrown upper 

landholding class. 

Hall (1977: 167) distinguishes Barbados in the following archetypal terms: 

In islands where the plantation dominates, a substantial white-minority 
plantocrac y is present, with considerable local political. economic and 
cultural power, and the system is peculiarly inflexible: and though the free 
coloureds form a distinct, intermediary group, the barriers between them 
and 'white settler society' remain high. One consequence is that this 
intermediary coloured stratum tries even harder to assimilate and to 
distinguish itself from those poor-blacks beneath ... 

l * ~ n  important qualification. however. is che existence of a semi-autonomous (and constitutionally 
invested) enclave of indigenous Canbs, constituting the largest and most distinct "remnant" of this people 
in the island-Caribbean, but nonetheless comprising just a tiny fraction of Dominica's population. 



The upper echelons of Jamaican society, while predominantly white or light- 

skinned, are somewhat more racially and ethnically diverse than those of Barbados. as has 

already been noted: 

... where the plantation economy dominates, but where there is also a 
peasantry, an independent agricultural sector and urbanization, and where 
the white plantocracy is powerful but small, the free coloured group win an 
independent role for themselves, and are more easily assimilated to elite 
society, though never identified with it. Occupational di venity is greater, 
and so the movement of coloureds up the scale into previously dominated 
white social enclaves, and of blacks into middle-class, 'coloured' statuses, 
is greater ... (Ibid.) 

In both cases, there is a (relative) racial-ethic "division of labor" between the 

economic and political elites: 

In both cases, ... the political representatives are more mixed, ethnically and 
in terms of colour, than the planter class: members of the coloured elite 
preponderate over the white planters in the political domain. though the 
latter retain economic and social power. 

In Barbados, however, the retention of the dominant plantation sector in local 

private corporate hands and the negligible degree of state ownership and control of the 

economy render the "reigningn political bureaucrats less powerful or potentially powerful 

than elsewhere in the Caribbean (see Poulantzas, 1973). In practically all other independent 

Caribbean nations, state ownenhip is more significant, even though a great deal of IMF- 

induced privatization has recently taken place in Jamaica. 

In Dominica and the other smaller islands, the political domain has been the arena 

where highly nuanced traditional color/class tensions and divisions - some of them more 

"sociallyn and fractionally than. strictly speaking, economically based - have been 

symbolically and, in a few cases, substantively, fought out between (socially) "black" and 

(socially) "brown" representatives. In Dominica, the old "mulatto" commercial and political 

elite was urban-based and has lost considerable ground economically to LebaneseISyrian 

capitalists and black landowners, although it maintains a reworked sofio-political and 

symbolic continuity within a fragde and fluctuating hegemony based on a new social bloc 



(for the most part well represented by the 19XL1995 government of Prime Minister 

Eugenia Charles). 

Historical case studies of race-and-class development in each of the three islands 

will be presented in chapter 4. 



T U  3; 

bean Women: Rehrodnct 

es. and D e v e l o m e n t  

I .  Kinship, Class, and the Sexual Division of Labor 

Historical social systems are generally classifiable into class and non-class (or proto-class) 

formations. In the latter, marriage and kinship were often the preeminent social institutions 

assigning people, by gender and age. to economic and political roles. Class. however. 

establishes "third-party" claims that may preempt or at least intempt the sovereignty of 

kinship and gender entitlements of the subordinated group. Although class may establish 

"prior" claims over persons and things "belonging to the family" of the oppressed "other," 

in most cases, there is a more nuanced co-existence of class and kinship, historically often 

mediated through male family heads and based on the hierarchical structure of kinship as an 

inner condition and condrlit of class. In short, class relations are predominantly mediated 

through families and appear to be always mediated through a gendered division of labor. 

The sexual division of labor, in turn. is modified by the interaction between kinship and 

class, although "pre-assigned" by kinship relations. 

Class-kinshipgender relations may be characterized by situations where women of 

the oppressed class are relatively "protected" within the ambit and sovereignty of the family 

or those where they are almost entirely "unprotectedn and enjoy few, if any, exemptions 

from "third-party" claims on their labor and their persons. The ambiguous and double- 

edged nature of "protection" for women is fully assumed here. 

Sacks (1981) provides a particularly clear example of the evolution of a specif~c 

historical articulation between a genderkinship system and class. In her historical account 



of the kingdom of Buganda, corporate clan relations are replaced by relations of hereditary 

clientage between the king and appointed families: 

Clans and their component lineages were decorpatized rather than 
destroyed. Kinship became a basis for establishing vertical, dyadic clientage 
relations. the central relation of men to productive means. Clans were 
deprived of their independent base of power by expropriation of clan land 
and installation of appointed officials, together with cooptation. or 
harnessing clanship to class organizations. (Sacks. 1982: 201) 

Class formation based on clientage led to the decorporatization of clans and the 

incorporation of client men in particular into class relations that cut across kinship 

boundaries. In such situations. men are forced to switch their loyalties. in part, from the 

kin group to the dominant patron group. Among the client population there is a rrtrenching 

of corporate ties and an increasing focus on individual lineages whose internal relations 

become more and more embroiled in the whole nexus of exploitation, undergoing 

transformation in the process. According to Sacks, "[pleasant women could not enter 

clientage relations of production" (p. 210), were denied independent access to land and 

were defined as dependent wives or wards of men (pp. 208-215). Ultimately, "peasant 

men worked largely for the ruling class, while peasant women worked largely for their 

own class" (p. 2 12). 

But women of subordinate groups are not always exclusively family creatures. 

Boserup (1970 69), for example, provides us with the example of low-caste Indian 

women who "work on family farms belonging to men with non-working wives." As 

Boserup puts it, this is an example of an "intricate social and sex pattern where women 

work as casual laboren for male cultivators belonging to another cask or ethnic group" 

(ibid.: 66). The low-caste women referred to by Boserup provided nearly half of all 

agricultural wage workers in India. Their full exposure to the male public gaze (as both 

productive and sex objects) is particularly remarkable in a society when many women of 

even cultivator (or peasant) castes are expected to work exclusively for and within the 

family, away from casual intercourse with non-related males. In addition, secluded women 



of certain rich landowning castes employ servants to do all their domestic work. Indeed. 

women of higher castes. while confiined within the prison of protected womanhood. wield 

more overall social power than men of lower castes. 

Another example provided by Boserup is the historically "symbiotic" relationship 

between the Tutsi and Hutu tribes in Burundi. This relationship was characterized by "an 

elaborate caste system, where women in each caste, although subservient to men of their 

own caste. were vastly superior to all men of lower castes." Both Hutu men and Hutu 

women worked as laboren for the Tutsi upper class: 

The wives of the Tutsi chiefs had absolute power over most male members 
of the local communities, while the Hutu women were at the bottom of the 
social hierarchy, doing the hard labour and subordinate to all other groups 
in the comrnuni ties, including their own husbands. (Ibid.: 67) 

Although not named as such by Boserup,l these are all variants of c l a s d ' c t t a l  

systems, where low-caste women are objects of patriarchd power both in their class 

relations and within their families. I use "patriarchy" here as a general theoretical term for 

institutionalized male supremacy. However, it is important to make a distinction between 

domestic patriarchy and public patriarchy as differentiated aspects of class/patriarchal 

systems. While institutions of domestic patriarchy might be weak or not formally marked 

among (sections 00 the ruled, it  is safe to assume that all class/patriarchal systems sanction 

andlor generate forms of male supremacy in the domestic or private sphere of non-ruling 

groups. Generally speaking, class and patriarchy are inter-linked such that the most 

powerful group in the society, ruling class men, exercise power over both the women of 

their class and all the subordinate classes in the society. It is in the interests of ruling class 

'11 is true that Boserup does not fully operationalize class and patriarchy as social relations in her book. and 
that she increasingly submits, in her assumptions about development (or modernization), to neoclassical 
formulations. However, I think that her paradigm, at its most basic level, is a solid feminist-materialist 
one, and that h e  maptude of her accomplishments in this regard have been sometimes unden;ued (sce 
Beneria and Sen, 1986). !kondly, I think the biggest problem with the later parts of her book is that she 
increasingly assumes the mindset of a technocrat and therefore the notion that "bad" colonial and p t -  
colonial policy lies at the hean of the problems of gender and development, and that "goodw national policy 
would correct them. Again, there is a lack of appreciation for the structural continuity of relations of class 
and patriarchy in the pt-colonial period. I certainly stand by my choice of Boserup ( 1970) as the best 
m&um for facilitating the organization of my theoretical introduction. Nonetheless, see a further critique 
of her work in the final section of this chapter. 



males to objectify and constrain ruling class women as wives and mothers. disabling them 

culturally, sexually and politically as potential rivals or competitors. It is also in their 

interests to deny subordinate males access to power. the latter being seen in a 

class/patriarchal system (a "man's world") as the most significant. irnmediae threat from 

below. Nonetheless, it is to their added benefit to nurture and maintain a cross-class 

complicity with subordinate-class men against women, in order to keep the latter in their 

place. This cross-class complicity benefits ruling-class men in two ways: it gives them 

access to forms of "super-exploitation" of women, and it fragments the interests of 

subordinate-class men and women, detemng class unity. It benefits subordinate-class men 

by securing their power over women in the family and community, and assuring them of 

hegemonic support for in-class male dominance. 

Societies differ in the mode and nature of articulation between domestic patriarchy 

and public patriarchy. In some class societies, there are direct continuity and 

correspondence between the institutions of domestic patriarchy and public patriarchy. and 

all classes formally share (in differential ways) in those institutional practices. In other 

words, the institutional links between marriage, property and state comprise a continuous 

~ s m i s s i o n  belt of formalized patriarchy into which all classes are incorporated, in and 

through their practices. As already suggested in chapter 1, many Western European and 

other feudal societies were of this nature. Other class societies feature situations of non- 

correspondence, as M. G. Smith might describe the relationship between the state- and 

church-sponsored institution of marriage and AfnCaribbean kinship in West Indian 

society. 

Under liberalcapitalism, the sepmte, formal institutions of domestic patriarchy 

have been largely dismantled, and patriarchy has become bureaucratized and rationalized in 

a partly obscured web of discursive and statutory "intertextuality." According to Mohanty 

(199 1 : 22), liberal citizenship is "formulated around the notion of a 'rationalized' 

hegernonic masculinity (in contrast to the violent masculinity of colonial rule or of the 



military)." Colonial rule itself, while always an agent of violent masculinity. articulates 

domestic and state forms of patriarchy in different ways depending on the nature of the pre- 

colonial formation and the type of colony. Some pre-existing kinship systems in the 

colonized world were in ,mter congruence with the kinship traditions of Western Europe 

than others. 

In that regard, it might be useful to consider briefly three different types of colonial 

configuration. One type of colonized society -- for example, many regions of India (and 

what was to become Pakistan) -- was already structured along complex 

ethnic/class/pauiarchal lines and featured hegemonic kinship systems which corresponded, 

in critical ways, with the older (feudal/early capitalist) traditions of Western Europe. 

Goody (1976), for example, defines those shared traditions as belonging to a common 

"Eurasian" system, resting on the core principles of monogamous marriage, private 

property in land (constituting a landlord class), and the setting up of new conjugal estates 

under male heads. British colonialism in India facilitated "an aggravation of existing 

inequalities as well as the creation of 'new' ones," for example, "the reempowering of 

landholding groups, the granting of property rights to men, the exclusion of women from 

ownership, and the 'freezing' of patriarchal practices of marriage, succession, and 

adoption into laws" (Mohanty, 1991: 19). 

Another configuration features the encounter between Western Europe and 

"African" lineage societies (Goody, 1976). Boserup ( 19'70) shows how, in certain non- or 

minimally class-stratified societies in Africa with female farming traditions, where marriage 

did not institutionalize women as private creatures and adjuncts of men and where there 

was no exclusively male-defined public sphere, there are particularly dire consequences in 

the colonial imposition of class/patriarchal systems from the outside (see also Sudarkasa, 

1987; Mikell, ed., 1997). The imposition becomes a deeply traumatic clash between "male 

farming" systems, private property in land, conjugal community of property and the 

nuclear-famil y household and "female farmingn systems, tribal property, separate 



enjoyment of usufruct or property rights, and various permutations of corporate kinship. In 

many of these societies women suffer a loss of status as their social identity is reduced 

from multiple locations and referents in a "cluster of statuses" in corporate-kin society to a 

unitary and subordinate gender status derived from the principle of dependent conjugal2 

wifehood (Sudarkasa, 1987: 27). 

The third and most relevant type of configuration is that of New World (and, 

particularly, West Indian) colonial-slave society, which will be considered in greater depth 

below. This case has produced one of the most interesting combinations of gender, class 

and kinship systems, evolving "after the factw out of a condition of forced labor and "social 

deatb"(Patterson, 1982a). It brings together broken fragments of WestICentral African 

extended-kinship traditions, civil non-penonhood and racialized dehumanization, the 

overarching hegemony of European systems of property and marriage, and pervasive 

relproductive relations of forced labor, sex, and concubinage. 

New Wodd slavery presents an extreme case of the "unprotectedn woman as clasdsex 

object in a nationally and ethnically Yoreign" setting. People wrenched from their ethno- 

national foundations are incorporated as deracinated units of labor power into a strange 

new world of enforced labor and alienated production. Whereas they had come from 

settings where the institutions of marriage and kinship pre-organized the sexual division of 

labor, in this new context, mating and kinship became in a sense makeshift arrangements 

which were organized and acquired meaning "after the fact" The sexual division of labor 

was organized pre-eminently by the refproductive regime of slavery itself, although it was 

not entirely unrelated to the Old World histories of the different populations that confronted 

each other in the strange new ~t t ing .  

*AS S u m  (1987: 30) points out, in societies like the Yorube of Niprio *[(]he position of 'wife' refers 
not only to the conjugal relationship to a husband, but also to the affinal (or in-law) relationship to ail 
members -- female as well as male - in the husband's compound and lineage." 



In parts of Old World Africa. particularly the corporate-kin and lineage-based 

formations of West and Central Africa, enslavement often entailed an inter-tribal transfer of 

individuals, resulting from war or debt-obligations. Thus enslavement under these 

circumstances practically implied suspension of social belongingness or "the absence of 

kinship" (Lovejoy, 1983; also, 1981; 1986). The slave was by definition non-kin. a 

detribalized foreigner or stranger. and thus a sorry figure indeed. Kinship participation 

alone conferred membership in the community, which constituted a kind of embedded 

"citizenship," to borrow a term from another history. Usually, however, lineage-slaves 

could gradually acquire kinship rights and status of their own and eventually, in their own 

or the next generation, become adopted or absorbed into the kin corporation (ibidr.). 

New World slavery - as well as other forms of slavery that developed in Africa, 

particularly in the context of the Atlantic trade -- was quite different, while sharing features 

of social negation common to all forms of slavery. All these features w e n  rendered 

permanent and practically irreversible in the New World colonies where plantation slavery 

became the dominant mode of dproduction and captive Africans became a slave-chs 

under the tutelage of a European master-class. Herr, the system of slavery denies formal 

patriarchal rights and privileges to enslaved men, but it also exempts them from obligations 

to women (as wives and mothers) and children. It therefore denies all but the most profit- 

driven forms of "social" protection to enslaved women, and incorporates them in bilateral, 

face-to-face relations of production and sexuality with white European masters. It is a stark 

and brutal racial/class/patriarchal relationship which is not mediated by a preexisting, 

"innern nexus of kinship. The enslaved black woman is the quintessential "unprotected" 

woman: worker, breeder, sex object. Conversely, the quintessential wife and mother was 

rep~sented by one or another variant of white womanhood The "law of the father" was 

wielded over all by the White Patriarch. (But white women dso  shared in the privileges 

and power of that law.) Slave materniv was regarded as a "natdistic" phenomenon 

which becomes the anchor, the cornerstone of & fmo institutions of Nro-Caribbean 



kinship. While the maternal relationship may bear some resemblances to overseas ancestral 

traditions and become the center of attempts to reconstitute and re-invent wider kin 

networks, it is irrevocably deprived of its anchor in elaborate systems of extended or 

corporate kinship like those from which most of the enslaved came. In these (like most) 

systems, motherhood could not be defined outside of fatherhood. and filiation was 

instituted only through mutual relations of maternity and paternity. Moreover, marriage 

itself was governed by an agreement between male affines (typically symbolized by 

transfer of bridewealth). In sum, marriage, rnaie-dominant or not, organized the sexual 

division of labor domestically as well as  extradomestically, established lineage, and 

secured socially responsible paternity and shared parenthood. 

In the Caribbean, the enslaved are "permanently" excluded from the civil and 

cultural institutions of the master class; their own inchoate institutions are "permanentlyn 

denied legitimacy. This "permanent" exclusion from the core cultural institutions, such as 

marriage, Christianity, and literacy in the colonial language, was actually more pronounced 

in the non-Hispanic Caribkan than elsewhere. The Hispanic-Caribbean, particularly Cuba, 

was characterized by the development of a relatively homogeneous or blended, non-elite 

"hybridn creole culture and socio-racial continuum before the second expansion of slavery 

in the eighteenth century. The population had nonetheless retained a "standard" variant of 

Spanish as  its language and Roman Catholicism as a common religion (as well as an ethnic 

balance tipped in favor of European ancestry). Moreover, even with the intense resurgence 

of plantation slavery, the Catholic Church played a relatively autonomous and rival role 

vis-a-vis the State, sometimes ovemding separatist "racial " intes ts  in favor of integration 

into a single, hegemonic "moral" code (with the Church as arbiter). It therefore offered the 

racially despised and downtrodden moral and cultural redemption through induction into 

the religious community and its common entitlements, including clerical rnaniage (see 

Mintz, 1989 [ 19741; Martinez-Alier, 1989 119741). On the North American mainland, a 

pluralistic and numerically dominant white-settler group, Christian religious pluralism that 



included dissident anti-slavery sects, and a resident plantocracy that was relatively more 

amenable to paternalistic forms of racial autocracy (evident in the planter-patriarch's 

frequent appeal to "my family, black and white") -- all led to the increasing integration of 

the southern slaves into separate and modified. but clearly recognizable, fonns of the 

dominant culture (Morgan, 1987: Fox-Genovese. 1988). An ovenvhelming black majority 

(with high proportions of African-born), absenteeism (which meant a dearth of ruling class 

families and a pmponderance of white men, often unattached, over white women) and the 

tenuousness of European social-institutional implantation in West Indian civil society 

ensured a much deeper and less reconcilable cultural divide. or a much more intractably 

Africani zed reality . 
In the Caribbean, marriage as a fully sanctioned and duly sanctXed institution 

tended to be a privilege of upper-class Europeans (and to have a metropolitan reference- 

base). Single white men were the preferred mcruits to the lower-level supervisory and 

administrative staff positions on the plantations. And while & facto families and kin 

institutions evolved among the enslaved, these institutions were never given legitimacy, 

and were, moreover, held to ransom by another, official, code. Afru-Caribbean family 

institutions have persisted in this sort of ambivalent existence up to the present time -- often 

anchored by vibrant and effective kin networks on the ground but suspended in ideological 

and de jure limbo. These institutions evolved from a combination of forced adaptation to 

economic realities, the pragmatic manipulation of fragments from "cultural memory," and 

ideological accommodation to the official code (see Sudarkasa, 19%: esp. 77-87, 123- 

141). 

What were these economic realities? Enslaved African women (like their menfolk) 

were brought in predominantly as estate workhorses or productive laborers. Apart from 

their obvious prominence in the field gangs, this was further demonstrated in the facts t&at 

(a) for most of the period of slavery, the renewal of the labor force was based more on the 

purchase of new stocks of staves than on local slave reproduction and (b) the provision of 



reproductive care was socialized to a significant degree. Childcare, food provision and 

preparation, clothing, medical care, even childbearing (particularly after the abolition of the 

slave trade) were "socialized" to one extent or another and only partly organized through 

families. While women and children were deprived of socially mandated male spousal and 

parental c+responsibility, the would-be and actual strain of the sexual division of labor in 

the slave hut was partly relieved by the socialization of reproductive services. The practice 

of allotting provision grounds to adult slaves in the "home-fed" islands on an individual, 

gender-neutral basis rather than by putative families further reduced the likelihood that a 

woman might have to "depend on a man." It is not that there were no families; indeed, 

abundant evidence has been unearthed of the existence of nucleated slave families, The 

point is, rather, that for a number of reasons which have not been exhausted here and 

which will be discussed more fully in chapter 5, there was an underlying structural 

propensity towards matrifocality and an accompanying vacuum with regard to incentives 

and obligations of paternity and male family leadership. This results, if at all, in a 

somewhat tortuous and oft-interrupted path towards co-residential conjugality and co- 

parenthood. 

An additional and related feature of the sexual and reproductive lives of the 

enslaved is the incorporation of a section of the female population into sustained relations 

of concubinage with the master class, resulting in a structural propensity towards a "dual- 

marriage systemN (Smith, 1987; see chapter 5). As noted in the previous section, this 

system potentially or actually reproduces two racdclass lines - one legitimate, the other 

illegitimate - with the white master as common genitor. Here, illegitimacy is not defined 

merely by being outside of the official code. it is in direct violation of it, so that the 

potential for subverting the racdclass system is very high. Indeed, it is out of such 

subversive couplings that the West Indian "colored middle class" is born and its "myth of 

origins" (involving the white male rape of the black wodmother) mnemonically 

inscribed in class identity (Alexander, 1984; Smith, 1988; Austin, 1984). 



Enslaved women's labor and sexuality are therefore horribly exploited by the 

master-class, but. in general, since reproductive provision is partly collectivized and 

centralized, female household headship per se is probably a worse fate in the post- 

emancipation period than during slavery. This is so by dint of the removal of those 

"entitlements" transmitted during slavery as Jt only for uncivi1i:ed females wirhout kinship 

status (in the eyes of the master class). 

What happens in the post-emancipation period? I will fint examine the implications for 

kinship and women's relproductive status, and then move on to a discussion of the shifts 

in sexual division of labor, status, property and occupation. 

After the abolition of slavery, the fint instinct of the ex-slaves was to abandon the 

plantations and set up independent livelihoods. However, this proved to be practically 

impossible in "closed island hinterlandsn like Barbados, which were already engrossed by 

plantations and where land prices were prohibitive (Levitt and Best, 1975). In more open 

island hinterlands, like Jamaica and Dominica, the exodus was spectacular, especially 

among women. After all the available options were assessed and tested, there was some 

reflux back to the plantations, but a significant number of those who left constituted 

themselves as the permanent foundation of a new -- embattled but proud -- Caribbean 

peasantry. 

M y  peasantization occurred in the context of Christian missions and the "free 

village movement" (see chapter 6). There was a related transition to male trusteeship of 

formally registered land titles, "propern marriage, male-headed households, and cash-crop 

fanning. An explicit association was drawn between male freedom and patriarchal 

marriage. However, the missionary-led push to formalize the marriages of new villagers 

and smallholders, in a concern for timely nctitude, lost its momentum in subsequent 

generations. Furthennore, the greater part of peasantization occumd in less organized and 



"official" circumstaoces. While many "free villages" were erected on collectively purchased 

abandoned plantations. other peasant formations were little more than squatter 

encampments in the mountainous interior, a long way from missionary influence. 

As part of peasant formation, many women withdrew entirely from plantation wage 

labor. even when their spouses continued to seek wages on a supplemental basis. Those 

who became "farmer's wivesn retreated into a predominantly domestic role. Twentieth- 

century case studies showed a "stable" core of male-headed peasant and estate-worker 

families in which women did not take part in cultivation (Clarke, 1% [1957]); Cumper; 

Edwards). In the case of better-off small fanners, these women became rural housewives, 

perhaps engaging in kitchen-gardening or horticulture, but not in sustained cash-crop 

cultivation. Employed wives of regular or supervisory estate workers (ovenvhelmingly 

men) usually had non-agricultural jobs. 

Emancipation and peasantization, which favored maleness and constituted men as 

the principals in market relations of labor and property, thus brought with them a certain 

bifurcation of the black female population along protected/unprotected lines. But the p t e r  

proportion of women by far fell into the "unprotected" group, and were engaged in extra- 

domestic labor on a continuous, if irregular, basis. For decades after the abolition of 

slavery, the majority of women were forced to continue working on the estates as 

"secondaryn earners in a seasonal and casualized labor market that placed them at the whim 

of the estate owners. The most "unprotected" women were single parents who did not have 

regular access to male income or property, or to a family division of labor and parenting. 

either consanguineous or conjugal. These women also no longer had access to socialized 

reproductive services, and they had to fend for themselves. Many women, however, had at 

least the support of the extended family and consanguineous kinship. Some of these 

women were landholders in their own right, or they had access to family land, ancestd 

land which might have started out as a provision ground allotment during slavery and had 

been passed down the family line through the generations. This form of land tenure, which 



conferred common ownership and equal rights of access on all family members, provided 

women as daughters and sisters with the security of at least a house-spot, while its rules of 

impartibility and inalienability frustrated would-be commercial farmen. Family land was 

increasingly associated with bare subsistence farming and backwardness. but also with 

matrilocal unions. It was more typical of Jamaica and Dominica than Barbados. where a 

vibrant peasantry did not emerge. 

Independent economic agency, a deeply rooted tradition among Afro-Caribbean 

women, was also practised in self-employment or the sustainment of independent 

livelihoods in trade and in the production and sale of goods and services. Most of the 

livelihoods in question tended to be female gender-typed. One such occupation, the 

domestic marketing of most1 y peasant-grow n agricul turd and horti cul turd products, was 

particulariy significant, since it accounted for a near-monopoly over this critical economic 

function in the plantation colonies. On the more general question of independent economic 

agency. it is important to note that, for a mujorify of Afro-Caribbean women, this was not 

precluded by conjugal cohabitation or by the incorporation into male-headed households. 

"Protectedn women so far have been assumed to be those whose dproductive and 

sexual capacities are protected by the individual or collective ~ e ~ ~ l i a s ,  who has prior 

claim on these capacities but who also "provides for" their bearers. "Unprotectedn women 

have been likewise assumed to be those who are not "provided forn by affinal or 

consanguineous male kin and whose refproductive and sexual capacities are open to 

exploitation by "other" (other-ciass) men. But, although useful, this is a culturally biased 

notion of "pmtectionH because behind it lurks the assumption that women have only been 

socially protected as dependants of men. After all, d human beings require forms of social 

protection and security; this is particularly true for the most vulnerable among us -- 

pregnant and nursing women, infants, children, the disabled, the old, and the infirm. 

Mamage has served as the institutional form through which the sexual division of labor has 

tended to be organized across many different types of society, but it has by no means 



always meant the entry into a private relation of dependent wifehood and motherhood or 

the exclusive constitution of a unitary gender status based on conjugality (Sudarkasa, 

1987). Thus "social protection." even when partly afforded by marriage, does not always 

come in the latter form for women. Economic independence for women can ceexist with 

mamage; and systems of extended kinship can provide social protection in the absence of a 

central husbandffather institutional role (or even in its presence). 

In the African lineage-based systems with female farming traditions addressed by 

Boserup (IWO), the women are not "protected" within a patriarchal or male-headed 

conjugal family and by rnan-the-provider. They are expected to provide for themselves, 

but, very generally, they are empowered or given the mandate and means to do so, as 

collectively defined sisters and/or wives within the bonds of corporate kinship and 

communal, if (asymmetrically) pndered, property. Under coloniaiism, these women lose 

their traditional usufruct or property rights but do not gain the right to be "protectedn or 

provided for by men. In fact, the system of "female farming" continues under the aegis of 

more and more exclusively male-owned property. Funbemore, in the most widespread 

form of wage labor introduced, able-bodied men only are drawn out of the tribal and quasi- 

tribal homelands into the European mines and plantations, thus depriving women and the 

other members of the community of their labor power and their skills. Not only is the 

carefully orchestrated sexual division of labor and responsibility lost to the community, but 

this loss is not "compensated for" by the transmission of a "family wagen to the husbands, 

fathers, sons and brothers employed. Adult men and women, common family members, 

are reproduced separately (but in equally wretched conditions) and continue to sustain 

different modes of production, the one -- capitalist wage labor - parasitical upon the other 

- subsistence-based labor reserves. Colonized people on a whole do not receive a "family 

wage," and the vast majority of colonized women in particular are denied most forms of 

social protection (for example, as dependent wives, as communally empowered agents, or 

through state enti dements). 



Of course, there is resistance. and African women engaged in pitched battles with 

the colonial authorities and African men in aa effort to maintain their traditional rights 

(Boserup, 1970; Van Allen, 1976). Afro-Caribbean women too attempted to reconstitute 

independent forms of social protection in the post-emancipation period. They had recourse 

to two emphases in kinship: extended forms of kinship that stressed consanguinity and 

matrifdity and nuclear forms that focused on conjugality and a sexual division of labor 

based on the man as the head of the household. Although these different emphases did not 

rule each other out, it is clear from the evidence gathered by researchen like Clarke ( 1%6 

[1957]) and M. G. Smith (1962) that there was some correlation with socio-economic 

distinctions and property relations. In the family system of the Afro-Caribbean "folk." 

including both peasant and proletarian elements, the two orientations, matrifocal extended 

kinship and "modified monogamy," accommodated each other in a basic structural 

continuity that always included a high proporti on of female- headed households. In fact 

this was the very nature of the New World adaptation: the gradual entry into and 

stabilization of conjugal partnership from a base in extended kinship and variants of 

matrifocality. Legal marriage is most often a terminal-stage union for the Afro-Caribbean 

folk consolidating rather than launching family careers. As one set of researchers have 

indicated, family and marriage are quite distinct phenomena in this system (Ebanks er al, 

1974). 

There is an important feature to this divergence. Because stable cohabitation and 

marriage are attained (if at all) relatively late in life, extended kin networks operate as a 

refuge or safety net for the women and children (in paxticular) who are casualties of failed 

or abandoned conjugal relationships. These networks are also a permanent institutional 

force in women's lives, but, as Carol Stack (1974) has demonstrated in her classic 

ethnography of a lower-income Black urban community in the US., consanguinity and 

conjugality (as competing foci of kinship arrangements) do not co-exist without tension, 

antagonism, and mutual disruption. Their co-existence must be seen as both offering 



flexibility and threatening dislocation, especially in the context of social mobility and the 

hegemonic favoring of marital. nuclear-conjugal respectability. 

Partly as a result of the relarive lack of pressure on men to maintain monogamous 

exclusivity or to commit to a unitary and inclusive husbandifather role or even a discrete set 

of paternal obligations, the entry into multiple and functionally fragmented relationships 

with women often occurs concurrently as well as serially. Because of double -- biological 

and social -- sex standards, women usually enter serially into different sexual relationships 

with men. This frequent, though by no means universal, practice of multiple concurrent 

sexual and procreative relationships among working class AfmCaribbean men should be 

distinguished from the dual marriage system of middle class men, since the women 

involved are not status unequals in terms of class or, sometimes, even in terms of 

relationship roles. In both systems, however, women are victimized by the divided, or lack 

of. commitment from men and as single-parent household caretakers and providers, in 

actuality or in effect. 

On a whole. the relative importance of conjugality and consanguinity is qualified by 

socio-economic differences as well as by the flexibility of the system itself. The latter 

ensures that there can be varying emphases on consanguinity and conjugality over the life 

cycle and in response to changing social conditions. Deeper qualifications are related to 

class and property forms. 

W n t  of all, it must be pointed out that there is a fundamental discontinuity between 

the kinship system of the folk and that of the middle and upper-middle classes. For the 

latter, legal marriage is the sanctioning institution for the launching, in young adulthood, of 

a lifelong conjugal partnership and a new nuclear family line in the name of the husband 

father. But, even here. it would be truer to say that this is the exclusive kinship 

arrangement of the upper-middle class and only the dominant tendency among the middle 

classes. For both groups, the pre-marital sex taboo has been somewhat relaxed for girls as 

well as boys. but the prp-marital childbearing taboo is still rigidly upheld for gids. 



especially at the uppermost levels of the social register. As indicated before. a double sex 

standard prevails. as middle class males often become the protagonists of a "dual-maniage 

system" involving women of unequal status. This generates a cross-class sub-kinship 

system whose issue are accommodated by and reinforce matrifocal and consanguineous 

kinship in the working class to which their mothers belong. 

Within the mode of the "folk." significant distinctions developed between peasant 

and "stable" proletarian forms on the one band and "unstable" proletarian forms on the 

other. While peasant forms share with proletarian forms a relative dislocation between 

childbearing, childrearing and cwresidential conjugality. and a tendency to formalize 

marriages late in life, stable cohabitation and the patriarchal male-headed household are 

much more typical of the peasant form. This is no doubt related to its being anchored in 

landed property, inter-generational continuity and the intra-mural sexual division of labor. 

Unstable proletarianized settings in the nual and urban areas are characterized to a far 

greater extent by serial or concurrent "visiting" and "common-law" relationships and 

female-headed households. However, it is important to note that family land, which does 

not expel daughters and sisters in the way that private land plots devoted to cash crops do, 

has ken  associated with the integration of stable, matrilocal, (heterosexual) cohabitation 

into a system of matrifocal extended kinship. finally, it should also be noted that traditions 

of extended and matrifofal kinship provide a refuge for women in all settings, but they are 

not equally operational or effective in all settings. The same thing goes for the strong 

tradition of independent economic agency that penists among AfrcKaribbean women. 

That tradition is sometimes disabled or compromised by circumstances. It is easy to 

understand, therefore, why Afro-Caribbean women have been among the most unprotected 

women in the world, given the extreme conditions of dislocation that existed in post- 

emancipation society. 

Some of the most important work documenting the differentiation of family and 

household forms across socio-economic divisions among the "folkn has been done by 



Edith Clarke (1%6 [1957]) and M. G. Smith (1%2). Clarke's classic and timeless study 

of the relationship between land tenure (or property form), family form and sexual division 

of labor was based on fieldwork conducted in the late 1940s in Jamaica, but reflected 

conditions which had been relatively unchanged for nearly a century. While the work is not 

marxist, i t  is informed by strong historical-materialist sensibilities of the type which has 

inspired my own analysis. Her sample of three selected and broadly representative 

communities in Jamaica showed wide variations in family formation (within a basic 

structural continuity). In Mocca, characterized by extreme poverty, a system of family land 

and subsistence farming, stable and lifelong common-law unions and close ties of kinship 

were the norm. Sugartown, a township centered around a sugar-cane plantation and factory 

owned by a large company, was characterized by the invasion of hundreds of newcamen 

every year for the seven-month period in which additional labor was required for the 

"cropt' or busy season. For the permanent residents, family life and kinship ties were not 

unlike those of Mocca, but among the temporarily set up households of the migrants, 

casual or "irregularn unions, consisting of essentially convenient "housekeeper 

arrangements" but resulting nonetheless in the birth of children (and, for many young 

women, the start of single-parent families), made up the majority of cases. In the third 

community, Orange Grove, inhabited by independent peasant farmen practising mixed 

commercial farming on land to which they had individual titles, marriage was the 

predominantly accepted form of conjugal union - the proportion of married couples being 

75 percent as compared with 358 in Mocca, and 2696 in Sugartown. 

In Sugartown, there was "no social disapprobation of concubinage nor bias 

towards marriage among the workers or the old families," and while in Orange Grove 

concubinage was "regarded with disfavour by the respectable fanners and their wives," at 

Mocca "the conjugal pattern [was] concubinage for life" (Clarke, 1966 [1957]: 81,28,92). 

In Orange Grove, most of the farms were owned by the man, and within the best-off 

group, the women were housewives, responsible for the rrlatively ample domestic domain 



and uninvolved in farming. Women among the poorer farmers in aN three communities. 

however, were directly involved in cultivation; one Orange Grove farmer, mamed to a 

stone mason who "did not concern himself with the cultivation," was the owner and 

operator. with her sons, of a four-acre provision and vegetable farm. At the other end of 

the spectrum. "[tlhe single mother had to rely on wage labour for the support of herself and 

her children or 'seek for a partner' to lift the burden from her shoulders" (ibid.: 150). 

Women dependent on wage labor or self-employment income were mostly agricultural 

laborers, but were also domestic servants, own-account laundresses or seamstresses, petty 

vendors, and higglers. 

According to M. G. Smith (1x2: 15). "among West Indian folk, domestic groups 

whose principals are conjugal partnen usually have male heads." He points out that while 

some households are formed through conjugal unions, others are groups of 

consanguineous kin, and that "among the West Indian 'folk' or lower class, the rule is that 

males head domestic groups based on their cohabitation, while females head units based 

solely on consanguine kin" (ibid.: 20). Like other investigators, Smith found in all the 

West Indian samples he studied, both rural and urban, "substantial numbers of single 

women of mature age, most of whom are mothers and household heads also" (ibid.: 244). 

Women head households which are smaller, poorer, and in which the majority of children 

are "illegitimate." Smith further notes that "legitimate offspring tend to live with both 

parents in homes of which their fathers are head, and the majority of the children living 

apart from their fathers or apart from both pmnts are illegitimate" (ibid.: 244). He 

particularly identified the importance of materterine kinship3 as a basis for the domestic 

placement of the "illegitimate" offspring of kinswomen (ibid.). While these things were 

true for both the peasant and urban working class samples he studied, Smith found 

important differences between the two groups. Even though entry into conjugal 

cohabitation sometimes followed the birth of children (possibly even to different mothers 

3~ccorchg to Smith (1962: 41). " [m]atencrine kin are persons whose mothers or maternal grandmothers 
were sisters or the children of sisters". 



or fathers), "stable" male-headed family households comprised the majority of peasant 

cases. In the urban samples, female-headed households made up half the cases. and only a 

minority of children lived with their fathers. These data and their implications will be 

further discussed in chapter 1 1. 

bbean Worn ' s  W d u c t i v e  S u  

The following statement made by Boserup (1970) about women in female farming systems 

might just as well have been said about Afro-Caribbean women: T h e  women are hard 

working and have only limited right of support from their husbands, but they often enjoy 

considerable freedom of movement and some economic independence from the sale of their 

own crops." Indeed, in considering the case of Jamaica in relation to her global 

classification of labodfarming systems, Boserup notes that "Jamaica shows a pattern 

similar to that of West Africa rather than Latin America. The Jamaican population consists 

mainly of descendants of African slaves, and some African farming traditions appear to 

have been preserved there" (ibid.: 63)? While Boserup classifies Jamaica (the only non- 

Hispanic-Caribbean country included in her survey) with Latin America, she clearly sees it 

as an anomalous case. 

Safa (1986), too, observes a distinct contrast between women's status in the 

Commonwealth Caribbean and their status in Latin America and the Hispanic Caribbean. 

According to her, "the Commonwealth Caribbean is unique in the historical importance of 

the economic role of women and the motivations for autonomy this has given women in 

their relationships with men and the larger societyn (ibid.: 2). She notes, however, the co- 

existence of women's relative economic autonomy with a social order which "is far from 

%atin America presents some problems for Bosemp. because of i l l  disparate cultural heritiagcs. As a 
result, she qualifies the model with not one but two footnotes. The first of course relates to predominantly 
" NepAmericann and "I ndian-Americann populations. The second refers to the " A m  tic countries of h t i n  
America where [Arabinnuenced] Sparush culture was strong" (Bosenrp, 1970: 98). In the latter, for 
example, few women participate in the modern trade sector, contrary LO the main Laan Ameircan model. 
Boserup would have obviously benefited from the referenas to New Worid patterns of colonial conquest, 
settlement and exploitation discussed in the previous chapter. 



sexually egalitariann (ibid.: 3). She locates the origins of Afro-Caribbean women's 

economic autonomy in "the early days of slavery [when] women's economic role as 

worken and providers was not seen as incompatible with their reproductive role as wives 

and mothers." and women often had primary responsibility to provide for "children born of 

unstable unionsn (i bid.: 2). Afro-Caribbean women sustain their economic autonomy 

through continuing high labor force participation rates and a traditional access to land: 

Unlike Latin America and the Hispanic Caribbean where! patriarchal rules of 
inheritance often barred women from access to land, Caribbean women 
usually shared in the access to family land, which passed from one 
generation to the next This meant that women could inherit land from both 
parents, and, like men. could control the allocation of family labour on a 
peasant farm. Land ownership, the control of family land, and the ability to 
pass on land to one's heirs are fundamental bases for the patriarchal peasant 
household in Latin America, but in the Caribbean these are not the exclusive 
rights of men and therefore lead to greater sexual equality. Even the weak 
formation of the peasantry in an island like Barbados tends to diminish the 
pervasiveness of patriarchy by eliminating one basis of male authority. 
(Ibid.: 56) 

While Safa's sanguine remarks do not reflect the historical assault upon these 

traditions documented by this study, they nonetheless provide an important clue to the 

identity with which AfnCaribbean women enter the "modemn world, so to speak, and 

which enables or motivates them to negotiate the difficult and hostile terrain of social 

mobility. 

In the context of weak or oon-existent formal institutions of domestic patriarchy, 

conjugal partnerships result from a process of negotiation between men and women using 

the bargaining chips that they bring with them to the table. These bargaining chips come 

out of the balance of power between the sexes generated by the dominant relations of 

re/production. In chapter 5 (on slavery), I consider the "rough equalityn (or rehced 

inequality) imposed by the generalized and pervasive obligations of hard labor, the 

socialized reproductive senices and the "equal" ahxation of provision grounds. I also, 

however, consider the imbalance generated by the sexual exploitation of women and the 

status hierarchy based on (gendered) occupation and color, which placed specially skilled 



male slaves and "coloredn female domestic slaves in a different bargaining position with 

regard to sexual and domestic partnerships. With regard to the majority of "ordinary" field 

slaves, I argue that, in some ways, the demands of slavery synchronized with the gendered 

repenory of cultural resources that enslaved women salvaged from their West and Central 

African past (relating particularly to their independent economic agency), and facilitated the 

negotiation of undoubtedly contentious but relatively egalitarian sexual and spousal 

partnerships. 

In the post-emancipation period, women's bargaining position changes since the 

colonially regulated and "free" market in labor and property privileges men in relation to 

women, reflecting a common feature of colonial-capitalist development which Boserup 

addresses in her book. There is an increasing separation between the world of men and the 

world of women, as the plantation disintegrates as a total institution which brought together 

and indiscriminately exploited men, women and children while affording them an autocratic 

form of social protection. Extra-plantation livelihoods are sought, occupational segregation 

grows, a gender-based dual-labor market emerges, paternalistic social protections are 

withdrawn, the status of women deteriorates vis-a-vis t h ~  of men, and women are 

increasingly pushed out into the margins of the mainstream or formal economy. This 

process does not occur overnight. Moreover, it ceexists with determined efforts by 

women at new forms of self-empowerment, whose results only show up later. 

The segregation of men and women can be seen in the growing ~ i ~ c a n c e  of the 

difference between family land and individually purchased land, the casualization of the 

female labor force, male migration to regional capitalist production enclaves, the increasing 

"eviction" of women from rural livelihoods as well as from the centers of colonial 

production, and a tendency for them to be relegated to petty-trade and personal-service 

sectors and the domestic sphere. Men are given priority in access to a regular wage and 

small property, but even these are in short supply. These dislocating trends lead to a 

growing tension between the consanguineous and conjugal principles in the kinship 



system, as the conditions for the flourishing and stabilization of both the extended family 

and the conjugal or nuclear family are eroded. And as I pointed out before, there is a 

growing differentiation between "protected" women and "unprotectedn women among the 

Afro-Caribbean folk. Abandoned working class mothers find themselves forced to appeal. 

against their better judgement, to the state's Bastardy Act and the middle class elite's 

registration-of-fathers campaigns (see chapter 7). 

These trends take definitive shape over a long period, over the span of about one 

hundred yean after the abolition of slavery. For decades after that landmark. women are 

still predominantly rural creatures. as own-account cultivators. but more often as plantation 

laborers. They retain their identity (by tradition and by circumstance) as independent 

economic agents. responsible in large measure for their own support and that of their 

children. 

Below, I trace the shifts in Afro-Caribbean women's occupational roles in the 

context of inter-generational mobility and economic development. 

11. Gender, Occupational Stratification and Development 

The early sugar plantation has often been referred to as a "factory set in a field." The 

mobilization of capital, technology and high-intensity work pace demanded by the making 

of sugar and its by-products, molasses and nun. has prompted claims that the sugar 

plantation was one of the earliest forms of modem industrial enterprise (Pares. 1960; 

Mintz. 1989 [1974l). What is often not stressed is the fact that between the labor power of 

enslaved Africans and the mill house stood only two crude agricultural implements of 

major importance - the hoe and the machete or cutlass. These simple hand-held tools 

facilitated the carrying out of what were reputedly the most brutal work tasks in the entire 

plantation world - cane-holing (the digging of holes to accommodate the young cane 



plants), considered to be the most "killing" of them all, and cane harvesting. I t  was not by 

accident that sugar. of dl colonial-plantation crops (which included rubber. cotton. coffee, 

tobacco, rice, indigo. tea). exacted the highest toll in human life and human health. 

Interestingly, based on the fact that the hand-held hoe was the major implement of 

cultivation and that women consistently made up the bulk. certainly the greater portion, of 

field workers. a case could be made for categorizing the cultivation of sugar-cane on West 

Indian plantations during slavery as an instance of "female farming." Of course, 

accompanying historical conditions assumed by Boserup are not satisfied here, viz. 

extensive or shifting cultivation and tribal tenure. However, slave/sugar plantation 

agriculture may well represent the most "degraded" form of combined "male" and "female" 

farming systems known to recent human history. 

In his detailed and comprehensive comparison of a (non-sugar) Virginian estate -- 

Mount Airy -- and a Jamaican (sugar) estate - Mesopotamia. Durn (1977) bas provided us 

with one of the most powerful insights into the extremes of the sugar regimen, even by the 

standards of American slavery. He points out that "while at Mount Airy the heaviest labor 

was done by horses, mules and oxen, at Newton -- or Mesopotamia -- the slaves did the 

work of draft animals."According to him, "[tjhe Newton fiat-gang slaves spent nearly 

one week in every month at the brutal task of cane holing by handn (ibid.: 57). Another 

difference was that "the female slaves did much more of the basic [agricultural] labor at 

Mesopotamia," while at Mount Airy more of the women "worked in craft or domestic jobs, 

and nearly half were excused from employmentn (ibid.: 54). Women and girls comprised 

two-thirds of the agricultural laborers at Mesopotamia. Sheridan (1989: 81) has noted that, 

after slavery, innovations were introduced in plant biotcchnology and marginal 

improvements were made in sugar manufacturing technology, but "there was no innovation 

of modem tillage introduced on the sugar estates of the British West Indies during the 

second half of the century and the plough was still rarely used." However, particularly in 

Jamaica, the plough began to be used much more frequently than before, and this was one 



of the ideologically rationalized conditions for the shift in the sexual division of labor. with 

field preparation, tillage and cane cutting being seen more and more as men's work and 

weeding and cleaning as women's work. The introduction of technological innovations in 

sugar-cane cultivation and processing in the twentieth century hastened the trend of driving 

women from the cane fields in greater numbers than men. This was particularly true of 

Jamaica. 

Overall. the West Indian case resembled most closely the Southeast Asian pattern. 

with continuing, though ultimately declining. female strength in both own-account farming 

and plantation wage labor. The Afro-Caribbean shared with parts of Southeast Asia a 

cultural past of female farming and colonial-plantation dominance, which in many ways 

exploited that past. In other ways, female numerical predominance in the nineteenth- 

century agricultural labor forces of the Anglophone Caribbean was accidental. Europeans 

repeatedly expressed a preference for male African slaves; accordingly, the cargoes that 

were transported to the New World were consistently two-thirds male in composition. 

Creolization, or the inter-generational increase in West Indian-born slaves, tended to 

reverse the sex ratio of the "saltwatern cargoes because the equal numbers of males and 

females born shifted in favor of women as men suffered a higher mortality rate. However, 

the female predominance in field labor is only partly explained by this, since, long before 

mo le  slaves became the dominant element in the population of Jamaica and other islands, 

women formed the greater part of the main gangs. Part of the reason lay in the fact that 

male slaves were deployed in a egeater variety of occupations (see chapter 5). 

After suffering a reversal in the immediate post-emancipation period, female 

predominance in plantation field work tended to reassea itself later on in the second half of 

the century. continuing into the 1920s. This reassertion could largely be traced to the 

predominantly male labor migration taking place to the new centers of U.S. and European 

investment in the region. Tens of thousands of West Indian men and much smaller 

numbers of women were recruited to work in both the earlier French and Iater U.S. 



undertakings to build the Panama Canal. and in the Central American. Cuban and 

Dominican Republic plantations being opened up by mostly U.S. capital. As a result, at 

home, women had to take over jobs previously done by men. Women formed a majority of 

the Barbadian workforce between 1870 and the 1920s. attaining a high of 61.6% in 191 1. 

In Dominica in 189 1 (the only "modemn census prior to 1946 in which a breakdown by 

gender is available), women made up 5'7.4% of agricultural laborers and 55.7% of the total 

labor force. That same year in Jamaica, women comprised 51.8% of agricuhrd laborers. 

In 1921 in Grenada, women were 56.9% of agricultural laborers. By 1946, after two 

decades of decline in agricultural employment, especially among women, they still made up 

48.1%. 48.8%. 49.2% and 25.8% of the agricultural labor forces of Barbados, Dominica. 

Grenada and Jamaica respectively . (All figures are taken from the relevant censuses.) 

Women also formed very high proportions among own-account farmers. In 

Dominica in 1891, prior to the increased trend in peasantization, they were 16.9% of 

enumerated "farmers." In 1921 in Grenada, they made up 35.6% of fanners; and for both 

years in Jamaica, they comprised 34 and 33 percent respectively of the category. By 1946, 

for the "weak" plantation economies of Dominica and Grenada, peasantization had 

increased among women as well as among men, and women had improved their relative 

proporti~ns among own-account fanners to 29.8% and 43.5%, respectively. In the 

"mixed" plantation economy of Jamaica, women had suffered a decline among own- 

account farmers even larger than that evident for agricuitural laborers. They made up 

roughly 13.9%~ of own-account farmers (considered ao undercount), but that still compared 

favorably to their poor showing in the "pure" plantation economy of Barbados, where only 

5% of workers in agriculture were own-account farmers. Of those, women comprised less 

than 8%. 

The West Indian figures are significantly higher than those which Boserup sees as 

substantiating her case for a "regional" pattern of high female participation in both wage 

and own-account farming. The intra-regional differences are illuminating too. In 1946, 



Jamaica and Dominica were the most peasantized islands, in the specific sense of ratio of 

small farmers to agricultural laborers. However, in Jamaica there was much more 

ecological stress as a result of the high level of plantation, and increasingly bauxite, land 

monopoly and smallholding fragmentation. Also, Jamaica was much more urbanized and 

"developed" than Dominica or Grenada. Ecological stress in small farmer areas, male 

"preference" in land ownership and cash-crop farming. and urbanization, were among the 

most important push-pull factors responsible for the removal of women from agriculture in 

general (see chapter 8). The most dramatic evidence of a disproportionate removal of 

women from smallholder and estate agriculture appears later for the "less developed" 

islands, especially with the ascendancy of cash crop farming. Even with the probably 

overstated, relative "disappearancen of women from agriculture, recent figures indicate that 

one-quarter of own-account fanners in Jamaica and Dominica are women (see chapter 10). 

These figures are high by Bosemp's standards. And even in Barbados, as smallholding is 

no longer attractive to men relative to opportunities in the "modemn sector, women have 

increased their numbers within that tiny category (see chapter 10). The case of Grenada, 

which is not a focus of this study, is interesting. According to 1946 census figures, the 

ratio of small farmers to laborers was lower in Grenada than Dominica; at the same time, 

there was almost equal participation of women in both forms of agriculture. This may have 

indicated a greater significance of "family land" in Grenada, but it certainly warrants further 

investigation. 

Although the Caribbean might be instantly recognized as conforming to a plantation 

economy pattern of labor exploitation, there are important ways in which it resembles the 

"African" pattern, attesting pmrly to the ubiquity of certain colonial strategies. Hence, in the 

Caribbean too, the men left the villages fmt; and two things either encouraged them to stay 

or brought them back: small commercial property and skilled jobs or jobs re-defined as 

semi-skilled (and therefore typed male) in the context of mechanization or "modernization* 

on the plantations. Below, I discuss the case of the AfreCaribbean as a "hybrid" of 



African and Latin American patterns, particularly with regard to non-agricultural 

occupations. 

o-es. oles. De-: The Case of -0-Canbbea 

As far as I can determine, Boserup examines the relationship between occupational 

stratification by gender (and also class) and economic development, looking at three 

criteria: dominant type of "imer" social structure or what she refen to as "cultural 

traditions* (based on her original female farming/male farming distinction). nature of 

colonial-capitalist and -ideological penetration, and what she refers to as "stage of 

development" or level of commercialization of social relations. While her notion of "stage 

of development" is sometimes elevated to the status of a rigid neeclassical law and fails to 

mark a distinction between "development" in an internally integrated sense and capitalistic 

"modernization" (which is what she really means), Boserup does not strictly equate 

"modernizationn and "westernization." It appears that, for her, colonial ideologicc~political 

hegemony and policy, dominant "original" cultural traditions with regard to the sexual 

division of labor, and stage of development vary independently of each other. She is 

correct not to coda te  these things, but she never quite manages a "highn theory of their 

structured interaction. It is this absence of an "integratingn theoretical glue that makes 

Boserup yield increasingly, as her book progresses, to "pragmaticn or "commonsensical" 

technocratic and nec+classical formulations. In my own "deployment" of Boserup, I try to 

both extend the theoretical possibilities suggested by certain parts of her text, using 

historical-materialist-feminist methodology (perhaps most focused in my discussions of 

New World slavery and its immediate aftermath), and apply the acute insights of her 

empirically-based classificatory and developmental paradigm in considering the dynamic of 

occupational stratification by gender in the AfmCaribbean. 

Boserup places the burden of proof for her sex-role paradigm on dominant cultural 

traditions, though the latter are dynamically adapted to colonial policy and practice and the 



level of modernization. According to this paradigm, the Afro-Caribbean might be classified 

as an example of the enslavement and classlpatriarchal domination of a predominantly 

female farming people by a male-farming people. the retention and reinforcement of a 

cultural tradition of economically active women, the post-emancipation promotion of male 

privilege in private commercial property and the labor market, and a post- 1930s entry into 

an intermediate stage of economic development, ensuring increasing levels of incorporation 

of (traditionally economically active) women into the urban labor market. 

Boserup considers two types of non-agricultural occupation, (a) "bazaar and 

service occupations," which "play the peculiar role of an intermediate step between 

agriculture and the modem occupations" and which comprise predominantly own-account 

craft production and small-scale market trade and services; and (b) "modem occupations," 

which include factory production, retail sales jobs, clerical and administrative jobs and the 

professions. "Bazaar and service" occupations appear to be broken down into two 

occupational levels, also related to stage of development activities connected with petty 

commodity production and circulation, associated with an "earlier" stage of development: 

and waged domestic senice, associated, as a widespread occupational form, with a 

somewhat "later" stage of developrnen~ Within the modem sector, simcant movement of 

women into gender-typed professional jobs tends to occur prior to and sometimes in 

isolation from the modernist process of feminization of sales and clerical work or mass 

incorporation of women into factory work. 

According to the "logic" of economic development, modem commercial 

production, trade aod services are expected to eventually supersede and replace d l - s c a l e  

"bazaar and servicen -type intermediate activities. Because peri pheral-capitalist formations 

do not follow a linear "logicw of economic development, these occupational sectors 

continue to maintain a high level of co-existence despite an unmistakable "evolutionaryn 

hierarchy and dynamic. The Afro-Caribbean presents the best example of a female labor 

force active at all steps of occupational evolution in "developing" countries, manifested by 



an uneven and fluctuating but steady historical transfer out of agriculture to bazaar and 

service occupations to modem occupations. For example, already by the turn of the century 

in Barbados there were more women in bazaar and service occupations than in agriculture, 

although the number of women in agriculture surpassed thor of men (see Pan 111). 

Similarly, after 1%5, there were more women in modem occupations than respectively in  

agriculture and "bazaar and servicen occupations, although women continued to make up 

an ovenvhelming majority of the latter and a large part of the former "non-modemn 

occupations. Indeed. in spite of an unmitigated process of modernization. domestic service 

was still the largest single occupational category for Barbadian women in 1980. At the 

same time. the highest concentration of female labor force participants was in the clerical 

and sales categories combined, and modem occupations dominated women's labor force 

profile. Afro-Caribbean women on a whole continue to be unusually prominent at all 

occupational levels in the context of Boserup's global classification, combining "African" 

and "Latin American" patterns. According to one of her global measures from the early 

1960s. Jamaica had the highest percentage of adult women engaged in "bazaar and servicen 

occupations, followed by Ghana; at the same time, it was among the countries with the 

highest female participation rates in "modem occupations," roughly on par with Puerto 

Rico and Panama (Boserup, 1970: Table 28, p. 176) 

Below, I consider each major non-agricultural occupational category in turn, with 

regard to both its place in Boserup's paradigm and its si@icance for Afro-Caribbean 

women. 

Bazaar and Service Occupdons: Higglering or Huckstering 

According to Boserup, 

[rnlarket trade is sometimes the main occupation for women who belong to 
communities where married women, having no right to support from their 
husbands, must support themselves and their children. This is the case in 
the Yoruba region of Nigeria, where twdGrds of all adult women are 
trading, half of them with trade as their main occupation. For the others, 



trade is a subsidiary to agriculture or crafts, for these women sell their own 
products in the market. (Ibid.: 92-93) 

Boserup further points out that in West Africa and a number of other developing 

countries, female-dominated small-scale trade often co-exists with a large-scale wholesale 

and retail trade sector controlled by foreign or minority-ethnic men (ibid.: 92). These two 

groups may clash in competition particularly where market women move beyond the sale 

of locally produced food crops and handicrafts into the sale of imported goods on an 

increasingly large scale. However, market women who become large-scale dealers are in 

the minority. the majority being forced to compete for negligible if any profits and to 

confine themselves to local markets. Because of the traditional nature of this occupation, 

some definitional exposure is called for. 

Small-scale market trade emerged during slavery as an adjunct of the slaves' 

"proto-peasant" economy (see chapter 5). Jamaican "higglea" and Eastern Caribbean 

"hucksters" are nearly as famous as the West African market women. Traditionally, the 

term "higgler" in Jamaica has been mainly associated with small traden of agricultural 

produce in local markets. However, here too, it has come to be used more broadly to refer 

to any small dealer in consumer goods - agricultural, handcrafted. or manufactured -- 

within the informal economy and within circuits which are not necessarily confined to the 

domestic-national space as either the source or the destination of goods. This expanded 

definition applies as well to Eastern Caribbean variations of the term, such as "huckster," 

"traffickern and "speculator." Most of the discussion in this historical study is confined to 

food higglen of the "traditionaln type, but since the late 1970s there has been an upsurge in 

the numbers of a new type of higgler: one who buys and sells in an informal  tail trade 

circuit that crosses national boundaries and focuses increasingly on the importation of 

consumer manufactures. The working class female pioneers of this trade have been joined 

in increasing numbers by men and middle class women. There is a historical and structural 

continuum between "traditional" and "modem" forms of higglering, and both forms 



continue to be dominated by women. However, the discussion below refers exclusively to 

(domestic) food higglering. 

Higglering in the Afro-Caribbean "unlike the export trading section ... is dominated 

by womenn (LeFranc. 1989: 99). LeFranc emphasizes: 

There is a clear notion that higglering is "women's work." A man may let 
his produce rot if he has no wife, daughter or other female relative to take it 
to the market, rather than be seen "standing over a basket." (Ibid.) 

She also notes the "African antecedents" of the system, pointing out that "[w Jornen 

are similarly dominant in the marketing system of those West African societies from which 

most of the slaves in the Caribbean came" (LeFranc, 1989: 99). 

In addition to its defining gendered and ethnic character, the higglering network 

articulates a sub-economy generated and sustained by the independent activity (but not 

independent economy) of the producing classes. In the contemporary period, small fanners 

(those operating up to and under 25 acres of land) account for about 90 percent of domestic 

food crops in Jamaica and higglers are responsible for approximately 80 percent of their 

distribution (LeFranc, 1989: 99). Furthermore, within the context of the economy as a 

whole, it has been estimated that "higglen and vendors make up about 70 percent of what 

is classified as the informai sector," and that the somewhat more formalized small business 

sector, involving "small entrepreneurs such as barbers, dressmakers, small club opelaton 

and so on, only [makes] up about 30 percentn (Ferguson, 1992: 71). The great majority of 

higglers and vendors comprise persons who quite literally operate from local marketplace 

or sidewalk stalls, trays or ground-spots, under licensed (or at least fee-paying) or 

unlicensed arrangements. Three-quarters or more of food higglen are women. 

Katzin (1959; 1960) in her seminal and now classic work on food higglering in 

Jamaica maintained, for her purposes, a strict definition of a higgler as one who specializes 

in trade (qua buying and selling) or the "middleman" function. Consequently, she did not 

consider all of the myriad mini-entrepreneurs selling d l  quantities of food crops in local 

markets to be "truen higglers, since many of them were engaged in selling their own 



produce or the produce of household members. In this capacity. they are merely extending 

the functions of the peasant household enterprise into the realm of exchange, often directly 

fulfilling an internal family sexual division of labor organized, implicitly or explicitly, 

under the aegis of a male head. The independent or professional higgler with whom Katzin 

is mostly concerned "refers to a trader who is a true middleman in that she buys almost 

everythng that she sells and her trade purchases are made for resalen (Katzin, 1960: 297). 

As Boserup noted, small market trade is a non-agricultural occupation that is carried out in 

both the village and the town. The key players in this rural-urban network are known in 

Jamaica as "country higglen." who buy from fanners and sell wholesale and retail in town 

markets, and "town higglen." who buy wholesale from country higglen and sell retail in 

the town in which they reside. 

The "professional" or full-time town and country higglen can be further 

distinguished from female farmer-vendors by the fact that "in most higgler families, the 

higgler is the principal contributor, if not the only one, to the support of the household" 

(Katzin. 196Ck324). Town higglers, more than country higglers, tend to be the sole 

support of their families. Both Kauin ( 1959; 1%0) and Durant-Gonzalez ( 1976; 1985) had 

found that women went into higglering as a way of supporting themselves and their 

children in the context of spousal unemployment or female-headed households. Higgleriog 

coatributed over half of household funds for three of the five country higglers -- and half 

for the other two -- that Katzin (1960) studied in depth. LeFranc (1989: 1 13) herself points 

out that "for a very long time higgfering has had to substitute for, rather than simply 

supplement. the male breadwimer's contribution." This makes nonsense of her own 

criticism that higglering is not. and should or could be, a family- and profit-oriented 

enterprise. 

For generations, the domestically-oriented peasant economy formed an enclave 

with its own (limited) domestic-national marketing circuits which relied on a sexual 

division of labor within the family or within the peasantlproletarian laboring classes as a 



whole. This domestic fwd crop production-and-distribution circuit strengthened the ethnic 

autonomy and identity of the Afro-creole "folk" and marked a relarive separation from 

economic circuits dominated by the ethnic minority elites (as in Boserup's observations). 

This point is illustrated below with great clarity for Jamaica c k u  1938. However. it is 

important to note that higglen have since (during the 1970s and '80s) moved in on the 

terrain of the minority ethnic entrepreneurs, causing ongoing confrontations. 

[I]n Jamaica the peasant sector did not interact regularly with the urban 
middle class and the ethnic minorities of Chinese, Jewish and Syrian 
merchants [at least, as potential sellers of domestic peasant crops]. The 
strength of the peasant adaptation in Jamaica was to a great extent founded 
on the internal marketing system. This system contained a vast number of 
women who obtained small profits weekly (or even none under periodic 
gluts) and although this market extended into the urban areas, the contacts 
were with city higglers who in turn sold produce to household servants. 
The only articulation with small businesses was to use them as a source of 
credit. There was also little articulation between the internal market and 
small farmers of bananas and other export crops. (Pool, 1981: 69) 

On the other hand, the rural-urban food trade "provided a very close link between 

peasant higglen and working class housewives, particularly since the former often sought 

as part of their trading practices to deal regularly with the same customersn (Post, 1981: 

19). Indeed, the food link did not always involve a cash-exchange, integral as it was to 

relations of kinship and community among the Afrcxreole folk across the rural-urban 

divide: "A survey of 486 working class households in Kingston made in the period August 

to October 1939 revealed that no less than 45 per cent of them received gifts of food, no 

doubt from peasant friends and relatives" (ibid.). Also, regular vendor-customer relations, 

even across the class divide (but almost always between women), sometimes include the 

occasional and special exchange of &ts (see Durant-Gonzalez, 19S). 

The importance of higglering or huckstering as an Af'Caribbean tradition can be 

seen from the fact that it has historically played a major occupational role for women in 

Barbados, despite the extreme marginality of a local peasant-based food-producing sector 

there. Hucksters in Barbados, as elsewhere, sold small quantities of both loml and 

imported, both horticultural and manufactured, consumer goods. The 1876 census 



recorded nearly 3,000 hucksters in  Barbados; and in 1891, the leading female occupation 

recorded for the town of Bridgetown and the wider parish of St. Michael was that of 

"hawkers and pedlars" (Richardson, 1985: 85). As late as 1%0, higglen and hawkers 

made up more than half of all sales personnel on the island, which had perhaps the most 

"modem" profile of all the West Indian territories. Early shop assistants in the modem 

sector were dl white or "colored" women (or, in addition, Chinese women elsewhere in 

the Caribbean), so that there was a racial division of labor between own-account market 

women and shop assistants. In 1943, as Jamaica stood on the brink of a structural 

democratization of its social hierarchy. black women made up only 38.9 percent of all 

female shop assistants on the island, although they represented nearly 80 percent of the 

total female population and labor force (1943 Jamaica Census). In that year too, a greater 

number of women were small traders than were small farmers. The vestiges of this racial 

or color occupational division can still be observed in different parts of the West lndies 

today, and in Jamaica and Dominica more women overall continue to be in huckstering and 

domestic service than in modern sales and service occupations. In Barbados, however, the 

number of higglers and hawkers declined to 30 percent of all sales personnel by 1970, and 

the majority of women are now in "modemn occupations. 

i 3 ~  and Service Occupation: Domestic Service 

This is an area in which the Afro-Caribbean follows the "Latin Americann pattern. Boserup 

(p. 187) notes: 

In Latin America, young rural women are attracted to the towns because 
they offer them better employment opportunities than the rural areas. Poor 
farmers send their daughters to town to become domestic servants, because 
they are not needed at home if the mother does little more than domestic 
duties. Moreover, there is Little agricultural work for them to do, except in 
regions where female labour is needed for plucking the crop. In town, on 
the other hand, women find many employment opportunities ranging from 
domestic service for the daughters of poor farmers, to clerical jobs for the 
educated daughters from betteroff farm families. As a result the flow of 
women from the countryside to the towns is larger than that of men. 



While the reasons for the push of women from ~easant households and rural 

livelihoods has more to do with class and property relations than Boserup allows here. the 

tendency for them to become superfluous in a peasant economy subject to increasing 

fragmentation, marginalization and male control is well demonstrated by the Afro- 

Caribbean case. In Barbados, where there was no peasant economy, female labor, which 

prior to 1921 constituted more than half of plantation worldorces. was disproportionately 

shed as a result of mechanization, rationalization and preference given to male workers 

after 1921. In Part 111, I document extensively the domination by women of the migrant 

flow from the rural to the urban areas from the beginning of the post-emancipation period. 

Indeed, their main destination was domestic service. Domestic service, both own-account 

and waged, was the leading urban occupation of Afro-Caribbean women for well over a 

century after emancipation. It was the second largest occupation for women after 

agriculture, and, in some of the "more developed" Caribbean territories, it replaced 

agriculture as the largest after 1930. Domestic servants probably provided the 1 eading edge 

of an early trend in Barbados, after the 1920s, towards fertility decline (see chapter 7). 

They also supplied the main stream of Afro-Caribbean women migrating overseas in the 

1920s, were second to seamstresses among previously employed women emigrating in the 

19%, and formed, together with nurses, the largest mass of female emigrants to North 

America during the 1960s. 

Domestic service became a bloated occupation particulariy between the first two 

decades of the twentieth century and the 1940s. In Jamaica, the number of domestic 

servants increased by 63 percent between 191 1 and 1943. In the latter year, 51 percent of 

black female waged and unpaid workers in Jamaica were domestics, and 275% were 

agricultural laborers (1943 Jamaica Census). As is pointed out in chapter 6, the occupation 

had become a refuge for women expelled from the rural economy, and its inflation was an 

indication of underemployment and urbanization without industrialization. This 

corroborates Boserup's point that the swelling of the ranks of domestic workers represents 



a transitional point between the drying up of rural livelihoods and craft-based industry and 

the emergence of modem industry. Higman (1989: 45) points out too that the demand for 

domestics was fuelled by the growth of the urban bourgeoisie. continuing well into the 

1960s. 

The Modern Occuparions: Bureaucra.tic and Professional Sectors 

With regard to the bureaucratic and professional "modem occupations," Boserup ( 1970: 

123, 125, 130-2) finds that "administrative work is a male monopoly in developing 

countries, just as it is in nearly all industrialized countriesn: that "[fJar from being a male 

monopoly, the professions would seem to be open. without discrimination, to both sexes 

and to be equally attractive to educated women and educated menVn most developing 

countries: and that the feminization of clerical occupations is. in general, an indication of a 

higher stage of economic development (or, morr accurately, a more advanced level of 

moderniaion) . Thus, 

whether the developing countries are at an earlier or later stage of 
development, this makes M e  difference to the propornon of educated 
women in the professions. It has also been shown that very few women get 
administrative jobs, and that in most developing countries in Asia and 
Africa few women are found in clerical occupations either. (Ibid.: 132) 

Boserup identifies "three clearly different patterns of employment of educated women," 

based on shifting ratios of clerical to professional employment of women: 

First is the pattern found in industrialized countries, where the percentage of 
women in clerical jobs is very high and somewhat lower in the professions. 
Secondly, the pattern in Latin America is of a higher proportion of women 
in the professions than in clerical jobs. And thirdly. the pattern characteristic 
of Asia and Africa shows a smaller proportion of women in both 
professions and in clerical jobs. (Ibid.: 136) 

Professional jobs tend to form the first line of entry into modem occupations for 

educated women in developing countries. This is partly because of the high premium 

placed on educated females in light of their low supply and a demand for gender-typed or 

gender-segregated professional s e ~ c e s .  Boserup found the highest female proportions 



among students "beyond the age of fourteen" in Latin America. the Philippines and Hong 

Kong, attributing this, for the fint two regions. to American influence (p. 121). In Latin 

America the (early 1%) proportions recorded by Boserup for most of the countries were 

at or near 50 percent up to age 19 (roughly. secondary education). Proportions were 

significantly lower for most parts of the Asian. Arab and African worlds (Table 17. p. 

120). Gender-segregated professions (in conjunction with caste taboos) in India and Arab 

countries often means an opportunity for women to enter the same levels and types of 

profession as their male counterparts, while "nursing and teaching seem to be the most 

cherished occupations for educated girls in Africa" (p. 133). 

In examining the evidence for the AfmCaribbean in light of the above paradigm, 

we find once more that it can be placed at the intersection of Africa and Latin America. In 

fact, in Boserup's 1960s global table of selected countries (Table 18, pp. 124-5). Jamaica 

showed the highest share of clerical and administrative occupations enjoyed by women, 

approximated in this measure only by Panama and, to a lesser extent, Puerto Rico. It also 

showed the highest female proportion in the professional category (Appendix Tables, pp. 

226-259). Additionally, the Afro-Caribbean as a whole resembles Africa in the consistent 

female-professional bias towards teaching and nursing. 

In the West ladies, the proportion of girls getting, fint, a primary, and then 

secondary and tertiary education tended to be equalized at early stages. We have already 

discussed Errol Miller's claim that teacher education, public high schooling and university 

education progressively attained a "female bias" in Jamaica (Miller, 1986; 1994 [1988]). 

According to him, female enrolments outstripped male by 1899 for teachers' colleges, after 

1938 for high school, and by 1976 for university. By the 19&, girls comprised over 50 

percent of the high school student body in Jamaica and Dominica, and private school 

enrolments in Barbados were making it possible for them to catch up with the pronounced 

male bias in the elitist public schools (see Part In). More recently, the preponderance of 

females at secondary and tertiary levels of education and in the 'professional and technicdm 



occupational category in the Anglophone Caribbean has raised alarms. not entirely 

justifiably, about the "marginalization of black men." 

In spite and because of the bias against black women (and in favor of white and 

colored women) in private, modern-sector occupations, they were able to take advantage of 

"public" opportunities in certification and professional services and make an earlier 

breakthrough in the mass professions. In fact, it is his inflated signification of formal 

certification and the undifferentiated "professional" classification of teaching and nursing, 

the two major "female" professions, which leads Miller to mistakenly interpret these one- 

dimensional indices as evidence of a "rise in matriarchyn in the West Indies. Boserup was 

less than impressed by the general pattern of female participation in the professions, 

although she could not have properly appreciated the extent to which this would become a 

genuine, if falsely posed, public policy dilemma in the Afro-Caribbean. In warning against 

a misinterpretation of the statistics regarding women in the professions in developing 

countries, she gives the example of Kenya, where professionals accounted for 30 percent 

of all African women employees: 

The signif~cance of this group of professional women is seen when one 
considers that virtually all other women gainfully employed in labour 
markets of this type are illiterate persons doing unskilled manual work or 
petty trading. Public opinion -- including opinion within the group of 
professional women -- tends to forget the existence of these broad but 
inarticulate groups of working women. Teachers and nurses are the only 
active women who count, and therefore the status of women in the labour 
market may be thought, mistakenly, to be higher in countries with few 
active women than in more economically developed countries where the 
low-grade office girl or the unskilled female shop assistant typify the 
working woman. 

This is instmctive for the Caribbean, where, in spite of much more auspicious female 

literacy and "activityn rates, there has been, and continues to be in countries like Jamaica 

and Dominica, a prolonged ccwxistence of "modern" and petty-commodity own-account 

occupations. 

Separating out the experiences of "black" and "colored" women in the West Indian 

censuses allows us to observe the "developmental" interaction of gender and class, if we 



see "colored" as roughly coterminous with "rniddie class." According to Jamaica': 1943 

census, the ratio of professional to clerical jobs for "blackt' women was 79 to 2 1. whereas 

it  was 43 to 57 for "colored" women. At the same time, black women comprised no more 

than 14.8 percent of clerical workers and 48 percent of professionals, although they made 

up nearly 80 percent of the paid female labor force. Black women therefore showed a 

"developing country" profile and colored women had inched closer to an "industrialized 

countryn profile, according to Boserup's classification (but of course they still held most of 

the professional positions in the colony). Significantly, there were more women than men 

in the professional category. This was also true of Dominica in 1946, indicating a gap that 

was to subsequently grow even wider in both islands (see Parts I11 and IV). As I argue in 

this study, it was not true of Barbados because non-elite men there did not have recourse to 

small-propertied and small-comrnodi ty livelihoods and so were forced to compete with 

women for mass professional and technical positions. Otherwise, Barbados developed a 

gender-based dual-labor market that resembled that of the other islands in all other respects. 

Today, in all three focus islands, clerical jobs outnumber professional positions, but to a 

far greater extent in Barbados than in Jamaica and Dominica (see chapter LO). 

The Mo&m Occupatiom: From Crap Production to Factory Work 

Boserup (1970: 112) asks, "Why is it that we find so few women among the industrial 

workers, when there are so many among the independent producers and family aids in 

home industries?." Her question refers to her finding that women lose their jobs when 

large-scale industry replaces home craft industry. Boserup speculates that this decline in 

female employment in industry is due to the reduced attractiveness of women workers in 

the eyes of the employers because equal pay and "special benefits" such as maternity leave. 

daycare provision and protective legislation render them costlier than men, and to social 

taboos against factory work for women in many cultures. In addition, women prefer the 



flexibility of home industries as they are better able to accommodate childcare and domestic 

duties (ibid.: 1 12- 1 17). 

In the neoteric plantation colonies of the Caribbean. carved out of violence and 

annihilation for the single-minded purpose of rnonocukural exploitation and profit, the 

colonial "muscovado bias" was strictly enforced. This bias was cogently expressed in the 

popular saying that "not even a nail was to be manufactured in the colonies." As a result 

there were few market-oriented (or middleman-mediated) home industries. However, the 

independent craft of dressmaking was for a long time the most important non-agricultural 

occupation for women after domestic service. As I note in chapter 6. this was the 

quintessential income-earning vocation of lower-middle class urban women in the post- 

slavery period. In fact, primarily because of their role as seamstresses, women made up a 

majority of workers in "industry" prior to 1921. As late as 1960 in Barbados, 

"dressmakers and seamstresses" were still the largest single category of (mostly craft- 

based) "manufacturing" personnel, and a 1953-54 survey in Jamaica showed 

seamstressing (both own-account and wage-earning) to be still the second most popular 

urban occupation for women after domestic service (see Part IV). 

The post4921 drop in female employment, however, was particularly marked on 

the urban front by the decline of women in craft-based industry and the rising numbers of 

men in modem manufacturing. Men were concentrated in fwd and tobacco processing, 

among the earliest "import-substi tution" factory-based industries, while women were 

concentrated in garment production, carried out mostly in small shops and private homes. 

Women's participation in manufacturing began to rise again after 1960 when the 

industrialization- by-invitation program began to take off in most of the larger West Indian 

territories and foreign investment began to take root. However. the export-processing 

industries in which women tended to be concentrated (garments and electronics) were 

volatile, and only began to dominate manufacturing's employment profile in Barbados, 

where an export-promotion program was able to be sustained (see chapter 10). By the mid- 



70s. Barbadian women had regained the majority share of manufacturing jobs because of 

these labor-intensive expon-assembly industries. Nonetheless. they retained a "secondaxy" 

labor force profile (which is what the foreign assembly industries had exploited in the first 

place); and elsewhere. the manufacturing sector continued to be dominated by a "primaryn 

male labor force in agro-processing and import-substitution industries. 

Standing (1981: 59) argues that a primary male labor force never emerged in 

Jamaica because of men's "occupational mu1 ti plici ty " and their corresponding lack of 

commitment to wage labor. According to him, this has led to a suppression of "sexual 

dualism" in the labor market and a tendency to gear industrial production to a secondary 

labor force. My own research indicates that Standing's argument is mired in half-truths. He 

appears to be confusing the absence of a "classic" industrial proletariat with an alleged 

absence of a primary male labor force. However, sexual dualism and male privilege in the 

labor market a n  structural features of Caribbean and peripheral-capi tal ist economy, 

regardless of heterogeneous and multiple production and labor forms. The absence of a 

"classicn industrial proletariat is associated with the absence of stable industrial jobs, 

particularly those generated out of the core sectors of an internally linked industrialization 

process -- a machine tools industry and heavy industry, as crucial production inputs. 

Industrialization in Caribbean societies is instead discontinuous and fragmented, often 

involving assembly of production inputs from outside, and terminal in scope. 

Independently of this, a primary vs. secondary labor force did emerge. in peripheral- 

capitalist form, in non-agricultural employment, based on male monopoly of independent 

"trade" skills and their apprenticeship training systems and male privilege in labor-market 

production jobs. Standing (1981) exaggerates, moreover, the extent of substitution of 

female for male labor which took place in industry, because employment in the 

manufacturing sector continues to be significantly gender-typed, both across and within 

industries. This is notwithstanding the fact that, in a global conten, entire peripheral- 

capitalist labor forces are, in a sense, "secondary." 



Locally, men "carryn their real and imagined skills with them across the 

traditionaYmodem divide ("skill" is constantly being redefined in their favor) and enjoy 

more flexibility in their employment options. The primary labor force is to some extent 

"primordially" shaped by labor supply (in other words, men, as male-gendered. partly 

determine their own labor markets), while the secondary labor force is beholden to labor 

demand (in other words, women "waitn on jobs, which they are forced to take). Women 

are more dependent on wage labor than men because they have less access to small- 

propertied and independent-trade livelihoods, which are highly "preferredn in a cheap-labor 

economy. The forms of male occupational supremacy, therefore, are in keeping with the 

peculiarities of peripheral-capitalism. The existence of a primary rnale labor force is not 

disproved by "occupational multiplicity" and inter-occupational mobility on men's part or 

by a preponderance of women in manufacturing employment. Such preponderance is in 

any event still rare and was not generally true of Jamaica in the 1970s. in spite of 

Standing's thesis (see chapter 9). Boserup, however, could not possibly have anticipated 

the extent to which female employment in global export-manufacturing would have 

proliferated after 1970. 

Sexual dualism is in fact very pronounced in third world "modemw wage labor 

forces, some of which have been noted for a co-existence of a tiny rnale "labor aristocracy" 

(relatively speaking) in capital-intensive import-substitution and rnineraltxport sectors and 

a larger low-wage female workforce in sectors of Light export-manuf'acturing (see Lim, 

1990). In the Caribbean, an approximation to this can be seen in the small, relatively well- 

paid, highly unionized, largely male worldorces in the bauxite, oil and major import- 

substitution industries and the increasing numbers of low-wage, non-unionized, "free 

zone" garment and electronics female workm (LeFranc. 1987; Durant-Godez, 1983; 

DUM. 1987: Kelly, 1987; Green, 1990). Much of the growth in Caribkan female labor 

force participation after 1970 and especially in the 1980s was accounted for by low-wage 

sectors. Women joined an industrial workforce which was rooted in an older, natiodist 



tradition of mass unionization established in the aftermath of the 1930s anti-colonial 

upheaval (see chapter 7). Many of the foreign companies which employed them were 

determined to cut this tradition off at their own factory gates. and set about systematically 

doing so (Green, 1990; 1998). The dualistic pattern which emerged is being generally 

exacerbated by tightening incorporation of the subregion into a US.-dominated American 

Periphery. 

The post- 1%5 exponential growth of women in manufacturing in Barbados (and in 

the 1980s in Jamaica) is directly associated with global corporate demand for low-wage 

labor in the assembly of light consumer manufactures and the offering up of West Indian 

women as cheap labor inputs in this project The gendered nature of this cheap labor can be 

seen from the fact that, in 1975, the minority of male worken in the major assembly 

sectors, garments and electronics, made double the wages of the female workers at the few 

jobs classified as semi-skilled or skilled (see chapter 10). Boserup (1970: 142) has noted 

that "in developing countries the wage differential between skilled and unskilled work is 

pdcularly wide, and, consequently the gap between men's and women's income in 

industry is more pronounced in developing than developed countxies." With regard to 

women's training opportunities. she points out that "[tlhe best they can obtain is access to 

the category of 'specialized' workers, that is, women who have received on-the-job 

training in special operations, but no overall vocational training like apprenticeship on the 

job or in vocational schoolsn (ibid.: 141-142). This policy of differential training 

opportunities for men and women was followed even in short-term "youth skills training 

programs" sponsored by U.S. or US.-dominated institutions in the Caribbean during the 

1980s, as part of an inducement towards export manufacturing. Young women were 

steered towards "crashn skills-training courses for unskilled factory work, while the 

majority of male program participants took advantage of longer craft or trade skills training 

modules, which offered selfemployment and financial "follow-upH consultation (Green, 

1990). 



The existence of a growing gap between predominantly male, unionized 

workforces and non-unionized female workers in manufacturing has already been 

suggested. Inside the new union-hostile "freezone" factories, the young female worker 

appears to be the experimental wbject in the construction of a new model of industrial 

relations based on paternalistic competition* team-playing and company loyalty (Green. 

1990; 1998). This new model preys on gender sensibilities and vulnerabilities by using 

local women as personnel officers to mediate labor-management relations through internal 

"workers' councils." Furthermore, as women workers begin to fall outside the rubric of 

the national bargaining framework, their economic welf'are and labor rights have been 

increasingly championed in Jamaica and elsewhere by non-governmental or non-profit 

sector agencies which are themselves typically run by women. All these factors appear to 

intensify the separation of the occupational wodds of men and women. 

Between 1%0 and 1980, the majority of jobs in Barbados moved into the category of 

modem occupations, and women were concentrated in clerical, sales, service, professional 

and factory jobs. Men had gained ground in the sales and service categories. however, as 

these had become modemized, and the balance was still tipped in their favor in the 

"professional and technical" category (Lynch, 1995). Othenvise, the male labor force had a 

more prominent blue-collar and skilled orientation (mainly in transportation and 

construction). As in Jamaica and Dominica, they were favored in the managerial, 

supervisory and skilled areas of the labor force. However, relative to those two islands, 

men were much more competitive with women in the white-collar occupations (ibid.: Table 

5.2, p. 60). And, to repeat an observation made earlier, domestic service was the single 

largest occupational category for women, indicating both underdeveloped capitalism and 

labor force discrimination against women. Nonetheless, the post-1970 period was 

characterized in all the Caribbean tenitories as a "modem" upsurge in the female labor force 



participation rate, signalling the end of the period when the decline in "traditionaln 

occupations had not yet been compensated for by the emergence of modem jobs and 

matching employment. From the professional to the factory worker, the female labor force 

in the Caribbean, as elsewhere, was infused with new "secondary" characteristics and a 

growing rate of unemployment. It was the "surplust' of primary- and secondary-schooled 

women in Caribbean labor forces that led to the second most important feature of women's 

activity patterns after 1%5 - the new mass emigration of women to the global centers of 

advanced service economy in North America. This was a new form of an old expo* the 

export of labor. This form was inhabited more typically by the overqualified domestic 

worker and the "professional" nurse (see chapter 10). 

The work of Derek Gordon ( 1987a; 19Wb; 1989; 1991), a Jamaican sociologist, 

charts the changes which occurred in Jamaica's class and occupational structure between 

1943 and 1984 (Part IV). He provides critical clues to the nature of "modernization" in a 

"dual" peripheral-capitalist economy. He found that structural dualism had not disappeamd 

and had in fact been reinforced because of the growth of the small-propertied population in 

a context of land fragmentation and an inability of the wage economy to absorb the surplus 

population. At the same time, the wage labor force had been profoundly modified and 

recomposed. away from agricultural labor and informal bazaar and service and craft 

occupations to modem industrial and service wage labor and white collar work. Gordon 

identifies three major class segments in the labor force, two belonging to the waged and 

salaried labor force ("manual workers" and "the middle strata"), and the "petty 

bourgeoisie," comprising the small-propertied. small employer and self-employed groups. 

Because a large proportion of men tended to inherit small propertied and independent trades 

occupations, and women tended to k discriminated against in, and displaced from these 

economic bases, a larger proportion of them had entered modem urban occupations than 

men. At the same time, a larger percentage of women than men wen in informal-sector or 

"bazaar and senice" jobs, involving the poorest and most marginal of the self-employed, 



as well as domestic service. Moreover, many more women than men were unemployed or 

semi-employed. Men dominated the small-propertied, skilled and upper managerial and 

professional sectors of the labor force. Women dominated the clerical. sales and service 

jobs. and the middle and lower professions. affecting an inflated "white-collar" profile (in 

contrast to men's larger "blue-collar" profile). While inequality and poverty cut across male 

and female labor force participants, gender segregation in the labor market was consistently 

related to higher incomes for men, defying the assumption of a hierarchical relationship 

between white-collar work and blue-collar work. 

The contours of Dominica's occupational restructuration between 1946 and the 

1980s resembled those of Jamaica in spite of a significantly lower level of industrialization 

and modernization. The dual economies were characterized by high levels of self- 

employment, informal economy and "petty bourgeois" modes of production and 

circulation. Gordon found 44 percent of Jamaica's labor force in 1984 to be made up of 

wage laborers and 38 percent to be small proprietors and own-account workers. Men were 

concentrated, as principals, in the small farming economy, whose food-producing sub- 

sector tended to generate a division of labor between men as (the principal) farmen and 

women as higglers or hucksters. Women made up the majority of traders in the small- 

propertied group, but wen on a whole more likely to be employed by others than men. 

Women had somewhat higher levels of education than men and made up a larger 

proportion of the "professional and technicalN occupatiod group. All these things were 

true for both Dominica and Jamaica. Barbados, therefore, differed from the dual economies 

in these obvious ways: without small-propertied livelihoods for men to inherit, they had a 

greater interest in education and in white-collar and professional occupations, where they 

outnumbered women in spite of the ubiquitous female nurse and female teacher (however. 

teaching in Barbados did not become female-doainated as early as it did in Jamaica). Also, 

the majority of women in Barbados were in low-paid modem occupations, and there was 



no longer any equivalent of the huge numbers of women in Jamaica and Dominica who 

were still in "bazaar and service" occupations. 

The black matriarchy and male marginalization thesis of h o l  Miller has already 

been noted. Miller argues that black Jamaican working class women have been promoted 

into middle strata positions by whitelbrown ruling class men. in a deliberate bid to 

marginalize working class black men and "castrate" the race, the group. His evidence for 

this is female numerical preeminence in formal educational statistics and in white-collar and 

professional occupations. My counter-argument is multifaceted but simple. and is fully 

elaborated in Part IV of this study. In summary. ( I )  there is more to educational 

qualifications than numben certified (there is profound and unequal gender-typing of 

educational qualifications in favor of men); (2) formal educational qualifications and low to 

middling white-collar occupations are poor and certainly limited indices of allocation to 

social hierarchy and ofsocial power; (3) there is, in any event, a gender-based discrepancy 

between formal qualifications and occupational allocation: (4) in spite of alleged 

disadvantages in educational qualification, men are still firmly entrenched at the top of the 

occupational ladder; (5) male power is embedded in both "traditional" and "modemn modes 

of production at levels that "precede" formal education as a means of assignment to social 

place and social status. We have already seen that, in Barbados where a signiricant small 

farming economy does not exist, the argument about women predominating in 

"professional and technicaln occupations does not apply. There are three more things to 

consider. First is Miller's general failure to consider the phenomenon of gender segregation 

or the "dual labor market," and how it might confound comparability. Second is Miller's 

apparent perception of female educational md occupational mobility (however limited in 

real and relative terms) as a threat to and erwion of men's occupational and economic 

position (as if in a zero-sum game). Third is Miller's silence on women's hugely 

disproportionate reproductive burden. It is to this third point that I now turn. 



Bringing Reproduction Back In: Posing the Theoreticd and Empirical T e r n  

After 1960, female household headship increased in most Caribbean territories. signalling 

in part a decline in the extended family, greater urbanization, an increase in the availability 

of "regular" jobs for women, increased government provision of social security (especially 

in Barbados), and an upswing in union dissolution. Although Barbados, as the most 

urbanized, most proletarianized economy, has long had the highest rate of female 

household headship of the three focus-islands, the post- 1960s increase in the rate has been 

most pronounced and systematic for Jamaica. For reasons that are unclear, but may have to 

do with the extent to which Dominica's economically marginalized women simply migrated 

instead of swelling urban ghettoes, the rate declined (as did Dominica's female population 

in particular) slightly after 1970. Jamaica's female household heads increased from 33.8 

percent of dl heads in 1970 to 42 percent in 1990. The greater share of female heads of 

household, over 60 percent in Jamaica, were "never-married" single parents (see chapter 

1 I ) .  Not only was divorce on the rise but the 1980-81 Commonwealth Caribbean census 

repeatedly reported a decline in the marriage rate for several islands and an increase in out- 

of-wedlock birth rates. It appeared that women's reproductive and domestic burdens were 

becoming heavier at the very moment that they were increasing their labor force 

participation. At the same time, men's labor force participation was on a steady downward 

slope. 

Boserup has also been accused of ignoring women's role in reproduction and not 

fully appreciating the extent to which this role constitutes the foundation of women's 

oppression (Beneria and Sen, 1986). Beneria and Sen argue that gender hierarchies in the 

labor market are fundamentally an extension of inequality in the domestic sphere, and that 

the liberal solutions proposed by Boserup pertaining to labor market disparities fail to 

address gender inequality at its source. In other words, as long as men are left out of the 

reproductive equation - in terms of accountability and responsibility - as exempted 

"superior" beings, and it continues to be seen as women's "natural" domain, women's 



God-given burden, there is no hope for establishing fair competition at the level of the 

labor market. 

It is true that, although Boserup begins on the grounds of the sexual division of 

labor in the family, she "forgetsn the domestic sphere along the way and focuses 

exclusively on labor-market gender divisions (doing so, moreover, in increasingly 

neoclassical terms). In moving outwards, and focusing on what she deems, at least in part, 

to be labor-market effects of male-biased colonial policies and practices, she lets go of an 

implicit notion of patriarchy as an independent relation of re/production nnd fails to develop 

a concept of peripheral-capitalism as a structured system of relations that goes beyond the 

realm of discriminatory colonial and postcolonial government policy. However, in selective 

discussions in her book, Boserup has shown herself to be acutely aware of the burden of 

reproductive labor on women, so that the problem stems, at least in part, from a (her) 

failure to sustain, maintain or cany fornard an integrated approach at all times. Given the 

difficulty (the impossibility) of always accounting for all things at once, it is a problem 

with which we should all be in sympathy. Indeed, the "integrated approach" is more easily 

rendered in theoretical than empiricaVexpository frames. and as Beneria and Sen point out, 

Boserup's book lacks a (developed and refined) theoretical foundation. Despite the truth of 

this, Boserup makes a seminal contribution in charting terms of reference for the 

measurement of women's hidden contribution in reproductive labor ("subsistence 

production") in peasant economies (see especially her discussion in chapter 9, pp. 157- 

17'3). This contribution needs to be more firmly acknowledged by some of her critics. 

Moreover, patterns of occupational stratification between women and men and among 

women constitutes an absolutely valid object of study in its own right 

In keeping with the more generally ju*ed critique of Boserup and others, I have 

attempted in this study to theoretically and historically account for Caribbean women's 

reproductive status as a viral backdrop to my focus on gender, modes of rdproduction and 

occupatiooal stratification. However, this backdrop has been elucidated more as a matter of 



historical anthropology, of historical and social form. than of practical political-economic 

content. The analysis has nonetheless yielded two kinds of concerns and questions. The 

fint is indeed anthropological and macrostructural. How do kinship forms or reproductive 

arrangements change for the growing numbers of peasant and working class Afro- 

Caribbean women (and men) who are socially mobile into the middle class? (For example, 

is there an instant or smooth conversion to the practice of early marital "respectability"? Is 

there a new accommodation to extended kinship?) How do the pre-existing forms and 

arrangements facilitate and coutribute to this social mobility? What impact does structural 

(or systemic) mobility have on the kinship system of the Afro-Caribbean folk? To ask a 

question that M. G. Smith's paradigm appears to suppress: What kinship and reproductive 

arrangements, if any, are peculiar to the new black middle classes of recent peasant or 

working class origins (see Part IV)? What do the increases in female household headship 

and out-of-wedlock births and the decline in marriage mean in a longterm anthropological 

sense? And how do they break down by class fraction? 

Another kind of concern that my analysis has yielded has more practical political- 

economic implications. These come out of the conclusion that fragile institutional systems 

of conjugal kinship and social paternity, and the constant assault on the foundations of 

extended kinship, have left working class and lower-middle class West Indian women 

unusually unprotected and unsupported as reproductive agents. What are the most recent 

trends for women in the obligations and discharge of reproductive labor vis-A-vis paid jobs 

and relations with men (but also availability of social services)? And what new/old 

strategies are women workers and mass-professionals in particular employing to cope with 

reproductive obligations? How are women resisting against unfair burdens and 

expectations? 

Work done by Anderson (1991) has reminded us that even lower sections of the 

"middle strata" have recourse to cheap domestic-service labor, and that the boundary 

between even modestly remunerated white-collar work (such as  that of the telephone 



operator in Anderson's sample) and "bazaar and serviceH-type occupations can define a 

relation of sub-exploitation between women as "mistress" and "maidt' or "helper" (the 

currently preferred term) in the reproductive sphere. However. little or no research has 

been done on the political economy of that rplationship, and the extent and nature of its 

reliance on the sub-di vision of middle-strata wages and salaries. Certain1 y. continued 

reliance on cheap domestic-service labor must be understood on multiple levels - the 

onerous, exclusive and informal circulation and redistribution of domestic work among 

women, relations of class and status among women, the denial by government and private 

employer of social obligations of reproductive support, the underdevelopment of domestic 

capital, reflected in the relative absence of service comrnoditization. 

This study ends where these questions begin in earnest, but not before examining 

some of the evidence. Recent work by Coppin (19%) and St. Bernard (1996) on the 

predominantly bi-ethnic population of Trinidad has shown that the correlation between 

Afrdaribbean womanhood and the obligations of household headship continues to be 

parricufurly strong, marked, moreover, by a deep association between poverty and female 

household headship. Working class Indian-Trinidadian women are far more likely to be 

(legally) married, far less likely to engage in paid extra-domestic work, and suffer less 

poverty, in spite of a greater likelihood of being in the lowest occupational class (St. 

Bernard, 1996: 3637). St. Bernard concludes that "[olne may ... argue that traditional 

Indian family systems function in a manner that is likely to provide greater social and 

economic security for its members and as a result, could explain the lower odds of being 

exposed to poor living conditions among Indian as opposed to women of African descentn 

(p. 37). Although the incidence of female household headship declines with more 

education among Afro-Caribbean women. the recent decade or decades of "strucnual 

adjustmentn have shown AfnCari bbean white-collar w orkea to be particularly vulnerable 

to the shedding and devaluing of government-sector jobs, on which they have 

disproportionately relied because of historical color-class discrimination against them in the 



private-sector labor market. And in this population of white-collar female workers. 

compared to other ethnic populations in the same category, the incidence of (never-married) 

single parenthood and matrifocal family arrangements appears to be much higher. 

Among "traditional" and "modemn sectors of the female working class. the burdens 

of economic responsibility and family providership weigh heavily. Le Franc ( 1989) found 

that food higglers in Jamaica are still the independent economic agents and primary family 

providers that Katzin ( 1959; 1960) had found them to be thirty years before. They rely for 

the most part on their own resources and are mostly concerned with providing for 

children's education and other means to their social advancement Discounting the class- 

ethnic-gender embeddedness of higglering, Le Franc unfairly chastises them for not being 

successful, as others have been, at founding corporate family enterprises that are profit- 

oriented and employ family labor. Once again, her notions of family co-operation do not 

extend to the reproductive sphere. In fact, higglen' families are likely to reflect the 

"mu1 t i p l e k d  "flexiblen living arrangements that are typical of Caribbean working class 

families, organized around the miscellaneous requirements of survival and reproduction of 

labor-power (often for mobility out of the "traciitional" sector) and the versatile and eclectic 

deployment of labor in order to yield income from several sources. 

Studies of female factory workers in Jamaica, Barbados and other islands (Bolles, 

1983; 1996; Durant-Gonzalez, 1983; Durn, 1987) have also shown that a very high 

percentage, often a decisive majority, of these women, consider themselves to be the main 

providen for their families. Bolles, DurantGonzalez and Dunn all demonstrate that, here 

too, it is extended family arrangements that enable workers to "make do" with inadequate 

wages, and fill in for inadequate or nonexistent social services. Extended family 

arrangements provide not only practical and emotional support and work-sharing, but also 

additional cash, either through a pooling of income generated by working members of the 

household or the chanelling of remittances from overseas or from other households. The 

"domestic networks of exchangen described by Bolles (1983) often involve income- 



generating activities outside of paid employment. Workers also engage in more 

individualistic family strategies of additional income-generation. 

The bulk of this study is taken up with an examination of the sexual division of labor in 

colonial Afro-Caribbean society, beginning with its definition in historically specific modes 

of relproducrion (which conceptually integrate familylkinship and "publicn or labor-market 

realms of economic practice), and continuing with a detailed focus on occupational 

stratification and social mobility by gender in the context of "structural mobility" or 

"development." Although the aim of the dissertation was not to achieve a continuously 

integrated empirical analysis and exposition, it argues in favor of an "integrated approach" 

informed by the concept of mode of relproduction, and seeks to locate its subject in that 

context. The dissertation is predominantly concerned with taking the analysis of the 

"originsn of Afro-Caribbean gender forward into a detailed study of Afro-Caribbean 

women's occupational history and sociology. 

The basic finding is that the legacy of enslavement, racial imperialism and 

dependency - which continues to be reproduced in contemporary social structure - has 

rendered non-elite AfmCaribbean women among the most "economically active," 

"unprotected" and "reproductively burdenedn in the world. This is not meant to define them 

as objects of pity, because they are not. Testimonials to their vivacity, creativity and 

courage abound throughout the dissertation. The dissertation has further found, however, 

that in spite of arguments to the contrary, this enormous and toooften unshared burden of 

relproductive responsibility is not matched by a commensurate sharing of power (with men 

and with the elites). The danger continues to be that Afro-Caribbean women's hisroricaf, 

global and, most of d l ,  local profile as "unusuallyn active and assertive women will be 

used, in a pernicious twist, to deny them that power. 



PART 11: 

HEGEMONIC FOUNDATIONS AND SUBTERRANEAN 
SUBVERSIONS 



. ons of Platation E c o n m  

The purpose of the following historical surveys is threefold: (a) to etch a comparative 

sense of the three islands deep in the imagination of the reader. (b) to provide the outlines 

of hegemonic history in which women and laboring populations are among the embedded 

and enabling conditions. but are practically invisible as self-actuating subjects and actors 

(the idea being also to present this history as the overarching "structure of constraints" 

which confine their lives and withidagainst which they maneuver and struggle): and (c) to 

highlight and isolate the structuring action and effects of race. class and ethnicity as 

determined primarily by layered social relations among preeminent males. This is the 

history that perforce becomes the site of inclusion and revision in the chapten that follow. 

Jamaica was conquered from the Spanish in 1655 and was run for the ensuing decade by 

the British Army, "an administration of major-generals and colonelsn (Brathwaite, 1971: 

6). The British colony of Jamaica therefore started out life as an overseas State enterprise, 

the only such colonial form in existence.1 At the end of the Spanish period Jamaica was 

still "virgin" territory, reverberating with the ghostly echoes of the slaughtered and disease- 

consumed ancestors of a rapidly disappearing race of Tdinos and Arawaks. The population 

comprised "no more than 2,500, including women, children and slaves, a total that was 

outnumbered three-toone by the invading forces under Admiral Pem and General 

Venables" (Craton and Walvin, 1970: 12). A white-settler group was patched together 

from ex-buccaneers, the Crown-delegated military farmers who were joined by immipnts 

l ~ u t  the distinction is academic. Other American colonis were 'founded' by lords propnems or joint 
stock compmes who were issued royal patents in tbe typical feudal-mercantilist tradition of the era. 



from other British American colonies (especially Barbados and the Leewards), and the 

inevitable quota of convicts and indentured servants from England, Scotland and Ireland. 

Efforts to establish a settler economy based on small-scale diversified cultivation were 

ultimately sabotaged by natural disasters, foreign attacks, Maroon (ex-S panish slaves) 

depredations and increasing land- and slave-holding concentration by "privileged settlers 

who had been acquiring large land-grants and were turning these lands over to sugar 

production" (Brathwaite, 1971: 7). The settlers convened their first Assembly to replace 

Army rule in January. 1664, and quickly developed terms and conditions for a form of 

internal self-government that secured the inner limits against imperial rule without 

fundamentally challenging its outer limits. The latter were represented, for the time being, 

by the appointment of Sir Thomas Modyford (originally of Barbados) to the first 

Governorship of Jamaica in that same year. In keeping with a double-sided role that was to 

become an entrenched feature of West Indian governorships. Modyford also became patron 

of an emerging (large) planter class. 

In spite of generous government incentives and land-grant provisions ("patents") 

for new settlers and enterprising planters, Jamaica was slow to become a going economic 

concern because of insufficient access to capital and slaves. According to Craton and 

Walvin (1970: 21), "slaves were outnumbered by whites by three to one in 1660, only 

reached equal numbers around 1670, and by 1700 had scarcely achieved a numerical 

preponderance of five to one." Eventually, however, "[bly the third decade of the 

eighteenth century , large-scale sugar production [became] the chief and most charac tenstic 

economic activity within the colony, and the interest in 'small' white settlement had 

declinedw (Brathwaite, 1971: 7). Jamaica equalled the output of Barbados by 1730, and by 

1740 was producing more than Barbados and the Leewards combined. "By 1763 Jamaica 

produced four times as much sugar as Barbados, and more than half the combined total for 

all the British coloniesn (Craton and Walvin, 1970: 52). The third quarter of the eighteenth 

century was Jamaica's "Golden Age of Sugar,' a period described as one of "fantastic 



prosperity" (ibid.: 46). The victory of the American Revolution at the end of this period 

removed a critical component (and the strongest pole) of the intra-colonial American 

division of labor and function, ushering in for the West Indies (and particularly for the 

enslaved Africans) a period of hardship and deeply exposed vulnerability which eventually 

led to the abolition of the slave trade in 1807 and final slave emancipation in 1838. 

The Jamaican P h e r  C h s :  Economic and Ideological Underpinnings 

The kind of sugar planter that came to dominate Jamaica's economic landscape, though not 

necessarily through physical presence, has been tersely described by Pares ( l%O: 6): 

Richard Beckford, the founder of the greatest family of Jamaican 
millionaires, may have spent a few years in Barbados, for there is a record 
of a 'Richard Beckford, carpenter' in its early years; but I doubt if he ever 
set foot in Jamaica. His vast fortune there arox from selling slops to the 
soldiers who first colonized the island, and by negotiating their pay tickets. 
by which he probably acquired their shares of land. These men, and others 
like them, sent ships to the colonies and owned plantations there. They 
seldom went there themselves. 

By the time sugar became King in the 1730s, Beckford's descendants and relatives 

had become "emperon in Jamaica" (ibid.: 25): 

When the estates of Peter Beckford I1 were inventoried in Jamaica in 1739, 
he was interested in no less than twenty-seven different establishments, not 
counting his house in Spanish Town. He was sole owner of eleven sugar 
plantations and part-owner of five more. Besides these, he had eleven 
smaller establishments such as provision plantations, cattle pens, and 
stores, etc. In ail, he was sole owner of 1737 negroes and half-owner of 
577 others. The personal property of which he was sole owner amounted to 
f65318, and that of which he was half-owner to f 19,456. The inventories 
say nothing about the buildings or the planted canes, which must have been 
worth as much again. Besides dl this, there were debts owing to him from 
planters on the island, amounting to f 135,81812. His whole fortune must 
have amounted to £300,000 or so. (Ibid.) 

The Jamaican plantocracy, therefore, appears to have evolved from a process of 

expansion and accumulation, through auspicious, well-connected, but also necessarily 

painstaking entrepreneurial initiative, upon a landed base which was relatively well 

endowed to begin with (as a result of generous - land-grabbing - original patents). In 

their history of Worthy Park estate and genealogy of its founders, the Rices, who were 
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sometime partners of the Beckfords, Craton and Walvin (1970: 37) point out that "[tlhe 

early histories of the successful founding families of the Jamaican piautocracy were 

characterized by fruitful business connections and dynastic bonds ... ." In addition, early 

control of the Jamaican legislature enabled a further process of self-aggrandizement 

through acquisition of large tracts of Crown Lands and various kinds of acknowledged and 

unacknowledged subsidies. The following table documents the extent of land concentration 

taking place between 1670 and 1754. 

TABLE 4.1 
Frequency Distribution of Landholders in Jamaica, 1670 and 1754 

Total I 724 I 1 599 

Source: Sheridan, 1973: Table 10.1, 219 

Landholders in 1754 Acres 

The great majority of Jamaican planters and pen-keeperj (livestock raisers) were 

not absentee, but the very largest sugar planters -- between one-fifth and one-sixth of the 

total -- were, and they owned the majority of slaves and acres in the colony. The sugar 

economy of Jamaica showed a structural propend ty towards absenteeism and the 

"problem" grew as more fortunes were made and younger generations, schooled and 

coming-of-age in England, were less and less inclined to go back to the colonies to manage 

their inherited plantations in person. According to one source, absentees owned 30 percent 

of Jamaica's sugar estates in 1775 (a low estimate) and 84 percent in 1832 (Sheridan, 

1971: 287). On the largest and most proftable estates the pattern of absenteeism was 

established early: in 1791, for example, the famous Worthy Park "had been an absentee's 

Landholders in 1670 



estate for most of the previous fifty yearsn (Craton and Walvin, 1970: 120). Furthermore. 

planter-types ranged on a continuum from those who, like Colonel Charles Price (1678 

1730) "had never seen the land of his ancestors. nor even left Jamaica, but in the tradition 

of his class ... never quite came to regard Jamaica as his motherland" (Craton and Walvin. 

1970 67) to those like John Price ( 173897) or the English politician Henry Goulborn who 

hardly ever set foot in Jamaica but whose lives were entirely preoccupied with the vagaries 

of their sugar fortunes tied up in their Jamaican plantations and the V e s t  India Interestn in 

London. In between these two extremes were William Becldord (17444799) and Bryan 

Edwards (1743-1800), whose careen zigzagged across the Atlantic in almost equal 

distributions of time. 

It was the ambition of every planter to make enough money to "go homen to 

Britain, or at least to educate and settle their children there, since the process of final 

relocation might take several generations. The Jamaican planters "saw sugar wealth not as a 

solace for residence in Jamaica but as a means of escape; if not for them, for their sons and 

daughters" ([bid.). Ward (1988: 264) has reminded us that "many British-based families 

found it worthwhile to hold West Indian property through several generations"; for 

example. "the Spring estate on Jamaica, quite unrewarding to its proprietors in the 1720s 

and 1730s -- 'till an owner lives on the estate it will not do well' - became in the second 

half of the century a valuable source of income to the Srnyth family near B ristol " ( p. 265). 

Similarly, Sheridan (1933: 224-7) has documented the fortune-making sugar saga of the 

Dawkins family: "After Henry Dawkins' death in 1744, the scene shifts from Jamaica to 

England where his sons and grandsons used the family's great income to support contests 

for seats in Parliament, marriage alliances with aristocratic families, and the acquisition of 

landed estatesn (p. 227). 

As such, Colonel Charles Rice and his descendant, John, represented different 

generational points in the genealogy of the trans-Atlantic colonial business dynastic cycle 

which started and ended in Britain. Whether or not this scenario ever became effective 



reality -- and for an encouraging number it did2 -- in their imaginations. Jamaica was 

merely the site for speculative investment and fortunemaking; "home." where those 

fortunes would finally be realized and enjoyed, was England. Even where a branch of a 

dynasty ended up in Jamaica, clinging on to their faded plantation legacies and lord-of-the- 

manor pretensions. England remained the home of their imaginations. 

Underpinning and fuelling this ideological orientation was the "dn economic and 

insti tutiooal nature of colonial enterprise in Jamaica and its inescapable dependence on the 

Mother Country. Hall ( 1973: 132) points out matter-of-factly: 

Earnings were spent in Britain because the earners were either resident in 
Britain or resident in tropical agricultural islands, devoted to the production 
of export staples, and dependent on imports of British goods of all kinds to 
support life and labour on the tropical plantations. The profits of sugar. 
whether resident or absentee-owned, did not go to the founding of colonial 
banks. or to the subscription of loans in the colonies for local colonial 
enterprise, or to any other projects for local development, because Britain 
was the financial capital. the commercial entrepot. and the industrial 
provider. Any colonial endeavour that seemed likely to threaten or weaken 
British metropolitan interests was discouraged. 

Britain was also the final political and legislative arbiter of colonial affairs. Under 

the Old Representative System, the Governor, a Council of twelve appointed members, 

and the Assembly (elected on a limited franchise) constituted the legislature of Jamaica, 

with all legislation originating in the Assembly. Imperial power was represented by the 

Governor, who had veto power over Assembly bills and could, as a last resort, dissolve an 

Assembly. Even after receiving the Governor's assent, colonial legislation was subject to 

the power of disallowance by the Crown. "Moreover, certain acts, especially those 

affecting the royal prerogative, trade and shipping, as well as certain types of propew, 

were also required to be passed with a suspending clause preventing their coming into 

effect until confirmed by the Crown, unless, of course, they were previously submitted in 

draft for approval by the Crown ... before formal enactment by the assemblyn (Bern, 

1987: 17). Perhaps the most palpable and ironic indication of the "Mother Country" as the 

Z~euman (1981: 3) cites a contemporary observer who estimated that "only a favoured few (perhaps no 
more than five or six in a hundred) ever returned to their native country with a fortune, or mmpetencyn. 



ultimate seat of power was the fact that some of the most lucrative and most important 

executive posts on the island (or in several islands simultaneously) were held as "patents" 

directly granted by the king to residents of Britain and deputized by local persons who 

shared the profits of office with the patent holders (Brathwaite, 1971: 13-16). 

Absenteeism, therefore, was hardly confined to the planters or solely a function of social 

choices made by them. 

The structure of internal government does mr describe the true scope of imperial 

power. however, in spite of the colonists' obsession with defending the integrity of the 

Assembly, the proud instrument of (white male settler) colonial self-government. Indeed, 

in struggles over the internal affairs of the colony, the Governor often lost out to the local 

Assembly, or at least was often forced to make important concessions. The scope of 

imperial power, rather, was embedded in a pre-set framework which upstaged the 

effectivity and potential outcomes of local manoeuverings. This framework was roughly 

symbolized by the Navigation Acts and related legislation that defined the terms of imperial 

monopoly over colonial trade and production, as described above by Hall and theorized by 

Levitt and Best (see chapter 2). 

In addition to the rigid governmental system of imperial preferences, West Indian 

enterprise was also critically dependent for its financial management on private 

metropolitan credit and capital. The planter was locked into an essential and indispensable 

partnership with his metropolitan agents and creditors, even when the latter comprised 

members of his own family. In any event, after the plantation became a paying concern, 

most of the profits ended up in England as payment for goods and services. marriage, 

annuity and inheritance settlements, and, ultimately, support of absentee lifestyles and 

means of re-entry/entry into the bghsh  landed gentry and burgeoning capitalist class. As 

Pares (1960: 50) noted in his classic =joinder to Adam Smith, "after some initial loans in 

the earliest period which merely primed the pump, the wealth of the West Indies was 

created out of the profits of the West Indies themselves, and, with some assistance from 



the British tax-payer. much of it found r permanent home in Great Britain." Jamaica 

constituted the largest source of this transfer of wealth. 

Rior to the American War of independence, the British West indies represented the 

extreme pole of a differentiated and interdependent American colonial complex whose other 

pole was constituted by the northern mainland or New England colonies. These poles have 

been contrasted as "colonies of exploitation" or plantation colonies, specializing in a very 

narrow range of slave-produced export staples, and "colonies of settlementn or non- 

plantation colonies based on the European small settler in a diversified farming economy 

worked predominantly by free or semi-free European labor (and a small overall minority of 

widely dispersed but strategically concentrated African slaves) and profiting above all from 

maritime commerce and industry and the "provisioning trade" to the plantation colonies. 

The colonies of the Upper South (Virginia, Maryland), with their consistent and decisive 

white majorities and combination of resident-owned plantation and small settler economies, 

occupied a kind of intermediate position between these two extremes. The lower and (post- 

colonial) "deep" South (South Carolina, Louisiana, Mississippi etc.), with their substantial 

and sometimes dominant African slave populations and larger-sized plantations, more 

closely resembled the Caribbean situation. The New England colonies supplied the West 

Indian and southern mainland colonies with lumber, foodstuffs (fish, meat. grain 

products), livestock, horses and slaves (from independent New England slave traders), 

which on the one hand demarcated them initially as one of "the poor, underdeveloped 

peripheries of the major centres of colonial prosperity" and on the other "cast [them] in the 

role of potential competitors with the mother countries" (Girvan, 1991: 13). In addition to 

its shipbuilding industry, New England in turn imported West Indian molasses to be 

converted into rum and became the site for manufacturing industry based on yet another 

slave-produced commodity, cotton (see Bailey, 1992). The New England entrepreneurial 

elite was thus positioning itself on terms parallel to those of, say, the British capitalist 

Hibbert family, which "was prominent in the slave trade of Jamaica, the sugar factorage 



business in London, and the manufacture of cotton goods in Manchester" (Sheridan, 1974: 

Ultimately, therefore, the mainland colonies embodied conditions for independence 

that persistently eluded the West Indian group (as West Indians, that is). Brathwaite ( 197 1: 

67) sketches a study in contrasts: 

There was ..., on the mainland generally, a considerable development of 
material, institutional and artistic culture, based mainly on the towns and 
cities of these colonies. There was nothing like this in the islands. Jamaica, 
St. Kitts. Barbados, knew no Mayfiwer, had no Founding Fathers. There 
was no settlement in Jamaica with the religious base of the Massachusetts 
Bay Colony or the Pennsylvania Quaker establishments. Nor was there 
anything in the West Indies comparable to the philanthropic and proprietary 
aspects of, say, the Georgia and Virginia colonies. Barbados and the 
Leewards were settled on the initiative of single proprietors (not so 
surprising when their size is considered). Jamaica started off with major- 
generals and pirates. Under these conditions (Barbados was a qualified 
exception) dependants rather than equals were attracted into these colonies. 
They certainly never developed, like, say, Virginia, a self-conscious, 
articulate, cohesive social class of proprietor-administrators. 

It is emblematic that William Beckford and Bryan Edwards (mentioned above), 

along with Edward Lung, all contemporaries of each other, and among the most famous 

examples of those members of the West Indian planter class whose lives and passions were 

almost equally divided between the West Indies (Jamaica) and England, would emerge as 

the planter-philosophers, planter-intellectuals, planter historians of their age. Their teand- 

fro border-crossing biographical trajectories symbolized precisely the spirit which infused 

their attempts - particularly those of Long and Edwards - to "systematise the world view 

of the planter class of the period" (Bern, 1987: 7). This world view embraced a typically 

irreconcilable contradiction between claims to being "freeborn Englishmenn and equal 

subjects of the British Crown on par with their brothers and "fellow subjects" (particularly 

those in Parliament) in England; a fierce insistence on the right to West Indian self- 

government and internal sovereignty (fundamentally derived from the former claim), free 

from metropolitan domination and interference; and support for the system of metropolitan- 

centered mercantilist preferences and military protection ensuring the security of planter- 



class interests (Brathwaite, 1971: 73-79). (Long did advocate diversification of the 

economy and strengthening of white settlement -- through the promotion of marriage 

among other things -- but he saw no incompatibility between such proposals and the 

mercantilist system, often blasting Jamaican settlers for their lack of initiative.) As 

Brathwaite (pp. 68-73) points out, the petition of 1774 sent by the Jamaican Assembly to 

the British king in suppon of the continental-American bid for independence was 

completely in character, representing a timid protestation of the right to self-government of 

freeborn Britons and sovereign subjects in the colonies while " humblyn acknowledging 

Jamaica's own dependence on the protection and trade arrangements of His Majesty's 

government. Not surprisingly, Beckford, Long and Edwards, sometime West Indians, 

always "freeborn Englishmen," but never Americans, all ended their days in England. the 

latter two in considerably more fortuitous circumstaoces than the former. 

For all the ambiguity of their own positions as West Indians. there was never any 

equivocation on their p a  with regard to the status of enslaved Africans, whom they 

considered to be "more like beasts than menn (Long, 1774: Vol. 11,336). Africa, according 

to Edward Long, was "the parent of everything that is monstrous in naturen (ibid.: 382-3). 

At the heart of their notion of sovereignty and self-determination was indeed the desire and 

rationale for unmitigated and exclusive power over African slaves and non-interference 

from Britain in that regard. The occasions which prompted the greatest anti-British feeling 

and noisiest contemplation of secession from Britain and annexation to the U.S. were the 

campaigns for amelioration and subsequently abolition of slavery and the equalization of 

sugar duties in 1846 (which progressively eliminated the preferential treatment of West 

Indian sugar in the British market). West Indian planters optimally wanted both absolute 

jurisdiction over their slaves and preferential treatment from Britain in matters of trade. 

prompting what historians have called a false (and toothless) nationalism (see Heurnan, 

1981: 84, 141-4).3 

3 ~ h e n  white assemblymen engaged in the 'Protest of the Housen against Britain's 1838 decision to canal 
the remaining two years of apprenticeship, they argued precisely that the British government could regulate 



After the breakup of the British American complex. "there was to be a real parting 

of the ways: the Americans to independence: Jamaica into increasing dependence on Britain 

and on British mercantilist requirementsn ((bid.: 72). Despite the controversy over the 

profitability of the West Indian colonies after 1775 and recent claims that earlier historians 

had exaggerated the extent of their decline, there can be no doubt that the removal of the 

mainland connection exposed a deeply rooted vulnerability and growing socioeconomic 

decadence. Pares' (1960) early delineation of the principal weaknesses is still relevant: 

@ The rising cost of supplies -- food and lumber -- which "probably trebled in 

the British sugar islands" after the American Revolution and the shift in sourcing to 

distant metropolitan shores (p. 41). Thousands of slaves starved during and after 

the American Revolution as a result of interruption of food supplies. 

The increasing price of slaves and -- due to the planten' anti-natalist or 

(after the late eighteenth-century passage of the Amelioration laws) bungling and 

unsuccessful pro-natalist policies - the constant need to invest in new slaves, an 

investment which "was subject to a temble dep~ciation allowance," since "the 

labour force wasted away" (pp. 3841). 

@ Not as generally relevant for Jamaica, which "was still a frontier colony 

with virgin soil," was soil exhaustion and, as a result, increasing costs of 

production (pp. 4 1-42). This problem did apply selectively to Jamaica. (As a result, 

low-cost sugar producers began to make inroads into haditional West Indian 

markets, and the Jamaican producers were seriously affected by the free fall in 

prices in 1822.) 

The overburdening of the estates with inheritance and marriage settlements, 

all tenable in England. ("Settlements made when sugar bore a good price became 

impossibly onerous when sugar slumped," p. 42.) 

trade within the ernplre but had no authority to legslate the internal affairs of the colony (Heman, 1981: 
107-8). 



Absenteeism, which (among other things) required the payment of 

commissions and interest and the upkeep of establishments as well as educational, 

business and social careers for the planters and their dependants on both sides of 

the Atlantic (pp. 4243). The legacy of absenteeism was planter indebtedness and 

the ever-present threat of merchant creditor repossession. Even those who became 

self-sustaining planter-merchants could not avoid the problems of over-mortgaging 

and grossly inflated plantation colonial values.4 It is not surprising, therefore. that 

all successful absentees used the greater part of their plantation profits to invest in 

the British economy (Sheridan. 1974: 2956). Their interest was to re-merge with 

capitalism at the center. while maintaining their investments at the periphery as a 

source of super-profits. 

All these factors, coupled with increasing slave revolts, greatly helped the 

abolitionist cause to victory. The obsession with movements in the rate of profit of those 

challenging the decline thesis of Ragatz (1%3 [1924]) and W~lliarns (1964) begs the 

question of the movement of the rae  of exploitution and the destination Md destiny of 

those profits. Conditions of "decadence" (suffered by some) are not necessarily 

incompatible with a rising rate of profit (enjoyed by others). If indeed the rate of profit of 

the sugar planters revived for some decades after an initial post-American Revolution 

slump, as argued by Ward (1988), or sustained an increase to which only Emancipation 

put a poiiticd end, as argued by Drescher (lm, this profitability occurred at the expense 

of both the enslaved Africans as a class and a people and the West Indies as a social 

formation, and underwrote the reintegration of the erstwhile absentee "West Indiansn into 

the English landed gentry, as well as their bid for admission into the rising capitalist class 

' ~ t  should be pointed ou& however, that practically all successful planters wnc plantermerchants Shedan 
(1974: 377) notes that " [alfter ascending the plantation IadQer, no man could sunive in the trader-domid  
environment unless he was a planter-merchantn. The "consignee" or "commission" system eliminated the 
middleman and turned the Lnndon-West India merchants into commissicm agents for the planter, who 
consigned his sugars on his own account Ties of kinship often sealed this relationshp, but, except in the 
special case of B a r h i m ,  none of this prevented the essential d e l i v m c c  of plantation interests into the 
centraiized ambit of rnempoli tan corporate ownership and control in the postemancipation era 



(through the purchase of such enterprises as banks, mines and "manufactories" -- see 

Sheridan, 1974: 2%). This hardly contravenes the core of Williams' thesis about the 

contemporaneous structure of interests governing the relationship between West Indian 

colony and British metropole (although his story about how these interests played 

themselves out must be re-written). The fact is that plantation profits eventually produced 

and reproduced a transnational mercantile-colonial capitalist class whose circuit of 

investment began and was primarily realized in England, not only in the purchase of titles 

and seats in Parliament but also increasingly as investment capital in the emerging industrial 

sectors of the economy. At the same time, the place of the West Indies as one-sidedly 

exploitable tropical periphery remained an endemic and given -- although, of course, not 

statically so - feature of the re-structuring North Atlantic system. 

Other Social Groups in Slave P lanrution Society: 
The Development of a Colored Sub-hegemonic C h s  

Then wen some 30,000 whites in Jamaica in 1820 of whom only about 
1,189 were men of property. An allowance for rich merchants and the 
families of both [merchants and planters], would put this 'upper class' at 
something around 6,000 whites. This leaves 24,000 other whites of whom 
not more then 5,000, after the middle of the eighteenth century, would have 
been servants ... (Brathwaite, 1971: 135) 

Apart from an upper class of whites which included some very rich resident planters, pen- 

keepers, merchants and estate attorneys as well as expatriate colonial officials, there was a 

middle class of "small whites." The latter comprised independent and salaried 

professionals, small planters (cultivating a range of crops including coffee, pimento. 

plantain, ginger, and coconuts) and pen-keepers, (slave) jobbers, small merchants, 

shopkeepers, tavern- and inn-keepers, entrepreneur tradesmen and women, and upper 

supervisory personnel. This was supplemented by a lower middle class of clerks, skilled 

artisans, and lower professionals and supervisory personnel. Whites on the plantations 

"served as bookkeepers, supervising the slaves in the field and in the boiling house; as 

overseen. superintending the planting and giving the daily orders; and as skilled artisansn 



(Heurnan, 1981: 4). Overseers on absentee-owned plantations were "master[s] of the 

place" (Brathwaite, 1971: 142), whereas bookkeepers, in spite of the authority of 

immediate. everyday tyranny they held over blacks. were typically among the poorest 

whites. Ordinary white servants. unskilled workers and those practising marginal trades 

such as huckstering, especially single women and those in positions farthest away from 

authority over slaves, constituted the lowest class of whites. They did not, however, form 

a distinctive and lasting community with its own identity as they did in Barbados? The 

demographic stmcture of the white subaltern employee population (as well as sections of 

the ruling elite) in Jamaica was skewed towards unmarried (or unaccompanied) males, 

which militated against the emergence of endogamous community and promoted the 

widespread incidence of sexual liaisons with non-white women, resulting in  the continuous 

expansion of a mixed-race population, enslaved and free. 

Whites were tom between seeing free people of mixed-race in particular as a 

dangerous threat to themselves or a protective buffer against the blacks. The latter, 

shrewder view was held by Long and Edwards, who thought that members of a specially 

cultivated free brown class "would naturally attach themselves to the white race as the most 

honorable relations, and so become a barrier against the designs of the Blacks" (Edwards, 

1793, Vol. 2: 3 10). The gut response of most whites, however, who were unable to 

transcend overpowering racist emotions and fears long enough to chart a "rational" course 

through political expediency, was to regard and treat free browns as utter pariahs (except, 

of course, in various aspects of individual and private relations). The fears of whites 

became ovenvhelming when the numbers of propertied free coloreds began to approach a 

critical mass and the development of group self-co11sciousness and articulate leadership 

prompted a long-term movement for civil and political rights. The freedpersons suffered 

not just degraded racial and economic status, but also civil and political disabilities. There 

S~eckles (1986.8) points out that '[olnly in Barbados, the fim major slave plantation colony in the 
British West Indies, did many small communities of these impoverished whites h r n e  permanent social 
features". 



were laws limiting their occupational. property and inheritance rights as well as juridical 

rights in court cases and political rights to vote and run for office. The (Sephardic) Jews, a 

small minority among the whites. were the only other group (of men) among the non-slave 

population to be denied the franchise under any  circumstance^.^ They would eventually 

win their full civil rights as a consequence of the freedmen gaining theirs in December. 

1830. Women had no political rights whatsoever. and, of course, white men were subject 

to property- and income-based criteria of eligibility in the exercise of the franchise. 

The freedperson population was predominantly mixed-race. female and urban. In 

1788, when the group as a whole made up no more than 4 percent of the entire population. 

they comprised 12 percent of the population of Kingston, with the mixed-race component 

accounting for over 80 percent of the group (Heurnan, 198 1: Table 1.7; 9). "Nearly half of 

Jamaica's freedmen lived in Spanish Town or Kingston at the end of the eighteenth 

century'' (ibid.: 9). In the last ten years before emancipation in 1834 free coloreds made up 

about three-quarters of the island's freedperson population, and there were estimated to be 

twice as many adult women as adult men in the group (ibid.: 8). With regard to economic 

status, the majority of freedpersons were destitute; in 1825, fewer than 2% of free browns 

were regarded as "rich," while about 80 percent were thought to be "absolutely poor" 

(ibid.: 10). The inclusion of free blacks, who, as a group, were more impoverished and 

less propertied than the browns, would make these figures even more pronounced. By 

1825, the freedperson group far outnumbered the whites, having tripled in size from a base 

of 10,000 in 1789. A tiny group of wealthy free coloreds, many of whom had gone to the 

best schools in Europe, were said to be more educated than the rypical white planter. 

Moreover. on the eve of emancipation the freedperson group owned an estimated 70,000 

slaves, or about 22 percent of all the slaves in the colony (ibid.: 84). 

Early attempts to curb the developmental potential of the group extended to severe 

occupational and civil restrictions. The earliest concerns appeared to revolve around 

61n the 17'71-5 period, one-fifth of inventoried mercantile property in Jamaica was found to belong to 
Sephardic Jews (Sheridan, 1974: 375). 



removing this free, non-whi te group -- which could not be consigned to regular field labor 

-- as a source of occupational competition for white subalterns, and imposing civil 

disabilities that would sharply qualify the status of their freedom. The curtailment of rights 

of property were a somewhat later preoccupation of the white planter government. For 

example, although freedmen were never eligible to sit in the legislature, it was not until 

1733 that they were denied the right to vote. In 1761, increasing alarm at the rise of a 

property-holding freedperson group prompted the approval of "legislation that prohibited 

whites from leaving real or personal property worth more than f 1,200 (sterling) to any 

colored or black" (Heuman, 1981: 6). 

The Assembly strenuously resisted collective political appeals to restore or expand 

the bundle of rights and freedoms enjoyed by the freedpersons, prefening to accommodate 

a few individual "exceptions to the rule" by providing for the conferment of "special 

privileges" that rendered a successful petitioner legally white (with full or near-full 

accompanying rights). This provision had the effect of winning individual converts over to 

the regime of white supremacy, especially since it typically required marriage to a white in 

order for the privileges to continue in the second generation (ibid.). Apparently. the 

majority of those complying with the requirement and/or applying for the privileges were 

"mulatto or quadroon women and their children" (ibid.). It may be assumed (but not 

simplistically), as in the case of manumission, that liaisons with white men were often the 

occasion for. rather than a consequence of, the extension of "privilegesn to women. 

A few brown men, most of them wealthy slave-owning planters with close ties to 

whites, did apply for and receive the special privileges. However, the formation of a free 

colored (male) elite, as understood here, was premised on the development of a s e p .  

group identity and the articulation of its particular interests through an intellectual and 

political vanguard and a political movement (or some form of organized self- 

representation). The development of this self-consciousness was closely associated with 

the evolution of what Brathwaite calls a "creole outlook," which defined itself'in opposition 



to the absenteeist mentality of the white-settler ruling class and rested on an emergent, 

locally situated ("brown-mann) nationalism. This nationalism was not necessarily opposed 

to plantation slavery, but it was not averse to explicitlv appealing to and drawing upon, on 

behalf of its own strictly defined campaign for civil rights, the same British sources of 

humanitarian support for amelioration and aboli tioo of slavery (see Heuman, 198 1 ). This 

particular brand of nationalism embodied a number of contradictory ingredients: anti- 

black, anti-African prejudice and colorist separatism; absence of fundamental opposition to 

and at times proactive support for the system of plantation slavery; support for Colonial 

Office executive protection and redress against naked planter-cl ass Assembly rule; support 

for the British government's abolition of slavery against local white planter opposition; 

support for local self-government and an independent, representative assembly against 

Crown Colony government; self-presentation as the only true protectors of the blacks and a 

broad social agenda (the only true and caring "sons of the soiln) against the narrow, selfish 

interests of the white planter class (ibid.). 

Emboldened both by the events of the Haitian Revolution and the increase in their 

numben, free colored middle class men began to agitate for their civil rights in the late 

eighteenth and early decades of the nineteenth centuries. In their campaigns. they made no 

attempt to link their plight to that of the slaves or make common cause with either the latter 

or the free blacks, relying instead on constitutional pleas for an end to particular disabilities 

or full equal rights with whites for their group only. For this, they earned the undying 

hatred and/or suspicion of the slaves and the free blacks. the latter of whom sometimes 

made their own representations to the government, invariably including expressions of 

outrage over the separatist manoeuven of the browns. The whites, for their part, 

maintained a solid wall of resistance to free colored appeals for collective enfranchisement, 

granting only piecemeal concessions, such as withdrawing the limit on inheri tame and 

exclusion from giving testimony in court in 1813, and providing renewed recourse to 

private privilege bills after 1823. This latter token mollified some coloreds. even though the 



provision tended to deny them the right to sit in the Assembly or Council. For the most 

part, however, specially privileged brown men remained aloof from the group struggle for 

civil rights. 

It was not until the writing on the wall indicated that the West Indian planters 

might, after all, be fighting a losing battle against the forces of abolitionism that there was 

some willingness to consider meaningful enfranchisement of the entire freedperson 

population as potential eleventh-hour allies. Even then it was a drawn-out battle which 

went into high gear over the period 1823 to 1830, pitting a small group of "enlightened" 

white converts to the idea of freedperson enfranchisement against a still-intransigent 

Assembly majority. As Heurnan (1981: 44-51) points out, by the time a general 

enfranchisement bill was grudgingly approved by the House in December, 1830, the 

attempt to win over its beneficiaries, the free non-white men of the colony, was seen as 

"too little, too late." The battle lines had already been drawn and wen to acutely determine 

the character of the recomposed Assembly which lasted from 183 1 to 1866. 

Before slavery was finally abolished in 1838, about a dozen men of color were 

returned to the House in the various elections held. The gnat majority belonged to the 

urban professional-merchant brown elite stratum, whose social position derived from 

inherited wealth and, perhaps above all, education. In the late 1840s. with the phenomenal 

growth of a black artisan and peasant class possessing just enough property to qualify for 

the franchise, a new type of political representative, black and/or non-elite, began to appear 

here and there in the Assembly. Seventeen coloreds and three blacks sat in the Assembly 

between 1849 and 1854 (ibid.: 131). The group of non-white assemblymen who came into 

being after 1830 has been characterized in the following way: 

The black and brown men in the House of Assembly during the period from 
1831 to 1866 were clearly a diversified group: more than a third of them 
were lawyers, and several wen merchants, editors, and officials. The 
blacks and nonprofessional brown men elected around 1850 represented a 
departure from their predecessors, who were generally more educated and 
wealthier men of color. Nevertheless, nearly all the coloreds shared an 



urban orientation: not one of them was solely a planter. and only a few had 
any significant connection with the land. (Ibid.: 63) 

Although a few colored legislators were pro-planter and consistently voted with the 

Country Party (the planter faction in the House), the majority, along with a few liberal 

whites, belonged to the Town Party. Also, while most Jews voted with planter interests. 

most whites who voted with the Town Party were Jews. A few Jews and coloreds were 

members of the "shopkeepers and tradesmen" class which began to send representatives to 

the House in the late 1840s. They often teamed up with their black counterparts to form the 

most radical component of the Assembly. In the period after the constitutional crisis of 

1853, when the executive was expanded and made more responsible to the legislature, they 

were known as the Liberals or Kingston Agitators (ibid.: 158). Together with the 

Nonconformist Baptist and Wesleyan missionaries who championed the cause of the ex- 

slaves outside the House, they maintained the most consistent public thorn in the side of 

white planter govenunent. 

Rior to emancipation, the brown men who formed the core of the Town Party 

tended to ally themselves with the officiai Government against the white planters. They 

opposed Apprenticeship as a prolongation of slavery and otherwise saw the chief 

representative of the British government as both the patron of their class and its 

advancement and protector of the interests of the unrepresented masses. Brown and black 

men were gaining increasing influence in municipal and parochial politics, where the 

requirements for political candidacy were less stringent, and brown men in particular were 

becoming the beneficiaries of government appointments, for example, as stipendiary 

magistrates during Apprenticeship, but, also - although more rarely - as handpicked 

members of the coveted Executive Council. In the House, they opposed, with limited 

success, the Country Party's unrelenting attempts to i n c m  taxes on the poor, to reduce 

the extent of eligibility for the franchise, to push through immigrant contract labor schemes 

paid for by the state, to block welfare and educational provisions for the ex-slaves, to 



expand the powers of planter justices of the peace, and generally to increase plantation 

monopoly privileges. Although the brown politicians denounced the leaden and goals of 

the 1831 slave rebellion, many of them sheltered the Nonconformist missionaries -- to 

whose churches they belonged and to whom was attributed conspiratorial blame -- from the 

murderous wrath of the white population (also partly turned against them). 

The shifts in social forces, public policy and colonial fortunes which took place 

after emancipation rendered brown men less and less likely to be either loyal supporters of 

the British government or allies of the Baptist missionaries. When Apprenticeship ended, 

the office of the governor began to move away from its sometime role as protector and 

benefactor of the ex-slaves and noo-whites and to preoccupy itself with nforming the 

colony's administration and finances in the interests of imperial efficiency and 

pr~fitability.~ This position nonetheless maintained it in a somewhat adversarial 

relationship with the planters and on an increasingly unavoidable collision course with the 

colored elites. While local whites hankered after the all-planter assemblies of old, the West 

India Committee in London (representing absentee owners), from its transnational imperial 

vantage-point. increasingly concurred with Colonial Office views that only Crown Colony 

government would save the plantations for England and prevent black disaffection from 

exploding into a revolution against plantoeratic despotism. The brown elites, for their pan, 

wanted to increase the representative and autonomous powers of the House in their own 

interests as the "authentic" legatees and trustees of West Indian self-government and liberal 

democracy, tempered by imperial oversight. In fulfilment of this mission they ultimately 

became complicit with the white planters in restricting the access of the emergent class of 

black freeholders to the Assembly. 

From the earliest period of the politics of enfranchisement there had been strained 

relations between black and brown leaders. In spite of the Lip service paid to the necessity 

 he p w i n g  indifference to the economic and pdirical situation of non-white Jarnaions culminated in the 
callous regime of Govern Edward John Eyre, whose exaction of savage retribution after the Morant Bay 
Rebellion was almost matched by his pmmiac rejection of all appeals for justice and relief from 
widespread immiseration during his tenure in office. 



for a black-brown political alliance in the pages of leading colored newspapers and the 

appeal of colored candidates to the commonality of blood between themselves and black 

voten. coloreds often betrayed the trust of potential black allies and failed to support black 

candidates for elected office or government appointments (Heurnan. 198 1 : 77-9. 102-3, 

130-3). In the L830s, blacks retaliated by forming their own franchise organization and, 

for example, backing a non-elite Jew over the colored candidate in a Kingston by-election 

for an Assembly seat (ibid.: 103). Instead of taking advantage of the opportunities it 

presented, the old colored leaden of the Town Party balked at "the entry [in the 1850sI of 

black and brown shopkeepers and artisans to an Assembly that had been dominated largely 

by planters. merchants, and representatives of the professional classes" (ibid.: 13 1). An 

alliance with this new class of legislators would have made it possible to mount a serious 

challenge to an increasingly desperate group of planters, who were "threatening to abolish 

the House before their majority was erased" (ibid.: 130). The coloreds were hampered, as 

it were, by their narrow urban base and organizational inability to "field candidates on an 

island-wide basis" (ibid.: 13 1). They chose, however, to vote with the planters on 

legislation intended to reduce the number of freeholders on the voting lists and increax the 

number of whites by enfranchising a new class of salaried personnel. As a result, 

freeholders who had made up nearly 60 percent of the electorate in 1858 dropped to "barely 

30 percent" in 1860, and the category of small landholders assessed at f6 dropped from 

one-third of all voten in 1858 to oneeighth in 1863. The number of non-white 

assemblymen fell by thirty percent between 1849 and 1863 (ibid.). This political defeat 

stoked the fires of widespread disaffection which erupted in the Morant Bay Rebellion of 

1865. The major grievances fuelling the rebellion were very clearly and explicitly 

articulated by its leaden and participants as concerns with respect to land, justice 

(especially lack of redress in the courts) and access to and proper remuneration for work 

As a group, the colored politicians were seen as having betrayed the cause of the black 

suffenn and having denied them representation in the legislature. 



Among the hundreds summarily executed without vial in the aftermath of the 

rebellion were the leading brown radical of the Assembly. George William Gordon, who 

had broken ranks with his more conservative fellow legislators to champion the cause of 

the dispossessed and disenfranchised classes (but who was. however, wrongly accused of 

conspiracy in the rebellion), and Paul Bogle, the (black) Native Baptist preacher who had 

led his armed followers to the Morant Bay courthouse in a quest for justice. In their 

opposition to the bill for Crown Colony government that was subsequently brought before 

the House, the colored politicians blamed "the wicked insurrection by the negroes of St. 

Thomas in the Eastn for their own impending and undeserved disenfranchisement and 

reminded the whites that "the colored people have never sought to prevent their having the 

largest share in the govement of the country ... only ... to prevent its being exclusiven 

(ibid.: 191-2). In their refusal to join in a united struggle with more oppressed groups of 

non-white men, even for the purpose of widening the small window of opportunity 

provided by the limited weapon of the franchise, this "most loyal and conservativen class 

of men had allowed themselves to be completely shut out of the business of self- 

government. 

Changing lnrersections of Race, Color and C b s  afrer 1865: 
Elite Pluralism; Black Majority Paver Denied 

Crown Colony ruie aborted or, at least, set back the self-governing aspirations of brown 

and black men and imposed a kind of colonial booapartism on the population in the 

interests of the weakened and declining planter class. The propertied whites who remained 

in Jamaica consolidated themselves into a retrenched but endogamously self-reproducing 

class-ethnic community with monopolistic - as well as feudalistic and enclavized -- ties to 

the sugar plantation sector. Post-emancipation conditions nurtumd an increasingly 

prosperous stratum of brown and Jewish merchants, lawyers and planters, whose rwts 

were often urban and mercantile but who had a newfound interest in land acquisition and 



speculation. Within the old colored group there was a dramatic devaluation of social 

privilege and prestige formerly acquired through sexual liaisons with influential white men, 

resulting in a social displacement of colored women with such ties. This reversal of 

fortunes. as instantiated below, strengthened the relative color-class-gender standing of 

both white women and brown men. 

The worst sufferers seem to have been the brown women who had lived 
with whites and who had often received a little property and some slaves to 
support them. After abolition. these women had a difficult time: their 
properties depreciated, the compensation money for their slaves dried up. 
and many of them turned to needlework for a livelihood. By the 1860s, 
they we& often destitute and dependent on private or public charity. (Ibid.: 
75) 

Eventually. the re-articulation of brown women into their class/color community as 

"inside" wives rather than "outsiden mistresses served to shape and consolidate this 

community's hegemonic mid ethos of respectability and public rectitude. 

According to Levy (1986), the colored middle class was ultimately more 

preoccupied with "prestige occupationsn than with becoming entrepreneurial elites, and 

"[tlhe most direct way of achieving these ends was by the acquisition of advanced 

educational qualifications, entering the professions or through the prestige and power 

conferred by public servicen (p. 37). She suggests that the Chinese, who first came as 

indentured laborers, were able to move into the grocery retail trade in Jamaica at Least partly 

because that ground was ceded to them by the coloreds who had had prior opportunity to 

occupy it. The colored middle class was not interested in playing a socially marginal 

rniddlernan/shopkeeper role for the poor black consumer market, no matter what the 

potential for a gradual accumulation of profits; they wanted "prestige occupations" which 

defined a relatively autonomous but central and highly visible social location in the 

mainstream of national life. The male principals went into politics, the professions and 

upper management in public administration and the private sector, and while some of them 

sustained a place as merchants and increasingly in the post-1865 period as commercial 

farmers, it was as a politico-cultural (sub)hegemonic group (centered around what has been 



colloquially referred to as the "brown lawyer stratum") that they acquired social force and a 

uniquely configured color/class identity. Inc~asingly. the upper strata of the old colored 

group would merge with the lower echelons of the ruling class. 

In the period after 1865. a process of post-plantation ethnic and economic 

diversification, and related stratification along conjoint lines. introduced new "minority, 

intermediary ethnic p u p s "  into the political economy and social tableau of the island. 

They have been so defined by Stone (1991) in light of both their class and their racial- 

ethnic location within a social structure bounded by a fundamental oppositionality-cum- 

hierarchical continuum between (White AngleSaxon Protestant) European "elite" and 

African "folk" (who were joined at the bottom in the post-emancipation period by a small 

East Indian minority). Between the mid-1870s and the mid-1890s, a massive land 

(re)distribution campaign canied out under the aegis of strict land registration and anti- 

squatting, antidelinquency policies effected a transfer of thousands of acres of privately 

owned and (both repossessed and previously uncultivated) Crown lands to local 

"intermediary" elites, particularly Jewish and "brown" merchants and professionals, as 

well as to foreign nationals and corporations (Satchell, 1990). This transfer of land 

dispossessed thousands of small settlers and formed part of a power shift towards new 

ago-capitalist sectors (particularly in bananas) and ascending urban- and trade- based 

entrepreneurial elites, comprising traditional "intermediaryn groups like Jews and browns 

and newcomers like the Chinese and the "Syrians." The Chinese, whose labor contracts, 

unlike those of the more numerous East Indians, "did not contain any similar incentives in 

the form of grants of land," soon "deserted the field for the shops" (Levy. 1986: 38,49). 

They came to occupy a "shopkeepern niche in keeping with their disproportionate role in 

providing a retail-trade link between black peasant and working class communities and the 

big importing agencies. This role provided them in turn with a steady means of capital 

accumulation and graduation into the commercial elite. The "Syrians," a blanket tcrm 

popularly used to denote the tiny group comprising Syrians, Palestinians and (mostly) 



Lebanese, began arriving in Jamaica in the 1880s (as voluntary migrants who, however, 

had been victims of religious and ethnic persecution in their home countries) and were even 

more successful than the Chinese in using their humble, adopted occupation of pedlar as a 

stepping stone to large-scale commercial, landholding and manufacturing careen and 

fortunes (Nicholls, 1986). Ultimately, the Jews and Lebanese (particularly as "white- 

ethnicsn) supplied the upper echelons of the "intermediary ethnic" category which 

constituted the nucleus of a new and increasingly dominant local d i n g  class fraction. 

Descendants of the brown middle class, which had thrust itself forward on the eve 

of slave emancipation as a new political class, with claims of being the only "true" 

representatives of a future Jamaican nation, would hang on to this sub-hegemonic status 

for themselves. Led by the "brown lawyer stratum," they later assumed helmsmanship of 

mass-based party, trade union and nation, consolidating themselves as a political and 

cultural sub-hegemonic group. 

bados: Model of Pure 

Barbados "was initially a company-sponsored colony, and pioneer colonists were 

employees rather than freehold farmers" (Beckles. 1990: 8). In 1627, the Earl of Carlisle 

was made Lord Proprietor by royal patent (in the feudalistic tradition of expatriate 

"ownership" -- by royal dispensation -- of colonies and colonial offices)! This entitled 

him to "full jurisdiction over all inhabitants [and] full powers to establish civil institutions 

and offices such as legal systems, religious bodies and political organisations." and, more 

importantly, empowered him "to dispose of the colony's land. exact duties on its trade, and 

create honorary titles for its inhabitants" (ibid.). After some years of struggle involving 

competing proprietorial claims and disgruntled colonists who wanted frwhoid tenure and 

self-government, both of the latter were conceded. The new land policy instituted in the 

* ~ c m r d i q  to PMS (1960: 2). "[tlhe lo& proprietors were interested in land rather than in tmde [in 
contrast to the joint-stock companies]: to be more exact, they wished to receive dues from the colonists, 
something like the manorial dues whlch they were receiving at homen. 



early 1630s required the governor (officially appointed by the Lord Proprietor) "to issue 

land to credible colonists in return for a quit rent of forty pounds in weight of tobacco 

annually" (ibid.: 9). This policy opened up the way for the development of a landed elite. 

By the early 16&, the parliament which was to remain in place throughout the two 

hundred-odd yean of slavery had already taken shape. It  was a bicameral body made up of 

an eleven-man Council (advisory to the Governor) and an Assembly consisting of twenty- 

two representatives, two for each parish, elected on a limited franchise. 

"The Most Ancienf Colony in the British Empire" 

The pre-sugar economic regime in Barbados was based on the production, by white 

indentured servants, of a series of dominant crops -- tobacco, cotton, indigo -- each of 

which eventually lost its market from competition and overproduction. White indentured 

servants were treated like slaves in many respects, except that they had legal (though not 

necessarily effective) recourse to a magistrate in the event of maltreatment and could 

anticipate the termination of their contracts, upon which they received f 10 or 400 lbs of 

cotton (ibid.: 17)? African slavery did not become the economic life-blood of the colony 

until after 1645, when sugar became a commercial crop. Prior to that, the status of the 

small minority of blacks and native "Indians" had not been rigorously defined in law, 

although it seems likely that they were treated as chattels. 

Assisted in financing, shipping and the supply of slaves by Dutch merchants, who 

knew the sugar trade and had been expelled from Brazil, Barbados quickly became a 

flourishing sugar colony. According to Beckles, by the early 16505 (before the capture of 

Jamaica by the British), it was being "described as the richest spot in the New World, and 

colonial officials boasted that the island's value, in terms of trade and capital, was greater 

than all the English colonies put togethern (ibid.: 21). Struggles between the Barbadian 

colonists and, first, the Crornwellian Parliament, then, the Restoration government ended 

9 ~ n  Jamaica indentured w a n t s  were offered up to twenty acres d land upon expiration of their fontracts. 



with a compromise. The arrangements agreed upon confirmed planter self-government and 

conceded the planters' request for an annulment of the Earl of Carlisle's proprietary patent. 

but revoked their free trade rights and enjoined them to mercantilist control by the 

metropole. 

The Barbadian planter class consolidated itself partly by building upon a base of 

generous original land grants and the right connections. as in the Jamaican case. However, 

as might be expected from the pioneering nature of the large-scale voluntary settlement, 

there were more instances of modest beginnings blooming into success stories. Most 

planters expanded their properties by buying or pushing out smaller landholders and 

essentially overseeing the transformation of the island from a "colony of settlement" to a 

"colony of exploitation," based on sugar production. For a while, sugar production was 

carried out by almost equal numbers of white indentured servants and black slaves; in 

1652. "some 13.000 indentured servants and ex-servants were employed in sugar 

production, with about 15,000 Africansn (Beckles, 1986: 9). Between 1655 (when then 

were still marginally more whites than blacks) and 1712, the white population was nearly 

halved and the black population doubled. Thousands of small planters and white laborers 

left Barbados to seek their fortunes elsewhere in the Americas, The 1680 census recorded 

175 planters, the top 7 percent of landholders. as owning 54 percent of all landed property 

and 60 percent of all the slaves in the colony. Beckles (1990: 24) points out that the census 

underreported these planters' holdings, which "might well have been nearer 60 per cent" of 

the total. 

The white planter class developed a sense of itself as a [ocnl aristocracy to a greater 

degree than elsewhere in the Caribbean, although not nearly to the level of independent 

agency achieved by the continental groups. This was because of the early closing of the 

socio-economic frontiers (the entire island was already densely occupied by plantations and 

people in the seventeenth century) and the internal generation of continuity and stability in 

the social stmcture. However, the pride that the resident planters developed in being 



Barbadian was absolutely premised on the security of their conviction that Barbados was 

"little England." a successful re-invention of the real thing in sub-tropical form and blessed 

by continued mother-country sponsorship. Although absenteeism was an integral part of 

the Barbados reality. it did not have as significant an impact on the social structure as it did 

in Jamaica. Beckles (1990: 44) notes that "there was no wholesale absenteeism" during the 

eighteenth century and that the increase in absenteeism in the early years of the nineteenth 

century was due to repossession of many locally owned estates by English merchant 

companies. In spite of the exodus of the 1660s and 1670s which marked the consolidation 

of the plantation economy. early and prolific white settlement of the island had ensured the 

retention of a larger and more rooted white community than elsewhere. By the mid- 

eighteenth century (and, for the white segment, well before that), Barbados' population 

was an overwhelmingly homegrown "creole" one. with a mature demographic profile 

featuring both black and white female majorities. For white men this meant the local 

recruitment of wives and the achievement of a degree of family and community stability 

rare for a West Indian plantation colony. Beckles mentions other alleged effects of the 

prominent white female presence: 

The female majority in the colony's white population had significant effects 
upon the nature of slave owners' social culture. Not only were white family 
structures more developed in Barbados than in other colonies, but 
contemporaries were convinced also that it had some positive repercussions 
upon many aspects of the slaves' daily lives. During the 1780s. William 
Dickson believed, for example, that the white female majority tempered the 
brutish frontier mentality of planters and integrated white men into 
developed family structures -- which, he believed. tended towards the 
gradual amelioration of the slaves' condition. (Ibid.: 41 -2) 

The other important feature of Barbados' white population was the existence of a 

distinct class of "poor whites," including lumpmized proletarians and subsistence farmers, 

who formed isolated communities of their own. With the institutionalization of African 

slavery and the increasing deployment of skilled slaves both from plantation workf'orces 

and from slave contractors or jobbers, the demand for even skilled white workers dropped 

considerably. By the end of the seventeenth century, many of them were forced into the 



wretched lifestyle of entire communities of marginalized, unskilled whites, for whom 

"unemployment became the most visible characteristic of their social existence" and who 

"were driven to rely upon the poor law and public begging in order to subsist" (Beckles. 

1986: 13. 14). Unlike the situation in Cuba, for example. where an overarching lower 

class position encompassed a certain intermingling and hybridized assimilation of racial 

groups, particularly outside of and in-between plantation regimes. poar-white identity in 

Barbados was sharply contradictory and isolationist. They felt no emotional ties to the 

Mother Country and claimed they were "neither Charib nor Creole, but true Barbadian" 

(quoted in Beckles, 1990: 48); they were culturally Africanized or "negrified" (to use Rex 

Nettleford's general term) -- certainly. to a far greater extent than their continental 

counterparts - yet, like the latter, they maintained a very strict, racially exclusive sense of 

themselves. A minority among them managed to achieve a modicum of social respectability 

and even upward mobility during the long period of slavery by becoming plantation 

managers or overseen. Those who served in the militia were granted small plots of land 

which sustained a rural backwater existence. They continued to be regarded with contempt 

by the planter class, who were generous in acknowledging the contrasting industriousness 

of a comparable class of "negroes" as long as slavery survived and the persistence of a 

small white lumpenproletariat in its midst could be dismissed as an aberration. However. in 

the second half of the nineteenth century when the post-slavery remnants of the planter and 

merchant classes began to restructure and consolidate themselves into a local corporate 

ruling class, without the automatic supports of legal qxrtheid or the demographic depth of 

the previous era, the notions of racial solidarity and racially sponsored social mobility took 

on new meaning. Working class whites became specially prefemd recruits into the middle 

and upper echelons of the rapidly incorporating commercial economy during the period 

1890- 1937. According to Karch (1981: 218). they "became proportionately the most 

upwardly mobile segment of the Barbadian population in this period." 



The alleged "docility" of Barbadian slaves, indicated by the virtual absence of 

armed rebellion throughout the eighteenth century and by a conspicuous degree of 

accommodation to Euro-creole culture, was attributed to both geophysical and 

sociohistorical factors. Among those frequently mentioned were the relatively flat. 

continuous. open topography of the island and the absence of potential spaces for extra- 

plantation refuge or concealmentlo; the relatively large white presence and resident planter 

class community: the tempering and "civilizing" influence of white women; the large 

number of creole rmd incipiently Christianized (read "disciplinedn) slaves; military and 

naval readiness and ease of security patrol. The 18 16 armed rebellion by Barbadian slaves. 

the only such occurrence in the history of the island to proceed beyond the planning stage. 

took all observers by surprise. A small number of literate (but landless) free colored and 

enslaved men (predominantly drivers and skilled personnel) played critical leadenhip roles 

in the planning and execution of the insurrection (Beckles, 1984).l 

Barbados' Freedpersons: The Smallest Minorig 

Barbados was noted for the smaller-than-usual size of its population of freedpersons,12 

and in particular, of free coloreds, who in most other islands made up the bulk of this 

social group. During the find decades of slavery. the mixed-race component of the free 

non-white population was only marginally bigger than its black counterpart, which 

averaged around 47% of the total (Sio. 1976: 7). The low overall and mixed-race 

proportions possibly indicated low rates of both manumission and miscegenation. Beckles 

(1990) suggests that there was no dearth of colored slaves. so that the problem may have 

loin a comment on the only actual slave uprising in Barbadian hstory, the armed rebellion of 1816, The 
African Institute ( 18 16, quoted in Beckles, 1984: 172) noted that "there are no mountains, no fastnesses, 
nor forest- European foot, and even horse, can eraverse it in all directions". 
l l ~ u r i n g  the period of martial law following the revolt, 144 persons, mostly slaves. were executed for 
parucipation in the revolt Freedpersons constituted a tiny fraction of those executed, In St. Michael, 
where most of the trials and executions took place, only 3 freedpersons were among b executed 
(Handler, 1974: 85-6). 
121f we take the ratio of freeclpmlls to slaves alone (without regand for the white populaaon). c. 1830. 
they constituted an estimated 6.3% in Barbados, 13.2% in Jamaica, and 26.4% in Dominica, in neat 
increments of 100% across the range of islands (see Table 53, next chapter). 



rested more with a longstanding reluctance on the part of Barbadian whites to manumit or 

facilitate the manumission of their slaves. Indeed, a scan of 5.522 surviving wills from the 

period 1650 to 1725 reveals only 132 testators manumitting 201 slaves (Beckles. 1990: 

64). Most colored slaves were not freed by their white fathen and even fewer of their 

enslaved mothers were given any consideration in that regard. Certainly, in Barbados. 

cross-racial sex and miscegenation took place more frequently under conditions of (brute) 

anonymity and cultural denial than elsewhere. "BiteN interracial concubinages did occur 

there as elsewhere, but Handler (1974: 20 1) notes that this type of relationship did not 

result in mamiage, "as it occasionally did in Jamaica." Moreover, social pressures may 

actually have been effective in reducing the incidence of miscegenation at the center of the 

plantation economy (at both its upper and lower registers). Higman (1984: 150) reports 

that "many planten attempted to prohibit 'improper intercourset between their white 

employees (servants) and slaves," and that there may have been some truth to their claims 

of success, since "colored slaves were an increasing population in the smaller units, while 

they wen a decreasing and already small proportion in the largest units." Higman suggests 

that this tendency may have been peculiar to Barbados: "The attempt to prohibit 

miscegenation on large plantations was not repeated outside Barbados. and the groups of 

transient single white men employed to manage the increasingly absentee-owned estates 

[elsewhere] continued to father large numbers of slave children" (ibid.). Whether or not 

there was any substance to some planters' claim that "illicit connections were confined 

generally to the inferior young white servants," the incidence of colored slaves was much 

higher in the smaller units and was high enough to put Barbados right around the West 

Indian average for colony-wide rates, but at a slightly lower level than Jamaica or 

Dominica13 (ibid. ) . 

1 3 ~ n d  it should be noted that lhese two islands had much higher proponions of immigrant African slaves 
and simcantiy lower proportions of wbtm slaves (who were more exposed to miscegenation) than 
Barbadas. In any evenf the question of miscegenation is a complicated one and perhaps would be more 
accurately determined by a comparative investigation of the rate per white man, qualified by effective 
"maritaf " status. 



Ultimately, the low rate of manumission historic ally^^ and the tendency not to 

elevate lighter-skinned blacks or "coloredsn to a special intermediate class above "full- 

blooded" Africans were more important variables in Barbados's specificity. In 1810, 

freedpersons accounted for 7.4% of Jamaica's population. 10.6% of Dominicats. and only 

2.7% of that of Barbados (see Table 53 in the following chapter and n. 14 above). They 

outnumbered the white population in the first two islands. but were outnumbered six to one 

by whites in Barbados. Since Barbados followed the pattern of all the other territories in 

"favoring" the voluntary manumission of colored, female slaves, the high proportions of 

blacks and maled5 among nineteenth century freedpenom may indicate a proportionately 

greater contribution to the growth of the group as a whole through self-purchase by urban. 

skilled male slaves than elsewhere. Higman (1984: 379-86) points out that the proportion 

of coloreds among slaves manumitted was highest in the rural areas. but that the greater 

number of manumissions by far was accounted for by urban slaves. He also confirms "the 

relatively high sex ratio of slaves manumitted in the towns and the relatively small 

proportion who were colored" as well as the relatively high representation of skilled 

tradespeople among them (p. 384). The increase in manumissions in the final decades of 

slavery may well indicate increased opportunities for self-purchase among slaves fitting 

this profile. 

l 9 h e  first known estimate, made in 1748. indicated only 107 freedpersons in the entire population. 
Handler (1974: 67) points out that th ls  "was probably on the low side, but there is every indication that in 
eariier decades freedmen comprised no more than a slight percentage of the total free population". The 
historical situation is more important because Barbad- does not compare that unfavorably with the other 
tenitones with regard to rate of manumission in the final decades of slavery. Its rate was lower than that of 
Dominica (and perhaps a majority of the islands) but slightly hgher Uan that of Jamaica during h s  period, 
especially the final years when there was something of a surge in the Barbadian case (see Higman, 1984: 
Table 10.1,381). The key indicators favoring manumission appeared to be small size of holding and urban 
locauon, on both points of which Barbados scored considerably higher than Jamaica It should be noted that 
both these features correlated positively with increasing slave ownership by women and non-whites. 
Wgman (1984: 385) confirms that "the slaves of freedmen were two to three times more IikeIy to be 
manumitted than those of whites, both in town and in the country", disputing Handler's tentative claim to 
h e  contnry (Handler, 1974: 55). 
l5~arbad0s was alone among a majority of plantation colonies in not having a femaledominated 
freedperson population (numerically speakrng) throughout the final decades of slavery. According to 
Handler (1974: Z!), in " 1801 and 1802, ... females averaged 58 percent of the freedman population, while 
during the remaining seventeen years, starting in 1809, they averaged 49.6 percent". The fact that women 
had a clear edge in its slave population adds to the significance of this peculiarity. 



Apart from its smaller size and somewhat different racial blend. the free non-white 

population of Barbados was not subject to as many property-related qualifications in their 

status as were the Jamaicans, who were obviously perceived as a greater threat. The 

Barbadian group did not suffer any restrictions in the amount of property they could hold, 

but neither did they enjoy the right to petition for special privileges which conferred the 

legal status of white persons, a status bestowed on a select few of Jamaica's free colored. 

In Jamaica the granting of special privileges has been seen as a strategic concession bound 

by the imperatives of color. culture (including formal education) and property. and the need 

to mark the social distinction between a brown intermediate or sub-elite class and free 

blacks in particular. Such a need was not generated by the Barbadian social structure where 

whites were demographically strong and had attained a socially and culturally rooted and 

secure "residentiary" hegemony. According to Sio (1976: 15). the freedpenons of 

Barbados were as divided "by wealth, occupation, education, and status at birth" as those 

of Jamaica. but these distinctions cut across and did not correspond to color gradations as 

they did -- certainly at the upper and middle registers - in the case of Jamaica. To 

underscore an important poink Sio perhaps exaggerates a thesis that downplays "objectiven 

differences between the two (i.e., the Barbadian and Jamaican) groups of freedpersons and 

emphasizes differences in strategic and attitudinal impositions based on white situational 

interests. He insists that, in Barbados, 

[tlhe differences that existed among the free coloured [his usage to denote 
the entire group] cut across colour lines and appear to have been matters of 
generation, class, and ideology. Also, just as the whites did not make 
distinctions in the legal status of the free coloured based on colour, so they 
distinguished among groups of the free colound on the basis of values and 
patterns of behavior rather than colour. 

Sio himself suggests, however, that Barbadian whites did not pass restrictions on 

free colored ownership of property because they did not have to: the opportunities for land 

ownership hardly existed outside of the white planter class. As Handler (1974: 7W) 

points out, the fact that the vast majority of eighteenthcentury laws "did not limit the 



activities or the legal protection of freedmen" does not "suggest that the Barbadian 

plantocracy was more 'liberal' than the Jamaican one." only that "repressive laws were 

enacted in Jamaica in response to a socioeconomic situation which was inconsequential in 

Barbados." In his full-length study of Barbados' freedpenons, Handler (ibid.: 1 18) 

assures us that of the tiny minority of freedpersons who owned agricultural land "few were 

able to acquire more than a very small number of acres." More specifically. he presents 

"clear evidence of only four freedman plantation-owners from 1780 to 1834, and three of 

them were members of the same 'coloured' family. the Belgraves.' Calculating from data 

provided in separate tables for the year 1817 by Higman ( 1984: Tables S 1.1 and S2.8, 

4 13, 436), i t  appears. moreover, that Barbadian freedpenons owned only 33  percent of 

all slaves in the colony, whereas in both Jamaica and Dominica they owned a little over 20 

percent of the total, a rather striking difference. Certainly the Barbadian reality did not 

remotely approach the situation of the Dominican freedpersons who "are said to have held 

22 percent of the slave population in 1820 and to make 30 percent of the sugar and 19 

percent of the coffee produced in the island" (ibid.: 109: see following section). Jamaica, 

too. had a proportionately larger freedperson "planting interest" than did Barbados. It was 

precisely the amount of landed property already transferred to "the brown menace" that had 

begun to frighten whites and prompted them to legislate limits on bequests from whites to 

free coloreds in 1761. Sio (1976: 12) quotes one report that f200-300,000 worth of 

property had already been conveyed to free coloreds by 1761, and another report from 

1827 that they "owned many coffee and pimento plantations and a large number of houses 

in the towns." All three groups of upper-stratum freedpenons, however. shared a 

predominantly urban professionaYmercantile orientation. And in all three islands the 

majority of freedpersons were poor. 

Moreover, the material divisions among the Barbadian group did tend to run along 

color lines as in Jamaica and Dominica, even though the color/class association did not 

carry the same subjective ~ i ~ c a n c e  or ideologico-political weight as in those two 



countries (so that "colored" freedmen did not petition for their rights separately from free 

blacks in Barbados and whites did not make legal and political distinctions between them). 

Thus surviving Barbadian data on nonplantation propertied freedpersons from the period 

18151830 show that "the average property value of the ['coloredsf] was f 1 ,146, while 

that of the [blacks] was £3 1 1 ; 40 percent of the 'colored' sample and 5.9 percent of the 

black owned property valued in excess o f f  1,000 ..., and [moreover] all four of the known 

plantation-owners were 'colored'" (Handler, 1974: 142). Also, as elsewhere. although 

women (particularly mixed-race women) formed a notable majority of propertyholders, the 

largest (landed) propertyholders within the group were mixed-race men. 

Sio (19'76). therefore, unnecessarily downplays critical differences Md 

commonalities in the interest of his larger thesis. For him, the only significant difference 

between the Jamaican and Barbadian situations resided in interest-based political and 

military calculations rather than deep sociocultural features. He argues that it was "the 

needs and fears of the ruling group rather than the qualifications of the free coloured" 

which "determined the frequency of special privileges [in Jamaica]" (Sio, 1976: 18). He 

dismisses Winthrop Jordan's thesis that different white attitudes to concubinage, 

miscegenation and mixed-race persons, induced by different demographic conditions (with 

regard to ratios of whites to blacks and white males to white females), was the critical 

factor distinguishing Jamaica, where some free coloreds achieved social acceptance and 

promotion into white society, from Barbados, where no such acceptance or promotion 

occumd (ibid.: 17- 18). Although rough around the edges, Sio's counter-thesis does have 

a solid core. He argues that it was security considerations, in the face of a severe white 

shortage and free colored preponderance in the militia, that led whites in Jamaica to 

increase the granting of special privileges during periods of black insurgency. He traces 

upswings in the frequency of such grants to the Fit and Second M m n  Wars and the 

pre-emancipation period of major slave rebellion and insurgent activity. By contrast, 

Barbados "experienced few slave revolts, no colonies of Maroons existed, the island was 



less threatened by and vulnerable to external attack. and the free coloured population was in 

the minority." Not surprisingly, " [n]o military and political needs developed of sufficient 

severity that might have led the ruling whites to solicit the support and loyalty of the free 

coloured people by granting exemptions from the disabling lawsn (p. 19). 

The civil rights campaign of freedmen in Barbados was sparked by two cases in 

1799 in which a freedpenon was murdered by a white man who subsequently went 

unpunished. Although private petitions were not an uncommon occurrence during slavery. 

"the 1799 murders precipitated what may have been the first group petition, in which 

freedmen called for their protection under the law and a change in their legal status" 

(Handler, 1974: 75). The whites responded not with sympathy but with stepped up efforts 

to curb the growth and influence of freedpersons. Among these were a big hike in 

manumission fees and a legislative attempt, which was later abandoned, to limit property- 

holding by freedpersons. In petitioning against a version of the bill which proposed 

restricting legatee rights to legitimate hein only. the freedman signatories lamented that 

"death would be preferable" to their children - many of whom "have from their earliest 

infancy been accustomed to be attended by slavesn -- being denied their rightful patrimony 

in slaves (quoted in Handler, 1974: 78-9). In a strategic appeal to common property 

interests, they reminded or warned whites that "to deprive us of our property will remove 

the best security for our loyalty and fidelity" (ibid.: 79). 

It was this "loyalty and fidelityn which was finally proved for the whites by the 

"highly meritoriousn conduct of the freedperson civilians and militiamen during the 1816 

slave insurrection and which earned the latter, as a reward, the coveted right to testify in 

courts. The obsequious gratitude expressed by the leadership of the group for "this 

inestimable privilege," 'this invaluable gift," which they professed never to abuse on pain 

of punishment, was typical of what Beckles has ~ f e r r e d  to as their "firmly pro-plantern 

stance (Handler, 1974: 89; Beckles, 1W: 182). This stance was "[ulnlike [that ofl the 

free-coloureds in other islands whose ideological expressions in relation to slaves and 



whites show much ambivalence" (ibid.). Some of the leading ideologues of the free 

colored cause in both Jamaica and Dominica, for all their anti-black sentiments and elitist 

pretensions. were known to use the language of defiance or anti-planter rhetoric when 

petitioning for their rights and to denounce the sycophantic postures of those among them 

who openly sided with the planter class. What is apparent is that while the "special 

privileges" removed from the civil rights leadership in Jamaica that section among the free 

coloreds who were most sdidly pro-whitelplanter in self-identity and interests. the absence 

of special privileges in Barbados placed this group squarely at the helm of the struggle 

there. Although there was dissension in the ranks, the "counter-hegemonic" impulse within 

the group was weak both as a social force and as an ideological position. 

One example may suffice. In 1823, the crisis provoked by the anti-slavery 

campaign and its growing influence on a younger, more militant faction among the 

freedmen were the subject of a "loyal addressn by a group of well-known freedmen led by 

Jacob Belgrave Jr., one of a handful of free colored planters who had provided the civil 

rights movement with its most conservative leadership. The "addressn expressed the 

group's utter opposition to the ongoing movement for amelioration and emancipation for 

the slaves and its willingness to attend upon the discretion of the white community for 

removal of the civil disabilities which they themselves suffered. In their "counter-address,' 

the dissident freedmen studiously avoided engaging matters relating to the slaves or 

slavery, and focused instead on their rights as "British subjects," on the abrogation of 

those rights by the Colonial Code, and on their intention to seek full equality before the 

law, armed with "an unshaken attachment to his Majesty's Government and the interests of 

our Country" (quoted in Handler, 1974: 95). Thus the counter-address appealed less to the 

moral discretion of the local whites and more to the principles and rights of citizenship 

supposedly enshrined in the British constitution for all free subjects. Unlike other appeals it 

was addressed not to the Assembly but the Governor, his Majesty's representative in the 

island. The ideological-strategic difference was obviously sigmficant, but the forms of 



political "agitation." serving notice of the intention to sue for rights in polite. cautiously 

worded missives, hardly presented earth-shattering distinctions. Even then. whites were 

outraged at the unholy presumption in the tone and letter of the counter-address, and 

continued to react legislatively in a spirit of punitive vengeance. 

Barbadian freedmen were finally granted full legal equality on June 9. 183 1 ,  about 

two weeks after Barbadian Jews had gained that status. The white legislature, however. 

wielded i t s  exclusive power to impose higher, differential property qualifications on the 

newly enfranchised freedmen in the category of housing real estate, the most commonly 

owned type of property among them. Barbados was described by a contemporary as "the 

only island in the whole archipelago which keeps up any distinction amongst the King's 

free subjects" (quoted in Handler, 1974: 105). The discriminatory electoral law was not 

changed until 1840, although property qualifications continued ts be manipulated against 

the interests of blacks. In 1843, the fint election under the new law was held, returning 

Barbados' fint non-white ("colored") legislator, Samuel Jackman Rescod, a singularly 

radical politician and leader of the post-emancipation struggle for civil rights, to the House 

of Assembly. This landmark event occurred almost a dozen years later in Barbados than it 

had in Jamaica and Dominica. 

From Phnrer Clars to Agro-Commercial Boutgeoisie 

Barbados done of all the British West Indian territories emerged from the age of the 

transition to international monopoly capitalism (the late nineteenth century) with retention 

of ownership and control of the commanding heights of the economy in local hands -- 

more specifically, in the hands of an internally evolved sugar-based bourgeoisie. It was not 

an entirely unique phenomenon, since a similar situation obtained in M n i q u e  in the 

French Antilles, as discussed by Sleeman (1985). In all the other major West Indian 

territories, Jamaica, British Guiana, British Honduras, Trinidad, the birth of monopoly 

capital had signalled the large-scale takeover and consolidation of bankrupt colonial 



plantations by "transnationalizing" metropolitan corporations, and the swallowing up or 

marginalization of local sugar planter interests. As Sleernan (1985: 16) reiterates. "[vliewed 

against the background of this near-universal phenomenon. the cases of Barbados and 

Martinique must be considered unique in so far as they successfully avoided the penetration 

of metropolitan corporate interests and kept the sugar industry in local hands." But Karch 

( 1981: 2 14) has cautioned us that "[tlhe uniqueness of the Barbadian situation ... should 

not blind us to the fact that although the island is a variant, it is not an opposite, or an 

other, if you will." 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, the Barbadian planter class succeeded 

in fending off two major threats to its continued existence as an independent class and 

certainly as a hegemonic one. The first threat was economic: the Encumbered Estates Act of 

1854, which constituted the mechanism by which bankrupt or indebted planter-owned 

estates were transferred to the merchant houses of metropolitan creditors on the principle of 

consignee priority of lien. The second threat was political: Crown Colony Government, 

which similarly represented the transfer of authority from elected local legislatures to 

mostly appointed executives representing the Crown (and Colonial Office). 

Political developments will be considered first Up to 1875, Barbados was one of 

the few major West Indian colonies to have preserved the Old Representative System or 

Assembly rule, whereby all legislation originated in the Assembly. Colonial Office favored 

Crown Colony Government under the guise of breaking the despotic rule of the planter 

class and protecting the interests of the ex-slaves (but, above all, because it was an integral 

part of the centralizing tendencies of modem "efficient" imperialism); in Jamaica, the white 

planter class and some of their colored allies opted for it over the growing threat of non- 

white majority rule (of a limited sort); in Dominica, as we shall see, non-white men did 

form a majority in the Assembly, and they fought a prolonged, tooth-and-nail battle against 

the imposition of Crown Colony Government. The attitudes of the ex-slaves towards 

Crown Colony rule depended on the possibilities that representative government held out to 



them. Where it held out none, they saw Crown Colony Government as the lesser of two 

evils and as an upgraded version of the colonial paternalism that had given them 

amelioration and then emancipation. The ex-slaves wanted land and education, and if they 

were going to be excluded from ever legislating these things for themselves, they would 

pin their hopes on those institutions, such as Colonial Office and the churches. which 

would at least give them a fighting chance at acquiring them. It did not matter to the black 

majority whether the perceived medium of exclusion was a "Mulatto Ascendancy" or a 

more traditional Wbite Ascendancy. But a White Ascendancy itself had a far better chance 

of fending off the Crown Colony challenge. 

In Barbados, this is just what it did. When Colonial Office proposed Crown 

Colony Government for Barbados in a confederation with the Windward Islands in the 

1870s, a major battle ensued. The 1876 confrontation pitted a prominent group of white 

planters* organized in the Barbados Defence Association and supported by "large sections 

of the black and coloured middle class," against the "confederates," centered around 

Governor Hennessey and other prominent officials and defended by unauthorized units of 

hundreds of crudely armed black workers (Beckles, 1990: 120). Ten days of rioting by 

black workers, which included widespread destruction of property (as blacks felt that this 

was their chance to bring down the white oligarchy), did not fail to have the expected 

effect. Each side accused the other of deliberately fomenting black rebellion in support of 

their cause, but the defendants of the two hundred-plus year-old Barbadian Assembly 

prevailed in the end. Colonial OTfice settled for a compromise of the elective principle 

(similar to those which werc introduced at different times prior to the establishment of 

Crown Colony rule in Jamaica and Dominica), which was put into place in 1881. The 

modification, which gave control over money votes and the budget to an executive 

committee made up jointly of appointed and elected members, did not substantially threaten 

the core of the old representative body. The latter swived into the 1940s and continued to 

be a near-exclusive preserve of the white ruling class until the 1944 elections which was 



based on an extended franchise. Barbados never chafed under the reins of Crown Colony 

Government. 

Dominica never developed into a classical plantation economy -- or did so in fits and starts 

only -- for a number of reasons. Its formidable insular topography allowed it to remain the 

near-impenetrable stronghold of its equally formidable indigenous occupants, the Carib 

Indians, who successfully defended their territorial sovereignty for two centuries after the 

first contact with Europeans (BoromC, 1972a). Inhospitable terrain and protracted Carib 

resistance, resul ting in late, highly contested and constantly intempted European 

penetration, induced a low-intensity, small-scale and isolated-enclave pattern of colonial 

settlement and cultivation. Dominica, located between the two French islands of Martinique 

and Guadeloupe, was the object of fierce contestation not only between the Caribs a d  the 

Europeans but also between the French and the British. Both contests drew an impasse 

which was formally recognized by Britain and France in a series of treaties confuming and 

reconfirming Dominica and St. Vincent as "neutral" islands, existing for the sole benefit of 

their Carib populations. Such agreements were signed by the two colonial contenders in 

1660, 1686, 1713, 1727, and finally in the 1748 Treaty of Aix-laChapelle. Upon 

conclusion. each treaty was promptly ignored, particularly by the French who had already 

established the nucleus of a settlement in Dominica. While Dominica held more strategic 

than economic importance for the two colonial governments, the independent settlers saw it 

primarily as a social and economic haven from the plantation monopoly and hierarchy 

which characterized the other islands. Britain was anxious to prevent its falling into the 

hands of the French and thereby providing them with an opportunity to consolidate an 

unbroken string of possessions in the Eastern Caribbean. 

The challenge posed by a seemingly impregnable Dominica was eventually 

breached through the unobtrusive, unannounced and gradual insinuation of small French 



settlements from the neighboring French islands into the midst of a much reduced and 

weakened Carib population. The latter eventually withdrew to an enclave on the windward 

(east) side of the island. Already in 1727, there were "fifty to sixty French families plus a 

handful of English Catholics, Spaniards and Portuguese" (BorornC, 1972a: 82). In 1730, 

the number of African slaves only slightly exceeded the number of Europeans. As late as 

1763, when Dominica was first ceded to Britain at the Peace of Paris, there were only 

5,872 slaves, I ,718 Europeans and 300 free blacks, a slave1European ratio of 3.4: 1. 

Boromd (1972a: &)) describes as a "m[a]n of substancen a "planter who reportedly settled 

down with fony slaves." Fifteen years later the slaveEuropean ratio had risen to 9: 1 and 

Dominica, with its late-budding (but far from dominant) sugar plantations, was beginning 

to look more like its sister-islands in the Caribbean. 

For years during the colonial period, therefore, Dominica was held in tenuous, 

ambiguous, and fragmented occupation by a group of mostly French settlers (with their 

slaves) among whom the dominant social infIuence appears to have been missionaries or 

parish priests rather than colonial administrators. Some of the clerics did not hesitate to 

embrace the primitive entre preneuri a1 opportunities offered by Dominica's rugged and 

unmonitored frontier society (see Bornme, 197%). When Dominica was finally claimed 

and settled as a formal colonial project by the British after 1763, the attempt to establish a 

"normal" plantation structure and rhythm of life was intempted over the next fifty years by 

chronic and unremitting Maroon insurgency against the plantations. Dominica's Maroon 

force was second only to Jamaica's among Britain's West Indian colonies. In 1785 they 

resolved 'to destroy every English estate in the island," and set about trying to do so 

(Marsball, 1976: 27). It took the British another thirty years to bring them under control. 

The Maroon "menace" compounded the already difficult task of imposing unity on 

a society characterized by British colonial administration centered in the main town, new 

British, mostly absentee-owned, sugar ventures, and small, scattered, interior estates 

presided over by resident French and free colored planters and harboring a paternalistic, 



putois (partly Africadpartly French-derived creole). coffee culture. Efforts to create a 

British planter class, preferably in sugar, ended in frustration as wave after wave of failed 

planter-entrepreneurs gave up in exasperation and sold off their estates. According to 

Honychurch (1984: 77). "[aJs the British sold off parts of their ruined estates the mulattoes 

from Martinique and Guadeloupe bought and developed them." This and the perenially 

miniscule population of "local whites," the smallest among the plantation colonies, 

distinguished Dominica from the other islands: 

In most of the West Indies, the white population had entirely dominated the 
social life of the colonies, but in Dominica there had existed side-by-side 
two high societies: the mainly French mulatto families and the whte 
attorneys and government officials. These two divisions of the "gros 
bourgsn continued to dominate business and government well into the 
twentieth century. (Honychurch, 1984: 98) 

The importance of the French influence lay not only in nationality and culture but 

perhaps more importantly in the relatively informal, decentralized and semi-feudal forms of 

colonial settlement and economy practised by them. Similarly, the alleged hatred of the 

slaves and the Maroon ex-slaves for the British in p-td distinction from the French was 

not so much a subjective and arbitrary prejudice as it was a reaction to the attempt to 

impose the more exacting, rigid and intensive labor regime of the larger-scale sugar 

plantation on hitherto small and less alienated coffee (and other non-sugar) plantation 

workforces. A significant portion of the Maroons was said to have its origins in slaves 

who rao away from those estates that were transferred from French to British hands. The 

famous contrast drawn by Sturge and Harvey (1838: 1067) in the early part of the 

nineteenth century between the "properties of the old French residents," typified by a 

"benevolent old gentleman [who] seemed to live in almost patriarchal style in the midst of 

his peoplen and "even the well managed English estates" indicated that "[o]n the former, 

there has generally been an increase, and the latter a striking decrease of numbers [of 

slaves]. " 



llre Role of the Free Coloreds; Roofs of the Wulorro Ascendancyn 

Honychurch ( 1984) understates or under-qualifies the differences between the free colored 

and white elites. It is true that a certain section of the free colored population had been able 

to secure an independent niche in the island's economy and society because of the nature of 

settlement and colonization. Baker (19% 51) refers to them as "an important category of 

early settler in Dominica." Dominica had been designated a neutral island for so long, 

remaining in the de f i  andlor de jure possession of the Caribs, that it  had kept aloof 

from the classical pattern of European settlement, colonial administration, and sugar 

plantation establishment that was already well advanced on the neighboring islands by the 

beginning of the eighteenth century.16 It became instead a location of secondary European 

and creole settlement and developed into a sub-colonial satellite of the French sugar 

islands, supplying them with a range of provisions for their subsistence needs. Dominica's 

early settlers were among those who had been displaced by the growing land and slave 

concentration and attendant social rigidity of the emergent sugar plantation economies of 

the mother colonies. They brought with them their sense of themselves as people of 

independent worth and status (based in no small measure on the common element of 

slaveholding), and to use Baker's principal concept, "centeredn their new w orld upon that 

assumption. The free colored group thus became almost a sui generis category among the 

colonizing "founden" of Dominica's post-Carib society. 

In pre-plantation French colonial society there had been relatively liberal provisions 

for the manumission of slaves as well as mechanisms for the assimilation of ex-slaves into 

the society of the free. As Baker (1994: 51) points out, even before the promulgation of the 

Code Noir, which granted full citizenship rights to slaves emancipated in the hench 

islands, "it was accepted practice for the offspring of the unions of white men and black 

women to be automatically emancipated when they reached the age of twenty-one." 

Consequently, among the yeomanry or society of mallholden, who constituted the 

16~010w (1987: 70) notes that 'the value of sugar impom ex& that of all olher colonial produce 
combined" by 1660. 



dominant element of the early French colonies (as they did in the English), there were no 

critical social distinctions made between white and "colored" members of the group, both 

of whom owned slaves alike. This changed drastically with the rise of the sugar plantation 

economy in Martinique and Guadeloupe: 

[TI  he^ emerged an economically powerful group of large landowners who 
persuaded the legislatures to pass laws that restricted the numbers of free 
coloureds and made them an "intermediate class," although "class" is a 
misnomer for the multiplex social position of free coloreds ... Impediments 
were created to coloured manumission, to whites making bequests to 
coloureds, and to free coloureds marrying slaves. Rigorous prohibitions 
were introduced on mixed marriages, on coloured people adopting white 
names, and so on. (Baker, 1994: 52) 

Dominica became a land of refuge for those socially demoted, marginalized or most 

dinctly exploited by the new regime. White and free colored smallholders and free 

coloreds of more substantive wealth became relatively co-equal independent settlers in a 

frontier society that accommodated at its margins privateers, fugitives from justice, escaped 

slaves from other islands, and, much less happily, enclaves of Caribs and Maroons. 

By the time Dominica was ceded to Britain in 1763, a relatively diversified agro- 

export economy, dominated by small to medium-sized French and free colored-owned 

coffee estates worked by small slave workforces, had been developed. The island's 

economy was linked to local markets in Martinique and Guadeloupe which it had furnished 

for decades with food, flour, wood and animals, as well as important crops like cotton, 

cocoa and coffee, some of which were no doubt reexported to France. However, with the 

British takeover, the island's best lands, situated in the large river valleys, quickly came 

under British planter ownership and sugar cane cultivation. The system, characterized by 

absenteeism and speculation. brought all the harshest features of slave-worked sugar 

plantations into play in Dominica: concentration of land and slaves in a few hands, an 

enewating and incessant work regime, cruel and unusual punishment, periodic starvation, 

and high mortalityllow fertility rates among the slaves. The British did not rely on sugar 

production only; they made Roseau a free port in 1766, trading extensively in slaves, 



among other commodities. According to Curtin ( 1969: 69). Dominica's "principal function 

in the late eighteenth century [was] as an entrepot for the illicit British slave trade to 

Guadeloupe and Martinique." 

Dominica enjoyed some -- brief. erratic -- success with sugar production. l 7  Its 

1774 sugar export tonnage reached a respectable figure for a Windward island at the time. 

only marginally less than that of St. Vincent (Baker. 1994: 64). The rise of a British- 

controlled would-be sugar economy was reflected in landholding patterns. Baker (pp. 63- 

4) provides us with data from a 1776 map of Dominica showing a total of 280 French-held 

landholdings and 416 English-held landholdings. Almost 70 percent of the French-held 

landholdings were leasehold property, 72 percent of those being under 50 acres in size. 

Only four of the British properties were leasehold; the majority were freehold properties, of 

which 64 percent were between 100 and 4% acres in size. Of the 86 French persons who 

owned property, only slightly over one-third of them owned 100 or more acres, with none 

attaining the 300-acre level. Most of the French. therefore, were resident smallholders on 

non-sugar cultivations, "many of them likely to have been free Negroes or coloureds" 

(ibid.: 63). Their power in the society was further limited by the fact that, while given 

access to land and encouraged to stay, they were denied civil and political enfranchisement. 

both as Frenchmen and as non-whites. As Baker points out, "[tjhis was later to create a 

political opposition which would become a thorn in the side of the British island 

admini stration" (ibid.) . 
Efforts to create an English plantocracy in Dominica essentially failed, as they were 

to fail again a century later under the administration of Sir Hesketh Bell. Baker (p. 65) 

describes the problems: 

[Tlhe conversion of the island to sugar was accomplished with a great deal 
of dificuity. New settles underestimated the Wxcufties of clearing land 

17~lthough Cmcknell( 1973: 63) em on the other side of the picture when he says. '... it is sometimes 
asserted that Dominica was never a sugar island. This is false. Sugar was grown on Dominica for over a 
century and for much of that time was the major crop. " Trouillot ( 1 !%8: 56) notes that " [bletween 1853 
and 1883, sugar, rum, and molasses together accounted for 85 perctnt of the total value of Dominican 
exports whereas the second most important crop, coma, contributed a mere 5 percent of such value." 



there. Furthermore, they were inexperienced in managing plantations in 
such terrain and planted cane in unsuitable mountainous locations. As a 
result. failures were common and many settlers quit the island. By 1790, 
there were fifty estates, with only two thousand acres combined under cane 
production, producing cane at half the yield obtained in other British 
islands. Atwood, at one time a chief judge on Dominica, records, less than 
thirty years after Britain annexed Dominica, that "at the time of writing. 30 
estates had been abandoned recently because of poor management, trouble 
with escaped slaves and British-French confrontationsn (Atwood 179 1. 
74). And by 1815. for example, Dominica produced only 2,205 tons, 
whereas St. Vincent produced 1 1,590 tons (Knight 1978.240). 

The vast majority of free coloreds were traders, craftsmen, or small landowners 

(Trouillot, 1988: 99). The estate owners among them tended to specialize in coffee. which 

"required little capital and could easily be grown on the mountainous lands neglected by the 

more affluent whitesn (ibid.). Historical rumors of their great wealth have been grossly 

overstated. since, "at best, the free colored controlled only 19.1 percent of the coffee, 3 

percent of the sugar, and 2.7 percent of the rum produced in the island in 1820" (ibid.). 

Twenty-two percent of Dominica's slaves. a not insignificant proportion overall, was 

owned by free coloreds. According to Trouillot, "[wlhat singularized them in Dominica 

was less their economic weight, albeit remarkable for the times, than their numbers" 

(ibid.). With characteristically brilliant insight, he adds: "most of the colored males, being 

neither estate owners nor laborers, fitted poorly within the plantation economy. Thev 

developed a penchant for politics" (ibid.. emphasis mine). 

The hierarchy in the Dominican social structure of a small number of relatively big, 

often absentee, sugar plaaten and a more numerous secondary group of smaller coffee 

planters can be clearly seen from the table below. The economic divisions corresponded to 

stratification by ethnicity and race, with British sugar planten or their attorneys at the top, 

the bulk of white FrencWcreole coffee planten in the middle and "coloredn coffee planters 

at the low end of the propextied group. In 1827, exclusively sugar estates comprised a mere 

15 percent of all plantations, but contained almost 38 percent of plantation slaves (a figure 

Higman, 1984, nevertheless sees as inflated). The average slavelplantation ratio on these 

estates was 112, whereas on the smaller coffee estates it was only 30. The d l  number of 



larger mixed-crop (sugar-coffee) estates tended to be primarily cultivated in coffee. with 

workforces approaching the size typical of the sugar estates. 

TABLE 4.2 
Distribution of Slaves on Coffee and Sugar Plantations, Dominica, 1827 

Parish 

St. George 
St. Paul 
St Joseph 
St. Peter 
St. John 
St. Andrew 
St David 
St. Patrick 
St. Mark 
St. Luke 

Total 

Coffee 
Slaves 

Pianta- per 
Slaves tions Planta- 

tion 

Sugar 
Slaves 

Planta- per 
Slaves tions Planta- 

tion 

Sugar-Coffee 
Slaves 

PIanta- per 
Slaves tions Planta- 

Source: Higman, 1984, Table S11.3, 699. 

The free colored elite of Dominica stepped into the vacuum created by absentee and 

departing whites, both French (who nonetheless remained numerically dominant among the 

resident whites) and English. They themselves had nowhere else to go, and they were able 

to exploit the circumstances of a weak plantation economy coupled with the fact that the 

numerically dominant white resident group was not in control of the political institutions of 

colonial state. The "Brown Privilege Bill" was passed in 1831, granting full political and 

civil rights to free non-whites. With enfranchisement, the free colored elites wasted no time 

in seizing the political moment The very next year, three colored men were elected to the 

Assembly, and by 1838,18 the year slavery fmally came to an end, "coloredsn constituted 

the majority of the How, making Dominica unique in this regard in the British Caribbean. 

The "Mulano Ascendancy," as their political tenure was called, represented the incipient 

18chace (1989: 119) p l a m  the attainment of a mulano majority in 1837. 



"national" interests of a local landed, commercial and bureaucratic protc~bourgeoisie and 

petty bourgeoisie. They went on the attack against men like William Macintyre, a 

prominent white attorney who represented "the London firm of Bumley Hume & Company 

as well as other English owners of large Dominica propertiesn (Borom6, 1972~: 122). and 

against the various lieutenant-governors and governor surrogates sent out by Britain. 

Because of their anti-British feeling, their sheer local "situatedness," and their desire to 

"nationalize" power, albeit in their own interests. they "proved more disposed to support 

legislation promoting the welfare of the dominant elements of the population: the long freed 

people and the newly emancipated slaves" (ibid.: 120). Chace (1989: 119) feels that 

"[tlhough not pro-freedperson in much of its attitudes and activities, this majority at least 

prevented the passage of the kinds of legislation which in other islands restricted the range 

of choices available to the former apprentices. " 

They were passionately committed to such liberal political principles as widening 

the franchise and representative government, but these were strictly premised on their own 

narrow, elite political leadership. They often expressed antagonism towards the white 

expatriate and local elite in stark, vituperative racial terms, especially in their newspaper 

columns, but deflected charges of color privilege and color prejudice corning from the 

black lower classes by denying the operation of color distinctions between themselves and 

the latter. They saw themselves as the "natural" representatives of the emergent Dominican 

nation: 

They justified their actions by representing themselves as  the defenders of 
local, Dominican interests, arguing that the white planters, administrators, 
and merchants were essentially transients in the island who variously 
represented the metropole. Thus the notion of "Dominicann came to be 
thought of in colour terms, fuelled by long-standing racial antipathies. 
(Baker, 1994: 130) 

In gcaring up for the final stand in the bade of representative versus crown colony 

government in 1898, some of their leaders "declared for a race warn (BoromC, 1972~: 



135). They lost that battle.19 ironically to the applause of many blacks. who for their part 

declared for the promise of social welfare and development through the colonial 

government and the churches -- both of which institutions had been savaged by the mulatto 

politicians in their various diatribes in the heat of confrontation - over the semi-fiction of 

representative government in the image of the "Mulatto Ascendancy." 

Emancipation had further reduced Dominicats fragile plantation economy. coming 

after a coffee blight in the late 1820s and the continuing decline of the sugar economy, 

exacerbated by a severe hurricane which hit the island in 1834. A cash-poor planter class 

proved almost wholly unable to sustain a wage-labor system and was forced to take the 

Dominican Assembly's advice to "adopt metqage as a temporary recourse" (Baker, 1994: 

103). The institution of mezqage or sharecropping was permanently "adopted on smaller 

estates, where, to this day, the agricultural tenancy of small plots is paid in kind and 

metquge has endured as a popular form of land tenuren (ibid.). The decline of the estates 

favored the colored elite to some extent; like Honychurch, Baker maintains that 

"[o]wnenhip of many estates tended to pass out of the hands of whites and into the hands 

of coloured Dominicans." Moreover, "[bly 1854, a11 but two of the English proprietors 

were absentee and most of the French proprieton were 'in straightened (sic] and reduced 

circumstances"' (ibid.) . 

It is obvious, however, that ownership of land did not necessarily translate into 

deployment of a productive enterprise, and the colored estate owners tended to be the most 

cash-poor of the lot. holding some properties in name only or relying on various forms of 

sharecropping to keep their estates going. The majority of them in fact depended on urban 

livelihoods and were centered in the main town of Roseau, where they owned businesses, 

fdled the professions and respectable trades, and formed the "native" intelligentsia as well 

as the bureaucratic and political elite. The association of their social and cultural hegemony 

19Dominica became a crown cdony of Britain in 1898, alter suffering. over the come of several years. a 
series of emions of the elective principle. 



with the urban center was a longstanding one: by 1832 free coloreds were reported to make 

up about 60 percent of the town's population (ibid.: 127). and the historical descendants of 

memben of the "Mulatto Ascendancy" were known until recently as "milat Wozo" (the 

Roseau mulattos). However. if the hostile comments in the pages of the white newspaper 

at the height of the "Mulatto Ascendancy" are to be believed, the extent of their wealth has 

been exaggerated: 

They are uneducated, ignorant and revengeful: and most of them have 
neither status or property in the Island. The majority of these would-be- 
legislators, is made up of Journey-men Printen and Tailors, Bankrupt 
Shopkeepers, a Blacksmith and a few fourth rate Planters. Very few of 
them articulate English decently, and a still smaller number are able to write 
it with any degree of accuracy or propriety. (Dominica CoIonisz, July 1, 
1854, quoted in BoromC, 1972~: 121 ). 

In 1850, when the colonial government proposed compiling a registry of voters to 

determine their qualifications, "[mlany members of the Assembly opposed such a step. 

knowing full well that some of them held land they had never seen or occupied, while 

others, on the eve of elections, trotted out fictitious conveyances that temporarily 

transferred property from buyers to themselvesn (Borornb, 1972~: 12 1 ). Sugar had become 

the leading export in the post-emancipation period, despite a generally indifferent 

performance and an unfavorable world market. Between 1853 and 1883, critical years of 

the "Mulatto Ascendancy," sugar and its by-products accounted for 85 percent of the total 

value of Dominica's exports. Mulatto planters were not among the most prominent of the 

sugar planters, that distinction going to absentee Englishmen. Leading members of the elite 

political group did, however, own cocoa- or coffee-producing estates, and the Garmway 

family, for example, produced provisions for export to other Caribbean islands (Trouillot, 

The "Mulatto Ascendancy," which ended with the imposition of Crown Colony 

rule in 1898, had lasted for sixty yean. Their political defeat and the ecooomic decline of 

sugar cleared the way for the resuscitation of ageold efforts to induce the development of a 

"proper" planter class in Dominica, based on transplanted Englishmen and new export 



crops. The new presidency20 of Sir Hesketh Bell (1899-1905) provided the necessary 

infusion of energy and public capital required for this somewhat daunting mission. A new 

international market for limes and the availability of thousands of acres of virgin Crown 

land at low prices. in addition to other incentives for would-be planters, attracted hundreds 

of Britishers from all over the Empire. particularly in the first decade of the twentieth 

century. For a while, Dominica. hitherto the most marginal. the most anomalous and the 

most recalcitrant member of the Leeward Islands Federation, became the center of renewed 

hopes for monocrop colonial bounty. Over two thousand laborers were brought in from the 

ailing (but traditionally much more profitable) sugar islands of Antigua and Moasterrat, and 

a couple of British transnational firms set up shop in the cocoa andor the lime business. 

Limes eventually edged out cocoa. a crop preferred by the peasantry because of low capital 

and technology requirements. to gain a near-total monopoly of Dominica's economic 

landscape for at least two decades. Dominica's brief reign as the world's largest producer 

of limes was over by 1925, however, following a series of natural disasters. the 

production of synthetic substitutes and a shift in worldwide demand. Most of the 

Europeans left, their hopes of becoming a prosperous colonial planter elite dashed to the 

ground. Most members of the "coloredn merchant elite, who had estates of their own. had 

gone into the agro-export business, handling their own (tenant/laborer') and peasant-grown 

produce. mostly limes and lime products. As the economy retracted from an estatedriven 

monocrop export focus, they continued to play the role of dealers in peasant- and tenant- 

grown produce for the export market. Between 1929 and 1949, the economy shifted 

substantially into a more diversified subsistence and peasant-based mode with remaining 

pockets of foreign agribusiness activity (in limes) and parasitical landlord-merchant local 

systems of control and appropriation. 

20Dcnninica was included in the newly maled Federation of the Leeward Islands in 1871, and so was 
governed by a local president and a federal governoc headquartered in Antigua 
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The idea of Dominica as "lacking white Creole elites" (Hall, 197'7: 150) accurately 

expresses the society into which the island had already evolved by the late nineteenth 

century. The old French planters had been absorbed into the colored elite through 

miscegenation and the immigrant British planters had never stayed long enough to become 

a "naturalized" social force, although their heritage, too. lives on in the names and property 

base of some of their "colored" progeny. Ascending, by default, to the pinnacle of their 

tiny nation's social hierarchy, the colored elite lost their fighting political edge, increasingly 

defining themselves against those "below" them rather than against those who had dared to 

arrogate power to themselves over their heads and against their interests. 

Jamaica, Dominica and Barbados entered the twentieth century with the main outlines of 

their "modem" social stmcture firmly in place. It is not surprising that Jamaica with its 

sharply dualized economic base -- a "mixed" plantation economy - would present the most 

complex race-class tableau. The old AngbJamaican plantocrac y was being challenged on 

its own turf from two fronts: powerful (British and American) transnational corporations 

and the emerging hegemooic ("intermediary-ethnic") national bourgeoisie, rooted, for 

varying lengths of time, in urban commercial capital. Outside of the ruling classes there 

was a further color/class split between a brown middle class, with its subhegemonic 

fraction, and the black lower-middle and working classes. In Dominica, weak plantation 

colony, the stakes were "lower,' with the most enduring local split being between a 

backward, landowning and bureaucratic, "Mulatto" surrogate-ruling class and the black 

peasant and worker majority. Barbados' overwhelmingly plantation-based social structure 

was rather strai ghtfonvard, divided primarily between white estate-owner and black 

worker, with a tiny, preferentially treated, white proletariat and a rising browdblack 

political class, merged from fractions of the small brown elite and educated black lower- 

middle and middle class groups. 



Gender and R e / ~ r o d u c t l o n  . . SSla 

. . . . 
o d u a  A T v w  of R n W  West I&n%we S m  

This introduction constitutes an attempt to construct a comparative typology of British West 

Indian slave societies that would serve to properly qualify or inflect the analysis of "gender 

and relproduction in slave society" that follows later. 

The tables below tell an important story about the differences among Barbados. 

Jamaica and Dominica as variants of British West Indian slave plantation economy. 

Together, they construct a fairly representative typology of the mode. Table 5.1 

summarizes a number of basic features. Barbados was the economy easily most dominated 

by sugar cultivation. most deserving of the title, "monocrop economy," with slightly over 

three-quarten of all slaves in the colony being directly engaged in the dominant export 

enterprise during the final decades of slavery. Barbados' urban economy also has the 

largest showing among all three colonies, reflecting generally the greatest reliance on local 

and foreign commerce for the fulfilment of the reproductive needs of both the slaves and 

the relatively large resident white population as well as the highest proportion of non- 

plantation slave-owning whites (in craft and professional occupations and small-scale 

commercial establishments). The urban economy serviced the plantation sec tot s export- 

import needs, requiring a concomitant deployment of non-plantation slaves in multiple 

domestic and smaIl-scale commercial establishments. 

Jamaica combines the features of a clearly sugar-dominant tropical export colony 

with both a greater degree of agrozxpon diversity and a more sigmficant internally linked 

domestic economy, involving locally-supplying livestock farms on the one hand and a 

marginalized but vibrant slave-based subaltern economy on the other. Barbados also 

features a subaltern economy, but it is much less autonomous and much more spatially 

embedded -- occupying a cramped, "subterranean" niche - within the dominant plantation 



enterprise. It is important to understand that although Jamaica's economy was less 

dominated by sugar than that of Barbados. a greater proportion of Jamaica's slaves lived in 

sugar-plantation units of 100+ slaves (see Table 5.2 below). marked by owner absenteeism 

and a more mechanistic. intensively driven and dangerous industrial regime. The average 

Jamaican sugar plantation was twice as large as that of Dominica (Higman. 1984: 104). 

Dominica was a "second-phase sugar colony." "the least important sugar producer 

of all the colonies settled by Britain after 1763" (ibid.: 55). Unlike Barbados which was 

"effectively a vast sugar plantation, with sugar and its by-products, molasses and rum. 

accounting for almost 98 percent of the value of exports," "sugar never dominated the slave 

population of Dominican (ibid.: 52. 55). Dominica represented a case of weak and 

heterogeneous plantation economy, with a small. but classic, sugar estate sector overlaid on 

an older base of much smaller, paternalistic, culturally distinct coffee plantations upon 

which the largest proportion of slaves lived and worked - a situation which somewhat 

isolated or removed them from the dominant, "hegemonic" plantation experience. i. e., 

particularly from the point of view of the British West Indies as a whole. The labor regime 

on coffee plantations was known to be much less arduous than that on sugar plantations 

(ibid.: 167). Dominica also had a relatively autonomous slave-driven subaltern economy, 

with a tendency to expand into the pronounced interstices demarcating a fragmented and 

discontinuous plantation terrain (in sharp contrast to Barbados' accommodating terrain of 

contiguous plantations). Table 5.1 shows that Dominica's "other agriculture" category. 

comprising secondary commercial crops and provisions, was the largest among the three 

islands. 

"Barbados was exceptional in retaining a rooted residential plantucracy, a result of 

the moderate scale of its sugar estates and the large white population of the island," 

whereas "[bly 1832 moR than half the slaves of Jamaica belonged to absentees. most of 

them on large plantations" (ibid.: 1 12). Barbados was also exceptional in the existence of a 

smaLl but si@cant white proletarian community. Table 53 below shows a demographic 



range based on race and status group featuring Barbados at one extreme characterized by a 

large white minority of over 10 percent and a tiny "freedmann class of under 6 percent and 

Dominica at the other extreme characterized by a tiny white group of under 6 percent and a 

large and rapidly increasing "freedman" class of over 10 percent. By 1830, Dominica's free 

blacWcolored group had grown to five times the size of the white population while for 

Barbados the figures were reversed, the white population being three times the size of the 

"freedman" group. Jamaica occupied a position in this regard "in-betweenn Barbados and 

Dominica. 

As has already been pointed out, therefore, the existence of a gender-balanced and 

demographically self-sustaining "rooted residential plantocracy " in Barbados, 

supplemented. moreover, by a white proletariat, had the effect of limiting the growth of 

both a mixed-race group (demographically speaking) and a "freedman" group (strategically 

speaking). Absenteeism - or the failure to establish a fully extended, resident, endogamous 

planter class community -- and a female-deficient white population. lopsided in the 

direction of immigrant bachelor subalterns, tended to push aside these limits in Jamaica and 

elsewhere. Despite the unavailability of figures for Jamaica in Table 5.4, it is known that 

the white male population tended to significantly exceed the white female throughout most 

of the period of slavery, and that the opposite was true for the free colored population. The 

figures for Dominica partly reflect this pattern: a "freedman" population that tended to be 

predominantly mixed-race and female and a demographically artificial white population. (In 

Jamaica, for example, the 42,000 freedpersons indicated in Table 5.4 below were divided 

between 3 1,000 "coloreds" and 1 1,000 blacks - Heuman, 1981: Table 1, 7.) In 

Dominica, the white planter group was two-tiered, consisting of an absenteeism-inflected 

surrogate British planter-class fraction and a more " rwted residential" small French-creole 

plantocracy.1 Barbados on the whole had a very different racelstarus/color/sex ratio 
- - -  

l~exuy Nelson Cderidge (1832). a sin-rnonch sojourner in the West Indies in 1=. noted of Dominica: 
"Some of the French credes in this colony are men of considerabte wealth; they live retired on their esrafes, 
but are withal hospitable and fond of a good deal of feudal display. The contrast betureen the English and 
French colonists is now here more strongly seen than in Dominica" (pp. 154-5). 



configuration -- a predominance of women within the white group. reflecting in fact a 

generalized sex ratio in favor of women in the demographically "mature" colony; a 

"freedmann group with equal, and even greater, numbers of men, as well as one whose 

membership was rather evenly divided between blacks and mixed-race persons. This 

deviated from the more typical experience of a predominantly mixed-race and female free- 

colored population, suggesting that in Barbados the constitution of this tiny group 

depended less on recruitment from manumitted mistresses and offspring of slave/white 

liaisons than elsew here? However. Higman ( 1984 109) points out that free-colored 

(mixed-race) women comprised the wealthiest members of this group in Barbados, 

owning, for example, 74.2 percent of the slaves held by the total slaveowning "freedmann 

group. Also, although "[tlhe mulatto group was only slightly more numerous [among the 

freedman population]. ... it possessed greater wealth. much of it inherited from white 

ancestors, and owned almost four times as many slaves as the free blacksn (ibid.). This 

confirms Barbados, despite its "arithmetical" differences, as being in fundamental 

congruity with underlying patterns of color, gender and property transmission common to 

all the British West Indian slave societies. The conditions giving rise to these patterns will 

be explored more fully below. 

The other distinctions identified by the tables below have to do with slave 

reproduction and mortality in the period after the abolition of the slave trade in 1807, as 

well as the gender structure or sex ratio of the population. Higman ( 1984: 75) points out 

that "[elf the sugar colonies, only Barbados experienced an absolute increase in its slave 

population over the period 1807-34.' Table 5.1 confirms this, as well as the absolute 

decreases suffered by Jamaica (8 percent between 1810 and 1830) and Dominica (22.6 

percent between 18 10 and 1830). For interrelated reasons, Barbados in the decades before 

emancipation was characterized by absolute increases, a very low proportion of African (as 

2 ~ e d d a  ( 1990: 42) suggests that 'many free-colourrd women might have found that their inability to gain 
high levels of respectability by becoming the wives, lovers and rmsucsses of prominent whte planters had 
a great deai to do with the large numbers of white women in the society'. 



opposed to creole) slaves, and a low sex ratio. Barbados was the first sugar colony to end 

its reliance on the slave trade because of the saturation of its extensive capacity to absorb 

more slaves and earlier mitigation of the "demographic disaster" of sugar plantation 

slavery. In Barbados and other "first-phase sugar colonies." "expansion had reached its 

limit by about 1750 and slaves were imported only to supply losses due to negative natural 

increase" (ibid.: 12 1). The result of this unusually low reliance on the slave trade was a 

slave population that was only 7.1 percent African-born in 1817 and that had long 

transcended the male-biased structure of imported slave workforces by means of natural 

slave reproduction marked (also) by high gender differentials in mortality (Tables 5.5 and 

5.6 below). Higher rates of female survival and longevity among both whites and slaves 

therefore produced female-dominated populations in the demographically "maturen or 

creolized colonies. In Barbados, this meant a wider occupational deployment of slave 

women, so that while "[i]n most colonies all of the drivers were males," female drivers 

"were common in Barbados," although "[tlhey were never employed as drivers of the first 

gang, but in all of [the] rural parishes they easily outnumbered males as supervisors of the 

second, third, or fourth gangsn (ibid.: 192-3). The (black) female domination of Barbados' 

population was to become an endemic feature of the social structure, perenidly reproducing 

a regime of "responsibility without powern within a field impermeably sealed off from the 

endogamously sustained and locally entrenched white patriarchal ruling class. finally, the 

thoroughgoing and sustained professes of creole assimilation and major impact of British 

influence in Barbados carry key implications for the relative parameters of Afro-Barbadian 

culture and ethnicity. As Beckles ( 1990: 52) notes. "African culture in Barbados came 

under greater internal pressure as a result of the diminishing percentage of African 

recruits," and adds: "That mole slaves would respond to planter stimuli in rejecting things 

African cannot be dismissed as unlikely." 

By contrast, in Jamaica, 37 percent of the slave population was African in 1817 

(Table 5.6 below). This indicated a continued sourcing of slave trade supplies for 



restocking and extending sugar plantations in particular up until the last years of the trade. 

High sex ratios were a characteristic of immigrant African populations. Higman (1984: 

1 16) notes that "[i]n the last decades of the trade to the British Caribbean. slave cargoes had 

sex ratios varying between 150 and 180 males per LOO females." Dominica's inexpertly 

managed sugar plantation workforces endured very high rates of decline after the abolition 

of the slave trade, although the slave populations on the coffee estates achieved natural 

increases. The pattern of African presence and sex ratio was relatively closer to that of 

Jamaica than that of Barbados, although all three islands saw a downward convergence of 

their sex ratios as populations became increasingly creolized. It is suggested that Afro- 

Jamaican creole culture-in-formation represented the most developed and most extended 

articulation of cultural practices marked by African continuities. retentions and 

reconstitutions. While African cultural memory was to receive a fresh boost in the post- 

emancipation period from incoming Afrim contract or indentured laborers, even the 

African pnsence enabled by the slave trade died hard. Craton and Walvin (1970: 148) 

remind us that "even ten yean after emancipation. a third of all the slaves [sic] on Worthy 

Park had been born in Africa." 

Dominica's dual colonial heritage -- French and British -- combined with a deeply 

pitted, fragmented topography to produce culturally distinct enclaves, including older 

"paternalistic" settlements marked by racially and culturally " hy bridizedn 

Afro/French/creole populations and newer, more "typical" sugar-plantation communities. 

Wxth the weakest and most porous Eum-plantmtic regime of all three islands, Dominica 

experienced the highest degnx of promotion of secondary " Mulatton proprietorid classes 

into positions of political and cultural hegemony. Barbados. with the strongest and most 

enduring residentiary plantomtic regime, provided a virtual study in contrast in this regard. 

Finally, Jamaica rrpresented the most complex and most "evolved" artcut at ion of primary 

(absenteeist) and secondary (residentiary) plantocracies with various well developed 



interstitial social categories and forms (white subalterns, free colored elites. slave "proto- 

peasants." maroons: also white nonconformist missionaries and "native" Baptists). 

Some of the longer term historical implications of these differences for issues of 

gender. mobility and power have already been discussed in previous chapters and will be 

more thoroughly worked out in Part I11 of this study. The purpose of this chapter is not to 

derive proof of paradigmatic gender typologies but to engage in a detailed analysis of the 

concrete - material and institutiond -- parameters of gender, re/production and property 

defining enslaved and other subaltern women in particular in "classic" British West Indian 

slave society and its major sub-variants. 

TABLE 5.1 
Estimated Distribution of Slaves by Crop-type, 1810, 1820, and 1830 

Colony 

1810 
Barbados 
Jamaica 

Dominica 

1820 
Barbados 
Jamaica 
Dominica 

1830 
Barbados 
Jamaica 

Oomi nica 

Coffee 

Percentage of Slaves 

Cotton Other 
Agric. 

7.0 
8.0 
10.0 

7.5  
9.0 
10.0 

8.0 
9.9 
12.5 

Live- 
stock 

-- 
14.0 
- 

-- 
14.0 
- 

- 
13.7 

-- 

- 
Fishing, 
Shipp. 

0.5 
0.5 
0.5 

0.5 
0.5 
0.5 

0.5 
0.5 
0.5 

Urban No. of 
S l a v e s  

75,000 
337,000 
l9,OOO 

78.3 50 
342.380 
16.550 

82.000 
3 19.00 
13.700 

Source: Hlgman, 1984: Table 3.8, 68-70 



TABLE 5.2 
Distribution of Slaves by Slaveholding Size-group, 1832 & 1834 

r Percentage of Slaves 

Colony 

Source: Higrnan, 1984: Table 5.2, 105 

Barbados ( 1834) 
Jamaica ( 1832) 

Dominica ( 1832) 

TABLE 5.3 
Estimated Slave, Freedperson, and White Populations, 1810 and 1830 

1-10 
Slaves 

19.0 
8.7 
14.9 

11-50 
Slaves 

, Percentage Slave 

22.5 
15.8 
23.3 

Colony 
I 

Source: Higman, 1984: Table 4.2, 77. 

51-100 
Slaves 

Percentage 
Freed person 

Barbdos 
Jamam 

Dominica 

TABLE 5.4 
White and Freedperson Populations by Sex, c. 1830 

10.3 
14.0 
24.2 - 

1810 1830 

101-200 
Slaves 

Percentage White 

80.6 80.3 
85.7 84.4 
83.7 77.4 

Source: Higman, 1984: Table S2.1, 433 

28.8 
25.6 
27.5 

Total Population 

1810 1830 

Colony 

Barbados 
Jamaica 

Dominica 

201-300 
Slaves 

2.7 5.2 
7.4 10.6 
10.6 18.9 

301+ 
Slaves 

15.9 
21.5 
10.1 

1810 1830 , 

Year 

1829 
1834 
1833 

3.5 
14.4 
-- 

1810 1830 

16.7 14.5 
6.9 5.0 
5.7 3.7 

93,040 102,150 
404,200 378,050 
22,700 19,000 

Whites 
Males 

7,049 
n.a. 
382 

Freed persons 
Males 

2,609 
n.a. 
1,673 - 

Females 

7,910 
n.a. 
338 

Total 

14,959 
16,600 
720 

Females 

2,537 
n.a. 

2,141 

Total 

5,146 
42,000 
3,814 



TABLE 5.5 
Age-specific Slave Sex Ratios, 1817 & 1829 

Age Group 

Males per 100 Females 

Barbados, 
1817 

Jamaica, 
1817 

Dominica, 
1829 

Source: Higman, 1984: Tabie S4.25, 524-5 

TABLE 5.6 
Slave Sex Ratios and Percentages African, 1817 and 1832 

Colony 

Source: Higman, 1984: Tabie 5.7, 116 

Barbados 
Jamaica 

Dominica 

The first thing that strikes one about the origins of AfmCaribbean women's economic 

roles is the extent to which their lives as slaves were defined by the imperatives of extxa- 

domestic, gang-based field production of export staples for an *alienn class and "alien" 

community of cowmers. Where most women's histories appear to "beginn with the 

family or domestic-based dproduction and move outwards extra-domestically or further 

Males per 100 Females 
1817 1832 

Percentage African 
1817 1832 

83.9 86.3 
100.3 94.5 
92.4 92.7 

1 
I 

7.1 2.9 
37.0 23 -5 
11.c. 15.3 



inwards towards an inner sanctum of reproductive specialization, privacy and seclusion or 

isolation, Afro-Caribbean women begin their history as coerced. "public" laborers alienated 

from their own bodies and "birthright" in a system based on reproductive artificiality. 

Thereafter, they appear to move back and forth beween alienated production or service for 

others and attempts to restore or reconstitute. often singlehandedly, that birthright. Four 

critical features of the colonial-capitalist slave mode of rdproduction on the West Indian 

sugar islands provide an insight into the constraints and possibilities that helped to forge 

Afro-Caribbean women's identities: 

(a) Unrernirting field lobor; sexual division of labor -- Field labor was the 

prevailing occupational, and, indeed, life, experience of a majority of the slaves; moreover, 

it was a predominantly f e d e  experience. Slave women quite regularly made up 60-70% 

of the First or Great Gang - the gang responsible for the hardest and greater part of the 

field work on sugar plantations. Higman (1984: 190-1) explains simply that the reason for 

female overrepresentation in the field gangs "is that males were put to a fairiy wide range of 

occupations, whereas females were confined almost entirely to field or domestic tasks." 

Lucille Mair (1974: 295) notes for Jamaica that even before 1820 when men tended to 

outnumber women in the slave population, "women nevertheless outnumbered men in the 

most menial and least versatile tasks on the plantation." Women also comprised the 

ovenvhelrning majority of domestics, and a few occupied the valued and higher-status 

positions of midwife, "doctress," and driver (mostly of the "hogmeat gang," composed of 

small children). But, according to Higman (1989: 41), "it was rare for domestics to 

constitute morr than 10 per cent of the slave labor force on large plantations" (usually, the 

proportion was far smaller), and, in any event, most of the domestic positions were 

reserved for "coloreds" or mixed-race slaves; so that, for better or for worse, the 

overwhelming majority of black women had to contend with the rigors of field labor. A 

smaller proportion of the male slave wodcforce was tied to field work and, even in the 

harshness of slavery, in spite of (not entirely unfounded) claims to its imposition of a 



"negative equality" upon men and women or its "neutralization of gender." men enjoyed 

monopoly access to the most skilled and highest status slave occupations. as the technicians 

in the factory, the plantation artisans or craftsmen. and the head driven in the field. 

(b) Workers or breeders? Relproductive coercion -- West Indian slave women's 

fertility was notoriously low. As much as 50 percent of them remained childless, and the 

other fifty percent had small families. For most of the British West Indian territories, slave 

populations failed to reproduce themselves right up until the end of slavery (the exception 

of Barbados has already been disc~ssed).~ Certainly. this tended to be true for the territory 

(or isiand) as a whole, even though sugar and non-sugar plantations displayed different 

patterns, with h e  dominant sugar plantations having by far the most notorious anti-natalist 

and high-mortality conditions. Slave populations were regularly "re-stocked" by means of 

the slave trade until its abolition in 1807. This systemic anti-natalism of the sugar plantation 

economy emanated from the structural prioritization of women's producer over their 

reproducer role, the intensive and relentless use of the slaves as workhorses, the 

concomitant deprivation of the physical. social and psychological conditions required to 

generate and support healthy childbearing and family life, and the ready availability of 

slaves through the African trade. At least up until the 1780s. the slavemasten deemed it 

"cheaper to buy than breed." Indeed, when this cdcuhed convenience was threatened by 

abolitionist pressure and the prospect of an end to the external supply of slaves. women's 

reproductive usefulness grew by leaps and bounds in the estimations of the planter class. 

The ending of the slave trade in 1807 persuaded even the most intransigent of planters to 

join the trend towards a pro-nablist regime and offer inducements to women, such as cash 

3 ~ h i s  situation was not unique to the British West Indis. In fact only the U.S. South as a whole seems to 
have avoided the "demographc disastern of New World slavery. The full range of reasons is still being 
ciehkd, although the sugar plantation regime appears to be a major factor, as evidenced by non-sugar 
plantations in the West Indies and sugar plantations in Louisiana Fogel and Engerman ( 1979: 567) report: 
"The United Stam received about 6 percent of all Africans arriving in the New Worid during the p o d  of 
the slave trade (1500-18'70). but had about onequarter of the New World black population in I=. and 
about 3 1 percent in 1950. The British West Indies received 17 percent of all slave imports. but had only 
about 10 percent of the black population in 1835, and about 5 percent in 1950. The other Caribbean 
islands had patterns similar to the British. with a large excess of the accumdated total of slave imports over 
the black population living at the end of the slave era". 



bonuses, extra material comforts and reprieves from field labor. to have more children. But 

it was too little too late, and the planters, for the most part, continued to encounter 

demographic failure with regard to their workforces. This was partly due to a refusal on the 

part of slave women to respond positively to the demand to produce more slave children. 

Barbados, with its larger resident planter class, smaller plantations, and longer and more 

judicious tradition of slavelplantation management. was the first to register a surplus of 

births over deaths, gradually followed by the Leeward Islands, in the first quarter of the 

nineteenth century. Virtually all the other sugar-related islands and temtories, comprising 

the vast majority of slaves, showed natural decreases up to the final years of slavery 

(Higman, 1976: 67-70). According to Higrnan ( 1984: 72). "[bletween 1807 and 1834, ... 
the slave population [of the British West Indies] declined from roughly 775,000 to 

665,000, a decrease of 14 percent, or 0.5 percent per annum." 

(c) Sex objects: denial of spousal. parental, and family rights -- The sexual 

exploitation of slave women by white men was very high in the Caribbean.4 The tendency 

for sexual victimization by dominant males to be an integral part of the experience of slave 

women was aggravated by the system of absentee proprietorship that became the norm in 

the British Caribbean (again, with the relative exception of Barbados) from the mid- 

eighteenth century onwards. This meant that many of the plantations -- and this was less 

true of the (less important) non-sugar plantations - were not the locus of resident planter 

class families and communities, but were run by supervisory staffs of single white men, 

who aggressively and at will selected sexual "partnersn from among the female slaves on 

the plantatiod However, the predisposition of all white men, with or without white 

%ting other wunrs, Ward (1988: 18311) reports that 'in Jamaica 1829-32 the percentage of slave births 
fathered by whte men stood at about 15 in the western sugar parishes, 10.7 in the island as a whole, 9.2 in 
Port Royal Parish, and 6.9 in Manchester . .. In the eari y 19th-century USA the proportion was less than 5 
per cent' ..." 
5~hsencet planten had local legal and financial rrpresentafivs, called 'attorneys' (not usually real lawyers). 
who tended to be part of the merchant and planter upper class, resided in the towns, and might be 
responsible for twenty or more estates (or one or two in the case of "lesser attorneys'). 



wives, to abuse the prerogatives of absolute ownership is well explained in the following 

quotation: 

Since economic interest was found in both her productive and reproductive 
labor, the slaveholder asserted rights of ownership over his female slaves' 
sexuality. The slave woman was deemed sexual property not just as an 
instrument of reproduction, but along the full range of her sexuality. She 
was owned as both a procreative and a sexual object. Thus, she was 
available to be raped and sexually abused with impunity by the slaveholder, 
his sons, the overseer, or any other white man. And here. racist and sexist 
ideology combined to justify the wrong. (Burnham. 1987: 198- 199) 

Just as the slavemaster upheld his dominion over slave women along "the full 

range" of their existence, he denied slave men access to the source of patriarchal power. 

This led to a situation which differed quite dramatically from many others in that slave 

women's relationship to the master was not mediated through a private patriarchal family: it 

was an "immediate" and fused class/patriarchal relation of forced nlproduction and 

sexuality, with no intervening "paterfarnilial" rights reposited in slave men. Indeed, the 

master's absolute "third partyn rights abrogated or dissolved the potential for the formation 

of an intervening and "organic" conjugal community of entitlement The nal  tragedy, of 

course, lay MI in the denial of the rights of "paterfamilias" (of which slave women were 

perhaps well rid) but in, among other things, the negation of conjugal and parental 

(maternal and paternal) rights, especially through the planter's indiscriminate right of sale 

of family members. We must fully acknowledge the assault, not just on maternal rights. 

(that, the most grievous, surely), but also on the general right to be (or have) a social 

fatherhale parent, and the right to form and sustain families and sexual/spousal 

partnerships of one's choosing. Both slave women cmd slave men suffered from the fact 

that relations of concubinage between the white master and slave woman always took 

precedence over de fkto relations of spousehood between slave men and women. And, 

although "[slavery] was inherited in the female line," and the "child of a slaveowner was 

born in servitude, irrespective of the status of the father" (Cousins, 1935: 37 ,  no parental 

rights resided in that fact for the slave mother, except by indulgence of the absolute 

owner/patriarch of the entire slave "family." 



Slavery represented an extreme individuation and objectification of human beings, 

regardless of gender, as units of labor power and property, and objects of ab/use and 

exchange. In  such a system. there was no room for human and civil, and therefore family, 

rights. The law was quite explicit in this regard. The case against legally and socially 

entitling the slaves in their family relations was based on the double-sided principle that ( i )  

the slaves had no civil existence, and therefore, could not assume "the civil benefits and 

burdens of husband and wifen (Bumharn, 1987: 212)- and (ii) they were "naturally" 

immoral, and could be expected neither to adhere nor be held by others to a code of sexual 

morality: "they were therefore exempt from the natural moral strictures of marriage and 

famiiy" (ibid.: 222). 

Denied family rights ("the father of a slave is unknown to our lawt') and the 

conditions for self-sustaining family life, slaves were nonetheless condemned for being 

innately incapable of the finer sensibilities, commitments and competencies of parenthood. 

Slave women were said to lack a maternal instinct, and slave men, to be brutal and 

indifferent fathers. Both. condemned for their lack of parental solicitude and skills, were 

themselves equivalently reduced to Slave Chddren of the White MastertFather or White 

Patriarch. The peaistent ideological infantilization of the slaves -- their relegation to a state 

of perpetual childhood -- was a critical element in the process of dehumanization and 

decuI turation. 

Women bore the brunt of this multiple jeopardy. Bumharn (1981: 221-222) notes 

that the slave woman in the American South, in a situation representative of all American 

slave societies. was considered legally inviolable, i.e., she could not legally be raped (for 

some time by either a black or a white man), since she had no virtue or moral personality to 

be offended or legally defended; indeed, her "natural lasciviousnessn invited what might 

constitute "rapen for white women, but not for her. Beckles has confirmed this as the case 

for Barbados as well: 

In the laws of the island during the 17th and 18th centuries, a man could not 
rape his slave; the slave had neither legal rights nor personal identity. and 



masters could do as they wished with slaves. Rape was considered a private 
matter and, until 1805. murder carried at law only a f 15 fine. The slave 
codes, then, were designed to ensure that slave owners' rights to 'enjoy' 
property were not undermined. either by other individuals or by 
government. (Beckles. 1989: 142-3) 

In a (perhaps not so) contradictory twist, the system often upheld the assertion of 

proprietary claims by slave men over particular slave women, i.e., vis-a-vis other slave 

men. In the Caribbean. this was particularly true for elite male slaves. who were allowed a 

wider range of patriarchal prerogatives (e.g., the practice of polygamy). Rnaily, however, 

any such prerogatives must be weighed against the fundamental vulnerability of the black 

male to be aiminali:ed in his very being as a "natural" and scarcely restrainable threat to 

that most sacrosanct and potent of white patriarchal symbols -- "virtuous" white 

womanhood. 

(d) Autonomy and resistance; provision grounds, Sunda?, markers, Md cultural 

reconstitu~ion -- Slave women must be understood not just as victims but as historical 

subjects and social agents who placed certain limits on the assault on their dignity and the 

level of humiliation they were prepared to endure, who fought back, who refused to 

cooperate with planter class designs and directives, who participated in efforts to bring 

down the system, who asserted their own identities and cultural mores, and who seized 

hold of opportunities offered by the system to widen and deepen their sphere of 

entitlement, agency and autonomy. Enslaved women engaged in (gendered) class struggle 

against their masters and gender struggles againstlwith their male counterparts. These 

struggles involved modes of dignified accommodation to, resistance against, and separation 

or autonomy frornlwithin the plantation system. They encompassed three major "sites," 

two of which encompass the plantation domain: the dominant site of the plantation - 
including the canefields, the factory, the master's house, the master's bed - and the 

marginalized reproductive or domestic niche of the slaves themselves, including their 

famous provision grounds or kitchen gardens and Sunday markets, as well as their 

families, "yards" or compounds, and wider inter-plantation communities. The third site, 



which is of enonnous importance but does not concern us immediately here, falls outside 

the plantation and is antithetical to it: communities of runaway slaves, maroon settlements 

or villages, practically inaccessible locations hidden deep in mountain recesses. Women 

played key roles here too, both as warriors or occasional military leaders (such as Nanny of 

the Jamaican maroons) and as  cultivators, healers and spiritual leaden. 

Slave women repeatedly refused to comply with re/productive and sexual coercion. 

The low birth rate among them was partly the result of their own resistance to bonded 

childbearing and to bringing children into the hell of slavery. In defiance, in misery. and 

out of respect for life, they practised abortion and even infanticide. As workers, women 

were routinely regarded as more recalcitrant and harder to control than men. Their 

trademarks were "insolence," "verbal abuse," and persistent insubordination, and many a 

plantation overseer had also to be on guard against physical assault by a sufficiently 

provoked female slave. Barbara Bush ( 1982; 1986; 1990) and others have explored the full 

range of women's resistance to slavery, including the poisoning of whites by domestic 

slaves in particular, their participation in slave revolts and maroon wan, their centrality to 

Africanist religious and cultural practices that gave the slave community its strong sense of 

existentialist autonomy and spiritual and "subterranean" power. Noteworthy here is the fact 

that women were known to be more suspicious than men of Christianity and more adamant 

in their resistance to conversion, the rate of cooptation being highest among elite male 

slaves. 

By far the greatest clue to the particular structure of subaltern women's agency in 

Caribbean economies, however, is provided by the ways in which they maximized the 

possibilities and minimized the constraints of the slave system in an effort to make lives of 

their own. These ways are particularly legible in their roles as provision ground cultivators 

and "hucksters" or marketers of slave produce or acquisitions. The contradictory duality of 

their identity, defined by the demarcation between plantation labor for the master and own- 

account activities, is well expressed in the following description of one slave woman: 



She was a domestic servant, who. 'although a clever and superior person' 
was 'next to impossible to manage'. Relegated to field work for 
insubordination, she one day made such a commotion that she was placed in 
the stocks. When this failed to subdue her rage, the driver was obliged to 
admit that she would never work for him 'or any other Massa'. But despite 
her intransigent attitude to her official role as a slave. in her private domestic 
life she was energetic and positive. owning extensive provision grounds. 
kept 'in beautiful order' and running 'a complete huckster's shop' on the 
estate. (Bush, 1982: 22) 

There were two main systems of slave subsistence in the British West Indies -- the 

weekly allocation of food rations to each slave from central plantation stores and the raising 

of food crops for personal consumption (and local exchanp) by the slaves themselves on 

individual garden plots or "grounds" allotted to them by their masters. Every single island 

and most plantations maintained some combination of the two methods, but the islands 

came to be distinguished according to which method constituted the primary means of slave 

subsistence and which played a supplementary role. In either case, the supplementary 

system (together with the slaves' own exploitation of hunting, fishing, foraging, stealing 

and exchange opportunities) was critical to the survival of the slaves and could make the 

difference between adequate nourishment and undernourishment, malnutrition or even 

starvation. Thus, Jamaica and the Windward Islands. where huge tracts of mountainous 

land were available to be given over to slave provision grounds, were largely "home-fed," 

while Jamaica's coastal lowlands and most of Barbados and the Leewards were brought 

almost exclusively under cane cultivation and depended heavily on food imports (or were 

largely "foreign-fed"). The most "humanen system, modestly successful in Barbados and 

Antigua in the later period of slavery (the alleged "amelioration period"), was one which 

included, as a back-up, some food production within the temporal and spatial boundaries of 

the regular plantation enterprise. 

While the granting of provision grounds formed the basis of an increasingly 

siwcant subeconomy controlled by the slaves. the conditions of such entitlement must 

not be romanticized. From the planter's point of view, the granting to the slaves of grounds 

unsuited to cane cultivation at the margins or outside the boundaries of the estate, to be 



cultivated. moreover. on the slaves' own time, (a) hardly constituted a major sacrifice of 

land and labor resources, (b) greatly reduced the costs and other burdens of feeding the 

slaves, and (c) contributed to social stability by giving the slaves a stake in the system. 

Indeed, the convenience of topography and slave self-sustenance was always tempered by 

other considerations. such as the state of the sugar market. A boom in sugar prices led to a 

further concentration on sugar and a withdrawal of land and labor from food cultivation. In 

allocating the resources of the plantation, the greatest priority was given to sugar export 

production. the life-blood of the enterprise. 

In this context. too great a reliance on either "foreign feeding" or slave self- 

subsistence imposed untold hardships on the slaves and provoked periodic crises of 

subsistence resulting in starvation or severe undernourishment among them. Imported 

supplies could be interrupted and suspended for long periods by wars (which could raise 

the price of sugar and c a w  an expansion of cane cultivation), trade rearrangements, and 

hurricanes. all of which were endemic to Caribbean reality. The planters repeatedly ignored 

legal stipulations to plant part of their estates in food crops as a safety net in the matter of 

slave subsistence. Conversely. the slaves were expected to sustain provision grounds on 

the basis of an extremely precarious niche in terms of energy, time, distance. space, crop 

security and quality of land. 

The slaves were generally given one Saturday a fortnight or a half-Saturday every 

week for the cultivation of their grounds out of croptime. Crop-time, the harvesting and 

sugar-making period, extended from December or January through April or May, and 

encompassed the dry season. During that time. which entailed the longest work days of the 

year and included regular night work, the slaves had only their free Sundays - also their 

market day - to tend their crops. The bulk of provision cultivation took place during the 

planting season (the "hard time" or "hungry timen), also the wet season, when the slaves 

were occupied with the most gruelling and unhealthy tasks of cane-holing, fertilizing and 

weeding. It was during this period that the danger of starvation constantly stalked the 



plantations. since there were few fwd crops to be harvested, no ripe cane to suck on, 

humcanes and disease epidemics threatened, and shipping came to a virtual halt. Moreover. 

provision grounds were often located at great distances from the plantation and up 

mountainsides. and contained poor soils. These challenges had to be confronted during 

alternative periods of physical emaciation (the planting season) and round-the-clock field- 

to-factory labor (croptime). For women, who, it must be remembered, made up the bulk 

of the field slaves. the requirements of childcare, however marginal to their compulsory 

plantation schedules (childcare often being centrally organized), constituted an additional 

burden. 

Given the conditions under which they were cultivated, therefore, the relative 

success of the provision grounds must be held as testimony to the will, initiative and 

extraordinary effort of the slaves. Indeed, those contemporary observers who went against 

the unreflectively celebrationist grain of many travellers' and sojourners' accounts of slave 

" polinks" or "little Guineas," seeing in the relinquishment of responsibility for slave 

reproduction to the slaves themselves an instance of downright neglect and abuse, rather 

than of liberal or generous endowment, were not far off in their judgement. Still, for the 

slaves, there was no question that the provision grounds provided the greatest opportunity 

for creating a base of power and autonomy in the colony. The slaves were given 

"managerial authorityn over their unsupervised provision farming, and they subsequently 

came to dominate the internal fwd market in all the islands, even the foreign-fed ones 

(Beckles, 1991: 32-33). Through their struggles, they coaverted the status of the provision 

grounds and Sunday markets from a convenient concession motivated by planter self- 

interest into a customary right invested in themselves and not to be trifled with. 

For decades, they "struggled to maintain their marketing rights against hostile 

legislation" and "persistent efforts to criminalize huckstering" (Beckla, 1991: 40). They 

were legally prohibited from competing (or collaborating) with small white planters and 

shopkeepers, so that, in a number of islands, they were not allowed to grow or sell ginger, 



cotton. coffee, cocoa, indigo -- all secondary plantation crops -- or sell various dry goods 

(the cultivation or sale of the major plantation staples being quite out of the question). Once 

the planter legislatures had demarcated and enforced the areas of colonial economic life 

from which the slaves were to be absolutely excluded, the terms of the internal division 

between their own-account activities and their regular plantation labor became relatively 

institutionalized (though constantly embattled and con tested), and came increasingly to 

resemble the arrangements of feudalism and its customary contracts. One writer speaks of 

the "peasant breach in the slave mode of production" (Lepkowski, 1%869), and another 

has made famous the concept of the slave as  a "prot+peasant" (Mintz, 1984). The slaves 

gained the right to pass on their customary tenures of particular plots through the family 

line, to the point where relatives from other plantations would come forward to claim their 

inheritance with the consent of the master. By the end of slavery, many slaves had secured 

outright ownership of the provision plots. sometimes bolstered by laws granting such 

property rights. Moreover, any attempt to modify, txansform or abrogate the unspoken 

contract governing their provision grounds or Sunday markets became subject to a process 

of negotiation, either forced upon the planter by the slaves, or entered into voluntarily by 

him. Marsha11 ( 1991: 60) reports that "[slaves] would not move from their ground without 

notice or without replacement grounds being provided," and Gaspar (1988) has offered a 

graphic account of widespread, organized slave protests and "disturbancesn following the 

183 1 abolition of Sunday markets in Antigua. 

The colonies came to rely on the slave provision markets for a substantial portion of 

their food. The slaves sold the surplus from their ground provisions, plantains and corn, a 

variety of vegetables and fruits, fresh meat, poultry and fish. milk, eggs, firewood. 

charcoal, fodder, specially processed cash crops or ageproducts such as cassava flour 

and arrowroot starch, their plantation allowances of imported salt meat and fish, and crude 

handicrafts fashioned from calabash, leather, straw and wood, as well as more refined 

artisanal work. A contemporary account from Dominica gave a prodigious list of own- 



account slave-grown produce: "yams, plantains, bananas, cassada or manioc, eddoes, 

potatoes, ocoraes [okra], Indian corn, cale. pigeon pease, and several species of beans, and 

pine apples; and the higher grounds produce many kinds of European garden stuff, such as 

cabbages. carrots, turnips, beet root. lettuce. asparagus, artichoke, radish. cucumber, 

cellery, and herbs of all sorts, besides tropical fruits" (quoted in Hieman. 1984: 212). 

Some slave products, such as cassava flour, were regularly purchased from the slaves by 

their masters for plantation supplies, and, others, including - most prominently -- 

arrowroot. became export items (Tomich, 1991: 313-14; Handler, 1971). Slaves not only 

dominated internal food markets, they also accumulated an impressive proportion of the 

locally circulating coin currency, as a regular means of exchange and as savings. They 

participated in a limited but thriving market in imported consumer goods, "the largest traffic 

being in clothes, household wares, and other items of comfort and convenience not 

provided by the estate owners" (Mintz and Hall. 1970: 17). There is even evidence that 

more slaves had the wherewithal to purchase their freedom than in fact chose to (Tomich, 

1991: 3 16; Beckles, 1991: 38), indicating, at least for some, a decision to cast their lot with 

(what was perceived as) the relative security of the slaves' reproductive niche - as afforded 

by the institutionalized gains of customary rights and partial freedom from supervision, 

scrutiny and interference, as well as bonds of extended kinship and community -- rather 

than expose themselves to the risks, vulnerabilities and unknown dangers of the 

"freedmen'sn lot. 

Most accounts of the slaves' reproductive niche have becn gender-blind or gender- 

neutral. A major recent comparative collection on "the slaves' economy" (Berlin and 

Morgan, eds., 1991) provides not even a passing reference, in its island-Caribbean material 

(comprising four articles by prominent Caribbeanists). to fundamental implications for 

gender. Relatively well (if recently) established historical facts such as the predominance of 

women in hucksterin$ and their prominence and leadership in slave protests against moves 

%idney W. Minu (1974: 112; 216). considered 10 be one of the most seminal and most important (&I- 
)Caribbeanist historical anthropologists, has a problem with the attribution of the tradition of local 



to abolish Sunday markets in the 1820s are duly noted without any further exploration of 

the gender dimension along the full range of reproductive, family and intra-community 

practices and relations. Admittedly, the evidence is scant -- one historian has pointed out 

that the lack of evidence is itself an indication of the relative autonomy and separateness of 

the world of the slaves flomich, 1991: 3 12) -- but already the subtle (and sometimes not- 

-subtle) interpretative slant seems pre-emptive of an open and "dialectical" explanatory 

investigation. If' anything. there tends to be an underlying assumption that the slaves 

responded to and countered the planters' fragmenting and individuating policies and 

practices with monolithically and "conventionally" familist and corporatist strategies (across 

gender). There has been very little attempt to problematize or interrogate the ideological or 

historical construct of "family" and the gender contradictions related to it. Furthermore, the 

tendency is to naturalize not just "family," but a particular kind of family, so that the 

noblest defence of the slaves against charges of promiscuity. immorality and 

disorganization -- as if they really needed to be defended against such charges - is 

presumed to be provision of "proof' that they lived, after all, in stable, monogamous and 

nuclear families, and that the (rather large) extent to which they did not is of only negative 

or residual significance, and is not deserving of its own explanation. In keeping with this 

tendency, the work of a number of prominent Caribbean historians has been marred by a 

masculinist over-correction of the so-called Frazier-Moynihan thesis (itself reproduced in 

the more contemporary work of Odando Patterson) which ultimately accepts the latter's 

androcentric, ethnocentric and elitist terms of reference (see Reddock, 1988: 125.32). 

marketing in the Caribbean to both West African origrns and the predommnt role of slave women. 
Without making even the slightest gesture in the direction of an explanation, he "feelsn the first claim to be 
exaggerated ("We feel that a tendency to overauribute features of Jamaican peasant culture to the African 
culture sueam may have slighted the role of European culhrre and culture history") and the second to be 
inaccurate ("as [it] is the writer's opinion, that male marketers may have been more important") Beckles 
( 1989) gives an excellent portrayal of the specla1 role played by slave women in huckstering in Barbados. 
A critique of Mintz's often sketchy, impressionistic, and Eumcentric writings on the English-speaiang 
Caribbean in particular is perhaps overdue (and wouId not necessarily diminish his worthy contributions). 
Furthermore, Mintz's remarks are ironical because Caribbean scholars lag behind their U.S. countcrpvts in 
the exploration of the African roots of AfroamericanICaribbean culture, only partly because they take them 
more for granted (e.g., as everyday, living components of Creole languages). 



A question I posed rhetorically nearly a decade ago remains relevant today: What 

are "the sexual- and class-poli tical implications of 'stable' slave families"? (Green. 1983: 

27) The question could have been more properly and inclusively asked about class, 

gender, sexual and ethnic imp1 ications. One of the few Anglophone Caribbean historians 

addressing such questions is Rhoda Reddock ( 1985; 1986: 1988; 1989), who re-writes 

Caribbean history from a feminist perspective. or at least problematizes and centralizes 

gender in her historical accounts. Certainly also. two recent seminal texts on British West 

Indian slave women, by Barbara Bush (1990) and Hilary Beckles (1989), have furnished 

us with rich and indispensable resources in the critical project of historical reinterpretation. 

Reddock's work. however, most boldly occupies and highlights the contentious three-way 

boundary between hislory about women, women 's histov or "hersrory. " a n d  

"engendered" or genderizecl hisroricai accounting or interpretmion. It is to the last of the 

latter two neglected projects that I turn in the next two sections. I am interested in 

selectively exploring and suggesting some connections between the hegemonicaily allocated 

(but self-appropriative) economy of the slaves, family forms, and culture, in rehtion to 

ge& as well as, to some extent, slave and non-white hierarchy. It will be necessary to 

approach this, however, by way of a prior understanding of the dominant principles 

stmcturing the context within which slave women attempted to make lives of their own. 

It may be noted that the only thing "naturaln about family is mating (and that may take 

homosexual as well as heterosexual form), conception, and childbearing. Family form and 

all attendant institutional accretions are derived from cultural selections that are congruous 

with, elaborated upon and maneuvered within a particular technoeconomic base and mode 

of re/production. Of course, family form is subject to class and gender (and sexual-identity ) 

contestation, but there are certain limits and conditions which shape the options available 

and the room to be had for maneuvering. The relatively intimate relationship between 



classlpatriarchal relations of production and property and the family form of the "subaltern 

classesn acquires particulady acute dimensions in the conditions of coercion and erasure 

(the wcalled "tabula ma")  upon which plantation slave society was constructed. At the 

same time, the completely different and far-flung ethnic progenitures of the contending 

classes, and the ovenv helming demographic preponderance of the subordinate racial-ethnic 

group, made for a particularly vigorous cultural contest as well as some unanticipated 

consequences. Racial-gender demographic and social correlates played their part in 

producing unusual consequences too. as for example in cases where single white males on 

plantations of well over two hundred or even three hundred slaves (in racial ratios of ,Y): 1 

or so), with their considerably reduced ability to sustain and reproduce a "corporaten ethnic 

niche or identity. pnsided over a social dialectic which combined brutality and (personal 

and cultural) intimacy in proportions and complexity probably unheard of in colonial 

mainland America (i.e., especially the Upper South). At Worthy Park estate in the 1780s 

and '90s, for example, " [ajt the worst point, then was one white to 63 slaves; at the best. 

one to 34" (Craton and Walvin, 1970: 145). In 1795. the ratio dropped even further to 68: 1 

(ibid.). Moreover, "[olnly one white woman lived at Worthy Park in the 1790s. making i t  

inevitable that local white men would turn to their slaves for pleasure and companionshipn 

(ibid.: 142). To compound the conditions for the paranoiac and pathological dialectic of 

brutality and intimacy, the tenure of white persome1 on the estates tended to be transient 

and characterized by a high turnover rate: "Most whites stayed in their jobs only a matter of 

months." perhaps in a constant bid to escape the fear, loneliness, alienation and overwork 

(ibid.: 144). 

There are two dimensions to gender dynamics in all class societies. One is that of 

"patriarchy" as a ruling class project or an institutionalized system of d e ;  the other is that 

of gender or nlocal" gender relations as a concrete, class-diffracted, and sometimes ethnic- 

specific, mode. "Patriarchy" as a ruling system itself encompasses two critical aspects: in- 

class orgmization of male (rul ing-ch~)  p e r  and the c h s / ' c h a l  system of 



domimion over subordinare groups. Below. I present some highlights of the specific 

character of British West Indian planter-class patriarchy in terms of both aspects, and. later, 

I take up some issues relating to the slaves' own family and gender modes. 

Mmringeand Property. Marriage was considered to be an exclusive upper class privilege. 

completely bound up with considerations of race and property, from which the "lesser 

white" bachelor estate personnel and the slaves were effectively barred. In  some islands. 

marriage came increasingly to be associated with absenteeism, as the richest planters looked 

to England as a source of marriageable partners and sent their sons and daughters there to 

be educated, and inevitably to many and to settle. England became the (residential) home 

site for the social reproduction of the wealthiest group among the West Indian planten, 

their transnational niche being materially sustained on the basis of profits from their sugar 

plantations and the financial backing of British merchant houses. The small "West Indian" 

and related mercantile circles in England (and in the colonies) married into each other's 

families and effected political alliances that advanced their colonial interests, further 

securing the transnational niche. Pares (1950: 249) points out that the plantations were 

"loaded ... with legacies and annuities, with widows and old maids quartered upon them 

from every county in England," in an extravagant and ineficient system which ultimately 

redounded to the benefit of the plantersf British creditors. (Fortunately for West Indian 

slaves, death and marriage within the planter class did not become the occasion for the 

splitting up of slave families to fulfil obligations of bequests and dowries in the way that 

they did for the Southern slaves.) Certain established sugar traders ("factors") and 

creditors of the big planters refused to deal with small planters because "they often had 

coloured families, who might inherit their land and desire a loan fmm a merchant" (Pares. 

1950: 240). They also "declined to lend money to white planten who were likely to leave 

their properties to coloured heirs" (ibid.). Obviously, the ultimate concern was economic 

rather than "moral," since the big planters were no less likely to have "coloured famiiies," 



just either more able to sustain them outside of and without encroaching upon their main 

properties and enterprises or less willing to acknowledge them (except perhaps as their 

propefly). 

Just as marriage came to be an exclusive property of the very wealthy and a 

mechanism for the transnational reproduction of the Euro-creole upper class, concubinage 

came to be the means by which a "bastard" intermediate class was bequeathed to the 

societies of the West Indies by the planters and their surrogates as the social superiors of 

the slaves and, later, of the black working class. In Barbados, for reasons pointed to 

above, the "coloredn (mixed-race) group was less significant and played a less unique 

function than elsewhere -- for example, the so-called "free colored" group was always 

small in relation to whites and, at least in the years from 1825 to 1829. for which data are 

available, tended to be almost evenly divided between blacks and mixed-race persons (Sio, 

1976: 7). In Jamaica and the Windwards in particular, demographics were much more 

skewed (Sio, 1976: Marshall. 1982). Already by 1730 in Jamaica. 76.2% of the white 

population, which itself comprised only 6.6 percent of the entire population of the island 

(compared to a 0.4% free colored component), were servants, "usually working as 

bookkeepers or overseers on plantations" (Burnard, 1991: 97). One hundred years later, in 

1832, only one-fifth of 670 sugar estates on the island had resident proprietors. the ratio of 

slaves to whites in the entire population was nearly 20: 1, and the free colored population 

(over WO of whom were of mixed-race origin) outnumbered the white by about fifty 

percent (Higman, 1989: 41; Sio, 1976: 6-7). Other figures given by Higrnan (1984; see 

Table 4.4 above) indicate that Jamaican freedpersons outnumbered whites by over 2.5: 1 in 

1834. In Jamaica and the Windwards, white men substantially outnumbered white women 

throughout the period of slavery. Single status was usually stiputated as a condition of 

employment in the contracts of the white overseers and bookkeepers, for whom these 

positions were expected to act as stepping stones to bigger and better things. This (or, 

frequently, the absence of the resident proprietor's or government official's wife), in 



conjunction with the rigid taboo on interracial marriage and the ready availability of 

exploitable slave women in predominantly black surroundings, practically ensured the 

proliferation of a system of concubinage, whereby a selected slave -- or a free colored -- 

woman was brought into the (real or surrogate) master's house as a live-in "housekeeper" 

and mistress. 

But even where white wives were present, the system of concubinage flourished. 

White planters often became the mediating biological link between two (or more) sets of 

families, helping to reproduce two different classes either simultaneously (usually. but not 

always, involving multiple residences) or sequentially (perhaps beginning - or resuming -- 

their legal marital careen after going "homen to England). R. T. Smith (1987: 167) refers 

to this as the "dual marriage system," noting that "[from] the beginning of the development 

of the slave regime, a marriage system was in place that included both legal marriage and 

concubinage, a system in which the elements were mutually and reciprocally defining and 

which articulated with the racial hierarchy." The "dual marriage systemw racialized the age- 

old pattern of sexualization of the class hierarchy (or class-related hierarchization of 

sexuality) within gender groups, so that the madomdwhore ideological dichotomy of 

feudal Europe gave way in the Caribbean to the symbolism of the White madonna and the 

Black whore, placing the ideological correlation between race and sexuality on an enduring 

footing. 

To a signirkant degree, upper-class white women were ideologically and 

symbolically elevated, but concretely marginalized, within slave plantation society in the 

West Indies. However, the image of the untouchable, isolated and mentally unbalanced 

white plantation mistress, so sensitively evoked by Jean Rhys in the novel, Wide Sargasso 

Sea, was not monolithically applicable, since even white women were divided by class, as 

indeed were those who might fall under the general rubric of non-white concubines. 

Higman (1984: 107) discusses the distinctive patterns of (white and colored) female 

slaveholding: 



Women rarely possessed large slaveholdings, but they did own a substantial 
share of the smaller units and hence a significant proportion of the total 
slave population. Around 1815 females owned 25.1 percent of the slaves in 
St. Lucia, 22.2 percent in Trinidad. and 6.6 percent in Berbice ... . These 
were slaves possessed by females in their own right; but females also held 
slaves jointly with males. Few owned large plantations, however, and those 
who did were often widows, their estates being managed by male attomies 
and overseers. 

Smith ( 1987: 171) reports that "many of the 4,000 white settlers on small Jamaican 

farms in 1792 (mostly cattle, ginger, pimento, coconut, and coffee propenies) were 

women," who might have been active in farm management; and Beckles ( 1989: 1991) has 

given us the most developed account of poor white hucksters in Barbados, who were 

themselves somewhat culturally "Africanized." We have been duly reminded that although 

they were not the primary imperial agents, as members of the privileged racial group, 

"white women were not the hapless onlookers of empire but were ambiguously complicit 

both as colonizers and colonized, privileged and restricted, acted upon and acting" 

(Melintock, 1995: 6). 

But sugar was a man's business, and the West Indies (in spite of its overwhelming 

black majority) was, after all, a "white man's world." Burnard (1991) has done pioneering 

work on the devolution of family property by gender among landed whites in early Jamaica 

and has concluded that women, in spite of their scarcity value as wives and in contrast to 

their Chesapeake (and even their later lower-South) counterparts, tended to be excluded 

from executive, if not necessarily nominal, ownership and control of their late husbands' 

plantation enterprises. This indicates to him that perhaps the West Indian sugar business 

and its attendant social circumstances did not lend themselves to the economically operative 

conjugal partnerships of colonial mainland America. Many historians have noted that the 

primarily profit-making and get-richquick objectives of West Indian investments militated 

against the development of sexually balanced settler communities with strong residential 

and extended family continuities and networks. Even where such communities were 

achieved, as in Barbados, they nevertheless did so within a context lhat was dominated in 

both quantitative and q d i i d v e  measwe, by the relation of economic und s d  



exploitation of black women by white men. For resident planter-class women, this 

translated into a relative "hollowing" of their sexual and economic roles. and an inverted 

displacement of their practical functions onto a subordinate racial female caste. For their 

own part, white women were subject to the strictest possible double standard, which barred 

them. on pain of social death. from interracial sex with non-white men of any social 

category. The latter themselves were under pain of physical death in that regard. 

There is no doubt, therefore, that in spite of some exaggeration and dubious choice 

of expression, the following statements capture part of the existential reality of upper class 

white women in the West Indies. Burnard (1991: 112) describes this reality in the 

following terms: 

White women, freed from menial labor by the exertions of black slaves, 
were elevated to superior "respectable" status, becoming embodiments of 
virtue, modesty, and gentility. Safely fixed on their pedestals, white women 
could then be ignored by white men. The pervasive availability of black and 
mulatto concubines deprived white women of power in society. White men 
sometimes even allowed their black or mulaao mistresses to run the 
plantation household. Thus white women in the Caribbean, unlike their 
Maryland counterparts, early lost much of their sexual function and 
economic role to slaves. 

In an earlier article, Bush (1981: 257) had also concluded that, "[unlike] her 

southern counterpart, the white woman in the West Indies had not only her sexual function, 

but to some extent her socio-economic function as mistress of the plantation, appropriated 

by the favoured coloured housekeeper." But Bush has gone further, enlisting the authority 

of Michel Foucault to argue that black women sometimes enjoyed "a temporary inversion 

of power relationsw in their sexual relationships with white men, whom "despite their racial 

and sexual inferiority [they] could at times manipulate ... to their own advantage" (Bush, 

1981: 246). She suggests, somewhat naively, that "[white] women were the veneer, black 

women the solid underpinning of the emotional and familial lives of whitesn (ibid.: 257). 

Without going into a p a t  deal of detail, it is clear that (a) the "power" of sexual 

manipulation possessed by slave or free colored women cannot be considered on a level 

continuous with the fundamental social (and coercive) power of white men; it derived from 



another source, defined p m l v  and precisely by the limits imposed by their powerlessness; 

and (b) the "power" of sexual manipulation was not equally available to all non-white 

concubines; they were not a homogeneous grouping, and they did not all experience sex 

with white men under the same social circumstances. Here. I turn my attention to another 

feature of the class/patriarchal system of domination. 

Patriarchy and Non-white Hierarchies. I pointed out before that white men refused to 

legitimize their offspring with black and "colored" women but nonetheless endowed them 

with superior social status vis-a-vis blacks, slave and free, and bequeathed them to the 

unfolding West Indian social system as (the foundation 00 a new intermediate class that 

was to play a critical role in the shaping of post-emancipation society. Not all the liaisons 

that produced these "bastard scions"had the same social standing. Indeed, the range 

crossed the hierarchies of (male-gender) white and (female-gender) non-white society, 

moving from the regular form of rape experienced by any number of female plantation 

slaves in the casual, irregular or random sexual encounters forced upon them by masters in 

the course of their everyday lives, through the semi-regular, sometimes semi-permanent -- 

and more or less coercive - "housekeeping" arrangements which brought a "favorite" slave 

into the household of an overseer or proprietor or continued to involve dual residences on 

the plantation (slave women sometimes being specially purchased for such "housekeepingn 

purposes), to the semi-respectable or at least openly "alternative" liaisons between planter- 

class men and relatively high-status "free colored" women, who might be either 

independently situated or "kept" in their own establishments, residential andlor comme&al. 

Late eighteenth-century observer, Bryan Edwards (1794, 11: 22) allowed of the latter that 

the "terms and manner of their compliance ... are commonly as decent, though perhaps not 

as solemn, as those of mamage; ... giving themselves up to the husband (for so he is 

called) with faith plighted, with sentiment, and with affection." Others were more cynical 

and given over to racial and sexual stereotyping in their observations: "Though the 



daughters of rich men. and though possessed of slaves and estates, they never think of 

marriage; their delicacy is such. for they are extremely proud. vain and ignorant. that they 

despise men of their own cofour; and though they have their amorous desires abundantly 

gratified by them and black men secretly, they will not avow these comections" (Moreton. 

1790: 12425). What was true was that. white "keeper" patronage or no. most of these 

mixed-race women were economically active in their own right, dominating, according to 

one analyst, the urban trades of "huckstering, small shopkeeping, and the management of 

hotels and innsn (Smith, 1987: 180). Moreover. "freedwomen owned and managed 

lodging houses throughout the island" (Heuman, 1981: 9). Handler (lW4: 133-8) gives an 

account of free-colored "hotel-tavern proprietressesm in Bridgetown who carried on a 

flourishing trade in prostitution with their female slaves. The most celebrated of these 

proprietresses was Rachael Ringle, whose story has been documented by several writers. 

Urban free women of color in particular, but also black freedwomen, in fact owned 

significantiy more slaves than their slaveowning male counterparts (Higman. 1984: 1 O7; 

Tables S2.8 and S2.9,4367). Of course, not all urban-based women of color were free or 

(relatively) privileged, and female urban slaves, as we have seen, were often hired out as 

prostitutes by their owners. Beckles (1989: 141) notes for Barbados that "[in] the towns, 

organized prostitution and resident mistresses were the general pattern. while on the estates 

the sexual use of black women took a less structured form." 

If the gap between urban free colored women of independent means and plantation 

slave women seems rather obvious, differences among the latter were less so, but 

nonetheless keenly felt A perfect example, currently popular with historians because of 

Douglas Hall's (1989) important recent study of his prodigious and unusual memoirs, is 

provided by Thomas Thistlewood, sixteen-year overseer (and resident surrogate master) of 

a Jamaican sugar estate in the third quarter of the eighteenth century, who later advanced to 

the status of small planter himself. Thistlewood became the protagonist of two kinds of 

informally institutionalized master-slave sexual encounters: those involving an almost 



routine summoning of different slave women at different times to the beds of Thstlewood 

and his planter friends, depending on their sexual "tastes" of the moment. and those 

involving a more permanent and potentially life-long relationship with a favored slave 

mistress. like the one into which Thistlewood eventually settled with Phibbah. Both types 

of "liaison" were fraught with danger for slave women and involved varying levels of 

compulsion and humiliation, but the latter type could go beyond the resigned and 

accommodative participation of the chosen slave mistress to involve elements of initiative. 

encouragement. manipulation, and desire (if not real choice) on her part. 

The matter seems to hinge as much on the question of specijicity of condition as on 

the question of snaregic accommodnrion. Everyday accommodation (in the interests of 

basic survival) -- and the struggle to achieve with it a modicum of dignity and 

maneuverability - was probably as regular a part of the anguish and humiliation of the 

slave experience as everyday resistance. But there were also differences of condition 

internal to slavery that produced important variations in the way it was all experienced. 

Tfiistlewood was initiated into West Indian social structure as an overseer, for whom the 

prospect of legal marriage to a white woman or return to Britain may have been sufficiently 

remote and his own sense of power -- as resident master in the isolation of a predominantly 

black world -- sufficiently challenged to comiderabfy complicate the terms of a relationship 

with a special slave woman. Phibbah herself was a "housemaidn or domestic slave. who 

was "[not] without a measure of economic independencen; she had "various plots of 

ground; she possessed at least one horse, some hogs, and fowl; and she earned money by 

selling handmade items of clothing and the produce fmm her groundsn (Morgan. 1987: 

69). The tension and turmoil of their relationship derived partly from Phibbah's strong 

sense of henelf and the respect she demanded as a & fmto member of a small slave elite 

and as one who refused to be reduced to the common status of sex object suffered by the 

more vulnerable and less "privilegedn female members of the plantation community. The 

latter were unequivocally exploited as a s d  reserve, to be tapped into on white male 



demand. Some slave women, especially those most favorably situated to do so. resolved to 

stay out of or rise above the reserve "sexual force." 

Skin color preferences and the correlation between color and work status on the 

plantations virtually ensured that domestics of mixed race would be the slaves most 

consistently sexually favored by resident proprietors and overseen alike, although i t  goes 

without saying that the proprietors got the first choice. These and other slaves, willingly or 

not, became the principals in the creation of a stratum of mixed-race slaves who were 

allocated to the less servile positions on the plantation and were accorded relatively 

privileged status among the slaves. They were not allowed to go into the fields. the women 

most often becoming upper-level household workers and the men, skilled workers. Among 

domestic slaves, privileged domestic status was sometimes passed on generationally, 

perpetuating whole family traditions of household service and management as well as 

sexually-based ties with white male patrons. The women in such families, like many of 

their urban free colored counterparts, rejected longterm unions with black or "colored" men 

of comparable status and presided over extended matrifocal families, trading lower-status 

respectability for higher-status aspirations, at least for their children, and a location on the 

periphery of the white group. This location, usually accompanied by some form of 

economic entrepreneurship, did entitle them to a species of respect from dl quarters. 

Although some white men manumitted their slave progeny, and some wealthy 

planters sponsored the education of their freed or free colored children and transmitted 

property and slaves to them, the numbers involved were never great Most mixed-race 

slave children were not manumitted, and "[most] white males who manumitted their 

coloured children did not free their black mothers" (Beckles, 1989: 135). Still, the tendency 

was for females to be manumitted in greater numbers than males, and in most of the islands 

free colored women substantially outnumbered free colored men. According to Goveia 

(1%: 23 1-2), the free colored class was generally recruited from among the elite of the 

slave class, and the "women, especially, who were usually mistresses to white men, often 



earned their own freedom and the freedom of their children by faithful attachment to their 

'keepers'." Reddock (1988: 121) suggests, however. that many female manumissions 

might have been by self-purchase, not gift. 

The majority of free coloreds were also very poor. In an 1826 report. "[ofj an 

estimated 28,800 free coloured in Jamaica at this time, 400 were classified as 'rich', 5,500 

were 'in fair circumstances', and 22,000 were 'absolutely poor"' (Sio, 1976: 12). The 

ambiguity of the situation of the free coloreds was partly sustained on the basis of laws 

restricting their civil, property, inheritance and employment rights on the one hand and, on 

the other, such institutions as the famous Jamaican exemption law which allowed a 

propertied, preferably phenotypically near-white, free colored person to petition for the 

"privilege" of becoming legally white. 

W~thin the slave community, therefore, sexually favored and exploited women 

became secondary and more or less unwilling protagonists in the "dual-marriage system" of 

white males, and generators of an intermediate or potentially intermediate class between 

slaves and whites. But patriarchy hierarchized the slave community in another form 

through the practices of elite male slaves as well. "Elite" male slaves on the plantation, 

driven and artisans, were provided with special privileges not granted the ordinary field 

slaves. They received a double allowance of the centrally distributed food staples and were 

among the only slaves to regularly wear shoes and hats, and to live in "regularly boarded 

and shingledn wooden houses (Goveia, 1%5: 138-9). They had superior earning ability to 

the other slaves, since they were allowed to hire out their labor in their spare time and were 

even given access to the labor of other slaves for the cultivation of their own grounds. The 

indulgence of their masters extended to certain social concessions and their predilection for 

maintaining multiple spousal house holds was respected or even sanctioned by their masters 

in recognition of their strategic social location. 

Beckles (1989: 115140) claims that polygamy was the dominant form of slave 

unions in Barbados until around 1720 and "the norm" right up to 1780, but provides little 



evidence for this assertion, noting himself that "[possession] of more than one wife was a 

status symbol in the slave community, reflecting authority and rnoney-eaming power" 

(ibid.: 121). A major part of the period that Beckles assumes to be dominufed by 

polygamous family structu~s was also one of generally higher proportions of males than 

females in the plantation labor forces of Barbados (ibid.: 7-23); moreover, it has been 

pointed out that "it was unusual for an ordinary field slave to be able to keep more than one 

woman as a "wife"' (Goveia, 1%5: 235). Divorced from the context of corporate kinship 

in which it was embedded in much of West Africa, with its carefully and collectively 

organized seniorlj unior relations and paced "exchange of women," polygamy could be 

expected to radically contract and shift into an "elite" mode, especially in a situation of 

scarcity and general male disernpowerment. Beckles' argument about family forms is 

inconsistent. and seems prompted by a desire to show that the slaves moved from one 

orderly, patriarchal family form to another: from polygamy to a nuclear, increasingly 

Christian, family type (Beckles, 1989: 1 17, 13 1 ). He talks about "matriarchal" or "female- 

dominated families" (ibid.: 123-9). but does not integrate them into his protoexplanatory 

schema. 

If Beckles at least recognizes the probable West African progeniture of polygamous 

forms in the Caribbean, thus implicitly rejecting what can be referred to as the "total cultural 

erasure" thesis, R.T. Smith sees these forms as a case of elite male slaves mimicking the 

behavior of their masters. He says: 

What is important is that black and colored men in positions of prestige, 
either members of the slave elite or freedmen, reproduced the whites' 
pattern of marital behavior. That is, they might marry - either legally or 
according to some customary form ... -- but they would also have 'outside' 
unions, and those usually with women of lower status in the racial 
hierarchy. (Smith, 1987: In) 

Smith may have a point in relation to free men of color, but it is hard to see how his 

assertions would apply in the case of slave men. Smith, who is a specialist in contemporary 

family and kinship structures in the English-speaking Caribbean, has long taken a 

structural-functionalist or ultra-"unitarist" position on the subject He sees class/kinship 



systems as characterized by a unitary and continuous hierarchy. held together by and 

e-ing Jrom the dominant level. He grants very little cultural autonomy to the 

subordinate classes (except in a passive sense, as a d@erential effecr of the impact of 

external conditions). Thus they are seen to essentially reproduce "bastard" and besieged 

versions of the dominant culture. In this he stands in stark contrast to cultural pluralist, 

M.G. Smith (1%5: 1984). who sees "lower-classn West Indian family forms as quite 

autonomous and separate vis-a-vis those of the elite. 

It seems almost too easy to say that neither position is correct In a sense, the 

realities they represent both figure into the picture, but as co-existing in complex, dialectical 

tension with each other. Of more immediate importance is what seems to be a general 

failure to factor in either gender or ethnic contestation, or both, in the discussion of slave 

family forms. We have already identified two tendencies within the slave community, both 

of criticalsocial significance and impact, but achcalb invoiving minorities within the slave 

community: (a) concubinages with white men, resulting - especially in extra-residential or 

tenuous ceresidential situations - in a species of extended matrifocal family (socially 

elevated by biological and symbolic, even if not social, white fatherhood), and (b) 

patriarchal, male-headed (extended) families, whose chief principals were elite (and 

therefore dominant) slave men. But, what does an examination of a full range of family 

practices which is mindful of the possibilities of gender and ethnic contestation have to tell 

us? What about the majority of slave women, who were neither concubines of white men 

nor partners in a relatively "formally sanctioned" polygamous set-up? 

These questions cannot be properly answered here; such a project would require another 

chapter. However, a critical, if cursory, assessment of selective attempts by others to 

answer the last question may stimulate a consideration of the fundamental principles at 

stake. Below, with this in mind, I review aspects of the work of B.W. Higman, perhaps 



the most prominent Caribbeanist in the field of slave family reconstruction (see also 

Reddock, 1988: 125-3 1). (Whatever one may think of his conclusions, Higman has emned 

his reputation just on the basis of the incredibly painstaking and comprehensive 

demographic reconstruction that he has done for the late period of slavery in the British 

West Indies, and for which we are all deeply in his debt.) 

Shve Family Reconsfruction. Household reconstitution analysis has become one of the 

most respected means used by historians for providing an interpretation of the residential 

and family arrangements of the slaves. However, it has become increasingly clear that the 

data upon which this type of analysis rests have been forced to bear a far heavier burden of 

proof thm they are adequate to. Nominal data from estate account books and slave 

registration returns, which should provide at best complementary or secondary 

infomation, have been forced to tell us everything we need to know about slave families. 

Furthermore, an interpretative bias is clearly in operation when the significance of certain 

values is over-inflated in the midst of a prevailing picture of wide variation and a lack of 

ascendancy of a single hegemonic form. 

Household reconstitution methods and analysis, as executed by their best known 

protagonist, Peter Laslen, have been severely criticized for their qualitative and historical 

limitations. Laslett (1972) had found, using those methods, that. cornpositionally speaking, 

households in pre-industrial England and Europe were typically small and nuclear in 

structure, and saw this as evidence of the transhistorical exisknce of the nuclear family and 

the myth of the pre-industrial extended family. His approach has been criticized on several 

grounds by Colin Creighton (1980) and others. Most obviously, he conflates the categories 

of "familyn and "householdn; moreover, he deduces household snucwe from c e  

residential composition at a single point in time; he therefore ignores the "developmental 

cycle of the peasant household," and fails to take into account rekitions of property (and its 

devolution) as a fundamental criterion in the constitution of family forms; finally, in basing 



his definition of family form solely on the criterion of residence, he fails to distinguish 

between "residential rightsN and "residential behavior," based on survival strategies and 

demographic imperatives (Creightoo. 1980: Berkner, 1976). 

In a series of seminal and oft-cited articles. Anglophone Caribbeanist and historical 

demographer. 8. W. Higman (1973; 1975; 1978) attempts to tease out certain patterns of 

"family type" from data listed in estate account books, estate reports and slave registration 

returns for Jamaica and Trinidad mainly. Higman himself is clear that the 1825 estate 

reports (from three commonly owned adjoining properties with a total of 814 slaves) that 

he uses for his Jamaican case ( 1973 ; 1975) "contain no information about kinship," and the 

slave registration returns give only the mother's name (and that, only when she lived on the 

property) and "say nothing about paternity" (1W3: 528). The co-inhabitants of the 

particular households that Higman sees as containing "elementary families" are entered 

variously for the t h e  properties as "male, woman, her children." "woman, male, the 

female's children." or "male, the woman's male children, woman, her daughters" (ibid.: 

538). This particular "household type" (?'ype 4 of 13 types), automatically assumed by 

Higman to also constitute "the elementary familyn type, accounts for 19.8% of all 

households and 25% of all slaves (ibid.: Table 2,535). By adding in households of Type 7 

("woman, her children, and others"), which he rather nonchalantly fiolher assumes as 

"being in many cases essentially a subtype of Type 4," Higman is able to conclude that 

"almost 50% lived in households approximating the elementary family" (ibid.: 534). The 

other households are variously divided into those containing a woman with her own 

children or, in acidition, her grandchildren or her nieces and nephews and their children, 

those with apparent heterosexual couples by themselves, singlemember or same-sex 

households, groups of apparently unrelated men and women, and other (extended) forms. 

The households apparently headed by women alone (containing, in various permutations, 

their children, grandchildren, nieces and nephews, and grand-nieces and -nephews), 

excluding the category appropriated by Higman for his scxalled "elementary familyn (i .e., 



the category of "woman, her children, and others"), constitute 13.9% of households and 

almost 16% of all slaves. "Others" in the appropriated category is apparently assumed by 

Higman to refer to a male spouse and his children perhaps? (Interestingly, he does not 

include Type 5. "male, woman, her children and grandchildren." in his elementary family 

group.) If we include the appropriated category among woman-headed households (which 

does not seem unreasonable, given the recorders' obvious attention to perceived 

distinctions), such households constitute 27.8% of all households and a little over 40% of 

all slaves. Higman (1973: 534). however. feels confident enough of his categorization to 

speedily offer the suggestion that "the woman-and-children household type was far from 

dominant, whatever the importance of the mother-child link"; elsewhere, he is more 

unequivocal about its rehive insignificance. It is a conclusion he makes much of, along 

with the one that the "elementary familyn (consisting of a man, a woman, and her, his. or 

their childfren) was modal, i.e., the single most frequently occurring type. To strengthen 

his case for orderly heterosexual monogamy and parenting among the slaves, he 

relentlessly searches for proof of proper conjugal coupling in other less obvious 

"household types." using closeness in age as positive evidence of it. On the basis of 

equally questionable evidence, he is also anxious to demonstrate male initiative and male- 

status dominance in family formation. 

But, in terms of "structure," "function," "developmental cycle," and underlying 

"property relations," simple mating and co-residence, even when proved, do not 

necessarily a family make. It is therefore hard not to conclude that Higman is forcing and 

prejudging his data in the direction of a pferred "ethical" and cultural model. In fact, he 

makes a number of statements which show that he regards any recurring pattern of 

"matrifocality" (sometimes used interchangeabIy, and incorrectly, with "matriarchy") or 

"extended households" as evidence of instability, disorder and promiscuity, and a regular 

appearance of the "elementary family," "nuclear family" or "single family householdn 

(again, ail used somewhat interchangeably) as evidence of social and moral order and 



stability. The conflation is repeatedly - though not consistently -- a three-way one, 

between "household composition," "family type." and a particular social and moral value. 

He does not consider any explanatory model that might attribute an overarching historically 

specific order and rationality to the clear evidence of non-"elementary" and oon-nuclear 

forms (that he tries to downplay). especially porn the perspective of certain subject- 

positions within the slave community. Non-nuclear forms are seen either as nuclear 

families llzanquC or as the result of extreme and extenuating circumstances. (Higman does 

confirm the regular, if limited, incidence of matrifocal colored domestic-slave families and 

"elite" male-headed polygynous families.) About the U.S. case, he notes that 

recent studies of the black family both before and after the Civil War, based 
largely on detailed census sources, have challenged the traditional view of it 
as disorganized, unstable, and matriarchal. In fact it can now be argued that 
the slave family was not matrifocal but was characteristically a stable nuclear 
unit. the single-family household predominating. (Higrnan. 1975: 262-3) 

Higman is aware that the Caribbean evidence cannot be so neatly packaged, and he 

notes that "in the Caribbean the slave family was subject to greater stresses than in the 

United States" (ibid.: 263). This qualification appears particularly confirmed by the data 

from Trinidad, a late-senled and still new sugar colony by 1813, when "[of] the 50 percent 

of slaves living in families ..., 44.2 percent were in mother-children units" (Higman, 1978: 

170). But, the discussion of the relationship between "stress" and family form is both 

inconsistent and revealing. 

Higman has noted for both Jamaica and Trinidad - and especially Trinidad - with 

their high proportions of African-born among the slaves, that the la-r tended either to have 

no family connections at all or to be found in simple couples or nuclear groups. The creole 

(locally-born) slaves, who were in a more settled situation and had achieved generational 

depth in their kinship patterns were relatively more likely to be in matrifocal and extended 

family groups and less likely to be in simple nuclear units. While the African pattern would 

appear to be a result precisely of disruptive emlavement, indivihation, and isolation within 

the new community and the obvious need to begin bonding from the simplest building 



block or cell, Higman ( 1973: 536) equivocates. in the Jamaican case. saying that "[this] 

might suggest that the Africans attempted to mainfain nuclear fmilies. while the creoles. 

dislocated by the experience of slavery, were unable to do so; or it may simply signify that 

the ramifications of creole kinship were that much greater" (emphasis mine). He makes no 

attempt to discover the full potential of those ramifications, but he continues, somewhat 

contradictorily, in a later article: 

Where there was a heavy predominance of male Africans it was improbable 
that all of them could find mates, and few of them could live with siblings, 
parents, or collaterals. Thus, as long as the slave trade continued there 
would always be a large number of slaves who had no chance of finding 
themselves in family households. This was the most immediate and most 
brutal feature of the slave system, and its impact on family stmcture is not in 
dispute. The issue is whether slavery and the plantation destroyed the 
family, making it impossible for these slaves who could find mates to 
establish any orderly form of family organization and inducing a growing 
creole section to become dominated by the matrilocal family. It is necessary 
to look at those family households which did emerge, for even though the 
creoles inevitably possessed more kin than the Africans, it does not follow 
that a large crroie population necessarily meant greater order in family 
structure. (Higman, 1975: 270- 1) 

What is Higman saying? That the African-born were the most physically disrupted 

in the short term but the least morally corrupted in the long term? Again, when discussing 

the Trinidad data, he observes that "the African-born were more successful than the creoles 

in establishing families centered on co-resident mates," which "must have been seen by 

most of the African-born merely as the essential building-block of extended or polygynous 

family types rooted in lineage and locality" (Higman, 1978: 171). He then continues (ibid.: 

Their creole descendants, however, either lost sight of these models (as part 
of the process of creolization) or were prevented from achieving them by the 
brutality of the slave regime (heavy mortality. separation by sale, 
miscegenation, Christian proselytism, and so on). 

For Higman. therefore, it was the long qerience of slavery -- and distancing from 

cultural memory - that was most socially dislocating, evidenced by the high incidence of 

matrifbcdty among the cmles (even though, he insists, the nuclear family was always 

either modal or dominant). Matrifocality, then, becomes an indication not just of disorder, 



but also of de-Africanization. But Higman, in spite of sudden and unexpected 

contradictions of his own thesis here and there. has given no sustained consideration to the 

possible emergence of a relationship between matrifocality. on the one hand, and a certain 

kind of social order and reconstituted cultural tradition. on the other. (In fact, Higman 

devotes almost M independem erplaMtory space to accounting for the huge numbers of his 

population outside of apparent "elementary familyn forms or any apparent --heterosexual -- 

family form at all.) 

Questions need to be raised about this. I t  could be. and indeed has been. suggested 

that increasing creolization expanded and routinized or systematized the (reconstituted) 

kinship systems of the slaves, and that extended continuity of ownership in conjunction 

with the large size of West Indian estates militated against the sudden disruptions of slave 

families through sale (though not through mortality). Higman himself points out the 

relationship between creolization, large estate populations, and extended families. The 

evidence for the United States has been quite the contrary: much smaller plantations. 

greater disruptions through sales. and a noticeably higher level of nuclearization than in the 

Caribbean. The far higher retention of Africanisrns and parallel reworking of African forms 

(among them, matrifocal family stmctures as possible derivations of mother-children 

polygynous cells) have also been repeatedly noted for the Caribbean, not the least by the 

often misrepresented Melville Herskovits ( 194 1) and his followers (see also Sudarkasa, 

1980). Recently, moreover, shocking evidence of systematic and widespread family 

separations (and the instilling of psychological terror through the constant threat of such 

separations) on a scale unheard of in the Caribbean has come to light in the work of 

Michael Tadman (1989) on the internal slave trade ("Negro speculationn) between the 

Upper and Lower South in the first six decades of the nineteenth century. Tadman (1989: 

17@2) estimates that forcible separations through sales and non-market transactions 

(planter migrations, gifts of slaves and estate divisions between beneficiaries) "probably 

destroyed about one in three of all first marriages between Upper South slaves," and that 



almost one in two Upper South slave children aged fourteen and under were separated from 

one or both parents by sales and non-market transactions. 

In light of all this, I propose that the time has come to re-think our notions of 

stability, stress and family dynamics. One could speculate that in the circumstances of 

externally imposed, far-reaching and traumatic demographic erosion. conjugal bonding, as 

the most immediately available means of cohesion and protection against vulnerability, 

takes on added significance. The subject needs to be pursued elsewhere. At this point, I 

wish to offer a number of leads for consideration in the study of slave family dynamics. 

Matrifocality. or mothedwoman-centeredness, must be tackled frontally, rather than 

residually, as a major tendency within the slave community. I see it originating from two 

directions: first of all, as a ruling-cluss imposition, and secondly, as a re-appropriation and 

re-imerpretation by slave women in keeping with their gender, class and ethnic 

consciousness and interests. Some of the households designated by Higrnan as comprising 

intact "elementary families" (a designation, incidentally, often reserved in anthropology for 

mother-child/ren units) might have easily been implicated in a matrifocai developmental 

cycle. One is reluctant, however, to arbitrarily privilege matrifocality as a conceptual 

framework in the way that Higman and othea have done for male-dominant nuclearity, the 

latter no doubt being a genuinely important tendency within the slave community. An 

examination of the system must stand on its own for now. 

Ruling Cfms Imposition. Manyoni (1980: 93) points out that slaves were "considered 

outside the formal institution of legal matrimonyn and "both State and Church shared a 

strong disapproval of slave marriages, a situation that continued unmitigated until the eve of 

emancipation." His is one of the few accounts that begins to look systematically at ruling 

class ideology and practices with regard to slave marriage and family in ?he context of 

ruling class interests. For well over a hundred years, the West Indian planter class had 

firmly opposed any metropolitan or local efforts to Christianize the slaves and invest them 



with spiritual and legal matrimonial rights. As far as the planters were concerned, investing 

the slaves with any kind of officially sanctioned civil and human (especiafly spiritual, moral 

and i n t e I l e c ~  rights and freedoms would, in their own words, "impair their value and 

price." and interfere with their own freedom to economically and sexually exploit their 

slaves in the enjoyment of &solute and unmediated righrs of ownership. The implications 

of this have not been fully explored from all the angles. Three of those are critical: (i) the 

ruce/ckxs; (ii) gendmedpatrimchd; and (iii) n ~ s ~ ~ i o n a l  or d u l l y  sired character of the 

British West Indian planter class. 

Firstfy, as Manyoni points out, Christianization, education and (clericaVlega1) 

marriage for the slaves were the "three closely intertwined" bogeymen that haunted West 

Indian slave regimes. Whites found the idea of converted, literate, and "properlyn married 

slaves to be offensive and dangerous. It eroded and contaminated the exclusivity and 

sacrosanctity of European privilege and identity by allowing slaves to partake of them, if 

only distantly and symbolically; it weakened the availability of the slaves as objects of 

unmitigated exploitation and of the murky colonial underside of Europeun "civiliztion "and 

f a m q ;  and it potentially threatened the physical security of the whites and their property 

by inciting the slaves to visions of total freedom. Manyoni (1980: 99) cites a contemporary 

observation that "when coloured concubines adopted cchristianity, 'their renunciation of 

base connections gave the greatest offence to the white community'." It occurred to whites 

that "uppity" black people who went to the great lengths required to become literate, 

convert to Christianity or obtain a clerical marriage, might have pretensions to being 

something other than their sexual and economic tools. In the ovewhelming black majority 

situations of the Caribbean, such pretensions were extremely threatening to the planters' 

raceklass niche. 

At the same time, having denied their slaves basic human rights and what they 

considered to be the fmer spiritual and moral trappings of European civilization, whites 

claimed to be disgusted and repelled by slave women's alleged promiscuity, "shocking 



licentiou~ness,~~ and lack of godliness, or at least its Christian variant. The alleged "culture" 

of the oppressed became a subterranean cesspool in which the whites disposed of and 

concealed their refuse of culpability, confemng i t  instead upon their victims, as the latter's 

"native" heritage. As i t  turns out, even when they were extended legal and spiritual 

matrimonial "privileges" in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, few slaves 

were interested. 

Secondy -- Euro-Christian maniage did not confer equilateral rights on spousal 

partners but of course gave men superior rights over women and the family patrimony. So 

that, intimately bound up with the withholding of legal marital rights was the desire to 

avoid having to endow black male heads -- perceived through patriarchal lenses as the chief 

patentid rivals of ruling class men -- with an independens and coporcue (familial) base of 

authority and property, that might, moreover, mediate and limit exploitative planter-class 

access to their women and children. This has already been discussed; what has not is the 

question of alternative arrangements that might have been followed. We have already seen 

that the coding practices of the planters routinely recorded domestic units as defined by a 

mother and her children, regardless of the (usually duly noted) presence of a co-resident 

male and his biological relationship to the children. The other thing would be to find out 

how means of subsistence and subsistence production, most notably the slaves' peculiwn 

or quasi-patrimoniwn - their provision grounds -- were allotted. This would tell us 

something about class-induced relations of reproduction and property by gender. important 

imperatives in family formation. The evidence from contemporary commentators appears to 

be genuinely mixed and sometimes indecipherable. due to the universal and indiscriminate 

use of the masculine pronoun and obvious masculinist bias in certain texts or parts of texts. 

Higman himself notes the recording in the Old Montpelier Account Book of detailed 

statements about gardens and provision grounds belonging to each household, but, 

puzzlingly. does not call upon this information to aid him in his assiduous family 

reconstruction exercise. 



The slave laws themselves, however. sometimes prove to be quite unambiguous 

and, embedded as they are in the heart of a fundamentally patriarchal project. startlingly and 

meticulously gender-conscious in their language. Indeed. one often encounters the irony in 

many discussions of slave reproduction and economy that the only gendered language 

present speaks to us  directly from the text of the slave laws of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. Late eighteenth-century legislation in Grenada directed that each adult slave (over 

14 years) should receive "his or her proper groundn; an 1831 law in Dominica stipulated 

the allotment of "not ... less than half an acre for each i n d i v W  slave" (emphasis added): 

in 1834, it was "ground adequate, both in quality and quantity, for his or her support, and 

within a reasonable distance from his or her usual place of aboden; 1784 and 1786 

revisions of the Co& Noir in Martinique decreed that each adult slave was to receive a 

small plot of land to cultivate on his or her own account (Marshall. 1991 : 52; Trouillot, 

1988: 7475; Tornich. 1991 : 72). Of the provision grounds in Martinique, where practices 

were similar to those in the British islands. Schoelcher wrote, "[they] pass them on from 

father to son, from mother to daughter, and, if they do not have any children, they 

bequeath them to their nearest kin or even their friendsn (quoted in Tornich, 199 1 : 8 1 ). 

It seems clear that the slavemasters individuated the adult status of the slaves across 

gender in the allocation of means of reproduction, and endowed women directly as 

individual adults and as mothers responsible for the welfare of their children. not through 

male heads. This did not mean that pooling of provision grounds by spousal partners did 

not occur and come to comprise a uk facto, socially recognized family enterprise; it meant 

rather that the allocation of provision laad was not premised on or preconditioned by the 

male-headed or conjugal family as a corporate entity or as the object of endowment. In so 

far as a particular type of gendering occurred it was that which produced a direct equation 

between biological motherhood and adult status for women, especially in the later period of 

slavery, when motherhood increasingly became the occasion for direct endowment and 

"reward." Slavery may in fact have reinforced the "cult of the mother" tendencies present in 



many West African precapitalist cultures as well as their assumption of a direct conversion 

between motherhood and economic providership and responsibility. Parallels also exist 

with the role of women as the prime horticul~ralists and marketers in many West African 

societies. Of course. in plantation society. the worker-breeder-sex object-provider female- 

role complex was the peculiar invention of an ethnically and socially alien ruling class and 

was predicated on its convenience and self-aggrandizement. But there is no doubt that 

slavery and racism we= based not just on the Eurocentric creation and projection of 

(fictive) difference but also on the exploitation and displacement of (real) difference and the 

inversion of the culture of the other within a social relation of inferiority and subordination 

vis-a-vis European ruling class "civilization." The project of making the slaves over into 

(@st) little Englishmen was a belated and relatively unsuccessful one, limited, at least in 

terms of a more general consensus within the planter class, to the later and increasingly 

desperate years of slavery. In directly endowing slave women with the means of 

subsistence, the planten no doubt felt they were confirming them in their status as means 

of rdproduction themselves and as beings Located outside the requirements of civilized 

society. 

Thirdly -- the social space of the West Indian planter class was transnationally split 

Those of the old intedextemal debate who assume that social determination is always 

necessarily confined within the internal boundaries of physically defined social formations 

understand little about colonialism, and even less about the West Indian case. The schizoid 

social character of the West Indian planter class was represented pttcisely by the physical 

and social separation of certain fundamental conditions of their reproduction - slave- 

worked sugar plantations and metropolitan investment (and cultural) capital - into different 

worlds. While they were late "of" the center, their economic interests were tied to 

enterprises physically and socially located in the periphery, and, based on varying degrees 

of residence and absence, their particular social, i.e. everyday, character was heavily 

invested in the little fiefdoms they had created and presided over. No matter where they 



happened to be at a particular time, the creole planters suffered from a kind of transnational 

parochialism, wanting to be absolute despots "locally" (i.e., in the colonies). but to 

continue to maintain their leverage and lifesystems "transnationally" or through their 

metropolitan connections. In one recurring version, the transnational split was 

accommodated entirely by proxy, with the proprietors remaining in the metropole and their 

second-class surrogates presiding over their plantations and replicatii~g the dualism of the 

system on their behalf. 

The "dual-marriage system" must be understood in this context. Mintz (1989 

[ 19741: 302-28) points out that the non-Hispanic settler entrepreneurs of the Caribbean felt 

themselves under no compulsion to transplant or reconstitute systems of "social 

respectability." into which, moreover, they could integrate the slaves (albeit in a 

subordinate way). He contrasts this with the situation in the Hispanic Caribbean. where the 

settlers "came to stay" and totally separated themselves from Spain in a process of 

hybridization which rendered them, in the end, "Cuban" or "Puerto Rican," and which 

provided "familial and acculturational models" to which their slaves had access. A contrast 

also existed with the Southern planters, who recreated resident cultures and singular 

hegemonic systems which virtually imprisoned their slaves wi~hin those orbits ("in the 

shadow of the Big Housen), providing them with few escapes from the identity of the 

Euroamerican Subject's Other. Barbados came closest to this model in the West Indies, 

while South Carolina approximated the Caribbean model in many ways. 

The planter class in the Caribbean did not -- or could not -- seek to erase or 

incorporate the culture of the slaves into a singular hegemonic design, but rather sought to 

condemn and marginalize it as the illegitimate or pagan underside of a bicul~ral mode, 

which corresponded to the dual and hierarchically related sites of the colonial project. 

Through their differentiated and contradictory involvement in both -- one, as the subject of 

their self-aflirmation; the other as the object of their ab/use - the planters helped to 

reproduce and sustain the one as "legitimate" and the other as "illegitimate" across social 



and physical borders, but felt no need to reconcile them within a strong resident 

Euroarnerican model. 

Slave Women's Appropriation of Mutrifoculity. Some comments by Bush may well set the 

tone for this final discussion. She accepts that the nuclear family may have existed on a 

greater scale among the slaves than has been assumed, "(modeled on African rather than 

European cultural precedents)," but finds that 

more flexible definitions of family and marriage are needed to account for 
the primary importance in slave society of consanguine (extended) as 
opposed to conjugal (nuclear) relationships. Complex extended family links 
existed in the slave community: In the absence of blood kin, "fictiven kin, 
often newly arrived slaves, were "adoptedn to reestablish traditional 
African-derived kinship patterns and ensure cultural continuity . A strong 
sense of community existed among slaves, and interpersonal relations were 
marked by "warmth and sentiment." Children were cared for communally as 
were the elderly, who were afforded considerable respect in accordance 
with African practice. Within this broader structure. the polygynous unit 
probably only accounted for a minority of slave marriages. Marriage did not 
imply a lifelong relationship between two adults in a coresidential nuclear 
unit, and partners were often incorporated into wider extended family 
arrangements and may not have been continuously coresidential as in 
pol y gynous relationships. (Bush, 1986: 120- 1) 

Bush is mostly concerned to challenge the "promiscuity" and "disorganization" 

thesis from an ethnic and non-bourgeois class perspective, so that she tends to reinterpret 

gender roles wholly within the context of (reconstituted) West African ethnicity. She is less 

concerned to consider ways in which slave women, acting autonomously and for 

themselves, may have seized hold of opportunities for selfaeterrnination inadvertently or 

indifferently passed on by the system itself. Slave women obviously manipulated. in their 

favor, a certain convergence or accommodation between the demands made upon them by 

the system and the cultural resources brought with them from West Africa. Bush's 

observations are important in that regard, and point to critical elements in the reconstitution 

of rational cultural systems in the new setting. The new setting often allowed slave women 

to rework certain West African cultural principles in a way that was optimal for them. Bush 

mentions the examples of the economic independence of women, ease of divorce, the 



relative separation between sex, childbearing, co-residence and marriage. respect for 

seniority. the relatively greater focus on consanguineous as opposed to conjugal 

relationships. late weaning of infants, and so on. The system accommodated the 

reconstitution of these ethnic features within a base which lacked a formally sanctioned and 

collectively organized parviarchal authority, communally speaking, that is. Indeed, the 

system Ciemunded economic independence of women, and Brodber (1986: 32) confirms 

that "[there] is no evidence of sex discrimination in the assignment of provision grounds to 

enslaved workers." This rehive  political neutralizcrtiun of gender presented women with 

certain opportunities. It should be instructive to us that others saw it differently: 

This economic independence of slave women was identified by Matthews as 
a causal factor of what he termed the crisis in the West In& fmi l y .  He 
argued that on slave plantations men and women each had a separate 
economic base, as each had an independent land grant (possibly provision 
ground). Women controlled their own money and according to Matthews, 
'tampering with the reputed wife's money or garden produce was a major 
crime, as disreputable as theft by a common stranger1. (Reddock, 1988: 
120-1) 

Reddock (1988: 122-5) points to the ~jection by both slave men and slave women 

of legai marriage in favor of consensual unions (and not only on account of its 

inaccessibility). Even today, legally binding conjugal spousehood as an e q  point into the 

adult life-cycle, and as the overarching institutional referent for a number of simultaneously 

pressing life functions, has not si@icantly increased its appeal or its accessibility for the 

Afrdaribbean working class. Between 60 and 85 percent of all children continue to be 

born outside of legal marriage. Most working class women marry, ifat all (a large minority 

never marries. legally or consensually), after extended periods of childbearing and sexual 

relations, sometimes co-residential, sometimes not, often involving serial partnerdgenitors 

who may or may not become significant and active social fathers. (I say "significant and 

active" because in the Caribbean the physical fact of paternity always has social meaning.) 

What should be judged as a rational (if still gender-discriminatory) way of pacing entry into 

different union forms and parenting arrangementsflorn a matrr~md h e  continues to be 

deemed "illegitimate" (although no longer in law). 



The history of marriage among the slaves and ex-slaves has shown that occasional 

surges in its popularity have been induced by a direct link with economic opportunity. For 

example. those ex-slaves who chose to leave the plantations and join the "free village 

movement" under missionary leadership adopted marriage as part of their new status as free 

peasants and parishioners on land that they paid for and to which they had clear legal title 

(see Mintz. 1989 [1974]: 157-79). Speaking of Jamaica. M.G. Smith ( 1962: 261) points 

out, however, that although the majority of the senior popuiation of those villages adopted 

marriage. "their juniors ... did not. and by 1861. the missionary impetus had spent itself 

without displacing the traditional mating forms." None of the externally induced marriage 

"spurts" strewn across post-emancipation history managed to bring working class Afro- 

Caribbean family forms into close conformity with the European pattern on which West 

Indian marriage laws were modelled. This is true even though Christianity gradually 

increased in popularity to eventually attain mass dimensions. 

A more substantive erosion, however. took place with regard to the property 

relations that had evolved within the slaves' sub-economy, shaped in accordance with their 

gender, ethnic and class interests. A system of "family land" had emerged around the 

provision grounds of slavery, based on principles not unlike those of West African 

unilineal descent groups, according to which all the descendants in a determined family line 

had rights in the communal property, which could not be alienated (except by consent of all 

the heirs). These rights could be actively exercised at any time and "[included] all the family 

in perpetuity" (Clarke, 1%6 11957: 60). A little over one hundred years after the abolition 

of slavery, Edith Clarke's Jamaican informants explained to her the difference between 

"family land." which many of them traced back to their male and female African slave 

ancestors, and "bought land," which confemd individual freehold title and could be 

alienated at will. ("Bought land," however, could be converted into "family land.") In her 

famous study, My Mother Who Fathered Me ( 1966 [1957j: 48-9), she explains: 

A woman, whether wife or concubine, has no customary 'rights' to land 
inherited or bought by her spouse. She is not, according to the traditional 



system. as distinct from the legal code under which she has the same rights 
as in British law, in any circumstance his heir. If there are no children of 
their union. the property reverts to his brothers and sisters and their 
descendants. At the same time it is generally conceded that the wife or 
concubine has a right to live in the family home and on the land during her 
lifetime. Such provision may be made in the man's will or verbally. Not 
infrequently there is the direction that the right of use lapses if she   marries 
or takes a concubine. But even where there is no will, it would be rare for 
the family to dispute her right. whether as the mother of his children or not, 
to live on the family land. 

Sisters and brothers were equally endowed with rights in family land, and wives 

had lifetime rights of residence by privilege (and might well have access to their own family 

land). Clarke's informants explained that the land could be transmitted "through the bloodn 

(through the mother) or "by the name" (through the father). and it was apparent that for 

those sisters who stayed and became the occupiers and trustees of the land (and in one of 

the villages of her study that was precisely the case), their "concubinesn (so named in the 

text) or consensual partners had only tenuous rights at best. Such (matrilocal) cases 

provided the most clearcut examples of rnatrifocality at work. 

But the system of family land, which was less discriminatory to women or in fact 

favored them, was considered to be an inferior and less economically productive species of 

property. The post-emancipation system increasingly promoted freehold title and male 

cash-crop farming and marginalized family land and female provision fanners. 



PART 111: 

THE EVOLUTION OF WOMEN'S ECONOMIC ROLES AND 
STATUS AFTER EMANCIPATION 



Chon-1 Sorvev 

This is the first of three chapters dealing with post-emancipation history to the end of the 

period being reconstructed in some depth in this study. In the following sections, I provide 

a synopsis of the key periods dividing the first one hundred yean after emancipation and 

the Sugar Duties Act of 1846 (1838/18rM1938/1946), enabling a clearer picture to emerge 

of the institutionalization of post-emancipation roles and the economic-historical trends with 

regard to women. This is followed in the next chapter by a closer look at the 1930s 

turbulence in the Caribbean, particularly the 1938 rebellion in Jamaica, and the implications 

for women of this watershed in Caribbean history. The place of women in some of the 

major institutions and attendant ideologies demarcating and simufying the sexual and class 

divisions of labor during the first half of the twentieth century -- schools, trade unions, and 

families1 -- will be considered as part of the context of critical historical transitions. In the 

third and final chapter dealing exclusively with the period under "originaln reconstruction, I 

submit the entire postemancipation survey to a more in-depth interpretative treatment and 

mode-of-productiodgender analysis, and try to account more rigorously for specificities 

and differences among Barbados, Jamaica and Dominica. 

In the post-slavery period, a contrast developed between plantation or estate life and 

peasant or small farmer communities. Where plantation life prevailed, many of the 

lFigures regarding the incorporation of women into a fourch institution -- prisons - are available from the 
Colonial Reports for Barbados and the Leeward Islands for the turn of the century. Unfortunately, they are 
not available at th~s more general level of reporting for Jamaica, since the figures were not bmken down by 
gender. Mote detailed archival work w11 have to be done at a later date. Women endured short-tcnn 
incarcerations for petty offences on a large scale at the tun of the century, often surpassing men in sheer 
aggregate numbers passing through the prisons on a month-@month basis. The sharp decline in the rate of 
female imprisonment does not occur until the second decade of the twentieth century when other means and 
ins ti tutions come to replace the lock-up as a routine, everyday disciplinary strategy. The somew hat limited 
available data has been incorporated into the analysis in Chapter 8. 



conditions of slavery still existed, but now with greater instability. In some of the temtories 

women tended to be ousted from the estates as permanent laborers -- except where they 

might "earn" the right to stay. through "marriage," as spouses of the regular male laborers 

-- and transformed into casual seasonal laborers. The instability of seasonal work, with its 

constant migration in and out of the estates, the setting up of temporary, makeshift 

households, rock-bottom wages, all encouraged convenient "casual" unions and the growth 

of single-parent families for which government, employers and many fathers took no 

responsibility whatsoever. 

On the other hand, the ex-slaves tried to free themselves from the estates altogether 

and set up an independent existence separate from them. They did so by buying or 

squatting on abandoned plantations and crown lands and turning towards each other in 

families and communities in a bid for economic self-sufficiency. The rise of the peasantry 

was particularly impressive in Jamaica, where as a combined group they soon dominated 

agricultural output in a context of estate decline. Immediately after emancipation, the 

Jamaican ex-slaves began to purchase land, most notably under the rubric of the free viliage 

movement led or facilitated by foreign (mostly British) missionaries. By 1842, between 

150 and 200 villages with about 100,000 acres of land had been established. According to 

estimates, in 1845 there were 19,397 holdings under 10 acres, and 7,919 holdings between 

10 and 50 acres in 1841. By 1866, there were an estimated 60,000 peasants with less than 

50 acres (Post, 1978: 32; Satchell, 1990: 27). Their production figures were even more 

impressive. The production of ground provisions, which lay at the very heart of the peasant 

economy, increased from 27 percent of total agricultural output in 1832 to 55% in 1890. 

From early on, they established a link with the international market, so that between 1850 

and 1890 their output for export increased from 11 to 23 percent. More sigdicantly, this 

translated into an increase in their share of total export output from 10.5% in 1850 to 

39.4% in 1890. (Satchell, 1990: 53-56) Satchell points out that the peasants produced 

twwthirds of all coffee exports between 1866 and 1900 and the greater share of other 



minor staple exports. lagging behind the estates only in sugar and livestock production. In 

spite of these impressive figures, however, a large number of smallholders were either 

squatters or had been fraudulently sold land, a situation which placed them in an 

increasingly vulnerable position in their ensuing land struggles with the plantations and the 

Crown. 

The situation in Dominica, though not as  clearly documented as in Jamaica, was 

similar. The difference was that while Jamaica's plantation economy -- in spite of 

constantly fluctuating fonunes -- was eventually refurbished and transformed into a 

retrenched, transnationally corporatized. and relatively modernized sector, Dominica's 

persistently weak and under-capitalized plantation economy, with the exception of the 

typically short-lived foreign enclave, entered into a semi-feudal relationship with a largely 

peasantized labor force. This was somewhat mitigated by the existence of a fairly 

substantial extra-plantation peasant hinterland. based initially on squatting, but destined 

ultimately to evolve into a relatively vibrant cash cropproducing sector that loomed large in 

Dominica's export profile. Dominica was for many years an unlikely member of the 

Leeward Islands group, dominated by the comparatively crowded monocrop sugar colonies 

of Antigua and St. Kitts. It was itself underpopulated and sparsely cultivated, but it shared 

with these other islands a high propensity for labor emigration. Barbados, as we shall see. 

provided a study in contrast to both Dominica and Jamaica, with the "dynamic persistencen 

and ubiquity of monocrop plantation economy and the (paternalistic) wage labor form. 

Barbados experienced the highest rate of "horizontal" social diversification, from primary 

to non-primary occupations, and the most rigid persistence of the color/class structure, but 

the lowest incidence of differentiation at the level of mode of production or l&r fm. 

Barbados did experience village development in the period 1850-1930, but it occumd hand 

in hand with "the consolidation of the plantation in the prime agricultural area" (Marshall. 

1988: 11) and the making of enormous profits by speculators in the sale of marginal 

plantation land to working class people. More importantly, it was more associated with the 



acquisition of "house spots" and semi-urban and urban settlements than with the 

development of a viable peasantry, although a tiny quasi-peasantry did emerge from it. 

Beckles (1990: 138) points out that the 1897 Royal Commission hearings revealed that 

"vast majority of those who had access to land were plantation tenants." The Commission 

also remarked that "[tjhere are no Crown lands, no forests, no uncultivated areas, and the 

population has probably reached the maximum which the island can even under favourable 

circumstances support" (quoted in Richardson. 1985: 17). 

In the "dualized" economies of the post-emancipation period, women were every bit 

as involved as men in the efforts to create independent farming communities. Indeed, there 

was a tendency for them to withdraw from estate work altogether and devote their time 

instead to the cultivation of their provision grounds and raising of families. At last they had 

a chance to build their own heritage. The planters ranted and railed against these upstart ex- 

slave women who felt they were too good for estate work. Clarke ( 1966 [ 195'71) observed 

the tendency towards more stable and lasting unions among the peasantry in contrast to the 

unstable and short-lived unions of seasonal estate workers in particular. The lasting 

differentials which developed in "marriage and mating" patterns are summed up by Hum et 

a1 (1977: 66): "It is known that the proportions of females never married and the proportion 

of females living in very informal visiting arrangements with males were both significantly 

greater in plantation than in peasant communities.' In both Jamaica and Dominica, peasant 

communities devoted to domestic agriculture had the highest fertility rates, and performed 

the function of supplying labor power to the rest of the economy through the channels of 

internal migration. 

In Barbados. women endured as estate workers - always forming about half or 

more of the estate labor force - because for a long time they had nowhere else to go, but 

they typically formed tiny proportions (between 5 and 8 percent) of (the few) cane farmen 

or skilled sugar factory workers, except, in the latter case, during periods of large-scale 



male migration overseas. And, of course, as elsewhere. they were paid for all their efforts 

less than men. 

However. even as peasants, women were fated to be dispossessed. While not ipso 

fmo  the cause of it, the reorganization of women into conjugal family units -- especially in 

the case of commercially-oriented freeholds -- provided an important context for their later 

economic dispossession and loss of independence. Ultimately, from making up the 

majority of field workers at the end of the slave period and for generations afterwards, 

women became a weakened minority force in modem Caribbean agriculture. Joan French 

and Honor Ford-Smith ( 1985) in an unpublished study on women in Jamaica have shown 

how the ousting of women from the permanent estate workforce meant for them the loss of 

traditional provision ground allotments made by the estate owners, and the increasing 

"disappearance" of women farmers -- in official statistics and recognition even more than in 

fact -- under a new system and concept of male headship and ownership. Indeed, a number 

of factors conspired to effectively evict women from the land - the introduction and official 

promotion of cash crop farming, which favored men and reinforced official neglect of 

provision farmers who were mostly women, the increasing introduction of individual land 

titles and male line inheritance, male-centered colonial institutions of agricultural extension 

and finance as well as land settlement schemes, the increasing redefinition of women as 

dependants and housewives rather than as farmers and workers, and later on, 

mechanization and mtionalization on the larger estates which favored skilled or semi-skilled 

male workers. In a context of plantation and commercial domination, peasant-class women 

who were not defined as primary agriculturalists found a limited number of spaces available 

to them in the peasant economy as spouses of those who were so defined. The system of 

family land, which did not discriminate against women, figured less and less in the 

accounting of the islands' economies. 

In the fmal analysis, therefore, while the efforts on the part of the planter class and 

elements within the Colonial state to severely Limit and even abort the development of an 



independent Caribbean peasantry are well-known, what is less well-known is that a key 

element of this strategy involved the almost complete elimination of the concept and reality 

of the female food grower as an independent farmer and the "privileging" of the male cash- 

crop grower within the now subordinated peasantry. Working class men were drawn 

increasingly into the frontline of class relations, prompting a significant shift in the 

contours of class and gender, both domestically and extra-domestically. Where they could, 

Afro-Caribbean women fought to hold on to the hard-won roles that they saw as worth 

having, and, in certain areas - for example. "huckstering" - the lines of continuity are 

evident. They also aggressively sought to maximize the new opportunities that came their 

way, and those opportunities appeared most prominently in the towns towards which they 

streamed after emancipation, leaving behind increasingly male-dominated agricultural 

livelihoods. The result of this can be most clearly traced in the phenomenal strides they 

have made in the past forty years in the area of education, prompting at least one male 

Caribbean scholar to talk about the "rise of matriarchyw and the "marginalization of the 

Black malen in the Caribbean (Miller, 1994 (19861; 1988). Generally. however, as the 

division by class and race or color has become less absolute and more porous, gender has 

been increasingly manipulated as a factor in social dynamics, considerably complicating the 

articulations of color, class and gender. 

18313-1m: S e c u  Bo-es of S u b o m e d  F r e e d m e s  for F& 

The post-emancipation period was marked by the abandonment of estates by many owners 

and ex-slaves, a decline in sugar production, and the rise of a struggling but determined 

Afro-Caribbean small settler class. The flight of the ex-slaves from the estates, which 

triggered a prolonged "crisis of labor," combined with the cutting off of protected colonial 

markets and the flow of British credit (through such enactments as the 1846 Sugar Duties 

Act and the 1854 West Indian Encumbered Estates Act) as well as with competition from 

subsidized European beet and cheap, slave-grown Cuban cane sugar, to cause the dramatic 



decline in sugar production. This decline was not uniform or consistent across Caribbean 

space and time. the variation correlating largely with substantive resident versus absentee 

proprietorship and the availability of opportunities for non-estate settlement and livelihoods 

for the ex-slaves. For example, although there was a 35 percent drop throughout the British 

West Indies. the figure for Jamaica was 51 percent. Barbados. which had produced less 

than a quarter of the Jamaican output for the years 182534. survived an initial period of 

decline to surpass Jamaica's annual output by the 1850s (Holt. 1992: 117-23). In yet 

another departure from the norm, coffee-producing Dominica did not become a 

predominantly sugar colony until the 1840s, although that experience was shortlived and 

ended by around 1890 (Trouillot, 1988: 55-57). 

In those islands characterized by the rise of a peasantry, many ex-slaves preferred 

to combine wage labor with own-account production and rejected regular estate labor in 

favor of more flexible arrangements such as job and task work. part-time or seasonal 

employment and labor rent or sharecropping. The ex-slaves felt an overriding need to 

secure an independent economic and social base from which wage labor might then be 

considered. at their convenience, as an option. In Barbados, the continued viability of the 

plantation system was somewhat assured by the unavailability and high prices of land2, 

which forced the ex-slaves into the unfortunate position of being themselves a readily 

available and cheap source of labor. Furthermore, as we have seen, the Barbadian planter 

legislature refused to place themselves under the Encumbered Estates Act and resolved to 

maintain local proprietorship and control of their estates by setting up local systems of 

credit and financing. Plantation land and commercial monopoly, combined with the 

tenantry or "located laborer" system whereby rental occupancy of estate housing carried 

with it an obligation to work for the landlord at fixed, belowmarket wages. entrenched 

planter class rule. 

Z ~ e c ~ l e s  (1990: Table 13. 114) reprts that in the late 1840s the average pnce range of land in Barbados 
wasf40-135 peraxecompared tof 1-3 in Dominica! In fact, the laner probably refers to cultivated land. 
since even after the turn of the century Crown lands in Dominica were still a mere 10s an m e .  
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In most of the other islands, the planter class relentlessy pursued efforts to undercut 

the bargaining position of the freed Africans and limit their access to land and political 

power through a variety of strategies. These included immigration of African and East 

Indian contract laborers. prohibitively high taxation, licensing requirements and fees and 

high prices for land and imported necessities. as well as, in the aftermath of the 1865 

Morant Bay Rebellion in Jamaica. the imposition of Crown Colony rule and state regulation 

of land administration and redistribution. Still. by 1810 in Jamaica, the share of (largely 

peasant-cultivated) provisions in total agricukurd output had substantially surpassed that of 

sugar and other exports combined, only partly due to the sharp decline in the latter (Eisner. 

1% 1 : 168-9). Jamaica's food import bill in 1878 was f 1.23 per capita, compsred to fi.9 

for Barbados; it declined further to £0.9 per capita in 1882 (Satcheli, 1990: 53). 

The following table indicates the extent of diversification of Jamaica's post- 

emancipation economy and the percentage value of the peasant contribution (practically 

synonymous with that of "domestic agriculturen) to total agricultural and national output. 

TABLE 6.1 
Sectoral Contribution (Percentage) to Gross Domestic Product, 

Jamaica 1870-1930 

SECTOR 

Staple Exports 
Domestic 

Agriculture 

Non-Agriculture 

TOTAL GDP 

Source: Eisner, 1961: Table 8.1 1, 119 

SECTORAL OUTPUT AS % OF GDP 1 
I 

- 

As elsewhere in the Caribbean, the post-emancipation period in Dominica was 

dominated by flight of labor from the estates and conflicts over conditions of work for 



those who remained or returned. The ex-slaves were adamantly opposed to giving up the 

house and grounds of slavery that they felt belonged to them by right and ought to be non- 

negotiable. When they were forced to "negotiate" in the immediate post-emancipation 

period. they overwhelmingly chose to keep their house and grounds in various labor rent or 

sharecropping arrangements on the smaller (coffee or mixed) estates over the wage labor 

that was more typically being offered on the larger (sugar) estates (Trouillot, 1988: 7584). 

Where they engaged in wage labor. task work became the norm; but even the larger sugar 

estates adopted sharecropping modes of production as a complement to wage labor. 

Trouillot (1988: 83) points out that "[tlhough the planten' power to impose labor 

conditions increased when sugar cultivation reached its climax. the impact of wage labor 

remained minimal on the national scale, and task work seemed to have prevailed." 

As in Jamaica, Dominican smallholders cultivated both export crops and "food 

crops." In 1842, mbtayers, renters and freehold peasants produced about 20 percent of 

Dominica's sugar crop (Chace, 1989: 1 19; Trouillot, 1988: 85). "In addition." notes Chace 

(ibid.), "these industrious individuals, other renters and freeholders, squatters, and estate 

labourers who often worked extensive provision grounds, supplied growing amounts of 

produce for both the island's markets and other British West Indian colonies, particuiarly 

Antigua." There was also a brisk contraband trade in provisions with the neighboring 

French islands. Small shops and huckstering activity proliferated around the island; and 

"[wlomen largely withdrew from estate labourn (ibid.: 120). 

Two types of sharecropping tenancy became popular, both resting on a compromise 

between producers determined to be relatively self-managing and large proprietors 

determined to ensure the continuity of estate production and, even at the cost of that, to 

retain a monopoly over land Estate production in Dominica has a desultory and fragmented 

history, with long intervals of land lying idle or not coming under intensive export- 

monocrop cultivation in the classical framework of "plantation economy." Sharecropping, 

therefore, often provided a way of simultaneously keeping the estate cultivated in valuable, 



permanent tree crops with relatively secure market niches and allowing the peasantry to 

grow short-term (or "temporary") food crops for subsistence and sale. (At other times 

sharecropping facilitated the sustained, intensive cultivation of export-driven cash crops.) 

One type of arrangement was that the tenant would plant "permanent" crops on the land 

and, for the duration of the maturation process, cultivate the land around with short-term 

"catch" crops (tubers and vegetables), which would be his or hen to dispose of. Upon 

maturation of the tree crops, the tenant was expected to deliver up possession of the land to 

the proprietor. receiving compensation for the estimated labor invested in the "productive 

trees" . Another type of arrangement was the more universally known share system 

whereby the proprietor supplied land and tools and was entitled in return to one-half or 

more of the harvested product, whether permanent crops or "catchn crops (see Trouillot, 

1988: 85). According to Trouillot, these arrangements essentially ensured the development 

of a peasant labor process upon the spatial and juridical domain of the plantation. 

By the 1870s in Dominica, sharecropping. characterized by intercropping of export 

crops and provisions or "catch" crops, had become the dominant mode of production on 

the estates. In addition, the growth in the numbers of squatters and freehold peasants 

continued unabated right through the 1870s and 1880s (Trouillot, 1988: 84-97). Freehold 

peasants in this period tended to combine household and local-market farming with such 

export crops as cocoa and sugarcane in Dominica and ginger, arrowroot, coffee, and (later) 

bananas in Jamaica. 

Lessom for Women 

Immediately after emancipation. and drawing upon the cruel lessons of Apprenticeship 

( 1834-38)3, which they had been the most forceful in resisting, women quickly learned that 

3 ~ h i s  was the four-year period of 'unfmdomn or conditional freedom between slavery and full 
emancipation, during which time the "apprenticed labourers" were obligated to provide over forty haws of 
u n p d  labor service a week to their former masters and were allowed to be 'free laborers", supposedly with 
full rights of disposal over their labor and persons, for the remaining quarter of the work week. The 
conditions of Apprenticeship were partlculariy harsh and mean-spirited, as planters sought to extract labor 
service far beyond that requved by law and to take away aI1 the customary allowances of slavery. Even 



full-time estate labor, on wages below those paid to men -- minus the centralized and 

collective systems of childcare. the fwd and clothing rations, the free, if rudimentary, 

medical care. and the rent-free accommodations and provision grounds of slavery -- could 

not be sustained without some kind of family division of labor and cooperation between 

adults, especially if one desired to see one's young children in school rather than in the 

fields. The act abolishing slavery had immediately freed children six years old and under 

(unless they were deslincte and uncared for by their parents) and persons over seventy. In 

Jamaica (in a scenario representative of the entire Caribbean), the planters had nonetheless 

assumed that parents would voluntarily apprentice their free young children to the estates. 

and sometimes offered free education and allowances as incentives for them to do so. 

While this was attxactive to some, many women refused to send their young ones into the 

fields. going as far as transferring them off the estates to live with relatives and friends in 

urban areas. out of harm's way (Holt, 1992: 66, 151). Parents were justly outraged by the 

unscrupulous greed evident in the planten' efforts to continue to appropriate the labor of 

children while handing full financial and social responsibility for their care, upbringing and 

welf'are over to them. Incensed at being denied access to the labor of children. the estate 

ownen exacted a price from parents for the enjoyment of such parental "privileges" as 

choosing to send their children to school. They sought "compensationn for the lost labor by 

charging extra rent for each child sent to school. Later. in the period of extreme distress 

leading up to and following the popular explosion at Morant Bay, many parents would 

succumb to the effects of planter-class designs, or, at any rate, would be powerless to stop 

them: 

It is impossible to get them to school even if no charge is made, as their 
parents can get three pence a day for them for drying trash on the estates. As 
soon as they are old enough they leave their parents, and go to work for 
themselves on the estates, where they get associated with the vile characters 
who abound there and are ruined at once in body and soul. (Papers, 1866: 
136, cited in Robotham, 1981: 74a) 

though Apprenticeship was known to be a temporary condition, many ex-slaves declined to wait on the 
Queen's beneficence, so much so thar "the incidence of self-purcb rose q&r the date for the termination 
of Apprenticeship was announcedn (Marshall, 1993: 15, emphasis in original). 



It was soon obvious to the freedpersons that laboring in the fields was to be a 

rigorously exacted condition of residence on the estates, so that rents charged for cottages 

and provision grounds after Apprenticeship were considembly higher, often twice as high, 

for non-employees. The planters sometimes charged rent to each member of the family, or 

demanded rents for grounds from wives and children as well. Double rent was regularly 

charged for sickness and rainy days. Having made separate allotments of provision 

grounds to men and women during slavery "in exchangem for a full complement of the 

labor of each, planten no doubt resented the assumption of family community prerogatives 

by the ex-slaves, and the turning inwards of women to the nurture of their families. The 

charging of rent on a per capita basis was an attempt to impose a penalty on families for the 

fuil or partial withdrawal of the labor of individual members from the estate. Some 

employers refused to enter into anything remotely resembling a "free" rental contract, 

preferring merely to exact fines for any "non-laboring" inhabitant of cottages and grounds, 

including women in the final stages of pregnancy and children at school. An 1839 report 

from a Stipendiary Magistrate in S t  Mary noted that 

the employee will neither rent the cottages nor grounds and if the wife of a 
hard-working man should prove heavy in pregnancy they stop 10d. per day 
from the husband for every day that she is sick and if the husband dare say 
a word he is driven from the estate Like a dog; this they do by ejectment 
before two country magistrates. And the same way. if' people send their 
children to school 10d for each child is demanded from the labourer. (Cited 
in Robotham, 1984 91) 

In 1839, a Supreme Court judgement in the case of B d  v. Green in Jamaica 

ruled that a wife could not be charged extra rent for a place rented by her husband. In 

subsequent years. rents tended to be charged to the "heads of families" only (Holt, 1992: 

138-9). 

In Barbados, the "located labor" system. whereby the tenure of estate housing and 

subsistence plots was conditional on the performance of labor on the estate, was to last 

another one hundred years, until the rebellion of 1937. In this system. an effectively 

unilateral right of termination of labor contracts upon the slightest real or imagined violation 



by the laborer -- and, with it. eviction from house (or house spot. since the moveable 

"chattel" house often belonged to the laborer) and attached garden plot -- was reserved to 

the estate owner. There were legal sanctions against the operation of a free labor market, as 

employers who "enticed" laboren already bound (by written or unwritten contract) to 

another employer were liable to fines and "monetary compensation to the offended party to 

the extent of the amount of wages which the employees would have earned in the 

employment of 'his or her master or mistress'" (Gibbs. 1987: 27). The employees 

themselves. both agricultural laborers and domestic servants. were hardly ever in a position 

to exercise their legal option to withdraw from the contracts upon proper notification. The 

typical post-emancipation amgernent was that the laborer was paid at a reduced wage rate 

in lieu of being charged rent and was fined (in the form of wage deductions) for every day 

(out of 56 days) she did not provide labor service. This arrangement at first extended 

beyond the contracting party to all working-age members of his or her household, but as in 

Jamaica. this practice, and the system of indirect rent, w e n  increasingly subject to reform 

in the 1840s. The core of the system -- conditions of service in the renting of land and 

houses - was nevertheless maintained. According to Karch ( 1981: 220). this "form of debt 

slavery not only assured the planter of a readily available supply of labour. but also earned 

him a profit on rab land unsuitable for cultivation. A third and crucial benefit was the 

coercive power of the system which kept the labour force acquiescent out of fear of eviction 

and unemployment." 

The options open to women, especially those in matrifocal family arrangements. 

became increasingly clear. Female-supported households would be severely penalized by 

the estates (through punitive rents. discriminatory wages. and other types of harassment, 

including sexual) for trying to organize flexible redproductive arrangements, involving 

occasionaf wage income, provision farming and childcarr. Only the hard-earned status of 

"wife" of a secure male laborer and freedom to pursue a family division of labor without 

penalty or harassment would make it feasible to remain on the estates. Many women were 



thus forced out. or opted for re/productive autonomy and flexibility. however precarious 

the means, over the prospect of being tied to the estates in rigid and arbitrary schedules and 

states of destitution and dependence that offered no hope or nurturance to their children. As 

eady as 1839 in Jamaica, one year after final emancipation. a survey of the western 

parishes showed "a 53 percent decline in the total workforce, but 84 percent of that decline 

was attributable to the withdrawal of female workersn (Holt, 1992: 153). The self- 

affirming path embarked on by women included an increase in childbearing, which 

continued to climb throughout the century. completely reversing the "demographic disastern 

of slavery. 

Outside of the estates, women were to come under increasing pressure to accept the 

mediation of a man, no matter what the conditions, in working out access to economic 

livelihoods for themselves and their children. Generally, market- and (natal) famil y-related 

relations of income and property, and the will to autonomy on the part of women, 

determined whether this mediation would take the form of temporary, serial (and more or 

less "opportunistic") unions, more enduring parmerships, or permanent unions under 

effective male direction and authority. Whatever the case, "female headship" or 

matrifocality was increasingly structurally disadvantaged by the emerging "freen-market 

social system, which offered minimal advancement for blacks on the basis of previously 

established class/patriarchal principles. Moreover, in this period of intense tug-of-war 

between the plantation and peasant modes of production, which offered neither "proper" 

proletarianization nor "propern peasantization, the marginalization of thousands of males, 

as either would-be proletarians or w ould-be peasants, exacerbated the conditions milituting 

agaim synchronized and corporrust family strategies in forcing many of them to migrate in 

search of jobs beyond the boundaries of both estate and village. 

In a subtle but fundamental way, the system was saying to women: You must be 

either a full-time wife and mother or a full-time worker. Being a full-time wife and mother 

was seen as a prerogative of male freedom and evidence of accession to a "better class" of 



producer; it marked the distinction between the "protected" woman whose labor "belonged" 

to her husband and family and the "unprotected" woman whose labor "belonged" directly 

to the employers. Many of those who fancied themselves as the moral shepherds of the ex- 

slaves emphasized to them the equation between freedom and having a wife at home (see 

Holt. 1992: 77-78). Indeed, "in this period the notion was that only 'barbaric men' made 

their women work" (Shepherd. 1995: 236). As we have seen in previous chapters. the 

association between freeholder status and "proper" marriage-cum-gender roles (vested in 

male headship) was emphasized by the leadership of the free village movement. At the 

same time, it is important not to underestimate the extent to which women themselves 

favored a flexible redistribution of family labor in the interests of personal and communal 

autonomy and advancement. Thus Marshall ( 1993: 17) points out that after emancipation, 

Blacks generally insisted that women and children should work a shorter 
week than the men. Clearly this was done mainly to maximize the family 
effort in the provision grounds and local market; the women, as hucksters, 
insisted on additional time to prepare for market; and the children, when not 
at school. could increase the domestic labour supply. But. in addition. 
blacks, as stipendiary magistrates noted, set some store by the comforts of 
'home' which partial relief from plantation labour could provide. 

However, whatever the ideological and material inducements, the reality bespoke a 

different set of conditions and possibilities: 

(a) Many women coming out of the experience of slavery - which had abused 

them horribly as full-time forced laborers and as frustrated and yearning mothers. 

but had "endowedn them independently with provision grounds -- wanted to be 

neither full-time worker nor dependenr wife and mother. 

(b) The estates were not offering full-time work or conditions for "true" 

proletarianization; they wanted a tied and dependent labor force of men and women 

who could be called upon whenever they were needed - which tended to be 

sporadically at best and seasonally at worst. Throughout the nineteenth century, the 

West Indian planter class refused - or were unable because of lack of capital - to 

innovate technically or to rationalize the organization of their work systems. At the 



same time, they sought feverishly to block the ex-slaves' access to land and an 

independent and viable community life. Indeed, in the post-emancipation period, 

efforts by the majority of ex-slaves to exercise family community rights as 

independent, sovereign actors and develop family community arrangements within 

the ambit of the estates were severely penalized. 

The planters' contemptuous offering of nothing more than semi-coerced. 

non-reciprocal, casualized labor "contracts" was well illustrated in the "Master and 

Servant Act" of 189 1 in Barbados: 

The 1891 law ... called for a written contract between estate owner and worker, indmtlng 
the general nature of the workday, the wage nte, and the maximum number of hours to be 
worked. Significantly, no minimum work hours were guaranteed in the contract. Such an 
arrangement was entirely in the planters' favor. They couId reward servile individuals with 
enough w a p  labor to keep their families alive and, conversely, they could wnd uruuly 
workers home. On most Barbadian estates planters held contracts with many laborers so 
that an individual worker obtained 'at most, three or four days work per week.' 
(Rchardson, 1985: 24) 

At the same time that the planten refused to place the "freen labor system on a 

proper contractual basis which would disentangle and liberate the reproductive 

circuits of the opposing classes from each other and from stifling and sometimes 

humiliating ties of paternalistic intimacy, they took away, or subjected to capricious 

determination, certain longstanding customary concessions. Thus. white planters or 

plantation managers decided not only "who would and would not workn but also 

"whose goats and sheep could graze the plantation yard" (ibid.: 26). Another 

example of this capriciousness was that "[bllack women and children gathering 

cane stalks for cooking fires might be sent home by a plantation manager who, in a 

better mood, would turn a blind eye to such harmless activityn (ibid.). 

(c) To the extent that the system allowed marginal social mobility among the 

rural ex-slaves, the criteria for advancement, or at least stability, in the context of a 

severely skewed and contracted production base, favored a thy group C O M ~ C ~ € ? ~  to 

export production either through specially required skills and supervisory estate 

positions or through independent commercial fanning. This tended to exclude all 



women and a majority of men. Pems' study (1991) of Jamaican overseas labor 

migration in the second half of the nineteenth century and beyond points out that the 

overwhelmingly male migrant flow had its source among surplus skilled or semi- 

skilled workers and, especially in the later period. marginalized or ruined peasants 

and peasant-proletarians. In Barbados and Dominica too it was the most talented 

and the most ambitious who left. 

Standing ( 1981: 71 ) makes a perceptive comment on the basis of the shift in official 

attitudes between indifference and anxiety with regard to marriage and wifehood: 

During the nineteenth century it was not in the interest of the plantations or 
of the government that represented their interests, to encourage formal 
marriage among the labouring poor. The plantations experienced a labour 
shortage, and a pool of unmarried women workers was needed. However. 
as women were eased out of the plantation labour force by mechanisation 
and related technological innovations, official encouragement of marriage 
increased: wives would have increased the pressure on men to become 
committed wage earners. 

The reality, however, was that there was no stable wage employment or job market 

to be committed to and neither the material incentives nor pressures to many materialized, 

except for a few men. 

Family Formations 

It is likely that the different forms of heterosexual union and farnily generated by the social 

differentiation of the rural producers documented by Edith Clarke (1% [19q)  less than 

one hundred years later was already much in evidence by this time. Villages like Mocca, 

which were off the beaten track and engaged in subsistence farming on "family land," were 

characterized by extreme poverty, but stable and lifelong common-law unions and strong 

kinship ties. Such unions often distinguished themselves by being matrilocal, in 

circumstances when women remained the trustees of family land. In plantation townships 

like Sugartown, with its massive shifting population of temporary migrants during the 

seven-month harvesting season, different family palterns prevailed among the permanent 

residents and the seasonal workers, reflecting their respective conditions of life. Family life 



and kinship ties for the permanent residents were typical of the Afrdar ibbean  folk's 

paced entry into conjugal stability and reliance on extended kinship (as in Mocca). 

However. the situation in the migrant sugar-workers' comrnuni ties resembled in important 

ways that later found by M. G. Smith (l%2) in the working-class urban areas of Kingston 

and Grenville (Grenada). The salient features included a high incidence of casual 

"house keepern and sexual arrangements (characterized by uncontrolled fertility and lack of 

long-term male commitment), unstable childless (or child-absent) common-law units, 

female-headed households, and small, eclectic or single-person units (see chapter 1 I). 

Legal marriage as an early and lifelong adult commitment provided the accepted norm in 

communities of market-oriented small farmers with individually owned land. In such 

communities, women tended to be housewives ("farmers' wives") except among the 

poorest households, where they participated directly in cultivation. However, even the 

most peasant-oriented communities supported a high proportion of single (never-married)- 

parent female-headed households. often over 25 percent (Smith, 1962). The worst-off 

among the latter were those who relied substantially on subsistence farming. Most single- 

parent women were at least partly dependent on wage labor or self-employment income, 

primarily as agricultural laborers. but also as domestic servants, own-account laundresses 

or seamstresses, petty vendors, and higglers. 

Male mediatian in poorer matrilocal unions at that time would have been similar to 

that experienced by "Mother Brown," a Jamaican woman born in 1861 whose working and 

social life, spanning the years 1815 to 1921, was reconstructed by Erna Brodber (1986) 

from 1973 interviews. Mother Brown grew yams, potatoes and cassava and raised 

livestock on a small plot with her mother and later her daughter. Mother Brown's 

household group was "an economic unit of women producing, processing and selling 

ground provisions and livestock." When a man (identified by the respondent simply as "a 

personn) entered the household, as the husband of Mother Brown later in her life, dter she 

had already had a son by someone else - to "take care" of her and help her with her 



responsibilities -- "he did not enter the group but a private relationship with one of the 

womenn (indicating the functional separation and co-existence of consanguinity and 

conjugality ) . 

The availability of such men, however, became increasingly rare as the second half 

of the nineteenth century wore on. Petras ( 1988: 46) notes that "[alfter the ruination of 

small producers, their operations were either cast out of productive process. absorbed by 

larger producers, or maintained in a marginal fashion by women and elden as men began 

to migrate temporarily abroad." At this point, many women simply abandoned agricultural 

livelihds and moved to the towns, where they were hardly better off. An 1879 Royal 

Commission was particulady concerned about the plight of these uprooted women: 

There was begging, pimping and prostitution. Women floated into the 
towns, hoping to enter the domestic service which paid higher wages in 
Kingston than in rural Jamaica. Others hoped to become needleworken. 
The 1819 report specifically pointed to the deplorable situation of women. 
Firstly, there were women who received no financial support from the 
fathers of their children. Secondly, there were women whose station in life 
had fallen. Thirdly, there were aged and infirm women whose relatives 
would not or could not be effectively made to support them. Fourthly, there 
was poverty arising out of the moral failing of indolence. (Bryan, 1990: 18) 

The 1880 report "held that much of the distress among the population of Kingston 

was due to the fact that many women had been deserted by the men who cohabited with 

them." prompting the passage of the 1881 Bastardy Law, which attempted to force fathers 

of illegitimate children to pay child support (Roberts, 1957: 252). Some historians of the 

period see male irresponsibility as rooted in male unemployment. According to one of 

them, by 1877 there was not enough employment 

for one quarter of the honest and industrious poor in Kingston who would 
be willing to work. The idle boys and men of Kingston were supported by 
their mothers, aunts or grannies, who worked as servants or in other 
domestic and feminine o&upations, or by their women who worked on the 
wharves, in coding, or in Lading bananas. (Olivier, 15136: 206, quoted in 
Clarke, 1975: 50) 

In the years ahead, many urban women were to join the predominantly male 

outflow from the island, while their sisters in the countryside took up the slack or 

themselves migrated to the city. Women would make up the greater part (between 51 and 



62 percent) of the agricultural labor force as a whole. at wages as little as half those of men 

for equivalent tasks. In a mature, overpopulated sugar colony like Barbados, the pressure 

to emigrate had come early, prompting waves of movement further and further afield. first 

to other "new" British sugar colonies like Trinidad and British Guiana and then to non- 

British circum-Caribbean centers of U.S. investment as well as the U.S. itself. The British 

Caribbean had become, in Joseph Chamberlain's words, the "Empire's darkest slumn; 

moreover -- he might have added -- the entire Empire was wilting under its own rapidly 

setting sun. and slowly re-orienting towards the rising sun of the United States. In this 

context, the West Indian islands essentially came to play the role of peripheral labor resente 

for the growing centers of neo-colonial U.S. investment in the region. 

For Barbados and some other small Eastern Caribbean islands, the predominance of 

women in the agricultural labor force was sustained over long periods. As early as 1876 in 

Barbados, for example. 22,323 females made up 54 percent of an agricultural laborer 

group that included 18,947 men (Belle, 1984: 1). 

d the Su- of 
. . Wo- P r o d u c ~ R e o r o d u ~  

This period was characterized by heavy overseas and internal labor migration, depression 

in the sugar industry followed by a period of boom during the war years, labor unrest as a 

result of the depression, increased land concentration involving the emergence of new 

plantation sectors as well as sugar industry rationalization, and, more generally, the growth 

of export production and cashcrop farming at the expense of provision farming. All these 

things occurnd under the auspices of increasing penetration of United Stares investment 

copid and mmkets for agro-procfuc~s and cheap hbor. 

The period 1881 to 18% saw a dramatic shift in the destination of Jamaican and 

Barbadian exports from the U.K. to the U.S., but while Barbados solidly maintained and, 

indeed, consolidated the ownership and momcrop structure of its plantation system, 

Jamaica's plantation sector was undergoing both crop and ownership diversification 



(Sheridan, 1989). In Dominica, lime production -- a predominantly estate enterprise -- 

slowly emerged over the same period from a minority position to lead sugar and cocoa in 

export value. Trouillot ( 1988: 62) reports that "by 191 2 the trade with the United States had 

gained enough importance to justify the presence of a permanent agent of the New York 

firm that bought the bulk of Dominican fresh limes." For a while too, Dominica's 

economy came to be dominated by a foreign-owned expon enclave, which, as in Jamaica, 

constrained but did not deter peasant activity. 

Svstemc of labor and Property: Planraions. Pemms. and Transmtionuf Corporations 

Holt (1992: 1456) estimates that by the 1890s, peasant proprietors and their families may 

well have embraced half the population of Jamaica, and that by the 1930s. they possibly 

constituted somewhere between 60 and 80 percent of the population. Dominica's 1891 

census recorded 10,132 people still living on estates and 10,904 living in villages or 

"towns." exclusive of Roseau. the capital (Trouillot, 1988: %). Trouillot reckons that by 

1927 "the peasant labor process had invaded practically every unit of production in the 

country" and the "estates had virtually disappeared" (p. 97). In Barbados, on the other 

hand, plantation tenantry dwellers vastly outnumbered small-scale black landowners, who 

made up only a part of the 8,500 small proprietors estimated to have acquired about 10.000 

acres of land by 1897 (Richardson, 1985: 5556). 

In 1897 a Royal Commission was appointed to inquire into the state of Britain's 

sugar-producing West Indian colonies, which were reeling under the competitive impact of 

subsidized ("bounty-fed") beet sugar production in Europe. and to make recommendations 

for their revitalization. In their investigation. the commissioners "found that the economies 

and societies of Barbados and Jamaica were following divergent paths, the former 

continuing to concentrate practically all of its resources on the production of sugar and its 

by-products, while the latter was in the process of shifting the greater part of its resources 

to the production of subsistence crops and agricultural staples other than sugarn (Sheridan, 



1989: 80). The number of plantations in Barbados had remained stable at 500 between 

1846 and the early 1880s and subsequently declined modestly to 440 in 1897. The 

combined export value of sugar, rum and molasses was 98 percent of total export value for 

the 188'7-96 period. Plantations owned by the local white elite monopolized about 90% of 

total farm acreage, and the small group of "about 8,500 freehold owners of five acres and 

under who chiefly grew cane and ground provisions" was unable to make a living from 

their cultivations (ibid.: 8)). The working class was overwhelmingly sustained on the basis 

of estate labor in a "paternalistic and quasi-feudal system of tied workers and cottagers ... 
[which] continued with some modification down to the decade of the 1930s" (ibid.: 72). 

In Jamaica, by contrast, the number of sugar estates in operation in the island had 

declined from 664 in 1839 to 3 16 by 1867 and 122 by 1900 (Satchell. 1990: 42). The 

combined value of sugar, rum and molasses exports was reduced from 77.2 percent of total 

exports in 1881-82 to 19.2% in 1895% (Sheridan, 1989: 80). A definite pattern of 

agricultural diversification and parochial specialization was taking place. The Collector 

General observed in his 1889 report "that sugar cane cultivation was rapidly disappearing 

before the bananas in the eastern parishes while in the southern parishes pasture land was 

supeneding sugar cane cultivation" (Satchell. 1990: 3941). Indeed, "[i]n 1900, 191 

former sugar estates were mturned as banana plantations, 20,923 acres of their total area ... 
under bananas" (ibid.: 41). By 1900, bananas completely superseded sugar and rum as the 

major export earner, with plantations accounting for 74 parent of total production. Even 

so, domestic crop production, involving a majority of rural families, continued to account 

for the greater part of total agricultural output. 

The divergent paths of Jamaica and Barbados with regard to sugar production is 

tabled below: 



TABLE 6.2 
Sugar Production in Barbados and Jamaica (Tons), 1831- 1900 

Barbados Jamaica 

Source: Marshall,  1987, Table 4, 94. 

In spite of a revitalization of the Jamaican plantation economy, with a different crop 

and ownership composition. and a slowing down of food crop cultivation, the number of 

"provision planters" continued to grow and estate laborers to decline. According to census 

data, there were 46.580 "provision planters and assistants* in 1881 and 141.51 1 in 191 1; 

conversely, there were 90,003 "planters and labourers in specific industries" (mostly estate 

production) in I881 and 7 1,978 of them in 191 1 (Cumper, 1954: Table 6.57). 

From 1890 to 1921 in Jamaica there was a rapid increase in cash crop peasant 

farming, including independent cane cultivation, and the beginnings of foreign corporate 

control of Jamaican agriculture. While there was a decline in the estate monopoly on sugar 

production, the cultivation of export crops rose at the expense of domestic food crops. This 

was primarily due to the massive shift from sugar to banana export production, fiat as a 

small settler crop but quickly taken up by the plantation sector. By 1886, the company that 

was to later merge into the (American-owned) multinational conglomerate, United Fruit 

Company, was already shipping 42 percent of Jamaica's bananas, and over the course of 

the next fifty years, as the United Fruit Company, was able to drive out, take over or 

dominate all its competitors in the banana trade, foreign and Jamaican. The emergence of 

transnational corporate interests in the banana business stimulated the development of a 

local class of "mulatto" or "brown" merchant/banana planters who grew bananas on their 

larger landholdings (1001- acres), and "seized and exploited the profitable opportunities of 



the banana trade by acting as  broken between the small peasants and the foreign imperialist 

marketing concern" (Beckford. 1982: 51). United Fruit also acquired interests in the 

Jamaican sugar industry, so that by 1928 nearly one-third of all sugar produced on the 

island came from the company's central sugar factories in the parishes of St. Catherine and 

Clarendon. In subsequent yean, Jamaica's revitalized sugar industry would be dominated 

by the subsidiary of another multinational corporation, West lndies Sugar Company 

(WSCO) of Tate & Lyle, which bought out the holdings of United Fruit. and the latter 

company would confine itself to the marketing of bananas. Independent cane farming 

surged in importance after 1920, as part of the intensifying relationship between peasant 

and transnational corporation. However, the domination of Jamaica's agro-export 

production by the estate sector was once more assured: 62% of sugar cultivation in 1930- 

34 and a little over 70% of banana production in the 1930s. (Lobdell. 1987: 77-97) The 

situation had clearly evolved to one of a cwxistence between dominant plantation, 

organized by foreign corporate and new local merchantJplanter interests, and a numerous 

but subordinated peasantry. This was accompanied by a process of what French and Ford- 

Smith refer to as the "housewifisationn of female agriculturalists and marginalization of 

provision farming. as well as a further cheapening and casualitation of women's wage 

labor. 

Barbados suffered much more than Jamaica from "bounty sugar depression" (1884- 

1XB) because of monocrop production. A series of renewed "located laborern acts, notably 

the "Master and Servant Act" of 1891 and the "Landlord and Tenant Act" of 1897, locked 

the estate laboren into a system of compulsory underemployment and tied them to the 

estates on pain of losing their homes - the cottages of "troublesome tenants" quite literally 

being liable "to be torn down and left conspicuously at the roadside" (Richardson, 1985: 

24-25). In this period and for a long time afternards Barbados had the highest infant 

mortality rate in the British Caribbean, a situation for which "promiscuous illegitimacy, 

involving general inexperience and neglect of mothers" was repeatedly blamed No thought 



was given to the overcrowded and unsanitary conditions of the tenantry settlements and 

malnourishment among the workers (Richardson, 1985: 72-80). Karch (1981: 222) reports 

that "[in] 1897, the infant mortality rate was 50%; while even as fate as 1920 the life 

expectancy rate for men was only 28.5 yean. for women i t  was 31.9." For the years 

1900-4 the average number of deaths of infants under one year was 282. Comparative 

figures for Jamaica and Dominica were 171 and 185 respectively. The numbers increased 

for Barbados to 301 in 1905 and 420 in 1906. In the latter year half the infants of S t  

Michael, the urban parish, died before they reached twelve months of age (Richardson, 

1985: 77-78). 

Conditions were, therefore, particularly cruel for women, no less so in the matter of 

discriminatory wages. The 1897 Royal Commission recorded the following daily rates for 

estate laborers: mechanics, 2s; men field laborers, 10d to 1s; women, 7'!2d; and children 

under sixteen, 5d (Richardson, 1985: 68). Most historians see these figures as inflated, 

especially "during the years of the bounty sugar depression when Barbadian workers' 

wages were cut," a period when potato raids, to which estate workers were driven because 

of hunger, "were much in evidence" (ibid.: 65). The lack of access to plots of their own 

made their desperation particularly acute. Richardson (ibid.) describes one such raid: 

On July 1, 1898, about three hundred men and women, armed with 
cutlasses and clubs, assembled near Bowmanston Plantation in St. John 
parish. They surged into the estate's potato field, looted the crop, and beat 
the watchman who attempted to intervene. This incident came to a close 
only after Inspector Lawrance penonally led a detachment of police to 
Bowmanston from Bridgetown. Nineteen potato raiders were convicted and 
sentenced. 

Meanwhile, the sugar planten w e n  busy using their control of the island's 

government and economy to bail themselves out of the economic crisis and ensure the 

survival of their class. In 1887 they passed the fiat of a series of Agricultural Aid acts to 

facilitate their access to credit, and they set up a number of financial institutions to 

consolidate the security of their plantations against any possible encroachment. Barrow and 

Greene ( 1979: 20) note that "[in] 1897 as much as 53 per cent of estate land was owned by 



absentee individuals but by 1929 only 7.4 per cent was so owned and corporate ownership 

in foreign hands was completely removed." Village deveiopment which took place in this 

period, bringing exorbitant profits to speculators and exacting a high price from small 

purchasers, left the plantation monopoly untouched. 

The number of factories fell from 329 in 191 1 to 263 by 192 1, and modem 

production techniques based on vacuum-pan refining were introduced into an increasingly 

centralized sugar milling system. This system required fewer (skilled) workers and 

increased the propensity for seasonal unemployment among unskilled workers; in addition, 

it reduced the old paternalism of plantation social relations and arrangements. According to 

the new social agenda set by the central milling act passed by the Barbados legislature in 

19 1 1, "[a] day's work for a day's pay, minus the traditional, paternalistic social buffers, 

would be the rule from now on" (Richardson, 1985: 174). During World War I, while the 

planten were enjoying a boom in sugar prices, the prices of basic imported necessities 

(salted fish and beef, flour. clothing, housebuilding materials, etc.) increased by 100 to 

200 percent, and quantities decreased drastically. At the same time cane cultivation was 

monopolizing the island's landscape and displacing whatever subsistence production had 

existed previously. A methodist minister stationed in St. Lucy parish between 1914 and 

1918 described the situation as one of "hunger, rags, dilapidated shacks, idling, and 

praedial larceny on an exceptional scale" (quoted in Brereton, 1985: 28). Richardson (ibid.: 

183) sees this as "the period when the dual subsistence and cash character of Black 

Barbadian livelihood became fully monetized." 

The modernization of the sugar industry which took place in the second decade of 

the twentieth century was partly forced upon the owners by the loss of labor to the great 

Panama migration and the alternatives afforded black Barbadians by remietaaces sent from 

Panama or cash brought back by returnees. Richardson ( 1985) in his excellent book on the 

subject sees the impact of Panama money in Barbados as nothing short of revolutionary 

with regard to the social structure. It had a profoundly loosening effect upon the latter, 



while the reorganization of the sugar industry meant. in the somewhat exaggerated words 

of one observer, that "paternalism vanished from the plantation" (quoted in Richardson. p. 

175). "In very general terms," explains Richardson (pp. 184-5). "the era of Panama money 

(associated with central milling and the Wodd War I sugar boom) reoriented the economic 

geography of Barbados so that obtaining food for the family became partly an urban- 

oriented endeavor mediated within a cash nexus. " This rigorous commodification of the 

economy intensified the population's hardship when the sugar market collapsed after the 

war and even more retrenchment followed. According to bwenthal ( 199: 456). 

"[t]housands were left idle by plantation failures: planters who survived the crash had to 

increase their output and cut expenses by mechanizing." 

Dominica was almost the antithesis of Barbados in many ways, with its much 

smaller and less accessible population, the extreme difficulty of sustaining a plantation 

system there, and the immediate post-emancipation accession to formal political power, 

through elective control of the legislature, of a "Mulatto Ascendancy." The latter lasted until 

1898, when one elected representative joined the nominated members to tip the balance in 

favor of crown colony government by one vote. The vigorous response of the "colored" 

political elite gives an indication of the unusual nature of Dominican politics as well as their 

(more predictable) class background: 

Most natives of Dominica immediately withdrew from every government 
board in protest and the veteran local politicians left the arena. Many retired 
to concentrate on their laad or businesses while some continued to express 
their ideas in the newspapers. Few of them lived to see the day when there 
would be elected members in the Council once more. (Honychurch, 1984: 
104) 

Following the politiCal defeat of the nineteenth-centuy "Mulatto Ascendancyn 

(which lasted for sixty yearsp and the decline of sugar, the new presidency of Sir Hesketh 

Bell (1899-1905) sought once more to cultivate a planter class of transplanted Englishmen 

on the unyielding soil of Dominica. Attracted by the opening up of land in the interior, a 

4~ccording to Trouillot (1988: 117). "Somewhere in that sixty-year span. they had lost their economic 
pretensions and kept only the brilliance of their rhetuic." 



new lime citrus industry with rising international market prospects, and advertisements in 

the London Times sponsored by President Bell regarding the new colonial opportunities, 

"thirty to forty [Englishmen] arrived in four years" (BoromC, 1972: 138; Trouillot. 1988: 

112). Planters came from different parts of the empire, from as far away as Ceylon or 

South Africa (Trouillot, 1988: 121). Trouillot notes that the " 191 1 Census shows 399 

Europeans residing in the island, up from just 44 in 1891," and that between 1890 and 

1924 some five thousand acres of Crown land were acquired mainly by new planters, who 

were among the beneficiaries of hundreds of thousands of lime plants distributed by the 

Botaxlical Gardens in Roseau (ibid.: 121, 62). In addition, more than 2,000 laborers were 

recruited during the first decades of the century from the sugar-producing Leeward Islands 

of Antigua and Montsemt in particular -- which were in a slump -- to work on the new 

lands opened up in the interior and in the new lime industry (Myers, 1981). A number of 

cocoa and lime plantations were established, some by British multinational corporations 

(Rowntree & Co., chocolate manufacturer. and L. Rose & Co., lime processing) and at 

least one by an American millionaire? For a period of about twenty years, exports of both 

crops increased. The lime industry accounted for 80 percent of all Dominican export value 

in the period 1922-28, before declining thereafter (Trouillot, 1988: 193). In 1906, daily 

wages for agricultural workers were 9d or 10d for men, 7d for "lads" and 6d for women. 

In the interior, however, where labor was scarce (and many peasants grew cocoa as a cash 

crop), "rates rose to between 10d and i ld for women and about 1s 3d for men" (Brereton, 

1985: 23). 

Bell's aggressive settlement campaign and attempt to revive the plantation economy 

in Dominica ultimately ended in failure. A combination of inadequate and imgular labor 

supply. natural disasters and disease, and loss of international markets led many of the new 

settlers to "[abandon] their plantations or [sell] out one by one" (Borome, 1972: 138). A 

S~ndrew Green. 'whose engneering company was making a fortune constructing the locks of the Panama 
Canal, . . . bought the Canefield estate, then still in sugar, converted it to limes, and set up the most 
advanced citrus-processing machinery to date, powered by both steam and water w k f n  (Baker, 1% 143). 



devastating hurricane in 19 16. government inability to maintain the roads (especially during 

the war), the imposition of a U.S. embargo on Dominican limes in 1918, a disease of lime 

trees in 1922, the cessation of war-related British navy demand for lime derivatives. the 

production of synthetic substitutes for citric acid. the collapse of cocoa prices -- all 

conspired to produce a situation where "[b jy 1925 cultivation had ceased on all estates in 

the interior crown lands save one or two" (ibid.; Trouillot, 1988: 121). Limes, as primarily 

a coastal crop, continued to be produced elsewhere in Dominica. which for a brief while 

had become the world's leading producer, but the industry soon lost its monopoly of the 

island's economic landscape. For twenty years after the Great Depression, Dominica's 

fragile plantation sector was largely in retreat, occupied by the occasional foreign 

agribusiness and white planter, a casualized and shifting force of wage laborers, and a 

symbiosis of "colored" landlords and black sharecroppers or tenant farmers. Cocoa and 

vanilla, which succeeded limes in prominence, were largely peasant-grown crops, and 

"signified an inward expansion in the direction of the mountains" (Trouillot, 1988: 63). 

When Dominica finally settled upon another preferred export crop some decades later 

(bananas), it was largely grown by peasants and small to medium-scale farmers. 

The Impac~ of Labor Migm'on 

From the early 1880s to 1921, there was, throughout the English-speaking islands, a huge 

exodus of mostly males from the rural areas to work in Panama. Costa Rica, Honduras and 

Cuba on canal and railway construction and on banana and sugar plantations (all under the 

aegis of U.S. corporate capital). This maledominated emigration placed addi t i o d  burdens 

on women, many of whom now had to shoulder all family responsibilities by themselves. 

The (employed) female labor force throughout this period signficautly exceeded the male 

due to these circumstances. Barbados showed the greatest evidence of this, with female 

proportions of the total worldorce reaching 57% in 189 1, 61.6% in 191 1, and 61.4% in 

1921 (Senior. 1991: 124). This trend was generally greater in the Eastern Caribbean 



islands (excluding Trinidad) than in Jamaica. perhaps because of the more volatile impact 

of the migrations on smaller populations. In Grenada, for example. the late nineteenth 

century witnessed a ratio of 132 female to 100 male agricultural workers (Momsen.1988: 

15 1 ). Dominica appears to have had exceptionally high female worker rates throughout the 

entire 1891- 1921 period, rising from an 81 6 proportion of females over 10 years old in 

1891 to form part of a 94.1% total worker rate in 192 1 -- by far the highest in the 

Caribbean for the latter date if census figures are to be believed (Senior, 1991 : 1 1 1 ). 

Barbados, however, "was the British Caribbean colony most affected by the 

construction of the Panama Canal" (Richardson. 1985: 3). The Americans set up their main 

recruiting station in Bridgetown in 1905 -- having been rebuffed by an unconvinced and 

disapproving colonial establishment in Jamaica - and mobilized 20,000 male Barbadians to 

form part of the "total of 45,000 contract workers recruited for the isthmus from all sources 

during the next decade" (ibid.). According to a later estimate cited by Richardson (1992: 

138), another 40,000 Barbadian men rmd women may have gone informally on their own 

to the Canal Zone, bringing the total number of Panama-bound emigrants from Barbados to 

60,000. Women went to Panama on their own or to join husbands and boyfriends. 

Although there were notices that it was "inadvisable for gids" to go there because of a 

surplus of domestics, women did find work as small shopkeepers, laundresses and 

seamstresses (Richardson. 1985: 122). According to Newton (lW [1984]: 99, an initial 

policy on the part of the Isthmian Canal Commission (I.C.C.) of encouraging West Indian 

women to join their menfolk foundered on the rocks of a certain over-zealousness: 

The 1.C.C.k policy was to encourage the immigration of black women to 
fill domestic positions in the Canal Zone, and provide a stabilising influence 
on its male labour force. Conxquently. the Commission provided a limited 
number of family quarters for blacks, thereby encouraging more men to 
bring, or send later for their families, and in 1905 it was involved in the 
importation of a boatload of Martiniquan women. However, after the 
Martiniquan affair was interpreted by the Panamanian and United States 
press as an attempt to encourage prostitution. the Commission sought to 
silence its critics by enacting ordinances prohibiting prostitution in the Canal 
Zone, and thereafter made no further attempts to increase the black female 
population of the Zone. West Indian women continued to migrate to Panama 



after the 1905 incident, but in such small numbers that the male islanders 
there still found female companionship from back home in short supply. 

Between 1861 and 1921, Barbados experienced a net emigration of 103,500 

(34500 women) and a sex ratio decrease from 8M) (males per 1.000 females) to 675 

(Roberts, 1955: 275-6 -- see table below: Lowenthal, 1957: 455, 466). The island's 

population fell from 171 .Sl83 to 1563 12 between 191 1 and 1921, a decrease of 15,671 

(Beckles, 1990: 143). Approximately 70 percent of all the emigrants wen male. 

Remittances from Panama were used to purchase everyday necessities for the 

families left behind. as well as "land plots. fishing sloops, and shops throughout the 

island, thereby affording working-class blacks a measure of independence from local 

plantocracies" and softening the effects of the depression for some (Richardson, 1989 

139). In spite of the inflated prices at which land was being sold to land-hungry blacks, 

1,767 new small holders were recorded in the 191 1 census. 592 or one-third of these being 

women. The money injected into working class communities also enabled them "to develop 

islandwide financial institutions, designed and managed by themselves" (Beckles, 1990: 

151). Friendly societies mushroomed all over the countryside, allowing worken, on the 

weekly payment of about ten to twelve pence, to insure for sick and death benefits. Seen as 

threatening by the ruling class, the movement was subject to legislation which limited the 

landholding capacity of individual societies. But, as Beckles points out, "[tlhe important 

fact was ... that ... funds were kept within the hands of blacks rather than falling into the 

hands of land speculators who were seen to be capitalising on the 'thirst' for land among 

Panama returnees" (ibid.: 15 1). 

It was not until 1916 that postal orders from the U.S. displaced Panama as the 

leading source of such remittances in this period (Richardson.1985: 156). "Panama menn 

(and it was mostly men who returned) themselves came back with more cash than many 

plantation tenantry dwellers had ever seen in their lifetimes. It must be remembered. 

however, that many emigrants "perished on the isthmus from exhaustion, disease, and 

landslidesn - nearly 6,000 Barbadians between 1906 and 1920 and "[probably] over 



15.000 British West Indians altogether" before 1920 (ibid.: 138-9). Marshall ( 1987: 22) 

estimates a mortality of over 20,000 West Indians in Panama between 1906 and 1923. 

Moreover, perhaps as many as 42.000 Barbadians did not return to the island. 

In Jamaica, the impact was more selective. although as many as 80.000 may have 

gone to the isthmus informally as well (Richardson, 1989: 138). Roberts ( 1957: 140) has 

calculated total net emigration for the period 189 1 - 192 1 to be 146,000, of which "46,000 

represent a movement to the United States. 45,000 to Panama. 22,000 at least to Cuba, and 

43,000 to other areas." During the decade 191 1-1921, emigration was greatest from the 

parishes of banana cultivation because of distress brought on by humcanes and war. 

Lobdell (1988: 216) reports that "[in] 1921. eight of the twelve rural parishes reported 

more women than men claiming occupation as an agricultural labourer. notwithstanding a 

national sex ratio greater than 1,000." In the 19 1 1- 192 1 period. most of the 49,000-net 

male migration (88%) was from the twelve rural parishes, while 7 9 0  of the 28,000-net 

female migrants were of urban origin. Women formed a large part (45%) of the labor flow 

to American-owned sugar plantations in Cuba, which began in 1914. "They were highly 

prized as cooks and domestics by American employers as well as for their knowledge of 

Englisht' (Hemessey, 1988: 245). Petras points out that this post-1916 movement of 

women represented something of a shift in the dominant emigration pattern of the previous 

thirty-five years. "In 1930, of the sixty thousand [Jamaicans] estimated still to be residing 

in Cuba, as many as twenty-five thousand were classified as domestic servants" (Petras, 

1988: 240). In the case of Barbados, women also made up an unprecedentedly high 

proportion of the outflow in the final decade of high migration (191 1-21). According to 

estimates by Roberts (1955: 275), reproduced in the table below, they accounted for nearly 

44 percent of net migration during this decade, with the United States being their primary 

destination. In 1923, the Barbadian authorities noted a "rush of emigration to the United 

States of America (New York), for which 2,535 passports were issuedw (Colonial Report 

-- Barbados, 1923-24: 20). Of those who left that year, 980 were classified as domestic 



servants, 339 as seamstresses, and 414 as artisans (ibid.). The large majority of working 

class women in this particular migration stream - which has received scant attention in the 

literature - may be partly accounted for by the rush to join relatives abroad in anticipation 

of the passage of the restrictive 1924 U.S. Immigration Act. However it is worth further 

investigation. Reddock ( 1990: 98) too has pointed to a trend of high female emigration 

from Trinidad in the 1920s, which was "mainly to the United States" and "was to continue 

throughout the century." It is certain that the overwhelming majority of these early female 

emigrants were urban AfreTrinidadians. 

TABLE 6.3 
Estimates of Net Emigration from Barbados, 1861- 1921 

Period I Male 

Total I 69,000 I 34,500 I 103,500 1 

Female 

Source: Roberts, 1955: 275 

Total 

It was in Barbados that the imperatives were perhaps most pressing for women to 

substitute directly for men in the workforce: 

Most planters did agree, however, that with the thousands of men already in 
Panama and the prospects of others following them, many of the traditional 
male agricultural activities would have to be done by women. As early as 
August 1905, a newspaper report described a sign of the changing times: a 
gang of women in St. James parish were "trenching and moulding up a 
field," a task normally accomplished by men. The women, moreover, were 
performing the job ably. Six months later, women in S t  Thomas were 
preparing the new sugar cane crop and using "the fork as cleverly as their 
brothen who have gone to Panama would have done." la early 1907, a 
newspaper cartoon depicted women doing police work, cutting cane. and 
performing other traditionally masculine tasks; its title was "When All the 
Men Go to Panaman A happy aspect to women's taking over plantation 
duties, as far as the owners were concerned, was that women's wages- 
regardless of the tasks performed-were lower than men's. (Richardson, 
1985 132) 



Women in the sugar industry formed the majority not only in the fields but in the 

factories as well. creating a wage-saving boon to the planters. 

Among the peasantry in particular. the largely male-dominated emigration tended to 

produce transnational households divided along core/periphery, "relations of production." 

and gender lines: 

Immigration divided household members not only spatially but also by 
relations of production, by sexual division of labor, and by direct 
participation in core production versus peripheral production. Among 
immigrant households in which movement was temporary (repeat-return 
migration), the part-lifetime proletarian household was especially 
pronounced. Whereas male household members migrated to Panama, Costa 
Rica, or Cuba perhaps many times over a work life, female members and 
the elderly and very young more likely remained on the island, engaging in 
household subsistence activities mostly organized around the cultivation of 
ground crops. (Petras, 1988: 42) 

It is likely, moreover. that heavy male outmigration and superior male access to the 

new opportunities in cane and banana farming in Jamaica exacerbated the inequalities in the 

gendered differentiation of agricultural practices that will be addressed more directly in 

chapter 8. 

Dominica had its own peculiarities in terms of emigration patterns, even though 

Dominicans may have participated vigorously in the general labor migration to Central 

America at the turn of the century. Dominica may well hold a unique place in the annals of 

Caribbean labor migration history in its combination of endemic underpopulation and high 

migration, the former not because of the latter and the latter in spite of the former. 

According to Myers (1981: 91), starting from about 1868 "and throughout the 18701s, 

1880's and 1890's, Dominicans focused on the gold fields of Venezuela as a place where 

fortunes could be made." Trduillot ( 1988: 1 13) reports that they left in the second half of 

the nineteenth century "to search for work in Crab Island, the Guianas, or Venezuela" and 

that "in 1893,7,000 native Dominicans were residing in Venezuela," where they labored in 

the gold mines. Seven thousand people represented over 25 percent of the entire 1891 

population of Dominim From their communications home, many of the emigrants 

appeared to be more Literate than the average working or peasant class Dominican, 



indicating the severity of the "push factors" within the Dominican economy. Indeed, Myen 

(1981: 92) points out that the loss of this calibre of population "came as a crowning blow to 

fifty years of social and economic decline." The majority of those who left were males. 

with the result that the maleffemale ratio descended to an average of 820 during the 1881- 

1921 period. Myers, however, cautions against underestimating the size of the female 

migrant flow: 

The emigration of male laborers accelerated during the 1880ts, with the 
result that the total island population in 189 1 had declined by 4.9 per cent to 
the level reached in 1868, or only 342 more than lived on the island in 
1805. when it was 26,499! The exodus involved not only men but also 
women, inspite of statements to the contrary by Morris ... and Naftel ... 
The decline in the number of males from 1881 to 1891 (788) was nearly 
matched by that of females (582). (Ibid.: 91-92) 

The decade of the 1890s was a hard one for Dominica, as there were two outbreaks 

(in 1893 and 1898) of the labor and anti-taxation riots that plagued the Caribbean at the turn 

of the century. It was thought by many commentators on the state of the island that heavy 

land and house taxes, instituted in 1886, had provoked the exodus and the riots. A Royal 

Commission appointed in 1893 to investigate the problems of the island recommended the 

opening up of the rich resources of the interior with a comprehensive system of roads and 

bridges. This project was intended to attract fresh European capital and "not only to provide 

work for those men remaining on the island but also to attract those who had emigrated 

back to Dominica" (Myers, 1981: 93). Migration tapered off during the decade of the 

1890s. at least among women, whose numbers increased in the population. In 1901, 

Dominica's sex ratio dipped to 803, its lowest point at any time in the island's history 

(i bid.: 94). 

For a brief period in the fiat decades of the twentieth century, Dominica became 

"the receiving society for hundreds of immigrants from the small British sugar islands to 

the north" (ibid.: 96). The new Administrator, Hesketh Bell, had succeeded in attracting 

more than fifty aspiring English planters to Dominica During the year 190G1901, over 

2.000 acres of the new lands opened up by roads to the interior were sold to Englishmen 



"possessed of moderate capital," and the demand for labor attracted economic refugees 

from failing Leeward Island sugar economies. Antigua and Montserrat, having fallen on 

economic bad times as a result of a sugar industry slump and natural disasters. were the 

main sending societies. The establishment of estates in the new lime industry in Dominica 

pulled in over 2.000 laborers. most of them from the sugar-producing Leeward Islands, 

during the first decades of the century. The descendants of these immigrants were to 

become some of the most successful cash-crop farmers of the banana era some four to five 

decades later. gaining a reputation for enterprise and hard work in aileged contrast to the 

older, patois-speaking population (Trouillot, 1988). The fate of the lime industry has 

already been mentioned above: "Following the devastation of the lime industry by disease 

during the 1920's and the severe humcanes of 1928 and 1930, many of the newly amved 

planters sold or abandoned their estates and returned to Gnat Britain" (Myers, 1981 : 97- 

98). 

Women's Occupations 

One of the more popular survival strategies which all these circumstances forced upon 

women at this time was migration to the towns in search of work. Women had always 

made up a majority of the urban population and since the ending of slavery the rural-urban 

movement had been dominated by women. For example, there were 20.8% more black 

women living in Bridgetown in 191 1 than there were black men (Karch, 1981: 222). In 

Dominica, there were 38% more black women than there were black men Living in Roseau 

and the surrounding parish of St. George in 1921. In the towns, the occupations which 

absorbed most women were domestic service and own-account service, industrial and 

commercial trades (e.g. laundering, dressmaking, higglering). Up to the 1921 census in all 

the English-speaking Caribbean territories, domestic service was the second largest 

occupation for women after agriculture, replacing it as the largest by 1931 or somewhat 

later in the "more developed" islands. In some of the smaller islands, agriculture has only 



recently been displaced as the largest occupational category for women (up to 1981. the 

year of the last fully published census, not yet so in Dominica). 

In the entire post-slavery period. the quintessential occupations for lower and 

lower-middle class urban women were domestic service and dressmaking respectively. A 

large part of women's work outside of domestic service was on an own-account basis. and 

in fact women made up the majority in "industry." mostly as independent seamstresses. 

Dressmaking was second to domestic service as an urban occupation for women in many 

Caribbean islands, and Reddock 's study. "Women and Garment Production in Trinidad 

and Tobago 1900-1960" (1990: 95). shows it to have been totally in the hands of (mostly 

Afro-Trinidadian) petty commodity producers in that island during the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth century period. It was also primarily responsible for the "skilled" (95%) and 

"semi-skilled" female occupational categories. Census data provided by Lobdell ( 1988: 

213) for Jamaica shows the largest category of urban concentration for women to be the 

combined "professionallindustrialfcommercial" group. most of whom were " [m jilliners and 

seamstresses. washerwomen and laundry employees. and hawken, pedlen [sic] and 

higglers ... : 87 per cent [of the category] in 1891.76 per cent in 191 1, and 7'3 per cent in 

1921." Very few women were actually professionals at that time, although Miller 

(1986[1994]) sees the beginnings of female bias and male marginality in educational and 

professional advancement in Jamaica in this period. He states that "[alfter 1900, more 

females were employed as pupil-teachers and enrolled in colleges for training as teachers" 

(ibid.: 46). 

It is likely that dressmaking was also second to domestic service as the most 

common urban occupation for women in Jamaica. in Barbados in particular, but elsewhere 

as well. clerical positions and retail assistantships were strictly held for white women, for 

whom these were the only source of employment (Karch, 1981: 218). However, the most 

common female occupation recorded for Bridgetown and St. Michael parish in the 1891 

census was that of "hawkers and pedlars" - 530 in Bridgetown and 974 more in the parish 



(Richardson. 1985: 85). Richardson describes the key link provided by these black women 

in the rural-urban circuit and with small black male shopkeepers in the working class 

market: 

Throughout Barbados. the shopkeepen--who were mainly men--and the 
market women of Bridgetown and rural parishes represented the principal 
commercial links among the black workers of both town and country. By 
walking back and forth between the city and the rest of the island, hucksters 
exchanged the cash in Bridgetown for the variety and quantity of rurally 
produced foodstuffs. The concentration of buying power in Bridgetown 
inevitably tied all the island's market women to the urban retail network. 
And the relatively flat topography and small size of Barbados allowed 
women, literally. to walk all over the island, thereby representing a nearly 
continuous circulation of people, goods, information, gossip, and money 
between city and country. ([bid.: 86) 

Hucksters sometimes sold produce from their own gardens but mostly they 

purchased goods from rural people who had brought them to town or made purchasing 

trips into the countryside themselves. In addition to fresh fruits and vegetables they sold 

cooked food and petty consumer items like cigarettes and aerated drinks. As in other parts 

of the Caribbean, they sold both from makeshift stalls or stationary trays and door-to-door. 

Karch (1981: 222-3) points out that a large percentage of the shopkeepers were in fact 

women. In Barbados, huckstering was the most visible and vigorous sign of a marginal 

and land-poor but acutely labor-intensive "subaltern" economy, often involving miniature 

backyard-gardens and small animals appended to tiny "house spots" (see Richardson. 

1985: Chapter 3). Richardson (ibid.: 99) illustrates the grit and ingenuousness of hucksten 

who were constantly harassed by police constables over the required licences and badges 

that they were expected to display: 

Even the fee of a penny or two was considered outrageous by the market 
women who were trying to raise cash to pay family expenses. When police 
accused a badgeless market woman and asked for her name and address, the 
woman cheerfully responded with false information. accompanied by smiles 
and nods from her associates. During the first half of 1902, of the 189 
market women accused, police later located only 56. The remaining 133 had 
given to the police fictitious names and addresses within earshot of the 
others. Just as common, a huckster would register with police authorities 
and then give the badge to another person outside town so that one badge 
might serve "the whole family." 



The 1881- 1921 period witnessed female worker rates of about 75% on the average 

in the English-speaking Caribbean. These rates were to plummet dramatically in the years 

ahead. 

Wcation and Gender 

There was a class/color-typing of female gender roles expressed in the notion that lower- 

class girls were primarily destined to be workers and middle-class girls, wives and 

mothers. This was reflected in the kind of education that was seen to be appropriate for 

these two different groups of women: 

While the education provided for middle-class girls was to make them good 
wives and good mothers. the education of non-white girls, particularly 
those from the working class. was to prepare them for such lower-status 
jobs as domestics in the household of more well-to-do families, 
seamstresses, and sometimes even hucksters and shopkeepers. Because of 
the likely occupational destination of most of these girls it was felt to be a 
waste of time for them to study the more academic subjects such as 
geography when what they really needed was domestic subjects such as 
cooking, needlework and sewing and housework. (Bacchus, 1994: 169) 

In the nineteenth century, more boys than girls received an elementary school 

education? and secondary education had an unabashed white andlor brown, male, 

planterlmexhant-class bias. Barbados was a prime example. The following table gives an 

indication of the race and class composition of the all-male secondary school student body 

in Barbados in 187576: 

6 ~ h e  bias towards formal (nun-white) mate "industrial* or slalled-trades training also had a longstandmg 
tradition in Barbados, dating back to the penod of slavery. See n. 7 below. 



TABLE 6.4 
Class Background of Students Attending Elite Secondary Schools in 
Barbados (Lodge Grammar School and Harrison College), 1875-76 

Planters, proprietors. rnerchan ts, and managers* 
Schoolmasters (secondary) and other government staff 
Lower level white-collar workers, e.g. clerks, 

booksellers, storekeepers, etc. 
Widow 

Parents' Occupation 

1 Total I 59 (100%) 

NoJPercent 

*Ths group was almost certarnly all or predominantly white. with whiles m h n g  up substantial 
propomons of the other groups. In 1891, the white population of Barbados was 8.8% and the "mixed." 
24%. 
Source: Bacchus, 1994: Table 4, 284 

The male bias in secondary schooling in early twentieth-century Barbados was 

overwhelming. as the following tables attest, and was to remain that way for an 

inordinately long period, in contrast to the situation in Jamaica and Dominica. High school 

enrolment of girls actually declined in the first decade and a half of the century, epitomized 

by the situation at the "first-,gadem Queen's College which went from a student body of 

107 in 1905 to one of only 66 in 1916 (Colonial Report -- Barbados, 19056; 191617). In 

all three islands, high school education was separate and unequal with regard to gender. 

Boys' schools, apart from being in greater abundance, received more funds per capita from 

the state than girls' schools and had more advanced levels and types of curriculum. 



TABLE 6.5 
High School Enrolment in Barbados, by Gender, 1905-13 

I School 

Boys 
Harnson College 
The Lodge 
Corn bermere 
Cdcndge 
Alleyne 
Parry 
Chnst Church 

Foundat~on 

Girls  
Queen's Collegc 
Alexandra 

Sources: Colonlal Reports, Barbados, for years 1905-1 914 

In Barbados, primary school enrolment attained impressive proportions from early 

on. Even during slavery, elementary (but inferior) forms schooling had been provided for 

girls and non-whites as well as white boys (see Coleridge, 1832: 47-55),' By 1850, the 

was extremely rare for slaves to receive any kind of academic or even religous instruction. The case of 
the Codrington plantations, owned, as a result of a bequest, by the Society for the Propagation of the 
Gospel In Foreign Pam, is hghly instlvctive (Bennett, 1958). The less than zealous resolutions by its 
missionary directors in London to make Codnngton a showcase for the chnstian instruction of slaves 
yelded few results. Over the course of the eighleenth century, desultory and erratic efforts to pmvide oral 
instmcuon in Christianity led to a few baptisms, and a tiny number of slaves learned to read and write. 
This is significant in a context where Codrington represented an advance guard and met with the disapproval 
of the planter class for its m e a p  efforts at slave edrfication. Finally, in the 1790s. the estate hired two 
whte women "for the sole purpose of teaclung the young Negroes to Read & instructing them in principals 
of Religion" (quoted in Bennett, p. 109). Two schmlhouses were erected, one each on the uppcr and lower 
plantations. According to Bennet ( p  109). "[flor all their deficiencies ... these schools stood almost alone 
in the British West Indies in offering education to the slaves". Handler (1974 124-5) also mentions a 
"Colonial Charity School, formed in 1819 for the children of poor freedmen and staves". This schml 
appears to have catered exclusively to skilled-trades training for males. Its graduation reund seems 
impressive, relatively spealang: "in 1830-32, after completing their studies, fiftyeight boys went into the 
following occupations: thirtynine into carpentering, seven i nm tailoring, five into s hoemaking. and two 
into cabinetmaking; two became sailors, and one each became a cooper. turner, and domestic" (p. 125). 
Durn (1977: 36) also notes an unusual -- but more typically dubiously successful - case of anention to 
slave education in his comparative account of a Virgmian and Jamaican estate. Joseph Foster Barfram 1, 
absentee owner of Mesopotamia estate in Jamaica, "took unusual interest in the spiritual welfare of his 
slaves. He urged Moravian missionaries to come to Jamaica, where they established a station at 
Mesopotamia In 1768, during the early days of this mission, eighty-four of Barham's slaves were bapzed, 
and in 1816, when the Gothic novelist 'Monk' LRwis visited Mesopotamia, he found the Moravians still at 
work, though only fifty slaves now belonged to their church". In Jamaica, during the final decades of 
slavery, free coloreds were sometimes admitted to formerly whte schools. Heuman ( 1981: 12) reports the 
perhaps exceptional case of Wolmef s Free Schwl in Kingston, where "colored pupds formed the majoti ty 



proportion of school enrollees that was female had fallen from the first year of 

Apprenticeship ( 1833). when it was 45.7 percent. to only 41 %. This figure improved 

steadily in the second half of the century to reach 49.6% in 1891 (Bacchus. 1994: 168). In 

1902, girls made up 47% of the average number of students attending elementary school 

(Colonial Report -- Barbados, 1902-3). Similarly in Jamaica, girls comprised 48.9 percent 

of primary school enrollees in 189495. However, by 1914 15. they began to surpass the 

boys in enrolment, comprising 52.4% of the total in 19 19-20 (Miller, 1986 [1994]: Table 

4.1.99). By 192 1, women had a higher level of ii teracy than men in Jamaica (ibid.: Table 

43, 101; see below). This trend, of incremental female preponderance in education, 

became a marked characteristic of development in the dualized economies. but not in 

Barbados, where black boys, deprived of small-propertied livelihoods, had a much greater 

incentive to invest in education. All the islands instituted a system of gender-typed and 

single-sex "industrial training schools" which were little more than reformatories (and 

sometimes orphanages) for children of the "dangerous classes." This system of schools 

eventually came to be primarily preoccupied with the training of boys. 

In Dominica, as elsewhere, "industrial training" in primary schools "came to focus 

on teaching agriculture to boys and sewing to girlsn (Bacchus, 1%: 137). Thanks to the 

missionary zeal of a French-based Roman Catholic order of nuns. a girls' industrial school 

had been established at the Roseau Convent, "where the 3Rs were taught along with 

sewing and embroidery" (ibid.: 137). The Roman Catholics also established an industrial 

training school for boys, which emphasized agriculture. The nuns were a hardy, 

formidable bunch who, in spite of their conviction that all women should be well versed in 

the housewifely arts. did much for female education (including its intellectual forms) in 

Dominica By the time a government-sponsored boys' grammar school was established in 

1893 in Dominica - an eariier attempt to open a "classical seminary" had failed for lack of 

of the student body by la, only seven years after the first brown student was admitted". For the most 
part, however, the enhy of colored pupils into existing educational establishments prompted an exodus by 
w h w  in favor of segregated private schools. 



enrolment -- the Roseau Convent had long been operating "an admirable school" for the 

education of "the higher class of young ladies" (quoted in ibid.: 237). 

The Nonvood8 chapter of the Sisten of the Faithful Virgin, the French order, had 

opened a "Secondary School for the children of well-to-do families" on February 2, 1858 

(M.C.S.A., 1957: 21). The new recruits read like a Who's Who of the Mulatto 

Ascendancy: "Among the six little girls who entered the school on that day were . .. Claira 

Winston, Emma Sablon. paternal grandmother of Mr. C. Dupigny, Leonie Belheure, 

Sidonie Faille" (ibid.). The entirety of the Sisters' operations meticulously reflected class 

distinctions in Dominica? They also ran an Elementary School for Girls (and, briefly, one 

for boys). an orphanage (opened on January 20, 1858). a small boarding school, as well as 

a "Second Class Boarding School," of which it was noted that "the girls of this section 

devoted a great amount of time to practical and domestic work in the Convent" (ibid.). 

The Dominica Grammar School opened on January 16, 1893, with twenty-five 

scholars, and aimed to prepare Dominican boys for the civil service (Boromt5, 1972: 14%). 

The colonial government had even more precise ideas about the role of the grammar school 

in their West Indian colonies, following their announcement of plans to establish one in 

Dominica with their thoughts on its intended mandate: "It is the contention of the 

Government that these schools should afford special facilities to boys intending to enter life 

as planters or merchantsn (Colonial Report -- Leeward Islands, 1890). For decades 

afterwards, the D.G.S. boys were inculcated with a fierce spirit of rivalry towards the 

Convent High School girls, who, in spite of the limitations of the cumculurn to which they 

were exposed, put up a strong competitive fight in later years for the coveted "Island 

Scholarn (university) award. The colonial government also opened an agricultural school 

for boys in December of 1900. operated by the Imperial Department of Agriculture. This 

school was established in response to and anticipation of a demand for skilled agricultural 
- - - - - - - 

%ear Lomlcm. England. 
% clprauons changed hands in 1937. when they were taken over by the Missionary Canonesses of St. 
Augustine (the I.C.M. Sisters), a Belgian order which had been running primary schmls in Pointe Michel 
and Porrsmoutb since lm and 1927 respectively. 



labor on the estates of the new British settlers. It was specifically intended for peasant 

boys, who might be trained as "overseers ... on estates. or ... engaged in working on their 

parents' properties." In a self-congratulatory tone. the colonial repon for 1907-8 stated that 

it was "gratifying to be able to state that the demand for good working boys from the 

school continues, and up to the present has exceeded the supply." Not only was the 

system explicitly divided by class. but it  should also be noted that only boys were trained 

for skilled "pactical" jobs in agriculture in a situation where females comprised over half of 

all agricultural laborers working for others. 

As Stone (1991: 249) outlines below, the stage was being set in Jamaica for a new era: 

The decline of the white-owned family estates and the overall state of 
depression in export agriculture opened up opportunities for both Blacks 
and the intermediary ethnic groups to acquire land. The economic crisis 
within the plantation sector facilitated the emergence of a vibrant black rural 
middle class built around medium-sized holdings concentrating on export 
crops such as banana, pimento, coffee, citrus and, later, sugar (when it was 
revived). Some of the Jewish and Lebanese urban merchant interests among 
the intermediary ethnic groups acquired large holdings to recover delinquent 
loans extended to planter families. This helped to consolidate their growing 
economic power in the Jamaican class structure. The economic decline of 
the traditional family estates weakened the power base of the dominant 
white ethnic group and started the process of class reformation that was to 
be completed in the post-war period, when the centre of economic power 
finally shifted from the plantation sector to the urban areas. 

The number of sugar factories in Jamaica dropped from 202 in 1880 to 39 in 1930, 

while banana plantations increased from 100 in  1890 to 500 in 1930 (Higrnan, 1989: 44). 

LobdelI(1987: 82) has pointed out, however, that "[associated] with this consolidation of 

factories was a pronounced increase in acreage under cane cultivation by the average sugar 

estate," so that "while the total number of sugar estates was declining across these years, 

average estate acreage under cane cultivation was steadily increasing." Between 1920 and 

1930, the average annual output per factory rose from 56 1 to 1 ,572 tons. During the period 

1930-1934, bananas accounted for 57.8% of total staple exports, but with the onset and 

ravages of deadly plant diseases, the wartime suspension of banana exports to Britain and 



the re-establishment of preferential markets for sugar in the post-war period, sugar regained 

its pre-eminence in the agricultural sector. In the period 1940- 1944 sugar and rum made up 

61.9% of total staple exports (Lobdell, 1987:78). Beckford (1982: 58) accepts Gisela 

Eisner's estimate of 184,000 peasants or small farmers cultivating less than 50 acres in 

1930. Export production had assumed increasing importance in peasant production un ti1 it 

reached 2Wo in 1930 and accounted for 41% of all exports. During the 1930s. small 

settlers produced somewhat less than 30% of all banana exports (Lobdell, 1987: 91 ). In 

1938 at least one-half of total agricultural production was disposed of in the domestic 

market. most of it by the non-plantation sector (Jefferson. 1972: 5). 

By 1943, 35.5% of the employed labor force in agriculture was occupied in the 

production of staple exports (43,800 in sugar; 3 1.500 in bananas; 5,700 in minor staples), 

and 64.6% (147,600) in domestic agricultural production, involving for the most part 

ground provision and small livestock production (Lobdell, 19W: 117). Beckford (1987: 

12) puts the total number of plantation workers in 1943 at 130301 (no doubt accounted for 

by some overlap with the small peasant sector). Together with small peasants, they 

represented some 46 percent of the total workf'orce of the island. Land distribution was 

extremely skewed. The great majority of fanners (71.1%) were small peasants, but they 

occupied only 8.5 percent of the farm land, whereas plantations, constituting only 035 

percent of the number of farms, occupied 58.1 percent of total farm acreage. Considerable 

land idleness or underutilization on the plantations coexisted with land shortage in the 

peasant sector (ibid.). 

In the 1910s and 30s while the Jamaican export economy was coming under 

ovenvhelming direa or mercantile foreign corporate control (notably by the United Fruit 

Company and Tate & Lyle) and the local ruling class was undergoing a degree of ethnic 

diversification, the old white merchant and planter fractions of the Barbadian comprador 

bourgeoisie wen merging their fortunes in monopoly commercial houses. culminating in 

the 1934 formation of the Barbados Produce Exporters' Association. which integrated and 



consolidated white merchant/planter oligarchic control over the island's economy. The 

number of modem sugar factories had increased to nineteen by 1921 and the work regime 

had been rationalized and somew hat bureaucratized. Returning migrants used "Panama 

money" to buy land, but the results had almost no impact on the existing patterns of land 

ownership, with " 18.000 peasant proprietors owning a mere 16,000 arable acres." Barrow 

and Greene ( 197% 37) elaborate: 

According to the Barbados Development Plan, 194656, their ."..condition 
was aggravated by the small size of their holdings, 77 per cent being under 
one acre and 95 per cent under three acres." The lack of fertilizer and 
intensive cultivation led to soil exhaustion. Though aided by the 
establishment by the government of the Peasants Loan Bank in 1936. most 
small-holden found it extremely difficult to make a living from the land and 
continued to supplement this with wage labour, particularly on the 
plantations. They, along with the rest of the poorer section of the 
population, remained completely locked out of the system of monopoly 
control of resources and highly dependent on the commercial and planter 
sectors with little opportunity for self-advancement. 

By 1946, 30,752 smallholdings of under 10 acres each occupied a mere 17.238 

acres out of a total arable acreage of 93,346 acres (Halcrow and Cave, 1947: 2). It was 

estimated that 79 percent of all smallholdings produced sugar, in a classic pattern of 

dependence on the large estates (ibid.: 10). 

Dominica's agriculture remained in the doldrums during the entire tw enty-year 

period marking the interval between the virtual collapse of the lime industry (due to a 

combination of disease, natural disaster, and loss of markets) and the taking off of the 

banana export industry (roughly. 1929 to 1949). According to Brereton ( 1985: 24). as late 

as the 1930s in Dominica "the great majority of the population earned no wages and 

depended solely on their own food crops." As the collapse of the lime industry dovetailed 

with the Great Depression, "p]Imtation after plantation went bankruptn and "[p]e-ts 

retreated further into subsistence farming" (Baker, 1994: 144). "By 1937," notes Baker 

(ibid.), "the per-capita value of exports stood at 5s 9d, the lowest figure for the entire 

British West Indies, and the per-capita value of imports stood at f2 10s 7d, the second 

highest among the British West Indian temtories." He conhues (pp. 144-3), 



The impact of this pattern of economic activity on the social structure of 
Dominica through the fint half of the twentieth century was to polarize the 
urban political and economic centre and the isolated and dispersed rural 
peasantry, who were largely left to fend for themselves, locked into small. 
local networks in peri-island communities. some of which were accessible 
from Roseau only by boat. 

Several efforts were made to stimulate peasant production for a fruit and vegetable 

export trade, and the newly created Dominica Banana Association, purporting to represent 

small farmers as a majority of its "clients," signed its fint contract in 1934 with a Canadian 

subsidiary of the United Fruit Company. That trade ended in 1942 when its ships became a 

casualty of war. In fact, peasant-grown vanilla was Dominica's chief export during the 

war, marking the fist time in Dominican history that "the primary export of the island was 

by and large produced through the peasant labor process." intensively engaging men, 

women, and children (Trouillot, 1988: 134). During the period 1938 to 1947, more than 

onequarter million pounds of vanilla beans were exported and Dominica ranked among the 

world's largest producers. But, "[als with other industries on Dominica, ... the vanilla- 

bean boom became a bust in shon time" (Myers, 1981 : 106). 

In the 1920s and 30s, Dominica continued to experience relatively high emigration 

rates. This time the flow was primarily westwards to Cuba and the Dominican Republic to 

work on the sugar plantations and, even more importantly, southwards to Curapo and 

Aruba in the Nethedands Antilles to work in the oil refineries which had opened up there. 

Many Eastern Caribbean labor, and later political, leaden were nurtured in the industrial 

relations atmosphere of the oil refineries, where they spent varying periods of time. One 

writer has referred to the Aruba oilfields as "the nursery of West Indian agitational 

leadership" (Lewis, 1%8: 157). Of those Dominicans who went. Myers (1981: 103) 

reports: 

Some returned relatively well-off compared to when they left and were able 
to purchase large tracts of land. Several of the island's prominent families 
got their starts with savings from work in the Dutch islands. According to 
Cracknell, "where houses have been built of concrete blocks, it is often a 
sign that the owner has worked in the petroleum industries of Aruba and 
Curacao where housing standards tend to be higher." 



However. the industrial experience remained an expatriate and migrant one, 

destined to have its peculiar impact on the anti-colonial mass movement of the late 1940s 

and the 1950s in all the small Eastern Caribbean islands, but not to have a local counterpart 

until much later. 

Changer in Women's Employmenr 

Senior (1991: 12 1 ) gives the following profile of the Caribbean female labor force, through 

the example of Barbados, at the beginning of this period: 

Up to the Second World War, women had access to a very narrow range of 
occupations compared with men. There was no demand for women workers 
outside strictly defined categories. For instance, in Barbados in the 1920s, 
80 per cent of the adult female working population was engaged in only 
three occupations - agricultural labour, domestic service and as milliners 
and seamstresses. Laundresses, hawkers and peddlers accounted for 15 per 
cent Less than 1 per cent of the working women in Barbados at that time 
were employed as teachers/govemesses and 1.06 per cent as clerks. 

Reddock (1990) points out that the drastic decline in levels of female employment 

after 1921 was an important factor cited by W. Arthur Lewis in the justification of his 

famous blueprint for Caribbean industrialization. He noted that the "gainfully occupied" 

population of women had declined from 78% (of 1 5 4 0  year olds) in 191 1 to 50% in 1943 

in Jamaica, and from 73% (of over 10s) in 1891 to 48% in 1946 in the Leeward Islands. 

Among his "most favorablen industries were those which were to be based on cheap female 

labor, namely textiles and garments. 

The proportion of women (vis-a-vis men) in the employed labor force or "working 

population" declined from 50.9%, 57%, 56.7% in 1891 to 33.896, 45.5% and 43.8% in 

1946 for Jamaica. Barbados' and Dominica respectively (Senior, 1991: 124). The same 

downward trend was observed right through the English-speaking Caribbean and was 

especially marked in agriculture. In Trinidad, for example, the numbers of female 

agricultural laborers decreased from 29.292 in 1921 to 8,B 1 in 1946 (i.e., by 72%). In 

Barbados, the decrease between 191 1 and 1946 was a 33% one; in Jamaica, official census 

statistics of 1943 assessed the decline from 1921 at a staggering 64%. An indication of the 



relative decrease is given by the fact that in 1921 in Barbados women made up nearly 60% 

of the primary labor force; by 1946, they constituted 42.7%. This general decline, 

particulady relative to men. was to continue unabated in the decades to come. However. the 

gender difference was most pronounced in Jamaica. Shepherd (1995: 236) provides some 

figures: 

The censuses show that between 1921 and 1943 the entire female labour 
force declined from 219,000 to 163,000. In agriculture. the main area of 
female employment at the time of emancipation, the female labour force 
declined from 125,000 in 1921 to 45,000 by 1943. The percentage decline 
between 191 1 and 1943 was from 59.6 per cent to 34 per cent. In the same 
period, male employment in agriculture was rising numerically and 
proportionately. Male dominance in emigration schemes later led to an 
increase of women in the labour force; but this trend was reversed again 
after the upheavals of the 1930s. 

In Barbados, while the decline in the agricultural labor force was higher for women 

than for men, it also represented a sigruf~cant generaf transfer out of primary occupations. 

The 1946 census of Barbados showed that the bulk of the labor force, roughly 70 percent, 

was now in non-primary occupations, and that this was almost equally so for women and 

men. In fact, while Barbados showed the highest incidence of male domination with regard 

to its infinitesimally small "peasantry," the gender breakdown of the great majority of the 

agricultural workforce comprised by w a g  laborers (95 percent) was among the most even 

of all the West Indian territories. It should be pointed out, however, that this evenness had 

been accomplished from a base with a very low sex ratio, one of only 669 in 1921. That is, 

in 1921, there were U ) , 5 0  women employed in agriculture in Barbados to only 13,700 

men (Roberts, 1955: 279). The transfer out of agriculture, therefore, occurred at a much 

more rapid rate for women than for men between 1921 to 1946. (Of course, it must be 

acknowledged that men left fmt.) 

Jamaica's gender-related agriculturaVnon-agricultural "dimorphism " was very 

pronounced among both fanners and estate laborers, although this had not always been the 

case. In Dominica, where estate production had undergone almost no modernization. but 



continued on a semi-feudal basis, women made up 49% of the estate labor force, but only 

30% of farmers in 1946 ( 1946 Windward Islands Census). 

The other marked decrease was in (craft-based) industry. accounted for in large 

by the decline in women's own-account work. in particular within the independent skilled 

trade of dress-making. In Jamaica the decrease was striking primarily in relation to the male 

increase in industry. From 50.7 percent of the employed labor force in "Industry and 

Constructionn in 1921, the proportion of women decreased to 28.7 percent in 1943. 

although their absolute numbers declined only fractionally (Lobdell, 1987: 1 19). As in 

agriculture. women went from being a majority in industry (as skilled craftspersons) to 

being a weakened (unskilled) minority. This period nonetheless saw the rise, in the more 

developed territories in particular, of indigenous factory-based production using cheap 

female labour, 

In Jamaica, there was a 63 percent climb in the category of domestics between 191 1 

and 1943 to attain a 3 1 % proportion of all women workers. WA. Lewis saw this dramatic 

rise in domestic senice employment as evidence of underemployment among women, 

especially in the urban areas where more than one-third of all female domestic servants 

were located. In 1943, there was an average of one domestic to every twenty-one people in 

rural Jamaica and one to ten in Kingston-St. Andrew (Higman, 1989: 44). The growth in 

urbanization during this period was not connected with industrialization, since the latter 

was still at a very low level and primarily on a craft basis. "From 1880 to 1950 ... urban 

population growth was followed fairly closely by growth in the domestic servant 

workforce" (ibid.: 43). Clarke (1975: 49) makes much the same point 

In 1881, ... when 24.4 percent of the population of Kingston parish were 
apparently employed in industry, half were milliners, seamstresses, 
washerwomen, and laundresses, and most of the remainder were 
carpenters, coopers, and general labourea. The proportion of the 
population which was non-productive or of indefinite occupation fell 
between 1881 and 1921, but this was accompanied by the growth of 
domestic service. By 1921 almost 40 percent of the gainfully employed 
females in Kingston were working as servants, and this underlines the 
dearth of truly industrial pursuits. 



Overcrowding and unemployment were endemic to urban areas throughout the 

region at this time. Higman (1989: 57) notes that "[in] 1925 Jamaican domestics worked an 

average of seventy-four hours per week without receiving any overtime pay. twenty houn 

more than workers in any other occupation." and that "(this] level remained unchanged 

until 1960 at least, while houn were reduced in other occupations." In spite of this being a 

quintessentially female occupation, more male than female domestics earned more than 20s 

a week in 1942 (ibid.). The Moyne Commission (1945: 219) reported the wages of 

domestic servants in 1938/39 to be between 6s and 12s a week and "as low as Is. 6d. a 

week in rural districts where food is supplied." They added, "it is not surprising that some 

of them are 'helped' by men, who make a small contribution to the weekly budget and 

share the room as 'visitors'. For those who. growing old, get no such assistance. 

undernourishment amounting to starvation is inevitable." 

The most spectacular increase in women's employment during the 1911-1943 

period occurred in Jamaica's commercial sector where their numbers quadrupled from 

6,000 to 23,600, jumping from 3 to 14 percent of all women workers. This was no doubt 

also evidence of the rural-urban drift in pursuit of work. Roberts (1957: 87-8811) describes 

the commercial class as comprising "those engaged in transportation and communications, 

trade and finance, together with those employed in recreational services." Lobdell ( 1988: 

213) infers that. up to 1921 at least, "hawkers, pedl[a]n and higglen" accounted for the 

vast majority of women in commercial occupations. more narrowly defined. They continue 

to form a majority of women in "trade" well into the post-World War I1 era. In 1921, the 

small number of "salaried" female workers in formal commercial establishments -- as 

salespersons and clerical workers - and in lower-level professional services - as teachers 

and nurses - tended to be overwhelmingly from the "colored" middle class. The men of 

this color-class "caste" formed the backbone of the upper-level independent professions. In 

1930, it was noted that 

coloured girls are the office workers and shop clerks and school teachers. In 
large offices in Kingston, emp toying scores of workers, practically 



everyone is coloured; as a rule they are a clean, well-dressed, well-behaved 
and self-respecting group. Many lawyers, docton, dentists. engineers, 
actuaries, accountants and other professional men are people of colour, 
usually brown or lighter. Many of these people are as cultured as white 
people of the same economic status. There is admittedly a colour line or 
colour lines, but there is as much caste feeling and caste practice between 
the light coloured negroes and the full blacks as between the white and 
coloured groups. (Whitbeck, 1932: 15- 16. quoted in Clarke, 1975: 49) 

By 1943, the relationship between color and occupational stratification had 

undergone some modification. Dark-complected women were moving into occupational 

spheres that had once been the exclusive or privileged preserve of light-skinned "colored" 

women. Members of the latter group still comprised an overwhelming majority of female 

clerical workers and a slight majority of saleswomen in stores despite their small numbers 

in the population, and they were still disproportionately represented in the "pink-collar" 

professions of teaching and nursing. The latter professions, however, had become the most 

important avenue of social mobility for lower-middle, peasant and "respectablen working 

class girls and women, since they constituted public service occupations for which 

qualification was based on "universalisticn criteria accessible through a process of public 

~ e r ~ c a t i o n  and vocational training. Clerical jobs for women still tended to be concentrated 

in the private sector and to be subject to ascriptive and particularistic social credentials. In 

1943/46, morever, most office-type clerical workers (i.e., not including "store clerksn or 

salespersons) were men. so that black women's opportunities in this occupational sector 

were constrained by both gender and color/class. 

While the causes for the sharp decline in women's employment originate in the 

post-war economic crisis of the twenties and thirties, which included pressures to 

accommodate returning male migrants and war veterans on the labor market, French and 

Ford-Smith (1985) have convincingly demonstrated in their unpublished work that the 

decline has been exaggerated by the elimination of female provision farmers, unpaid family 

workers and informally sub-contracted (agricultural and industrial) laborers from the 

1943146 census figures throughout the English-speaking Caribbean, and their redef~tioa 

as housewives and dependants. Petras (1988: 259) points out that in conditions of 



economic stagnation and the absence of industrial and technological development, women 

are forced into a variety of subsistence-level jobs or livelihoods: 

As is often the case. when development of industry or machine-based. 
large-scale agriculture does not emerge, women are more likely than men to 
be forced into a scattered and poorly paid range of jobs in personal services, 
petty marketing activities. and marginal or small-scale hand cultivation of 
crops. Armies of low-paid female personal-service workers, mostly urban 
based. mark peripheral formations throughout the world. The incorporation 
of women in the fields added to household incomes and helped feed and 
clothe family members. The activities of women in Jamaica by 1930, both 
in personal services (especially in the city) and in cultivation of small plots, 
were essential to the support of many households and may be taken as an 
indicator that capitalist forces had not developed. 

These economically desperate times were also times of low "reproductivity." 

Unusually low birth rates weie recorded for most of the islands between 1921 and 1946, 

the other prominent feature of the period being a big reduction in mortality. This reduced 

mortality combined with the shutting off of emigration outlets and a substantial r e m  

migration (or forced repatriation) to produce the high rates of population increase which 

occurred during this period. It has been estimated that "slightly more than 1 0 7 . 0  

Jamaicans returned to the island" during the period 1921- lW3 (Lobdell, 1987: 162). 

Roberts (1957: 47) puts net immigration at 25,800. The April 1936 report of a commission 

appointed by Governor Denharn to investigate the problem of unemployment "noted that in 

the period 1930-34 some 12,700 emigrants had been repatriated and about 15,500 had 

returned voluntarily, bringing back with them about 3,000 children born abroad" (Post, 

1978: 132-3). However inexact or inaccurate the estimates generated by different 

observers, the magnitude of the return migration was not in question. 

The declines in fertility and mortality are generally presumed to be closely related to 

the growth of urbanization, as women in particular were pushed out of rural livelihoods by 

the struggle between the plantation and peasant modes of production. This struggle was 

dominated by male principals and was fiercely renewed with the return of landowning 

aspirants from their overseas sagas of racial discrimination and exploitation in global 

imperialist wars and business ventures. 



G u  Social Movement. Relprodnct . . ive Instltgt~op~, 

Identitv For- 

ductiop 

In this chapter, I want to explore the institutional context of women's exclusion as well as 

the conditions of their inclusion and agency in history and society. First, the causes and 

social circumstances of the 1930s uprisings, particularly the 1938 rebellion in Jamaica. will 

be examined with regard to the primary social agents involved and related implications for 

women. Second, we will look at the participation of women and girls and the structural 

operation of gender and class in the major social institutions of trade union, high school 

and family during the first half of the twentieth century. In the final section on family and 

reproduction there will be a relatively lengthy discussion on the hegemonic discourse 

surrounding working class families as well as the dialectic between structure (or 

"constructedness") and agency in women's reproductive behavior and changes in that 

behavior. Some of the peculiarities of Barbados and Dominica in that regard will form a 

particular focus of this section, as will the turn-of-the-century period of labor emigration 

and its aftermath, spanning the years from 1880 to the end of the Second World War. The 

preliminary efforts made here to account for differences among the three islands will be 

considerably deepened in the following chapter. 

The period 192 1 - 1946 (as well as being marked by major censuses) is perhaps best known 

for the riots which erupted on the scene in the 19305, differing in intensity from island to 

island, but sparing few. Only Grenada and Dominica, which "lacked factories and was a 

peasant based society" monychurch, 1984: 123, seemed relatively untouched by the 

rebe1Iion. In Barbados alone - where it was said that workers had not revolted in such a 



violent manner since 1876 -- fourteen rioters were killed. The revolt there had been 

triggered by the amst and deportation of popular and militant labor leader. Clement Payne, 

but its roots were far deeper (Beckles, 1990: 163-9). The Great Depression manifested 

itself in the West lndies in a fall in the world prices of sugar. the return of migrants. who 

swelled the ranks of the unemployed. low wages, a reduction of foreign (wage) 

remittances, and sharp rises in the cost of living. The distress of the laboring population in 

Barbados was evident from the increase in numbers on poor relief and in prisons. 

According to evidence given to the Olivier Commission in 1929, "32.7% of the population 

or some 50,000 persons in the community were on poor relief costing the government over 

$1 92,OOO.OO" (Moms, 1988: 52). Furthermore, 

[wlhereas there were 83 1 prisoners in 1927, by 1935 this number had 
jumped to 1,124. Most of the imprisonment was for larceny and crimes 
against the persons, all indicators of the darkening mood within the country. 
( I  bid.) 

The rebellions were essentially fuelled by a combination of acute economic distress 

and the diffusion of radical anti-imperialist ideologies (both marxist and nationalist) 

throughout the Americas, especially along the well-worn paths of border-crossing workers. 

seamen and soldiers. The active participation of women in the "disturbances" has been 

documented in numerous accounts, some of them describing the women as an "advance- 

guard," and noting in some instances their greater militancy vis-a-vis the male rioters. 

Female agricultural workers, dock workers, factory worken, service worken, relief 

workers. domestics and unemployed marched. sang, petitioned, wielded sticks and stones, 

destroyed property, erected roadblocks, and went on strike, demanding jobs and better 

wages and working conditions. In St. Vincenf for example, fifteen women. armed with 

sticks, were reported to have begun the uprising in Kingstown, the capital. One account 

relates what followed: 

They were joined soon afterwards by about two hundred (200) men armed 
with stones, sledge hammers, cutlasses and knives. They shouted slogans 
such as: "We can't stand any duties on food and clothing"; We have no 
workn; W e  are hungryn; "Something go happen in this town today if we 
are not satisfied." (Projects Remotion, ad.: 5) 



A woman. Bertha Mutt. was credited with being one of the key leaden of the St. 

Vincent rebellion. Satira Earle, Adina Spencer and Aggie Bernard were some of the most 

active figures of the Jamaica rebellion who have been salvaged by feminist historians from 

the dustbins of historical anonymity (French and Ford-Smith. 1%: Ford-Smith, 199 1 ). 

By the time the riots subsided in all the islands, forty-six persons had been killed, 

429 injured, and thousands arrested and prosecuted. 

Brereton (1985: 23)  ports the following agricultural wage rates for Barbados in 

1937: male laborer. Is a day for planting, a little higher for digging cane holes and forking; 

cane-cutter. 2s a day (the best paid agricultural work. but available for only about three 

months in the year); older male laboren and women, 2Oc (about 10d) a day for light jobs: 

children, between 4d and 6d. The table below gives Colonial Office figures for estate 

laboren. artisans (skilled tradesmen) and domestic workers for the same year, while the 

following one indicates pn-  and post-rebellion as well as gender and rurallurban 

differentials in wage rates for Jamaica in 1938. Brereton (ibid.) reports slightly lower actual 

daily wages for male Jamaican sugar workers than those cited in the table. For the 

Windwards, the Moyne Commission, appointed in 1938 to inquire into the causes of the 

riots and make appropriate recommendations, reported a daily wage for field work 

averaging just over 1s a day for men and less than 1s for women. On the eve of the wave 

of riots that struck from the mid-1930s. the average wages of agricultural laborers in the 

West Indies had not changed materially since 1838. 



TABLE 7.1 
Wage Rates for Selected Groups, Barbados, 1937 

Estate Laborers 
i 

Daily Rates 
Men 

I 

Women Children 
I 

1 s  6d - 2 s  10d- 1 ~ 3 d  6d - 8d 

Artisans (men) 
i 

Source: Colonial Report -- Barbados, 1936-37 

Domestic Workers 

TABLE 7.2 
Daily Wage Rates for Laborers and Artisans, Jamaica 

Before and After 1938 Rebellion 

Daily Rates 

LABORERS 

Foremen 

3s 6d - 5s 

Weekly Rates 

Others 
1 

Is 9d - 3s  6d 

Housemaids, Nurses, 
Cooks 

6s - 12s 6d 

ARTISANS (males) 

Gardeners, Butlers, 
Chauffeurs 

8 s  - 30s 

, 
Before 
After 

I 
- - -  

After I No immediate increase I 
l Public employment specified 
2 ~ v a t e  employment specified 

Kingston 

Rural Parishes 
"Considerablv lessn than 7s Before 

Adapted from Hart, 1988: 63 

Male 
3s 

Rural Parishes 

Kingston 
7s 

Female 
1s 3dl-1s 6d2 

3s 9d 

Male 
1 s 9d2-2s 4d 1 

Female 
lld2-1s l d l  

1 s 10112d I 2s 10d 1s 4d 



A number of reasons have been given for the outbreak of the riots. and in particular 

the most sustained, destructive, and widespread of these, the 1938 rebellion in Jamaica. 

The most obvious causal factor was the worldwide recession of the twenties and thirties 

that contributed to a situation whereby "the prices of the principal West Indian exports were 

on the average almost halved between 1928 and 1933, and workers were forced to submit 

to drastic wage cuts. increased taxation. and unemployment" (Lewis, 1977 [1938]: IS). In 

Jamaica, the island-wide rebellion was sparked by a strike-turned-riot - after police shot 

and killed a number of strikers and innocent bystanders -- at WTSCO's Frome sugar estate 

in Westmoreland. Holt (1992: 375) provides a grim picture of working conditions in the 

island's plantation sector in 1938: 

There were 381 estates of all crop types on the island in 1938, including 
1 17 sugar and 94 banana properties. A survey of all properties recorded a 
total of 2,513 barracks accommodating a maximum of 22,620 persons in 
8.5% rooms, fewer than half of which were judged to be in acceptable 
condition. Of the 2,513 barracks, 258 had no latrines and 567 others were 
unsanitary. Only about 1 of every 8 barracks was supplied with water. 
either piped or drawn from wells; 38 percent made no provision at all, and 
about half received water from open riven and ponds. Worst of all were the 
sugar properties, whose facilities, reported the surveyors, "almost beggar 
description." And in practically all respects, Westmoreland Parish, the site 
of the Frome factory complex, was the wont offender. 

The class interests of "all kinds of capitalists in Jamaica ... lay in a highly casual 

labor force. in which individuals were employed for short periods at irregular intervals 

from the large pool of those who necded to earn wages and had to accept low levels of pay 

because anything was better than nothingn (Post, 198 1: 17). The labor force in sugar 

dropped by forty per cent out of season, and work on the docks and in construction and 

roadbuilding was also chronically casual (ibid.). The latter were mostly men's jobs; women 

tended not to be attached to the docks, but came in as carriers of certain kinds of 

agricultural produce. Women, for example, were casual wharf workea in the banana 

industry; they were the carriers (heading the bananas) and men were the loaders. Haunting 

images of the working conditions of female banana carriers in the period prior to the 



rebellion have been immortalized in descriptions by Lord Olivier (1936) and A. G. S. 

Coornbs, a contemporary labor leader who wrote: 

Women and children are among the banana carriers, pregnant women 
included. I stood up for about haif an hour watching, the carriers running 
and trotting all along. The loaders receive the bananas with 'lightning' speed 
and accuracy, their clothing soaked with perspiration. The big bosses and 
managers paced lordly up and down the piers with their hands in their 
pockets, laughing and chattering with each other, while tourists take 
photographs of the workers, clad in tattered garments. (Letter, 19 June 
1937. quoted in Post. 1978: 137) 

Camers were paid h d  for two bunches and a gang of fourteen loaders and a boss 

22s for a thousand bunches. Post (1978: 137) points out that this was regarded as very 

good money compared to the wage of the average rural laborer, but "loaden were 

privileged compared with carriers also." in spite of the casual nature of both jobs. For men, 

work on the wharves tended to fall in the category of permanent casual work, with 

relarive& high hourly. day and piece rates and a relan'vety high leverage with regard to 

industrial action. 

In addition to generalized irnmiseration (rural and urban), joblessness and political 

disfranchisement. the economic and social frustrations specifically experienced by returning 

war veterans and repatriated workers and those they displaced were full of explosive 

potential. especially in the context of the heightened political consciousness enjoyed both 

by the returnees who had suffered racial discrimination and militaristic and bureaucratic- 

industrial labor relations in their various forms of service overseas mrd by Caribbean locals 

who had been exposed to and stimulated by the ideas of Marcus Gamey and other anti- 

colonial champions. As Pool (1981: 64) points out for Jamaica: 

Emigration had brought back persons having not only high expectations but 
also a working class consciousness based on their participation in 
technologically more advanced modes of production. Increased participation 
of "large capital" led to the precipitation of strikes as workers focussed their 
opposition on Tate and Lyle and the United Fruit Company. 

"Renewedm peasants who had returned as workers but had become small 

landholders "recognized their class position and felt strong ties with workers." They 

bonded with other returnees, for example, those "who sought full-time jobs in urban 



transport and service sectors" and who also "recognized the role of 'large capital' in the 

exploitation of both peasants and workers" (ibid.: 68-69}. Most of the returning migrants 

had aspirations to be more than dependent workers and they invariably tried to establish 

themselves as peasant farmers or independent artisans (Beckford. 1987: 1 1). Many of them 

bought land and settled mainly in those r u d  parishes dominated by peasant cultivation or 

with mixed sources of livelihood, exacerbating the high densities and ecological stresses in 

these areas and displacing local rural people who were pushed towards Kingston and 

suburban St. Andrew (Pool. 1981). Heightened expectations of political and economic 

empowerment. the characteristic bottlenecks and impediments experienced in attempts at 

small-scale commercial farming in a context of plantation monopoly, land hunger among 

those with little or no land, and rural and urban worker immiseratiol~ and joblessness all 

combined to produce a powder keg of frustrations that was eventually ignited. According to 

Beckford and Witter (1982: 61). the "rebellion of 1938 linked the banana workers of 

Portland and St. Mary, the sugar workers of Westmoreland. St. Thomas and Clarendon. 

the dock workers of Kingston, Port Antonio and Oracabessa, to form a revolutionary 

brigade demanding social change." 

A number of factors combined to ensure that the New Deal promised by the "resolutionn of 

the 1938 Jamaican rebellion would turn out to have very special implications for women 

and to constitute in fact a different kind of "new deal" for them. 

It should be clear by now that the articulation of the sense of frustration, 

exploitation and injustice felt by the oppressed classes tended to center in the male 

experience and male expectations and to be cast in a male voice. While women's anger was 

just as palpable and just as explosive as that of men, the experiential sources of that 

anger tended to get lost in the greater social legitimacy and "righteousnessn accorded de 

fmo  primarily male or male-framed grievances and demands. The returning war veterans 



and migrant laborers. an overwhelmingly male group. felt that their experience of military 

and labor service overseas had furnished them with irrevocable and conclusive proof of 

manhood and that they were now entitled to full citizenship and membership in the 

Jamaican political and property- holding community . It was inconceivable to them that they 

might be expected to retreat back into positions of propertylessness, political 

disfranchisement and social dependency. 

Colonial administrations throughout the British West Indies understood this too, as 

Richardson ( 1985: 217) points out for Barbados, and they made the kinds of preparation to 

address these frustrations that did not always entail means of appeasement: 

Men who had served in combat for the British cause -- as many Barbadians 
had - were unlikely to revert to their former subservient economic roles 
without complaint upon return. More specifically, these men had been 
trained in the deployment and uses of firearms. Governor O'Brien and 
others feared that if the returning veterans became disgruntled and gained 
access to the arms and ammunition stored at the St. AM'S Fort magazine, a 
full-blown revolution might occur in Barbados. 

Intelligence reports from Colonial Office had alerted all British Caribbean governors 

to the formation of the revolutionary "Caribbean League" by black sergeants of the West 

Indies Regiment stationed in Sicily in late 1918. One of the league's organizers was 

reported to have made a much-applauded speech "to the effect that upon their return to the 

Caribbean 'the black man should have freedom and govern himself in the West Indies and 

that force must be used, and if necessary bloodshed to attain that object'" (ibid.). Although 

most of the league's organizers were Jamaican, many of the supporters included 

Barbadians and others from Panama, where racist and exploitative conditions were said to 

have transformed even the traditionally docile "Bajan" into a hardened militant Governor 

O'Brien's contingency plans for a possible confrontation with the returning veterans and 

their supporters included giving the order, when deemed appropriate, to "fire on the mob to 

protect lives and propertyn (ibid.: 218). Among the solutions to the "veteran problem" 

proposed by ruling class groups in Barbados and elsewhere was large-scale re-emigmtion. 



Indeed, the legislature "paid for the emigration of 152 war veterans. 133 to Cuba" (ibid.: 

219). Similar funds were voted in Dominica. 

In Jamaica. the claims of ex-servicemen to an "equal" and "fairw share of political 

and economic entitlement and reward, commensurate with war sewices rendered on behalf 

of the Colonial State. were nominally recognized in their settlement on Government land 

grants (in Manchester. St. Thomas, Clarendon. St. Ann, Westmoreland and Hanover). 

Post saw this group (at least those in Manchester) as an important source of militancy in the 

1938 rebellion, fuelled partly by circumstances whereby "inadequate provision for further 

assistance through agricultural extension services to these men once settled. and lack of 

capital. had resulted in hardshipw (Post, 1969: 378). 

The group judged by Post to be "the most important single group involved" and 

"the most militant" in 1938 comprised banana plantation workers in the interior who. 

although working as banana camen, "were either supplementing incomes derived from 

growing bananas on small holdings themselves. or else wished to get some land in order to 

become growers." Hunger for land, therefore. especially with a view to growing bananas 

as an export cash-crop, "was the main motive force of the strikers in the banana areas" 

(Post, 1969: 378-9). It was this group which held out the longest, and as Post points out. it 

was not until a new land settlement scheme was announced that the worken were finally 

persuaded to return to work. 

The land settlement scheme was hardly a new strategy on the part of the 

government: in mid-1938 when the rebellion broke out there were already twenty-one land 

settlement schemes, and thirteen more with plots not yet allocated (ibid.: 384n). The 

government's land settlement schemes were for the most part inadequate and ineffectual. 

The seven thousand or so people who had been settled by September 1939 made almost no 

difference to the highly skewed landholding patterns that characterized rural Jamaica (Post, 

1981 : 2-3). McBain (1987: 138-9) has made the following observations about government 

land settiement schemes in the decades following the rebellion: 



From the late 1930s to the late 1%0s, the government acquired almost 
220,000 acres and distributed about two-thirds of this to small farmers. 
Most of the allotments were under 10 acres and were marginal and useless 
land which was only sold to the government because the owners had no use 
for such land. Thus, although government did institute some land 
redistribution to appease small farmers and landless labourers. this in no 
way disturbed the existing agrarian relations. 

Although women were disproportionately displaced by the influx of the new 

returnee freeholden and the new land settlement schemes, the settlers constituted a minority 

group among men as well. While, therefore, they may have given a new meaning and 

operationality to the concept of male head of household and set new standards for 

respectable manhood, the (so-called) crisis of the working class family, representing, 

according to Post (1981: 21). "a quite massive failure by the family household to fulfil its 

function in capitalist reproduction," continued to unfold in the rest of the society. An 

International Missionary Council Report lamented that 

A considerable proportion of Jamaican men avoid their natural and legal 
family responsibilities and drift about the island seeking casual opportunities 
of work, having temporary relationships with women whom they abandon, 
avoiding the summonses of parish courts, refusing to establish homes and 
to become dependable citizens. Fmm every point of view these men 
constitute a loss and a menace to society. (Davis, 1% 36) 

Because of the way the problems of Jamaican society were framed, it should come 

as no surprise that the upheaval of the 1930s had mixed and ironical consequences for 

women. There had been pidalls for women even in the militant Black nationalism of the 

Garvey movement (particularly in the 1927-1935 period of Garvey's stay in Jamaica after 

his deportation from the U.S.). Marcus Garvey, anti-colonial and anti-racist champion, 

promoted women's leadership and participation in the United Negro Improvement 

Association (UNIA) in a way that no other male nationalist leader had before, but he 

nonetheless "upheld with reverence the notion of the woman as the homemaker, culture 

bearer and as someone who intrinsically carried the memory of the racen (Ford-Smith, 

1991: 76). In his poetry, speeches and other writings, he promoted the "sacred role of 

woman as Black Madonna and mother of the racen (ibid.: 75). In doing so, he neatly 

inverted the White madonnalBhck whore symbolic dichotomy of slavery and of colonial 



society. Although disruptive of prevailing race/gender cultural codes, this inversion failed 

to fundamentally challenge the Eurocentric, elitist and sexist values which anchored such 

role configurations, instead merely rotating the racial personnel occupying them. 

The Moyne Commission placed its hopes for the pacification of the West Indian 

islands in land settlement schemes of a limited nature and the timely bequeathing to the 

colonial peoples of such proud institutions of liberal democracy as trade unions, mass 

parties and social welfare. Unfortunately for women. these reforms served in many ways 

to institutionalize among the people the impulse towards male supremacy and peay 

bourgeois sensibilities which had already strongly asserted itself within small- and 

medium-scale landholding forms, trade unions. nationalist organizations. and discourses 

around the family. 

c 
Women tended to be marginal within the Caribbean labor movement for a number of 

reasons. The earliest unions in the Anglophone Caribbean took shape towards the end of 

the nineteenth century among skilled tradesmen or (male) artisans. A typical example was 

the Carpenters, Bricklayers and Painters Union, popularly known as the Artisans' Union, 

which was organized in Jamaica in 1898 and which assisted in the formation of a Tailors 

and Shoemakers Union in 1901 (Hart, 1988: 43). Post ( 1978: 239) reports that "[iln 1908 

a Printers' Union was formed, made up of three 'brotherhoods' on the lines of the 

American craft unions which were affiliated to their counterparts in the USA." Similar 

initiatives took place in British Guiana and Barbados, and the Trinidad Workingmen's 

Association (TWA), founded in 1897. also "relied heavily on the same stratum of skilled 

tradesmen as the early trade unions in Jamaica" (Hart, 1988: 44). The TWA, however. 

followed a strategy of including all the different tiades and occupations within a single 

mass organization which also pursued nationalist political and constitutional objectives. It 

included a second group of workers which played a critical and strategically centxal role in 



the fledgling Caribbean labor movement. They were also almost exclusively men -- 

transportation and waterfront or dock workers (stevedores, lightermen. etc.). Many of the 

leaders of the earliest Caribbean unions were drawn from this group of workers. Their 

capacity to intermpt and sabotage all major production and distribution circuits fmm their 

strategic location within vulnerable, external trade-depndent island-economies furnished 

them with a powerful weapon in Caribbean labor stmggles, at times amounting to practical 

veto power over the fate of those struggles. 

In Jamaica, an early type of mass or general union was created in 1918 through the 

formation of the Jamaican Federation of Labour, into which A. J. Bain Alves brought the 

unions he had organized among Kingston dockers, tram workers and cigar makers. and A. 

J. McGlashan brought a group of waiters (Post, 1978: 239). In fact, it was the outbreak of 

one of Jamaica's first strike waves in 1918, in which returning World War I veterans 

played a central part, that prompted the passage of the Trade Union Law in 1919. This was 

the fint piece of trade union legislation in Jamaica; it allowed for registration of trade 

unions as legal entities but refused to sanction the right to strike or of peaceful picketing. 

Nonetheless, the new broadening of the scope of earlier craft unions was well reflected in 

the membership base of another shortlived union inaugurated in June 1935 and forged out 

of an earlier organization founded by Marcus Gantey. The new formation "recruited 300 

members ... including mechanics, plumbers, dressmakers, seamen, dockers, masons, 

clerks. domestic servants and labourers" (ibid.: 241). In May 1936, the longer-lived 

Jamaica Workersi and Tradesmen's Union was formed. This organization, which might be 

seen as the first modem labor union in Jamaica provided critical leadership to the 

widespread mobilization of workers that was taking place in the months leading up to the 

lB8  nbellion. For the first time. its membership had a truly mass base: "by December 

1937 it claimed 88 per cent of the total 1,OSO members of registered union bodies in 

Jamaica" (Bakan, 1990: 101). By the time the rebellion evolved or had imposed upon it a 

self-appointed "hero," it was clear that the new "massn impulse and its rudimentary 



collectivist forms of organization would be annexed to more purely patriarchal. petty 

bourgeois populist-hegemonic ends. Alexander Bustamante, of the "high-brownn middle 

classes, occupation moneylender, separated himself from all the other mass leaders and 

champions of the people, secure in his charismatic mass appeal and projected image of 

stem but benign fatherhood. He created "his own" mass union, vesting it with patronym 

and all. On paper, the mass scope of the organization was beyond dispute; so was its 

unapologetically rnasculinist and authoritarian orientation. In a famous contemporary 

report. Lewis ( l9TI [ 19381: 37) described the new organization as follows: 

The Bust~ntante Trade Unions, as they are called. date from July 1938, and 
already claim a membership of 50,000. The organisation takes the form of 
one general union with a central executive and seven divisions. The 
divisions are Transport, General Workers, Maritime Workers (including 
seamen and docken), Municipal Workers (including workers employed by 
Government or municipal bodies on road or other constructional work), 
Factory Workers. Artisans of every description, and Commercial Clerks 
(including clerical workers but not shop assistants). It is expected that a new 
division will soon be formed for Hotel Employees. Bustamante is Resident 
of the whole organisation, and it is believed that the constitution reserves 
wide powers to him. including the right of declaring strikes. The Central 
Executive consists of the Resident, the General Secretary of the whole 
organisation, and the Vice-Residents, who are the heads of the seven 
divisions. 

The division of General Workers has the largest membership, and includes 
agricultural labour. The most completely organised division is that of the 
Maritime Workers, which must include well over WO of the dock workers 
and seamen in the colony. 

The Barbados Workingmen's Association (BWA), founded in 1926 as an adjunct 

to the Democratic League, a political formation led by black middle class radicals, was also 

modelled somewhat along the lines of the TWA. The BWA worked closely with the 

Garvey movement (UMA) in Barbados. In all the "more developedn territories, mass 

unionism was to come out of the struggles of the 1930s and to be harnessed to the anti- 

colonial political movements led by reformist middle class agitators. Women participated as 

members and even occasionally as part of an inner leadership circle in the new type of 

formation that was repiacing the old craft unions. They increased their participation even 



more in the mass unions that emerged from the thirties. However, they retained an 

essentially minority and subordinate position in Caribbean unionism. 

The prefigurations of the mass union movement took shape somewhat later in the 

smaller islands of the Eastern Caribbean. especially Dominica where the plantation system 

was least important. Dominica's first known trade union, the Dominica Trade Union, was 

founded on January 1 1. 1945, by a heterogeneous alliance whose two leading figures were 

E. C. Loblack. a public works mason, and R. E. A. Nicholls, a member of the bourgeois 

class and an employer himself. In the more peasant-oriented islands of Grenada, S t  Lucia 

and Dominica, liberal elements among the plantermerchant group often played an initial 

role in the formation of labor or political movements but never rose to prominence as mass 

leaders in the post-war period (a rare and important exception being Dominica's Phyllis 

Shand Allfrey, daughter of a local white elite family, Fabian Socialist, member of the 

British Labour Party and co-founder, with Loblack, of the Dominica Labour Party). Unlike 

the situations in the "more developed" territories, the labor parties of the post-war era in the 

"less developed" islands were led, with few exceptions, by men and women of humble 

origins. Despite their ambiguous beginnings, Dominica's anti-colonial labor and political 

movements came to a head in the fifties under working class and marginal petty bourgeois 

leadership, in keeping with the "small-island" pattern. 

The peculiarity of the Dominican case is well characterized by Riviere (1981: 368): 

In Dominica, the trade union did not make its appeamce quite like its 
counterparts in Jamaica, Trinidad or Guyana. The essentially peasant basis 
of the economy did not allow in the nineteen thirties, as it is yet to allow in 
contemporary times. a development of the productive forces on a scale that 
would have sparked an acute polarisation between capital and labour, 
engendered working class consciousness and so a need for united action 
against the employer class. In Jamaica and Guyana, there were giant sugar 
factories and estates and a massive waterfront; in Trinidad, additionally, 
there was a developing oil industry. By comparison. Dominica had limited 
waterfront activity and a small plantation work force. Thus the scale of 
social unrest experienced in other Caribbean islands, and the corresponding 
panic that gripped the ruling authorities, did not exist in the island. 

It was characteristic of the Dominican situation that one of the fvst things the newly 

formed Dominica Trade Union was called upon to do in the late forties and early ffties was 



to represent the interests of tenant farmers who were being rapidly evicted from newly 

purchased estate lands. The tenants were given only two weeks' notice and no 

compensation for their cultivations. The union brought one of the landlords to court and 

successfully pressured the government to introduce laws granting greater protection to 

tenant farmers (Honychurch, 1984: 173). However, the union did go on to play a 

pioneering role in organizing the workers on banana, citrus and coconut estates established 

by a new wave of foreign capital in the fifties. They also organized port workers. including 

female banana carriers, associated with this new a p e x p o r t  activity. 

In most of the Caribbean territories, the group of production workers which was to 

form the backbone of the mass uoions that emerged out of the struggles of the thirties was 

the sugar, banana and other plantation workers; in Trinidad, in addition, there were the 

oilfield workers, whose later counterparts in British Guiana and Jamaica were the bauxite 

workers. The latter were ovenvhelmingly male. Women played an important role in the 

militant struggles of the sugar workers in the second half of the nineteenth and first decades 

of the twentieth century and were among those martyred throughout the Caribbean as a 

result of repeated police execution of orders to open fire on crowds of strikers. Women in 

the urban areas also showed a growing class consciousness in the twenties and thirties 

when many dressmakers and domestic workers joined the fledgling and often shortlived 

unions or proteunions that were k ing  formed then. (Indeed, once an industrial relations 

institutional iafrastructure was put into place in the post-war era. domestic workers gave 

the lie to their oft-assumed "imperviousnessn to unionization and became formidable 

advocates on their own behalf, usually claiming responsibility for the largest single body of 

individual labor grievances filed with government Labor Departments.) In Jamaica, the 

Jamaica United Clerks Association was formed in November 1937, indicating "a growing 

consciousness on the part of shop assistants of the need to organisen (Post, 1 978: 99- 100). 

The leaders of this union were male (ibid.: 395). However, Ford-Smith ( 1988: 26) has 

observed that because of the efforts of the union (and black feminists like Amy Bailey) 



"institutional racism at the work-places of the middle strata began to crumble," and black 

stenographers were able to achieve occupational breakthroughs. 

Joan French (1988: 38) notes. significantly. that women from the middle strata. 

some of w horn "opposed giving the vote to the 'illiterate masses' and were not supporters 

of Universal Adult Suffrage," came forward to assist the new unions. According to her. "a 

significant number of them 'assisted the working class' by working as organisen, 

secretaries and clerks for the new trade unions, paying particular attention to the 

mobilisation of women. defending. as they put it, 'the interests of their [sex]'" (ibid.). 

Amy Bailey was an example of a middle-class feminist who perhaps did more to promote 

women's labor. employment. and occupational rights than any male trade union leader, but 

voted against universal adult suffrage. Ford-Smith (1991: 80) provides details: 

In the 1930s. she led a major campaign against business places in the press. 
in an effort to widen employment opportunities for black women. She 
fought for the rights of women teachers to hold jobs normally reserved for 
men. for the right of married women to work in the civil service and for 
banks and stores to hire the daughters of the upcoming black middle strata 
who had been trained in clerical work. 

As pointed out in chapter 1, advocacy on behalf of poor working women tended to 

be steeped in the middle-class or paternalist bias of prominent feminists and male unionists, 

and self-organization within the unions was difficult. French (1988: 39) confirms that 

while "[tlhe women of the working poor participated in unions at factory and field level. 

some becoming shop stewards ....[ nlone became top level leaders." 

The marginalization of women within the trade union movement came therrfore not 

from a lack of involvement and militant participation in labor struggles but from their 

absence and exclusion from the most powerful and concentrated secton of working class 

employment and from the impact of male-supremacist and increasingly petty bourgeois 

frames of reference and forms of leadership on the mass labor movement. The 

organizational structure and priorities of the union movement and new political parties 

naturally reflected the experiences, interests and aspirations of those who provided their 

leadership and advance-guard - returning war veterans and labor migrants. many of whom 



had been exposed to sophisticated labor unionism for the first time during their overseas 

sojourns, artisans or skilled tradesmen, ski1 led worken like printers. cigar makers and 

sugar factory workers. rural and urban small proprietors. urban professionals, and, among 

the unskilled and semi-skilled, stevedores, transportation workers, public utility workers, 

regular (as opposed to casual) estate workers, and oilfield and bauxite workers. 01 the 

agricultural workers' unions in Jamaica. which supplied the main force of the labor 

movement and the anti-colonial mass movement during 1938 and its aftermath. Holt ( 1992: 

370) has this to say: 

Over the following two decades, Jamaica's increasingly unionized 
agricultural workers would experience impressive growth and. until the 
1 %Os, important and frequent wage and benefits concessions from the 
planters. The benefits accrued, however, mainly to the minority of regular. 
full-time hourly and salaried employees, while excluding other groups, such 
as seasonal and part-time workers, women, and those paid by the task. Like 
capitalist employers elsewhere, Jamaican planters were coming to appreciate 
more sophisticated means of controlling partly unionized, segmented labor 
forces. 

Even when women were unionized and formed a majority of certain unions or 

union sections, their organization and leadenhip tended to be controlled by men. In 

Trinidad, for example, garment workers were organized "from the very early days of the 

trade union movementw (Reddock, 1990: 106). Indeed, in the late 1920s. the re-organized 

Trinidad Workingmen's Association included seamstress and domestic worker sections, 

and at one point had three women's branches (ibid.: 98). Furthermore, "the first major 

strike in Trinidad and Tobago to be handled under the revised trade union ordinance and 

mediated by the new labour department, was the strike of women garment workers in 

1939" (ibid.: 106). The strike was successful, and, Reddock notes, "became the centre of 

paternalistic attention from local trade union leaders and colonial officials interested in the 

institutionalization of proper 'trade unionism' in the colonies" (ibid.: 107). She adds later 

It is interesting to note that in the recording of this event the names of 
countless men who supported the struggle have been mentioned but no 
mention has been made of any woman save "the girls." This reference to the 
women workers as "the gids" in many ways reflected the 'paternalistic' 
approach of the male trade unionists to these workers. (Ibid.: 108) 



The union representing the women. the Union of Shop Assistants and Clerks 

(USAC), was one of the unions with the largest constituency of female workers. Yet, 

according to Reddock, it was also one of the two "most male dominated of all 

contemporary unions ... where virtually no women rose to even junior leadership positions 

or are recorded as being visibly activen (ibid.: 109- 1 10). In conclusion. Reddock points out 

that while women have acceded to some important garment union executive positions in 

more recent times. "it cannot be said that [they] control organization in this industry in 

which they have always predominated" (ibid.: 121 ). 

. . 
Pol1 tics of ~ c l u s 1 ~ n  

By 1921. females had already begun to surpass males in literacy and non-tertiary schooling 

in some Afro-Caribbean populations. setting a trend that became increasingly pronounced 

in the decades ahead. The 191 1 Jamaican census had recorded a slightly greater female than 

male illiteracy rate but by 1W3 the differential had been significantly reversed: 23 percent 

of females over seven years old were classified as illiterate compared with 28.4 percent of 

males. According to Standing (1981: 981, "the relatively high level of female schooling has 

been both cause and effect of the relatively high participation of women in non-agricultural 

wage labour." By the end of the first quarter of the twentieth century. more gids in 

Dominica were enrolled in and attending primary schools than boys. This appears to have 

been true for high school as well. It was perhaps not surprising, therefore, that the 1946 

census recorded more women than men in the "Professional and Technical" category (284 

women to 212 men), indicating a tendency that was to increase quite dramatically in the 

next few decades. In 1947, mall but equal numben (11 each) of Cambridge School 

Certificate passes had been attained by boys and girls (Colonial Report - Dominica, 1948). 

This early trend of female predominance in schooling evident in both Jamaica and Dominica 

was not shared by Barbados, where primary school enrolment and especially attendance 

tended to be dominated by males throughout the fvst half of the twentieth century. The 



higher female numben in Dominica and Jamaica have to be qualified as well. since 

proportionately more boys (albeit a small number) remained in primary school past the age 

of fourteen than girls, and high school boys had access to a more complex (gender-typed) 

cumculum and advanced to the highest level in somewhat greater numben than their female 

counterparts. French (1988: 44) reminds us that it was on the recommendation of the 

Moyne Commission Repon ( 1938), published after the war, that "subjects previously 

reserved for boys -- mathematics. Latin, physics and chemistry --were ... extended to 

girls."l This "allow[ed] girls access, for the first time, to the few Island Scholarships 

available" (ibid.). 

In Barbados, male predominance in high schooling was unqualified in every way. 

In 1937, the island had the most impressive educational record (quantitatively speakmg) of 

the British West Indies, with 88% of children between the ages of six and fourteen ellrolled 

in (if not all attending) primary school. Jamaica recorded 80.8% and Dominica only just 

over 62% (Brereton, 1985: 4243). By 1946 in Barbados the percentage of illiteracy in the 

population over 10 years of age was only 73, by far the lowest in the British Caribbean. 

Indeed, the educational record of Barbados has been outstanding on the surface, a fact 

noted by Miller ( 1992: 138)- who pointed out that "[tlhe Barbadian primary school system 

does not fit the conventional stereotypes of Third World educational systems." 

After emancipation, public primary education was established in 1834 to 
serve the general population. As eady as 1&(6, Barbados had elementary 
enrollment levels comparable to the highest in Western Europe. The 
Barbadian legislature was the first in the region to provide substantial public 
funding for primary education. It was also the fint to create a rudimentary 
bureaucracy to oversee the public educational enterprise. By 1810, 
Barbados had in excess of one public elementary school per square mile, a 
feature that has remained a constant of the country's educational system for 
over 1 0  years. ([bid.: 120) 

Interestingly, however, illiteracy rates among women, while low, have been 

consistently higher than those among men up to the present time. Possibly because 

- 

l1n 1%7,1 graduated from the (all-grls) Convent High School in Dominica, which still did not offer 
Physics or Chemistry (Latin and Biology were considered to be the subjects of choice for grls destined to 
be either doctors or lawyexs). 



Barbados did not structurally generate as much of a femalelnon-agricultural/whi te- 

collar/professional and malelfarminglblue-colladskilled occupational bifurcation as Jamaica 

and Dominica did, a tendency towards female predominance in formal schooling. especially 

through the middle levels. does not appear to have taken hold. The relarive absence of 

dualism in Barbados' largely corporatized and formally commercialized economy means 

that formal education became an indispensable means of access to formal-market 

occupations for both men and women. In a situation where men and women are competing 

in the same formal market, one would expect the significance of education and formal 

accreditation crr gender markers to increase as well as the likelihood of male predominance 

at intermediate and higher levels of education. 

In 1878. provision was made for the organization of Barbados' exclusive high 

school system into a hierarchy of first and second grade schools (Myen, 1995: 260). 

Hamson College and "The Lodge" (formerly Codrington Grammar School), elite boys' 

grammar schools, had been in various forms of existence since the first half of the 

eighteenth century. It was not until the last quarter of the nineteenth century that two girls' 

high schools. Queen's College, quickly upgraded to a fiat grade school, and Alexandra. a 

second grade school founded in 1894, opened their doon. By that time a number of second 

grade schools for boys -- Combermere and later Coleridge. Parry and Alleyne -- had 

already been established. In 1899, another school for girls. Victoria, appears to have 

commenced in the parish of St. Andrew, but it was shortlived, lasting no more than a few 

years. During the decade 190514, as we saw in the previous chapter, girls made up a 

sliding average of 21.5% of secondary public school enrolments. In 1916, a girls' 

secondary institution, Codrington High School. was built by private donations, and the 

government finally expanded state-aided facilities for girls almost thirty years later, in 

1928, when St. Michael's and Christ Church Girls' Foundation School were opened. Over 

the next thirty years, girls continued to form no more than about thirty percent of the total 



student body at designated first grade schools and forty percent or less at second grade 

schools. 

TABLE 7.3 
High School Enrolment, Barbados, 1924- 1947 

Schools 

State-aided Schools: 
First Grade 

Hamson College (boys) 
T h e  Lodge" (boys) 

Queen's CoIlcgc (girls) 

Second Grade 
Corn bermere (boys) 

Chnst Church Foundation 
(boys) 

Coteridge (boys) 
P q  (boys) 

AlIeyne (boys) 
St. Michael's ( g~ rls) 

Christ Church Girls Founda. 
Ale.uandra (prls) 

Total Boys 
Total G i r l s  

Private Schools: 
Codnngton (girts) 
St. Winifred (plrls) 

Ursuline Convent (teed) 

Sources: The British Wert Indies Year Book, 1928; The Wert Indies Year Book, 1938; 
1940; 1941-2; 1946-7; The Year Book of the West Indies and Countries of the 
Caribbean, 1948-9; Colonial Report  -- Barbados, 1946-47 



TABLE 7.4 
School Fees (SF) and Government Grants (GG), Barbados High Schools, 

H m  son Col I .  
"Thc Lodge" 
Queen's Coll . 
Cam bcrmcre 

Christ Church 
(boys) 

Colcndge 
Pan) 

Alleyne 
St. ~M~chael's 
Chnst Church 

(pW 
Ale;uandn 

Sources: The British West Indies Year Book, 1928; The West lndies Pear Book 1938 ;  
1940; 1941-2; 1946-7; The Year Book of the West lndies and Countries of the 
Caribbean, 1948-9 

The upper-class educational credentials of all the first-grade and one or two of the 

second-grade and private schools were impeccable. to the satisfaction of local elites both in 

Barbados and other Eastern Caribbean colonies who could afford them. Hamson College 

was described in the West Indian Year Books as providing an "extremely high" standard of 

education and as having "the same curriculum as an English Public School." Queen's 

College was "run on the lines of an English High School, the staff being ,graduates of 

English Universities," and Codrington High School for Girls "was founded in 1917 to give 

a first-class education on English school lines for the daughters of gentlemen." 'The 

Lodge" and Codrington High School were affiliated boarding schools whose aim was "to 

supply for boys and girls of Barbados and other West Indian Colonies, a first-class English 

Public School Education. without the disadvantage of continuous absence from home, at a 

cost less than one-half that of EngIish schools of the same typen (advertisement in The 

British West Indies Yew Book, 1928: 198). It is easy to see to whom these schools were 

targeted. The costs - notwithstanding their alleged attractiveness relative to schools in 



England -- were prohibitive for all but the very wealthy ("public" here meaning 

government-provided but by no means free to the public). Black Barbadians were 

overwhelmingly excluded from this level of education. Indeed, financial wherewithal was 

not enough: one had to come from the "right kind of family," including having been born 

into proper wedded respectability and gentility. "Illegitimate" children were denied entry 

into most secondary schools. effectively placing the most basic cul turd qualifications for 

entry into the upper class outside the reach of a majority of Barbadians. This was true for 

the rest of the British Caribbean as well. Everywhere. the system was somewhat mitigated 

by special provision of a limited number of places for poor black boys and, later. girls 

through a system of competitive scholarships. 

Finally, the extent to which the "supply'' of this type of education was skewed 

towards boys is evident from the tables above. Rnt- and second-grade boys1 schools got 

the lion's share of government grants, receiving an average of £7.58 per student during 

most of the years between 1937 and 1947. while the girls' schools got f 6.94 per student. 

Indeed, boys continued to be favored for post-primary education in Barbados at a 

time when a female predominance at that level was being or had been established in Jamaica 

and Dominica. Thanks to the Roman Catholic-run Convent High School for girls in 

Dominica, more girls than boys had been receiving a high school education for over 70 

years before 193 1, for which figures are available. In that year, the Dominica Grammar 

School, the only boys' high school, enrolled 60 students, while the Convent High School, 

with 73 students, had been joined by another high school for girls, the Wesley High 

School, run by the Methodist church, which boasted 20 students. According to the 

Colonial Office report for that year, the boys' school was "conspicuously successful" and 

the girls' schools less so (Colonial Report - Leeward Islands, 193 1). This success did not 

translate into numbers, however, as significantly fewer boys were attending the Grammar 

School the next year -- 47 students, while Convent High School enrolment had increased to 

83 and the Methodists had 17 students on their rolls. Not even the opening of a new 



Roman Catholic-run high school for boys that year (1932) -- "a cheap private school." "a 

lower boys' secondary school designed to meet the needs of the poorer classes." according 

to the Colonial authorities -- could equalize the gender groups with regard to high school 

attendance. The St. Mary's Academy. as it was called, enrolled 38 students in its inaugural 

year, but was soon to undergo a similar decline to that experienced by the Grammar 

School. S i x  years later. in 1938. despite their own problems with declining enrolment, the 

girls' schools had a combined student body of 103, while the male students totalled just 

over seventy. The government spent E600 on the Grammar School that year and subsidized 

the Convent with a grant-in-aid of f 100 (Colonial Report -- Leeward Islands. 1938). 

TABLE 7.5 
High School Enrolment, Dominica 1931-38, 1948 

Year 

Convent High 
School 
(girls) 

Wesley High 
School 

Dominica 
Grammar 

School (boys) 

60 
47 
47 
39 
41 
39 
40 
42 
45 
250 

St. Mary's 
Academy 

(bovs) 

Sources: Colonial Reports -- Leeward Islands, 1931-1938; The West Indies Yearbook, 
1940; Colonial Report -- Dominica, 1948; Centenary, Convent, 1957.  

In 1944 in Jamaica and 1948 in Dominica, girls made up 54% and 56% respectively 

of high school enrolment (Miller, 1990: Table 33, 180; Colonial Report - Dominica, 

1948). By contrast, the new Director of Education in Barbados in 1945 reported that: 

While provision is made, as on April la 1945, for the secondary education 
of 1.543 boys, similar provision is only made for 878 girls; there are 651 
boys in 1st Grade schools and 316 girls. It would appear that, should any 
further secondary school accommodation be envisaged, the question of 
girls' education should receive some priority of attention. (Hayden, 1945: 
5, quoted in Mayers. 1995: 43) 



Fourteen years later. girls were still severely discriminated against in government- 

aided secondary grammar schools. As a remarkable testimonial to the dogged maintenance 

of the system, they comprised only 3 1 percent of those enrolled in first-grade schools and 

38% of enrollees in second-grade institutions (Colonial Repon -- Barbados. 1958-59). The 

rapid expansion of "government-inspected1' private schools and lower-level "secondary 

modem" schools had finally enabled them to proportionately equalize their numbers in 

relation to boys at the secondary level. While a similar hisioncal pattern of male bias in elite 

grammar school provision and female dependence on (usually Church-run ) private schools 

at the secondary level exists throughout the Caribbean, it has been associated with and 

sustained by a particularly strong and persistent class demarcation in Barbados. In other 

islands, elite private schools for girls acquired snob appeal that was quite the equivalent of 

that generated by the most prestigious boys' grammar schools, although the elitism that 

they shared was a deeply gendered one. The fact that Barbados was constrained from very 

early on to make local provision for the post-primary academic training of, first. poor and 

middling white boys. and later. an increasingly "homegrown" white male elite has no doubt 

been a critical factor here. Indeed. the need to make some provision for white girls as well 

meant that Barbados was for a long time the only British colony, apart perhaps from 

Jamaica, to have any state-aided secondary schools for girls. Senior ( 1991: 50) points out 

that the Moyne commissioners noted in 1938 that "there were no government secondary 

schools for girls in Guyana or Trinidad and only one such school in the whole of the 

Windward and Leeward Islands." 

In Jamaica, "[a] system of high school education emerged twenty to thirty years 

later ... than in Trinidad or Barbados, ... because there were fewer influential whites 

resident in Jamaica at Emancipation" (Miller, 1990: 53). While the early establishment of 

secondary education in Barbados was prompted by the relatively large white settler 

community, in Trinidad, one of Britain's "late" sugar colonies and among the first to 

experience Crown Colony government, it was impelled fornard through the agency of the 



Roman Catholic Church. which "exercised significant influence" over "a substantial 

Catholic population" Mid.: 55). pans of which. like the French Creole upper class 

fraction. were themselves very influential. In Dominica. a marginal and rather troublesome 

British colony. the first grammar school for boys was the realization of a longstanding 

dream of the anti-clerical male leaders of the "Mulatto Ascendancy." with the Catholic 

Church (which as in Trinidad served a largely Catholic population) being relegated to the 

provision of secondary education for "young ladiesn and boys from the poorer classes. 

In Jamaica. the imposition of Crown Colony rule represented a thwarting of the 

ambitions. aspirations and emergence of brown and black political leadership and a placing 

of the state in trusteeship to the Crown for the secured rule of the whites. who were in the 

throes of a crisis of decline and restructuring. The post-emancipation exodus of whites 

produced. by the second half of the nineteenth century, a distillation of the white 

community into a smaller and more demo,pphically balanced resident group, whose males 

began to -- indeed. were forced to -- seek wives, legitimate hein, respectable community, 

and power within the retrenched cofines of the emerging Jamaican nation. They had 

finally come to see themselves as Jamaican, albeit of a different and special kind. 

According to Miller ( 1990: 60). "[t] he development of high school education may be seen 

as one provision for this group's settlement." This development, which did not take place 

until the 1880s (and was preceded by a number of unsuccessful private schools), was also 

a concession to and recognition of a secondary ruling class or upper middle class of 

browns and Jews, who were desirous of consolidating their structural advantage over and 

social distance from lower middle class blacks and "the black masses" on a whole. The 

strategic location and role of the browns in p m k w b  in the coherence of a new hegemonic 

balance were explicitly recognized by the colonial state. As Miller (ibid.: 6 1) notes, "Lilt 

appears to be no accident therefore that the rhetoric establishing the system of high school 

education singled out the browns as the major social segment being catered for." As in the 

case of Barbados, only those with impeccable entrance qualWcations of color, class and 



legitimacy were let in. with a few primary school scholarship winners furnishing the 

exception that proved the rule. 

The familiar pattern of male bias in the more prestigious public school education 

and provision for girls primarily through Church-run and other private schools was clearly 

marked in Jamaica. Under the auspices of the Jamaica Schools Commission. the 

government body established for overall high school administration. six boys' schools. 

two girls' schools and three co-educational schools were endowed or founded between 

1879 and 191 1 (Miller, 1990: 66). One other boys' school was placed under the direct 

jurisdiction of the Board of Education. According to figures tabled by Miller (ibid.: Table 

11 .  69), girls made up an average of 48 percent of total (public and private) secondary 

school enrolment between 1901 and 1911. From the outset, therefore, the level of 

participation of girls in high schooling as a whole was significantly higher than in 

Barbados, and even their share of public school places, an average of 36.6% over the 

1901- 191 1 period, was not attained by Barbados until later. this proportion remaining 

unchanged in the latter country well into the post-World War I1  period. 

The erection of an elitist secondary school system in Jamaica was accompanied by a 

downgrading of the only means available to poor black men in particular to acquire an 

"advanced" post-primary education. According to Miller (ibid.: 77). the teacher's college, 

which trained primary school ,pduates to continue on as the educational custodians of the 

basic system of mass schooling provided (and, for most. terminated) at the primary level, 

"hitherto had functioned as the black man's secondary school." On the recommendation of 

the Lumb Commission, which reported on its investigation into elementary education in 

Jamaica in 1898, all elements of a classical-liberal education - the classics, science, 

mathematics, modem languages and instrumental music -- were removed from the 

curriculum of the teachers' colleges and the latter was placed instead on an entirely 

vocational footing (ibid.: 7677). In addition. the duration of the teacher's training course 

was reduced from three to two years, and, at Shortwood, the government's training college 



for female teachers, experiments with domestic-service internships for teacher trainees led 

to alternative programs being offered in teaching and domestic work. Miller (ihid.: 78) 

sums up these changes: 

At the same time that the state was promoting and had established liberal 
education as the basis of high school education. they were removing almost 
every vestige of liberal education from the teachers' colleges. Teacher 
education consisted mainly of pedagogy, literacy , numeracy. agriculture, 
manual instruction and domestic science. The government considered it 
appropriate to train both domestics and teachers together in the same 
institution and to have them play interchangeable roles during their stay in 
college. This was in sharp contrast to the arrangements for high school 
students. 

The other part to the transformation of teacher training was the closure of, or 

withdrawal of government support from, most of the single-sex male colleges between 

1890 and 1900 and a reorientation towards the training of female teachers within single- 

sex female institutions. According to Miller (1986 119941: 43-45). up to 1884, 90 percent 

or more of students enrolled in teachers' colleges were male: between 1885 (when 

Shortwood was established) and 1899, two-thirds were male and one-third female; from 

1903, women comprised more than half of all students enrolled. Thus the downgrading of 

teachers' colleges was accompanied by the feminization of the profession of elementary 

school teaching, which became an important avenue of social mobility for respectable 

working class and lower middle class Jamaican women. This pattern was largely true for 

other Caribbean territories as well. In Barbados, however, it was not the case. The Rawle 

Training Institute for the training of elementary school teachers was established in 1912 and 

camed out its program in conjunction with Codrington College. By 1934 it had trained 123 

teachers, 70 male and 23 female, bucking the trend towards the feminization of the 

profession already well underway elsewhere (Colonial Report -- Barbados, 1934-35). 

Significantly, the feminization of the teaching profession was accompanied by a 

statutory reinforcement of proper and appropriate class-and-gender roles. Not only was 

there a "dumbing down" of teacher education, evidenced by the removal of the classical- 

liberal tradition in which it had been embedded, but also various education codes in the 



mid-1930s forbade the employment of married women as teachers. except where "a 

suitable unmarried female teacher" was unavailable (quoted in Reddock. 1994: 49). 

Reddock points out. moreover. that l1[a]nother relevant aspect of this Code was its 

provision for instruction in domestic science for primary school girls at special approved 

centres" (ibid.). In Jamaica. one such center was Amy Bailey's Housecraft Training Centre 

(French. 1988: 45). In her assessment of the role of the Moyne Commission. French 

(1988: 44) notes that it "failed to challenge the expulsion of married women from the Civil 

and Teaching Services. and women had to resign from their jobs in these areas on 

marriage" (and without question in the event of unwed pregnancy). This promoted a forced 

choice "between sexuality andor motherhood and economic independence and/or the 

fulfilment of a career" (ibid.). In the face of such a choice, a number of prominent middle- 

strata women of the period chose to remain single. "apparently refusing to trade financial 

independence for the satidaction of home and family" (ibid. 1. The choice, however, was a 

particularly cruel one for upwardly mobile working or lower middle class women. for 

whom a profession and marriage were equally and mutually desirable avenues to social 

respectability and advancement. Severe limitations were placed on their professional 

mobility. while at the same time they were reminded that marriage was only for non- 

employed ladies and dependent wives. These restrictions ensured a continuous supply of 

cheap, qualified, young single women for the teaching service and de-legitimized their bid 

for meaningful and lasting professional status. It was not by accident that such a 

convergence of training contexts was engineered between domestic service and teaching. 

Both "lower" class male and female aspirants were being put in their respective class-and- 

gender places. Miller neglects to mention this complication when he speaks of women 

being professionally empowered at the expense of men. 

By 1943 most of the church-run high schools in Jamaica had been incorporated into 

the public system and the parallel system of private secondary schools tended to be 

sustained by private entrepreneurs. Miller (1990: 127) notes that "[tlhe incorporation of 



church schools into the public system facilitated the acculturation of Ciiinese, Syrians and 

Lebanese [who had been served by those schoolsJ into the society as well as their 

movement into the more privileged social strata." Very few blacks found their way to high 

school in the period up to 1943. The majority of those who did attended rural schools and 

many of them "seemed to be the children of teachers, ministers of religion and the few 

black professionals in the society at that time" (ibid.: 12-4). Over the period 19 12- 1938, 

girls held a 4748 percent share of high school places. and were practically even with boys 

in enrolment in the public system by 1938 (see table below). By the mid- 1940s they 

formed a numerical majority, comprising % percent of all high schools students, a figure 

that was to grow over time (ibid..: Table 33, 180). Within the school structure, however. 

boys continued to dominate the highest levels of curricular, examination and scholarship 

offerings until the post-war period. Miller (ibid.: 123) repons for example that in 1943 

"[~ji~nificantly more boys than girls sat the higher level examinations -- Higher School and 

Senior -- while more girls than boys sat the lower-level Junior Cambridge examinations." 

TABLE 7.6 
High School Enrolment, Jamaica, 191% 1943 

Commission Schools Private Church Total --  All Schools 
Schools 

Year M F Totai M F Total M F Total 

Source: Miller, 1990, Table 20, 116 



Jamaica. therefore. provided something of a contrast to Barbados with regard to 

gender and education. though not quite in the way propounded by Miller (1986 119941) in 

his "male marginalization" thesis. Miller ( 1990: 1 18) himself points out: 

By 1943. 13 of the 23 schools were grade I .  and 10 were grade 2 schools. 
Of the 23 schools. 8 were boys schools. 10 were girls schools and 5 were 
co-educational. The deficiency in the provision of girls secondary schools. 
which Piggott had pointed out in 191 1. was corrected by 1943. It may even 
be said that there was a slight overcorrection. and the institutional 
provisions then favoured girls. 

While the female preponderance in acquisition of formal schooling and certification 

is socially significant. Miller's preoccupation with numbers tends to obscure the profound 

gender-typing and qualitative bias and inequalities that continued to pervade the educational 

system, as well as the variable social valuation of formal education itself in the ultimate 

working out of economic placement and socio-economic leverage. Formal education was 

important at the upper reaches of established society -- as cultural capital for the upper class 

and techno-intellectual capital for the upper professionals -- and as an entry ticket into 

modern-sector. white-collar "auxiliary" - clerical and service -- jobs. But for that "other" 

Jamaica (that "other" Dominica) - the struggling but defiantly persistent small-propertied. 

self-employed and even "underground" economy. which remained a critical. though 

devalued, national site for the production of goods and services - formal schooling and 

credentialism had limited worth as working capital of a cultural, technical or economic 

nature. The "othertf economy of the dualized society continued to be an independent source 

of male dominance with limited reliance on formal education. Furthermore, men in all parts 

of the economy had access to informal gender-privileged systems of skills and management 

training. 

In Barbados, as a predominantly wage (and. increasingly, service) economy, 

education was less negotiable and more essential for boys and men as a basic means in the 

struggle for social resources and placement. 



81 I1 ourses and Constrants on F a a v .  M o d t v .  and R e o r o d u c t ~  

The post-war period has come to be specially recognized throughout the Western capitalist 

world for its aggressive promotion and propagandization of the housewife role for women. 

In the West Indies. too. the colonial authorities displayed a certain zeal for domesticating 

the women of the masses. especially through the vehicle of the middle- and upper-class 

female social reformer and various voluntary organizations. The overriding factor 

remained. however. the continuing drop in female employment. with the difference that 

femaie joblessness was now construed as perfectly normal. 

Nowhere have "lower-class" family patterns and sexual politics historically elicited 

more official anxiety. disapprobation, investigation and programs for remediation than in 

the Afro-Caribbean. The combination of female-headed households and the lack of social 

or psychological commitment to early marriage on the part of rural and urban working class 

West Indians (once i t  was allowed that it was an institution to which the ex-slaves could 

legally and socially aspire) alarmed successive colonial administrations and continues to be 

the target of very active Family Life Education programs in the contemporary period. The 

Moyne Commission Report constituted perhaps the most influential ideological and political 

blueprint bequeathed the West Indian colonies by Colonial Office at the point of their 

transition to self-government. In identifying the causes of social deterioration leading up to 

the riots, the Commission emphasized what it saw as the disorganization or lack of family 

life and increase in "promiscuity," and called for "an organized campaign against the social, 

moral and economic evils of promiscuity." According to Joan French (1988). the linchpin 

of this campaign was to be the promotion of "proper" male-headed families and the ideal of 

middle-class female respectability adequate to women's newly proposed but gender- 

appropriate (and mostly unpaid) roles in the joint stewardship. with men, of the affairs of 

the society. Such a policy assumed that "[if] women were poor and families destitute, ... it 

was because they did not have families with a man at the centre." 

The lack of this 'proper' family was blamed for the entire suffering of the 
masses - for poverty, for infant mortality, for venereal disease, and for 'the 



lot of their unfortunate children' (MCR. p.22). and by women of the middle 
ciasses for over-population. Thus was the lot of the poor blamed on the 
poor rather than on the exploitative and unjust system. (French. 1988: 40) 

In 1921. only 29 percent of Kingstonians above 20 years old were mamed, the 

proponions for suburban St. Andrew and Jamaica as a whole being 40 and 33.6 percent 

respectively. As Clarke (1975: 51) notes. "it is possible to contrast the high rates of 

illegitimacy recorded in the low-class sections of Kingston with the high rates of mamage 

in the upper-class suburbs of St. Andrew." in  the period 1921-35, almost 72 percent of all 

births were registered as illegitimate (see Table 7.9 below: Post. 1978: 1 12n). In late 1938. 

"[mliddle class ladies ... devoted ... to the cause of birth control for the poor. ... began to 

sponsor mass church weddings of those already living 'in sin"' (ibid.: 103). After the war. 

this proselytizing zeal was sustained by Lady Huggins. wife of the Governor of Jamaica. 

who, in conjunction with other middle-class dignitaries and various religious bodies. took 

up the call issued by the Moyne Commission for an organized campaign against 

promiscuity. They launched the Mass Mamage Movement. "an island-wide campaign to 

marry off consensually cohabiting couples and others whose mating status and relations 

seemed to warrant thisn (M.G. Smith in Clarke, 1966 [ 1957: iv). The movement, needless 

to say, was unsuccessful. Smith (ibid.) reports that, at its most effective, it raised the 

Jamaican mamage rate from 4.44 per thousand in 1943 to 5.82 in 1946. By 195 1, the 

mamage rate and the related "illegitimacyn ratio among annual births had reverted to their 

earlier levels. By 1955. the "movementn had petered out. In 1948 a similar attempt to raise 

the level of marital respectability in Dominica -- through "a mission preached in all parishes 

of the Colony by the authorities of the Roman Catholic Church in that year" - resulted in 

an increase in the number of marriages to 575 from a preceding four-year range of 173, 

2 12.21 1 and 240 in 194447 (Colonial Reports - Dominica). Legal marriage, as an earned 

status symbol. may well have been particularly popular among emigrants recently returned 

from the Netherlands Antilles, where they had gone to work in the oil refineries. The 

marriage rate had increased from 4.43 in 1946 to an all-time high of 1 1.1 in 1948. The next 



year. 1949. it fell precipitously to 2.95. as if in defiance of the previous year's campaign. 

By 1952. the marriage rate held at 3.75 and averaged about 438 over the ensuing decade 

( 1953-62). In Barbados. the mamap rate averaged 4.75 over the thirteen-year period. 

1948-60. and then fell to an average of 4.0 in the five-year period. 1%1-65 (Absfrucr of 

Statistics, No. 5. 1 965, Table 1 1 , 1 4). 

Standing ( 1981: 7 1-72) attempts to place the Jamaica campaign in a wider and 

longer term perspective: 

Despite the strong moral element, these efforts can be interpreted as  attempts 
to increase the labour force commitment of men while reducing the observed 
surplus of unsupported workers (i.e.. women and children). Promoting 
mamage was also regarded as a means of curbing the growth of the 
working-class population. However, any success these efforts had was 
limited and did not last. for the legal marriage rate remained low and in the 
1960's and 19'70's the divorce rate seemed to increase faster than the 
marriage rates. This was so even though the National Insurance system that 
was introduced in  the 1960's encouraged mamage by, for instance. only 
giving widows' pension for married women. 

Prior to the 1920s the attitudes of colonial officials to the family life of black 

peasants and plantation workers indeed seemed to range from indifference to accusatory 

contempt. In a typical fit of ethnocentric amnesia, the Leeward Islands Colonial Report for 

1899 expressed surprise at the excess of deaths over births in Antigua. seeing this as "a 

very unusual condition in the case of a population which is largely made up of Africans." 

The 19034annual repon noted with magnanimity that "[tlhe negro is still nonmoral, but 

crowded huts and an enforced absence of many of the decencies of life do not conduce to 

morality" (p. 19). Not so magnanimously, the direction of causality was usually reversed 

when officials addressed the problem of high infant mortality in Barbados. Here, black 

immorality was seen as the cause of "ill health and high infant death rates among black 

Barbadians" (Richardson, 1985: 57). Surveying an illegitimacy rate over the last decade of 

the nineteenth century that appears low by later standards. the Colonial Report for 1901-2 

concluded sorrowfully that "in the last ten yean, ... there has been little or no headway 

made in improving the morality of the people." "Black immoralityn hinged on the evils of 

concubinage with its paired protagonists, the promiscuous and uncaring mother and the 



absent father. Colonial regimes in the British West Indies attempted with great vigor to 

criminalize and mandate restitution from irresponsible and delinquent fathers -- partly to 

unburden the state of obligations that resulted from this delinquency -- but often to no 

effect. Richardson (ibid. ) points out that the Bastardy Act. under which "[a 1 man who sired 

a child and who then failed to provide proper support could be fined or imprisoned." "was 

designed to relieve parish almshouses and to place financial responsibility on the shoulders 

of a child's biological father." "But," he adds. 

convictions under the Bastardy Act never were easily accomplished. 
Reputed fathers sometimes had left Barbados altogether. Moreover, in most 
Barbadian police districts a deposit of one shilling was necessary before a 
court summons could be issued against a reputed father. and the plaintiff 
mother. so desperate that she had taken her case to the authorities. was 
'always too poor to pay it.' 

The attempt to shift ultimate responsibility for the welfare of women and children 

from the state to the putative father was often harshly punitive in its impact upon women 

and children. Richardson (ihid.: 74) recounts the case of a mother who in December, 1904, 

appealed to the parish health inspector for hospital care for her sick infant: 

The inspector pronounced the woman "not destituten and sent her to the 
supposed father for money. She returned to the inspector for help on 
Wednesday, December 21, and he issued a hospital ticket good for the 
following Monday, but the child died on December 22. During the inquest, 
the health inspector (against whom no action was taken) explained that the 
parish health board recently had instructed him to give fewer hospital tickets 
to single women 'and impressed upon me the expense.' 

The post-1920s anxieties and concerns of local elites were more linked, at least on a 

rhetorical level. to preoccupations with moral and social reform, in both its less and its 

more benign versions. It is fair to say that for some middle class activists like Amy Bailey 

(one of Jamaica's earliest black feminists) the birth control - later, "family planning" -- 

movement was less about legal marriage per re than about promoting responsible 

fatherhood, improved physical and psychological nurturance of children and better life 

chances for women. The Jamaica Family Planning Association, the national organization 

that eventually came out of the movement pioneered by Bailey, would later note that "[tlhe 

fact that registration of fathen is not compulsory ... militates against the acceptance of 



responsibility" (quoted in Sinclair. 1974: 6 15). In 1945. the Jamaican Federation of 

Women. an organization initiated by Lady Huggins which had managed to attract (and co- 

opt) middle-class activists like Bailey, had also launched a campaign for the registration of 

fathers. Not surprisingly. this proved to be "the most broadly supported campaign of the 

organisation because i t  gave the masses of women a chance to get some money in exchange 

for their reproductive labour from irresponsible men who gave them children and then left 

them to mind them on their own" (French. 1988: 52). But its class biases were evident: 

However, the minimal amounts prescribed by Law for child support. the 
onus placed on women to find their "baby fathers" in order to get the child 
support and, most importantly, the failure to institute a public programme 
for child support through organised public contribution ... betray a certain 
hypocrisy in the child support lobby as it has existed up to the present. 
(Ibid.: 53) 

Most middle class professionals couched the problem in openly moralistic, 

bourgeois terms. Edith Clarke, the author of My Mother Who Fathered Me. was the 

member of a committee set up in 1936 to consider such issues as marriage and illegitimacy 

among Jamaica's lower classes. While we have no way of knowing to what extent Clarke 

complied with all the conclusions of the committee, it is almost certain that she was not in 

fundamental disagreement with its position that the "problem" of illegitimacy and 

concubinage. "one of the most complex and difficult to solve," had "a detrimental effect 

upon the spiritual and moral life of the Island, and [these problems] have undermined the 

self-respect and dignity of manhood and womanhood. and have hindered the development 

of homelife" (quoted in Roberts and Sinclair. 1978: 13-14). 

All the activists of the 19305 and 'Ms, however, whatever their particular 

ideological or moral fixation, would have considered their life's work a failure if they had 

been able to witness the direction of social trends in the two subsequent decades (i.e., up to 

1970). In fact, Sinclair (1974: 614) reminds us that "the 1930s was a period of relatively 

slow [population] growth in Jamaica" and that "[flertility levels were lower than those of 

the late 19th century." There was an unprecedented surge in birthrates in the post-war 

period as a consequence of both reduction in sterility and the impact of social restructuring 



(Sinclair. 1974). This surge preceded -- for longer or shorter periods -- and no doubt 

prompted a demographic transition to lower birth rates that saw its earliest and most 

dramatic achievement in Barbados. Barbados' post-war baby boom was barely noticeable. 

consisting of only mildly elevated rates for the f i r s t  half of the 1950s. Dominica's was just 

the opposite. most closely resembling a sustained explosion. with Jamaica located 

somewhere in between. Jamaica experienced its fertility decline in the late 1960s and 

Dominica after 1970 (Handwerker, 1989: 206).2 Barbados and Dominica clearly 

represented contrasting situations of closed and open frontiers with regard to the 

relationship between population and landleconomy. Indeed. Barbados' terminal-stage 

family planning revolution was achieved after "[tlhe increasing pressuR on land. 

decreasing opportunities for emigration and lack of prospect for rapid industrialization led 

some concerned legislators and influential persons ... to urge their Government in 1951 to 

take initiative in the family planning movement" (Nag, 1971: 127). Nonetheless. in all three 

countries. the proportion of out-of-wedlock births has continued to steadily rise and the 

mamage rate to fluctuate downwards throughout this century. In some ways. therefore. the 

"birth control" component of the family planning hardsell has been accepted without its 

presumed "moral" concomitant, legal marriage. At the same time. it has perhaps been most 

successful within the institution of marriage, as the marital fertility rate - for a long time the 

highest among union types at all ages - has dropped behind that of common-law unions. 

accounting in part for the post- l%0 rise in the proponion of out-of-wedlock births. 

There are some basic inter-island differences relating to the period being covered 

that need to be accounted for (see tables below). Of all the three islands, shifts in Barbados' 

"illegitimacyn3 rates took on a unique cyclical pattern, rising from an average of 54.6% in 

the ten-year period 1892-1901 to nearly 71 percent in 1925 and then tapering back down to 

2 ~ r n o n g  the islands experiencing an early fertility decline were Montserrat where "[flertllity ... began 
declining about the same time as on Barbados" and S t  K~tts, whose decline began in the early 1960s 
(Handwerker. 1989: 206). 
3~ l though  "out-of wedlock' has bemme the ampted usage. I will remn use of the term "illegitimate" in 
kezping with contemporary practice of  the era under study. 



54% in 1947 before beginning its steady rise into the second half of the twentieth century 

(Colonial Report. Barbados. 1901-2; see tables below). Dominica was unique among the 

major islands of the Leeward Islands Federation in having illegitimacy rates that did not 

regularly soar above 70 percent: as a Windward Island (from 1940). i t  was less distinctive. 

Jamaica had the highest rates among the three islands. but, in the first half of the twentieth 

century. rates of over 75 percent were more common in the Leeward sugar islands of St. 

Kitts and Antigua. In fact, St. Kitts and Antigua tended to be characterized by high 

birthrates, high death rates and high illegitimacy rates. while Dominica's birthrate entering 

the twentieth century was among the lowest in the Caribbean -- although it. too, exhibited 

fairly unique cyclical swings that took it to above-average and below-average levels at 

different points in its trajectory. Dominica also had relutivelv low death rates and 

illegitimacy rates vis-a-vis the fonner islands. There is no doubt a fairly complex story to 

be written here, and the following explanatory comments are necessarily incomplete and 

tentative. 

In the accounting of birth and illegitimacy rates a number of things have to be 

factored in. Among the more "purely" demographic factors (and their possible or likely 

effects at elevated levels) are: percentage of white population (lowering effect on both 

rates?); level of urbanization (lowering effect on birthrate): female labor force participation 

(lowering effect on birthrate over the long term); level of education (lowering effect on 

birthrate); sex ratio in favor of women (lowering effect on birthrate?); abortion and still birth 

rates (lowering effect); infant mortality rate (heightening effect): union type (lower 

birthrates among "visiting" or non-residential unions, higher birthrates among residential 

unions); trends in age at first and last pregnancies (the l e n m e r  the period of childbearing 

the higher the birthrate and the higher the Likelihood of "illegitimaten births giving way to 

"legitimaten births). Contraception - in the sense of regularly applied modem commercial 

contraceptive methods - was of negligible importance prior to 1960. 



All of hcse factors are of course correlated with economic form, the level of 

development of the productive forces and the dialectic between the two: in short. they are 

associated with a particular mode of relproduction that combines economic. demographic 

and cultural features. A high level of out-of-wedlock births (always over fifty percent). a 

certain disjuncture between the conjugal relationship and the effective kinship unit, and a 

relative social and bio-chronological separation between sexual relationship. childbearing. 

residential union and legal marriage are shared cul turd "givens" in lower-class 

AfroCaribbean societies that represent a complex legacy of adaptations among transplanted 

Africans to the brutal imperatives of plantation slavery (which generated. as we saw in 

Chapter 5, not just "limitations" but "possibilities" as well). As Ebanks er ol (1974: 231) 

put it succinctly. "[tlhe institutions of marriage and family are two very distinct entities in 

[the West Indies]." This cultural feature both binds together the different societies of the 

Anglophone (and other non-Hispanophone) Caribbean and sets them apart from the 

Hispanophone Caribbean. where the Euro-creole influence is much larger on an aggregate 

level. In spite of important subcultural variations regarding content. there has been 

remarkable formal consistency across peasant-oriented and proletarian-oriented strata. 

perhaps characterized most critically by legal m a m a p  as terminal-stage union for most (a 

rather small majority) following a more or less extended period of childbearing within one 

or more "visiting" or residential "consensual" union(s). Initial-stage unions are typically of 

the "visitingt1 kind. with first births usually occurring to mothers (and fathers) still attached 

to their natal family households. While early demographers like Roberts tended to assume a 

predominant union pattern featuring a rather neat sequential transition from visiting to 

common-law to legalized union status, later researchers pointed to statistics showing a 

much higher incidence and persistence of (serial) visiting unions before age 45 than would 

be warranted by any generalization of this three-stage ideal (Blake. 1% 1; Ebanks et (11. 

1974). Roberts and Sinclair (1978, esp. chapters 1, 2 and 4) later found that for Jamaica 

the major pattern was one of shifts from "visiting" to "married" and, to a lesser extent. 



from "common-law" to "married." Among working class West Indians the late transition to 

marriage takes place under two main types of circumstances: the formal conversion of a 

long-term consensual union to legal marriage and the entry into a (more or less) new 

"settled" marital partnership after an earlier reproductive career based on one or more 

visiting relationships. Differences in union pattems have been related to mode of 

production (Clarke, 1%6 [1957]), as we have already seen, but also to differences among 

islands -- for example. Barbados and Jamaica (Nag. 197 1 ) -- which may also be related to 

mode-of-production variables (see discussion below). It  appears, indeed. that the "neat" 

transition from visiting to consensual to terminal-stage married unions is more typical of 

rural/peasant than urbanlproletarian populations, which more frequently move from 

unstable extraresidential mating careers to eventual marriage (Smith, 1%2). I t  should be 

noted. however, that. among groups more strictly defined as proletarian. permanent or 

regular plantation worker communities and male skilled-worker families have been found to 

exhibit consistent pattems of formation of "stable" mate-headed families as well (Clarke. 

1%6 [ I9Y]; Cumper, 1%1b). Additionally, it may be that a feature of "modernizationn 

and capitalist commercialization of the economy is earlier entry into legal marriage, which 

Stoffle found for (post-war industrializing) Barbados and which may account for its higher 

marriage rate (see Chapter 1 1). 

Among the questions that are of greatest interest here therefore are the more 

pronounced cyclical patterns evident in Dominica and Barbados with regard to certain 

demographic features as well as the latter island's early "completed fertility transition" 

(Handwerker, 1989). The reasons most clearly put forward for Barbados' compatatively 

low birthrate prior to 1960 have been sex-selective emigration and instability of unions 

(Nag, 1971; Roberts, 1955). But these were also strongly operative in St. Kitts, for 

example, without the lowering effect on birthrates in the four decades leading up to 1960. 

Almost throughout the 1920s and 30s St. Kitts had a birthrate of over 40; it was 173% in 

1925 and 445% in 1935 (Colonial Reports -- Leeward Islands). Also, Marino ( 1970) has 



shown that Barbadian women in 1921 had a higher birthrate than Trinidadian and Guianese 

women in spite of the huge male deficit with regard to the former and high sex ratios 

(primarily due to male-dominant Indian immigration) with regard to the latter. 

Barbados' loss of population from emigration took place from a base which had 

sustained for some time one of the highest population densities in the world. Population 

density peaked in 189 1 at 1.100 persons per square mile and decreased to 940 by 192 1. 

still an extraordinarily high level (Roberts. 1955: 277). In St. Kitts. the "depopulating" 

impact of emigration was much more dramatic. and high birthrates -- which were much in 

evidence in spite of and following decades of sex-selective emigration -- had an important 

corrective effect. St. Kitts, of course, as a classical plantation economy, resembled 

Barbados in other fundamental ways -- for example, in high infant mortality rates and the 

early achievement of a modern-type demographic transition (see n. 4 above). Indeed, St. 

Kitts' fertility transition could be seen as more spectacular than that of Barbados. since it 

happened more abruptly (over the medium term). Sugar continued to monopolize the labor 

power of the population in St. Kitts for a much longer period than in Barbados. The 1929- 

30 Leeward Islands Colonial Report noted that " [allmost the whole population in St. Kitts 

is employed, directly or indirectly. in the sugar industry" (p. 22). This was certainly no 

longer true for Barbados, where as early as 1W1. agricultural employment accounted for a 

littlz less than half of the total labor force (Roberts, 1955: 278-9). In 1921. it accounted for 

a little over one-third of the labor force (ibid.). By 1925 there were more people in 

domestic service (the ovenvhelming majority of whom were women) than there were 

female agricultural worken. The drift to the urban and suburban centers had already 

become significant One feels safe therefore in assuming that non-agricultural and urban 

female workers were the chief pioneers of the move towards family limitation. 



TABLE 7.7 
Average Crude Birthrates, Selected Years, 1891-1970 

Years 

Sources: Barbados -- Colonial Reports; Roberts, 1957: Table 65,  272; Barbados 
Statistical Service, Abstract of Stat is t ics ,  No. 5 ,  1965; 1970 Census; Jamaica -- 
Roberts, 1957: Table 64, 269: Segal, ed., 1975: Tables 3-2 & 3-3, 5 1-52: Dominica - -  
Leeward Islands Coionial Reports; General Register Office, Vital Stat is t ics ,  1945; 
1956; 1960 Census; Baker, 1994: 170. 

~ados 

: Birthrate 

40.6 
34.2 
34.4 
29.4 
3 1.7 

- - 
3 I .6 
33.1 
29.8 
20.4 

The precocious onset of Barbados' longterm fertility decline dates from about the 

end of the first decade of the twentieth century and coincides closely with what Richardson 

(1985) has identified as the growing monetization of the economy. fuelled both by the drive 

Jamaica 

to modernize the sugar industry and extend compradorial investment into other sectors of 

Dominica 

Years 

1891-5 
191 1-15 
192 1-5 
193 1-5 
1936-40 
1941-5 
1946-50 
1951 -5 
1960 
1970 

the economy and by the influx of Panama (and North American) remittances into working 

Years 

1891-5 
1917-21 
1922-6 
193 1-5 
1936-40 
1941-5 

1946-50 
195 1-5 
1960 
1968 

Birthrate 

38.4 
3 7.9 
36.5 
33.4 
32.1 
3 1.8 
3 1.9 
34.6 
42.6 
34.1 

class communities. The "self-motivated" participation of the laboring population -- 

Birthrate 

32 
38.5 
36.9 
3 2.7 
29.7 
29.6 
34.6 
37.5 
46.9 
38.5 

primarily women - in this growing monetization is clear from documentary evidence of 

increased personal savings and membership in voluntary. worker-initiated and -managed 

mutual aid or "friendly" societies. This trend coincided with an initially subtle decrease in 

colonial expenditures on and provisions for poor relief (in almshouses and "outside") and 

imprisonment as routine strategies of containment and regulation. At first threatened by this 

new spirit of assertiveness and sew-crganization and -upliftmeat on the part of the working 

classes, the ruling classes used their power in the legislature to limit the landholding 

capacity of the new institutions, making it illegal for individual societies to hold "land 



exceeding one acre in extent" (quoted in Bcckles. 1990: 151 ). Having thus "undermined 

the potential of societies to become agents of social change" (ibid.). they eventually came 

round to an understanding of their usefulness. This was particularly so when the onset of 

the Depression in 1929 brought with it a sharp rise ir! poor relief rates and an even more 

calamitous situation was avoided by widespread resort to the services of the friendly 

societies. 

Colonial Office itself has left behind a remarkable record of a fundamental social 

shift of which the recorders were often only dimly aware. The last decade of the nineteenth 

century bears ample testimony to the low point of a long-colonized population's sojourn 

among "the wretched of the earth": pitifully low wages, malnutrition and hunger. 

overcrowded conditions. poor sanitation. the prevalence of disease. high infant and general 

mortality rates. acute demographic imbalance (which was to get worse). very high 

birthrates among women who also bore the brunt of extra-domestic labor, and high levels 

of niminalization and incarceration of the laboring population (again, particularly women) 

as an everyday disciplinary and punitive strategy. Handwerker (1989) in his important (if 

flawed) book on fertility transition in Barbados attempts to show us how "[aln island with 

an immense lower class was transformed into an island with an immense middle class" (p. 

96) between the 1950s and 1980s. Whether or not one agrees with the designation of the 

bulk of Barbados' current population as middle class, the more important point is that 

Handwerker and others have failed to explore the eariier roots of this social transition (to a 

relatively widespread higher standard of living), especially within the context of the 

laboring population's, and primarily women's, efforts to re-invent their lives in response to 

the shifting economic conditions (both possibilities and constraints) being thrust upon them 

in the early twentieth century. As such, I am in far greater sympathy with Richardson's 

attempt to demonstrate that "[iln a broad sense, the era of 'Panama Money' represented a 

cultural watershed between the island's quasi-feudal past and the modem Barbados of 

today" (dust-jacket, Richardson, 1985). I would argue that the economic possibilities 



opened up by this era provided women with an alternative (and a deterrent) to using 

children as a social security investment and even as a direct and contentious basis of 

negotiation for support from men (see Handwerker. 1989)-'. In fact, not only were children 

increasingly being transformed from an asset to a cost, but also men were both less 

available for negotiation as decreasing sex ratios and rising illegitimacy rates imply a d ,  for 

those who maintained family ties, a more lucrative and hassle-free source of remittances in 

their overseas situations. By 191 1, there were only 425 men aged 20-49 for every 1000 

women aged 1544. This figure had decreased from 590 in 1891; it increased slightly to 

430 by 192 1 (Nag. 1971 : Table 6, 123), when. however, "in the age group thirty-one to 

forty ... a new low point of a mere 392 males per 1.000 females was reached" (Newton 

f 19841 1987: 100). The sex ratio in the labor force was 756 in 1891, 623 in 19 1 1 and 629 

in 192 1 (Roberts, 1955: 278). Thus the years 192 1-5 represented one culmination of a 

cumulative triple trend in the direction of high(er) female labor force participation. high(er) 

female household headship and lower birthrates. The critical intervening variable with 

regard to the latter outcome was the greater monetization or commodification of means of 

livelihood and a greater reliance on extra-familial welfare and income-pooling or financial 

institutions. In the context of reduced access to men, declining paternalism. closed 

economic frontiers (in an "extensive" if not "intensive" sense), and enforced self-reliance, 

women both were denied and themelves began to reject prolific childbearing as an 

economic strategy for survival, turning instead to the new monetary resources and "social 

security" institutions that offered the previously unimagined hope of an elevated standard of 

living for their smaller families. It has been assumed that in the absence of widespread 

commercial contraceptive availability, the question of women's agency simply does not 

arise here (Nag, 1971). The discussion in a previous chapter of women's reproductive 

behavior during slavery has already called into question this assumption. However, I reject 

it further on the grounds that all social outcomes must be understood as a "negotiation" of 

4 ~ d w e r k e r ' s  argument is by no means at odds with thls one. and is in fact quite similar; but his 
genealogy is shallow and hls d y s i s  too reliant on quantitative monocausality. 



the dialectic between structure or "constructedness" and agency. Where there is a strong 

enough will (impelled by strong enough circumstances) with regard to birth control a d  a 

reservoir of "traditional" female folk knowledge of contraceptive methods. there is usually 

a way. 

As early as 1893. the colonial authorities reported that "[tlhe Savings Bank 

continues to grow in the favour of the labouring classes" (Colonial Report -- Barbados. 

1893: 9). In the twenty years between 1887 and 1906, the number of depositors in the 

Government Savings Bank doubled (from 7,763 on December 31. 1887. to 15,308 on 

March 3 1. 1906) and the amount of their deposits more than tripled (from f77.946 to 

£244.815 in the same period). (Colonial Reports -- Barbados. 1891: 1905-6) These 

figures understate the extent of savings among "the laboring classes" since many of the 

latter also participated in informal "community bankingn or rotating credit associations 

(apart from friendly societies). There were 92 Friendly Societies in existence in 1904, with 

a membership of 13.933. The movement grew exponentially. Five years later. there were 

253 societies. with a membership of 48,178 (Richardson. 1985: Table 13. 206). Beckles 

(1990: 151) notes that "[tlhere were few black families on the tenantries and in the urban 

areas who did not panicipate in the movement. and the 1921 census showed that some 

156.3 12 persons were covered by over 260 societies." The societies typically paid funeral 

and sick benefits and dispensed emergency assistance as well as large doses of moral 

vigilance and rectitude. AIthough the doling out of poor relief and prison sentences once 

more increased during the Depression yean, the growth in membership of Friendly 

Societies continued unabated. Moms (1988: 51) suggests that there was "heightened 

activity in this movement" According to him, membership grew from 41.045 to 54.484 

between 1927 and 1937, while total contributions grew from $234.259 to $333,259. "At 

the same time, ... there was a marked increase in withdrawals" (ibid.). 

The colonial establishment was quick to note these changes and began tabulating the 

occupational breakdown of the Savings Bank depositoa, leaving us with a brief but 



invaluable record in the annual colonial reports ( which will be reproduced more fully in  the 

following chapter). The 19016 Colonial Report for Barbados ( p. 18) devoted a rather long 

paragraph to the new developments: 

There can be little doubt that the material prosperity of the people as 
evidenced by these figures is to a large extent due to the steady emigration 
that has taken place in late years to Canada, the United States, and more 
recently to Panama. and to the large remittances that are made to their 
families in the Colony by the emigrants. The Colonial Postmaster in his last 
annual report has drawn attention to the increase in the money order 
business with the United States and Canada, and reports that from enquiries 
he has made and from personal observation of the payees who present the 
orders he is certain that of the sum of f 11.186 paid out during 1905 from 
the United States the greater part was paid to the families of persons who 
had emimpted from the Colony to find employment. and he adds that the 
same statement may be made with regard to the remittances from Canada. 
Now that arrangements have been made for a money order business 
between Panama and Barbados i t  will be possible to obtain some reliable 
statistics as to the remittances by emigrants to the Canal Zone who have 
hitherto been obliged to send their remittances by registered letter. 

According to Newton ( 1987 [ 19841: 104). the statistics collected eventually showed 

that Panama remittances made up "43 per cent of all money orders paid between 1901 and 

1920." Women -- as domestics (primarily), seamstresses, hawkers. agricultural workers. 

and wives -- made up the greater part of working class depositors, presumably of Panama 

and other money, mentioned above. Of course. many of the deposits were made on behalf 

of husbands and sons. but even where savings were not part of a joint family enterprise, 

the impact was not lost on the money-handlers. The new consciousness and mobility on the 

part of women were very much in evidence after 1915 when they formed growing numbers 

of those emigrating, to the U.S. in particular. either on their own or to join spouses and 

other relatives. Here, too, those giving their occupation as "domesticn led the pack? 

Again, it is probably true that these women were typically less encumbered by large 

families than the women they were leaving behind. 

The relationship between economic change and fertility rates is also well illustrated 

in the case of Dominica. Dominica's demographic profile was that of an undeveloped, 

unequivocally "pre-transitional," (extensively) open-frontier-type situation, with longer or 

%ee the &scussion on emigration in the last chapter. 



shorter interludes of intense agro-export activity. but also with the typical colonial 

stranglehold on the possibilities and resources for economic development and expansion. 

Dominica's peasantized labor force was not held back by its own backwardness or 

"traditional" lifestyle. but by colonial exclusion and land monopoly. Significant reductions 

and increases in birthrates held a different meaning in the context of Dominica than they did 

in Barbados. Demographic analysis has long established that low birthrates can be an 

indication of either severe enervation and stagnation or new opportunities and alternatives. 

while high birthrates may indicate rising prosperity or great material insecurity. depending 

also on the paxticular arficulcuion of modes of production (Handwerker. 1989: Seccombe. 

1983). Dominica's fertility fortunes followed closely the rise and fall of agro-export activity 

in the economy. reductions in the birthrate corresponding to a lull in this type of activity 

and a withdrawal into subsistence production, and increases corresponding to surges in 

production for the international market. The next chapter, in which the rhythm and 

sequence of Dominica's early twentieth-century economic history will be discussed in 

greater detail. bears this out more clearly. From Table 7.6 above. it can be seen that 

Dominica's birthrate was relatively low in the last decade of the nineteenth century during 

which the slow transition from sugar to limes, as dominant cash crop. was taking place. It 

was part of a period of retreat (and imminent revival) of plantation economy. when wage 

labor and cash incomes were scarce (but everybody worked). and the peasantry was 

chafing under a heavy house and land tax burden which led them into occasional revolt. 

Because of the early phase-out of sugar and its misfortunes and the auspicious selection of 

a crop whcse star was rising in the international market and which enjoyed full Colonial 

Office sponsorship. Dominica at the turn of the century embarked on an approximately 

twenty-five-year period of relative prosperity. This period coincided almost exactly with 

rising birthrates, which then went into decline in the late 1920s (with the demise of the lime 

industry), beginning a twenty-year lull that ended after the war and with the onset of the 

banana revolution. Between 1927 and 1947, Dominica's crude birthrate averaged 3 1.4, and 



less than 30 between 1935 and 1945. falling slightly below those for both Jamaica and 

Barbados. While this period of return migration. economic depression, local rebellion and 

global war was one of low reproductivity for those two islands as well. Dominica's 

situation represented the most severe (and the most "endemicn) form of retreat from 

monocrop plantation economy. commemial consumption and the international market. and 

into subsistence and non-plantation production. Even the brief interlude of peasant-grown 

vanilla exports during the Second World War did not represent a real commercial exchange 

for the growers since imports continued to be restricted. High rates of peasant 

reproductivity tend to be articulated -- externally or internally -- to highly commercialized 

modes of production and consumption (see the discussion of Jamaica in the next chapter). 

This was precisely to become the case with the banana revolution and the small growers of 

the fifties and sixties. 

The curious cyclical movement of Barbados' illegitimacy rate as well as Dominica's 

relatively low rates in that regard have already been mentioned. In an effort to account for 

historical peculiarities, it might be useful to consider hegemonic aspects of the "moral 

economy" of the laboring populations of these two islands. This might be important to at 

least clear the way for other considerations or to understand how ideology might have 

reinforced more material factors. Dominican and Barbadian societies superficially 

resembled each other in an almost monolithic adherence to a single (hegemonic) religious 

denomination. the Catholic Church in the former and the Anglican in the latter. Richardson 

(1985: 50) points out that "[iln 1891, of a total of 182,867 Barbadians listed. more than 

147,000 [or WO] were counted as Church of England adherents in census records." In the 

same year. 15 out of 24 churches in Dominica, capable of accommodating 10,800 of a total 

church capacity of 13,230 and accounting for almost 80 percent of all regular worshippers, 

were Roman Catholic (Colonial Report -- Leeward Islands, 1891). Although. in both 

cases, there was progressive assault upon the monolith as the twentieth century proceeded. 

the dominant pattern lingered on. (It may even have increased initially: the 1946 census of 



Dominica recorded 90.9% of the population as Roman Catholic. ) More importantly . 
however. in both cases. the church was at the center of community life and socio-economic 

development. although in respectively different forms. In Dominica. the church's centrality 

was embedded in isolated village enclaves. often in the highly personalized figure of the 

French- and eventually creole-speaking (European) parish priest. and in a source of 

hegemony that was somewhat alternative and even historically prior (though not 

antagonistically contradictory) to that of the British colonial state. As Baker (1994: 1 17) 

points out. "[tihe French-speaking Catholic priest. who either resided in or regularly visited 

the community, was traditionally the pinnacle of social status." The oldest villages in 

Dominica were originally established around small. paternalistic French-creole plantation 

cores that sustained over succeeding generations strong cultural. religious and economic 

continuities and usually recorded lower than average illegitimacy rates vis-a-vis the island 

as a whole: the La PlaineGrand Bay enclave, the Castle BrucdCarib Reserve enclave and 

the village of Pointe Michel. among other locations. Generally speaking, Dominica's highly 

peasantized and enclavized labor force and population modes, with their tenacious semi- 

feudal and independent Afro-Catholic folk traditions. tended to feature higher levels of 

union stability -- possessing perhaps a ,greater proclivity for conversion to formal (church) 

mamage. even though the aggregate annual marriage rate remained rather low. Indeed, the 

1% Windward Islands census shows Grenada and Dominica (the two most peasantized 

"smaller" islands at the time) having higher proportions of married adults than St. Lucia 

and St. Vincent. 

In Barbados there was a close alliance between church and state. fuelled by 

intimately shared sources of political and c u l ~ r a l  hegemony in British Colonial Empire and 

formally organized into a "well-developed and long-standing parish vestry systemn 

(Richardson. 1985: 50). Richardson ( ibid. ) elaborates on the critical civil and sociopolitical 

functions of the parish church and minister within tht system of local governance: 

Representing the state religion, the Anglican church was committed to 
performing official baptism and burial services, and in order for an 



individual to conduct any kind of official business it  was necessary to have 
an official certificate of baptism. The parish minister, moreover. headed the 
public schools in his district and hired (and terminated) public school 
teachers. [...I Anglican clergy. especially in rural parishes. were powerful 
individuals. A favorable letter from an Anglican minister, for example, was 
a sound recommendation for a better job. Ministers thereby often controlled 
what limited upward mobility might exist for members of the laboring class. 

The Church in Barbados served to ideologically reinforce and sustain the 

organization and rhythm of plantation society at the local level. As Richardson again has 

suggested. the intimacy between church and state is best seen as the church "mergling] 

with, rather than parallel[ingJ, the plantocracy" (ibid.). The total merger of state and church 

and the hegemony of the High Church of England and of the Plantocracy at the religious 

level constituted a somewhat unique situation in the British West Indian experience. 

Elsewhere (in Jamaica, for example). a non-Established and dissident or reformist 

protestant "low" church. shepherded most often by non-plantocratic whites with the aid of 

black deacons. had intervened effectively in the relationship between the masters and the 

slaves on the side of legal freedom and a spiritual community of equals. Even in Dominica. 

the village priest formed a bond of identity and solidarity with the local community that 

culturally and spiritually excluded -- or was nurtured outside the purview of -- the colonial 

administration. (In Dominica, most primary schools were entirely funded and run by the 

secular government.) In Barbados, by contrast, "the lasting alliance between the 

plantocracy and the church - unbroken for nearly three centuries -- offered little in the way 

of an indigenous religious buffer with which Barbadian blacks might have dealt more 

effectively with the planters' demands" (ibid.: 51). There is no doubt that the church and 

the parish vestry system, along with the authority -- so vividly evoked in George 

Lamming's in the Castle of My Skin - of the White Landlord and the Black Overseer, 

helped to maintain that discipline and self-restraint for which the Barbadian laboring 

population has been somewhat stereotypically known. Even their own community 

institutions, such as the friendly societies (the impact of which also provides a major 

backdrop to Lamming's classic novel), had strict moralistic codes that contributed to this 



straitlaced image. Citing finely discriminating turn-of-the-century opinion. Richardson 

(1985: 94) reports that "Barbados ... fortunately had been blessed with decent. respectful 

workers. especially in the rural parishes. Their pleasant behavior stood in direct contrast. 

for example. to that of the insolent 'quayside niggen' of Roseau. Dominica." 

Barbados' lower-than-average illegitimacy rates in the late nineteenth century have 

to be seen also in the context of racial demographic balance. In 1891, whites made up 

nearly 9 percent of the island's population and. along with the tiny non-white middle class. 

would have made little or no contribution as u hi-gender rueid communiy to the overall 

illegitimacy rates. thereby depressing them. This factor lessened in importance. however. 

In 191 1, whites made up 7 percent, in 1921. 6.7 percent. and in 1946. a little over 5 

percent of the population. The rise in Barbados' illegitimate rates that took place in the first 

two decades of the twentieth century, peaking around the middle of the 1920s. can be 

accounted for by the impact of male emigration. There must have been a huge increase in 

the number of interrupted or abandoned relationships and in the incidence of sharing of 

men by women. The desertion of partners and children by migrating men and the charge 

that this created on government social services have been documented to some extent for 

the later post-war migration to Britain (Davison, 1962) but not for the Panama exodus. 

However, one can extrapolate from Davison's later research a general profile of the effects 

of the earlier migration. Disrupted or abandoned unions and the increased sharing of non- 

migrating male partners by women led to a growth in illegitimacy rates and the widening 

impoverishment of women and children in female-headed households. Incidentally, the 

same pattern of a rise in illegitimacy rates over the period of heavy male out-migration has 

been observed for Jamaica, where the increase was from 58.9% in 1881-85 to 71.6% in 

1921-25 (Marino, 1970: 167: see table below). Newton (1987 [1984]:107) does cite a 

government report on south-east Manchester in Jamaica in 1 W 9  which noted that the 

majority of the population "consisted of women and children some of the latter without 

acknowledged parents [sic]. Many of those whose breadwinners are in Central America are 



supported by them. but others are in permanent destitution." According to Marino ( 1970: 

167). "the rise in the illegitimacy rate can most probably be interpreted as evidence of a 

shift out of stable into unstable. primarily visiting. unions." Jamaica, however. more or 

less continued to sustain high and growing illegitimacy rates throughout the rest of the 

century. 

Dominica did not experience this turn-of-the-century rise in illegitimacy rates. 

During the decade 19 17 to 1927, for example (see table below), Dominica's illegitimacy 

rate was always fully ten percentage points behind that of Barbados. It was after that, while 

Barbados' rate was steadily dropping. that Dominica's began to rise. It should be pointed 

out that Dominica's sex ratio actually improved during the first two decades of the twentieth 

century (the lowest point across censuses having been in 1901). while for the islands most 

affected by emigration (Barbados, St. Kitts, Nevis. Montserrat), the sex ratio deteriorated 

considerably. By contrast, Dominica experienced higher net emigration and lower levels of 

return migration than Barbados during the period 192 1 to 1946. with continuing outward 

flows for at least part of this period to Cuba, the Dominican Republic and the Netherlands 

Antilles (Myers, 1981: 102). The 1947 Colonial Report for Dominica mentioned the return 

of emigrants from the Netherlands Antilles, and, as suggested above, the sudden surge in 

marriages in 1948 may not have been entirely due to the Roman Catholic campaign of that 

year. Between 1921 and 1946, Dominica's sex ratio improved at a much lower rate than 

that of Barbados, moving from 826 to 879 as opposed to a jump in the latter island from 

679 to $04. 

The steep, cyclically renewed decline in Barbados' illegitimacy rate between 1926 

and 1946 (from 68.8% to 54%) is nonetheless difficult to account for. It has been pointed 

out that there is a "lower prevalence of common-law union in Barbadosn than in Jamaica 

and that "social disapproval is stronger against common-law union than against visiting 

union" (Nag, 1971: 119-20). Common-law unions as a stable prelude to marriage are most 

strongly associated with peasant economy while more unstable co-residential or 



" housekeeper1' arrangements (which may be formally classified as common-law marriages 

but have a very different content) are more characteristic of irregular or casualized forms of 

waged work in particular. including those involving estate or urban migrant populations. 

One may speculate that in a more formalized and more tightly controlled (wage) labor and 

housing market. with relatively "secure" (gender-speci fic) forms of female labor force 

participation and growing levels of literacy. there may be less proclivity towards either 

stable or unstable forms of common-law union and a greater reliance on "visiting" 

arrangements prior to eventual marriage. as in Barbados. In any event. the low sex ratio 

would have continued to ensure a high proportion of visiting relationships relative to 

residential unions. The situation prompted by the Panama exodus increasingly settled down 

and became less disruptive, with women taking greater advantage of conditions of low 

reproductivity and themselves controlling births and migrating in incremental numbers. 

Under any conditions. visiting unions. while reputed (based on incorrect generalization) to 

be the most unstable of all union forms in the Anglophone Caribbean, are also the least 

"fertile." Legal unions, even when controlling for age, have been consistently shown. at 

least up to 1960, to be the most "fertile." In 1946, among women aged 45 and over in 

Barbados, single women had had an average of 4.14 live births, women in common-law 

unions had had 4.42 and legally mamed women. 5.60 (Marino, 1970: Table 1.160). 

All this may help ro explain a certain depression in the illegitimate birthrate. but 

does not account for the possibility of an actively increasing legitimate birthrate. Did the 

mamage rate increase in the twenty-year period after 1925? Did Panama and other 

returnees, for example, deploy their enhanced income and property status in the direction of 

establishing stable unions based on legal marriage? From available data (for the years 1930 

to 1938 and onwards from 1946) it appears that this may have taken place, although the 

evidence is neither complete nor totally compelling. Much of the period referred to above 

was characterized by a positive net return migration flow and the resulting loosening-up 

impact on the social structure. Return migration posed such a serious dilemma for the 



colonial authorities in Barbados -- especially after the lessons of 1937 -- that they devised 

and. in some instances. initiated a number of ambitious schemes for settling hundreds of 

Barbadian families in other, less crowded islands such as St. Lucia (Colonial Report - 

Barbados, 1938-39). It makes sense that some of the returnees would view legal marriage 

as a necessary and desirable (and finally attainable!) feature of their new social identities 

and aspirations. It appears that marriage rates actually were somewhat elevated during the 

first half of the 1930s (and probably for a few years before then). and, judging from the 

percentages of those marrying who were illiterate (at or somewhat below national levels), 

working class people appear to have been we1 1 represented, rekiivelv speaking. Decreasing 

illegitimacy rates. therefore, might be explained by lowered working class reproductivity 

and an increase in marriage among a socially mobile section of the working class. The 

abolition of the semi-feudal located laborer system after the 1937 rebelliodriots intensified 

the contemporary assaltlt from below upon the confining walls of Barbados' social 

hierarchy and exclusive social institutions. The limited political and social democratization 

that resulted was not, however, accompanied by any major economic change until after 

1960. 



TABLE 7.8 
Marriage and Related Illiteracy Rates, 

Barbados 1910-17, 1930-38, 1946-1950 

Year 
  st imated 
Marriage 
rate (%)  

5.13 
4.68 
4.07 
3.4 
3.3 
3.1 
3.9 
3.8 
6.4 
5 . 4  
5.74 
5.9 
5.54 
4.49 
5.2 
4.95 
4.5 
7.1 
5.3 
4.38 
4.65 
4.78 

% Illiterate 
among those 

marry  in^ 

Sources: Colonial Reports -- Barbados, I9 11-1919, 193 1-  1938; Barbados Statistical 
Serv ice ,  Abstract of Statistics, N o .  5, 1965. 

The figures for Dominica provide some support for the notion of a surge in 

marriages in the post-1925 period. For Dominica elevated rates are in evidence between 

1926. a year when the marriage rate was a whopping 11.03% (compared to 2.6% the year 

before), and 1935, when there was also a surge to 7.496, and they decline thereafter (Vital 

Statistics, 1945, Dominica Registry). Although Dominica's illegitimacy rate does not show 

the pronounced cyclical variations of Barbados' during this period, it was slightly elevated 

between the years 1922 and 1925 (which also showed an exceptionally low mamage rate; 

see table below). These were years of continuing high emigration for Dominica (Myers, 

198 1 : 102-3). Between 1930 and 1944, Dominica's birthrate experienced a decline, partly 

coinciding, as has already been mentioned, with the retreat from intense export activity. 

Between 1938 and 1948, Dominica's and Barbados' illegitimacy rates went in opposite 



directions, with Dominica's rates now fully ten percentage points ahead of Barbadost. in a 

converse pattern to the 1917- 1927 period. Dominica's increasing peasantization was taking 

place in conditions of immiseration and limited opportunities. even notwithstanding the 

war-time vanilla industry. whose local benefits accrued primarily to urban middlemen. 

Also, this entire period was witnessing a growing dispossession and dislocation of women 

with regard to land that was later speeded up by the post-war banana revolution. The 

increase in  Dominica's illegitimacy rates must be seen in this light. However, to properly 

account for the contrasting reproductive profiles of the two islands further research is 

needed regarding respective economic conditions during the period covering the war years. 

To sum up, the contrast between Barbados and Dominica illustrates well the 

relationship between mode-of-production specificities and demography. While all three 

islands experienced a dip in birth rates between 1925 and 1950, prior to a post-war surge 

of varying intensity and duration. there are important structural differences in the 

demographic trajectory of each island. Jamaica and Barbados share a more consistent 

pattern of at least seventy-five years of sustained high birth rates in the post-emancipation 

period prior to the onset of decline, while Dominica exhibits a more cyclical pattern over the 

same period. Barbados experiences the earliest onset of decline and this decline is the most 

sustained, giving way to only a mild version of the baby boom before achieving complete 

"demographic transitionn by 1970. High birth rates appear to be associated with the 

increasing commodification of labor in a period of primitive accumulation of (plantation and 

merchant) capital during which the conditions of the laboring population are uniformly 

"wretched." and the latter have not yet forged or won semi-independent means of class 

uplift or advancement. Dependence on subsistence wages and/or the sale of crops produced 

under labor-intensive and land-poor conditions induces an increase in the supply of 

proletarian or proto-proletarianlpeasant family labor or, put another way. an increase in 

reproductive intensity (Medick, 1976; Seccombe, 1983). By the same token, isolated 

hinterland production for subsistence in conditions of de-commodification appears to have 



a depressing effect on the binh-rate. In the last decade of the nineteenth century. with a 

marginal and shrinking (sugar) plantation economy and a labor force rapidly retreating into 

hinterland subsistence production. Dominica's birth-rate was around 32. while those of 

Barbados and Jamaica were over 38. By 191 1, with a revitalized plantation economy 

(based on a new crop) in full bloom. Dominica's birth-rate had jumped to over 38. The 

cycle repeated itself between 1925 and 1950, with the lingering lime industry bust and the 

post-war emergence of the banana industry. In Barbados, by contrast, the fenility decline 

was associated with the consolidation and deepening of the wage economy and tended. in 

large part, to be permanent, never again reverting to pre-Depression levels. The growth of 

schooling. the inflow of Panama remittances, the increase in urbanization. the creation of 

working class welfare institutions, the expansion of a capitalist infrastructure and the 

drying up of migration outlets persuaded increusing numbers of women (spurred on by a 

vanguard) to pursue an improved standard of living by the new means at their disposal 

instead of having more children. While Dominica remained in a pre-transitional stage, 

therefore, Barbados' demographic trajectory was approaching its nadir. Jamaica's more 

"mixed" situation will be discussed at greater length in the next chapter. 

One last point needs to be noted. While the stress here has been on differences 

among the islands and on the upswings and downswings of the entire post-slavery period, 

the broader historically specific character of Anglophone Caribbean demography vis-8-vis 

other areas of the Third World should be pointed out. This refers to the fact that "the 

general level of fertility has been lower than for most other comparable countriesn (Blake. 

1%1: 12). Thus the concept of high birth rates we have been working with here is only a 

relative one. Blake ( 1961: 12- 13) explains: 

Unlike Mexico and many other Latin American countries, unlike Egypt and 
many other Moslem nations, Jamaica has never had a birth rate of 45 to 55 
per 1 0 0  population. The Jamaican birth rate, until the last few years, has 
been substantially lower than that of Puerto Rico; yet Puerto Rico has had 
far more economic development and urbanization, and it has (as Jamaica has 
not) had a government-sponsored, insular wide, albeit sometimes desultory. 
birth-control program since 1939. Age specific birth rates for Jamaica in 
1946 and Pueno Rico in 1944 show that except for the age group 15-19, 



Puerto Rican rates were far higher than Jamaican. For example. as Roberts 
points out. at ages 30-34 and 3539 the birth rates for women in Puerto 
Rico exceeded the Jamaican rates by 91 per cent and 75 per cent 
respectively. 

The argument holds for all of the English-speaking Caribbean: except for brief 

interludes during the post-war baby boom, it is something all three islands have in 

common. The causes appear to me to lie in the historical West Indian reproductive regime. 

with its high rates of visiting unions and lifelong female singlehood. While female 

singlehood does not in  this case imply celibacy and childlessness. it does imply fragmented 

or sporadic. and early cessation of. childbearing. The situation is somewhat akin to the case 

of the feudal "Western European marriage pattern" in which (ironically) "the average age of 

women at first marriage was around 26 yean. at least 10% of women never married. and 

only 2% of children were born out of wedlock" (Seccombe, 1983: 34). Seccombe's 

assumption that illegitimacy would produce an unmanageable surplus and upset the 

demographic equilibrium achieved by the narrowing of opportunities for exclusively 

sanctioned marital reproduction in the Western European case is in one sense irrelevant 

here. of course. but the underlying principle of fertility checks and balances as a result of 

restricted mating/marital practices is perfectly applicable. Tables 7.147.16 below attest to 

the extraordinarily high numbers of West Indian women in the prime reproductive age- 

groups who are not in a residential union. leading to the observation that, pace Seccombe, 

early "accidents," high illegitimacy rates and relatively low fertility can go together. 

TABLE 7.9 
Marriage Rates, Dominica 1922-45 

Source: Vital Statistics, 1945, Dominica Registry 

Years Marriaae Rate , 



TABLE 7.10 
Marriage and Illegitimacy Rates (Out-of- Wedlock Births), 

Jamaica 1881-1950 

Marriage 
rates 

Illegitimacy 
rates 

- 

Index of 
Marriage 

rates 

100.0 
111.3 
1 14.4 
97.3 
92.1 
1 19.9 
77.3 
83 .O 
82.8 
97.8 
83.2 
98.0 
106.2 
102.9 

Illegitimacy 
rates 

100.0 
102.5 
103.0 
106.3 
109.5 
106.0 
1 10.9 
1 17.5 
121.6 
122.5 
122.0 
120.1 
1 18.0 
1 16.5 

Source: Roberts, 1957: Table 71, 288 

TABLE 7.11 
Illegitimacy Rates, Selected Islands, 1917- 1927 

Source: Colonial Reports, Leeward Islands; Colonial Reports, Barbados 
*The annual colonial repom gave St. Kitts' illegitimacy rates as a calculation of the illegitimate birthrate 
per one thousand of population rather than as a simple proportion of all births (except for the year 1932, 
thereby rendering the data incomparable. Nonetheless, the rates are obviously very high, closefy resembling 
those of Antigua 

Dominica 
Antigua 

St. K i t t s *  
Montserrat 
Barbados 

1917 

57 
75.8 

64 
65.6 

1918 

56 
74.8 

61.1 
NA 

1919 

56.8 
75.3 

62.3 
67 

1920 

56.5 
74.8 

63.6 
67.7 

1921 

56.5 
76.5 

68.4 
68.8 

1922 

57.6 
77.3 

67.7 
67 

1923 

60.8 
78 

74.1 
70.1 

1924 

58 
78.2 

71.6 
68.2 

1925 

62.2 
78.6 
78 
73 

70.9 

1926 

60.6 
77.2 

74 
68.8 

1927 

56.1 
76.7 

73.2 
66.8 



TABLE 7.12 
Illegitimacy Rates, Barbados and Dominica, 1928-1965 

Year 

Sources: Abstract of Statistics, No. 5, 1965, Barbados Statistical Service, Table 9, 
12; Vital Statistics, Dominica Reglstry, various years; Colonial Reports, selected 
years. 



TABLE 7.13 
Proportion of Women Gainfully Occupied by Age and Marital Status, for 

Census Area*, 1946 (%)  

Source: Cumper ,  1960, Table 6, 161. 
*The Bntlsh West lndles (cxclud~ng Jamruca and other West Can bbem tcm tones) 

Gainfully 
Occupied 

Population . 
Age Group 

15- 24 
25 - 44 
45 - 65 

TABLE 7.14 
Proportional Distribution (%) of the Population by Union Status, 

Jamaica 1943 

Male 
Single 1 Common 

Marital Status 

law 

Single 

49.4 
66.6 
64.3 

Ever 
married 

Single 

Common-law 

25.2 
36.9 
34.8 

Female 
Common 

law 

Married 

17.5 
25.5 
30.2 

Ever 
married 

Source: Roberts, 1957: Table 63, 267 



TABLE 7.15 
Proportional Distribution (%) of the Population by Union Status, 

Dominica 1946 

Age 
L 

1 0-24 
25-44 
35+ 

Total over 10 

Source: 1946 Windward Islands Census, Table 25. 

Single 

96.6 
42.3 
14.6 

60.4 

TABLE 7.16 
Proportional Distribution (%) of the Population by Union Type, 

Barbados 1946 & 1960 

Mate Female 
Common 

law 

Source: Nag, 197 1, Tables 2 & 3,  114-5 
*Nag ( 1911: 1 14-51 explains the classifications used in the 1960 census: "The union status of adull women 
( 15-64 yrs) recognized in the 1960 census of Barbados was of five different types: marned, common-law, 
visiting, single and none. Here a woman was a t e g o r i d  as belonging to the 'visiting' type if she was 
neither married nor in a common-law union, but had a child i i i  the 12 months preceding the census. The 
'single' sratus applied to women who, although previously marned or in common-law unions, were, at the 
time of the census or at age 45 no longer in such unions. The category 'none' was used for women who had 
never been married or in common-law unions, irrespective of whether or not chddren had been born to 
them." In cornmentar): upon this system of classification. Nag adds: "It should be noted that the 'visiting' 
type has been defined in a very restricted way in the census and does not include all the women havmg 
visiting relationships as described by me above. According to my descriphon all the women in the 
'visitlng', 'none' and 'single' categories of census, who were having steady sexual relationships with any 
male partners, would be labelled as belonging to the visitlng type* (p. 115). The 1943146 censuses did not 
identify a "visiting" category; all those not in oresidential partnerstups, legal or consensual, were simply 
lumped in the "single" category. 

Single Ever 
rn arri ed 

Union Type 

Mamed 
Common-law 
Visiting 
None 
Single 

Common 
law 

15-44 years 

1946 

31.9 
12.4 

( 
( 
(55.7 

45-64 years 

1960* 

27.3 
13.6 
5.9 

44.5 
8.3 

1946 

40.4 
5.3 

( 

(54.3 

1960* 

46.2 
8.7 
0.0 
26.8 
16.4 
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Three - I sbd  Su-rv: Gender and C- Modes of Rel~roduction 

UD to the Aftemath of World W u  

T h r e s u  

Standing on the threshold of a new era in 1 9 %  and looking back over the one hundred-plus 

years since the abolition of slavery and then forward into the future. one discerns a number 

of already configured and imminent developments, which can be summarized as follows: 

(a) The emergence of a relatively autonomous. subsidiary. "subaltern" 

economy and a struggle between plantation and peasant modes of production. This posits a 

major difference between Barbados on the one hand and Jamaica and Dominica on the 

other. The latter economies produced significant subsidiary petty commodity modes of 

production and circulation. while the former did not (or did so only marginally). 

(b) The retrenchment, consolidation, modernization and diversification of the 

plantation sector; the addition of new, capital-intensive, production or extractive and service 

enclaves; the emergence of post-plantation export-enclave economies. 

( c )  Urbanization without industrialization: the development of a "third-world" 

urban. tertiary economy. 

(d) The development of the Anglophone Caribbean as a regional labor reserve; 

the structural propensity towards labor migration, motivated by both "push" and "pulln 

factors. 

(e) The increasing importance of education in the post-war development of the 

labor force: diversification of the occupational structure; increasing social mobility. 

(0 Post-war "industrialization-by-invitation." prefiguring the subsequent shift 

in focus from import-substitution industrialization to export-processing industrialization. 

In this chapter I conduct a wide sweep, synoptically locating women in the already- 

configured developments to the end of our period as well as in some of the earliest post- 



war developments. and 1 do this by country. beginning with Barbados. In Part IV of the 

study we will have an opportunity to examine the contemporary results of long developing 

trends as well as post-war modifications in economic and occupational structures with 

regard to allocation and mobility by gender and class. The important and pioneering work 

of sociologist Derek Gordon who analyzes these issues in the case of Jamaica will be 

presented, among other research findings. and used as a backdrop against which to 

comparatively explore available data for Barbados and Dominica. The implications for a 

future research agenda will be briefly considered. 

e r: Barbados 

It has already been remarked that the line of descent between Barbados' original settler- 

colonial planter and merchant classes and the contemporary white elite group is more intact 

than elsewhere in the English-speaking Caribbean. Barbados had a bigger and relatively 

more significant resident planter class and was less characterized by absentee ownership 

than other British West Indian colonies. This class was able to re-group locally from within 

the ranks of the merchant elite and remnants of the planter class to survive the challenge of 

abolition in a way that few other local planter groups were able to. Most other planter 

classes were forced to yield, sooner or later, to mercantile, financial and corporate 

metropolitan forces, as well as to the challenge of nouveau-landed-bourgeois non-"WASP" 

and immigrant "white ethnicn groups. In the 1920s and 30s, while the retrenched Jamaican 

sugar economy was coming under overwhelming foreign corporate control, notably by the 

United Fruit Company and Tate & Lyle, the merchant and planter fractions of the 

Barbadian ago-comprador bourgeoisie were merging their fomnes in monopoly 

commercial houses, culminating in the 1934 formation of the Barbados Roduce Exporters 

Association, which consolidated oligarchic control over the island's economy. 

The plantation-based land and commercial monopoly also encompassed control of 

labor within the ambit of the tenant wage-form known as the "located laborn system. This 



made an obligation to labor for the landlord at fixed. below-market wages a condition of 

rental accommodation on the estates. In this system, women were a captive labor force. 

and, after an initial post-emancipation period of withdrawal from estate labor. they typically 

made up half or more of the estate workforce. They formed a majority during the 1810- 

1920 period (up to 61 6% of the entire labor force in 191 1) when men took advantage of 

their own greater mobility and the lure of unskilled male-typed overseas jobs to escape the 

system in large numbers. Although men and women tended to specialize in a different set 

of field tasks, the most significant gender division of labor in the sugar industry was that 

whereby women were vinually excluded, in between male exoduses, from the skilled and 

semi-skilled factory jobs as well as the marginal sphere of peasant cane-farming (at least as 

Conditions in the plantation tenantries were among the wont in the Caribbean, due 

to the intensity of family exploitation (entire families sometimes being committed to estate 

work), the overcrowded and unsanitary conditions, and the lack of access or escape to 

independent food-growing livelihoods. The only escape was of course through emigration. 

Infant mortality rates were by far the highest in the Anglophone Caribbean for this period. 

approached in some instances only by other monocrop plantation societies such as St. 

Kitts. In connection with these conditions, Richardson (1985: 16- 17) remarks simply: 

Black Barbadians, lacking a local highland area that the planten did not 
dominate, were therefore without a physical refuge outside direct planter 
control. The relative lack of homegrown foodstuffs, a shortcoming 
invariably worsened during periods of drought. helped to explain why 
infant mortality rates on Barbados were always so tragically high. 

In spite of the land-poor nature of the tenantries or purchased house spots, working 

class Barbadians cultivated backyard gardens or tiny plots for subsistence and for sale. 

This spawned petty commodity circuits of exchange sustained by the labor-intensive 

operations of mostly barefoot and often ambulant female hucksters who, like their sisters 

elsewhere in the Caribbean, were used to transporting their loads on their heads. There 

were 2,994 "hucksters, hawkers and peddlars" in Barbados in I876 (Belle, 1984: 2). 



Barbados, however. never boasted the huge. sprawling, bustling weekly fresh produce 

markets. dominated by country higglen or hucksters. on the scale of Jamaica or Roseau. 

Dominica. Huckster-based marketplaces in Barbados were more modest affairs. This 

became even more true from the second decade of the twentieth century when sugar-cane 

cultivation expanded its encroachment on the landscape and. at the same time, the industry 

was releasing labor, more food began to be imported. and the economy became more 

monetized. partly as a result of the influx of Panama money. 

The first few decades of the twentieth century saw a series of subtle shifts in the 

social construction of gendered subjectivity and in the distinguishing features of manhood 

and womanhood. emanating from changes in political economy as well as systems of 

discipline and social control. There has already been a basic discussion of the changing 

shape of women's relat~onship to and agency within the cash economy and the realm of 

(biological) reproduction. There were also critical changes taking place in the preferred 

systems of disciplining, regimenting and controlling colonized bodies. with diminishing 

reliance on i mprisonrnent and corporal punishment ( "whipping") as everyday regulatory 

mechanisms and an increasing emphasis. in the Foucauldian sense, on self-regulation and 

non-penal inducements towards social conformity and advancement The Colonial Report 

for 1906-7 attributed the decrease in the rate of imprisonment that year "to the facilities for 

employment afforded. directly or indirectly, by the recruiting in the Colony of labourers for 

the Panama Canal Works" (p. 14). The sub-regime of punishments administered within 

prison walls had also changed. with a drastic reduction in the use of the dreaded cat-0'- 

nine-tails and solitary confinement as regular punitive devices. The above-mentioned report 

cites the Chaplain of Glendairy Rison (the colony's only prison) as noting "favourable" 

changes from twenty years before: "Corporal punishment and solitary confinement ... 

figured largely in those days, but now they are found to be few and far betweenw (ibid.). 

Torture and mutilation had disappeared with slavery, as had the regular use of corporal 



punishment as a penal strategy with respect to women. Corporal punishment had been 

more typically reserved for refractory boys and adult male violators of the law. 

Within this general reduction of rates of imprisonment. the phenomenon which is 

even more striking is the disproportionate decline with respect to women. This decline 

clearly signalled the colonial authorities' reconsideration of the appropriateness of 

incarceraiion as a regular mechanism for disciplining women of the "dangerous classes." 

And a regular mechanism it  had been indeed. Figures tabled below show that for at least a 

decade before 1905 (and decades before then), women had made up over 50 percent of 

incarcerated offenders in the colony. although their commitments were always for shorter 

terms than those of men. Typically. because of their longer prison sentences. the daily 

average number of men i n  prison was more than twice as high as the corresponding 

number of women. 

TABLE 8.1 
Numbers Imprisoned Annually and Related Levels of Illiteracy, by Gender 

Barbados, 1896- 1905 

Year 

18% 
1897 
1898 
1899 
1900 
1901 
1902 
1903 
1904 
1905 

Numbers Imprisoned 

Male Female 

% Illiterate 

Male Female 

Sources: Colonial Reports -- Barbados, 1901 - 1906 
*These figures are for the total group. 

Evidently, women were visible and assertive participants in those public centers of 

economic and social life that were most subject to eruptions of iotra-group contestation and 

conflict as well as to official scrutiny and censure and the forces of law and order. Their 



predominance in the labor force ensured that they would be largely public figures. subject 

to the prevailing forms of public sanction and discipline. And there was never the time or 

space to enable their being "hidden in the household." or the means to afford them the 

status of being "protected" women. Albeit to a lesser extent. Barbadian working class 

residential arrangements shared with their other-Caribbean counterparts a semi-communal 

format, characterized by indifferently nucleated and overcrowded settlements within the 

peripheral space of the "nigger yard." writ larger or smaller, and appended to the dominant 

site of the plantation (or other colonial-capitalist enclave). In a benign pronouncement. the 

Attorney-General in 190 1 "venture[d] to think that looking to local conditions. namely. the 

large number of people living in confhed areas and surrounded by fields of provisions and 

sugar cane, the result is not worse than might reasonably be expected" (Colonial Report -- 

Barbados. 1901-2: 42). He was referring to the incidence of praedial larceny. 

Women. however, were primarily accused of "disorderly conduct, using abusive 

language. and so on to assaulting and beating" (ibid.). According to the 1901-2 Report, 

"[tlhese offences are responsible for as much as 55.18 per cent of the annual crime of the 

female population. and are due in a great measure to overcrowding, lack of occupation, and 

the absence of any restraining influence" (ibid.). The largest group of female offenders 

tended to be in the 21-30 year-old age range, while the age group containing the most 

offenders among males was the 14 to 20 year-olds. The 3 1-40 year-old female offender 

group tended to be proportionately quite a bit larger than the male. Women were also 

greater recidivists than men. So that, apart from their greater proportion in the general 

population, adult women were also being committed to prison at higher levels than adult 

men -- leading one to suspect that it was Barbadian working class womanhood itself that 

was being impugned, criminalized, regulated, disciplined. Women on a whole were 

convicted of less serious crimes and got shorter sentences than men; they rarely served 

prison terms of over one year (Colonial Reports -- Barbados, 1901- 1906). The prison 

population dropped from 3,083 in 1905 to 1.940 in 1909 to 83 1 in 1927. Female prisoners 



-- those "disorderly" and "abusive" women -- declined in proportionately greater numbers 

than the total prison population. 

Urbanization in Barbados picked up pace after the 1880s. Between 1871  and 1921. 

the population of St. Michael increased by over 50 percent. Women accounted for over 60 

percent of black residents in both 191 1 and 1921. Whites. too. were disproportionately 

urbanized and all the best jobs were reserved for them. including working class whites. 

who formed a racial "aristocracy of labor." Karch ( 1981 : 2 189) explains: 

White Bajans. forming 7% of the total population. nevertheless represented 
16.2% of the population of Bridgetown in [ 191 11. The commercial classes 
preferred to hold clerical positions and retail assistantships for them. This 
was especially true for women. These occupations appear to be the only 
source of employment available for white women: they were strictly 
maintained. ... In the early 20th century, white collar positions were very 
low-paying jobs but they conferred a relatively high status in an economy 
predicated on agricultural labour. 

Black women had access to a very different class of occupations. According to 

Richardson ( 1985: 173). "[tlhe availability of jobs in  St. Michael parish. as domestics. 

seamstresses. hawkers. shopkeepers. and estate workers. attracted black Barbadian women 

from rural parishes to suburban tenantries." Some of the women also came with 

downpayrnents for small land plots from cash remitted to them from husbands. boyfriends, 

sons or daughters in Panama. Marshall ( 1988: 13) confirms that "[s]ubstantial supplies of 

cash. estimated at about $lorn between 1901 and 1920, provided by emigrants to Panama 

and USA. ensured that the process of subdivision would be quickened and made 

permanent." (Barbados1 widely dispersed and pervasive plantation economy. however, 

meant that Bridgetown or the central metropolitan district did not acquire the singular 

importance as a refuge of human settlement that Kingston did, as can be seen from Table 

83 1 below.) 

From the figures in the following table it is clear that women made up the greater 

number of working class depositors at the Government Savings Bank (assuming the 

dividing line beween upper and "middling" occupations and lower occupations to be 

bounded by "policemen & firemenn on one side and "seamenn on the other in the 



descending-order list). Artisans and domestics. the quintessentially gendered urban 

working class occupations. made up the largest groups. followed by those with no 

occupation, agricultural and other laborers. seamstresses and hawkers. For employed 

depositors, savings represented a combination of local wages and foreign remittances. but 

i t  was largely the latter which provided the impetus for the culture of thrift. self- 

management and personal advancement which was emerging among the working classes. 

Artisan. domestic worker, seamstress. hawker -- all represented highly individualized types 

of employment. posing petty bourgeois possibilities within working class realities. 

Domestic workers, many of whom were "live-in" drudges. on call twenty-four hours a day 

and intimately ensnared in other people's lives. were most susceptible to the erosion of 

conditions enabling family economies and familist strategies of survival of their own. For 

this reason. and simply because they represented the largest occupational category for 

urban women, domestic workers were at the forefront of the transnational movement of 

women that picked up pace in the early 1920s before migration outlets shut down for that 

era. The savings accumulated from wages and remittances undoubtedly went towards the 

payment of travel expenses. among other things. Some of the women migrated on their 

own and others joined family members that had preceded them. 



TABLE 8.2 
Classification of Depositors in Government Savings Bank, 

De ositors r 
Planters 
Merchants 
Professional Men 
Public Officers 
S hopkeepen 
Clerks 
Teachers 
Soldiers 
Policemen & Firemen 
Seamen 
Seamstresses 
Artisans 
Domestics 
Agricultural & other laborers 
Hawkers 
Friendly Societies etc. 
No occupation 
Unclassified 

% of Total 
1904-5 

5.5 
1.45 
3.5 
3.15 
3.15 
8.0 
1.8 
0.3 
1.8 

1.65 
4.9 
15.9 

14.25 
9.9 
3.3 
2.2 

12.55 
6.7 

100 

Sources: Colonial Reports --  Barbados, 1903-4 and 1904-5 

By 1946. the bulk of Barbados' labor force (70%) had shifted to non-agricultural 

occupations. In a striking departure from the situation in Dominica and especially Jamaica, 

the transfer out of primary occupations left behind an equal balance between the sexes in 

the overall agricultural labor force. This has already been attributed to plantation and wage- 

labor predominance. Outside of the agricultural labor force. the experiences of men and 

women diverged considerably. The urban economy represented a classic case of 

urbanization without industrialization and with minimal capacity of commercial and 

government services to absorb labor. However. men fared better than women in this pre- 

industrial urban situation because they were the "primary" labor force in the traditional 

skilled trades and in construction. They also formed the vast majority of the "general 

laborern category. Women took refuge in domestic service. which occupied more female 



workers than did agriculture in 1946. One third of all female workers. the largest single 

component of the labor force. were domestic servants. Another third of workers were 

occupied in "manufacturing" and trade. mostly as own-account workers -- seamstresses 

and hucksters. 

In 1946, therefore, the majority of female Barbadian workers were domestic 

servants and estate laborers (60%) and a sizeable portion were marginal petty commodity 

(handicraft) producers and traders, occupations that were typical of third-world urban 

development. Men formed a majority of what factory workers there were. in the sugar and 

rum factories as well as in the few import-substitution industries -- cigarettes. food 

products and soap -- which comprised Barbados' meagre industrial base. In spite of the 

fact that Barbados (dong with Trinidad) had made the furthest transition out of primary 

occupations, the economy remained on a "pre-industrial" level. However. the economy 

was already highly commercialized. After 1% 0, subsistence acquisition became 

increasingly monetized - although access to jobs still tended to be rooted in paternalistic 

modalities or personal patronage -- and most people depended on wages or regular cash 

incomes to fulfil their consumption needs. The colonial-capi talist mode of production in 

Barbados attained not only dominance but also monopolistic and universal dimensions, 

unlike the situation in Jamaica and Dominica. What I would call "monopoly cornprador- 

capitalistn comrnoditization, encompassing both agro-export and consumer-import enclaves 

-- the classical components of a colonial economy - was well-nigh ubiquitous and all- 

pervasive by the fint decades of the twentieth century. 

Labor force participation rates for women were exceptionally high between 1881 

and 1921 (in the high 70s throughout), after which they began to drop. In Barbados, the 

gainfully occupied component of the population of women over 10 years old dropped from 

76.9 percent in 1921 to 49.2% in 1946. This resulted from a combination of displacement 

by returned male workers and the crisis of the Great Depression, increased schooling, and 

the contraction of the plantation labor force without a concomitant rise of new industries. 



Between 1921 and 1946, the sugar labor force had shrunk from 33.000 to 23,000 

(Lowenthal. 1957: 456). As pointed out before, the lack of alternatives to wage or labor- 

market employment enhanced the value of schooling for boys cis well us its value as a 

gender marker, so that boys predominated at all levels. Primary school figures are given 

below: 

TABLE 8.3 
Primary School Enrolment and Attendance by Gender, 

Barbados, 1926-53 

Year 

1 926-27 
1937-38 
1938-39 
1940-41 
1945-46 
1947-48 
1950-5 1 
1952-53 

Total Enrolment 

Boys Girls Total 

NA NA 2 1,768 
13,129 13,268 26,397 
13,601 13,567 27,168 
14.062 14,02 1 28,083 
1 4,452 14,523 28,975 
14,783 14,199 28,982 
15,357 14,723 30,080 
16301 15.709 32.0 10 

Average Attendance 

Boys Girls Total 

NA NA 13,689 
9,897 9.685 1 9,582 
10,20 1 1 O,W3 20,204 
1 1,047 10,829 2 1,876 
1 0,768 10,549 21,317 
1 1,053 10,267 2 1,320 
10,992 11,135 22,127 
12.173 1 1.648 23.82 1 

Sources: The Bri t ish West Indies Year Book, 19 28; The West Indies Year Book, 1938; 
1940; 1941-2; 1946-7; T h e  Year Book of the West lndies and Countries of the 
Caribbean, 1948-9: Colonial Report - -  Barbados, 1950-5 1; 1952-53 

It was not until after 1960 that the emerging tourist and export-manufacturing 

industries would begin to have a marked impact on women's employment, including the 

"modernizingt' of its character. By 1960, little had changed about Barbados' plantation- 

dominated monocrop economy: 46,000 of an approximate total of 83,000 acres of arable 

land planted in sugar cane, of which 36,000 or more acres were owned by 260 estates and 

about 10,000 acres distributed among 30,000-odd peasant holdings. Ninety-three percent 

of all domestic commodity exports were sugar and sugar products in 1960 (Mack, 1967: 

149). The extent to which the mass of the population still basically comprised laborers and 

servants can be deduced from the fact that almost fifty-three percent of an employed 

workforce of 70,010 persons in March, IW, were estate and factory sugar workers 



(22.09 1 ) and domestics in private homes ( 15.000). Higglers and hawkers comprised over 

half of the sales personnel in  the labor force. and "dressmakers and seamstresses" -- 

despite a major decline in numben -- still accounted for the largest single category of craft- 

based "manufacturing" personnel, attesting to the continued importance of own-account 

workers outside of the re/productive enclaves of the ruling class. 

A huge income gap existed between men and women. both in relation to roughly 

comparable gender-typed occupations and within industries. According to 1955 figures, 

seamstresses, laundresses and domestics averaged less than a third of the earnings of 

porters. seamen and stevedores; and in spite of the preponderance of women among small 

traders. they made only about sixty percent of what their male counterparts made (Cumper. 

1960: Table 10, 166). A small part of the discrepancy can be accounted for by the greater 

number of houn worked by men. except in the category of domestics, who worked the 

most houn of all workers (over 62 hours a week). Women made up about 50% of field 

workers in the sugar industry, but less than 10% (between 5 and 8%) of sugar factory 

workers. Among field workers, the sexual division of labor was primarily between male 

cane cutten and regular laborers and female weeders; in the factories. skilled males formed 

the elite of the industry workforce. Over the ten-year period 1954-1963, male estate 

laborers averaged weekly earnings of B$18.% during "crop" and B$10.06 "out of crop" 

(or in "hard times"). The corresponding figures for women were 8014.72 and $6.61. Male 

factory workers averaged BM9.40 per week during "cropn and B$15.63 "out of cropn; for 

women. corresponding earnings were B$23.46 and B$839. slightly less than half those of 

men overall (Abstract of Statistics. No.4. 1%3: Table 36, p. 44). Urban incomes were not 

much better: in the richest agricultural zones, "cropn season incomes were higher than in 

the urban areas (Howard. 1989: 37). White-collar jobs were still few and far between. 

The 1950s would see the second great post-emancipation movement of labor from 

the West Indian colonies to expanding overseas centers of capitalist activity. This time the 

movement was to the distant metropole: Britain's program of post-war reconstruction and 



expansion called for masses of cheap labor to fi l l  low-level jobs. for which colonial and ex- 

colonial subjects -- particularly West Indians. but also Indians and Pakistanis -- were seen 

as ideally suited and thus actively recruited. Once again. young'. skilled and semi-skilled 

male workers led the way. with men ultimately making up two-thirds of over 25.000 

Barbadians who left for Britain between 1951 and 19622. The women tended to follow the 

men. About a quarter of the emigrants were government-sponsored recruits who became 

primarily transport, railway and hotel workers. but a group of nurses and nurse trainees, 

comprising almost 2Wo of the recruits. formed an important component among them. 

Figures from other islands also indicate that a significant proportion of the small group of 

single women who went to England were semi-professionals. particularly teachers and 

nurses (Roberts and Mills, 1955). Domestic service and dressmaking. however. were the 

most frequently claimed occupations of female migrants who had been employed. 

In the late 19%, Barbados would also move into the final stage of its 

"demographic transition," characterized by the achievement of very low birth rates (after 

having the highest birthrate among the islands in the late nineteenth century) and a sharply 

defined demographic profile shared, with some variations, by St.'Kitts. another "monocrop 

plantation economy" -- low birthrate, high educational levels, high female labor force 

participation, tugh female household headship, in a contex: of unchanged male bias in 

employment, occupational selection, and remuneration. 

Jamaica presented a more complex case than Barbados, although a critical feature of 

colonial capitalist modes of production remained the same. This was their inability to 

absorb the "surplus" labor they were creating (and do so) through the generation of a 

l1n 1955. the 3-25 age p u p  accounted for 70% of the men and 40% of the women n<arch, 1981: 236). 
3 
-In I%?, opposition to the growing "black" presence in Britain finally resulted in the passage of the 
Commonwealth Immigrants Act. whlch effectively shut off any further large-scale i m m i m o n  from h r d -  
world countries into that country. 



secondary sector of production, with backward linkages to the primary sector and 

supplying producer and consumer goods (Departments I and 11 of Marx's model) to an 

internal market of multisectoral capitalists and workers, or diverse producers and 

consumers. whatever their class configuration. The peasant mode of production was a 

potential site for such a development. but it was entirely prevented from evolving in this 

direction. Because of the severe limitations and pressure placed on the peasant economy, 

whenever the plantation system was undergoing a crisis or restructuring. Jamaican 

producers, like their counterparts elsewhere in the Caribbean, resorted to large-scale labor 

migration where the opportunity presented itself. And thanks to the activities of U.S. 

capital in Central America, Cuba and the Dominican Republic, it did. confirming the 

stagnating British colonies in their new role of labor reserve in relation to the emerging 

centers of American investment in the region -- periphery of the American periphery. 

Two significant features of Jamaica's post-emancipation landscape placed it  on a 

divergent path from the "pure plantation model" approximated by Barbados. These features 

were at once dialectically interrelated and relatively independent of each other. One was of 

course the spectacular growth of the peasantry; and the other was the decline and 

subsequent re-emergence and social and technical restructuring of the plantation sector. The 

Morant Bay Rebellion of 1865 was fuelled by the conditions of plantation decline and the 

vicious intransigence against the peasantry and would-be peasantry in the face of that 

decline. High rents and taxation, reduced wages, indentured immieption, extreme levels of 

unemployment, political disfranchisement, and punitive "justicen had taken a heavy toll on 

the poor. both small-propertied and unpropertied. Not all the people wen peasants. In fact, 

the peasantry yet constituted a minority of the labor force, and female workers, not all of 

whom worked at estate labor, were hit particularly hard. A contemporary report described 

the situation in Spanish Town as follows: 

There were 1,045 domestic servants in the parish. most of them in the town; 
not half of them in a situation at any given time, mostly females; 772 
seamstresses are always poor, most of them only getting occasional work of 
the country people before the August and Christmas holidays. 422 



laundresses, of whom not a quarter find work. (Reporr of the Buptist 
Ministers, 1865: 177, cited in Robotham, 1981: 52) 

Since these were the occupations in which women were increasingly to take refuge. 

one can easily imagine the hardships of female estate workers and, to a lesser extent. 

provision farmers. From very early on, women were the worst casualties of lay-offs and 

unemployment in the sugar industry. As seasonal estate workers. who sometimes formed 

part of roving gangs tramping from estate to estate in search of work. they were liable to 

find themselves in the situation of being pregnant and abandoned by a transient sexual 

partner. This often meant the beginning of a makeshift existence as a casual worker and 

head of household. with a growing family generated out of and haphazardly sustained by a 

series of unstable liaisons with nomadic men. Other women headed their own households 

on family land, and those in the most economically secure positions were spouses of 

permanent estate workers or independent cultivators. situations which tended to exempt or 

isolate them from estate work (Clarke. 1966 [1957]: Cumper, 1958). 

Shifs in  proper^. Production and Exchnge Relations 

Cum per ( 1954) sees the Morant Bay Rebellion as marking the transition from a peasantry 

oriented to its own subsistence needs as well as those of workers on local estates to one 

integrated into the national and international markets. He credits the early banana trade and 

road development associated with this trade for this shift, even as another writer points out 

that "it was this crop that served to displace the peasantry from the land and assisted the 

plantation sector to re-assert its dominance over the economy" (Satchell, 1990: 48). 

From the mid- 16l0s to the mid- 1890s. a process of large-scale concentration of 

land in new hands took place. primarily for the establishment of banana plantations. Most 

of the new planters were Jewish and "brown" merchants and professionals who had 

bought abandoned sugar estates with an eye on the lucrative banana trade. In the process. 

they displaced the peasants who had been the principal banana cultivators between 1866 

and 1880 (Satchell. 1990: 48). Land was acquired through both private and government 



transfers. After Crown Colony rule was established. the Crown had implemented anti- 

squatting land registration policies which enabled it to repossess thousands of acres of land 

from squatters. unregistered owners, and longterm delinquent landholders with regard to 

quit rent and land tax. This facilitated a massive transfer of land from the peasantry to 

"merchants. professionals, business companies and landed proprietors" through grants. 

leases and sales (ibid.: 93). By 1902.240368 acres of land had reverted to the Crown and 

squatting was effectively suppressed (ibid.: 69. 74). Of this period Post (1978: 42) 

comments: 

Thus. at the time when peasants were being increasingly brought into the 
international mode of exchange over which they had no control. particularly 
through the growth of the banana trade, they were also being denied the 
most basic of their means of production. As their independent form of 
production thus began to be eroded. their only alternative livelihood was 
wage labour. 

Two laws mentioned by Satchell (ihid.: 79) helped to open up and invigorate the 

land market in Jamaica during this period. The first was the Aliens Law Amendment of 

1871 which gave aliens the right to acquire and dispose of real and personal property in the 

island: the second was the Married Women's Property Rights Law of 1882 which enabled 

mamed women to acquire and dispose of real and personal property without the 

intervention of trustees (see also Satchell, 1995). These laws facilitated (a) the penetration 

of the Jamaican economy by U.S. capital, and (b) the increasing divestment of women as 

both large and small holders of land, notwithstanding their very small numbers to begin 

with (ibid.). Lorenzo Dow Baker, an American fruit merchant, and the Boston Fruit 

Company, for example, acquired tens of thousands of acres in the most important banana- 

growing parishes of the island during the 1880s. 

The resurgence of the plantation sector after the 1880s aborted the expansion of 

smallholdings and many peasants became tenants and sharecroppers on the land of the new 

owners. Domestic food crop production suffered a decline, and, although there was an 

ongoing shift to export crop production. a period of stagnation in peasant production set in. 

There is some confusion as to the extent of -cd decline beyond 1890, however, as 



census figures and Cumper ( 1954: Table 6.57) register huge increases in the absolute and 

relative numbers of small settlers vis-a-vis laborers between 1881 and 191 1, while Satchel1 

(1990: 154). the most important contemporary scholar on land transactions in Jamaica 

during the period 1866-1900. appears to see just the opposite trend. While Satchel1 has 

convincingly discredited the rosy success story of peasant development in Jamaica painted 

by authors like Eisner ( 1%1 [1974J) and Cumper himself. showing among other things 

that not all farms under 50 and even 25 acres were owned by "peasants." and tracing the 

dispossession described here, he has not accounted for his claim of a significant decline in 

numbers (vis-a-vis an increase among laborers) beyond 1890. 

However, the crisis of peasant farming in the period 1880- 1920 is beyond dispute. 

I t  was during this period that emigration to Central America provided an important outlet 

for ruined and frustrated small farmers and rural laborers. Post (1978: 44) reminds us that 

"net emigration in the period 1921 has been estimated at 146.000 in a population 

which grew from 580.000 to 858,100." He suggests that this outflow may have averted a 

major crisis in the system (ibid.). In 1891, female agricultural laborers outnumbered male 

as a result of the maledominated exodus. There was also an increase in the female- 

dominated movement towards the urban centers. This turned into a surge in the 1920s. 

Some of the land repossessed by the government was redistributed back to the 

peasants in a land settlement scheme instituted by the "liberal" governor. Sir Henry Blake. 

in 1895. However, prices were very high and the transfers did not involve the prime 

agricultural lands, comprising subdivided estates, that many of them had previously 

occupied, nor did they involve prime Crown lands (Satchell, 1990: 108). Those had been 

alienated through grant, sale or lease to large landholders. many of them American. The 

lands being offered to the peasants were in remote areas and often not suitable for 

cultivation. The government found relatively few taken, and many of those were not even 

peasants. Post (1978: 117) points out that credit was not made available to peasants in their 

bid for land acquisition, so that payment was extremely difficult: "[bly 1909 only about six 



hundred. with an average of ten acres each. had paid in full. and 9.000 acres had already 

been taken back for non-payment or were much in arrears." To make matters worse. in 

1916 the government raised the upper limit on holdings from 50 to 300 acres. turning 

policy against the peasantry (ihid.). 

In spite of these limitations, the number of peasant farmers increased quite 

dramatically after 189 1 according to census figures. After 19 10, the peasant economy was 

characterized by containment and fragmentation. since there was no opening up of new 

areas for settlement comparable to that which occurred in the previous forty-year period. 

1870- 19 10 (Cumper. 1954: 1956). Thus, the increase in the number of smallholders was 

associated with fragmentation, while the increase in the area under cultivation was 

associated with the more intensive use of land on the large estates and the re-emergence of 

the sugar industry. Partly because of rises in productivity in the sugar industry and the 

relative decline of the banana industry (between 1915 and 1924 because of Panama and 

Leaf Spot diseases), there was no expansion of demand for estate labor after 191 1 (ibids.). 

Furthermore, the resettlement of ex-soldiers and other returnees on over 22,000 acres of 

land had exacerbated the pressure on the already-existing peasantry. As a result. the flow 

towards the city increased considerably. Post (1978: 132) cites estimates that "an average 

of some 2.750 peasants were being forced off the land every year between 1921 and 1943, 

with an additional average annual decline of 2,000 agricultural wage earners." The 

population of Kingston more than doubled between 1921 and 1943, and was characterized 

by a "vast preponderance of women" (Clarke, 1975: 5455). During this period, the sex 

ratio of the migrants to Kingston and St. Andrew were 603 and 721 respectively. Clarke 

elaborates that "[tlhere was a large preponderance of women throughout most of the rapidly 

growing tenements and the upper-class suburbs: this was particularly marked near Half 

Way Tree. where most households employed domestic servants and provided the very 

occupations for which most female migrants were searchingn (p. 55). 



The tables below document the fluctuations and general decline of the labor force in 

agriculture relative to other sectors as well as its shifting recomposition by gender and 

occupational status between 1890 and 1943: 

TABLE 8.4 
Sectoral Composition of Labor Force, 1844-1921 

Agncul turc 

Induqtry & 
Constnic t. 

Commcrce 

Prolcssions 

Domest~c 
Scnxx 

Source: Eisner. 1961: Table XX,  163 

TABLE 8.5 
Percentage of Labor Force in Agriculture by Gender, 1891-1943 

Sources: Lobdell, 1988: Tables 8-13; 1943 Census of Jamaica. Labdell's adapted figures for 
1891-1921 are generally lower than the "gainfully occupied" percentages in the original censuses because he 
uses the age-group cutoff. 15-64. while the former referred to the over-10 population. 

Year 

1891 

191 1 

1921 

1943 

Male 

80.6 

72.4 

72.9 

55.7 

Female 

68.2 

44.9 

46.7 

27.6 



TABLE 8.6 
Occupational Status of Men and Women in Agriculture, 1891-1943 

I Men = 100% I 
Year I Laborers I Planters 1 

Women 

Laborers 

92.3 

43.4 

43.4 

70.2 

= 100% 

Planters 

7.7 

28.2 

34.1 

29.8 

Sources: Lobdell, 1988: Tabfes 8-13, 228-233; Cumper, 1960: Table 3, 159 

TABLE 8.7 
Numbers of M e n  and Women in Agriculture by Occupational Status, 

1891-1943 

I ters La borers 

Year 

1891 

Women 

10,308 

3 1,890 

42,83 9 

13,400 

Pla Total 

M/F 

50.7M/49.3 F 

58.3 M/4 1.7F 

56.1 M/43.9F 

79.4W20.6F 

1 1 

M e n  

114,910 

Sources: Lobdell, 1988: Tables 8-13, 228-233; Cumper, 1960: Table 3, 159 

Between 1891 and 1911, the sex and occupational-status composition of the 

Jamaican agricultural labor force appears to have shifted in significant ways. However, it is 

hard to say exactly how significantly since the census classification changed over the 

period, and the 1891 census is considered to be an over-enumeration of the female labor 

force in particular. One writer refers to this as an "anomaly" arising from the fact that 

"'wives, daughters, or other female relatives, wholly engaged in domestic duties at home' 

were mistakenly enumerated as having agriculnval occupations in 1891" (Lobdell. 1988: 

Women 

123,355 

Men 

19,995 



206). Also. the censuses before 1943 -- the year of Jamaica's first modem census -- did 

not collect data on actual employment but. rather. on the respondent's declaration of the 

main occupation by which he or she made a living. Allowing for this alleged inflation of the 

1891 labor force statistics, it is nonetheless significant that the numbers of men and women 

employed as laborers and "planterst' (meaning mostly small farmers) in agriculture were 

about even, at 137,600 men and 133.6% women. Possibly because of male emigration. 

more women were agricultural laborers than men; and. in a pattem we have come to expect. 

there were twice as many male as female "planten." a lopsidedness that was to intensify in 

the yean ahead. Thus, the female farmer was disappearing from the Jamaican landscape. 

What is striking about the 1891 census is the high ratio of laborers to planters. even among 

men. This would seem to support Satcheil's thesis that the wage laborer category was 

gaining in numbers at the expense of small settlers in this period; and since there was no 

census in 1900-1. the marked reverse shift that is registered in the 191 1 census may well 

have taken twenty yean to occur. I t  was after 1891 that the government became active in 

land settlement schemes, continuing right up to the postwar period in its efforts to settle ex- 

World War I soldiers. In any event, the increase among small settlers could be attributed 

most of all to land fragmentation and subdivision. 

Up to 1921, the numbers of men and women among laborers were fairly even. in a 

pattem similar to that sustained in Barbados all the way up to the present. What was 

different was the extent of peasantization, and the fact that after 1890 the small farmer 

group was growing in inverse proportions to the laborer group. especially among men. 

Also. already by 191 1 over half of the female labor force between the ages of 15 and 64 

was outside of agriculture, while the great majority of men still earned their livelihoods by 

means of the soil. After 1921, women deserted agriculture in huge numben. leaving 

behind the labor force composition that we see in 1943 -- an exaggerated predominance (in 

both statistics and reality) of men as both estate laborers and peasant farmen. unlike the 



situation in Barbados. Jamaican demographer George Roberts (1957: 91) describes this 

scenario most succinctly: 

Though the declining participation in agriculture is characteristic of both 
sexes. it is the large-scale withdrawal of females after 1921 that has in the 
main resulted in the great reduction in the numbers engaged in agriculture. 
Thus between 192  1 and 1943 the number of females in agriculture declined 
from 125,400 to 45,600; a reduction of 64% within 22 years has thus taken 
place. Whereas in 1921 57% of all females gainfully employed were in 
some form of agriculture. the proportion declined to 28% by 1943. ... The 
movements in the number of males employed have on the contrary been 
entirely different. In fact, the number of males in agriculture has continued 
to rise ever since 1844. And between 1921 and 1943 males so engaged 
increased from 160,300 to 183.000 or by 14%. But despite the continued 
increase in the number of males engaged in agriculture, the proportion so 
engaged has declined. especially between 1921 and 1943. Between 1891 
and 1921 the proportion of males in  this class ranged from 75 to 71%. but 
by 1943 the proportion declined to 57%. Low though this is compared with 
the proportions prevailing in the past, it still emphasizes that agriculture 
remains the predominant industry of the island. 

The extent of peasant participation in the production of the major estate crops and in 

the international market should be noted. We have already seen that the peasantry had 

increased its export crop production from 1 1 percent of its output in 1850 to 23 percent in 

1890. The latter contribution amounted to an impressive 39.4% of total agricultural 

exports. Bananas continued to provide half or more of the value of Jamaican exports until 

the end of the 1930s and sugar experienced a resurgence in the second decade of the 

twentieth century. Even after the impact of plant diseases, small farmers continued to 

supply between 25 and 30 percent of Jamaica's banana exports up until the 1930s. Post 

(1978: 124) notes that there were 14,000 poor and middle peasants engaged in the banana 

export trade in the late 1930s. In the case of sugar. the cane farmer increased in importance 

in the boom of 1920, and "still accounted for about 30 per cent of acreage in 1929" 

(Cumper, 1954: 77). According to Cumper, in spite of fluctuations this figure rose to 35 

percent in 1944 (ibid.). The extent to which the peasant sector was oriented towards the 

international market is therefore clear. 



Di.slocarion and Relocdon of Women 

Wbat were the precise conditions that served to expel women so disproportionately from 

the countryside? To get the most complete picture. one needs to look at conditions in both 

peasant and estate agriculture. With regard to the former. it is necessary to understand two 

aspects of the overall process: first. me external pressures eroding and reconfiguring the 

peasantry. and secondly. the location of wives (or other female principals) and the 

destination of daughters vis-a-vis the situation for their male counterparts within the peasant 

household. Externally. a number of developments impacting on the mode of formation of 

the peasantry have already been identified. These involve (a) the level of substantive 

property/labor relations and (b) the level of formal-legal propertyllabor relations. In the first 

instance, there is a qualitatively new displacement and reorientation of the peasantry. 

Before the advent of the banana industry, the parish of Portland. to take an important 

example, had a thriving provision farming economy which had been erected on the 

smoldering foundations of derelict sugar estates (Cumper, 1956: 270). The coming of 

bananas in the context of large-scale repossession of land by the government did a number 

of things. simultaneously or a1 tematel y -- a significant re-orientation to export cropping, 

displacement from the land and full-time farming altogether, relocation as tenants and 

sharecroppers on the new estate properties, and an increased need to supplement peasant 

incomes by means of occasional wage labor. All these processes affected women 

disproportionately. spelling either their marginalization as provision farmers or far greater 

incentives for them (than for men) to abandon rural livelihoods altogether. For African- 

Jamaican women this was particularly true, as the banana plantations were the main source 

of employment for East Indian indentured immigrants, men and women. by the early 

twentieth century (Shepherd. 1993). 

Cash-crop fanning for the export market shifted the contours of previously oblique 

class relations between peasant communities and the outside Jamaican world more and 

more towards direct contractual relations between male principals, producer and merchant 



or purchasing agent, producer and transnational corporation representative. or producer and 

landlord-merchant (or landlord and merchant) where the producer was a tenant of the big 

landowner. A growing de-emphasis on provision farming increasingly alienated the peasant 

enterprise from the relatively autonomous petty commodity circuit of production and 

circulation that made up the subsidiary, subaltern economy and linked working class 

communities together in a rural-urban nexus of production and consumption. The removal 

of more and more peasant enterprises and resources from this circuit, or the lessening of 

commitment to it, weakened it and rendered it less vibrant. As might be expected, women 

were tremendously marginalized by this shift in focus to contractual relations of production 

between inside and outside men -- relations which. mower ,  received their "proper" 

accounting in the national ledger. The new land policies of the government, encompassing 

land registration, land settlement and agricultural extension services, also privileged men. 

especially as cash crop farmers. over women. While provision farming continued to grow. 

it did so at a slower pace. and without the help of capital or state. 

The government's regulation of the distribution and formalization of property rights 

through its land registration campaign and land settlement schemes exacerbated the agrarian 

marginalization of women, since men were preferred as legal and "propern title holders 

among both old and new settlers. The Married Women's Property Rights Law of 1882 

facilitated the increasing divestment by women of landholdings, partly because in the brave 

new wodd of capitalist farming, women no longer had either the semi-feudal supports or 

constraints that had sometimes enabled them to carry on in viable or reluctant ownership of 

a property. In addition, there were changes made to the census enumeration system which 

resulted in the redefinition of the labor force and women's role in it, and exaggerated 

women's disappearance from labor force statistics. All women who worked on farms and 

estates were listed as laborers up to 1891. After 1891, however, (male) householders were 

instructed not to list the occupation of wives, daughters and other female relatives 

"normallyn engaged in domestic duties at home. This meant that wives or female co- 



principals who worked provision plots in peasant households. higgled the produce of the 

farm at local and urban markets. assisted in the cultivation of the more "important" cash 

crops for export. and so on. were no longer counted as either laborers or farmers (although 

they had always been less likely to be classified as the latter) if i t  was judged that their 

primary "duty" (and therefore sole occupation) was taking care of the home and children. 

There appears to have been some attempt to reintroduce women and juveniles into the labor 

force as pan of a lesser category entitled "assistants in agriculture" in the 19 1 1 census. but 

even this dubious compromise was eliminated in  1943 (Roberts, 1957: 90-2). This elision 

of the peasant woman's extra-domestic farming occupations and labor-time, even where 

these might take up the greater part of her working week, was carried out with particular 

ease if she did not hold any kind of paid "job" in the community, which she typically did 

not. It also meant that sons were much more likely to be classified as part of the labor force 

(even as unpaid workers) than daughten. even when the latter made greater contributions 

to the overall farming household economy. In addition, although little detailed research has 

been done on women's role in banana plantation production. it might be assumed that 

women who worked seasonally at casualized. piece-rate occupations like that of banana 

camer were also eliminated from the statistics in great numbers. 

The peasant economy tends almost universally to be patriarchal. or at least male- 

headed. in structure and. especially in its market-oriented form, to reproduce fewer places 

for women than for men. Although its absorptive capacity in relation to men is limited too 

-- as witnessed by the high rates of outmigration from areas of high small-settler 

concentration for men as well as women -- there are nevertheless far more in depend en^ 

places reproduced for men than for women. In Jamaica, where there were few social 

restraints tying women of the subaltern classes to property and to men, and where these 

women were typically "unprotected" and self-reliant, the movement of women out of 

peasant and into urban livelihoods was most pronounced in this period. Although 

daughters might actually remain in their natal households longer than sons. often extending 



their sojourn to a period after the birth of one child or more. fewer of them eventually took 

up rural occupations. The peasant economy produced more women than it could absorb as 

spouses of men who might settle down late and who typically mamed even later, in their 

mid-thirties to early forties. Because of the scarcity and undesirability of estate jobs for 

daughters of small farmer households. many of those who did not become absorbed into 

new peasant households as spouses and co-principals left (sometimes a child or children 

behind) to seek their fortunes in the urban areas. Sometimes they were sent by their parents 

as young girls to become live-in helpen in urban middle-class homes in exchange for in- 

kind compensation. including "training" that might prove useful later on. This was known 

as the "schoolgirl" system which often concentrated exploitative class relations between 

poor rural women and middle-class urban women (Higrnan, 1989: 56). The majority of 

adult female mi,gants from the countryside to the city also sought and found work as 

domestic servants, remitting part of their paychecks on a regular basis to help support 

children and other family members in the village. The far greater number of boys who 

stayed in the agricultural economy pursued more or less fragmented and waged rural 

livelihoods until they accumulated enough cash or credibility to buy or acquire land of their 

own, for cultivation and for a family residence. After the 1920s. as girls of peasant 

households received increasingly more schooling and certification than boys, they aspired 

to higher-status occupations, like those of teacher and clerk." 

In the case of estate labor. there are some differences between banana and sugar 

production which cannot adequately be accounted for because of lack of published material 

on the banana workf'orce. We have already seen that up till the 1921 census women made 

up almost half of the agricultural laborer category, the drastic decline occurring only 

subsequently. Figures provided by Roberts (1957) show banana cultivation to have been 

more male dominated than sugar both before and after 1921. However, Shirley 

3~igures presented by Miller ( 1990: Table 59. 314) of high school enrolment in rural schools at ten-year 
intervals between 1942 and 1982 show girls consistently maltlng up roughly ktween 60 and 65 percent of 
entrants. In 1942, this was so dthough slightly more boys entered high schools on an island-wide basis. 



Robertson's unpublished work (1993) suggests that the extent of masculinization of the 

banana workforce was not as high as has been previously assumed. Women have 

traditionally played a critical role in weeding banana fields and in transporting and packing 

the harvested fruit in both Jamaica and the Eastern Caribbean. and although these jobs have 

been progressively eliminated. that process did not occur until after the war and. indeed. is 

still occurring in the Eastern Caribbean. I t  is possible that women's jobs in the banana 

industry have been undercounted because of the high degree of casualization of 

"peripheral" (but extremely labor-intensive and arduous) work like head caniage of 

bananas. Whatever the case may be. there is no doubt that by 1943 both banana and sugar 

cane cultivation had become practically male enclaves in Jamaica. Table 8.8 tells the story. 

TABLE 8.8 
Sectoral Occupation in Agriculture by Gender, 1921 and 1943 

Sugar cane cultivation 
Banana cultivation 
General farming 
Cocoa, coconut and coffee 

cultivation 
Tobacco cultivation 
Stock raising 
Assistants in agriculture 

Occapation 

Source: Roberts, 1957: Table 26, 92 

The sugar industry had undergone an enormous increase in productivity in both 

field and factory operations between 18% and 1944. Less efficient sugar factories were 

abandoned or consolidated into new central factory complexes, and there "was a 

pronounced increase in acreage under cultivation by the average sugar estaten while the 

overall number of sugar estates declined (lobdell. 1987: 82). According to Cumper ( 1954: 

74), "[tlhe average output of sugar per factory increased from 127 tons in 18% to 1,620 

Male 
1921 1 1943 

Female 
1921 1 1943 



tons in 1926, 3,160 tons in 1937, 6,070 tons in 1944 -2' With the increase in 

productivity and cane farming came an increased propensity to employ or occupy skilled or 

semi-skilled male agriculturalists at the expense of unskilled women. A detailed breakdown 

of employment figures in the industry is available for 193536: 

TABLE 8.9 
Employment in Sugar, 1935-36 

? 

Source: Post, 1978: Table 16, 122 

In Crop 
Men Women 

Estates 
Cane Farms 

Women made up 28% of the sugar estate workforce in crop and 30.6% out of crop. 

Out of Crop 
Men Women 

The proportions were almost identical on the cane f m s ,  indicating that small farming 

22,200 8,800 
5.500 2,200 

certainly did not increase their opportunities for employment, and generally, from their 

13,600 6,000 
3,400 1,500 

lowered proportions during the harvesting season, that males dominated the migratory flow 

of labor into the estates at this time of the year. Post (1978: 122) also points out. as a 

footnote to the above table, that "[elstate factories employed 2,200 skilled men in crop and 

1300 out," which increases the level of male dominance even more. 

The extreme hardships and unstable mating careen that seasonal estate work 

imposed on women car. be gleaned from the evidence below. Women endured separation 

from their children and mates or put together extremely tenuous and sometimes dangerous 

reproductive arrangements for themselves and their children in order to seize the 

opportunities presented for sporadic episodes of employment at pitifully low wages. 

Women did not cut cane, but they worked in the weeding gangs. At 
Dawkins Farm, part of Caymanas Estate, they got eleven weeks' work in 
1938, one week being too wet to do anytfung. Eighteen women were 
employed in one gang in that period, with the actual number working 
ranging from nine to sixteen. Eight were recorded as living with their 
'concubines' (a unisexual term in Jamaica), the rest were either the sole 



support of their children or temporarily separated from their men. Sarah. 
aged twenty-three. with a three year-old son and again pregnant. was lucky: 
she worked for ten weeks, earning an average of 6s.ld. a week. Jestina. 
aged forty-five. had three children and had left her man behind in St. 
Thomas. She worked for seven weeks at an average wage of 7s.4d. If they 
were fortunate to get that much work at a starvation wage, what of Isabella. 
who had a bad sore on her foot and managed to work only two weeks for a 
total of 8s.6d.. or Alice, already syphilitic at sixteen. who earned a toiai of 
7s.9d. for three beeks' work? 

It was no wonder. therefore. that women abandoned estate labor and agricultural 

livelihoods wherever they found alternatives. The pattern of abandonment. however, was 

not a homogeneous one across parishes. Demographic analysis has shown that certain 

parishes had a greater "push" propensity or labor-supply role than others. and that this 

propensity to lose population to other parishes. especially the urbanlsuburban ones. was 

related to differentials in socio-economic structure and associated fertility regime. Hum er d 

( 1977) have drawn up a classificatory schema covering the period 1880- 1938 in which the 

twelve rural parishes of Jamaica have been assigned places in accordance with their socio- 

economic structure. The iatter was determined by the correlation of the dominant mode of 

agricultural production -- plantation or peasant ("small settler") -- and the nature of primary 

agricultural output or crops cultivated - export staple or domestic food crop. Their schema 

is reproduced below. 



FIGURE 8.1 
An Empirical Classification of Parishes by Socio-economic Structure, 

Jamaica 1880- 1938 (after Hum et al, 1977) 

Nature of Cro Produced 

Staple Expon Dominated , 
Domestic Crop Dominated 

Organization of Production 

Plantation Dominated 

Class I 

St. Thomas 
St. Catherine 

Class I I I  

Trelawny 
Clarendon 
St. James 

Westmoreland 

SmdI Settier Dominated I 
Class 11 

Portland 
St. Mary 

Class IV 

Manchester 
St. Ann 

St. Elizabeth 
Hanover 

Hum ef d were concerned to explore the historical relationship between fertility 

patterns and socio-economic structure for Jamaica's rural parishes. Using specialized 

statistical techniques, they arrive at the conclusions "that parishes given over to the 

cultivation of staple exports exhibited significantly greater seasonality of births than did 

parishes in which production was devoted to domestically consumed crops." and that since 

"there appears to have been no significant difference in seasonality of births between those 

parishes in which production was organized by plantations and those in which peasant 

organized production prevailed ... seasonality of registered births in the rural parishes of 

Jamaica depended primarily on the nature of agricultural output rather than the mode of 

production" (Hum ei a[, 1977: 79). Whatever the accuracy of their precise conclusions, the 

typology generated by Hum et af can be used to investigate differentials in birthrates and 

rates of migration among the twelve mral parishes. Data provided by Roberts (1957) on 

gross reproduction rates by parish for the years 1881-1943 (Table 70, 281) and on internal 

rni,ption by parish for the years 191 1- 1943 (Tables 33-37, 14% 1%) show that the Class 

IV parishes (small settler/dornestic cropdominated) of the Hum et ai typology - 



panicularly St. Elizabeth. St. Ann and Manchester -- had both the highest reproduction 

rates and the heaviest migration outflows for the periods covered (see also Lobdell. 1987: 

Chapter V). While the latter was true for both male and female mi grants. women dominated 

the outmigration statistics. Moreover. men and women had somewhat different internal 

destitations, with in-miemtion to other rural parishes (with staple-export economies) 

dominated by males and in-migration to Kingston and St. Andrew dominated by females. 

Before 1921. while most male migrants from the rural parishes went overseas. a few 

thousand of them transferred to other parishes where banana cultivation was expanding "to 

take the place of those who emigrated or to avail themselves of the opportunity of 

emigrating from the island by means of one of the ships that called at the ports of these 

parishes" (Roberts, 1957: 15 1). Those women who migrated overseas tended to do so. as 

we have seen, from the urban areas. After 1921. external mimotation practically ceased and 

the movement of people was dominated by a huge flow towards the urban and suburban 

centers. According to Roberts' minimum estimates ( 195'7: 152). 90,200 males and 108.900 

females were involved in internal migration between 1921 and 1943, with Kingston proper 

receiving in net figures nearly three times as many women as men (ibid.: Table 38, 153). 

Men showed a very strong preference for suburban S t  Andrew, which received the bulk of 

migrants of both sexes. Only one rural parish, St. Thomas (Class I), received a significant 

number of primarily male miepnts during this period (ibid.) . 

Although referring primarily to the 1960 census which took place seventeen years 

after the end of our reference period. Cumper (1%: 414) has provided an excellent 

summation of migration patterns in Jamaica in relation to gender, reproduction, and socio- 

economic structure: 

Along the hilly spine of the island is a band of constituencies whose 
population is recruited hardly at all by immi,ption and whose natural 
increase is maintained by high fertility; households include a large 
proportion of children and are characterized by a high incidence of legal 
marriage. From these areas streams of migration flow, one to the towns 
(involving mainly women and the better-educated), another overseas 
(mainly men and again better-educated), another to the plains (involving 
mainly men and the poorly educated); the net effect is to lower the already 



low educational level of the areas which are the sources of migration and to 
raise the ratio of dependents to working adults in the population. In the 
towns the immigrants account for up to 45 per cent of the population: the 
urban areas represent a concentration of the better-educated; but (as in the 
plains) the incidence of legal marriage is low. as is the level of fertility. 

The Class IV parishes. therefore. have performed the role of nursery of the 

growing proletarian and black professional middle classes of Jamaica. Along with Class !I 

and Class 111 parishes. they also constituted an important labor reserve for the new centers 

of foreign investment in the region (Panama. other Central American Republics and Cuba. 

See Lubdell, 1987: 160). External labor mobility largely followed the pattern of this 

investment. British West Indians comprised 50 to 60 percent of the Panama Canal 

workforce over the entire duration of its construction, and a little over WO in  the last ten 

years. Jamaicans and Barbadians made up nearly three-quarters of this group, with the 

Jamaicans dominating. While smaller numbers of women went along, attached or 

unattached, as an auxiliary "domestic" force, it was the men who formed the backbone of 

the "pick and shovel" gang -- the "silver men" as distinct from the "gold men" -- 

responsible for the heaviest. dirtiest work and remunerated with the lowest wages in a 

racially segregated workforce (New ton, 198'7 [ 1984]).4 Women from rural Jamaica were 

recruited mainly into the Kingston-St. Andrew metropolitan center within the island. 

As has already been pointed out. the alternative to an agricultural livelihood that 

most readily presented itself to women all over the Caribbean was domestic service in the 

4 ~ h e  terms "gold" and "silver" men are explained by the fact that "[tlhe main supem~sory a d o r  shlled 
whlte American 'gold' employees were paid in US. gold currency, while the largely unshlled non-American 
whites, and dark-shnned 'silver' employees were p d  in Panamanian silver, which was worth half the value 
of U.S. currency" (Newton, 1987 [ 19841: 131). It should be pointed out, however, that in spite of the West 
Indian perspective of the Central American experience as being an unequivocally socially reducing one, the 
truth is that some of the (so-called) "Atlantic Coast" enclaves into which they were incorporaled as workers 
were tenitoridly and economidly alienated from the natlond (Spanish-spealung rnestim) states of whlch 
they were formally a pan and were controlled instead by foreign transnational corporarrons -- most 
commonly the United Fruit Company -- whlch sought to deliberately elevate the English-spang West 
Indian workers (known as "Creoles") above indigenous inhabit an^ and in-migrating mestizo workers, as a 
classic divide-andconquer tactic (see Bourgois, 1989; &so, Purcell , 1993). The United Fruit Corn pan y 
banana operations in Costa Rxa constituted the second mad important source of West Indian labor 
recruitment after the Panama Canal company and was largely responsible for cultivating the "crede" 
~rnmipmts, mostly black Jamaicans. as a kind of local elite m u p y n g  a buffer zone between the white 
Northarnerican managerid and supen'isorq. class and the mestizo and latlno workers coming in from the 
Pacrfic c a t  A somewhat different historical experience, but with parallel overtones, occurred in the 
"Atlantic Coastn of Nicaragua. 



towns. Interestingly, as can be seen from Tables 8.28 and 8.29 below, the occupational 

composition of Jamaica's female labor force in 1943 was very similar to Barbados' in 

1946. I t  was the occupational composition of the mk labor forces that diverged 

considerably. owing to the overwhelming predominance of men in all forms of agriculture 

and the significance of male-dominated subsidiary "petty bourgeois" modes of production 

in Jamaica. making for a remarkable mismatch between male and female occupations. For 

horh Jamaica and Barbados. about 27% of the female labor force was in primary 

occupations while one-third was in domestic service in 1943-46. Proportions of hucksters 

and seamstresses were slightly lower for Jamaica than for Barbados. because of the inflated 

category of "general labourers" occupying Jamaican women (see Table 8.29 below). One 

other important distinction is that. despite the general displacement of women from 

Caribbean labor forces between 1921 and 1946, this displacement appears earlier and is 

more drastic for Jamaica than the other two islands. Between 189 1 and 1921, due in no 

small measure to continuing high male emi,ption, the female worker rate in Barbados 

remained consistently high and declined very little. from 783 to 76.9 percent: Dominica's 

female worker rate was even higher, rising between 1891 and 1921 from a baseline of 

81%. For both Dominica and Barbados, female labor force participation subsequently 

declined to 49.2 percent by 1946. In Jamaica, however, the significant decline already 

evident between 189 1 and 192 1, from 75.4 to 64.7 percent (after dipping to 60% in 19 1 1 ). 

worsened to an all-time low of 33.9% in 1943 (all figures taken from Senior. 199 1 : Table 

6.1, 11 1). The primary route through which this hemorrhaging of the female labor force 

occurred. apart from increased schooling, was withdrawal from paid agricultural 

employment and invisibility in smallholder agriculture. 

Females comprised 57 percent of the black and colored population of IGngston in 

1943, while the male presence predominated for intermediary ethnic groups like the 

Chinese and the Jews. In a black and colored population with an island-wide sex ratio of 

933 males to every 1OOO females, 19.8% of females were subhrban residents in contrast to 



16.7% of males (see Table 8.32 below). The general sex ratio in Kingston and St. Andrew 

was around 80. while it was 94 in the rest of the island. The population of the urban areas 

was disproportionately female andcolored (although the smaller minority groups were even 

more sub/urbanized). and characterized. as Cumper ( l%3: 414) pointed out above. by the 

coexistence of such features as a low incidence of legal marriage, low fertility, and a high 

concentration of educated persons. Single motherhood and unstable, visiting relationships 

were widespread in the tenements of Kingston. but 90 percent of the black and % percent 

of the colored population of Kingston had attained an elementary or higher level of 

schooling in 1943. in contrast to 72 and 86 percent respectively in the island as a whole 

(see details in Table 8.33 below). Since black and colored women had a notably higher 

level of schooling than their male counterparts, these figures were higher for women and 

lower for men (see Table 8.10 below). Whites (including Jews) and Syrians had the 

highest levels of education. sixty percent or so of their suburban populations having 

attained levels of schooling at or beyond the secondary level. In all of Jamaica not even one 

percent of blacks had yet acquired a secondary education, but 2.8% of their numbers in 

Kingston had done so. The importance of Kingston for relatively educated blacks and vice 

versa can be graphically illustrated by the fact that black Kingstonians had lower levels of 

illiteracy than Chinese and Syrian Kingstonians, in spite of much higher lates nationally. 

The colored population of Kingston, in a similar pattern, had a slightly lower illiteracy rate 

than whites in the city. but the most educated among them tended to live in the suburbs of 

St. Andrew, a little over 24 percent of that particular population having attained secondary 

or higher education. Note the different raceiethnicity-gender configurations with regard to 

literacy (and, by implication, education) in the table below. 



TABLE 8.10 
Illiteracy Rates of Males and Females Seven Years of Age and Older, 1943 

RaceKolar 

All races 
Blacks 

Coloreds 
Chinese 
Whites 
Indians 
Syrians 

Males ( %  ) 

28.4 
3 1 -0 
16.2 
14.6 
3.4 
45.3 
4.9 

Females (%)  

Source: Miller, [ 19861 1994: Table 4.4, 102 

The great majority of Afro-Jamaican women were still servants and laborers in 

1943. Although women active in the agricultural labor force made up only a little over a 

quarter of the number of active men. they formed the (slightly) greater part of the active 

labor fwce in "non-agricultural industries" or sectors (Cum per. 1 %4). According to a 

1953-54 sample survey of the Kingston Metropolitan Area labor force. women made up 

almost 50% of the total urban labor force, their preponderance in that population making up 

for their lower participation rate (Maunder, 1960)". A higher proportion of women than 

men were own-account workers, reversing somewhat the structure in the countryside 

(ibid.: 80). The dominant urban occupational category for women was clearly domestic 

sewice. however. Indeed, the 1943 census had already shown this to be the dominant 

female occupational group for Jamaica as a whole, surpassing the numbers in the small 

farmer and agricultural laborer categories combined. Also, in terms of own-account 

activity, in that year a greater number of women were traders (or vendors) than were small 

farmers. In the 1953-54 survey, domestic service was followed by seamstressing (both 

own-account and wage-earning), street vending, and office work as occupations of choice 

for female Kingstonians. Office work was on the increase during this initial stage of 

5~aunder's survey will be discussed in more detail in the lollowing chapter on post-war Jamarca 



Jamaica's high-growth era. However. the groups to benefit most from this new expansion 

of clerical and commercial opportunities were white. "colored." and Chinese women. 

Still. the signs of upward mobility were limited but unmistakable. Just as the 

property and labor relations in agriculture showed working class Afro-Jamaican women an 

exit route from countryside to city, education increasingly provided them with an entree 

into Jamaica's post-plantation economy. Black women (in distinction from "colored" and 

other women) comprised 54.5 percent of female teachers and a growing proportion of 

nurses, over one-third, in  1943 (see Table 93 of the 1943 Census of Jamaica). The newly 

emergent profession of social work showed an even three-way split among black. 

"colored" and white women. What becomes increasingly apparent. however. is that black 

women were achieving upward mobility within an extremely narrow range of "nurturing" 

professions. and that they were still more likely to be street vendors than to be salespersons 

in stores. They were still being severely discriminated against in the selection of candidates 

for clerical and administrative jobs in offices and banks. They comprised barely 15 percent 

of female clerical workers in Jamaica as a whole. 

The nature of women's participation in the "great migration" to Britain during the 

decade of the 1950s is instructive. Although the migration was once again (working-class) 

male-dominated. it is generally felt that the early female migrants tended to be 

independently motivated to migrate and thus were an integral part of a movement of hbor, 

so to speak. The majority of women migrated during the later years of the outflow, 

primarily. it is assumed. as family members joining male partners and relatives. 

Roberts' and Mills' study (1958) of the first few years of the heavy outflow has 

provided invaluable insights into the structure of the Jamaican labor force at the time. 

Between 1953 and 1955, 17,373 men (63.7%) and 9,881 women (363%) left Jamaica for 

the U.K. la these initial yean of the migration. between 61 and 66% of the male emigrants 

were skilled, with the ratios in descending order over the period, so that "the unskilled, the 

rural dwellers and the illiterates [appeared] in mounting proportions in the emibption 



stream to the United Kingdom after 1955" (Roberts and Mills, 1958: 47). Indeed. by 1955. 

farm workers were the largest occupational class, exceeding the second largest ("mechanics 

etc") by 38 percent (ibid.: 49). Other studies were to confirm, however, that the average 

educational attainment of the emigrants was significantly higher than that for the island as a 

whole (Maunder, 1955). This was true for other islands as well. The migration push began 

from the urban areas, which were themselves experiencing an enormous influx of displaced 

rural migrants, and spread to the contiguous parishes, or evolved as a continuous two-step 

process -- rural-urban. third-world city-first-world rnetropole. Many of the rural migrants 

had been displaced from the land by the newly established, foreign-owned bauxite 

companies and were using their compensation money to finance emigration to Britain. 

Leading the list of skilled male emigrants for 1953-55 were "mechanics etc" (which 

also included electricians, plumbers, welders, blacksmiths. chauffeurs. tractor driven and 

others) followed by carpenters. masons. tailors and shoemakers. The female emigrants 

were largely concentrated in two occupational classes: "the indefinite class of so-called 

dressmakers" and "domestic servants." Dressmakers accounted for a huge 47 to 52 percent 

of the departing women. Those declaring themselves to be outside the labor force stood at 

14% in 1953, 13% in 1954. and 19% in 1955. The female emigrants tended to be more 

urban in origin than the male and had a higher rate of literacy, the two things being 

associated with each other as well as with the female labor force profile. Of 69 illiterate 

persons counted in 19546  (or 8.7%) were women. and of 261 such persons in 1955. 33 

or 12.6% were women. Most of the illiterates were farm workers. of which group women 

formed a negligible component, comprising only 29 of a total of 3,576 persons. Male 

unemployment was higher than female unemployment among agricultural laborers, no 

doubt because so many women had withdrawn from or been pushed out of agricultural 

work. Clarke (1975: 78) reports that, in 1955, "62 percent of the males and 32 percent of 

the females in rural Jamaica were looking for work." Many women had simply given up 

on rural livelihoods and had migrated to the city. 



In these early yean, a small professional or semi-professional group of emigrants, 

comprising nurses. teachers. civil servants and "professionals," contained 389 women. of 

whom 375. or 95.6%. were nurses and teachers, and 203 men, of whom 1 0 9  or 53.7% 

were "professionals," the next largest grouping among them being teachers (30.5% ). Only 

8 women were listed as "professionals." During this period, nurses experienced the 

second highest rate of emigration (in terms of the "occupational classf' on the island) after 

dressmakers. 

After 1955. the numbers of women and children increased among the emigrants, 

for the reasons outlined above. Between 1956 and 1%2, 45.7% of the emigrants were 

female and 54% were male (as opposed to the earlier 36.3/63.7 ratio). Over the entire 

period. males accounted for 55.9% of the emigrants and women for 44.1% . 
It was not until the decades of the sixties and seventies that the underlying trends in 

the female labor force prefigured in the early period of migration to Britain would become 

fully articulated. This post-war era saw a relative shift away from domestic. agricultural 

and own-account handicraft labor -- mostly informal or casualized labor occupations -- into 

white collar work on the one hand and service and, to a lesser extent, industrial work on 

the other hand. According to Gordon (1989), for example, the proportion of domestics in 

the female labor force dropped from slightly over one-third in 1943 to 16% in 1984, and 

the informal sector accounted for 46 percent of women in the labor force in 1984, down 

from 64 percent in 1943. The numbers of women expanded most dramatically in clerical 

and sales work, while women also increased their proportion in manufacturing and the 

professions -- within the latter, from 4 to 32 percent at the higher level (Gordon, 1989: 72). 

They easily sustained their decades-tong domination of what Gordon calls the "mass 

professionsf' -- teaching, nursing, social work etc. -- and what we have come to identify as 

the "nurturing" professions. From the mid-sixties many of them had parlayed their 

undervalued nurturing roles, but also their growing educational and pink-collar 

professional qualifications, into a successfd bid to meet the immigration - and cheap labor 



-- requirements of expanding capitalist service economies in Nonh America. both the U.S. 

and Canada. This time they led the migration stream. and often prepared the way for the 

male partners and relatives who followed them. 

. . 
o n o s  

The greater number of late-post-emancipation Dominicans seemed to live out largely 

undocumented lives in  the alternately expanding and contracting spaces between 

concentrations of plantation activity and staple export production. speaking both 

diachronically and synchronically. However, an intenti tial perspective and the chronic 

weakness of Dominica's plantation sector should not blind one to the lasting impact of 

phases of intense plantation and staple export preeminence on the economic structure of the 

island. Trouillot (1988: 56) notes that "[bletween 1853 and 1883, sugar. rum. and 

molasses together accounted for 85 percent of the total value of Dominican exports whereas 

the second most important crop. cocoa. contributed a mere 5 percent of such value." By 

1889, sugar and its by-products, whose rise to prominence in the island's economic tableau 

had largely been a post-emancipation development. were in decline, accounting for only 

44.3% of total exports (Colonial Report -- Leeward Islands, 1889: 14). Coffee and cocoa. 

peasant and lesser plantation crops, accounted for 26 percent of the value of total exports 

that year. It had been pointed out to the Royal Commission of 1884 that the peasants were 

responsible for seven-eighths of the cocoa and one-seventh of the sugar produced on the 

island (Trouillot, 1988: 95). Coffee was also grown by freehold peasants and tenant 

farmen, so that the decline of sugar meant, at least for a while. that the economic initiative 

was passed on to that group and the sphere of subsistence production could be amplified. 

An 1894 report (Hamilton, 1894: x) estimated the number of peasant properties in 

Dominica at over 1.500, and described "the bulk of the people" as "peasant proprietors." 

Notwithstanding its production statistics locally. the sugar plantocracy in Dominica 

ha1 never been a hegemonic class in a deeper sociopolitical sense. Not only were its 



historical roots in the island shallow. but also it occupied the most marginal comer of the 

Leeward Islands sugar colonial economy. Dominica was a less important sugar colony than 

tiny Montserrat with less than half its population during the 1890s (see Table 8.34 below). 

Moreover. Dominica's negligible and largely absentee (or resident-surrogate) sugar elite 

had always been forced to share the political-economic landscape with older-established 

French and colored coffee planters and. most persistently and irritatingly for them. an 

"overdeveloped" mulatto political class. This was in addition to a sizeable peasantry or 

would-be peasantry with a low commitment and obligation towards wage labor. The 

historical weight of the mulatto political elite or "Mulatto Ascendancy" was inversely related 

to the overall importance of Dominica's sugar economy. The imposition of Crown Colony 

Rule in 1898 was intended to end the stalemate caused, it was felt, by colored petty 

bourgeois arrogance. intractability and obstructionism (not to speak of inappropriate 

radicalism). But, the new system had very little plantocracy to shore up and so it set about 

creating one. 

By the second half of the 1880s, cocoa had emerged as an important "peasant 

counterpoint" to the declining sugar enclave and the rising new estate crop, limes. In 1894, 

each of the three crops represented about 25% of export value, and by 1901. cocoa 

accounted for 36 percent of export value while the export value of limes had grown to 52% 

of the total (Colonial Reports -- Leeward Islands). Despite the tremendous promise of 

peasant enterprise. the colonial government had decided in favor of the cultivation of limes 

and transplanted Englishmen. By 1901. Dominica had already "for many years been the 

world's chief producer of lime juice and its bye productsn (Colonial Report - heward 

Islands, 190 1-2). The tables below indicate the changing social and physical landscape of 

Dominica. 



TABLE 8.1 1 
Change in Composition of Dominican Exports, 1892 & 1902 

Exports 

Source: ColoniaI Report -- Leeward Islands, 1902-3 

Value -- E 
I 

Sugar 
Cocoa 

Lime Juice 
Essential Oils 

TABLE 8.12 
Changing Size o f  the White Population in Dominica, 1891-1946 

Total Population 

17,000 
9,700 
11,000 

3 ww 

European Population 
U.K-born 

1,500 
29,000 
39,000 
3,368 

Sources: Troui l lot ,  1988; Myers, 1981; ColoniaI Report -- Leeward Islands, 1921; 
Colonial Report -- Dominica, 1946 

TABLE 8.13 
Increases in Lime Product Exports by Value (f), 1900-1924 

Source: Trouillot, 1988, Table 3.9, 63 

b 

% of Total Exoort Value Year 
Export Value of Lime 

Products -- E 



At the turn of the century. there were an estimated 8.691 acres of cultivated land 

and 177,549 acres of uncultivated land in Dominica, of which about 80,000 were cultivable 

Crown lands (Colonial Reports -- Leeward Islands. 1898- 1902). Dominica was an 

anomaly vis-a-vis the two principal islands in the Colony. Antigua and St. Kitts. which 

were smaller islands but whose populations were decidedly larger than that of Dominica 

(up till the first decade or so of the twentieth century) and whose sugar and related exports 

were six to seven times the worth of Dominica's expons. The value of "good cane land1' in 

their monocrop sugar economies varied from £4 to £8 an acre, while Crown land was 

p i n g  cheaply at 10s an acre in Dominica. Before the Residency of Sir Hesketh Bell only 

(a few) small farmers had bought land in the interior because of inaccessibility and the lack 

of a supporting infrastructure of communications, services and marketing. The years of 

"bounty sugar depression" (18841903). which put the northern Leeward Islands into a 

slump, represented years of rising prosperity in Dominica. As increasingly sanguine 

reports came out of the opening up of lands in the interior through road-building and the 

establishment of new settlements. the hopes of the Colonial administration in that part of 

the Caribbean seemed to shift to Dominica. The reports for the years 1900- 1915 were 

brimming over with enthusiasm for Dominica's progress and the prospects of the new 

settler class. The colony boasted record revenues during these years, accumulating 

surpluses that amounted to £28.166 5s 3d in 1912 and £28,827 in 1913. In 1915, it was 

reported that "[tlhe revenue for the year exceeded the estimate by M,000 and was the 

highest known. amounting to over £50,000" (C.R.IL.1.. 191516). 

Sales of Crown land to new settlers grew steadily for a number of years. There was 

a "marked influx of Englishmenn in 1900 and over 2,000 acres of new lands in the interior 

were sold during the year. There were 49 new applications for large and small blocks of 

Crown land that year. 46 in 1901 and 94 in 1902 (Colonial Reports - Leeward Islands). 

Over the next few years the government continued to report brisk sales of Crown lands, in 

extensive blocks to settlers and small parcels to peasants: "No less than ten large estates. 



apart from those in existence before 1900. are being developed along the new Imperial 

Road" (C.R./L.I., 1904-5). In 1904. another 1,900 acres of Crown land were sold to 

Englishmen and 900 acres in small lots to peasants. The corresponding figures for 1905 

were 1434 acres and 347 acres respectively. and for 1906. 983 and 725 (C.R.IL.1.. 1904- 

1907). In the iatter year. the government calculated that in the past ten years it had sold over 

5.000 acres of "forest landt' to the newcomen and 1.200 to peasants. Judging from the 

above-cited annual reports, this seems like an understatement (unless there was some 

overlap in  annual reported figures). Some of the newcomen had also made private 

purchases of older cultivated estates. The area of land under cultivation and under 

formalized individual or corporate private tenure appears to have more than doubled during 

this period. Apart from regulating squatting and extending property rights to a new settler 

class. the government of Sir Hesketh Bell also settled "ancient" land claims by increasing 

the 232 acres over which the Caribs then had jurisdiction to 3,700 acres. and presiding 

over the official investiture of the Carib Reserve (now the Carib Temtory). 

In contrast to an approach to peasant initiative and industry that had traditionally 

been laissez-faire at best and punitive at worst, government policy towards the lime 

industry was strongly supportive and proactive. Apart from extensive infrastructural 

development (which initiated the integration of Dominica's isolated enclaves into something 

approaching a national economy) and various fiscal concessions, the government upgraded 

its work in crop research and development and maintenance of a nursery at the botanic 

station, establishing a world-class reputation for Dominica's "Botanical Gardens." Other 

kinds of agricultural extension services were provided, as well as rigorous practical 

agricultural training to peasant boys at the primary level with a view to their "supply[inp] a 

decided want in the economy of the Residency." Moreover. knowing the propensity of 

Dominicans to stake out an independent existence for themselves, the government left 

nothing to chance and facilitated the immigration of hundreds of workers from depressed 

northern islands to ensure an adequate supply of "field hands" for the new plantations. 



According to the Colonial Report for 1902-3, "[tihis influx of able-bodied men and women 

has. in some measure. relieved the tension of the labour-supply, and may be expected to 

contribute to the purchasing power of the community." With high prices obtainable on the 

world market for both cocoa and limes. the new planters went into both crops. However. 

they eventually lost interest in cocoa because of its vulnerability to unfavorable weather 

conditions and because the specialized manufacture of lime products began to consume all 

their energies and capital resources. 

Limes were a hardier crop ("a lime tree blown over is not necessarily a lime tree 

lost") but required a greater investment of time and capital and were more expensive and 

technically difficult to process. or even to handle and transport as whole fresh fruit because 

of their greater bulk vis-a-vis dried cocoa beans which were easily prepared for the market. 

For all of the latter reasons. cocoa was preferred by the peasantry. However. bad weather 

and more readily available marketing opportunities and services even tuall y persuaded some 

peasants to make limes their cash crop of choice. Already the local owners of the "older 

propertiestt had come round to this position. and by 1912 the colonial government was 

reporting that "[elxcept in a few instances in which the available areas are entirely planted. 

it may be stated that development of lime cultivation is proceeding on all the plantations in 

the island" (C.R./L.I., 19 12- 13). According to their calculations. 300 new acres were 

being planted in limes each year over this period (C.R./L.I., 1913- 14). 

Apart from green limes, lime products were exported from Dominica in seven major 

forms during the heyday of the industry, indicating a fair amount of capital and technical 

intensity - concentrated lime juice, raw lime juice, raw lime cordial. pickled limes. citrate 

of lime, essential oil of limes and otto of limes. Between 1906 and 1921 - as Dominica 

consolidated its position as the largest producer of limes in the world and a worldtlass 

reputation for the quality of its lime products - a total of five factories were erected (by L. 

Rose & Co. and Rowntree & Co. among others) for the manufacture of citrate of lime (4) 

and citric acid crystals (1). The lucrative green lime trade was almost entirely geared 



towards the U.S. market until a trade embargo in 1918 and the coming of prohibition 

prompted a reduction in imports of the fruit. which had been largely used as an ingredient 

in  alcoholic drinks. L. Rose & Co.. with at least three estates (the company would later 

acquire more), was the main exporter of limes and lime products. but a number of local 

"colored" merchants, most with estates of their own. were in the business of exporting 

agricultural produce as well. 

After a record crop of half a million barrels in 192 1, the lime industry of Dominica 

fell on more and longer lasting bad times. In addition to the destructive effects of hurricanes 

and diseases. the demand for Dominica's lime products was increasingly replaced by a 

demand for cheaply produced synthetic substitutes and Sicilian lemon juice. In spite of 

continuing high prices. the industry entered its final phase of prewar decline in 1930 after 

suffering the third of three devastating hurricanes in four years. In the previous year. the 

government had reported only "[tlhree surveys for land and three applications for 

purchase" (C.R.1L.I.. 1929-30). In 1927, with typical historical amnesia and brazen 

impunity. the British Colonial Administrator of Dominica was blaming a nebulous group of 

"Dominicans" for putting all their eggs in one basket, while (himself) taking full credit on 

behalf of the "Imperial Government" for trying to set things straight: 

Dominica may well be known for the past hundred years as the "one 
industry island"; hence the troubles she stored up for herself from the time 
of her delivery from the sword. First it was "coffee," then "sugar," then 
"limes." In each case there were years of plenty and then sudden collapse. 
It has taken over one hundred years for Dominica to learn the truth of the 
story of the old lady who would put all her eggs in one basket. She has 
learnt it now, but not without sorrow and tribulation, and she is, with the 
assistance of the Imperial Government. which is here most gratefully 
acknowledged. putting her house in order and extending her cultivation in 
coco-nuts. fruit trees, cocoa, coffee. vanilla, ginger, tobacco and other 
produce. Attention is being given also to varieties of limes immune from the 
devastating wi thertip disease. (The British West Indies Yearbook, 1928: 
237) 



Impucf on the Peusaniry 

As in Jamaica. the turn-of-the-century colonial administration in Dominica was concerned 

with preparing the setting for the age of imperialism by regulating the distribution of 

property rights. labor and access to the international market in favor of the preferred race- 

class-gender group. Hundreds of small farmer properties were repossessed for non- 

payment of taxes and hundreds of squatters were forced to either purchase the land of 

which they had been in de facto possession or evacuate. The government paid lip service to 

land settlement schemes for smallholders in the interior, but they reserved the best land for 

the English settlers and focused on providing infrastructurai and extension services to the 

latter. Indeed. having made it exceedingly difficult for poor black rural dwellers to own 

their own land, colonial administrators never ceased to be amazed at the extent to which a 

"class of peasant proprietorship" was nonetheless emerging (quoted in Trouillot, 1988: 

95). They found themselves caught between grudging respect for and approval of the 

industry and stability manifested by the peasantry on the one hand and anxiety over the 

colony's failure to generate a class of landless wage laborers and consumers on the other 

(see Trouillot. 1989). Local planters were rather less equivocal in their view of the 

peasantry. In the words of one of them, "[IJaborers are better off than peasant proprietors. 

When a laborer becomes a peasant proprietor he ceases developing" (quoted in Trouillot. 

1989: 713). The tendency of the peasantry to retreat into the world of subsistence 

production and a self-sufficient lifestyle was regarded as particularly barbaric. 

The attempts to artificially create a class of wage laborers and consumers in 

Dominica were doomed to failure because of the availability and relative cheapness of land. 

In this situation, the English settlers shared somewhat the fate of Marx's "[ujnhappy Mr. 

Peel who provided for everything except the export of English modes of production to [the 

colony]" (Man;, 1983: 495). The English settlers in the interior lands were forced to pay 

more for labor than employen elsewhere. Land in the Caribbean was valued according to 

its suitability for cane cultivation and since most of Dominica's hinterland was not so 



suitable. Crown lands were sold at one-eighth to one-sixteenth the rate fetched by "good 

cane land" in the smaller sugar colonies. Trouillot ( 1988: 96) reports that total 

disbursements to the Crown for land payments in the first half of the 19067 financial year 

amounted to £838, "but most individual disbursements were under ten pounds." With land 

prices at 10s an acre and survey fees at 3s an acre. f 10 would have bought a purchaser no 

more and probably less than fifteen and a quarter acres of land. Most peasant plots were in 

the under-5 acre category. According to the census of 191 1 .  there were 1.260 "petty 

cultiva~ors" in Dominica. The true figure, including tenants. squatters, and female and part- 

time fanners who identified themselves as something else (housewives, artisans, fishermen 

etc.). was probably significantly higher. It is not clear what percentage devoted itself to 

lime production. In the 19 16- 17 Colonial Report it was calculated that "for every 100 lb. of 

flour. corn meal. peas and beans. and rice imported into Dominica per head of population 

in 1914- 15. Antigua imported 180  ib and St. Kitts 162 lb. per head." I t  is certain that 

Dominica's import requirements would have been even lower if there had not been such an 

extensive shift to export cropping among small farmers. In fact when disaster struck the 

lime industry, the population had begun to enjoy a higher standard of living, which had 

increased their dependence on commerce. so that women in particular were forced to 

absorb the sudden reduction in cash incomes through the expansion of their work in the 

reproductive sphere. 

Between 1921 and 1937. acreage in limes (along with the English settler presence) 

declined by two-thirds (Baker. 1994: 144). In 1937 lime products contributed about thirty 

percent of the value of total exports. the remaining seventy percent being accounted for by a 

variety of peasant crops (bay oil. vanilla, cocoa and above all bananas. which enjoyed a 

pioneering but brief pre-war surge) and permanent tree crops (coconuts, oranges and 

grapefruit. mangoes and avocadoes), indicating a generalized reversion to the peasant labor 

process on and off the estates. Total export value was very low and peasants increased their 

reliance on subsistence food crops. Huge trade deficits became a normal part of Dominica's 
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economic profile. Table 8.14 below records this shift in Dominica's trade profile between 

192 1 and 1937: 

TABLE 8.14 
Balance of Trade, Dominica, 1921-6 and 1933-7 

Year 

1921 
1922 
1 923 
1924 
1925 
1926 
1933 
1934 
1935 
1936 
1937 

Imports 

21 1,821 
1 57.784 
150,955 
143,579 
146,204 
1 64,884 
123,057 
128.841 
1 14,828 
113,150 
125.372 

Exports 

207,783 
163,867 
122,668 
171,357 
1 25,596 
145,87 1 
44,988 
53,028 
57,486 
69,969 
73,M 1 

Source: The British West lndies Yearbook, 1928; West Indies and Caribbean Yearbook, 
193% 

With its belated recognition that Dominica was essentially "an island of peasant 

proprietors." the government had set up a Peasant Information Bureau in 1927. headed by 

a salaried "Peasant Adviser" (C.R.lL.1, 1927- 1929: Trouillot, 1988: 125; 1989). 

According to Trouillot ( 1989: 7131, this decision was part of a general policy re-orientation 

following the Great Depression "in favor of an export policy based on peasant production." 

Shortlived export trades ensued, first in vegetables to North America, begun in 1929 under 

the auspices of a Vegetables Growers Association, and second, in bananas to Canada under 

the aegis of the Dominica Banana Growers' Association which signed its fiat contract with 

a Montreal-based subsidiary of the United Fruit Company in 1934. The latter trade was 

intempted by disease and the Second World War, but banana production in the Windward 



Islands, which Dominica joined in 1939 (switching from the Leeward Islands group)6, 

continued to be subsidized by the colonial government. As in Jamaica. banana production 

in Dominica was pioneered by small farmers. marketed through large landowning local 

agents (acting on behalf of the foreign company) and later taken up by the estates. 

especially the new foreign-owned estates of the post-war period. During the war. 

Dominica's main export crop, vanilla -- which fetched high prices on the U.S. market -- 

was grown primarily by peasant cultivators and, in the familiar pattern, sold through an 

intermediary controlled by the landowning merchant class. The blockading of Madagascar 

during the war had created Dominica's brief interlude of opportunity (Myers. 1981. 106). 

Provision (root crop) growing was also encouraged because of isolation from global 

markets, and the acreage under cultivation (intercropped with vanilla, cocoa and other 

crops) increased tremendously. Dominica emerged from the war period with a primarily 

subsistence-oriented peasantry, especially after the untimely collapse of the vanilla market. 

This is confirmed by the 1948 Colonial Report: 

Foods for local consumption constitute a considerable proportion of 
agricultural production. The large numbers of peasant farmers practise 
subsistence farming to a great extent and they place the growing of ground 
provisions high on the list of staple foods. Surpluses of such foods form a 
principal source of money income with these peasants. There is some trade 
in these food crops between the Colony and some of the neighhbouurinp 
islands. 

The tables below give some indication of Dominica's post-war economic position, 

poised as it was on the threshold of a new "banana era," which saw some revitalization of 

the lime industry as well. 

6Domiruca has been characterized by a geopphid and historid "in- betweennessw for much of its colonial 
existence, first as "neutral" temtory and object of de facto competing claims between the French and the 
Engiish and then as a somewhat anomalous non-sugar British colony situated between two French 
possessions and marlung the division between the northern "wardard" islands and the southern "Windward" 
islands, whose physical and social topography (especially regardmg the level of postemancipation 
peasantlmtion) was much more dun to that of Dominica Dominica has always fined into the Windward 
Islands socioiustoncal typology, pre- and pt-emancipation, even when i t  was const~tutionally a member 
of the Leeward Islands group. Because of this fragmented political experience, however, its historical 
records have been harder to pull together into a unified trajectory. 



TABLE 8.15 
Major Exports by Value, Dominica, 1946-7 

Source: Colonial Report - -  Dominica, 1948 

Export Crop 

Cocoa (raw) 
Raw Lime Juice 

Vanilla 
Copra 

Distilled Lime Oil 
Bay Oil 

TABLE 8.16 
Agricultural Land Use in Dominica, 1946 

Acres in 

Cane Cacao Coconuts Bananas C~tnrs Vandla Pasture Prov~stons 

1,305 1,523 4,083 6 3  1 2.500 4,914 6 , M  

Source: West lndies Census of Agriculture, 1946 

- - - - - -- - - - - - - 

Value -- E 

Gender Relatiom and the Pmicipotion of Women 

According to 1891 census figures. 81 percent of all Dominican women and girls over 10 

years worked outside the home, a figure surpassing even that for Barbados. Women and 

girls made up 56.7 percent of the working population, a proportion which appean to have 

increased in the ensuing decades of heavy male migration (available labor force data are not 

always disaggregated by sex). The tables below give comparative data for the three islands. 

Like all the small islands of the Eastern Caribbean, Dominica was acutely affected by the 

male migrant flow of the four decades spanning in equal proportions the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries. Comparative sex ratios, which reached an all-time low in 1901 

for Dominica, are also tabled below. 

1946 

3,875 
2 1,023 
70,130 
11,901 
3 2,024 
4,532 

1947 

33,009 
36,340 
21,540 
1 1,729 
30,068 
4,996 



TABLE 8.17 
General Worker Rates* by Sex, 1891-1946 

Source: Senior, 1991, Table 6.1, 1 t l  
Refers to "ga~nfully txcup~ed" population a. a proportion of the population aged 10 years and over. Th~s 

old-rashtoned definition somewhat rnflatcs the worhng pc~pulo!~on as we concelvc i t  today, but ~t no doubt 
rellccts thc rmf labor Inputs of the tlmc. 

Country 

Jamaica 
Barbados 
Dominica 

TABLE 8.18 
Proportion o f  Women in Working Population, 1891-1946 

1891 
M F 

81.3 75.4 
79.1 78.3 
83. f 81 .O 

Source: Senior,  1991, Table 6.2, 12 4 

TABLE 8.19 
Sex Ratios (Males per 1,000 Females), Selected Islands, 1891- 1946 

1911 
M F 

78.4 60.0 
78.0 77.1 

85.0 

Country 

Jamaica 
Barbados 
Dominica 

1921 

49.5 
61.4 
N.A. 

Sources: Census Reports, Colonial Reports 
*Ths figure is for the threeisland group. St. kt&-Nevis- Anguif la. 

1921 
M F 

78.4 64.7 
79.5 76.9 

94.1 

1943/46 

33.8 
45.5 
43.8 

1891 

50.9 
57 .O 
56.7 

Country 

Dominica 
St. Kitts 

Barbados 

Both St. Kit& and Barbados suffered absolute declines in their populations between 

1891 and 1921. representing a total loss of 26.000 for Barbados and 8,400 for St. Kitts. 

1943/6 
M F 

72.5 33.9 
78.1 49.2 
75.5 49.2 

1911 

46.3 
61.6 
N.A. 

1891 

8 16 
858' 
807 

1901 

803 
772 
-- 

1921 

826 
685 
679 

1911 

817 
716 
694 

1946 

879 
836 
804 



Dominica's population increased, although uneveniy. during this period. forging ahead of 

that of St. Kitts by a relatively wide margin. Dominica's emigration statistics were offset in 

the early 1900s by the in-migration of laborers from Antigua and Monsterrat in particular 

and a relatively high rate of natural increase. Throughout this period Dominica recorded 

significantly lower overall death and infant mortality rates than the sugar islands, its 

somewhat lower birthrate probably accounted for by the higher proportion of men in the 

population (Colonial Reports -- Leeward Islands. 189 1 - 1925). Emigration. dominated in 

the late nineteenth century by the Venezuelan "gold fever" puil, appears to have slowed 

down in the first decade and a half of the century. during the lime industry boom. It  picked 

up again after 1915 or so. this time in the direction of the war in Europe, the cane fields of 

Cuba and the Dominican Republic and the oil refineries of Cura~ao and Aruba. As 

Proudfoot ( 1950: 19) has pointed out, "Cuba and the Dominican Republic were the major 

markets for labour from the Caribbean territories from about 1912 until the boom years 

ended in the middle twenties." Judging from mortality records, not many Dominicans went 

to the Panama Canal zone, a1 though dozens did (Myers, 198 1 ). Sailing from Basseterre in 

St. Kitts, Dominicans accompanied a primarily Kittitian (and ovenv helming1 y male) 

migrant group to the Dominican Republic to work on the sugar plantations (Richardson. 

1983). The low wages in the lime industry, the frustrations of government neglect and 

marginalization of small farmers, and growing cultural and material consumer aspirations 

were beginning to take their toll on the labor force. There is no doubt that it  was the most 

ambitious and the most able who migrated. The government in fact allowed squatting on 

Crown lands during the war to encourage cultivation as an insurance against war-induced 

food shortages. Nonetheless, the 1916-17 Colonial Report had cause to observe that 

Recruiting for the regiment has been, from the first, easy in Dominica. 
There is a marked readiness to enlist on the part of the labouring classes and 
among the sons of small peasant proprietors. Several hundred men gave 
their names as recruits. 



When some 125 men of the British West Indies Regiment returned home three 

years later. they turned down the government's token offer of land, a large number of them 

choosing instead to emigrate to the U.S. and Cuba. 

Before Withertip dealt a final blow to the lime industry. the planters were 

complaining bitterly of a dearth of labor and the inconvenient restlessness of West Indian 

men in particular. Women had formed the greater part of the agricultural labor force for 

decades as elsewhere in the Eastern Caribbean but critical skilled and supervisory positions 

were reserved for men. Boys. as we have seen. were the sole beneficiaries of vocational 

agricultural training in formal institutions, and. indeed, were valued more highly than 

women as workers. typically receiving 7d a day to women's 6d in the early 1900s 

(Brereton, 1985: 23). The 1931 Colonial Report (Leewards) put the "average wage of a 

labourer" within a range of Is 3d to 1s 6d a day and the cost of "female labour" at 10d a 

day (the working hours of which were generally set at 7:00 a.m.-500 p.m.). "Artificers" -- 

meaning male artisans and tradesmen for the most part -- made 4s to 6s a day. 

Land settlement schemes quite explicitly targeted men. One such project, based on 

the government-owned Copt Hall Estate outside Roseau, was announced in 1938 and 

proposed to combine a demonstration farm and a land settlement scheme on the following 

terms: 

In addition [to the establishment of a demonstration fruit fm], 100 acres 
will be apportioned in 10 acre lots for locally-trained sons of peasant 
proprietors. who will at first farm the land under Government supervision 
until such time as their produce is sufficient to enable them to purchase the 
holdings by easy payments. If successful, the scheme will be repeated in 
other districts. (The West Indies Yearbook, 1938: 3 16) 

Women had access to family land, which tended to be minimally cultivated and 

used primarily as a residential base (because of collective tenure rights constraints), 

contributing to what authorities saw as land waste. They also had access to land in the 

following ways: in partnership with or through their spouses, in the form of small 

cultivation allotments (akin to the traditional "provision grounds") on the estates where they 

worked in a regular capacity, and less frequently as tenant and freehold farmers in their 



own right. Rural women, especially prior to the 1930s. worked extremely hard. living lives 

as far removed from secluded or "protected" domesticity as can be imagined. To an astute 

observer in the opening decades of the twentieth century. the attempts by the colonial 

authorities to privilege the "sons of peasant proprietors" through gender-exclusive 

agricultural training and land settlement schemes must have seemed strangely at odds with 

the on-the-ground reality of rural economic life. Women formed the greater part of the lime 

and cocoa estate worlung forces (doing such tasks as weeding, picking, crop preparation. 

bagging/packin g, head transportation etc. ) in addition to playing pivotal roles in the 

cultivation and marketing of domestic food crops and doing the bulk of household and 

family reproductive labor. The latter. i t  must be noted. was hardly a function of some 

spatially confined and psycho-emotionally amplified and specialized "private" sphere. 

Indeed. much of this labor was carried out publicly and entailed walking relatively long 

distances: fetching water from the nearest stream or public standpipe for daily household 

tasks, doing enormous loads of laundry at the river or stream: even the bathing and 

grooming of children and certain types of food and meal preparation were done in semi- 

public spaces. Girls were pressed into intensive household and family service at a very 

early age and boys only selectively so. 

That women of the laboring classes were largely "public" creatures. moving and 

working "abroad," and subject to dl the vicissitudes and volatilities (and official 

monitoring) of public life. can be clearly seen from the numbers among them committed to 

colonial prisons for petty offences and disputatiousness during this period. In the last 

decade of the nineteenth century, women formed over forty percent of persons serving 

short-term sentences in local Leeward Island jails and an average of thirty-six percent of 

those confined at the central prison in Antigua to which more serious offenders from ail 

over the Colony were sent (C.R.L.I., 1899). Their numbers appear to have 

proportionately increased in the following decade, sometimes surpassing those of men at 
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the local level (notably, in Dominica and St. Kitts). The 1903 prison population in all the 

presidencies of the Colony was recorded as follows: 

TABLE 8.20 
Prison Population of the Leeward Islands, 1903 

Antigua 
St. Kitts 
Dominica 
Montsemt 
Virgin lslands 

I Total 

Males uveniles Females I J Total 

Source: Co lon ia l  R e p o r t  -- L e e w a r d  Islands, 1903-4 

Unfortunately, this and other Colonial Reports do not offer a detailed breakdown of 

the nature of the offences generally or by gender. From the data immediately available for 

the seven-year period 1907-1913, we do know that somewhere in  the range of 10 to 1 1  

percent of summary convictions were for offences against property. 18 or so percent were 

for non-propeny related offences against the penon and about 70 percent were for "other 

offences" (C.R.IL.1.. 191 1-12; 1913-14). As in the case of Barbados. there is obviously a 

direct correlation between women's numerical predominance in the labor force (which 

increased through the first two decades of the twentieth century for most Eastern Caribbean 

islands, including Dominica and St. Kitts) and their large and growing representation in the 

population of convicted and imprisoned petty offenders. Even within the prison system, the 

colonial authorities knew that no invocation or allocation of a preconceived sexual division 

of labor could possibly contain the wide-ranging energies of the decidedly undomesticated 

female inmates. The government noted in its 1W4 Colonial Report that the prisoners 

were employed "in cooking, baking bread for the other Government institutions, making 

and mending prison clothing and bedding, washing. cleaning, and other miscellaneous 

labour." In addition to these domestic-type pursuits, "[a] good deal of stone-breaking and 



quanying [was1 also done." With options such as these that might appear in other contexts 

eminently appropriate. the authorities nonetheless womed about adequately occupying the 

energies and talents of the women. admitting that "[i]t  is somewhat difficult to find suitable 

employment for the female prisoners. who. accustomed to the hardest of work outside. 

find prison life little more than dull" ( p. IS). 

The later retreat of the rural wage labor force into a predominantly peasant or 

peasantized mode of production resulted in women's disappearance from agricultural 

statistics as the concepts of employment and unemployment underwent a redefinition in 

men's favor. The particular conditions of the lime industry's collapse and the resulting 

unemployment converged with a generalized loss of international markets for tropical 

commodities and the return migration of male workers from Curapo and the Dominican 

Republic to push women into domestic circuits of relproduction or out of agricultural 

livelihoods altogether. The 1930-3 1 Colonial Report notes for Dominica: "Unempioy ment 

has increased considerably during the past year. Not only have many labourers returned 

from Curaqao, but there is also very little employment provided by estates. It is hoped that 

with the assistance granted from Colonial Development Funds for the repairing and 

remaking of many of the island's roads. the number of unemployed will be decreased" 

(C.R./L.I., 1930-3 1). We have already seen that the 1930s marked significant efforts on 

the part of the colonial administration to nurture and organize an explicitly male cash-crop 

peasantry. Women were expected to assist and support male heads of the peasant 

household and enterprise, to be farmers' wives, not farmers in their own right or by 

definition, i.e. by virtue of what they actually did. As elsewhere in the Caribbean. 

however, while women were constrained and victimized by the sexual division of labor and 

property they were not effectively defined as dependants of men and they bore de facto 

responsibility for their own livelihoods and provision for their children. This in fact 

constituted a kind of contradiction in the structure of gender relations which provided 

women with the leverage to (a) define relatively independent niches for themselves within 



the peasant or petty commodity circuit of relproduction and (b)  actively move out of the 

finite and constricted patriarchally defined space encompassed by peasant or small farmer 

property and seek alternative and more flexible means to economic independence. During 

the 1930s. the decline in estate production and the return of male migrants intensified 

women's struggle for a respected place in the rural economy at the same time that place was 

being undermined by renewed colonial attention to and recoding of the class of peasant 

proprietors in proactively masculinist terms. While that struggle remains largely 

undocumented (here and elsewhere). it would be a mistake to see women's responses as 

confined to the simple binary of either retreating into the background or exiting entirely 

from the small farming sector. The situation in Dominica would particularly preclude such a 

view because of limited urban opportunities and the continued regional isolation of 

population settlements. The value systems of the local communities and the central colonial 

authorities, while they intersected at the high p i n t s  of hegemonic concentration. diverged 

~i~gificantly from one another at the everyday level. Although the increase in provision or 

food-crop cultivation and marketing may have rendered women less visible to the colonial 

authorities. their pivotal role in both may well have elevated their worth and status in the 

eyes of the community. 

However. the situation was beset by contradictions and increasingly women came 

to see their destiny as bound up with the movement towards the urban center. Indeed, with 

the onset of war and war-induced shortages, the colonial administration became alarmed at 

the increasing evidence of this movement and "urged the people to reverse the drift to the 

towns, and go back to the land and plant foodstuffsn (The Wesf Indies Yearbook, 1941-2: 

386). It may not have occurred to "His Honour the Administrator" to make a special appeal 

to and provide special incentives for farming women. Among the rural population. 

education was increasingly perceived as a means to desirable alternative livelihoods for 

daughters. While the higher rate of school attendance among girls (who formed roughly 

half of the school-age population of 5 to 15 year-olds) was initially a function of the lack of 



an alternative (as boys expected to become farmers or skilled workers through informal 

apprenticeship, and were constrained to begin their income-earning careers earlier), it 

quickly became the most significant means to an a1 temative. providing girls and women 

with the "universalistic" elements of certification -- or at least the literacy and nurneracy -- 

they needed to enter the urban and increasingly the "modem" per ipheral -caps  labor 

market. The table below gives enrolment and attendance figures for the entire period of 

economic decline and retreat from dynamic plantation dominance. Data by gender were not 

consistently available. 

TABLE 8.21 
Primary School Enrolment and Attendance by Gender, 

Dominica, 1927-1950 

Year I Boys Girls Total I Boys Girls Total 
I I 

Total Enrolment 

Sources: The British West Indies Year Book, 1928; Colonial Report -- Leeward 
Islands, 1931; The West  Indies Year Book, 1938; 1940; 1941-2; 1946-7; The Year 
Book of  the West lndies and Countries of the Caribbean, 1948-9; ColoniaI Report  --  
Dominica, 1948; 1949 and 1950 

Average Attendance 

Girls accounted for over fifty percent of primary school enrolment, and had 

proportionately higher attendance rates than boys. In 1927, 56 percent of registered female 

students attended school compared to 53 percent of registered males; eleven years later the 

rates were 66.1% for girts in contrast to 63.7% for boys. In 194850, only about three- 

quarters of all primary school-age children (5-15 years) were enrolled in school. It has 

already been pointed out (in chapter 6) that the comparatively greater number of girls than 



boys receiving some schooling is both (quantitatively) enhanced and (qualitatively) 

undercut by the fact that more boys continued in school beyond age 14 than girls. 

indicating greater opportunities for "advanced" learning (among a small group). This 

feature also served to qualify the higher rates of schooling in evidence for girls at the 

secondary level. 

In 1946. Dominica resembled a less developed. less diversified and smaller-scale 

version of Jamaica in some very fundamental senses. In the first place. the rural economy 

was clearly characterized by coexisting modes of production and labor-forms; the male 

rural workforce was almost equally allocated between wage labor and own-account 

production, with differentials in gender participation and gender composition across and 

within the two forms showing a pattern with a similar dynamic to that of Jamaica. The main 

difference was that the real and apparent departure of women from agriculture and the labor 

force as a whole was on a significantly smaller scale than in Jamaica. (It was not until 1970 

that Dominica's gender-stratified occupational profile in agriculture would most closely 

resemble Jamaica's 1943 profile.) Nearly 50 percent of employed women were still in 

agriculture in Dominica in 1946 and women made up almost 50 percent of the agricultural 

wage labor force.7 However, the pattern was unmistakable: pronounced and growing 

male domination of agriculture accounted for primarily through the smallholder category of 

which women made up barely thirty percent; sexual dimorphism in occupational structure, 

with (non-ruling class) men dominant in the mall-propertied economy or petty commodity 

modes of production. the "blue collar" skilled trades, the higher professions and upper 

(private and public) management, and women dominant in domestic service. peay trading, 

7 ~ m i n i c a ' s  1921 census figures for the population engaged in agricultural occupations were grossly 
exaggerated and thus unrefiable. However, its 1946 agricultural1 y occupied population ( f 1364) was almost 
identical in size (but not in composition) to that of 1891 ( 1 1386) and only 12 percent less than that of 
191 1. Between 1891 and 1946 the population increased by 76 percent and the propordon of the gainfully 
occupied population engaged in agriculture decreased from 73 to 53 percent (Census of the Windword 
Islands, 1946). The trend of female exodus and male peasantization was already well underway. According 
to the census narrative, "[tlhe apparent stability between 1891 and 1946 [masks a rise in the males and a 
decline in the females and] also masks a continuous rise in the numbers described as farmers and a 
correspondrng decline in the n u m h  described as apdtural  labourersn (p. I ). See Table 10.17. 



and, increasingly. the bulk of white collar and semi- (or "pink collar") and middle 

professional as well as lower administrative occupations. Interestingly. Dominica in 1946 

appeared to contravene this pattern in one critical category -- that of "owners. managers and 

officialst' -- which one would expect to be heavily dominated by males. Instead, in a 

statistical twist unique to Dominica, women made up 61 percent of the census classification 

(222 to 142 men; see the 1946 Windward Islands Census, Table AE, p. lix). The category 

was made up of persons owning and managing non-farm industrial and commercial 

enterprises as well as "officials not otherwise defined" from the public service group (ibid.: 

Iviii). Throughout the Windward Islands, this category was overwhelmingly dominated by 

tiny retail shops (typical of small. underdeveloped third-world economies), the majority of 

which operated solely with (sometimes makeshift) family assistance. In the Windward 

Islands. and especially in Dominica (which had received no Indian immigrants). there was 

no minority ethnic group which occupied a specialized "shopkeeper" niche, as with the 

Chinese in Jamaica or the Portuguese in Guyana, so that the micmretail trade was often in 

the hands of better-off villagers or members of working class communities. and many of 

the shopkeepers were single women or spouses of farmers or skilled workers. In 

Dominica, women dominated this group. comprising almost two-thirds of the total. and 

weighting the entire category in favor of their gender. 

More predictably, there were twice as many female as male schoolteachers in 

Dominica in 1946, this occupational group forming the largest category of "professionals." 

Nurses, all of whom were women, comprised the second largest professional grouping. 

Women's occupational niche therefore comes to have a quantitatively more "educated" and 

"white collar" profile than that of men, misleading some scholars into theories of "the rise 

of matriarchy" and the relatively greater "marginalization of the black male" vis-a-vis the 

black female (see Part IV). 

In the post-war years, Dominicans would participate in the transnational trek to 

Britain at the same rate as other West Indians. Between 1955 and 1%0,38 percent of the 



over-6000 persons who migrated from Dominica were female (Davison. 1%2). As 

elsewhere. the majority of emigrating women claiming a specific occupation classified 

themselves as domestic servants and dressmakers (ihici.: Table 14, 20). A substantial 

number were "housewives." while the 100-odd departing teachers and nurses created a 

vacuum that was more than the island could comfortably bear at the time. 

Dominica, like most of the smaller islands, missed out on the limited 

industrialization process that was undenvay in the larger territories by the late 1950s and 

the 1%0s. In its first phase. the import-substitution phase (oriented towards the domestic 

market). the employment of men was favored. while in its "second" phase -- or re- 

orientation towards export-processing industry (achieving prominence sooner in Barbados 

than in Jamaica) -- the employment of cheap. non-unionized female labor has been 

preferred. In the case of Dominica. the advent of the "banana revolution" -- a TNC- and 

male-dominated cash-cropping small farmer phenomenon -- and the absence of (semi- 

skilled/skilled) male-employing import-substitution or mineral-expon industry, ensured that 

the economy would remain predominantly agrarian for a long time. The gendered 

bifurcation of Dominica's occupational structure, therefore, is even more "simply" 

associated with the divide between agricultural and oon-agricultural pursuits than in 

Jamaica. where there is a far greater level of complexity. In spite of a relative lack of 

"structural mobility" or advancement of the system as a whole, however. Dominica's class- 

and gender-based occupational matrix provides ample grist for the mill of those 

theoreticians among whom the "rise of matriarchyn thesis finds favor. 

lusion 

In Part 111, we have been able to trace the outlines of women's economic and occupational 

passage beyond the plantation sector, as well as the different trajectories of gender relations 

in the predominantly wage economy of Barbados and the "dual" economies of Jamaica and 

Dominica. Let me make a few concluding remarks regarding post-emancipation 



developments in the sexual division of labor as well as the reproductive and occupational 

status of women. In all the islands. Afro-Caribbean women and men expressed their desire 

to extricate themselves from the plantations and make a declaration of independence by 

seeking extra-plantation livelihoods once the terms of Apprenticeship were over. and even 

before then. when indeed the rate of self-purchase shot up. In Jamaica and Dominica. 

extra-plantation livelihoods were consolidated primarily and most significantly in the 

formation of a peasantry or "small settler class." In Barbados, leaving the plantations 

meant, for most, leaving the island. because of the ubiquity of the plantation economy's 

reach. But most who left found their way back to plantation livelihoods in those territories 

(like Trinidad and British Guiana) where their bargaining p s i  tion was at least enhanced as 

a result of labor scarcity and where such livelihoods did not entail the kind of suffocating 

intrusion and paternalistic autocracy that pervaded the Barbadian tenantries. Although 

women initially surpassed men in their exodus from the plantations, it was the men who 

were better able to sustain alternative opportunities either in other territories (in the circum- 

Caribbean region) or in the peasant economy. while women were driven back to the estates 

to fill in for the departing men on the most wretched and unequal terms. Even while women 

formed over half of agricultural labor forces in many parts of the British Caribbean between 

1870 and 1920, it was the men who were preferred as the regular and skilled estate 

workforce. and the "sons of peasant proprietors" who were exclusively targeted for 

training in practical agronomy and animal husbandry. In Barbados, boys continued to be 

favored at all levels of the formal educational system long after the smaller stake Jamaican 

and Dominican males had in formal schooling was registered as a numerical predominance 

of girls over boys at the primary and increasingly the secondary levels in these two islands. 

With technological changes in agriculture, which reduced the demand for labor, and 

returning male labor migrants and war veterans, women were displaced from agriculture in 

all three islands in a big way. This was most true for Jamaica and least true for Dominica. 

In Barbados, remittances to working-class families from Panama had dovetailed with a 



growing commercialization of the economic structure and rationalization in the sugar 

industry to reduce paternalism in agrarian labor relations. Self-help institutions sprang up 

among the working class. forming part of a complex of factors whch helped women to 

take greater control of their lives and practise "family limitation." They were also prompted 

in this by the absence. and in  some instances abandonment. of fathers through the 

migration circuit and the grim realities of single motherhood. These trends (of controlling 

births) probably first took root among urban domestic workers, and between 1920 and the 

Second World War period spread to other sectors of the working class female population. 

In Dominica. the estate-dominated lime industry had practically exhausted its boom- 

and-bust cycle by 1925 and the rural population withdrew into predominantly subsistence 

livelihoods until the end of the 1940s. except for an interlude of intense vanilla export 

activity during the war. The fertility fortunes of Dominica's women followed the cycles of 

subsistence- vs. export-agricultural high tides with remarkable low-high consistency. In 

most of the British Caribbean, however. there was a dip in birth-rates between the 1920s 

and the 1940s. coinciding with the drastic reduction in female labor force participation (as 

well as the period of depression and rebellion). In Jamaica. and to a lesser extent Dominica. 

the migration of growing numbers of women into the urban areas left behind a rural labor 

force skewed towards men. particularly in the small farming sector. In the towns. women 

entered domestic service and the independent craft of dressmaking as well as petty trade 

and the provision of various kinds of small-scale services on an "own-accountn basis. 

Black women were discriminated against in private-sector sales and clerical jobs, which 

tended to be reserved for white and "colored" women. but they were achieving important 

breakthroughs in the government-mediated "mass professions" of teaching and nursing. 

For decades after the Second World War, however, domestic service would remain the 

single most important occupational category for women. 

Women took an active part in the anti-colonial rebellion of the 1930s, but they did 

not reap its benefits to the same degree as men in terms of trade union representation and 



various forms of political (union, party. government) leadership. In Jamaica and Dominica. 

though. girls were surpassing boys in levels of schooling and formal educational 

certification. This was partly a result of a lower male interest in formal schooling because 

of entrenched positions in small farming and the skilled-trades and related access to 

informal apprenticeship training. In Barbados. where a viable small farming sector did not 

exist, schooling sustained a clear male bias, in numerical as well as qualitative terms. In  

Jamaica and Dominica the gender-based occupational bifurcation of the economy was 

manifested in more women being categorized in the "professional and technical" group than 

men. There has already been extensive discussion on how this has led to various forms of 

misundentanding among certain scholars. 

After the war, the hope held out by the post-rebellion negotiations and its translation 

into participatory democracy on both an economic and political level did not materialize for 

a majority of Caribbean men either. Skilled male workers and displaced peasant farmers. 

like those who had been bought out by the bauxite companies in Jamaica. were among 

leading recruits of Britain's "pull" of cheap labor from the colonies or ex-colonies into its 

expanding post-war economy. Most of the women who went followed their male relatives 

and partners, but a significant minority were an independent group of single working 

women, most or many of whom were probably already mothers. Although the majority of 

this latter group comprised domestic workers and dressmakers, reflecting the predominant 

female occupational make-up of all West indian labor forces of the time, a strategically 

placed minority were teachers and nurses. The latter group represented the leading edge of 

an independent movement of schooled and trained women seeking jobs overseas that 

would gather momentum in the 1960s in a migration stream which. this time. women 

dominated. 

TABLE 8.22 
Labor Force Proportions by Gender, Sector and Occupationai Status, 

1943/46 



Country 

Barbados 
Dominica 
jamaica 

by Gender 
Male Female 

Total Labor Force -- Pro ortions 

F-- by Sector 
Primary Non-primary 

30 70 
58 42 
37 53 

Country 

Barbados 
Dominica 
Jamaica 

Sectoral Labor Force -- Proportions by Gender 
1 

Primary 
Male Female 

Non- primary 
Male Female 1 

Country 

Agricultural Labor Force -- Proportions by 
Occupational Status and Gender 

Laborers 

Barbados 
I 

- 95 - 
52M 48F 

Dominica 

Farmers etc. 

- 57 - 
51M 49F 

Jamaica 

Sources: Cumper, 1960, Tables 1, 2 and 3, 157-9; Windward Islands Census, 1946. 

- 5 6 -  
74M 26F 



TABLE 8.23 
Population Of Barbados by Race, 1946 

p p p p p  

White 

Black 

East Indian 

Syrian & Asiatic, not 
shown elsewhere 

Chinese 

Mixed or Colored 

Not specified 

Total 

Source: British Colonial Office, Digest of Colonial Statistics, No. 36 (Jan.-March,  
1958), p. 67. 

TABLE 8.24 
Ethnic Structure of Jamaica, 1938 (after Stone 1991) 

Group 

Dominant ethnic group 
Whites 

Intermediary ethnic groups 
Browns 

Chinese, Lebanese, Jews 

Subordinate ethnic groups 
Blacks 
Indians 

Total 

Source: Carl Stone, 1991, Table 1, 248. 



TABLE 8.25 
Population of Dominica by Race, 1946 

Carib (undercounted j 

White 

Black 

East Indian 

Syrian 

Chinese 

Other Asiatic 

Mixed or  colored 

Race not stated 

Total 

Source: Census of the Windward Islands, 1946 



TABLE 8.26 
Percentage of Workers Employed in Various Occupational Groups in the 

Three Islands, 1943146' 

Occupation 

Agncul turc 
Quctnytng and Mining 
Fishing and Huntrng 
Forcstn 
Mrurufxtunng & Rcpiur 
Construction 
Transportatton & 

Communication 
Commcrce & Finance 
Recreation Sewice 
Profcss~onal Scmce 
Public Scn~cc 
Personal Senmx 
Ill-defined 

Barbados Dominica Jamaica 

Source: Proudfoot, 1950, Table 16, 75 
*Dominica's and Barbados' censuses took place in 1946 as part of a general British 
West lndies census; Jamaica's census was conducted three years earlier, i n  1943. 
* T h i s  figure appears inflated. 

TABLE 8.27 
"Gainfully Occupied Population in Agriculture -- 1943/46 ('000) 

Farmers 

Dominica (1946) 

Managers and 
Foremen 

Male 
Female* 
as % of category 

Barbados (1946) 

+The non-laborer category for women represents "farmers and managers." 
Sources: Cumper, 1960, Table 3, 159; Census o f  the Windward Islands, 1946. 

Male 
Female* 
as Q of cateporqr 

Jamaica (1943) 

Laborers 

3.3 I 0.13 
------- 1.4 ------- 

29.3% 

Male 
Female* 

as 4c of megory 

- Total 

0.6 I 0.6 
------- 0.1 ------- 

7.7% 

3.33 
3 -2 

48.8% 

80 -3 I 2.4 
------- 13.4 ------- 

13.94 

6.8 I 

4.6 
40.5% 

12.2 
12.3 

48.1% 

13.4 
11.4 
46% 

90.5 
31.5 
25.8% 

173.2 
44.9 
20.6% 



TABLE 8.28 
Broad Occupational Distribution of Labor Force by Gender, 1943146 

Jamaica I Occupational 
Group 

Agriculture etc. 

Industry* 

Clerical, Sales & 
Non-prof. Services 

Professional & other 

Total 1 100 100 1 100 100 1 100 100 I 
Sources: Cumper, 1960, Tables 1 and 2, 157-8; Census of the Windward Islands, 1946 
*Industry includes production, transportation and general laborers. 

Barbados 

Male Female 

30.7 27.4 

48.3 18.3 

13 49.9 

8 4.4 

TABLE 8.29 
"Gainfully Occupied" Population in Non-Primary Occupations, 1943/46, 

Percentages (%) 

Dominica 

Male Female 

64.7 49.4 

29.1 20.1 

4.0 27.4 

2.2 3.1 

Non-Primary 
Occupations 

I 

Facton. & Workshop 

Cons truct~on 

Transpon & 
Communications 

, Trade & Finance 

Professional Service 

Public Service 

Person4 Service 

, Clerical 

General htmrem 

Total 

Source: Cumper, 1960, Table 2, 158. 

Barbados 

Male Female 

- 26.5 23.4 

10.6 0.0 

10.6 0.2 

9.0 22.2 

3.7 3.9 

5.8 0.1 

6.8 45.8 

3 -4 2.1 

13.4 2.3 

100 100 

Windwards 

Male Female 

22.7 29.6 

25.2 0.0 

8.1 0.6 

6.7 13.1 

4.6 5.6 

5.1 0.2 

3.6 33 -4 

3.1 1.9 

20.3 15.2 

100 100 

Jamaica 

Male Female 

31.5 19.3 

13.6 0.0 

6.9 i 2 

9.8 17.9 

2.5 3.7 

2.9 0.3 

8.1 44.3 

4.0 2.7 

30.6 10.5 

100 100 



TABLE 8.30 
Percentage Distribution of National Income by Industry, 1942 

Barbados 

Manufacturing & 
Construction 

Agriculture, etc. 
(Exports) 

(Domes tic) 

Government 

Jamaica 

Other 

Dominica 

38.5 
(29.1 ) 
(9.4) 

Income from 
abroad 

Total 

44.0 
( 12.5) 
(3  1.5) 

Source: Derksen, Appendix I ,  Table 4, 113, in Proudfoot, 1950. 

NA 

TABLE 8.31 
Rate of Urbanization in the Three Islands, 1921-1946 

City (country) 

Bridgetown 
(Barbados) 

Kings ton 
(Jamaica) 

Roseau 
(Dominica) I 

Rate of Change* 

- .04 

Source: Proudfoot, 1950, Table 7, 65 (column 4 recalculated). 
*Percentage change per annum. 



TABLE 8.32 
Population Composition by Race and Sex for Urban and Rural Districts of 

Jamaica, 1943 

Numbers Percentages 

Racial 
Origin of Both I M a l e s  M a l e s  Females Females Both 

Blacks 
Colourcd 
Others 

Blacks 
Coloured 
Others 

Black 
Coloured 
Others 

Blacks 
Coloured 
Others 

Blacks 
Coloured 
Others 

1 Total 

Source: Proudfoot, 1950, Table 13, 72. 



TABLE 8.33 
Education of the Population Aged Over Seven, 1943 

-- Percentages (96) 

Chinese  & East l n d i a n  Syrian & 
Chinese  & E. Indian Syrian 

Level  o f  Educat ion  Black Colored White Colored Colored Colored A l l  Races 

Jamaica I00 1 (W)  l ( K )  1 (MI 1 (lo 100 100 
Elementary 70.49 71.10 34.97 73.70 49. I0 4.10 70.49 

Pmclicul Training 0.47 2.18 3.62 2.7 1 0.70 4.9 I 0.M 
S e c r ~ n d q  Education 0.64 7.08 44.60 (1.30 1-44 41.59 2.63 
Prc-professionid 0.25 1.07 4.9 1 0.33 0.13 1.05 0.43 
Professional 0.04 0.32 8.29 0 . 1  I O.(K 0 .82  0.20 

lllitcrute 28.16 13.82 3.62 13.93 &.HO 5.70 25.55 

Kingston I (MI 1 OI) I (w lo() IOi) 1 (n) I (X) 
Elementary 85.yO 80.90 37.62 73.5 1 62.30 48.tio 82.97 

Practical Training 1.44 4.12 4.29 3.32 1.64 4.35 2.44 
Seccmdilr), Edwtion 2 . 4 )  10.17 42.80 9.95 4.28 37.68 5.95 

Pre- professiod 0.33 7.49 5.06 0.34 0.25 0.73 0.55 
Prcdcssicmal 0.07 0.17 5.42 0.60 0.13 (1 0.20  
Illiterite 1 0 .  l 1 3.96 3.76 12.70 3 1.82 I I .SO 8.35 

St ,  Andrew 100 1 0 0  ltnl 1 (K) 1 0 0  I(n) 1(K) 
Elemcntq 82.09 6f-t.W 33 -30 66.20 47.98 35.32 74.10 

Pmcticul Training 1.19 5.28 S.% 3.95 1.77 5.4 1 2.36 
Smm* Education 1.44 2 I .85 4S.W 16.63 3.33 -54.60 9.32 
Pre-pmfcssional 0.32 1 .ti4 1.53 0.52 0.35 1 .HO (1.92 
Professicmal 0.07 0.04 9.0 1 0.30 0.18 1.29 0.78 

Illi tersttc IS. 1 1 3.46 3.64 12.38 46-35 1.15 12.42 

Source: C l a r k e ,  1975: Table 14, 145 



TABLE 8.34 
Exports of Sugar from the Colony of the Leeward Islands, 1892-1901 

Antigua 
St. Kitts-Nevis 
Dominica 
Monstemt 
Virgin lslands 

Presidency 

Tons 
15,302 
1 7,872 
2,2 15 
2 ,-so9 

8 

Tons 
14,-S66 
17,042 
1,474 
1,660 

4 

1892 

Tons 
7,2 19 
1 8,894 
844 
63 1 
4 

Total 1 37,906 1 34,746 1 31,985 1 27,592 

1893 

Tons 
15,100 
14,804 
?344 
1,672 

1 

32,42 1 

1897 

Tons 
1 2,744 
14,435 

,355 
810 

1 

28,555 

1894 

Tons 
6,928 
12,387 
339 
41 1 
.. .. 

20,065 

1895 

Tons 
10,041 
1 1,943 

278 
553 
- - 

Z2,8 15 

1900 

Tons 
7,603 
7,45 1 
107 
223 
- - 

15,384 

1901 

Tons 
9,09 1 
12,133 

152 
579 
35 

2 1,990 

Source: Colonial Report -- Leeward Islands, 1901-2, p. 21 



PART IV: 

OCCUPATIONAL STRATIFICATION, SOCIAL MOBILITY 
AND GENDER: CONTEMPORARY PERSPECTIVES 



TER 9; 

. . . . tlon. S o c ~ a l  Mob~l l tv  m d  Gender rn &e Post-ww . 

d: A Review of the 1 

d u d  

In this fint chapter of Part IV. I wish to set up an examination of post-war Jamaica as the 

more fleshed-out comparative reference point against which the post-war situation in the 

other islands can be more concisely assessed. This has tended, more or less, to be the 

procedure throughout this study because of the island's greater historical and structural 

complexity and more intense. more frequent subjection to theoretical scrutiny. There are 

four pans to this examination. The fint is an attempt to familiarize the reader with macro- 

economic developments and trends in post-war Jamaica (and, often. by implication, the rest 

of the Caribbean); the second is a selective review of earlier (direct and indirect) treatments 

in the literature of the sexual division of labor in various settings in post-war Jamaica; the 

third is a more in-depth summary of the more recent, first-of-its-kind, theoretical 

scholarship of late Jamaican sociologist Derek Gordon with regard to class, gender, 

occupational structure and social mobility in post-war Jamaica. The fourth and final pan 

examines the impact of structural adjustment on women during the decade of the 1980s and 

early years of the 1 WOs. 

As the economy with the greatest variety of juxtaposed. transnationally linked 

sectors or "enclaves," Jamaica affords the best opportunity to examine the impact of 

neocolonial development on the economic and social structure. and the nature of the 

modifications incurred. A look at macro-economic trends also serves to remind us that the 

contradictions of gender which constitute the focus of our study are articulated to more 

"global" contradictions of nation, race and class, which place m& limits on those 

"imer\ontradictions of gender. Jamaica's post-war development provides a classic 

example of dependent industrialization or the dependent "import-substitution" model, 



which later became the target of the "structural adjustment" reversal of the 1980s and '90s. 

The program of "industrialization by invitationn that was implemented in the larger islands 

in the fifties and sixties focused on consumer-based import substitution for the domestic 

market and was directed by a strategy of attracting foreign companies to establish branch 

plants on site through the offer of generous tax incentives. For both the larger and smaller 

islands, the groundwork of industrial incentives legislation was laid in the late 1940s and 

early 1950s. This legislation granted tax holidays, accelerated depreciation allowances, 

duty free importation of raw materials and capital goods, a protected domestic market, 

subsidized factory space, and non-interference with export of profits. In addition, special 

incentives were provided for industries producing exclusiveiy for export. Indeed, the "less 

developed" islands were not to partake of this "modernizationn bonanza to any great extent 

until their active entry in the decade of the seventies into the second-phase industrialization, 

redirected towards export promotion and facilitated by the special and enhanced incentives 

packages for those enterprises exporting their entire product. 

For the Caribbean, export promotion meant the wooing of a new type of foreign 

investor and not a diversification into global markets from a domestic industrial base as was 

the case with the "newly industrializing economies" of East Asia (Taiwan, South Korea and 

Hong Kong). "Offshore manufacturing," by which a developing-country economy 

becomes an offshore "host" for the labor-intensive final assembly of goods for developed- 

country "homen markets, formed the basis of this new export promotion thrust. The turn to 

export manufacturing was prompted on the one hand by the disappointments of import 

substitution -- its inefficiency, high cost, low propensity for job creation, high import- 

dependence, depletion of foreign exchange reserves - and, on the other hand, by the 

demand for cheap consumer goods in developed-country markets, and pressure from the 

World Bank and other international financial institutions for the Third World to cater to this 

demand in the role of lowcost supplier and at the same time repay the debts incurred by 

import-substitution industrialization (see Green, 1995). 



Barbados was a pioneer in the "successful" adoption of an export-oriented model of 

development in the Commonwealth Caribbean. partly because its lack of mineral resources 

(like bauxite or oil) and its relatively small market size precluded the sustainability of an 

import substitution model even along the lines of a Jamaica or Trinidad. Barbados also had 

an excellent communications infrastructure. a "disciplined," literate and abundant female 

wage-labor force, and a national state which was not heavily endowed with (or encumbered 

by) large-scal e productive property. Export manufacturing soon loomed large in its national 

economic profile in terms of volume of trade, foreign exchange earnings and employment. 

As a testimonial to the ephemerality of this kind of development, the export boom did not 

last, nearing exhaustion at the very point where Jamaica's post-"democratic socialist.," anti- 

statist export promotion program took off, under the aggressive leadership of Rime 

Minister Edward Seaga. In the meantime, Dominica, with its extremely small population 

base, underdeveloped infrastructure, poor resource endowment, and intractable, fragile, 

hurricane-prone ecosystem, had had difliculty attracting foreign capital for any kind of 

industrialization at all. It remains the least industrialized of the independent Commonwealth 

Caribbean countries. Interestingly, the new leaders who controlled the governments of all 

three islands at the beginning of the 1980s -- Edward Seaga of Jamaica, Eugenia Charles of 

Dominica and Tom Adam of Barbados, all representing a sharp rightward turn away from 

popufist/laborist postcolonial traditions and the anti-imperialist wave of the 1970s -- formed 

a tightly allied vanguard for the imposition of neoliberal strictures on the economies of the 

sub-region. In more ways than are directly relevant for this investigation, therefore, the 

selected islands provide an excellent study in contrasts. 

In the section following the one below, I present findings from a selection of earlier 

studies which examined occupational patterns and sexual division of labor in both 

"traditional" and "modem" sectors of the post-war economy. This serves as a prelude to the 

review of Gordon's more theoretically informed, paradigmbuilding scholarship on post- 

war developments in structural and occupational-class stratif~cation and social mobility and 



allocation by gender. Gordon's important work on Jamaica is examined for its own sake 

and in light of the historical contextuation and analysis undertaken in this study, but his 

findings also serve as a backdrop against which to assess. comparatively and provisionally, 

the much rawer. less analyzed data available on Barbados and Dominica (qualified 

somewhat by the recent work on Barbados published by Lynch 119951. a student of 

Gordon's). The analysis in  Part IV will necessarily be tentative and suggestive and can be 

regarded as laying the groundwork for a future research agenda, especially in view of the 

historical antecedents that have formed the basis of this study. 

on to the Post-war J 

Jamaica's post-war restructuring was. on the face of it. nothing short of phenomenal. in  

the fifties and eariy sixties. Jamaica had the third fastest growth rate of non-socialist 

countries after Japan and Puerto Rico (Standing. 198 1: 37). This growth was accounted for 

primarily by new investments in manufacturing, tourism. and mineral extraction. An 

entirely new mineral industry, bauxite (some of which was later exported in the semi- 

processed form of alumina), was established under foreign sponsorship and ownership in 

the early 1950s. at the threshold of burgeoning world demand for the "strategicn material. 

Jamaica, with the largest labor supply in the Commonwealth Caribbean. was also the most 

successful in persuading foreign investors to avail themselves of the extremely generous 

manufacturing incentives offered through an aggressive industrialization-by-invitation 

policy. In addition, tourism became a big growth sector, the number of tourists visiting the 

island increasing from about 75 thousand in 1950 to 3 16 thousand in 1%5. by Jefferson's 

estimate ( 1972: 1 16). The yean of fastest ,mwth, 1951 - 1%1, were years of a boom in 

construction and installation of capital equipment. This pace of development was to prove 

quite short-lived, especially when the full impact of profit repatriation - often concealed by 

intra-firm transfer pricing -- and the capital intensity of production techniques was realized 

on the ground. 



During the period 1951 to 1980. the contribution of foreign capital inflows to gross 

domestic product (GDP) averaged 29.2% per annum. reaching 50.7% in 1981 (Bemal. 

1%: 3). In fact. in the entire 3 1 -year period. 195 1- 1981. the percentage contribution of 

foreign capital went above 30% for 15 of those years (to the high point of 65% in 1976). 

(Ibid.: Table 1,4) Direct or private foreign investment was displaced in the later period by 

official borrowing and trade credits. Foreign capital controlled the most important sectors 

of the economy -- bauxitefalumina. manufacturing, tourism. expon agriculture and 

banking. For example, in 1975, U.S. direct private investment in Jamaica amounted to 

US$654 million. of which US$390 million was in the bauxite/alurnina industry. Canadian 

(in bauxite and banking) and British (in export agriculture, manufacturing and trade) 

investment in the economy was also very high. Bernal ( 1984: 1 1- 12) gives us highlights of 

the situation in sugar, banking. insurance. and hotels for the sixties and beginning of the 

seventies: 

In the sugar industry which accounted for 19% of total exports in 1%. 
transnational capital was dominant until it began to withdraw in the early 
1970's. In 1%6. wholly-owned foreign plantations cultivated 63% of the 
land under sugar cane and their factones produced 53% of sugar in 1%9. 
Tate and Lyle, a British transnational corporation, through its subsidiary. 
the West lndies Sugar Company. owned 41% of the plantation land under 
sugar cane and its two factories accounted for 33% of output capacity in 
1966. Commercial banking until 1973 consisted of wholl y-owned or 
majority owned subsidiaries of transnational banks ... Branch offices of 
Barclays Bank International, Bank of Nova Scotia and Royal Bank of 
Canada were dominant. Foreign insurance companies held 84.2% of the 
total assets of insurance companies in 1%7. In 1971 wholly-owned 
subsidiaries of foreign capital, principally US., owned 51% of total hotel 
rooms. ... involving the largest hotels. 

By 1957. three bauxite companies, A i m .  Revnolds and Koism, had acquired some 

136,472 acres or approximately 5.7% of the island's land area. Twenty-two years later, in 

1979, the amount of land owned by all the bauxite-alumina TNCs in Jamaica was over 

210,000 acres or 14 percent of the island's farm land (Beckford, 1987: 14- 16). Most of the 

acquisitions had been of farms less than 25 acres in size (ibid.). Already by 1%5 bauxite 

accounted for 1Wo of GDP and 47% of domestic exports. Jamaica had emerged as the 

largest producer of bauxite in the world, accounting for almost half of the Western 



Hemisphere's production and 24% of the world total (Ramsaran. 1989: 78). However. 

because of foreign ownership and capital intensity. only about 50% of the value of its 

output accmed to Jamaican residents (Jefferson. 197 1: 1 12). 

The manufacturing sector was at the forefront of Jamaica's post-war boom. The 

sector grew by 7.6% between 1950 and 1%8. by 5.2% between 1%9 and 1973. and 

experienced negative growth after the 1973 oil crisis. In 1950. manufacturing contributed 

only I 1  percent of GDP. 28 percent of the value added being accounted for by white rum. 

sugar and molasses (Thomas, 1988: 83). Between 1950 and 1978, a total of 462 

businesses were approved under incentive legislation. 34 under the earlier Pioneer 

Industries Law of 1949.28 1 under the Industrial Incentive Law which replaced it in 1956. 

and 146 under the Export Industries Law of the same year. Most of the industries 

established under the two first-mentioned laws were "import-substitution" industries 

(geared to the domestic and subregional market). They included "food. beverages. 

tobacco. textiles. garments. footwear. furniture, fixtures, wood products. printing, 

publishing. paper products, cement and clay products, metal products and chemicals" 

(Thomas. 1988: 83). Most of the special export enterprises were garment concerns 

subcontracting for the U.S. market. By the end of the period only 44% of all the firms 

established under (all three pieces of) incentive legislation were still in operation. In the 

case of the export industries. fully 67% of the firms had ceased operations. Total or partial 

foreign ownership characterized much of the manufacturing sector sixty-eight percent of 

the special export industries were wholly owned or controlled by foreigners in the 1970-73 

period and WO were jointly owned. Of the firms established under the industrial incentives 

legislation, 33% were wholly foreign-owned or -controlled; 35% were joint ventures. 

Jamaica's manufacturing was heavily oriented towards highcost import- 

substitution which "proved to be very import intensive (often more so than the product it 

sought to replace), thus making the availability of foreign exchange a critical factor in the 

sector's survivaln (Thomas, 1988: 90). Import content for Jamaica's major economic 



sectors has been reported by Bernal( 1984: 14) to be 43% to 57% for manufacturing, 34% 

in the bauxite-alumina industry, and at least a% in tourism. Because of Jamaica's first- 

comer and relative "economies of scale" advantage, it was well situated to exploit the easy 

access to the subregional market afforded by the founding of the Caribbean Free Trade 

Agreement (CARIFTA) in 1%8 and its later ( 1973) coosolidation into a common market 

(the Caribbean Community or CARICOM), involving in addition wider areas of 

cooperation and collaboration. This widened somewhat the market base for import- 

substitution but in no way compensated for its structural defects and limitations. Clive 

Thomas ( 1988: 90) describes yet another one of these limitations: 

(T ]he industriali sation process was essential I y oriented around captive 
domestic markets. These markets were limited, concentrating on the 
consumption requirements of a small minority in the high income, largely 
urban sectors of the population. Since these groups were small and well 
placed to bring in consumer durables from abroad, it was hardly surprising 
that these markets were quickly exhausted. 

Not only could the very workers in these industries sometimes not afford to buy the 

products they made or assembled, but also they constituted a tiny employment enclave 

reflecting the low employment ratios of the capital-intensive foreign firms. By 1%6. 149 

factories had been established under the various incentive laws, involving a capital outlay 

of approximately f 15 million, yet only 9,000 people had been employed. Jefferson ( 197 1 : 

112) has pointed out that during this time the labor force was growing by at least 20,000 

annually: "In other words, the incentive programme has been unable to provide in 14 years 

sufficient jobs for the current annual addition to the labour force in 1 year." The same 

period witnessed more than 10,000 jobs destroyed in the sugar industry alone through the 

impact of mechanisation (ibid.), as well as the massive displacement of peasant farmen by 

the bauxite TNCs described above. The resulting high levels of unemployment. joblessness 

and continuing landlessness were only partly offset by the mass emigration of Jamaicans to 

the U.K. and, after 1962, to the U.S. and Canada. Colin Clarke (1975: 78) notes that there 

was an island-wide rise in natural increase from 153 per thousand in 1943 to 34.0 per 

thousand in 1960, as a consequence of the conjunction of a birth rate increase from 33.2 to 



42.9 and a death rate decrease from 17.9 to 8.9. In the case of Kingston. in addition to a 

natural increase of 3.9% between 1953 and 1960, the population experienced a net gain of 

83,789 by internal migration. and a net loss of 44.904 through overseas migration. mostly 

to Britain. 

In spite of a net emigration between 1950 and 1% 1 amounting to about one-third of 

the natural increase of population. and unprecedented activity in mining. manufacturing, 

construction and tourism. unemployment stood at 13 percent at the end of the decade. 

slightly down from an estimated rate of between 15 and 20 percent in 1952 (Jefferson. 

197 1 : 1 1 1 ). The even heavier migrant outflows of the 1%0s failed to arrest a steady rise in 

the unemployment rate. Chronic unemployment and underemployment co-existed with 

shortages of skilled workers. In the countryside. "[hloarding of land and shortage of land 

existed side by side. as they had since emancipation. the former ensuring the latter" 

(Clarke, 1975: 78). 

Tourism also expanded at a meteoric pace in post-war Jamaica. A combination of 

incentives to foreign investors. infrastructure construction, the cessation of U.S. tourism to 

Cuba and the rise in disposable incomes in North America "led to a boost of long stay 

visitors (at least three nights) from 20.000 in 1950, to 88,000 in 1960, 256.000 in 1969, 

and 385,000 in 1980" (Kaufman, 1985: 34). Jefferson (1971: 116) estimates tourist 

expenditures of about E3 million in 1950 increasing to £23 million in 1%5. Given total 

tourist expenditures, however. the benefits accruing locally have been less than auspicious. 

As Kaufman (1985: 35) explains, "[tlhere are a number of leakages on the tourist dollar 

from Jamaica." "perhaps as much as 70 to 77 cents per dollarn because of the "high import 

content of food, furniture, fixtures, and vehicles" in addition to foreign ownership of hotels 

and the servicing of foreign loans used to finance infrastructural development. 

In 1958, Jamaica's per capita personal income of US$295 placed it among the 

developing countries with the highest per capita income and those with the most unequal 

income distribution. By 1972 Jamaica occupied a position within the middle-income goup 



of countries worldwide and inequality of income distribution had widened considerably 

(Boyd. 1988: 84-85). In 1958 the lowest 20% of households in terms of income 

distribution earned 2.2% of total household income while the highest 20% earned 61.5% of 

the latter: in 1971172, the figures were 2% and 64% respectively (Boyd. 1988: 85). Rural 

inequality is even greater than urban inequality. so that in 1971172 while 463% of urban 

households fell within the two lowest income classes, 3$0-499 and 5$500-999, 69.4% of 

rural households fell within these two classes (ibid.: 86). At the other end of the spectrum, 

5.7% of urban households had incomes in excess of J$5.000 per annum and accounted for 

32.4% of aggregate urban incomes, while a smaller proportion of rural households ( 1.9%) 

accounted for a larger proportion (37.4%) of total rural incomes (ihid.: 87). 

Income inequality was a function of class, sectoral dualism (associated with 

neocolonial and enclave capitalism) and gender. The basis of rural inequality lay in property 

and production relations in the bauxite-alumina industry and the agricultural sector. 

Standing (1981: 41) has pointed out that "remarkably 18 sugar estates and four mining 

companies each owned over 200,000 acres" in 1%8. Land monopoly worsened over the 

years. In 1958.71% of farms were less than five acres and accounted for less than 15% of 

total farm acreage, while the largest 2.5% of farms accounted for more than 55% of the 

total. By 1979, farms below 5 acres accounted for 82% of all farm holdings but only 16% 

of farm acreage. At the other end of the scale, the largest 1.9% of the farms accounted for 

nearly 65% of all farm land (Boyd, 1988: 90). This inequality was exacerbated by sectoral 

dualism in agricultural production. The largest farms tended to concentrate on "the 

generally more lucrative areas of export crops, livestock. and poultry," while the small 

farms devoted a large proportion of their acreage to domestic crop production. Boyd ( 1988: 

91) elaborates: 

Figures for 1978/79 show, for example, that for farms of sizes 100 acres 
and over, 80% of their acreage went into export crops. livestock, and 
poultry, and less than 7% went into domestic crop production. Small farms 
up to five acres. on the other hand, had only 38% of their acreage in export, 
livestock and poultry and 48% in domestic crop production. 



The association by gender has already been noted. whereby women are relatively 

more involved in domestic food cultivation than in export agriculture. while men 

predominate both as workers and as independent cultivators. Between 1950 and 1%9. 

agriculture's share of the GDP fell from 24 to 7 percent (Boyd. 1988: Table 2.1. 6-7). 

During the 1950-1%5 period. the export sector increased its output by about 4.5 % 

annually while the output of domestic agriculture increased by only 2%. With the demand 

for food growing at about 5% per annum, the country became increasingly dependent on 

food imports. In 1950 the country had imported only about 17% of its food requirements: 

in 1965, imports of food amounted to about 27% of total food consumption (Jefferson, 

1971 : 1 14-5). By 1980. the food import bill had risen to JM11.5 million. up from Jf 90.2 

million in 1972 (Kaufman, 1985: Table Appendix-6, 243). Indeed. the food processing 

industry itself depended almost exclusively on imported raw materials. 

In spite of the massive continuing migration to the urban areas and overseas. 

especially of women. the greatest number of employed Jamaicans continued to work on the 

land, but did so within a system of "occupational multiplicity" (especially the men). The 

decline in domestic fwd production was partially accounted for by a shift to marijuana 

cultivation which, according to late 1970s figures, might well have been "close to 

bauxitdalumina as the leading expon earner" (Kaufman. 1985: 13). In the cities, the 

exponential growth of an "informal," "secondary." or "underground" economy was 

represented by the expansion and e~ch rnen t  of a class of higglers, still mainly women, 

who had moved into the import-export consumer trade. Boyd (1988: 101-2) explains: 

"Higglering and hustling" became the mainstay of many households in 
Jamaica during the latter 1970s, and importantly, was not confined to low 
income households. The operations of the "foreign higgler" became f i d y  
established during this period, as mostly women traveled to the United 
States, Panama, and the Cayman Islands to sell Jamaican produce and/or to 
buy foreign commodities for resale in Jamaica. As economic hardship 
became widespread middle-class travelers became an important part of this 
traffic. The considerable growth of independent operators is reflected in the 
labor statistics which show that over 197680 the labor force grew by 
12.4%, while the self-employed category grew by 20.1% ... Over the entire 
period 1972-80 the growth rates were 24.7% and 37.796, respectively. 



During the "democratic-socialist" regime of Michael Manley (1972-80). Jamaica 

suffered devastating local effects of the oil crisis simultaneously with an unstable and 

zigzagging trajectory through intense class confrontation and an imperialist backlash against 

the new regime's early nationalist initiatives. The reformist People's National Party 

government "sought to increase employment. improve real wages, reduce poverty and 

economic and social inequalities" (Boyd, 1988: 18). The linchpin of the government's 

strategy was a relatively bold move to increase domestic retention of eamings from bauxite- 

alumina by imposing a production levy on the bauxite companies. This levy increased the 

exploitatively low tax revenue from bauxite from J$25 million to J$200 million in a single 

year. The government also nationalized all bauxite lands (with full compensation) and 

acquired an interest in the mining and alumina operations. 

The major achievements of the Manley era were all short-lived and suffered 

dramatic reversals through a combination of factors at the domestic and international levels. 

Chief among these were the global recession triggered by the oil crisis, a destabilizing 

campaign sponsored by the major imperialist governments, international financial 

institutions and transnational corporations with a direct interest in the Jamaican economy, 

and the reluctance and failure of the PNP government to effect a transfer of power to the 

oppressed classes and sectors in Jamaica as the only way of consolidating and advancing 

the gains made up to 1976. Among the latter were a modest literacy program and the 

establishment of free education up to university level, the institution of a National Minimum 

Wage and an Equal Pay law and the expansion of union and bargaining rights which 

increased men's real wages by 13 23% and women's by 35.6%, a modest redistribution of 

idle (and mostly marginal) land to small farmen through the government's Project Land 

Lease and the people's land capturing initiatives, an increase in domestic food production, 

the organization of sugar workers cooperatives on land sold to the government by Tate & 

Lyle and the United Fruit Company (which were divesting from the less profitable area of 

cane cultivation), and the institution of food subsidies, price controls and rent rollbacks. 



Jamaica's economy went into a steep decline after 1973 as a result of the huge 

increase in the oil bill and a politically motivated cutback in the production and export of 

bauxite and alumina. In July 1977. during Manley's second term in office, the Jamaican 

government signed an agreement with the IMF which was suspended in December of that 

year for failure to meet the IMF conditionality test by a tiny margin. By May 1978, the 

government had succumbed to a new IMF agreement that went much further in the 

sacrifices it exacted from the Jamaican people and in ensuring the revenal of all the 

fundamentals of the PNP's "deficit expansionn program of 1972-76. After failing in 

December 1979 to meet three of the major performance criteria in yet another renegotiated 

IMF agreement, Manley 's government broke with the IMF in  March 1980. but was unable 

to salvage enough credibility and popular support to win the election in October of that 

year. 

In 1980, Jamaica's real GDP was 9% less than it had been in 1976. Kaufman 

(1985: 186) reports that "[between] October 1976 and November 1980, real wages of male 

workers fell by 85% and those for females by 109 percent." Jamaica's total net debt bad 

increased from J$331.5 million in 1972 to J$3,884.9 million in 1980 (ihid.: Table 

Appendix-3,246 j. 

Standing's iLO-sponsored study, Unemploymem and Female Labour ( 198 1 ), was the first 

to address the role of gender in the formation of an urban labor force in post-war Jamaica. 

His book is based on an eclectic and inconsistent mix of marxian and neoclassical 

economics, both put to a common purpose of setting up an ideal type (Western 

industrialization and proletarianization) against which Jamaican forms are judged. This is 

particularly true of his treatment of gender, which is not understood as an independent 

social relation (deriving from "patriarchyW),l but is treated entirely as a given or endemic 

1 A L I east, i t is not operationalized as such. 



feature of labor force segmentation. in the neoclassical tradition. Women are never 

considered as historically specific, independent acton (within the limits imposed on them). 

but are, rather. treated as dependent variables -- "should-be" wiveslsecondary workers -- 

whose failure to conform to ideal-type expectations can be attributed solely to mutations in 

the independent variable -- "should-be" male providerdprimary workers. However, there is 

much that is useful and illuminating about the book, and Standing does. after all, provide a 

historical explanation for those "rn~tations"~. 

Standing explains much of the pattern of women's labor force participation and 

employment in Jamaica in terms of what happened (or did nor happen) to the male labor 

force. Thus, the standoff between the plantation and peasant modes of production resulted 

in an unresolved or suspended state between proletarianization and peasantimtion, 

characterized by "occupational multiplicityn (involving only "intermittent participation in 

wage labour"). the growth of unemployment and unemployabili~. and the associated lack 

of "formation of a stable rural proletariat consisting of male workers fully committed to 

wage labour" (Standing, 1981: 44). This "pattern of employment originating with the 

continuing conflict between the plantations and rural workers influenced the level and 

pattem of female labour force participation in the industrialtommercial sectors of the 

Jamaican economy." since "there was no male wage labour force on which the emerging 

industrial urban sector could rely" (ibid.: 45). According to Standing, the lack of male 

commitment to wage labor "checked the development of a labour force in which men were 

'primary' workers and women 'secondary' workers," and suppressed the emergence of 

"sexual dualism" in the industrial labor market. The absence of a primary wage labor force 

of stable, committed male workers encouraged "a tendency to make jobs suitable for 

secondary workers, and the growth of industries and enterprises in which production is 

based largely on secondary workers" (p. 59). 

2 ~ ~ s  is my term. not Standing's. 



But by focusing on one sector of the economy at a time. Standing misses the point. 

In fact. he misses a number of points: (a) sexual dualism in Jamaica is most marked a r m s  

sectors; in other words. it is highly associated with structural dualism. especially in 

correspondence with the rural-urban divide. with urbanization of women in particular 

representing not so much a "pull" to industrialization as a "push" from rural production 

structures and livelihoods. as has been noted throughout this study: (b) sexual dualism 

does occur within the industrial sector (as it does within agricultural sectors), perhaps not 

in terms of sheer propensity for employment but in terms of subsector characteristics. pay. 

social categorization of skill. type of work (beyond some marginal "substitution" of fernale 

for male labor). and level of labor organization or unionization: (c) the relative absence of a 

stable, disciplined. semi-skilled male industrial labor force is partly a function of the 

relative absence of (traditionally male) skill-based industries -- particularly machine tools 

and heavy industry -- in the "modem" capitalist enclaves of the Caribbean as in many other 

countries of the Third World. as well as of the prevailing demand for a cheap. unskilled. 

obedient workforce to perform rote operations in light manufacturing or "finishing-touch" 

industries. These operations require at most literacy and numeracy skills. and usually. 

some form of manual dexterity. As Levitt and Best (1975: 37) have pointed out about the 

Can bbean, in-between primary production and finishing-touch industries, there is little or 

no industrial process: "Each territory tends to engage in terminal activities of resource 

extraction at the one end of the spectrum and distribution and final assembly of imports at 

the other." Even within a manufacturing sector so generally characterized, however, there 

emerges the inevitable gendered dualism, at least partly related to gender-typing of different 

operations, depending on the degree of "detailn or "heavy labor" involved. 

Gender socialization and discrimination, as well as women's bottom-line 

responsibility for children (placing them in a "no-choice" relation to jobs). have much to do 

with the greater female than male proclivity for becoming low-paid dependent worker rather 

than independent "hustler." given the choices available. Gender discrimination ensures that 



women tend not be socially categorized and organized as a semi-skilled, unionized 

workforce. acquiring instead a sort of reliable. but "conveniently" casualized character. The 

abundant supply of displuced. cheap female labor therefore combines with the demand for 

cheap unskilled labor generated by the kind of industrialization described above to produce 

patterns of employment which appear. according to some ideal type, to involve the 

substitution of female for "scarce" or "unwilling" male labor. Even then, Standing clearly 

exaggerates the extent of this "substitution." since men dominated "modem" manufacturing 

employment as a whole, especially the more stable sectors. while the areas in which 

women were favored tended to exhibit volatile swings in their production and employment 

cycles. Generally. Standing does not sufficiently address the possible rationale behind male 

"preference" for independent livelihoods (especially given the alternatives and the spaces 

between them) and the tendency for women to be excluded from them. 

In Jamaica. the existence of a huge peasant sector engaged in mixed cash- 

crop/subsistence crop cultivation provided a domestic re/productive base for women which 

deterred their full participation in or re-entry into estate labor once they had withdrawn from 

it. Women were also less mobile and less able to engage in occupationai multiplicity. The 

overwhelming long-term tendency has been to look towards non-agricultural occupations 

and to place a premium on the acquisition of literacy and numeracy skills. Within peasant 

households. women play critical reproductive and "auxiliary" functions through 

childbearing and the cultivation, processing and marketing of crops for local consumption. 

One of the reasons for the disappearance of women from the statistics as farmers or even 

"assistants in agriculture" (though not the most important one) has been precisely this 

notion of their work as domestic or as auxiliary-ta-the-main-enterprise in nature, and 

therefore not worthy of being counted separately. As mentioned before, French and Ford- 

Smith (1985) see the 1943 census in Jamaica as a historic marker in just such a 

reclassification of female farmers, indicative of the post-war pressures towards the 

"housewifisation" of women. 



A post-war study of peasant agriculture in the Yallahs Valley area of Jamaica 

illustrates well the operationalization of concepts which efface women: 

Various means are used to transport the crops and various combinations of 
the farm labour force are employed. Sometimes these are linked with the 
crop concerned. For instance coffee and bananas for export are usually 
marketed by the farmer. vegetables and flowers by the woman of the house. 
though she will often be helped at least to the motor road by one or more of 
the children and. sometimes. also by the f m r .  (Edwards. 1954: 320: 
emphasis mine j 

According to Edwards, farmers' wives cultivated their own plots or intercropped on 

the main cultivation. and marketed, often with their daughters or young children. their own 

and their husbands' domestic produce. Even where they did not do much cultivation, a 

recumng farnilylsexual division of labor was that between husband-farmer and wife- 

marketer or "higgler." Women sometimes sold their crops to a country-higgler (who traded 

for a living). However. women in poor farming households usually shared the main farm 

work with their husbands to the extent that strictly reproductive demands allowed. as 

Edwards ( 1961 : 78) notes elsewhere: 

The work done by a farmer's wife is also affected by her husband's status. 
A poor farmer's wife commonly performs almost all the field tasks her 
husband carries out, except heavy work in land preparation and reaping 
heavy crops. But a wife whose husband is appreciably better off considers 
the field work beneath her dignity and so concentrates on looking after the 
home almost to the exclusion of the fieldwork. Few of the families studied 
had a sufficiently high standing to allow the latter kind of attitudes in the 
wives, though many of the farmers' wives did little f m  work for very 
different reasons: they had too much domestic work (because of their 
several young children) to allow them time to undertake much work in the 
field. 

Some famen '  wives worked at regular jobs off the farm, an experience which 

granted them significant autonomy. A minority of women were farmers in their own right. 

In the Yallahs Valley area studied by Edwards (1954), one-fifth of all farmen were 

women. They worked smaller farms than the men, he-quarters of them having farms of 

less than 5 acres compared to less tban half of the men in the same position. Just under half 

the male farmers and a third of the female farmers worked off their farms. The latter, 

however, worked more hours at fewer off-farm jobs than male famen. 



In  Edwards' sample study of small farming in Jamaica ( 1% 1 : 72). he found that 

adult sons who left home were mainly concentrated in farming. laboring and various 

trades. whereas adult daughters were dressmakers. domestic servants and housewives. a 

few making it up the social ladder to become nurses and teachers. This is a solid indication 

of the optimal gendered destination of the labor force reproduced in peasant households. 

respectability for men being represented by the ultimate acquisition of their own farm or 

plots of land (in a process well illustrated in the life histories documented by Edwards). and 

for women -- in terms of an independent livelihood. that is -- being best represented by the 

attainment of non-agricultural "semi-professional" status. As early as 1942 girls accounted 

for over 60 percent of enrolments in rural high schools. although boys were still in a slight 

majority overall (Miller. 1990: Tables 58 and 59.2 14). 

In one Jamaican study by Cumper ( 1958) contrasting village and estate life, based 

on 1943 census data. the estate labor force is described as a predominantly migratory or 

immigrant and male one, living in an area "in which the ratio of single men to single 

women is roughly two to one, and even higher in the age group 20-39" (ibid.: 102). While 

most female residents on the estate and single women in the adjoining villages did estate 

labor. at least seasonally, the wives of the regular workers "seldom" and those of the 

skilled or supervisory workers "never [worked] on the estaten (ibid.: 98). These relatively 

privileged workers were the only ones with a special claim to family housing (as opposed 

to barracks or one-room housing) on the estates. Sexual and family patterns more or less 

reflected the living arrangements and livelihoods provided by the estates. Bamck living 

and seasonal livelihoods conduced to casual "housekeepern arrangements and child-absent 

households (i.e. whose members were not necessarily childless. but might have left their 

children in the charge of others, often, in the case of women, their mothers). The overall 

tendency was obviously for the migrant, casual or seasonal labor force to be made up 

primarily of young, single men and a minority of young, single women, while the process 

of settlement and regularization brought with it the establishment of a relatively stable union 



for men and housewifisation or non-estate working careers for women. The sexual division 

of estate labor tended to be one in which the women were primarily weeders and seasonal 

workers. while men were the primary cane-cutting and regular estate workforce. 

As we have already seen. the "sexual dimorphism" of Jamaica's labor force was 

obvious by 1943, with men predominating in rural livelihoods and women having a slight 

edge in employment in "non-agricultural industries" (Cumper. 1%4). The ratio of their 

non-agricultural occupations to their agricultural occupations was a little over 2.5 to 1. 

whereas the corresponding figure for men was -65 to 1 (ibid.). In the same year. the 

malelfemale ratio in Kingston and St. Andrew was around 80. while it was 94 in  the rest of 

the island. Forty-five percent of the Kingston male population was born outside the parish 

boundaries. as against a corresponding figure of 51 percent for females (Maunder. 1960: 

58). 

According to Maundef s 1953-54 sample survey of the Kingston Metropolitan Area 

labor force, the overall female participation rate was 616 (between 66 and 68% in the 20- 

39 age range), while the male was 86%. but because of the preponderance of women in the 

population (the maldfemale ratio in the population 14 years and over being 7 for the 

sample). women made up almost 50% of the total labor force. A higher proportion of 

women than men were own-account workers (reversing somewhat the structure in the 

countryside): 75% of male workers were wage earners and 21% were own-account 

workers, while the corresponding figures for women were 68% and 27% (Maunder. 1%0: 

80). Among wage earners. women were primarily bunched up around "personal service 

occupations" (51%) and office workers ( 15%). Male wage earners were heavily distributed 

over four categories in particular: unskilled laborers (2 I%), skilled tradesmen ( 16%), 

personal service occupations (14%), and office workers (1396). Own-account women 

workers were predominantly street and market vendors (37%) and "handicraft workers" 

(3 1%). the latter comprising mostly seamstresses. Again. male own-account workers had a 

wider spread, 69% of them being accounted for by - in order of importance -- handicraft 



workers (e.g. tinsmiths. cabinetmakers, tailors). independent skilled tradesmen (e.g. 

electricians. painters. plumbers), shopkeepers. and street and market vendors. 

The dominant urban occupational category for women was clearly domestic service. 

Indeed. the 1943 census had already shown this to be the dominant female occupational 

group for Jamaica as a whole, surpassing the numbers in  the small farmer and agricultural 

laborer categories combined. Also. in terms of own-account activity, in that year a greater 

number of women were traders (or vendors) than were smdl farmers. In the 1953-54 

survey, domestic service was followed by seamstressing (both own-account and wage- 

earning). street vending. and office work as occupations of choice for female 

Kingtonians. Ofice work was obviously on the increase during this initial stage of 

Jamaica's high-growth era. However, as Higman (1989) points out, the groups to benefit 

most from this new expansion of clerical and commercial opportunities were white. 

"colored," and Chinese women. This is evident from the figures showing these groups' 

concomitant decrease within the domestic servant population between 1943 and 1960. 



TABLE 9.1 
ColodEthnic Group of Jamaican Domestic Servants 

in 1943 and 1960 

%LABOR FORCE IN 
% DOMESTICS DOMESTIC SERVICE 

Group Ma1 es Females Mates Females 
1 943 
Black 
Colored 
Whi te/European 
Chinese 
East Indian 

Total 

1960 
African 86.9 85.5 0.3 30.5 
Afro-European 8.3 10.9 0.2 20.2 
European 0.2 0.1 0.0 3.3 
ChineselAfro-Chinese 1.3 0.1 0.3 2.1 
East IndianIAfrc~East Indian 1.9 1.1 0.2 11.6 
Other 

Total 

Source: Higman, 1989:49 

In 1960. "clerical and sales" accounted for 36.6% of European and 67% of 

ChineselAfro-Chinese women in the labor force of Kingston, the corresponding figure for 

African (not including variously "coloredn) women being 19.5% (Clarke, 1975: Table 3 1, 

153). African women made up 65.2% of the "clerical and sales" worker category. a great 

part of which would have been accounted for by higglen, and notwithstanding the fact that 

they represented 72.9% of the female population of the parish (ibid.: Table 29, 152). The 

"clerical and sales" labor force structures of the Europeans and Chinese would also differ 

somewhat from each other because of the preponderance of small family shops among the 

Chinese as opposed to the larger establishments at which most of the Eurdamaicans 

would be employed. The 1953-54 Kingston Metropolitan Area labor force survey showed 

"shopworkers and shopkeepers" and "office workersn combined as comprising 18% of 

female occupations, while the presumably roughly equivalent "clerical and sales" category 



in the 1960 census made up 22.4% of female occupations in Kingston and 24.6% in  St. 

Andrew. The trend was definitely upward. 

According to Higman ( 1989: 45). the demand for domestics expanded dramatically 

in the 1950s with the growth of the urban bourgeoisie. The supply increased steadily until 

1%5 when it began to fall in spite of continuing and increasing demand. Furthermore. 

"[since] 1W3, demand has dropped rapidly because of negative economic growth and the 

shift to daily as against live-in and weekly employment" (ibid.: 45-46). Higman explains 

further: 

The decline in Jamaica's servant population after 1950 was, in part. a 
product of changes in the structure of the labor force, females under twenty 
years of age participating much less frequently as a result of broadened 
educational opportunities. It also reflected migration to Britain and the 
United States and the increased alternative avenues of employment in 
factories, commerce, and the extradomestic service industries. The shift to 
the day-work. live-out system meant that fewer domestics were shared by a 
larger number of employers. This fundamental change was facilitated by the 
increasing use of mechanical appliances and the declining size of the middle- 
class family. 

In fact. in the years after 1965, domestic workers made up by far the largest 

category of female emigrants to the US. from Jamaica and other West Indian islands. The 

shift to day-work also accompanied the decline of the old "'schoolgirl' system. which had 

emerged at the end of the nineteenth century when rural mothers sought domestic rather 

than agricultural work for their daughters" (ibid.: 56). Under this system. of more or less 

exploitative urban patronage rationalized as free domestic-service apprenticeship, a middle- 

class mistress would house, feed, clothe and supposedly train her young rural charge -- a 

"schoolgirln of no more than twelve or fourteen yean -- in exchange for household service. 

Thus while almost one-third of Jamaican female domestics were classified as "unpaid 

family workers" in the 1943 census, less than 2 percent were so classified in 1%0, and 

there had been in addition an aging of this group of employees. 

Manufacturing began to contribute more to gross domestic product than agriculture 

in 1959 and to employ a larger proportion of the female labor force from 1960 (Higman. 

198947). Women in manufacturing increased from 23-24% of the total in the early 1950s 



to nearly 35% in 1973 (Standing. 198 1: 52). However. the growth of manufacturing 

employment between 1945 and the 1970s was disappointing. in light of the extent of 

displacement of rural dwellers and own-account workers. In 1953-54. a large proportion of 

Kingston women in manufacturing were still own-account workers. 38% of the total. while 

53% were wage earners. Most factory workers in Kingston were men, among whom wage 

earning was by far the predominant form of manufacturing employment (71%. as opposed 

to 23% own-account workers). Female factory workers tended to be concentrated in the 

clothing industry, which comprised mostly small-scale enterprises. Men were more evenly 

spread throughout the manufacturing subsecton. but they were most heavily concentrated 

in food and tobacco -- the only other areas which provided wage-earning manufacturing 

employment of any significance for women -- and had their lowest participation rate in the 

clothing and leather industries. 

Trade union membership was still low among urban workers in the early 1950s. 

mass trade unions being of recent vintage and having their historic strength among sugar 

workers. fifteen percent of male and nine percent of female wage eamen reported trade 

union membership in 1953-54. compared to a national estimate of 24% of wage earners 

claiming union membership (Maunder, l%O: 98101). The areas of greatest trade union 

strength for both men and women were the male-dominated sectors of transport and f w d  

and tobacco manufacturing. In fact, nearly the whole female trade union strength was 

concentrated in these two sectors, while none of the areas of female predominance. garment 

manufacturing, services or commerce, boasted sigruf~cant union membership. Public 

utilities and other manufacturing subsectors were other areas of relatively strong male trade 

union membership. Low trade union membership was not just a function of gender. small- 

scale manufacturing enterprises, such as predominated in the woodworking industry, 

which employed almost exclusively men, were also non-unionized. 

In 1 953-54, Jamaica's incen ti ves-driven industrialization boom was j ust taking off 

and over the next decade women were employed at a much higher rate than men in the 



enterprises established under the auspices of the Industrial Development Corporation. the 

institution set up to oversee and support the industrialization-by-invitation program. By 

I%O. two-thirds of the employees in factories established by the IDC were women 

(Clarke. 1975: 86). By the same token. they were the greatest victims of the predisposition 

of many of these projects to premature shutdown. As we have seen above. the highest 

attrition rate occurred precisely among those companies that favored women as employees. 

Although the 1960 census reported 38.700 persons as employed in manufacturing. 

less than half of those. 17.000 people. were employed in manufacturing units in Kingston 

with workforces of ten or more persons. Clarke ( 1975: 93) notes that "[probably] no more 

than 10 percent of the classified labour force worked in  factories. even when account is 

taken of enterprises established through the Industrial Development Corporation ." Over 

half of the people employed in manufacturing were self-employed persons like 

seamstresses and cabinetmakers and workers in tiny workshops. The garment sector in fact 

came to have a dualistic character. with small concerns running less than ten machines 

producing for the domestic market and to some extent (about 10%) for the subregion. and 

larger enclave factories producing exclusively for the export, primarily U.S., market. Both 

branches of the garment sector were volatile in character, contributing to the forced 

casualization of female labor. 

By the 1960 census. about half of all the unemployed in Jamaica were living in 

Kingston. The fact that a majority of those unemployed were women has to be further 

considered within the context of women's disproportionate family responsibilities. Clarke 

( 19'75: 103) notes that "[in] 1%0 more than 60 percent of household heads in the tenements 

were females; between 25 and 60 percent of household heads in parts of East Kingston and 

in some of the squatter camps, housing estates and yards in West Kingston were also 

females." Between 1960 and 1970, urban areas accounted for no less than 82% of 

Jamaica's population growth. The nual-urban migrant stream continued to be dominated by 

job-seeking women undaunted by soaring unemployment rates. The Department of 



Statistics recorded unemployment rates of 28.1% for women and 10.3% for men in April 

1%9, rising to 35.3% for women and 14.3% for men in April 1972 (cited in  Standing, 

1981 : Table 1.50). Standing ( 198 1 : 51 ) points out: 

High urban unemployment is generally expected to restrict rural-urban 
migration and to make women into a largely inactive labor reserve. In fact it 
did neither. Thus although women accounted for a disproportionately large 
proportion of the urban unemployed they also took a high proportion of 
urban jobs and continued to move into the city. Although the paucity of 
reliable or consistent statistics makes it difficult to state with assurance that 
the level of female economic activity increased in the post4945 era. there is 
no doubt that the participation rate remained remarkably high by 
international standards. According to Durand's analysis the level of female 
participation in non-agricultural economic activities in Jamaica has been 
among the highest in the world. 

By the 1970 Census definition the participation rate of women aged 15 to 44 in 

Kingston was 66.4 percent. compared with a national average of 50.6. The rise in the 

participation rate of women in non-agricultural occupations was evident. Excluding 

agriculture. forestry. fishing and mining, the female proportion of total employment in 

Jamaica increased from 44.6% in July 1968 to 49.4% in October 1973 (Standing. 1981: 

In further examining the reasons for the secalled relative substitution of female for 

male labor in manufacturing in Jamaica. Standing (1981) shifts somewhat his earlier and 

misplaced focus on the unavailability of a committed and skilled male industrial workforce 

to the conditions of the female labor "supply" and manufacturing capital's labor 

"demands." He offers a number of points which still bear the unmistakable imprint of 

neoclassical reasoning but have significant empi r i d  or descriptive value (see Standing, 

1981: 133-149. esp. 139- 143). 

Since women in the working class in Kingston had primary responsibility for the 

regular maintenance of young dependants and were more immediately concerned with the 

purely financial aspect of wage labor, they were more tolerant of the static, routinized, 

dead-end jobs available. "And the relative deprivation implicit in semi-skilled, static jobs 



would have been greater for men. if only because socially men were more oriented towards 

more rewarding skilled. progressive jobs. " 

The traditionally low wage-high fringe benefit ratio of worker earnings favored 

women over men by providing them with a wider range of work-related benefits. notably 

in connection with childbearing. 'The low wages would have encouraged higher 

absenteeism and less effort by men while the higher fringe benefits would have reduced 

labor turnover among women."" 

The various employment practices enabled the tradition of occupational 

multiplicity to persist. encouraging absenteeism among men and ensuring a preference for 

more reliable female labor. 

The abundance of potential female workers in Kingston coupled with the high 

unemployment and need for income "tended to raise women's effort bargain and lower 

their aspiration wages." 

Women could be hired at a higher level of education more cheaply than men. 

Given the same level of education, men were likely to pursue something "better." 

Women workers came to be regarded as more reliable, less prone to absenteeism 

and more stable than men. They were "far less unionised and immediately unionisable than 

men." and so could more easily be exploited. 

One example Standing cites of a process of "substitution" of female for male labor 

having taken place was in the tobacco industry "where women comprised the great majority 

of production workers in tobacco factories and. according to management had been a 

growing majority" (ibid.: 145). Interestingly, in one cigar factory, women were "the great 

majority" of workers in all but the box-making department. where male production workers 

were the highest paid in the plant. It had been discovered that women were more adapted to 

many of the jobs because "they have more flexible fingers" and " packing and labelling is a 

3111 my own work on women workers in the Eaturn Carib- (Green. 1990). 1 have also noted a fairly 
widespread tradition o f  so-called "fringe" benefits, such as maternity provisions, which are accepted as a 
fairly basic right in the English-speak3ng Caribbean, but might be regarded as "generous" or even 
"paternalistic" (as Standing puts it!) by certain -- dubious -- international standards. 



feminine sort of operation. you know" (ibid. ). Not coincidentally. these operations also 

paid less than those considered to be better reserved for men or more "masculinett in 

orientation. 

Generally, Standing's claim of the "substitution" of female for male labor does not 

stand up before the evidence, which shows a gender-related dual labor market within 

manufacturing. Men continue to hold the majority of jobs in industry. even though in the 

1980s and '90s the rate of female employment in the sector grew faster than the male rate as 

a result of the shift to export-processing, especially in  garments. Jamaica's manufacturing 

profile continues to fit the third-world pattern noted by Lim (1990) of capital-intensive 

import-substitution industry with unionized, predominantly male workforces and labor- 

intensive expon-processing industry with mostly non-unionized. female workforces. The 

feminization of particular industries, like tobacco, did not form part of some general trend 

of a female takeover of industry. On the other hand. the features of women's employment 

in manufacturing noted by Standing have become more relevant than ever because of the 

recent explosion in female-typed jobs, particularly in the garment industry, in connection 

with the re-orientation of the manufacturing sector to export-assembly or -processing. 

Gender. Modes of Production @ O c c w  Stratlficatlon tn Modern J m a :  
. . 

Thq a 
Derek Gordon, the late Jamaican sociologist and the first scholar to measure through 

rigorous quantitative methods the relationships among gender, race, occupational class 

structure and social mobility in an English-speaking Caribbean country (in this case 

Jamaica), makes the following general observation about the uniqueness of the class 

structure in Jamaican society: 

Differences in class mobility between Jamaica and more advanced countries 
in the capitalist wodd appear to lie primarily in the differences in class 
structure. Despite the spread of capitalist relations of production and the 
dominance of a capital intensive multinational sector, which has led to an 
expanded bureaucracy, middle class, and working class, there continues to 
exist a large self-employed, "informaln sector and a considerable floating 
protoproletariat which is not able to fully reproduce itself through regular 



wage labor. The nature of surplus labor reserves and part-time employment 
differs significantly as a consequence. Both men and women are part of this 
class structure. but are unequally located within it. There is no longer any 
significant parallel in the more advanced capitalist countries to the large 
numbers of women who are paid domestics or street vendors in countries 
like Jamaica. Once these differences in class structure and the division of 
labor are taken into account. forces broadly similar to those at work in the 
more advanced countries appear to be at work in structuring the mobility 
experience of men and women in Jamaica. (Gordon. 1987a: 2345) 

In his own work. Gordon accounts for the "duality" of the Jamaican social structure 

by locating the group consisting of the self-employed (or "own-account workers") and 

small owners and employers in a separate but intermediate position between the "middle 

strata" and "manual workers." He classifies them under the general rubric of "petty 

bourgeoisie." Gordon's classification scheme is reproduced in Table 9.1 on the following 

page. The labor force that is the object of his classification excludes of course (non- 

laboring) ruling, large-propertied groups and includes small-propenied. small employer 

and self-employed groups as well as the full range of groups dependent on employment 

from higher salaried to lower waged categories. 



TABLE 9.2 
Class Categories and Occupational Groups (after Gordon, 1987a) 

Detailed Occupational Group 

High Ievef managcrral and profcss~onal 

b w c r  level rnanapcnal and office 
supemson 

L ~ w e r  level profess~onal. techn~cal and 
sales agents 

Sccremnal and accountmp clerks 

Other clerks (not sales) 

Sales clerks 

Employers 

Traders and related 

Fanners 

Foremen and hlgher grade servrce 
workers 

Craftsmen and opentwes 

Other servicc workers (not domestic) 

Unskilled manual 

Domestic workers 

Agricultural taborers 

Occupational Tit les  (Examples) 

Civ 11 Eng~neer. .A ttornej . hlanag~np 
Director 

Pcrscmncl officer. Loan officer, Office 
supervisor 

Surse. X-ray techn~c~an. Travcll~ng 
salesman 

T ~ p ~ s t ,  Book-kceper, Bank clerk. Pal 
clerk 

Kcypunch opcrator, Storeroom clerk. 
Filtng clerk 

Shop clerk, Sales clerk. Bett~np clerk 

Farmers. Gas station opcrator. hlanager- 
propnetor 

Mechan~c. Welder. Palnrer. Taxi 
operator. Dressmaker 

Shopkccper, Street vendor, i-iatrdrrsser 

Rootcrop farmer. Cane farmer. 
Fisherman 

Line supervrsor (.Alumma), Pollee. 
Fireman. .Maitre D 

Garment Machine operator. Mason. 
Tnrk dnvcr 

Security Guard, Waitress. Cleaner, 
Messenger 

Deiiveryman. Longshoreman. 
Construction laborer 

Household helper 

Cane cutter. Fruit picker, Darry worker 

Source: Gordon, 1987a: Table 1, 12 



Gordon works therefore with three major (non-ruling) class categories: Middle 

Strata. Petty Bourgeoisie and Manual Workers. These are not continuous "socio-economic 

statust' rankings, but. significantly. take into account (a) coexisting modes of production. 

which they straddle. (b) the division, within the "modern sector" or the salaried and waged 

labor force. between mental and manual labor (even though Gordon does not explicitly use 

this distinction). and (c) internal stratification within each "major class category." Gordon 

is also sensitive to the existence of contradictory or ambiguous class locations, such as that 

occupied by the "considerable floating protoproletariat which is not able to fully reproduce 

itself through regular wage labor."J Gordon's work (1987a: 1987b; 1989; 1991). 

therefore. has the rare distinction of corn bining relatively wund analytical categories with 

rigorous quantitative  measurement."^ provides a good starting point for talking about the 

relationships among mode of production, class, gender and social mobility in the 

Caribbean. 

While "petty bourgeoisie" as a corporate category has limited descriptive or 

empirical value and conflates categories which may belong to radically different "lived" 

classes. it nonetheless provides a critical conceptual space for the entire subsidiary 

economy which is contiguous to and interactive with the dominant dependent-capitalist 

forms. Certainly the designation of poor (and sometimes proletarianized) farmers and 

traders as "petty bourgeois" might be descriptively or empirically useless, but it retains an 

%ordon idoms us that his schema, "a qualitative classification of social classes', is denved from an 
instrument developed by the Statistical [nstltute of Jamaica for use in its labor force surveys. He describes 
its ments: 

It explicitly attempts to take into account the small-scale sector by defining categories 
involved in OHII account work -- like farmers, tmders. and artisans -- separately. It is also 
fairly sensitive to the importance of separately grouping occupations based mainly on 
casual and unskilled labor. It therefore enables us to take into some account the 
fragmented and heterogeneous labor markets and coexistence of different modes of 
production noted by many theorists and marchers  working on class stntcture in 
developing countries. (Gordon, 1987~ 2 18) 

 ordo don describes the design of the "March 1984 National Mobility Survey" in detail in Gordon. l W a  and 
l987b. 



important conceptual value with regard to relationship to small property. however tenuous. 

and corresponding ideological practices or tendencies? Gordon ( 1987b: 1 1) insists that 

"[wlhile the boundary between the self-employed and wage labourers is particularly fluid in 

developing countries ... it is not so fluid as to support the view that the majority of 

Jamaican small proprietors are 'itinerant proletarians' ... or 'thinly disguised wage labourt 

... ." He points out the affinity of shared social origins (primarily small farming) that 

exists among the artisans, traders and employers within the category. suggesting that this 

might indicate "a tendency for these occupations to fom secondary occupations for the 

family of the peasantry" (ibid.: 29). This is borne out in the ample evidence in the literature 

of a symbiotic relationship between food farmers and food traders. a relationship which 

circumscribes a continuous (subsidiary) petty commodity mode of production and 

circulation. 

According to Gordon (1987b: 2). post-war Jamaica has experienced "a shift in its 

class structure. from an extremely restricted and narrow base, rooted in agriculture and the 

semi-capitalist relations of exploitation and domination (characteristic of plantation society) 

to a more dynamic. a more heterogeneous and a more capitalist social order." In published 

articles ( 1987a; 1989) and in his monograph ( 1987b). Gordon uses data from the massive 

1984 National Mobility Survey (NMS) to chart the changes that have occurred in the 

occupational class structure and the location of men and women within i t  He further uses 

reclassified data from the 1943 Jamaican census to make a direct historical comparison with 

regard to gender in one article (Gordon. 1989) and race/colodclass in two others (1991a; 

1991b). Below I summarize Gordon's findings as part of the process of arriving at a model 

of the interaction between gender, occupational class and social mobility in the Anglophone 

%rch (1981: 223) notes in the case of Barbados: "To characrerize the self-employed and shopkeepers in a 
society like Barbados as a petit bourgeoisie would obfusca~ the reality. Unlike the industrialized world, the 
colonial context and a monocrop economy prevented this class from developing into an independent class 
distinguishable from the working class. Class lines merge in the colony as people move back and forth 
from employment to unemployment ...". Both points are well taken and illustrate the difficulty one 
encounters in deploylng conceptual categories custom-made for other realitres. 



Caribbean. Gordon reports the following changes in Jamaica's post-war economy and 

features of the contemporary structure, as indicated by the 1984 Survey: 

Social relations are more in keeping with capitalist commodity relations. 

There has been a decline in relations of paternalism and in semi-free/semi-servile 

wage labor. most notably the categories of agricultural labor and domestic service. 

the two most important forms of wage labor in "plantation society." Income and 

education have gained ground as independent means of social mobility and have 

become important criteria of social status and social position. 

0 The wage labor proportion of the labor force did not expand ( i .  e., vis-a-vis 

the middle strata and the petty bourgeoisie). In fact, Gordon's figures ( 1989: Table 

2, p. 70) show a relative decline. However. there have been profound changes in 

the internal composition of the labor force. First, "there was a dramatic increase in 

the white collar labour force from a very narrow and restricted base of just over one 

in twenty in the 1940s to a position where it made up almost one-fifth of the labour 

forcet' (Gordon, 1989: 70). This shift upwards is indicative of a general "structural 

mobility" of the occupational class system, or the general upgrading of the labor 

force. Second, "the stagnation and decline of agricultural. domestic and casualized 

labour of all kindsw (ibid.) has been accompanied by an expansion of "modemw 

industrial and service wage labor. Industrial labor more than tripled to become the 

biggest working class category (ibid.: 71). In all, there has been considerable 

structural diversification and mobility. 

Interestingly enough, the dualism of the Jamaican economy has not 

lessened; if anything, it has increased. There has been an absolute and relative 

increase in the small farmer population, probably indicating the absorption of 

displaced agricultural laboren (whom small farmers now outnumber 4.5: 1) as well 

as increased irnmiseration and land fragmentation. Only 5 percent of small farmers 

held over 5 acres of land, but the vast majority, 84 percent, worked full-time on 



their holdings and 72 percent of all farmen employed no labor at all. Nearly two- 

thirds of small farmers earned less than $50 a week. making them no better off 

than poor agricultural laborers (Gordon. 1987b: 22-23). According to the NMS 

figures. the working class made up slightly less than half (44%) of the labor force, 

while the small proprietors comprised 38%. only slightly over 1% of them being 

employers (Gordon. 1987b: 15; 1989: Table 2. p. 70). The peasantry made up 

nearly two-thirds of all small proprietors and 24% of the total labor force (Gordon. 

1987b: 15). It had increased its proportion of the latter from 19% in 1943 (Gordon. 

1989: Table 2. p. 70). 

"Nearly two-thirds of the present-day labour force come from small 

propertied households and one-half has been brought up by small fanners" 

(Gordon. 1m: 116). This major role of small propertied groups as "origin 

classes" for the contemporary labor force stems partly from the higher fertility 

levels of small farmers and confirms these households in their function as exploited 

producers of labor power for the rest of the economy or as hinterland labor 

reserves. 

Finally, there are continued poverty and gross inequalities of condition and 

opportunity. These continuities of underdevelopment, poverty and class not only 

sustain a lingering correlation with race/color/ethnicity, but there is evidence that the 

latter has some independent agency and effectivity, as blacks have enjoyed a 

differential (lower) rate of social mobility vis-a-vis the two other most oppressed 

colorfethnic groups, "coloreds" and Indians (Gordon 1991a). 

How are men and women located within the coexisting modes of production and 

related occupational class structure and within patterns of social mobility? In reviewing 

Gordon's attempts to answer this question, 1 leave out of account for the time being explicit 

questions of race and color and focus exclusively on the relationship between gender, 

modes of production and occupational class. I deal with Gordon's writings on race and 



color separately in chapter 1 1. partly so as to address the controversial way in which Miller 

(1990; 1986) uses the evidence marshalled to corroborate his own thesis. 

The sexual division of labor in the "public economyt' or the occupational class 

structure of Jamaica (and other Caribbean nations) follows certain set patterns which 

Gordon is able to measure using his 1984 data. Below. I organize and summarize 

Gordon's major empirical findings in relation to this particular question. 

Women's Labor Force Parriciparion. Erst of all, as in most countries, women have 

a more irregular attachment to the labor force than men. Female labor force participation in 

Jamaica is high by world standards. 67% compared to 81% for men. according to the 1984 

NMS figures. The rate has been steadily rising (and that of men falling), resulting in a 

change in the sex composition of the worldorce from around 36% in 1943 to about 45% in 

1984. In the latter year. however, women's unemployment rate was more than double that 

of men -- 39 percent compared to 16 percent -- and a higher proportion of those employed 

engaged in part-time or occasional work. One-third of women are household heads and 

women make up slightly over one-third of household heads in the labor force (Gordon. 

1987a: 22 1 ; 1989: 72). 

The Sexuul Division of Labor in the Lobor Force. Gordon confirms the correlation 

between the "dual societyn and a profound occupational-gender split in the economy. as 

well as the across-the-board association of property and power with men. Men dominate all 

forms of property in the society, capitalist and non-capitalist alike. so it is not surprising 

that they predominate in the small propertied section of the labor force. Men easily 

dominate the "petty bourgeois" mode of production. especially as employers and small 

farmers, of which subcategories they comprised 78 and 76 percent respectively in 1984. 

Women within the class category dominate the "secondary occupationn of trading, 

comprising 76% of all traders in 1984. In all, women formed a mere 26% of the small 

propertied group. (However, it should be noted that as a proportion of the female labor 

force the small propertied group made up 30%, not much less than the 38% for males.) By 



contrast. they formed 65 percent of the middle strata or "white collar" positions. but were 

predominantly concentrated in the lower-level professional, clerical and sales occupations. 

leaving men with a two-thirds majority of the higher managerial and professional group 

(Gordon. 1989: Tables 2 and 3. pp. 70-7 1 ). Furthermore. the highest-level working class 

occupatiocs, which were ovenvhelmingly dominated by men to the tune of slightly over 80 

percent. paid more to their male occupants than did lower-level "white collar" positions to 

their female occupants (or. for that matter. to their male occupants; see Gordon. 1987a: 

Table 4. p. 224). Thus we have here confirmed the interesting pattern. noted earlier in this 

study. where men predominate in blue collar and peasant occupations and women in white 

collar occupations. But the fact remains that throughout the society men have a secure 

relarive grasp on the levers of power, these being primarily property. management, 

professional status, income and skill. Within the labor force, they dominate the small- 

propenied, higher managerial and professional. and foremen and higher-grade service 

workers sections and receive more income than women at all levels. Women may have 

"more" respectability and, as we shall see, certification from formal schooling. but little 

power or access to toplevel skills. 

Within the working class. women tend to be concentrated in domestic and other 

service occupations, while "men are relatively more concentrated amongst foremen, 

craftsmen and operatives ..." or industrial occupations (Gordon, 1989: 74). This was 

modified somewhat in the second half of the eighties with the proliferation of expon- 

processing zones employing cheap female labor. 

For women, the main change in the post-war era constituted a relative shift away 

from domestic. agricultural and own-account industrial labor -- mostly informal or 

casualized labor occupations - into white collar work on the one hand and service and, to a 

lesser extent, industrial work on the other hand. The proportion of domestics in the female 

labor force dropped from slightly over one-third in 1943 to 16% in 1984, and the informal 



sector7 accounted for 46 percent of women in the labor force in 1984. down from 64 

percent in 1943. The numbers of women expanded most dramatically in clerical and sales 

work. while women also increased their proportion in manufacturing and the professions -- 

within the latter. from 4 to 32 percent at the higher level (Gordon. 1989: 72). They easily 

sustained their decades-long domination of what Gordon calls the "mass professions" or 

the lower professional category (primarily as nurses. teachers etc.). I have referred to this 

category elsewhere as the "semi-professional." 

Finally. while the sexual division of labor in the labor force as a whole did not 

change much with the new concentration of women in low-grade sales. clerical and (non- 

domestic) service work. women did manage to somewhat increase their proportion in such 

expanding male-dominated occupational categories as employers and small farmers among 

small proprietors. and. to a far more significant degree. higher-level managerial and 

professional personnel. Such occupational and labor force entry gains must be judged 

against women's share of employment income. qualifications and opportunity. 

Social Mobility, Income. Education and Gender. Gordon ( 19Wa; 19?37b) measures 

intergenerational mobility by comparing the present occupation of his respondents to the 

occupation of the person responsible for them at age 14. As such, the "origin class" of 

slightly over two-thirds of his respondents is determined by the occupation of their fathers 

or male guardians. Not surprisingly. therefore, women are much more mobile (vertically 

and horizontally) than men since they are forced to move out of male-dominated and male- 

biased occupations and livelihoods, especially the small farming enclave, and are heavily 

recruited into the expanding clerical and sales sectors as well as into the gender-typed 

"mass professions." By the same token. men are more likely to inherit their class positions 

because they follow in the footsteps, generally speaking, of the male heads of household 

(Gordon, 1989: 77: 1987b: 34). This means that while men are less likely to be recruited 

into the broader middle strata from other sections of the labor force, they are more likely to 

' ~ h s  category has k e n  defined by Gordon ( 1- 72) as including the self-employed and domestic workers. 



inherit class positions connected with property (however small). power and highly valued 

craft skills. Among small farmers. for example. 47 percent of males remained in the sector 

compared with 20 percent of women (Gordon. 1987b: 35). 

Upper middle class women inevi tabl y experience downward mobility 

occupationally (though probably not socially. since they usually retain their membership in 

upper class families by both consanguinity and affinity). Gordon (1987b: 32) points out 

that "only slightly over 10 per cent of women with upper middle stratum backgrounds 

managed to retain that position compared to 38 per cent of men." Gordon (ibid. ) found. 

moreover. that women of nearly every category of social origin were "more disadvantaged 

than men in gaining access to the upper middle stratum." Thus while women had greater 

access to the broader middle strata and experienced less downward mobility from that 

category as a whole. men seemed to have a lock on its upper echelons. 

Although men increasingly have lower average levels of formal education than 

women in Jamaica and several other Caribbean societies. they acquire more institutional, 

informal and on-the-job skill, management and entrepreneurial training (not to speak of 

their early socialization) and receive higher levels of employment income. Thus the 

segmentation of the labor market by gender creates a dual or split labor market that 

confounds any strict notion of a continuously ranked stratification system. or the 

appearance of social mobility. For example, the foremen and higher grade service workers 

(81% male), by far the most trained and educated of the working class, were "less likely to 

have acquired a high school education than any other group in the middle strata, except the 

lowly sales clerk" (Gordon, 1987b: 20). However, their average reported income was 

higher than that of all groups of clerical employees and closer to that of the lower 

professional and technical category (64% female). The situation was even more 

pronounced for (small) employers (78% male) whose educational level was slightly below 

that of the foremen and higher grade service workers but whose income was almost on par 

with the lower professional and technical category (ibid.: Table 3, p. 19). Indeed, the 



average income of male employers was higher than that of female semi-professionals 

(Gordon. 1987a: Table 4. p. 224). 

As has been pointed out before. men are. on average. less dependent on formal 

schooling than women because of their more direct access to other avenues to power and 

income. The foremen and higher grade service workers reported the highest levels of 

training in the entire labor force and the highest level of unionization outside of the mass 

professions (which tend to be highly organized in professional associations/unions). Their 

unemployment rates were lower than those of all but the highest level of the middle strata. 

At the other extreme, the "middle strata" sales clerks (76% female) had over twice the 

average level of education of the entire working class but made less money and had a 

higher unemployment rate than unskilled manual workers. Only domestic workers and 

agricultural laborers fared worse than them. At the same time. their location in the middle 

strata. sustained no doubt by adequate levels of education and the non-manual nature of 

their work, "paid off" in one way. Gordon (1987b: 33) notes that "[ilt is quite striking that 

none of the occupational groups within the working class or the small proprietors. whether 

male or female, had chances of reaching the middle strata equal to even the lowly sales 

clerk." 

What Gordon finds "most striking," however, is 

the evidence of marked inequalities of income and pay together with parity 
in educational attainments. Women in Jamaica throughout the workf'orce 
start their worklife with equal and even slightly better educational 
attainments than men, but in the process of obtaining employment, they 
receive less income from broadly equivalent categories of employment. 
(Gordon, 1987a: 223) 

According to Gordon's data ( 1987a: Table 4, p. 224), the worst disparities in 

income are in the working class and especially in the small propertied categories. In most of 

the subcategories women made below 70% of male income, reaching lows of 57% 

(among artisans and agricultural laborers) and 60% (among craftsmen & operatives). The 

greatest disparity among the middle strata is to be found at the highest level (77% female to 



male income), and the smallest (92% f/m). among the mass professions. where women 

also have a marked educational advantage over men. 

Other scholars have reported a more decisive advantage of Jamaican women over 

men in the realm of education. One scholar has gone so far as to translate this into an 

employment advantage. Miller ( 1986: 1988) has claimed that teacher education. public high 

schooling and university education all have a clear "female biasff in Jamaica. He bases this 

on historical trends that have seen female enrolments progressively outstrip male 

enrolments at each of these levels in turn: by 1899 for teachers1 colleges, after 1938 for 

high school. and by 1976 for university. His identification of a "female bias" is rooted in 

his argument that upper-class Jamaican men have deliberately pursued a strategy of 

sponsoring the mobility of lower-class females into intermediate positions "at the expense 

of their malesft (Miller. 1988: 4). They have done so as a way of warding off the threat 

posed by lower-class males to their own patriarchal hegemony. According to Miller ( 1988: 

9), educational opportunities as a social mobility channel are "biased in favour of lower 

strata females, and discriminate against lower strata males who are kept marginalized." For 

him, the female bias in education translates into a female bias at the middle levels of the 

labor force where educational credentials are required for jobs. A male bias appears to exist 

at the lowest and highest levels of the labor force (Miller. 1988: 14). Miller takes his 

argument one step further and concludes that "in the post-World War I1 period women in 

the labour force in Jamaica have become better qualified than men, and ... this education 

advantage has begun to be converted into an income advantage as well" (hid.). He bases 

this on alleged findings by Gordon that the differentials between male and female income in 

Jamaica (in fmor of males) are of the order of 10 to 15 percent, similar to the income 

differential between black men and women in the United States and compared to a 30 to 

35% income differential between white men and women in the U.S. (Milier, 1988: 15). 

This appears to prop up Miller's claim that patriarchy has been "underminedw in the 

subordinate strata and "preserved" in the dominant strata. 



However, we have already seen that Gordon has come to very different and vastly 

more complicated conclusions than Miller, with some of the same types of evidence. Miller 

ignores the evidence of a split or dual labor market along the lines of gender (or the "sex 

segregation of occupations"). referring only to a simple hierarchy of levels. supposedly 

progressively based on formal educational qualifications. He pays no attention to the 

evidence of the relative concentration of property. income, control (management) and 

power in male hands, and of the entrenched existence of criteria other than (and "prior to") 

formal schooling in determining access to those things. He also fails to investigate the 

gender-differentiated nature of formal educational qualifications, in other words. the 

question of qualitative, not just quantitative, differences in cenification. Finally, Miller's 

reference to black Americans is hardly surprising given the commonality between his own 

theories and those of "Black Matriarchy" and anti-black-male conspiracy (in which black 

women are sometimes accused of being complicit) which continue to bombard that 

community from both the outside and the inside. 

Leo-Rhynie (1989) has confirmed the superior enrolment and performance of 

females in high school and university in Jamaica, but notes that girls and women still tend 

to concentrate in "traditional female subjects." At the University of the West Indies, 

"[wlomen predominate in arts and general studies, in education and in nursing, whereas 

men are to be found in the majority in engineering, medicine, and natural sciences" (Leo- 

Rhynie, 1989: 92). Leo-Rhynie (1989: 95) supports Gordon's finding that women depend 

on formal education for social mobility, noting, however, that they follow a traditional. 

risk-averting career path that places the majority of them in "lower status, lower paid jobs." 

She points out that "a woman usually needs to be fully qualified, often 'over-qualified', in 

order to obtain a post for which there is male competitionn (ibid.). 

An effective challenge to Miller's thesis of black matriarchy and male marginality 

was mounted by (late) Professor Carl Stone in one of his regular columns in the Gleaner, 

Jamaica's leading mainstream newspaper. Stone (1989: 92) notes that while 



"[e]ducationally the women have out-performed the men, ... the men dominate in most top 

level areas in the economy, politics and the professions." He points out that. by failing to 

investigate "the whole spectrum of managerial and professional jobs and opportunities and 

the sex balance in them." Miller's 1986 study. which fixates on the gender breakdown in 

the teaching profession. "gives a distorted picture of what has been happening in the more 

high-income, power generating and high-prestige occupations" (ibid.). He concludes: 

Miller's male marginalisation thesis is not supported by the facts. Current 
Who is Who publications on Jamaica list 12 men for every woman 
mentioned. Education can take you into the middle class but not into the 
upper reaches of wealth and power in Jamaica. Women still get there by 
marrying the right men. (Ibid.: 93) 

Some of the critical finding of Gordon and others on the relationships among 

occupation, income. education. social mobility and gender can be summarized as follows: 

( I )  Men are privileged in access to property. power and highly valued 

professional and craft skills. It goes without saying that in a male-dominated society, all of 

these things are peculiarly associated with maleness. so that men start out with a built-in 

advantage . 

(2) For the same and comparable occupational levels, men consistently receive 

more pay. even when women have higher educational levels, which they often do. 

(3)  Men are less dependent than women on formal certification or academic 

qualifications (or, for that matter, on "white collar" jobs) for access to occupational prestige 

and income. They receive more, and more complicated, skills, supervisory and 

management training both institutionally and on the job. In every one of Gordon's class 

categories - middle strata, petty bourgeoisie and manual workers -- men occupy the 

highest levels, based on (relative) power, ownership of means of production (however 

small), assigned skill and income. 

(4) Gender socialization, gender typing of school and university curricula, and 

gender bias in subject choice, placement and performance ensure marked gender 

differentiation in the educational qualifications attained by men and women. Even though 



women may have quantitatively higher levels of formal certification than men. men are 

more concentrated in the "high-income. power generating and hi gh-prestige" fields of study 

such as engineering. science and medicine. 

(5 )  Women in Jamaica have somewhat higher overall levels of education than 

men and are more socially mobile. both horizontally (from the peasantry into the working 

class) and vertically (from the peasantry and working class into the middle strata). This 

social mobility has improved their own life chances over historical time. but has not 

significantly altered their position vis-a-vis men in the social structure. They are forced to 

move out of social origins determined. for the most part. by their fathers' occupations. 

Women who "remain" within the rural economy, either as farmen or as agricultural 

laborers, have the lowest levels of education and income in the entire labor force. While the 

largest movement of women takes place from the peasantry to the working class. they have 

come to occupy a majority of middle strata positions. However, at all levels of the labor 

force. they are concentrated in lower paying, gender-typed jobs (or at the lower levels of 

the same occupations): service work, including domestic service, in the working class; 

trading and the most marginal forms of small farming among small proprietors; and sales 

and clerical work, nursing and teaching in the middle strata. The mass professions are a 

major source of upward mobility for women from small farming backgrounds. and women 

on a whole dominate this category, but few women make it into or manage to retain 

occupational positions at the highest level of the middle strata. 

Social Mobility Md Class. According to Gordon (198%: 24). a considerable 

volume of structural mobility in Jamaica coexists "with extreme inequalities of opportunity 

and low 'intrinsic' chances of mobility." As he explains, 

The growth of the middle strata and the working class meant that even if all 
the persons with those social origins had remained within their class, 
implying the most rigid intergenerational transmission of class status, new 
recruits from other classes, and, therefore, a considerable volume of 
upward mobility would still have occurred. Developing countries like 
Jamaica, unlike the presently industrialized capitalist countries at the early 
stage of their industrialization, have been marked by the simultaneous 
growth of both manual and non-manual wage labour. (Ibid.) 



Most of Jamaica's post-war mobility, therefore. can be accounted for by structural 

mobility or expansion and diversification of the economy. While men have greater chances 

than women of reaching the upper middle stratum and women enjoy better odds than men 

of ending up in the middle strata as a whole, opportunities for upward mobility do not 

come by easily for either gender among Jamaica's laboring majority. 

Gordon found that roughly 30% of middle class men and women came from the 

homes of small farmers and another 30% came from working class origins (ibid.). Indeed, 

only 23% of middle class men and 16% of middle class women had middle class 

backgrounds, so that the inflow from other classes into this class was considerable. at least 

as a proportion of the class. The largest social movement. however, took place from the 

peasantry, as the main "origin" or labor force producing class. to the working class. Thirty- 

seven percent of the children of small farmers ended up in the working class, compared to 

slightly more than 6 percent in the middle strata (ibid: 36). 

Rural groups, small farmen and agricultural laborers, fare the worst in terms of 

upward mobility into the highest levels of the middle strata (ibid.: 38). Urbanization or 

urban residence significantly improves one's chances of ultimately gaining entry into the 

upper reaches of the labor force, but the odds are still very low. For Gordon (1987b: 40). 

"[tlhese indexes reinforce the view that Jamaican society is still characterized by sharp 

disparities between urban and rural regions. and between the working poor and the middle 

and upper classes." Small farmers, agricultural laborers, traders and domestic workers are 

the most disadvantaged occupational groups in the labor force. The first two groups are 

dominated by men and the second two by women; however, in all the groups (except the 

domestic workers, among whom men are absent), the sex disparity in income is 

substantial, averaging a male to female ratio of 1.6. The three lowest income groups in the 

labor force were, in descending order, domestic workers, female small farmers and female 

agricultural laborers. The lowest-income male group, agricultud laborers, made a monthly 



income of J$l%. compared to domestic workers' J$158 (Gordon, 1987a: Table 4. p. 

224). 

One other quantitative index of the way in which class is complicated by gender is 

the fact that male small farmers and agricultural laborers constitute the only male 

occupational groups whose income is lower than that of the "middle strata" female sales 

clerks (i  bid.). 

In charting mobility opportunities "unaffected by structural mobility ." Gordon 

( 1987b: 47) amves at a number of quasi-pyramidally ananged clusters that appear to more 

realistically reflect experiential or "lived" social location within the social structure: at the 

top, the professional and managerial occupations of the middle strata (10% of the labor 

force); an intermediate group of relatively privileged elements of the working class and 

urban petty bourgeoisie, along with the mass clerical occupations in government and 

private enterprise (10%); the huge working class core of craftsmen, operatives. unskilled 

manual workers, service workers and sales clerks, including. at the margins. domestics 

and traders (47%); and the "most disadvantaged and isolated" group. rural small farmers 

and agricultural laborers (29%). 

The post-war expansion and diversification of the Jamaican economy have allowed 

for significant structural mobility without a lessening of social (class) inequalities, which 

"far [exceed] related disparities in industrial societies like Britain and the U.S.A ." (ibid.: 

40). Sharp inequalities of class and dual economy -- connected to the coexistence of modes 

of production and the related rurallurban and informaUformal dichotomy -- persist, 

articulated with gender. Gordon points out that in the event of a stagnation in the economy, 

" [ilt is the small farmers and traders who stand to lose the most from thisn (ibid.: 48), since 

they are the ones who have experienced least "intrinsic" mobility and who rely most on the 

reality and the appearance of structural expansion. 

Finally, it needs to be reiterated that while women. in addition to being the special 

victims of sexual exploitation and violence, are consistently poorer, more vulnerable in 



terms of their reproductive burdens and obligations. and less able to creatively "hustle" a 

living than men. the masses of exploited rural and urban "working poor" comprise both 

sexes. 

Note on -act of " S ~ u r a l  A d m t "  on Women: The 1980s and 'm 
In 1980. the electoral victory of the Jamaica Labour Party under the leadership of Edward 

Seaga ushered in a new era in Jamaica's economic development. Rime Minister Seaga had 

a staunch ally and fellow ideologue in newly elected U.S. president, Ronald Reagan, and 

embraced. as a matter of principle. the neoliberal policies being imposed on cash-strapped 

third world countries as a condition of bail-out by the international financial institutions. 

His economic plan for Jamaica was outlined in a speech given on December 7. 1982, at the 

annual conference of the private sector organization. CaribbeadCentral American Action: 

Getting our economies to take serious advantage of the new export 
opportunities requires a fundamental psychological adjustment to 
accompany the necessary structural changes that must occur when we 
move. for example. from import substitution to export-directed production. 

This requires putting into place the requisite policy instruments which will 
ensure that our economies do, in fact. become more export oriented. For 
example, we must expose our industries to some measure of competition. 
industrialization based on export oriented production requires a different 
environment from that created by industrialization based on the economic 
isolation of protected local market industry. Unnecessary or overgenerous 
protection will have to be removed and production incentives shifted away 
from domestic market oriented to export oriented production if production 
for foreign markets is to be significantly increased. (Quoted in Reeg. 1988: 
34) 

Between 1977 and 1990 Jamaica would negotiate eight stabilization loans with the 

IMF. "each new loan [bringing] with it more stringent conditions so as to force the 

government to make policy changes desired by the Fund" (Anderson and Witter. 1994: 

12). Although even Seaga would come to resent and protest some of these more stringent 

conditions, his unwavering commitment to a "free trade." export-oriented model of 

development, coupled with IMF- and Wodd Bank-imposed restraints. put Jamaica firmly 

on the gruelling path to a "liberalized" economy. The main mechanisms of the latter were 



currency devaluation. a dismantling of import and foreign exchange controls. the 

imposition of wage controls. cutbacks in  social services, social subsidies and the state 

sector as a whole (also through privatization of state industries), and an emphasis on expon 

production. The idea was to increase the supply of cheap goods to the global market and 

decrease domestic consumption and (what was seen as) state largesse. 

Seapa targeted apparel and sewn products as the linchpin of his new expon 

strategy. in keeping with the "accepted view internationally that the textile sector is the first 

rung on the ladder to industrial development," and. perhaps more to the point. because it 

was "a priority sub-sector in the Structural Adjustment Programme recommended by the 

World Bank" (JAMPRO, 1991: 1). The Kingston Export Free Zone Act was passed in 

1980 and the Jamaica Export Free Zone Act. in 1988. facilitating free zone development 

and a massive expansion of low-end assembly jobs. particularly in garment production. 

Concessions extracted from the U.S. government under the auspices of the recently signed 

collective trade aoeement, the Caribbean Basin Economic Recovery Act (generally known 

as the Caribbean Basin Initiative), established specially expanded quotas on clothing 

assembled in the sub-region from U.S.-made fabric. In the second half of the 1980s, 

Jamaica became the fastest growing assembler of gannents for the U.S. market among CBI 

countries! From a workforce of about 5,000 persons in 1980. the garment industry. albeit 

in a completely restructured mode, expanded its employment to 32,000 by 1993 (see 

Green, 19%). What had formerly been almost entirely an "import-substitution" industry 

had now become almost entirely an "exportariented" one, involving the stitching together 

of imported pieces of precut fabric to form predesigned clothing for foreign consumen. 

But this was only one aspect of a process that Andenon and Witter (1994: 22) refer 

to as "a tremendous reorganization in modes of livelihood among the Jamaican people." 

This reorganization involved the shedding of public sector jobs and the mushrooming of 

80f course, it was not the biggest; that "honor" went to the Dominican Republic. Whtle Jamaica was 
among the top three or four CBI producers for a short time, its place was eclipsed by the rise of the so- 
calfed "Three Jaguars" -- Guatemala, Honduras and El Salvador. 



the informal economy as well as job creation at the lowest end of the formal economy, 

particularly in the newly privileged areas of assembly manufacturing. data processing. 

tourism and services. As the two authors explain below, there was a sacrificing of quality 

for quantity: 

The major feature of this expansion in jobcreation is that most of these new 
jobs were located either in the informal sector or in the secondary sector of 
the labour market ... . As such, they were characterised by low wages. low 
skills. job instability and the virtual absence of worker protection. They 
included jobs in export-processing manufacture, in tourism, in small-scale 
service industries and retail establishments, in domestic service and in seif- 
employed vending and hustling. [Tihe trade-off from structural adjustment 
was that where employment increased, job adequacy in terms of earnings 
decreased. ( I  bid.: 23) 

Women became the largest recipients of new jobs created in the second half of the 

1980s. According to Anderson and Witter (1994: 25), while males got 63% of new jobs 

between 1977 and 1985, women accounted for 64% of the increased supply between 1985 

and 1989. This almost certainly corresponds with the increase in  export-processing and, as 

Anderson and Witter argue. other low-paying "secondary-formal" jobs. "Secondary- 

formaln (as opposed to higher-skilled "primary-formal") jobs, experienced the highest rate 

of growth and by 1989 had become the largest source of employment for both sexes 

combined, surpassing agriculture in this regard for the first time in the history of Jamaica 

(see ibid.: Table 1.13. 30). The supply of rural livelihoods actually shrank during this 

period, wage agriculture at a higher rate than peasant agriculture. 

The reduction in the unemployment rate brought about by job creation did not. 

however, improve the position of women vis-A-vis men. The rates were 36% for women 

and 15.71 for men in 1983 and they decreased to 26.1% and 10.W0 respectively in 1989 

(ibid.: Table 1.10.25). As Anderson and Witter note, the reduction in unemployment rates 

is also attributable to a resurgence in emigration after 1983 and a downward trend in the 

labor force participation of women as well as men during the eighties (pp. 256). Levitt 

(1991) emphasizes the importance of external migration and the fact that Jamaica was 

losing population with high concentrations of professional and skilled workers as fast as it 



was gaining low-level, low value-added jobs. As she notes. "[tlhe evidence is most 

strikingly manifested in the unprecedented rate of migration. which is now creating critical 

shortages of skilled workers -- teachers. nurses. carpenters. mechanics. etc." (ibid.: 36). 

French (1994: 170) talks about "an exodus of teachen comparable to the exodus of medical 

personnel from the public health system." 

The other area of the economy to show an expansion in employment has been the 

informal sector. inadequate recording of which qualifies the unemployment rate in the 

opposite dire~tion.~ Anderson and Witter include private domestic workers among 

informal sector workers, and, indeed, it appears that many women released from 

agriculture found their way into domestic service. However. the concern here is primarily 

with self-employment in small-scale services and trading or "higglering." although. as 

French ( 1994: 17 1-2) assures us below. there are other areas of the informal economy into 

which women are being pushed. According to her. 

The other major refuge for women seeking a way out of unemployment and 
the low returns and slavelike conditions of domestic work has been 
higglering: the buying and selling of goods on a relatively small scale. The 
main area of expansion has been in the trading of imported goods ... . This 
has become a more and more viable and available option, since a linchpin of 
the free market structural adjustment model is the increasingly unrestricted 
access of imports to the local market. Though a 1990 study by Witter 
indicated that the majority of higglea had incomes of less than US%5 per 
week. this compared favourably with the US$lS earned by women in the 
Free Zones and the US$9 earned by domestic workers. However, as 
repression of higglering has increased, and as vendors threaten to 
outnumber buyers as the downward economic spiral continues. more and 
more women have turned to prostitution and migration. lo  

Levitt ( 199 1: 36) notes that "self-employment has risen substantially since the mid 1970s, 

from 32% of the employed labour force in 1976: to 36% in 1980: and 41% in 1988"; 

however, she warns us against the "favourite myth of the middle classes that the typical 

g~miption (by "economic refugeesn) and withdrawal from the labor force account for hldden 
unemployment, while u m r d e d  self-emploqment accounts for hidden employment 
10~lthough several assertions and informal reports of an increase in prostitution continue to come out in 
the literature, there has been very little hard, published daumentation of the phenomenon. However, 
research current1 y underway is expected to yefd a number of published accounts in the near future. Several 
papers on the subject of prostitution, especially in the context of tourism, were presented at the 1995 and 
19% annual conferences of the Canbbean Studies Association. See, however, Hamson ( I = )  and 
Ale.xander ( 1997). 



higgler is able to buy a fine house, for straight cash in the most exclusive residential areas 

of Kingston" (p. 38). According to Anderson and Witter (1994: 29). informal sector 

employment expanded from 19% of total employment in 1977 to 23% in 1989 (self- 

employment is dominated by small farming which is not considered part of the idorma1 

sector). Although women continue to heavily outnumber men in the informal sector, a 

striking feature of the "structural adjustment" period has been the higher rate of growth of 

male informal sector workers. This is because men were experiencing a contraction of their 

traditional livelihoods. viz. in peasant agriculture and "primary-formal " jobs ( i  bid. : 32). 

The third area mentioned above as profoundly affected by neoliberal policies is that 

of government and public services. In short, women have been adversely impacted by the 

reduction in government at two levels, the private. reproductive sphere and the public 

employment arena. 

The attack on the social wage and provision of social services continued throughout 

the eighties and was vigorously resumed by the post-Seaga regime of a chastened. 

reformed and refurbished Michael Manley. In May 199 1, the new government abolished 

subsidies on basic imported food (targeted by the IMF as a "market distortion") and 

allowed yet another devaluation of the shrinking Jamaican dollar. Along with the complete 

liberalization of the foreign exchange market later that year, these measures had the effect of 

sending the cost of imported necessities, such as food and medicines, soaring to 

unprecedented levels. U.S.-style ameliorative measures introduced by Seaga and 

"streamlinedn by the Manley government. such as the food stamp program, were widely 

regarded as "a poor substitute for the direct subsidization of imported food staplesn (Levitt. 

1991 : 47). Women now had to stretch their dollars (from shrinking wages), their energies 

and their time to cope with "the rising cost of these basic needs: food, health care, shelter 

and education" (French, 1994: 17 1): 

When the household cannot afford these, it is the women primarily who 
must find a way round (sic) the probiern - building support networks with 
family and friends, designing and implementing strategies for getting food 
at the cheapest prices (for example going to the market just before it closes. 



when prices are lowest). securing and preparing alternative medicines (from 
herbs used traditionally. for instance). taking care of the sick and aged at 
home, providing linen. laundry and food preparation services for hospitals 
under pressure and providing whatever education they can for their children 
at the home or community base. (Ibid.) 

The other profound significance the government sector holds for women is as a 

source of employment and social mobility (as Gordon's work shows us). As has been 

suggested before. this is particularly true for the "dualized" economies where the tendency 

of men to remain in small farming and other independent livelihoods has afforded women 

relatively greater access "by default" (u weif as by their own tremendous efforts. of 

course). Moreover, among women. public service employment and the "unive~listic" 

credentials required for such have obviated. to a significant extent. the effects of the 

"particularistic" colodclass criteria which have worked to favor lighter-skinned middle class 

women and retard the progress of upwardly mobile darker-skinned women in the private 

sector. The shedding (and downgrading) of public sector jobs (in conjunction with the 

new privileging of "free enterprise" and the role of the private sector). therefore. needs to 

be understood in both gender and colodclass terms. 

Anderson and Witter (1994: 29) report that between 1977 and 1989, the 

"govemment sector, with health and education services. suffered a sharp reduction in its 

share of jobs falling from 18% to 1 I%." And the National Report on ihe Siaialur of Women 

But even thk should be regarded with caution. I t  does not mean that the colorlclass blas is overcome. 
only that it loses its irzdepen&nt potency in the fieId of public sector employment. There is also a 
tendenq, justified or not, to assume that lighter-shnned middle class women, like mcn as a whole, hiuse 
not needrd or availed themselves of advanced certification to the same extent as darker-shnned womcn 
because of these "particularistlcn advantages in the field of private sector employment as we11 as filial and 
marital alliances with powerful propertled and professional men. This view probably overstates or 
stereotypes these women's access to or reliance on such "easy" options in this day and age. However, recent 
research done by Coppin (1996) suggests that these advantages continue to resonate at all leveis of the 
social structure. Coppin's analysis of labor market outcomes for employed Mixed and African males and 
females, based on the 1!393 Continuous Sample Survey of the Population (CSSP) for Tnnidad and Tobago, 
found, among other things, that Mixed women with university education had significantly higher earnings 
than African women with university education (the same was not true at the level of secondary education). 
Ths  was due, in part, to the fact of "the majority of university-educated African women worhng at 
government jobs, which paid less well than equivalent private sector jobsn (p. 11). Further, "Aliican 
women were the only group [among the four in hs analysis] revealed not to have statistically significant 
earnings prernia associated with marriage" (p. 16). Ths is probably related to the higher likelihood that 
African women marry later rather than sooner, so that there is less congruence between the life-cycle 
sipficance of marriage and labor-market weers. Coppin's smtistid research is tentative, but highiy 
suggestive. 



in J-cu (Jamaica National Preparatory Commission. 1994: 62) states that in 1992 alone 

the "number of Professionals and Clerical Workers declined by 3.600 and 3.000 

respectively as a result of retrenchment in the public sector which is dominated by women." 

The Repor[ suggests that some of the displaced women went into the "self-employed 

sector" (ibid.). 

One final point that needs to be made is the fact that women have suffered 

disproportionately from the decrease in unionization. especially as majority recipients of 

non-union -- indeed. union-hostile --jobs. A conspicuous example of an employment area 

which is hostile to unions is the free zones. A number of Hong Kong-based garment 

companies in particular have set up in-house "workers' councilsn or "employee- 

management councils" in a move intended to preclude interference from "outside" unions 

(see Green. 19%; 1990).'* The latter are effectively banned from the zones. despite 

Jamaican law protecting union rights. In the meantime, traditional areas of male 

employment. such as bauxite/alurnina, public utilities. food and beverage processing. 

remain well protected (by unionization) and in fact have seen increased industrial action and 

wage hikes in recent years. prompting the PNP government to seek a "tripartite" social 

contract between government, unions and the private sector. 

- - -  - - - -- 

l 2 ~ n  a study on offshore plants in the Eastern Caribbean (a World Marker Facroq, 1990). I found the 
same phenomenon of in-house "workers' councils" or what are essentially company unions in Arnencan- 
owned comparues. In the latter case, all the instances of "workers' councils" I discovered arose out of 
circumstances surrounding the breaking of previous1 y existing legal unions, the firing of union activists, 
and temporary shutdown of the operations. in the Jamaican case, the unions had not been pven a chance to 
formally organize before the workers' councils were installed 



. . . 
mod: Barbados and- 

oductio~ 

In addition to elaborating the cases of Barbados and Dominica. this chapter presents a 

comparative summation on all three islands with regard to post-war occupational structure. 

mobility and gender. and provides an endnote on the female-led migration stream to the 

United States and Canada that opened up after the fizzling out of the male-led trek to Great 

Britain in  the immediate post-war era. 

The Barbadian Case 

Worrell (1982: 3) divides the post-war era in Barbados into the following three periods: 

(1)  the period of agricultural dominance. 1946-62, (2) the transitional period, 1%3-70. and 

(3) the period of export diversification, 1971-80. Howard (1989: 37) prefers to 

conceptualize it in terms of two major stages: the period of Colonial Development (1945 

1960) and the Service Economy Period ( l960- 1985). He also talks about "the transition 

from colonial development to the Puerto Rican Model" (ibid.: 85). 

In the case of Barbados, however, it may be important to qualify (but not abandon) 

the concept of the "Puerto Rican Model," which is characterized by overwhelming TNC 

dominance. Karch ( 198 1 : 227) insists on this: 

Foreign investment. particularly in the new sectors. is sigsficant. But in 
Barbados it is primarily of the settler type, not the transnatlonals that have 
come to dominate the economies of other Third Worid nations. Local 
participation remains relatively high. Government support via incentives and 
the provision of infrastructure, has allowed the local capitalist class to 
expand their operations from the traditional production sector to the new 
sectors of manufacturing and tourism, forming conglomerates in the 
process. The conglomerate, B.S. & T., for example, has extensive holdings 
in real estate, tourism and in several import-substitutive industries, 
including clothing. 



In  1946. sugar production still dominated the economy of Barbados. accounting for 

over one-third of GDP and bringing in two-thirds of receipts from the sale of goods and 

services abroad. Fourteen yean later things had not changed much. Ninety-three percent of 

all domestic commodity exports were sugar and sugar products in 1960 (Mack, 1%7: 

139). As pointed out in the chapter 8. sugar field and factory workers and domestic 

servants made up a little over half of the employed labor force in that year. Higglers and 

hawkers constituted over half of all sales personnel, and "dressmakers and seamstresses" 

were still the largest single category of craft-based "manufacturing" personnel. In ten to 

fifteen years quite a dramatic restructuring or "modernization" of the occupational fapde of 

the economy was to take place. The entire economy would undergo a certain type of 

structural mobility. As Girvan (1995: viii) puts it. "[bly 1980 the sugar industry in 

Barbados employed only one in ten worken. blacks were in full political control. a 

significant middle class of black professionals had emerged, and the country boasted one of 

the most advanced systems of social services in the developing world ...." 

Manufacturing and tourism both began to develop significantly from the fifties to 

emerge as leading sectors in Worrell's second period. Post-war manufacturing was largely 

codmed to baric import substitution: the processing of food, beverages, tobacco and soap 

for the domestic (and sub-regional) market. It nonetheless comprised a hgh  level of 

imported components. and therefore little more than a different form of import trade. 

Domestic food production dropped to an all-time low in 1958, from its legally mandated 35 

to 40 percent share of estate cultivation during and immediately after the war. Although 

there was a very gradual rise after that. the share of food crops in GDP fell from over 10% 

to 3% in 1980. 

The most phenomenal expansion in the post-l%0 period was in the area of 

services, including tourism. There was a relative shift away from petty trades and domestic 

service towards government and commercial services. Howard (1989: 33) accounts for the 

expansion of the service sector "by the increased participation of the state in the economy 



after 1960. the growth of the tourist trade and banking, and the expansion of external trade 

and distribution." He points out that this strong growth was an indication of "the increased 

structural dependence of the economy after 1960" (ibid.). For Worrell ( 1982: 4). "[b Jy 

1970 the economy had achieved a measure of diversification. with sugar. tourism and 

manufacturing all prominent sources of income, employment and foreign exchange." The 

seventies were characterized by a severe contraction of sugar acreages as lands were 

diverted to housing and by the emergence of a significant export manufacturing sector with 

the growth of the garment industry and an electronics assembly sector. In 1972-74. the 

number of smallholden supplying cane to the factories plummeted by 10.000. The relative 

decline of the sugar industry was reflected in employment figures showing a drop in the 

number of estate laborers from 17.7 thousand in 1958 to four thousand in  1975, and in the 

number of factory workers from 1,436 in 1958 to 555 in 1975 (Howard. 1989: 47). 

In the seventies. Barbados gravitated towards a strategy of export-led 

industrialization. based predominantly on assembly manufacturing for the U.S. market. 

Between 1%8 and 1980 the combined (gross) export value of apparel ("clothing and 

textiles") and electronics ("electrical components") averaged 51.4% of total manufacturing 

export value (63.2% in the five-year period 197579; see Cox. 1982: Table 17, 73). In 

1979 electrical components took over from garments as the biggest single value in 

manufacturing export. From 1976, manufactured goods accounted for over half of all 

merchandise exports from Barbados, rising to 62.7% of domestic exports by 1980 

compared with 13.6% in 1%7 (Cox, 1982: 74). Tourism rose from two percent of GDP in 

1956 to become the leading export sector' in the 1970s, contributing 12% of real GDP in 

1980 (Worrell. 1982: 8). Tourism, however, especially with the trend towards 

transnationalization of the industry and cheap pre-packaged tours and self-service facilities, 

is the least labor-intensive economic sector in Barbados and contributed little to the growth 

in employment. According to one report, the proportion of the working population 

I~ounsm 1s counted as an e x p n  -use the consumer is foreign. 



employed by tourism increased from 1.5% in 1946 to 1 1.4% in 1970. but appears to have 

declined thereafter (Marshall. 197: 28-9). Lynch ( 1995: 57-9) notes that employment in 

the service sector grew by only 6 or so percent between 1946 and 1980. Most of those 

employed in the tourist industry "fall ... into the lesser-skilled occupations such as waiters 

and maids" (Karch. 1981: 230). Women make up the greater part of these workers. 

sometimes alternating as domestics in private homes due to the seasonal nature of tourism. 

Howard (1989: 82) points out that "between 1946 and 1960 there was a decline in 

primary labour and in the numbers of such categories of workers in the traditional sector as 

domestic servants. home dressmaking. petty trading and small craft manufacturing." This 

decline in traditional occupations was accompanied (as both cause and effect) by large-scale 

emigration to Britain and other metropolitan centers. Women continued to experience an 

overall drop in their labor force participation and independent craft and service worker 

status. while at first gradually and then rapidly increasing their participation in industrial 

production. as it came to be organized on a factory basis and to involve labor-intensive light 

manufacturing. The other major area of new female employment was in clerical "supponn 

occupations in government and private-sector financial services. Lowered labor force 

participation was correlated on the one hand with declines in the traditional occupational 

structure. increased schooling. emimption of workers, the ideological and real 

"housewifisation" of women and on the other with the relatively slow opening up and 

social (re)construction of gender-typed modern-sector jobs. There was a redistribution of 

occupations away from hawkers, domestic servants, seamstresses, and field and factory 

sugar workers towards sales clerks, janitors. light assembly workers and office workers. 

For example, higglen and hawkers, who, as noted above, constituted over half of all sales 

penomel in the 1960 labor force, were reduced to a 30 percent share in 1970 (Massiah, 

1977: 50). Lynch (1995) talks about a decline in female employment in sales, service and 

production work when it might be more fruitful to focus on a restructuring and redefinition 

of these occupations. The decline represents a disjuncture between the disappearance of the 



old sectors and the expansion of the new. Own-account work incrementally disappeared in 

favor of waged employment. Lynch (1995: 79) records the "dramatic decline in the 

percentage of female own-account workers ... from 25.9 percent in 1946 to 5.6 percent in 

1980." "At the same time." she adds. "the percentage of women listed as wage and salary 

earners moved from 73.32 percent to 92.7 percent." 

Leading sectors of new employment in the 197G79 period were "metal products 

and assembly-type goods" followed by "clothing and wearing apparel." which were also 

largely responsible for the expansion of women workers' participation in manufacturing. 

The latter rose from 39.2% of the total in 1970 to 52.1% in 1976. mahng women the 

majority of factory employees. The growth of women's employment in manufacturing and 

its relationship to shifts in their labor force participation are illustrated in the following 

table: 

TABLE 10.1 
Female Employment in Manufacturing 

Females Employed in Manufacturing ('000) 0.5 0.9 1.9 4.4 4.8 5. I 

As a percentage of: 
i) Total Employment in Manufacturing 14.4 19.0 27.1 39.2 52.1 53.0 

~ i )  Total Female Employment 1.2 2.3 5.6 13.4 13.1 12.5 

Female Pmcipation Rate (5%) Overall 55.7 42.4 40.2 39.1 42.7 42.5 

In Manufacturing 0.6 1.1 2.3 5.2 5.2 5.3 

Source: Cox,  1982: Table 11, 63 

Women accounted on average for over 85% of the jobs in clothing and textiles. 

over 75% in "miscellaneous manufacturing" (mostly jewelry and spectacle frames), and 

over 55% in "metal products and assembly-type goodsn (comprising mostly electronic 

components assembly). These industries were all highly labor intensive with relatively low 

capital requirements; were mostly based, with the arguable exception of garments, on 



relatively simple. if detailed. assembly skills; were largely dependent on volatile export 

markets: and paid the lowest wages in  manufacturing. Howard ( 1989: 41 ) has pointed out 

that in the economy as a whole, per capita incomes are lowest in manufacturing and highest 

in the government sector. followed by wholesale and retail trade. wthin manufacturing. 

however. there is considerable gender disparity in wage levels. and it is primarily women 

who account for these low wages. Men have been heavily concentrated in the most capital- 

intensive industries (which tended to be in import-substitution) and "wood and wood 

products," whose capital requirements were as light as those of garments but whose skill 

requirements were classified as high. Cox ( 1982: 65) repons that "[in] 1966 the mean wage 

paid to a female in the manufacturing sector was three-quarters of that paid to a male ... and 

by 1975 it  had fallen to a half." In 1975 female garment workers eamed the lowest average 

(annual) income in manufacturing ($2.900); the highest averages. $8,000 and $7,840, 

were eamed by male workers in food and tobacco processing and paper and printing 

products respectively (Cox, 1982: Table 14. 66). The highest average female wages in 

manufacturing were eamed by workers in these two predominantly male preserves. 

Average male wages in the predominantly female preserves of garments and electronics 

were double those of women in those sectors and higher than the highest average female 

wage in manufacturing. Although the average (male and female combined) wage in 

manufacturing as a whole exceeded those paid in hotels and restaurants and agicuiture, 

representing the other two key sectors of the economy, the average wages in the female- 

dominated garment and "miscellaneous manufacturingn industries fell below them (ibid.: 

Tables 13 and 14,6566). 

The greatest expansion of female labor took place in clerical occupations located 

"mainly in the finance and insurance and government service industries" (Lynch, 1995: 

74). As in Jamaica, this represented the bulging of the female labor force in the lower levels 

of the white collar middle (with. however, a much more significant proportion than in 

Jamaica making up a secondary bulge in the "blue collarn manufacturing sector). The 



growth of a female clerical labor force was indicative. as everywhere else in the Caribbean. 

of an expansion of state and commercial bureaucracies and the concomitant need for a low- 

paid clerical "supportt' staff. This was secured through the growth of a school-certified 

female labor pool and the retyping of clerical work as women's work ( in  keeping with a 

global feminization of the occupation). Up to 1960, men still dominated clerical jobs in 

some Caribbean countries. According to Lynch (1995: 59). women in Barbados increased 

"their share in clerical and related occupations from 30.9 percent [in 19461 to 633 percent 

[in 19801." 

Barbados' experience with the employment of women in the "professional and 

technical" census category meets the expectations generated by this study's analysis of the 

differences between Barbados on the one hand and Jamaica and Dominica on the other. It 

has already been pointed out that in the absence of an extensive small-propenied sector 

circumscribing a relatively autonomous (black) male-dominated subeconomy . (black) 

males in Barbados would be as dependent as (black) women on the state and formal market 

economy for jobs. credentials and social mobility. We have already seen evidence of more 

intense competition for white collar jobs between the sexes. The data for later years bear 

out this trend. One might speculate that with a broad sharing of and equal dependence on a 

common (increasingly, the only) arena for occupational allocation and mobility there might 

well be a greater preoccupation with and intensification of gender mcukers in order to 

secure privileged spaces or niches for men and ward off possible threats from otherwise 

qualified women. Indeed, whereas in Jamaica and Dominica, women have significantly and 

even increasingly outnumbered men in the professional and technical sphere from earlier in 

the century (see tables below), in Barbados, men have increased and upgraded their share 

of the category over that of women. Lynch (1995: 59) neatly sums up the details: 

... while there was growth in the absolute numbers of women in the 
professional and technical occupations, they lost ground to men in relative 
terms. In 1946 women accounted for 52.1 percent in this occupational 
category, but this had declined to 46.6 percent by 1980. Disaggregation of 
the data shows that women tended to congregate in the lower categories of 
professional employment and men in the higher. The proportion of females 



working in higher professional jobs (for example. as engineers. doctors. 
lawyers) increased only slightly from 0.6 percent in 1946 to 3.3 percent in 
1980: while in the lower category of professional occupations the female 
proponion declined marginally -- from 47 percent to 43 percent. 

Women in Barbados are overrepresented in clerical. service. manufacturing and 

shopfloor sales operations. with service. clerical and sales jobs constituting the leading 

categories -- and over fifty percent -- of female employment. In 1990. these three categories 

in fact accounted for 63.5 percent of female employment. a little over one-third of male 

employment. and approaching fifty percent of total employment (Table 10.10 below). This 

clearly indicates the massive (low-end) "tertiarization" of Barbados' economy and the 

gender-typing of occupations associated with this process. The apparent achievement of a 

"modernized" service economy was somewhat qualified by the fact that domestic seervice 

still constituted the largest individual occupation for women in 1980 (Lynch, 1995: 63). 

More importantly. modernization has been associated with a growing 

transnationalization. or to use a more traditional term. "structural dependency" of the 

economy. The critical tourist sector in particular has been characterized by increasing 

transnational corporate ownership and organization and a decline in local ownership. 

control and management. This initially meant downward social mobility for women, who. 

according to Lynch (p. 63). were overrepresented in supervisory and managerial positions 

in the industry in 1946. She notes that "[als service managers. women's proportion 

declined from 48 percent in 1946 to 36 percent in 1980, while as working proprietors 

women's share of employment fell from 55 percent to 46 percent over the same period" 

(ibid.). Inn-keeping or the small hotel business has been a traditional specialty of 

independent middle class women in the Caribbean (dating back to the much referenced free- 

colored female proprietors of the period of slavery), so it can be safely assumed that it was 

primarily women of this class who were displaced at the upper level by the large foreign- 

owned hotel chains. Since 1980, local investment in the tourist industry has grown, but it 

is doubtful that female entrepreneurs or managers have been significant agents or 



beneficiaries of this investment. Women have. rather. been incorporated into the modem 

tourist industry primarily as low-wage service workers. 

Transnationalization of the economy has othenvise meant the importation of low- 

end assembly production and financial and telecommunications services jobs ( "offshore" 

manufacturing, banking and data-processing). which have drawn on the growing numben 

of (secondary-schooled) literate and numerate female workeo produced by the post- 

independence economy and state. In the second half of the eighties, there was a relative 

shift from offshore production operations (garments and electronics) to offshore clerical 

operations in the supposedly more skill-intensive informatics industry. This was due to a 

contraction in the enclave manufacturing sector induced by a global recession and 

Barbados' high-wage lack of international competitiveness. This period of recession saw 

the "domestic" sectors of the economy (tourism, sugar) grow in relation to the offshore 

enclaves. 

Post-war developments in Barbados bear out this study's thesis on key differences 

vis-A-vis Jamaica and Dominica. In Barbados we see the absence of a relatively 

autonomous Afro-Caribbean secondary economy dominated by male principals and 

demarcating a dualism at the level of mode of relproduction which has profound 

implications for gender (and the articulation of race and class). In Jamaica and Dominica the 

ascendancy of the post-emancipation plantatiodpeasant or proletaridpeasant divide has 

persisted in secondary or "subaltern" economies which sustain and reproduce male- 

dominant small property forms and tend to expel women who have then been "preferred" 

(partly by default, but, in any event, in gender-typed ways) in formal systems of schooling 

and formal-sector white collar and "mass professionaln jobs. The social mobility of black 

women (and men) has also been influenced by the level of historical presence, survival and 

monopolistic dominance of the white plantocratic bourgeoisie and its mode of 

relproduction. "plantation economy." In Jamaica, the relative absence of white plantocratic 

domestic (social and institutional) rootedoess meant "early" access for Jews, browns and 



women to secondary schools and earlier and more widespread challenges to rigid. 

Eurocentric. elitist. male-privileged school cultures and hierarchies. ( In  Dominica. lower 

overall levels of structural mobility notwithstanding. this was even more true.) In 

Barbados. white economic monopoly and domestic rootedness. accompanied by the high 

level of incorporation of the "subaltern" population into the dominant mode of 

refproduction (the formal plantation-type economy), have tended to sustain high(er) levels 

of red and symbolic racial and gender exclusion or privilege. With the post-independence 

division and co-existence of white-controlled economy and black-controlled polity. formal 

schooling and the state became the most important -- and. for a long time. almost the only? 

-- avenue of social mobility for black men. who maintained a slight lead over black women 

in accession to middle-level "professional and technical" jobs, in contrast to the situations 

in Jamaica and Dominica. 

Barbados' economy is characterized by a longstanding, oli gopolistic. "residentiary " 

peripheral capitalism. Modernization has essentially meant ( 1 )  the diversification of 

"indigenous" white ruling class interests from sugar into distribution, financial services, 

red estate, import substitution industry3 and tourism: (2) the expansion of government 

services in the creation of one of the most advanced welfare states in a Third World 

counvy': and (3) foreign investment in banking, tourism and volatile offshore enclave 

2 ~ h e  expanding bureaucracies of the increasingly corporatired sectors of pnvate industry eventually b e p  to 
extend lim~ted opportunities to young, formally qualified blacks in the post-independence e n  (after 1966). 
However, iromdly enough, corporatization initially imeclsed the numbers of whites in top bureaucrat~c 
positions relative to blacks, as the old mdes of family business changed dramatically and patronage by 
traditional white elites towards the sons of poor white families extended into this field. Layne ( 1990: 49) 
found that between 1960 and 1970 there was a "50 percent decline in the propomon of Black administrators, 
executives and rnanagers"wh1e whites increased thcir share of such positions from 22 percent to 51 
percent. More recently, thc reverse hnd of process, divestment and privatization of state assets, has also 
favored w hr tes. 
3~ccording to Howard (1989: 64)- the manufacturing "sub-secton which show the heavmt reliance on the 
domestic market are food, beverages and tobacco, furniture and fixtures, pnnting and publishing, chemicals, 
and non-metallic mineral productsn. 
*he public sector was able to play such an imponant role because of rhe relatively high tax ratio of 
Barbados' highly commercidized and open economy. The more formal and external tradedependent the 
economy the greater the extent of mediation and regulation. Pbst-independence public sector 
development also involved the working out of a modus vivendi between the black political directom and 
the white ruling class: a high level of public welfare in exchange for non-interference, at a more 
fundmental level, in white "private" interests and control. 



industries. The result has been. as pointed out above. an advancing "tertiarization" of the 

economy. also associated with a trend towards (downscale) "feminization" of the job 

market. This has been juxtaposed with a growing feminization of post-primary education 

which started to become evident in the 1970s. placing Barbados squarely in line with other 

Caribbean countries in this regard (see discussion on education below). Since 1970. the 

labor force participation of women has increased steadily. with rates now reminiscent of the 

earlier part of the century. Coppin (1995: 32n) points out that "whereas the labour force 

comprised 50%~ more men than women in 1970. by 1993 there were only 6% more males 

than females." This is only minimally accounted for by decreased participation of men due 

to longer periods of schooling and earlier retirement. At the same time. unemployment rates 

have risen for both men and women, particularly since 1980, reaching levels unprecedented 

for Barbados in the early 1990s. For the first time in the modem history of the islands, 

Barbados and Jamaica would exchange places in this regard. with Jamaica's official 

unemployment rate undergoing a significant (relative) decline in the same period. This was 

occasioned by the "liberalization" of the economy and the wholesale adoption of an export- 

oriented model of development after 1980 that would put Jamaica on the boom-related 

incline of a cycle of offshore assembly production (especially in garments) for the global 

market, just as Barbados was experiencing a bust-related decline in this regard (especially 

in electronics). 

The overwhelming majority of Barbados' labor force -- over 85 percent -- consists 

of waged and salaried employees. indicating the relative insignificance of self-employment 

in the economy (see Table 10.14 below). Nonetheless, Barbados is characterized by a 

gender-based dual labor market which bears an unmistakable resemblance to aspects of the 

pattern found in the non-agricultural formal economies of Jamaica and Dominica, with 

women predominating in low-level "white collarn (clerical, sales and service) jobs and men 

predominating in the skilled trades. The big difference is that there has been a much more 

advanced and generalized "upgrading" of Barbados' occupational structure, possibly 
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evident in the statistical disappearance of "unskilled manual." "general" or "elementary" 

occupations from the labor force profile in Table 10.10 below. while in Jamaica and 

Dominica these occupations still employ the largest single group of women (Tables 10.12 

and 10.11). The other significant difference has already been mentioned: the rather obvious 

predominance of women in the "professional and technical" category in the latter two 

islands does not occur in Barbados. indicating. I propose. a strong entry of men into (and a 

greater stake for them in) these occupations in the absence of "gender-appropriate" 

a1 ternative livelihoods. 

TABLE 10.2 
Gender Division of Labor in Barbados by Industry* and Percentage of 

Labor Force 

Agriculture 

Mining 

Manufacturing 

Construction 

Electricity/ 
water 

Commerce 

Transport/com- 
munications 

Services 

Index of 
Dissimilarity 

Source: Momsen, 1993: Table 15.3, 237 (*identified by Momsen as "occupatton"). 



he Case of Do- 
. . 

In 1940 Dominica started out life as a Windward Island. having fitted uneasily in the 

Leeward Islands group for decades. In spite of this more appropriate classification. 

Dominica still stood out in  some respects. Census data from 1946 (reinforced by tabular 

comparisons dating from 1891) revealed that i t  was clearly the most agrarian and 

peasantized of the islands, with the ratio of own account workers to wage workers -- 1: 1.4 

-- more closely resembling Jamaica in its marked and more "even" dualism (see Table 

10.17 below)? The difference was that women. although undergoing a long-term decline 

relative to men. still formed a much more important segment of the agricultural labor force 

in Dominica. The onset of the banana industry, which had already seen its (pioneering) 

heyday in Jamaica, would change this. Jamaica had a long history of beleaguered but 

aggressive "cash-crop" peasantization, whereas Dominica's peasantry was more limited by 

local and global isolation (geographically, culturally and economically). development in 

default of a sustained and sustainable plantation tradition and system (which nonetheless 

continued to form the ideal to which government policies were targeted), and commercial 

dependence on estate land and crops. The experience of Jamaica's small farming sector had 

classically illustrated the strength of Boserup's thesis ( 19'70) about the increasing 

marginalization of women in the context of the commercialization of peasant agriculture. By 

1970. after the full impact of the banana industry had taken effect in Dominica. the gender 

breakdown among small fanners. 86 percent men and 14 percent women, was identical to 

Jamaica's 1943 figures. Also, according to the 1970 census, women formed a little less 

than a third of agricultural employees in Dominica. During the fifties and sixties there had 

been in fact a resurgence of a plantation enclave in Dominica as a small number of foreign 

concerns bought large estates which they brought into citrus and banana cultivation. The 

19'70 figures indeed show some shift in the (reduced) agricultural labor force away from 

51n 1946, the make-up of Dommica's agricultural labor force was as follows: 413% farmers; 9 .3% 
laborers; 1.4% managers and foremen. In Grenada, the second most peasantized (if not agrarian) of the 
islands, the figures were: 27.1% farmers; 70.55 laborers; 2.4% managers and foremen (see Table 9.17). 



small farmers in favor of waged workers. This shift was most dramatic among women but 

it was clear among the men as well. It proved to be shortlived (at least for men). as the 

militant struggles of workers. the unemployed, landless and youth over the decade of the 

1970s led to large-scale divestment and transfers to the public sector by foreign and 

(minority-ethnic) local estate owners. With government policies favoring land division and 

individual purchase and settlement schemes and with an economic recession in tow. the 

shift back towards own-account farming was soon in evidence. By 1981, the female 

proportion of those engaged in agriculture had dropped to 18 percent. Sixty-seven percent 

of workers in agriculture/forestry were self-employed and only about 18% were paid 

workers (Seaman, 1994: 155). generally indicating a strong correlation between own- 

account farming, the banana industry and female marginalization. 

In the tables below Dominica is compared with a wide range of Eastern Caribbean 

islands: St. Lucia, the second most "agrarian" Windward Island in 1980; St. Kitts-Nevis, 

the two-island state of the Leeward group whose sugar estates (predominantly on St. Ki tts) 

had been nationalized and retained as a state industry in the 1960s: and Barbados, the island 

of private monopoly ownership pm rrcellence. The differences in structure of ownership 

are striking, as is the correlation with the sexual division of labor. Where there is monopoly 

ownership (public or private) and reliance on wage labor, there is a more even participation 

in the sector by the sexes (the figures for S t  Kitts-Nevis are somewhat "distorted" by 

Nevis' peasant economy); conversely, the higher the level of peasantization, the greater the 

gender disparity. Barbados and St. Kitts, the "sugar islands," have higher overall female 

labor force participation rates than the 'banana islands" of Dominica and St. Lucia. In 

1960, Dominica had the highest female worker rate of all the Commonwealth Caribbean 

territories because the banana boom and ancillary activities associated with the new industry 

sustained both relatively high continuing female participation in agriculture (and "related" 

activities) and the absorption of newly educated women into the expanding state sector. 

Increased schooling and post-1%5 female labor emigration, the slowing down of the 
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boom, and the erosion of the traditional occupational structure (including women's role in 

domestic food-crop agriculture) without a program of "modem" industrialization to at least 

partially compensate for the job loss. all contributed to a severe contraction in women's 

labor force participation after 1960. 

TABLE 10.3 
Distribution (%)  of Jobs by Occupational Status within 

Agricultore/Forestry etc. Industrial Group, 1980-81 

Source: 1980-1981 Population Census o f  the Commonwealth Caribbean 

Occupational 
Status 

Government 
Private 
Self 

TABLE 10.4 
"Agricultnre and Related" Occupational Grouping as % of 

Economically Active Population, 1970-80181 

Country 

Agriculture, Forestry, Hunting 

Males Females 
1970 1980 1970 1980 

Dominica ('8 1 ) 49 44 30 20 

Barbados 

8 
83 
8 

Dominica 
(Windward lsl.) 

5 
25 
67 

St. Kitts-Nevis 
St. Lucia 
Barbados 

Source: 1980-1981 Population Census of  the Commonwealth Caribbean 

St. Lucia 
(Windward Isl.) 

4 
43 
50 

Welch (1994: 133) places the postwar history of the banana industry in the 

Windward Islands into three main phases: "the early period, from 1949 to about 1%9, [of] 

fairly steady and impressive growth: the middle period, from 1970 to 1983, of stagnation 

or decline; and the recent period of revival and resurgence." Banana export sales in 

Dominica rose from a value of $29.000 in 1949, accounting for 11 percent of total exports, 

to $9.4 million in 1%8, when they accounted for about 80 per cent of total exports 

St. Kitts-Nevis 
(Leeward Isl.) 

79 
9 
11 



(Williams. 1971: 30-31). Government-sponsored land distribution schemes which had 

allocated about 10,000 acres by the mid- 1960s and 15,000 acres by the mid-19'70s 

increased the incidence of freehold tenure in the island. although insecurity of tenure, 

represented by arbitrary forms of tenancy, squatting and family land. continued to plague 

the farming system. In  the period 1946 to 1%1. there was a threefold increase in the 

number of small holdings between 5 and 10 acres and a 28 percent increase in those under 

5 acres. although the average size of the holdings within each category decreased somew hat 

(Baker, 1994: Table 9. 148). At the same time. holdings of 100+ acres increased from an 

average of 385 acres in size to one of about 420 acres (ibid.). In 1%0, only twelve estates 

exceeded 1000 acres in size and only two, apan from the 3,700-acre Carib Reserve, were 

over 2000 (ibid. 147-8). While foreign-corporate-owned estates tended to fall within the 

loo+-acre class. there was only a scattering of them. In 1970 (prior to the wave of 

divestment that continued throughout the decade) foreigners reportedly held 12 percent of 

the farms larger than fifty acres (ibid.). 

Land distribution in Dominica is remarkably skewed. in spite of a relatively high 

incidence of land ownership. A 1975 agricultural survey revealed that 74.5% of farms were 

less than 5 acres in size and occupied only 12.6% of total farm acreage. while 60.9% of 

total acreage was occupied by only 2.1% of all farms (cited in Caribbean Conservation 

Association. 1991: 767'7). Bananas had a major impact on the class structure in Dominica 

because the crop fit in perfectly with the imperatives and constraints of short-run peasant 

production and was serviced on a regular basis by a ready-made transnational marketing 

infrastructure put into place by Geest Industries. According to Welch (1994: 137), "banana 

cultivation was not tied to a hierarchid (sic) system of production such as the plantation, 

but could be carried on equally well on small-scale units with little or no wage labour." 

Not only could bananas easily be intercropped with food crops, but they also provided a 

regular cash flow. A 1979 sample survey of small farmers in Dominica found that a 



majority of them cultivated bananas and this continues to be the case (Henderson and 

Gomes. 1979). 

The bulk of Dominica's and Windward Island bananas are produced by small and 

medium-sized farmers. a1 though productivity is highly uneven and thousands of farmers 

cultivating fragments of land contribute tiny incremental amounts to oveiall export figures. 

In 1982.5.095 growers cultivated an estimated total of 13,000 acres of bananas: Seventy 

percent of these growen cultivated less than an acre: 25% of them cultivated 1-5 acres. and 

only 5% cultivated more than five acres (Latin America Bureau. 1987: 8). These figures 

must be qualified by the great variation in production levels for small famen with similar- 

sized plantations. Nonetheless, the bulk of banana production is carried out by a relatively 

small number of growers. In 1989, less than 15 percent of all growers produced about fifty 

percent of the total banana crop (Dominica Banana Marketing Corporation, 1989)? 

The foreign and local divestment in the estate sector during the 1970s. which 

affected no more than 15 percent of landholdings over 50 acres in size. did not have the 

level of impact that Honychurch ( 1984: 167-8) claims below: 

Those large estates not dependent on coconuts felt the strain of labour costs 
in relation to profits and by the end of the decade several were up for sale in 
sub-divisions of five or ten acre lots. Every large estate around Roseau was 
planned for housing development by the mid 1980s. Those estates 
bordering rural villages were also being sold off in portions through private 
negotiation or under government village extension schemes. Slowly. 
therefore, after two centuries, during whch the names and boundaries of 
the original sugar and coffee estates had remained almost unchanged. a new 
pattern was emerging upon the landholding map of Dominica. 

The Caribbean Conservation Association (1991: 80) has pointed out that a recent 

updating by Chemonics (1988) of land distribution data for Dominica "shows 

approximately the same size distribution of farms as found in the 1975 Agricultural 

Census, with almost 90 percent of all farms being less than ten acres in size." It is true, 

however, that the banana revolution produced a new class of successful middle fanners 

*he spread still has to be seen to be appreciated. In 1992. a liale less &an a h r d  of growers were 
responsible for three quamrs of the export crop. This uanslated into 1,974 out of a lotal of 6,055 growers 
(DBMC, 1992: 24). 



("big farmers" in the context of the village) that are entirely independent of what is left of 

the estate sector (see Trouillot. 1988, especially ch. Moreover. by 1990 over 2.500 

acres of estates acquired by the government in various parts of the island had been 

subdivided. democratizing landholding patterns in specific locations by class. but only 

negligibly by gender.Vor example. the government-acquired Geneva Estate in Grand Bay 

became "the focus of an Integrated Rural Development Programme aimed at making lands 

available to some 400 farmen, 24% of whom are women, who cultivate mainly bananas 

and root crops" (CAFRA, 1988: 20)9. The 1983 Farm Register Survey of Dominica 

indicated that 23.7% of farmers in Dominica were women (Christie. 1986:12). In Grand 

Bay, women comprised 126 (or 19.8%) of 635 registered farmen.10 Christie (1986: 12). 

of course. has warned us about the undercounting of women as farmers (which would 

indicate an even greater tendency to female underrepresentation in the formal government 

schemes): 

I would question whether GOD [Government of Dominica] statistics 
accurately reflect women's contribution to agriculture. In many places. such 
statistics hide women's real participation in farming. For instance, a man 
who farms part time is more likely to call himself a fanner than a woman 
who farms part time. who may call herself a housewife, or something else. 
Similarly, women may perform important tasks, such as weeding -- which 
represent significant labour hours in farming -- while not being considered 
farmen. Women heads of household may be more likely to call themselves 
farmen than women in farm households headed by men. 

'some of these farmers would be among the 24% or so of landh~lders who own plots (sometimes more 
than one) ranging in slice from 5 to 50 acres (Seaman, 1994: 155). 
 h he impact of this democratization on women may have become clearer in recent times, however. The 
1994 draft CARICOM report on the status of women in the Commonwealth Caribbean (CARICOM, 1994: 
61) clams that property ownershp by women has increased in Dominica: 38.6 percent of women are now 
reported to own land; 24.9 percent had access to title, while 5 percent were in joint ownership anangements. 
This still does not darify the picture vis-a-vis men, but it does suggest a high level of female propep 
holding. 
?'he pathbreaking CAFRA study (Women in Caribbean Agriculture Repon -- Commonwealth of 
Dominica), which did community and selected household case studies in three villages in Domiruca, found 
that women had the hghest profile as independent or recopzed farmers in Giraudel where they tended to 
specialize in vegetable and flower cultivation (and small livestock rearing) for the local market in addition to 
growing bananas for export Even there, however, the & / a m  independent status and agency of women 
were not adequate1 y reflected in de jure land ownership which favored men as titular holders. According to 
the 1983 national farm register (cited by Chnstie, 1986: Appendix 4)- women made up 38.9% of registered 
fanners in Giraudel, still well above the national average. 
l-his is the fipre repomd in the CAFRA study (1988: 21). but Christie's rrproducticn of National Farm 
Register data (Chnstie, 1986: Appendix 4) reports 165 (or 26%) of 635 farmers as women. 



Nonetheless, one of the most obvious changes following upon the large-scale 

introduction of the banana industry in the 1950s was the sharp decline in the number of 

women engaged in agriculture. Between 1960 and 1970, the number of own-account 

female workers in Dominica -- many of them farmers -- dropped by more than two- thirds. 

accompanied by only negligible increase in the absolute number of paid employees (from 

533 1 to 5,747). indicating a lack of transfer of female labor to other sectors and a lack of 

economic diversification. Trouillot (1988, 255261) points out that the advent of bananas 

did not create gender inequaii ty, which already existed among the peasantry. but aggravated 

it. He explains (p. 259): 

... the advent of bananas appears to have increased gender inequality both 
directly and indirectly. First, the decline of estate labor and the 
marginalization of the sale of ground provisions -- two side effects of 
banana production -- removed the most important basis from which women 
could challenge male domination within the household. Second, the 
mechanisms of banana production and distribution themselves directly 
increased the power of adult males. They did so by sharpening the 
differences between collective and individual participation and rights, first in 
the labor process itself, and then in the control of the cash income. 

The intimate interface that necessarily developed between the peasant enterprise and 

the rhythms of the global marketdriven banana trade, involving the precisely timed 

requirements of harvesting and transporting, reinforced the importance of the latter two 

activities, both "heavyn tasks which tended to be a male domain anyway. More 

importantly, the small banana farming unit became a relatively formal commercial enterprise 

closely inteeorated or accommodated into large-scale state and capitalist institutions which 

discriminated in favor of male mediation and individual male entrepreneurship. The basic 

components of the commercial transactions comprised commodities, contracts, individual 

legal subjects and titles, and highly synchronized market schedules which discriminated 

against female forms of household farming. The nature of the new enterprise brought into 

play an enhanced role for the principal activator and planner of the peasant labor process 

and elevated the status of this person, more often than not a man. The contribution of 

women, both as field assistants in banana production and as complementary growers or 



"managers" of fwd crops for domestic consumption or local sale. declined in both visible 

cash and social value. 

Particular tasks and jobs traditionally performed by women workers in the banana 

industry were also incrementally eliminated. The introduction of pesticides by Geest to be 

used by the Banana Growers Associations put female weeders out of work. and feeder 

roads and boxing plants eliminated the female carriers of individual banana bunches in the 

hinterland and at the ports. In the 1980s. the boxing plants which had provided 

employment for a predominantly female workforce fell victim to the ongoing restructuring 

of the industry. In an effort to achieve more efficient handling of the fruit and improve its 

market quality and competitiveness. the plants were replaced with field packing and inland 

buying depots, resulting in the loss of hundreds of jobs. While women were still 

responsible for most of the receiving, recording. weighing, packing and stacking, one 

woman now did the combined job of three former workers. 

The biggest expansion of female labor over the period 1946 to 1981 took place in 

"clerical" and "professional and technical" occupations. The numbers of women engaged in 

clerical jobs increased fourteenfold between 1946 and 1981, even though the economically 

active female population actually shrank somewhat in size. While the number of female 

workers in the professional and technical category quadrupled, they retained roughly the 

same share of those occupations over the period. between 5'7 and 60 percent of the total for 

both genders. They did significantly improve their minority share of "administrative and 

managerial" positions, from only 10 percent in 1W6 to 25% in 1981. The 1989 Dominica 

labor force survey, though not entirely reliable, bears out a trend of increasing female 

participation at the (middle levels of the) upper echelons of the labor force: women were 

reported to make up nearly 43 percent of "senior officials and managers" (see Table 10.8 

below). Elsewhere, it has been reported that women make up 62 percent of middle 

managea in the Civil Service (English. 1991: 148). A comparative look at census data 

from two other Windward Islands shows more convincingly Dominica's higher-than- 



average record of female participation in the upper levels of the salaried labor force. The 

same argument is being made here for Dominica as has been made for Jamaica. that it is the 

greater attachment of men to relatively independent "petty bourgeois" modes of production 

that leaves the way clear for the greater than normal entry of women into the middle and 

upper salariat. 

TABLE 10.5 
MaleiFernale Proportions in Selected Occnpational Categories 1980 

White Collar* Prof. & Tech. Admin. & Man. 
M F M F M F 

Dominica ('8 1 ) 35.2 64.8 42.7 57.3 75.4 24.6 
St. Lucia 37.8 62.2 46.5 53.5 82.8 17.2 
St. Vincent 40.4 59.6 45.7 54.3 80 20 

*This refers to non-professional so-called "white collar" occupations (cIerical. sales and services). 
Source: 1980- 1981 Population Census of the Commonwealth Caribbean 

TABLE 10.6 
Percentages at School by Age 16 in 1980 

Male Female 

Dominica ('8 I ) 
St. Lucia 
St. Vincent 

Source: 1980-1981 Population Census of  the Commonwealth Caribbean 

The decline in domestic service that Dominica shared with all other Caribbean 

territories in the post-war decades was not overly compensated for, at least for women, by 

a shift to government and financial services. Men appear to have been relatively greater 

beneficiaries of this shift than women; although the sector as a whole remained stagnant or 

suffered a decline in relation to numben employed, men increased their share of jobs 

relative to women. In 1981, the ovenvhelming significance of services to women (only in 

Dominica was it still second to agriculture in women's sectoral occupational profile) was 

still critically defined by domestic service. Women fared better in sales, in which they 



expanded their employment. although again not at the same rate as men, as the numbers of 

hucksters declined disproportionately. How ever, because Dominica's relproducti ve modes 

are so sensitive to the (singular) transnational merchant-capital connection (unlike those of 

Barbados, with their much stronger and more stable indigenous capitalist determination), 

fluctuations in that connection cause a significant cyclical redistribution between the 

formal/waged and informal/own-account economies. The seventies represented a slump in 

the banana economy and a period of political upheaval in Dominica (in the midst of which 

independence was achieved in 1978). As at other times in Dominica's history, the result 

was a growth in the informal economy and own-account employment. The slump tumed 

into an all-out crash when Humcanes David and Allen wiped out Dominica's banana crop 

in 1979 and 1980 respectively. The 1981 census data on women's labor force behavior 

may reflect an accelemtion or exaggeration of some trends and an obscuring of others. 

Throughout the Commonwealth Caribbean, however, common trends of rising female 

labor force participation and unemployment, continuing high rates of female emigration (in 

selected countries), and a gathering economic crisis, led into the decade of the 1980s. 

defined by structural adjustment and the imposition of a variety of neoliberal policy 

solutions at the behest of the United States in particular. 

Based on 1980-81 census data, it has been observed that "[iln comparison to other 

Eastern Caribbean countries, Dominica has the highest percentage of self-employed 

women: 22.9 percent of the women in the labour force are working on their own accountn 

(Lagro, 1990: 3). Of those without paid help (80 percent of all female self-employeds). 

agricultural livelihoods accounted for close to 50 percent and "commerce" for 223% (cited 

in L a p ,  1990: Table 1, 4). Although the availability of food crops for sale was being 

increasingly diminished by the monopolistic encroachment of banana cultivation on most 

landplots in Dominica, the numbers of women entering the inter-island huckstering trade 

(in fruits, vegetables and root-crops) increased between 1975 and 1985, but most 

dramatically after the disastrous 1979-80 hurricanes. In fact, the market was temporarily 



flooded by young women (and men) entering the trade as a result of social dislocations and 

destruction of jobs caused by the humcanes. Two studies undertaken in the second half of 

the 1980s. one on the hucksters who ply the inter-island trade in agricultural produce and 

the other investigating the involvement of women in a small. non-profit shipping venture 

which covered some of the same subregional terrain.1' show how deeply gendered is 

participation in the trade. Lagro (1990) found that although the majority of hucksters 

(between 60 and 80 percent) were women. men make a higher income; rely less on trade as 

a full-time or exclusive occupation, more often growing their own produce as part-time 

farmen; ship greater quantities of produce and sell more at wholesale to restaurants. 

supermarkets and hotels in the formal sector; are more involved in the "reverse trade": and 

generally appear to enjoy a somewhat higher level of business formalization and control (in 

a nonetheless highly informal and risky business). Christie (1986) found that, despite its 

"grassroots" origin,i2 the Farm-to-Market (FTM) shipping company was almost 

exclusively male-managed. -controlled and -operated, with one female member of an eight- 

penon Board of Directors and (two) female office support staff.13 Ironically - and 

probably for related reasons -- the first executive secretary to be appointed to the Dominica 

Hucksters Association. formed in July 1981 by and at the urging of longtime hucksters 

who feared the chaotic implications of increasing market fragmentation, was a man, who 

went on to a long service as chief executive of the organization. The greater proclivity of 

men for what might be called "institutional-readinessn is reflected in the fact that a 

disproportionately greater number of men are members of the Association and have trading 

licences than are active traders (although this disparity is a general phenomenon), indicating 

a more oppttunistic or speculative relationship of men to the market Women see trading 

1 I ~ o c u ~ u e  Lagro. Thr Huckrcrs of Dominica (ECLAC, 1990), and Jean Christie, 'A Smdy to Assess the 
Involvement of Women, and the Impact on Women, of Farm-@Market ttd, Dominica" (Farm-bMarket 
Ltd., Dominica, 1986). 

had been a project of the (small-farmer) Dominica Farmers' Union 
I 3~0re  women were involved. as part- time FTM employees, in point-of-purchase (slupment preparation) 
operations at the village level, but significantly, women farmers were responsible for only 22.9% of sales 
to FTM, and of the thirty-two fanners who were party to p u p  or individual contracts signed with R M  
not a single one was a woman (Chstie. 1986). 



more as a longterm livelihood commitment and occupational investment -- initially 

motivated by family responsibili ties -- which cannot be simply abandoned in mid-stream 

for (that nebulous) something else. It has been estimated that the earnings of each huckster 

supports an average of ten persons in Dominica (St. Cyr. 1990: 4). As Lagro (1990: 46) 

was assured by one trader, "I am too old for this trading but I must continue because I have 

to live." 

It has been found in Jamaica that women make up about 65 percent of the entire 

idormal trading sector (Ferguson, 1992: 7 1) and well over 80 percent of (domestic) food 

higglers. and that their predominance in informal trading declines with an increase in the 

scale of the operation, specialization in single-product lines. and movement away from 

strictly local markets as either source or destination of goods (Katzin. 1959; 1%9: 

LeFranc, 1%''). In Dominica, it is clear that lack of infrastructural facilities and institutional 

formalization with regard to inter-island trade as well as a continuing decline in f w d  

production will continue to ensure the "secondary" or subsidiary status of this business 

and, with it, the predominance of small scale operations and formidable female traden 

trying to beat the odds with their sheer staying power. As in Jamaica, women make up the 

overwhelming majority of local food traden and vendors. 

Manufacturing in Dominica is on an extremely small scale and has not been 

successful in attracting foreign capital or becoming exportoriented on an international 

level. It consists primarily of agro-processing (coconut-based oils and soaps,14 citrus 

products, sauces), which has had some regional export success. small import-substitution 

operations (furniture, cardboard boxes, cement blocks, mattresses, pre-fabricated homes, 

I*hs comprises the w a n d  most imporbnt export industrj in Dominica after bananas. Dominica 
Coconut Products Ltd.. a LRbanese-Dominican-owned company, has been single-handedly responsibte for 
the post-war development and growth of the soap industry in Dominica. The company was recent1 y soId to 
Colgate-Palmolive, a U.S. transnational. The Nassief family had owned Grand Bay's notonous Geneva 
Estate which fell victim to the wave of rebellions and protests that w e p t  through the estate sector during 
the 1970s. When Nassief bought the estate in 1949, he evicted longtime tenants and squatters in order to 
re- plant the estate in coconuts for a new copra-prcx;essing operation (that was to become Dominica Coconut 
Products). The wrath incurred by these actions simmered beneath the surface of the village for twenty- five 
years before exploding in rebellion against the estate in 1974, after which the property was acquired by the 
government. 



tobacco, beverages), and the odd offshore assembly industry. In 1990, of 45 National 

Development Corporation-assisted companies, three-quarters employed thirty or fewer 

workers and over 45 percent employed no more or fewer than ten workers (Caribbean 

Conservation Association. 1991: Table 7.1(2). 13 1). Only three firms (6.7% of the total) 

employed over one hundred workers. making them responsible for nearly 43 percent of 

total employment among the NDC companies (a large part of Dominica's manufacturing 

base). Two of these firms were offshore apparel plants employing predominantly women 

(and one of which had already closed down by the time of documentation). For the most 

part, Dominica has not become a site for this kind of industry and has not been party to the 

aggressive feminization of the waged manufacturing worldorce that occurred in Barbados 

in the 1970s and became an increasing trend in Jamaica during the export-driven 1980s and 

'90s. The participation of women in "manufacturing" in Dominica is still skewed by the 

inclusion of high relative numben of craftpenons or dressmakers. 

The lack of diversification of Dominica's production base has meant the absence of 

"dignified" waged work for women and the striking appearance of gendered dualism in the 

labor force. featuring females as middle-level pmfessionals and managers. non- 

professional white-collar workers. and low-level service and (urban) informal-sector 

workers, and males as principals in "petty bourgeoisn smail farming modes of production, 

skilled workers and upper-level managers and professionals. as well as unskilled "heavy" 

manual workers (in transport and industry). Joblessness has meant high rates of emigration 

and unemployment for women in particular. Between 1970 and 1981. unemployment rates 

more than doubled for both sexes, the male rate reaching 16.1% and the female. 22.4%. 

The gender disparity is particularly acute among heads of household, where women have 

twice the unemployment rate of men, although under-25s account for the majority of the 

unemployed (men here faring not much better than women). The deteriorating conditions 

for women in Dominica in the 1970s and '80s led unprecedented numbers of them to 

emigrate. Emigration from Dominica continued at the same rate as in the l%Os. except that 



the sex composition of the earlier migrant flow was completely reversed. Migration barriers 

erected by the U.S. and Canada in the 1970s slowed down the exodus from most 

Caribbean countries. but Dominican women appeared undeterred by it all. Between 1970 

and 1981, the net out-migration figure for women was over fifty percent higher than that 

for men, so much so that the sex ratio of the local population rose rapidly from 91 in 1970 

to 99 in 1981. the biggest such leap in the Commonwealth Caribbean. Indeed. the 1981 

figures showed the numbers of men exceeding the numbers of women up to age 34; in the 

2529 age group, there were 115 men to every 100 women. Women abandoned Dominica 

at an alarming rate particularly after the humcanes of 1979 and 1980. travelling not only to 

Nonh America but also to the nearby French islands (Guadeloupe. Martinique and St. 

Martin), the U.S. Virgin Islands and Antigua. Dominican women provided cheap labor in 

these higher-wage countries as domestics and other types of service workers. including. 

reportedly. prostitutes. In some instances. for example in the case of Antigua. where the 

existence of a high-wage tourist sector had a significant demonstration effect on native job 

aspirants, Dominican women were specially recruited for low-wag factory jobs (in 

garment and electronics assembly) through official, bilateral government channels. But 

Dominican women also contributed their share to the Caribbean "brain drain." McAfee 

(1991: L16), who did extensive field research in Dominica in the second half of the 1980s 

on the social and economic impact of structural adjustment, noted that "[bjadly overworked 

nurses in Dominica's clinics and hospitals have left in droves. many in response to 

campaigns to lure them to US hospitals, where even as nurses' aides they can earn more." 

The 1990 census for Dominica, which had not yet been fully tabulated and analyzed 

at the time of writing, showed a continuing population decline due to emigration, the 

returns having come in at 10,00045,000 below earlier estimates. The exodus was 

proportionately greater than that occurring in Jamaica. In a tiny labor-exporting island like 

Dominica, which is geographically part of a family of contiguous islands marked by 
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uneven development. the use of the inter-island migrant network is akin to forms of internal 

migration in the larger, more isolated island of Jamaica. 

TABLE 10.7 
Occupational Classification by Gender, Dominica 1946- 1981 -- percentages 

Professional & 
Technical 

Administrative 
& Managerial 

Clerical 

Transport & 
Communication 

Sales 

Services 

Farm Managers 
Supervisors & 
Farmers 

Other 
Agricultural 
Workers 

Production & 
Related 
Workers 

Laborers 

General 
Worker 
Rates** 

*This appears to be an error. 
**General Worker Rate for 1946 refers to the population aged 10 years and over and to the pnfully 
occupied population; for 1960- 1981, it  refers to the employed population aged 15 years and over (Senior, 
1991). 
Sources: Dominica Census Reports, 1946, 1960, 1970, 1981; Senior, 1991: Table 
6.1, 111. 



TABLE 10.8 
Gender Proportions of Occupations among Employed Labor Force, 

Dominica, 1946- 198 1 

Occupation 

Professional & 
Technical 

Administrative 
& Managerial 

Clerical 

Transport & 
Communication 

Sales 

Service 

Farm Managen 
Supervisors & 
Farmers 

Other 
Agricultural 
Workers 

Production & 
Rel. Workers 

La borers 

*This appears to be an error. 
Source: Dominica Census Reports, 1946, 1960, 1970, 1981. 



TABLE 10.9 
Changes in the Occupational Distribution of the Economically Active by 

Gender, Barbados and Dominica, 1960-8 1 

Barbados Dominica 

Code: PTA&M = Professional, Technlcai, Administrative & Managerial 
WtCol = Clerical, Sales & Services 

Source: 1980-1981 Population Census of the Commonwealth Caribbean: Dominica 
Population Census I960 Volume ! I ,  Central Statistical Office, Trinidad & Tobago. 

Occupational 
Category 

PTA&M 

WtCol 
L.&mm 

Agric. 

Indst. 

twe I abor Force and Occu~at cs: R e c e e  

A closer comparative consideration of more recent data for the three islands is instructive in 

the extent to which it  reinforces the foregoing analysis. According to the labor force survey 

tabulations below, women made up 56.8% of senior officials, managers, and professional 

and technical workers in Jamaica in 1993, 51.4% in Dominica in 198!3,15 and 42.7% in 

Barbados in 1990. These categories accounted for 15% of the female and WO of the male 

1980 
F M  

12 12 

26 59 

1 1  9 

SO 20 

1960 
M 

27 27 

45 13 

1960 
F M  

5 9 

7 27 

58 42 

30 22 

labor forces in Jamaica, 14.8% and 10.1% respectively in Dominica, and 1 1.7% and 

1970 
F M  

1 1  10 

26 60 

16 15 

47 15 

143% respectively in Barbados. These figures roughly bear out the expectations of this 

1970 
F M  

5 12 

12 44 

49 30 

34 14 

study regarding the three islands. In the clerical, sales and service categories, categorized 

1981 
F M  F 

7 18 

12 48 

44 20 

37 14 

for convenience as non-professional "white collarw or "tertiary" occupations, the most 

striking factor is the proportion of the employed labor force which occupies these 

categories. This proportion is of course highest in Barbados at 48.6% and lowest in 

Dominica at only 16396, with no more than 19.2% of Jamaica's labor force occupying 

1 5 ~ s  pointed out before, the statistics from Dominica's 1989 labor force survey are somewhat unreliable, 
because. among other things, of the large size of the "occupation not specified" category, especially among 
women. 



these "tertiary" categories. Women's predominance in the category is highest in Dominica 

(68%). and lowest in Barbados (62.4%). They make up 65% of these occupations in 

Jamaica, where the latter account for 2Wo of the female labor force and 12% of the male 

labor force. They (these occupations) account for 26.6% of the female and 9% of the male 

labor forces in Dominica and 63.5% and 34.8% respectively in Barbados. Barbados clearly 

presents, therefore. the most "modem" profile in the integrated subsumption and level of 

tertiarization ("elevation") of its economy and reduction of broad occupational dualism in 

the middle sections of the labor force because of the greater relative entry of men into 

"inside" office positions. 

Jamaica and Dominica. in spite of enormous differences in size and level of 

economic development and diversification. share certain fundamental features relating to 

structural dualism. The figures for Jamaica, which can be assumed to be reliable. are 

particularly clear. Men are bunched up around farming livelihoods and skilled trades (55% 

of occupations), while women are concentrated in the broad administrative. professional 

and white collar sectors on the one hand (44%) and low-grade "elementary occupations" 

(33 %) on the other hand. "Elementary occupations" include "street vendors, Informal 

Commercial Importers as well as Domestic Helpers ..." (Statistical Institute of Jamaica. 

1993: xi). The same general pattern comes through for Dominica, despite the problems 

with the data. As pointed out in the earlier section on Jamaica and from what we already 

know about these two economies, the figures indicate a relatively high "independence 

quotient" for men and a greater reliance on waged and salaried work for women. We also 

know, however, that relative to Barbados, women in Jamaica and Dominica score high on 

participation in the informal economy and self-employment Within these subsidiary 

modes, already disadvantaged in themselves, women are in a more marginal position than 

men, tending more often to be propertyless and urban-based and to rely on uncertain 

incomes generated, quite literally. in the margins of consumer-commodity production (both 

non-capitalist and capitalist) through labor-intensive petty trade. As Anderson and Witter 



( 1994: 26) have reminded us: "For women. self-employment is most likely to occur in the 

areas of retail trade and higglerinp. and in personal services. For male workers. self- 

employment is heavily concentrated in peasant agriculture. with some involvement in 

vending and construction." 

There is unfortunately not much data on land and property ownership by gender in 

the three islands (although this must be qualified in the case of Dominica). The recent 

Nntional Repon on the Sfaus of Women in Jamaica (Jamaica National Preparatory 

Commission. 1994: 39) recommends that "(dlata pertaining to ownership of land and 

property should be disaggregated according to sex so that the relative access to capital and 

productive resources by women and men can be readily assessed." Gordon found that 

women made up 26 percent of the small-propertied16 or "petty bourgeoisie" category. and 

(as part of this general group) 24% of small farmers (see preceding chapter). This self- 

employed/small-employer group comprised almost thirty percent of the female labor force 

according to the 1984 survey. Anderson and Witter (1994: 267) report the peaking of a 

growth trend in self-employment by mid-decade: 

Self-employment peaked in 1985 at 44% of the employed labour force. For 
male workers, the highest levels were recorded in 1980 and in 1985. being 
approximately 48%. For women, 1985 represented the year of heaviest self- 
employment with the level reaching 36%. 

More recent statistics show that almost 33% of working women (32% own-account 

workers and 0.9% small employers - Table 10.15 below) were their own bosses, 

confirming Anderson and Witter's report of a levelling off of the expansion of the 1980s. 

The proportion of the small fanning population that is female appears to be very 

similar for Jamaica and Dominica, about 24% each in 1983-84. However, there appears to 

be a significantly larger component of female traders in Jamaica than in Dominica. This 

may be due to the greater and more diverse range of locally produced commodities (both 

food crops and manufactured goods) availabie to be traded in Jamaica, and a much more 

1 6 ~ s  we saw in the last chapter this group includes those owning or deploying land-plots, articles of trade. 
andlor instruments of labor as means of own-account production or mnomic activity. 



significant and thriving urbm informal sector in panicular. In neither absolute nor relative 

terms does Dominica have anything remotely resembling the urban hypenrophy and large- 

scale ghettoization represented by the historic concentration and swelling of the central 

metropolitan district radiating out from Kingston into surrounding parishes17 and 

supporting over two-fifths of Jamaica's 2.5 million people. 

The regional report prepared for the Beijing Conference (CARICOM. 1994) gave 

figures on gender and land ownership for four Commonwealth Caribbean territories only. 

among them Dominica. As footnoted above (n. 7). 38.6 percent of women in Dominica are 

reported to own land. with 24.9 percent holding a title and 5 percent in joint ownership. 

There is no immediate way of knowing how reliable these figures are or just what they 

mean in an operational sense, but the report of an increase in property ownership among 

women suggests that they may be highly significant (CARICOM. 1994: 61). They are 

certainly not incompatible with what we already know about Dominica. 

Data by gender are not available for Barbados. As Barrow (1993: 182) noted in 

reference to the (most recent) 197 1 agricultural census, "Unfortunately. no information is 

available on gender and ownership in relation to these holdings." The emergence of a 

significant black smallholding economy has been precluded by private monopoly 

ownership of most available land -- 1 percent of holdings control 8'7 percent of total 

acreage. with the remaining 13 percent, a mere 9582 acres, accounting for 12,629 

smallholdings and 13,159 "holdings without land" l 8  (i.e.. 99 percent of all holdings). As a 

way of further illustrating plantation monopoly. Beckles ( 1994: 82) has pointed out that of 

total loan disbursements made by the Agricultural Banking Division of the Barbados 

National Bank since its inception in 1978, small farmers obtained less than 1% while the 

plantations received around 95%. 

1 7 ~ h e  "metropolitan districtn is cuns~dered to include the panshes of fingston. St. Andrew, and. more 
recently, St. Catherine. 
18~tus category comprises those having less than one-eighth acre of land or livestock. In 1971, 10,000 
persons qudified as small farmers. 



In the absence of data by gender, Barrow (1993: 183) speculates that. currently. 

roughly 4,000 of 9.000 small fanners are female. a figure for which she offers no 

historical or other rationalization and which therefore seems quite arbitrary, given earlier 

evidence of extreme male domination of peasant agriculture (see Tables 8.22 & 8.27 

above). In her own sample of small farmers, containing equal numbers of men and 

women, she found that small farmers had diversified considerably (into food crops) "since 

the earlier half of the century when farmers were devoted to sugar production and 

characterized as having a 'sugar cane sense"' (p. 186). Ironically, while it could be 

speculated that the growth of female farmers relative to male might be associated with the 

drastic post- 1960s decline among cane farmers. Bmow found that female farmen had a 

~latively greater preference than male farmers for less labor-intensive and more traditional 

crops like tree crops and sugar cane (although the most common crops grown by all were 

vegetables). In keeping with more familiar patterns, she also found that a much higher 

proportion of women than men had inherited their farms (which tended to be more isolated 

and of poorer quality) and that fewer women farmed full-time or joined the Barbados 

Agriculhld Society (of whose membership only 5% was female). Two or three factors, 

therefore, may account for the apparent increase in the female proportion among small 

farmers in Barbados - the ever-intensifying marginalization of small farming, the related 

shift from cane farming to domestic food production. and the departure of male principals 

from smail farming, by death (in the case of seniors) and by migration to other economic 

sites (in the case of juniors). This indirectly supports the contention that small farming has 

not provided a viable or significant alternative source of livelihood or social reproduction 

for male principals and their families in Barbados. At the same time, the evidence confirms 

the overall domination of small farming by men, and suggests that women may have gained 

their current prominent position "by default" (via the dramatic decline of male cane 

fanners). 



Tables 10.13. 10.14 and 10.15. which show the breakdown by occupational status 

of the working populations of the three islands. can be quickly summarized on the basis of 

the foregoing analysis. The profile of Barbados. with over 85% of the working population 

as employees of others. is entirely predictable. Barbados represents the most extreme case 

of local white corporate ownership and "real subsumptionn of black labor (to use a marxist 

term) in the Commonwealth Caribbean. Even a look at the limited commercial areas outside 

the "large-scalef' corporate economy is instructive. One study of small businesses in 

Barbados. based on a sample survey. revealed that "the black and mixed groups have only 

recently broken into the business worldn (Barrow and Greene. 1979: 44). Members of 

these groups made up 72 percent of the randomly selected sample in contrast to the 

combined groups' 90% share of the population (the bias reflected against blacks being even 

more severe). Individual female entrepreneurs formed 25% of the sample. A more recent 

study by McLean and Cummings (1994) confirms the pervasiveness of black 

dispossession and white control in its finding that whites, who now make up 3.2 percent of 

the population of Barbados, own 22 percent of its small businesses (cited in Ryan, 1994: 

448). With regard to implications for gender. I suspect that - among (upwardly mobile) 

blacks -- in the face of this generalized exclusion, a higher-than-usual premium is placed on 

male (as opposed to female) initiative and opportunity. Those suspicions have been 

somewhat heightened by the sub-regional "Beijing" repon's disclosure that "[tlhe greatest 

disparity in male/female borrowing [of public loans] was found in Barbados, which was 

also the country with the highest rate of male borrowingn (CARICOM. 1994: 61). 

Individual women made up only 7.2% of those accessing public loans in Barbados 

compared with 29.4% in Dominica and 41 -8% in Jamaica (ibid.: Table 5.62). 

Jamaica's economy appears to be the most "evenlyn dualized, although it is hard to 

say how comparable the data are, especially given the kinks in the Dominica computations. 

However, the gap between the two islands appears to be consistent, and it may be primarily 

attributed to the non-rural own-account economy which appears to be bigger, relatively 



(and, of course. absolutely) speaking. in Jamaica than Dominica. In recent times. the urban 

sector of self-employment in Jamaica has expanded at the expense of the rural and has been 

the beneficiary of non-traditional participants like men and middle class women. More 

importantly. however, Jamaica has the requisite "critical mass" (with regard to the 

consumer market) to absorb incremental numbers of small-scale suppliers. whereas 

Dominica does not. As already noted. in Dominica the lack of domestic options. even in the 

informal sector, pushes low-income refugees from the rural or fonnal economies much 

more readily into inter-island circuits of labor migration.i9 

Because emigration has figured so prominently in  the discussion of women's post- 

war destinies. I append below a background note on post-war migration. picking up from 

the presentation in  Chapter 7 on the exodus to Great Britain. 

l9 Jamaica is also embedded in an inter-island network k o u g h  informal tradmg by 'suitcase traders' or 
"informal commercial importersn (mostly of manufactured goods from the free zone in Curaqao, but also 
from Haiti and the Dominican Republic), but this does not usually involve permanent migration. Perhaps 
the recent mi p t i o n  stream of teachers and other "mass professionals" from Jamaica to the nearby Cayman 
Islands needs to be noted. as well as earfier ones to the Bahamas. Incidentally, cJI the ex-British colonial 
plantation economies of the Caribbean (but especially Jamaica and Bar-) have been suppliers of 
teachers, nurses and policemen to both non-plantation sub-regional destinations like the Bahamas arrd North 
Arnenca since the end of the Second World War. 



TABLE 10.10 
Barbados Labor Force by Occupational Group and Gender, 4th Quartile 

1990 

Occu ation i 
N o  work experience I 
P r o f  & tech workers 

Adrnin & m a n g r  
pcrsnl 

C ler ica l  & re1 w k r s  

Sales workers 

I Service workers 

Agri wkrs  & 
f i shrmn 

Prod  & quarry wkrs  

S k i l l e d  
craftspersons 

T p o r t  wkrs & 
others 

N o t  stated 

1 Total I 

Numbe 

Male 

0.7 

5.8 

3.5 

6.  I 

5.0 

11.5 

4.1 

1 -8 

7.8 

18.6 

0.1 

65.1 

'S ('000 1 

Female 

2.6 

5.5 

1.5 

14.4 

7.2 

16.2 

2.5 

4.2 

1.8 

3.7 

0.0 

59.6 

ersons) 

Total 

3 . 3  

11.4 

5 0 

Male 

1 . 1  

8.9 

5.4 

:reentag 

Female 

4.4 

9.2 

2.5 

24.2 

12.1 

27.2 

4.2 

7.0 

3 .O 

6.2 

0.0 

I00 

Total 

2 .6  

9 .1  

4 .0  

Source: Stat ist ical  Service L a b o u r  Force Survey, R o u n d  1, 1990, Government of 
Barbados 



TABLE 10.11  
Dominica Labor Force by Occupational Group and Gender, September 1989 

Senior Officls & 
Mgrs 

Prof  & Tech 
workers 

Clerical & re1 wkrs 

Service & Sales 
wkrs 

Skld Agri & Fish 
wkrs 

Craft & re1 workers 

Plant and Machine 
operators & assblrs 

Unskld manual & 
genera1 occupations 

Occup not specified 

Total 

Numbers ('00 Persons) 

Male Female Total Male Female 

Percentages 

Total 

Source: Labour Force Survey - Sept. 1989, Centrat Statistical Office, 
Commonwealth o f  Dominica 



TABLE 10.12 
Jamaica -- Total Employed Labour Force by Occupational Group and 

Gender, July 1993 

Occupation 

Snr Officls, Profs 
& Technicians 

Clerks 

Service & Sales 
wkrs 

Skid Agri & Fish 
wkrs 

Craft & re1 workers 

Plant & Machine 
operators & assblrs 

Elementary occups 

Occup not specified 

Classifiable 
Labor Force -- 
Total 

Numbers ('000) 

Male Female Total Male Female 

Percentages 

L 

- -  -- 

Total 

Source: The Labour Force 1993, Statistical Institute of Jamaica, Table 3.4, 27. 



TABLE 10.13 
Working Population by Status and Gender, Dominica 1960-1989 -- Percentages (excl. N.S. for 1960 & 1970, and N.S. & "Other" for 1989) 

Paid Employers 

Males 

Males 
Females 

1981 
Males 47.0 

Females 
1970 

Males 
Females 

1960- 1989 
Average**: 

Males 
Females 67.5 

54.8 

Females 
1989 

O w n  
Account 
Workers 

0.6 

Unpaid Total 

54.0 

*Numbers missing from total represent those who "did no work." Percentages denved from "econorn~dly 
actwen nther than "worlung" ppulatmn. 
*' 1981 figurcs excluded from avenge. 
Sources: Abdullah, 1977, Tables A16 and A17, 110-3; 1980-1981 Population Census 
of the Commonwealth Caribbean; September 1989 Labour  Force Survey, Dominica 
(adapted from Table 3.9, 31). 

3.9 



TABLE 10.14 
Working Population by Status and Gender, Barbados 1960-1990 

-- Percentages (excl. N.S. for 1960 and 1970) 

I Males 1 85.0 1 13.2 1 1.8 1 100 1 

Year 

1960 
Males 

Females 
1970 

Males 
Females 

1981 

Sources: Abdullah, 1977, Tables A 1 6  and A17, 110-3; Labour Force Report 1981- 
1986, Barbados Statistical Service; Statistical Servlce Labour Force Survey, 1990 
Round 1, Government o f  Barbados. 

Paid 
Employees 

81.5 
76.8 

91.7 
91.1 

Females 
1990 

Males 
Females 

1960- 1990 
Average: 

Males 
Females 

Employers 

1.3 
0.4 

2 .O 
0.9 

91.6 

84.4 
90.4 

85.7 
87.5 

Own 
Account 
Workers 

15.0 
20.5 

5.9 
7.3 

8.2 

Unpaid 
Workers 

2.2 
2.3 

0.4 
0.7 

0.2 

0.7 
0.4 

1.3 
0.9 

1.6 
0.6 

Total 

100 
100 

100 
100 I 

190 

100 
100 

100 
100 . 

13.2 
8.7 

13.0 
11.6 



TABLE 10.15 
Working Population by Status and Gender, Jamaica 1960- 1993 -- Percentages (excl. "not stated" or "not reported") 

piq 
Males 

I Males I 

I Males I 

I Males I 

Average: I Males / 
Females 

Sources: Abdullah, 1977, TabIes A 1 6  and A17, 110-3; 1982 Population Census of 
Jamaica; The Labour Force 1993, Statistical Institute of Jamaica, Table 3.3, 26. 

One of the most striking features of the post-war period was the occurrence of the second 

great post-emanci pation stream of mass labor migration from the Anglophone Caribbean. 

This time the movement was to extra-regional destinations, specifically to the far-flung 

English-speaking metropoles of world capitalism. The first greatly increased outflow. to 

the erstwhile Mother Country, began in the fim half of the fifties and ended, for the most 

pan. around 1%2, when the Commonwealth Immigrants Act was passed. This Act 

severely restricted entry into the United Kingdom to all but immediate relatives of already 

settled immigrants. The second movement, to the United States and Canada, picked up 

considerably in the second half of the sixties and reached a peak in 1974, continuing 

thereafter with varying levels of intensity to the present. West Indians had never stopped 

migrating to the U.S. and the flow was renewed after the Second World War, but the 1952 

Total 

100 
100 

100 
100 

100 
100 

--- 

Paid 
Employees 

57.8 
63 -0 

62.7 
76.1 

53 .7 
63.5 

Own 
Account 
Workers 

33.3 
29.0 

29.9 
19.2 

42.8 
3 2 .O 

Employers 

3.7 
1.3 

5.7 
2.9 

1.9 
0.9 

Unpaid 
Workers 

5.2 
6.7 

1.7 
1.8 

1.6 
3.6 



WalteriMcCarran Act "is believed to have reduced [it] to a mere trickle" (Marshall, 1987: 

26). Total net emigration from Jamaica to the U.S. was estimated by Maunder (1955: 43) 

to be "probably of the order of 20.000 over the period 1943-54." In this figure. which is 

almost certainly understated. Maunder includes male contract laborers recmited from 

Jamaica (along with other selected Caribbean countries) for the Bracero Program in the 

U.S. between 1942 and 1945. Although the Bracero Program has long ended. this flow of 

seasonal contract farm labor continues to this day. In 1%5, amendments to the United 

States Immigration and Nationality Act eliminated the "national origins" quota system and 

granted Western Hemisphe~ countries, including the West Indies, non quota status. 

Migration to Canada had also begun with an experimental contract scheme, involving 100 

domestic workers in 1955, which took on a continuity of its own. In 1%2. the racially 

discriminatory provisions of the Immigrant Act of Canada were formally removed and 

entry was based on education, skill. and training. The prime motivating factor behind the 

staggered opening up of migrant channels to the capitalist centen was a demand for 

different lunds of cheap labor. all of whose costs of reproduction and training had been 

borne by the sending "peripheral" countries. Thus Britain actively encouraged the 

immigration of West Indians, as well as Indians and Pakistanis, to fill low-level jobs in a 

time of post-war reconstruction and expansion, and similarly induced immigration fi!led the 

later and some what different requirements of the advanced-service economies of North 

America. 

Between 1951 and 1970 the net loss of population from Barbados was 32,600 

(Ebanks et a[, 1979 435). While this represented an almost equal number of men and 

women over the entire period, the sub-periods break down as follows: 

1951-61 -- 14,234 men; 7,085 women 

1962-70 -- 2,092 men; 9,189 women 

Clearly, net migration to the U.K was male-dominated, while movement to North 

America has been femaledominated for Barbados and the other West Indian islands. The 



mi,ption stream to Britain had a "mass" manual-labor or blue-collar base in terms of both 

supply and demand (and especially from the point of view of the "buyers' market"). the 

Canadian stream was characterized by a "preponderance of young. single. females. in such 

predominant female occupations as nursing, teaching. clerical and sales. and services" 

(Ebanks er al. 1979: 442). and the U.S. stream has been somewhat more mixed. if only 

because it has been much larger and has involved far greater numbers of illegal immigrants. 

According to Marshall (1987: 26). West Indian migration to the U.S. reached 

almost half a million between 1% 1 and 1970 and 3 16.149 during the seventies. Jamaicans. 

of course. provided the bulk of the immigrants. Boyd ( 1988: 13) cites Anderson ( 1984: 17) 

who puts the net outflow of Jamaicans (to all destinations) during the 1960s at 280.000 or 

53% of the natural increase in the population (and at 325,000 or 57% of natural increase in  

the period 1970- 1982). The character of this migration differed from that of past migration 

to Britain because under U.S. immigration policy preference is given to professional and 

skilled workers, thereby attracting migrants with generally more education and training. 

Another major feature of this migration stream has been the predominance of women. As 

Foner ( 1986: 138) points out: 

If anything explodes the myth of the dependent female Jamaican migrant, it 
is the recent movement to the United States. Here women, not men, 
dominated the movement. and women frequently came on their own, before 
their spouses or children. The nature of immigration restrictions and job 
opportunities was largely responsible for this pattern. 

Caribbean immigrant women were the "overwhelming majority" of those with the 

status of "principal alien" (independent sponsor of seLf and family) between 1%7 and 

1970, and "remained a majority in 1980, according to the U.S. census" (Gordon, 1990: 

116). A huge proportion of migrant Caribbean women are single or not legally married 

(with or without children) and many in fact view emigration as a way of establishing 

control over current or future spousal careen or options. After 1965 and right through the 

1970s. Jamaican women outnumbered men in the legal (and probably illegal) migration 

exodus, their proportion being as high as 76 and 73 percent for 1%7 and 1%8 and 



levelling off after 1970 to between 50 and 53 percent (Foner, 1986: 138). In a process 

similar to that which took place in Britain. the rehive evening out of the sex ratios after the 

first three years of the new immigration came from the sponsoring of family members by 

both women and men. In 1980. the sex ratio of immigrants into the U.S. from Barbados 

and Jamaica was 83.7 and 79.7 respectively. 

In the early years of the post- 1%5 migration, the largest group of Jamaican women 

to enter the U.S. legally (and no doubt illegdly as well) did so as private household 

workers, 48% in  1967 and 50% in 1%8. Their numbers declined after 1970 to 26% in 

1972 and 12% in 1978 (Foner. 1986: 138. 151n). Foner points out that "it was easier for 

women than men to qualify for labor certification largely due to the demand for domestic 

labor in American cities" (ibid.: 138). Within the 1962-19'71 West Indian emigrant flow. 

Palmer (1974) -- using figures that represent an underestimation of the size of the flow -- 

has identified five main occupational groups dominating the distribution of the emigrants. 

These are, in order of importance: (1) private household workers; (2) craftsmen. foremen 

and kindred workers; (3) professional, technical and kindred workers (PIX); (4) clerical 

and kindred workers: and (5) operatives and kindred workers. Taking groups (2). (3) and 

(5) as representing "skilled workers." Palmer calculates that they constituted 42% of all the 

emigrant workers for the ten-year period. The K K  group represented 36 percent of those 

skilled workers. 

The rate of emigration from the PIX group in Jamaica to the U.S. was substantially 

larger than the rate of emigration from the labor force as a whole. Among PTK Jamaican 

emigrants, the largest group came from medical and related fields with nurses accounting 

for over 70 percent of the total. This has led Palmer ( 1974: 576) to remark that "in addition 

to bauxite, Jamaica is one of the world's largest exporters of nurses." Nearly 50 percent of 

legal Jamaican immigrants classified as pmfessionals between 1962 and 1972 were nurses 

(Foner, 1986: 139). This export, moreover, has been prompted by a high demand for 

nurses in Canada and the U.S., both of which countries are unable to generate an adequate 



internal supply of these trained personnel. The extent of the "brain drain" from Jamaica is 

illustrated by Girling's calculation (1974 92). on the basis of the 1%8 Jamaican Labor 

Force Survey and emigration data. that "while less than I out of every 25 members of the 

labor force are technical or professional workers. 1 out of every 6 emigrants were." In 

their adopted countries. many of these emigrants found their technical and professional 

skills underutilized. underrated and underremunerated because of exploitative and racist 

employment policies and practices. 

In Canada. too. nurses represent the largest professional category among Caribbean 

immigrant women (Gordon. 1990: 13 1 ). The Canadian migration stream. especially before 

1972, because of its smaller and more selective base, constituted the purest example of a 

"brain drain" from the Caribbean. even a portion of those entering under the Canadian 

Domestic Scheme as private household workers being significantly overqualified for that or 

any other service job. In Canada, "[more] than half the Caribbean males aged 1565 and 45 

percent of the women had some university or other postsecondary education in 1981" 

(Richmond and Mendoza. 1990: 78). This was considerably above the average for other 

immigrants or the Canadian-born. In the U.S., 1980 West Indian educational ievels were 

slightly lower than those of whites but higher than those of native African Americans. 

Women from Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago. accounting for the overwhelming majority 

of West Indian female immigrants, were reported to have higher numbers completing all 

levels of education than West lndian immigrant men (Gordon, 1990: 125). 

By the middle of the 1980s - designated the "lost decade" for Latin America, the 

Caribbean and other parts of the Third World due to the ravages of "structural adjustment" 

-- the evidence of another emigration surge was clear, particularly in the cases of Jamaica 

and Dominica, as previously discussed. In 1988, for example, the increase in the Jamaican 

population due to nahlral means was almost entirely wiped out by emigration (which 

amounted to 94% of natural increase - Statistical Institute of Jamaica, 1994: Table 3.12, 

67). The exodus continued predominantly to North America and especially to the U.S. 



Jamaica. indeed, has the highest per cqitu sending rate of migrants to the U.S. of any 

country in the world with the exception of Mexico. During the post-1985 period. the 

gender breakdown with regard to legal immigration statistics appeared to be relatively even. 

especially within the age group 2049 years. The exodus of women. however. continues to 

account for the greater part of the "brain drain" from all three islands. 

TABLE 10.1620 
Migrants from Jamaica to North America by Gender and Age Group, 

Destination 

Canada 
A l l  Ages 

2049 years 

United States 
A11 Apes 

20-49 years 

Total (N. America) 
All Ages 

20-49 years 

Source: Statistical Abstract 1992 (Statistical Institute of Jamaica, 1993: Tables 1.17 
& 1.19, pp. 17 & 19. 

What is ciear from this chapter is that more research needs to be done on the level and 

character of property-holding, self-employment and migration with regard to women in the 

Commonwealth Caribbean. The next and penultimate chapter will focus on (a) post-war 

education as a key facilitator and index of xxiaVoccupational mobility and differentiation 

by gender, and (b) the relationship between faAmi!y structure and reproductive strategies on 

the one hand and social structure and mobility on the other. In addition, there will be an 

effon to fit these questions into an analytical summation of local systems of re/production 

as well as the relationship to a broader international division of labor. 

*O1 was unable to locate comparable statistics lor Barbados and Dominiw 
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The decade of the 1960s was the decade of independence for the "more developed 

countries" of the Commonwealth Caribbean. Jamaica led the way out of the short-lived 

British West lndies Federation and into independence in 1%2. Barbados followed suit by 

maneuvering its way out of Colonial Office proposals for a revised federation with the 

"Little Eight" and going it alone as an independent state in 1%6. Dominica would not gain 

its independence for another dozen years, during which time it remained in Associated 

Statehood with the other Windward and Leeward Islands, a form of internal self- 

government and semi-dependency, which nonetheless saw the full flowering of nationalist 

and related class politics. 

I t  was in this decade that Barbados made impressive strides in the forging of a 

social contract or tacit political agreement between the black political directorate and the 

white ec~nornic elite -- mass education, universal health care and social security in 

exchange for a "hands-off' approach to the basic structures of wealth and power in the 

society. In the realm of education, the result was a remarkable transition within the space of 

a single decade from a working population with a minority of secondary-schooled persons 

to one made up of a majority of persons with secondary or higher schooling (see Table 

11.1 below). The only other majority-African island to eventually match and even surpass 

Barbados in universal secondary schooling was that other model of "pure plantation 

economy," St. Kitts. The Jamaican and Dominican educational profiles for the decade were 

boh very different from that of Barbados, behind which they lagged considerably. mrd, in 

spite of the enormity of the gap in population and industrial development between them, 

remarkably similar to each other. One also notes the gender segmentation with regard to 



formal education that exists for Jamaica and Dominica in marked contrast to the situation in 

Barbados where the employed male population has tended to have slightly higher or 

comparable levels of education vis-a-vis its female counterpart. Although Barbados has 

been increasingly manifesting what is now in fact a "WesternN or "modern" pattern of 

higher levels of formal education among women (reversing the longer-than-usual lingering 

on of male domination of colonial schooling), there are still higher absolute numbers of 

men with post-primary levels of education in its labor force than there are similarly 

qualified women (see the most recent figures given here in Table 11.5 below). With lower 

female proportions in their labor forces than Barbados. Jamaica and Dominica nonetheless 

have higher absolute numbers of working women than of working men who are educated 

to secondary-and-beyond levels (see Tables 1 13 and 1 1.4). In Dominica, however, where 

there is no local university, this situation does not extend to the university-educated 

working population, in which males predominate by a significant lead. This is in the 

process of changing (see Table 1 1.9). and may in fact be partly accounted for by the higher 

number of university-trained Dominican women who maintain virilocal residence with their 

non-Dominican husbands, a situation less likely to occur in Jamaica and Barbados where 

there are local universities (and more high-level jobs or professional opportunities). In any 

event, the "less developed" Commonwealth Caribbean territories still tend to show women 

lagging behind men in terms of total numbers with a university education. but, again, this 

is changing and gravitating towards the pattern in Jamaica where enrolment (of Jamaican 

nationals) at the University of the West Indies is almost two-thirds female (in the mid-%). 

Miller (1990: 291-303) has noted that the (quantitatively) superior univerrify qualifications 

of Jamaican women relative to men is a post-1970 phenomenon. so that the Dominican 

situation is most certainly a lag. Indeed, for Jamaica, this superiority did not register as an 

established feature of the labor force until 1985 ([bid.: 2%). 

The difference between Barbados on the one hand and Jamaica and Dominica on the 

other seems even more remarkable when we remember that the tradition established in the 



latter islands goes back several decades (as has already been discussed in previous 

chapters). Miller ( 1990: 292) notes for Jamaica that "[ bletween 1943 and 1960 the standard 

of education of women entering the labour force seemed improved by comparison with that 

of men entering. Women [in the labour force] had moved from a position of equality in 

1943 to a slight superiority by 1960." This still has not occurred for Barbados, where 

women have the highest overall labor force participation rate among the three islands 

(slightly higher than Jamaica). and where. too, they are now surpassing men in formal 

educational credentials. The key, as this study has already concluded. lies in the high value 

education has held for men in Barbados and the high levels of access they have sustained. 

especially relative to their counterparts in Jamaica. Dominica and elsewhere. What has 

become apparent in recent times. however, is the drying up of the black-middle-class- 

masculinist opportunity structure in the modem corporate Barbados economy and state as 

weli as the effects of low-end feminization in the expanding areas of the post-independence 

economy. Whereas in Barbados the "crisis of the black male" has been traditionally 

counterposed to the "privileges of the white male." we are beginning to hear distant 

rumblings pushing it into added counterposition to the alleged "privileges of the black 

female." In the case of Jamaica. of course. these rumblings have long been amplified into a 

deafening roar. which has increasingly echaed in Dominica. We will review the historical 

and analytical context of all this in summary form below. 

In preparation for that discussion, we need to be reminded of the other side of the 

educational reality in the Caribbean - the significance and dynamics of informal training 

and socialization or particularistic credentialization based on ascribed privilege or 

preference. When Miller (1990: 303-308) claims that by 1975 women dominated the 

ttprofessional, technical, administrative executive and managerial" occupational category in 

Jamaica and that his arguments about educational policies deliberately promoting black 

females and marginalizing black males in the occupational hierarchy are corroborated by 

Gordon's findings, he is simply maintaining a fiction. Gordon is very clear and very 



meticulous in his statistical disaggregation and cross-referencing. When broken down. 

these categories that Miller conveniently keeps lumped together show men clearly 

dominating the upper levels of management and executive positions, and women indeed 

making up a sizeable majority of the "mass professions" as well as lower-level clerical and 

other so-called white collar occupations. The result. as we have already seen. is that. 

arithmetically speaking. women "dominate" professional and white collar occupations 

considered as a whole. But we know that these figures are inflated by teachers and nurses 

(the low-paid "mass professionalsf') and clerical and service jobs which more often than not 

pay less and are less protected or secure (in terms of both unionization and benefits) than 

skilled, supervisory, and many semi-skilled. blue collar male-typed jobs. Also. we know 

that qualifying requirements for upper management and executive positions have not 

historically included university degrees -- indeed the qualifying process was typically 

initiated and consolidated completely outside of formal systems of schooling -- but where 

they currently do require such degrees, the preference has been for suitably qualified males. 

We have also established five or so additional but overlapping criticisms of Miller: (1 )  he 

fails to examine (in relation to gender) the qualitative parameters of those very educational 

credentials of which he speaks: (2) he fails to correlate formal credentials with occupational 

opportunity, allocation, achievement and mobility across gender in the labor market: (3) he 

fails to look at non-waged and non-salaried modes of production and strata, where 

certification is not a criterion of status or "success"; (4) he fails to examine the relative place 

of education within the spectrum of factors that enter into the calculus of social status. 

social hierarchy, social mobility and, above all, power and control in the society; (5) he 

completely fails to consider the sphere of reproduction and family and allocation of its 

burdens and benefits by gender.' Miller makes the great error of assuming a one-to-one 

'To be fair to Miller it  is important to point out that he does widen the scope of his discussion in a 1991 
work whlch, however, cannot be listed among his scholarly writings on the Caribbean specifically. Miller 
actually discusses at a desaiptive level a wide range of indces regardmg gender and women's lives in 
Cmbbean, among other, societies. This, however, is to advance his thesis about patriarchy and 
marginalization of the subordinate male group in a book entitled, Men At Risk (1991). Moreover, Mdler 



relationship between certification and occupational status. considered solely within the 

narrow confines of the public (and, even more particularly. govemment-sector) labor force 

of paid employees. Power. at the most fundamental levels of mode of relproduction (i.e. 

family. property. state) and even of occupational hierarchy. never seriously enters into his 

equation. While the realm of political and bureaucratic power is outside the immediate 

scope of his focus on education and mine on soci~economic structure. it is certainly 

directly relevant to his sweeping theoretical extrapolations on patriarchy. which will be 

reviewed below. The black bureaucratic-entrepreneurial middle class fraction identified by 

Keith and Keith ( 1!?92), for example. would certainly not strike anyone as evidence of "the 

rise of matriarchy." 

These and related points have been made in previous chapters. especially Chapter 9. 

where Gordon's research was reported. For now. I simply want to point to Table 11.5 and 

especially Tables 11.4 and 11.6 below for recent figures on Barbados. Jamaica and 

Dominica showing the huge advantage men enjoy in "apprenticeship," "on-the-job- 

training" and (less clearly) "technical/vocational" programs. a feature which Miller does not 

dispute but whose importance he obviously dismisses. Although. in some ways. male 

domination of upper-level occupations in spire of fewer f o m f  credemials speaks for itself, 

more research nonetheless needs to be done on the non-formal anti informaVinstitutional 

networks and modes of skills and knowledge transmission. (This is especially urgent as 

women are, indeed, beginning to outnumber men in certain fields that were seen as the 

quintessence of male professional monopoly, such as medicine and law. In medicine. for 

example, it has been noted that male doctors continue to dominate surgely and internal 

medicine. the highest paid and most prestigious branches of the profession, while female 

doctors tend to specialize in family - maternal and child - health care. a lower-paid and 

less prestigious field.) 

never discusses the responsitniities of fatherhood and, indeed, never questions the tradrtional notion that 
chldcare is a woman's problem (whch she sometimes solves through instrumental relations with men). 



Miller ( 1990: 292) agrees that in 1943 "[tlhe difference between manager and 

messenger was not education." but he believes that this has changed: the role of high 

schooling as "social broker" has become critical. and women have been the prime 

beneficiaries of that change. Recent work by Brown (1994) potentially challenges at least 

the first tenet of this thesis. Brown. who uses Gordon's labor force classification schema, 

provides evidence of what she calls "the newly emerging middle class" whose entry into 

the middle class is predicated on access to middle class incomes and (material) lifestyles 

without ?he mediation of educcationul d pro fessionul qualifications. I ndee d . according to 

Brown (1994: Table 2.5. 71). by virtue of their income levels. manual or blue collar 

workers and "entrepreneurial" or (Gordon's) petty bourgeois members of the labor force 

make up 39% and 25% respectively -- 64% combined (a decisive majority) -- of the 

uppermost (income-based) quintile of the Jamaican labor force. according to 1991192 

national survey data. This does not confound our notions of stratification as it may appear 

to because those of the aforementioned in the top quintile (#5) constitute a minority of their 

respective strata, while the majority of middle, and especially upper-level middle, strata 

persons are in the top quintile. According to Brown (p. 68): 

The manual and entrepreneurial categories. have 24.5% and 15.7% 
respectively of their totals falling in the fifth quintile. This is an indication 
that although the occupational groups which fall in these two categories do 
not generally have the same levels of education as the more traditional 
middle class occupational groups. their income levels, as measured by their 
expenditure, are such that they are placed in the upper quintile. It is these 
two occupational categories which constitute a newly emerging middle 
class. 

Moreover, the formal educational qualifications of the manual and entrepreneurial 

groups in quintile 5 were very low, a minority of them having undergone five or more 

years of secondary schooling and an even tinier minority having received formal academic 

accreditation. While 74% of the middle strata personnel in quintile 5 had received five or 

more years of schooling, only 21% of the entrepreneurial and 33% of the manual had done 

so. The corresponding figures for (at least a minimum high school level of) formal 

certification were 67%, 9% and 1 1% (Brown, 1994: Table 2.1 1.76). 



Brown (p. 88) found comparable evidence in her own sample of residents in a 

middle class community in Spanish Town. St. Catherine. While the community-based 

sample (as opposed to the national survey) was skewed towards middle strata persons to a 

greater extent than would normally be warranted by "objective" across-the-board criteria. i t  

shows authentic evidence of accession by lower strata groups to an integrated middle class 

lifestyle. including residential location: 

... Green Meadows is an example of a newly composed middle class 
community. Within this community are residents with levels of education, 
occupation and income very similar to that of the traditional middle class of 
the post-independence period in Jamaica. On the other hand, there are also 
persons with levels of income which are not related in the traditional manner 
to their level of education and type of occupation. These are the newly 
emerging middle class.' 

Brown suggests, moreover, that this new entrepreneurial fraction of the middle 

class is gaining in proportion because of the free market bias of the current structural 

adjustment period. In her sample, the entrepreneurial group made up slightly more than 

one-third of those with incomes in the range of J$60.000- 100,000 and 25 percent of those 

making over J$100,000 (Table 2.20, p. 87). The group itself is stratified. with those 

making under J$70,000. on par with middle strata workers like teachers, secretaries. civil 

servants and clerks, comprising "mainly dressmakers, mechanics, and other lower level 

skilled persons" (p. 87). "On the other hand, those who earn over J$70,000 are managers, 

economists, lawyers, chemists, and accountants in the case of the middle strata 

occupations, and mainly informal commercial importers, and businessmen and women in 

the case of the entrepreneurial occupations" (ibid.). 

Unfortunately, Brown does not operationalize gender in her study. although she 

does present seven individual household case studies from her community sample, which 

show that in two of three cases of equivalently (tertiary-level) educated "professional 

couples" the male head of household made more than twice the monthly income of his 

wife. In the third case, they were both customs officers and made the same salary. The 

2 ~ o m v e r ,  in Green Meadows. the entrepreneurial (or petty bourgeois) category has a "$ghern 
representation than the manual woriang class in terms of both size and income levels. 



other objection that could be raised to Brown's study (which. in  fact. does not focus 

primarily on matters of classification) is that i t  may overstate the importance of narrow 

"objective" criteria. income and consumption or material lifestyle. Nonetheless, i t  does 

potentially raise an important challenge to Miller's own inflated concern with formal 

education and salaried professional and white collar occupations. 

I think we can accept that. in the dun1 economies. "working class." especially 

peasant class. women have experienced greater social movement than their male 

counterparts into the expanding post-war "mainstream" economy, i. e. from "traditional" 

(also classified as "backward") petty commodity or artisanal modes of production into a 

"modernizing," "large-scale" commercial and bureaucratic (government) service economy, 

without jumping to hasty conclusions regarding what this means. There are a number of 

things we have to remember: (a) Women who came to the city as refugees from the 

countryside tarried long and hard, and still do, "paying their dues" in the most wretched 

sectors of the economy -- domestic service, the informal sector. and other forms of casual 

employment and semi-employment; (b) in Jamaica and Dominica, an admittedly shrinking 

majority of women are still in these and other low-grade sectors; (c) whatever the relative 

merits of clean, "inside" work, men are in command and command more resources in both 

the dominant and subordinate modes of production; and (d) there is no strict, simple or 

unilinear comparability across modes of production. In the case of Barbados. where there 

is also an allocation by gender to "insiden (roughly, white collar) and "outside" (roughly. 

blue collar) work, it is easier to measure the obvious ways in which men nonetheless lead 

the way because of the relative absence of heterogeneity or dualism in the economic 

substructure (facilitating a single standard of classification). 

Many of Miller's factual observations about education per re are not in dispute; it is, 

however, his exaggerated and distorted interpretation of them and the huge burden of proof 

he places upon them, constituting them as the empirical basis for a grand theory of 



patriarchy. matriarchy and class, that concern me here? In the following section I examine 

parts of these larger theories of Miller (1994 [1986]: 1988: 1990) and evidence from 

Gordon (1991a: 1991b) on race, class. gender and schooling in Jamaica as a way of 

grounding a f i n d  review of the alternative argument. founded on the specificities ~f the 

mode of relproduction. I have attempted to present in this study. 

TABLE 11.1  
Working Population by Level of Education and Gender, the Three Islands, 

1960 and 1970 -- Proportions 

Countries 

Barbados* 
Male 

Female 

Dominica 
Male 

Female 

1 
Primary 
or None 

60 
Secondary 
or H i ~ h e r  

- -  -- 

Jamaica 
Male 

Female 

Source: Abduflah, 1977,  Table 19, 43. 
*The 1960-70 shift in propomons for Barbados appears so massive as to be quesuonable. However, this is 
a faithful reproduct~on of AWullahls figures, although they have not been otherwise verified. The shift is 
feasible if one assumes that the greater proportion of the 1960 primary school cohort went on to secondarq, 
school. Because we know that all knds of post-primary institutions dtd indeed sprout up in Barbdos dunng 
the decade, it 1s possible that we are dealing with a more liberal 1970 definition of secondary schooling. 

q o  maintam the utmost clarit).. I also want to reiterate a point that might be clear from Part I, which is 
that Professor Mrller and I actually share a "belief", if you will, in a grand and intimate historical 
relationship between patnarchy and class, that all systems of class rule are derived from and (re-)generatwe 
of systems of patriarchy, thus defining a total class/patriarchal structure. It is our stories of the latter 
structure that dffer. Miller develops an "instrumentalist" and "functionalist" version of ruling class 
patriarchal conspiracy rendered in topdown unilateral. unidirectional action, with resulting "effects" only. 
Briefly, I see class and patnarchy as intersectins and reconfigurating each other at all levels of the social 
system, and, moreover, being limited and transformed by class and gender struggles or resistance from 
"below". 



TABLE 11.2 
School Attendance and Labor Force Participation among 14-19 year olds by 

Gender, the Three Islands, 1970 

Proportion Attending School Proportion in Labor Force 

Countries Male Female Both Male Female Both 

Barbados 45.2 49.5 47.3 48.7 3 2.4 40.5 

Dominica 38.6 40.0 39.3 52.2 33.2 42.3 

.Jamaica 41.1 48.6 45.0 42.1 22.7 32.2 

Source: Abdullah, 1977, Table 5, 13. 

TABLE 11.3 
Employed Persons by TraininglEducation Received and Gender, Dominica 

September 1989. 

Female Total I 

Educa tionl 
Training 
Received 

No Schooling 
Primary 
Secondary 
University 
Technical/ 

Vocational 

Totai 

Source: Labour Force Survey, September 1989, Central Stat is t ical  Office, Dominica,  
Table 3.4, 27. 

4 

Percent (% ) 

Male 

1.2 
79.7 
14.1 
2.5 

2.5 

100 

Numbers ('00 Persons) 

Total 

4 
204 
53 
5 

7 

273 

Male 

2 
130 
23 
4 

3 

163 

Female 

2 
74 
30 
1 

3 

110 



TABLE 11.4 
Employed Persons by Training/Education Received and Gender, Jamaica, 

July 1993 

Training 
Received 

Professional w/a 
degree or chpioma 

Profess~ond with 
& p c  or cfiploma 

Apprenticeship 

On-the-job-tmrung 

Nonc 

Not stated 

Total 

- - 

Numbers ('000 Persons) 
- - 

Male 

- 

Female Total Male 

Percent (%) 

Total 

Source: The Labour Force 1993, The Statistical Institute of Jamaica, Table 3.7 ( J u l y  
1993), 30. 



TABLE 11.5 
Employed Persons by Training/Education Received and Gender, Barbados, 

4th Quartile 1990. 

Education/ 
Tra in ing 
Received 

rsons) Numbers ('000 P Percent f % )  

Female Ma le  1 T o t a l  I Ma le  Female T o t a l  -t- 
No School ing 
Primary 
Secondary 
Univers i ty  
Technical l  

Vocational 

Tota l  

Source: Stat is t ical  Service Labour  Force Survey, 1990, Round I, Government of 
Barbados, Table DZ. 

TABLE 11.6 
Employed Labor Force -- Method of Skill Acquisition for Job by Gender, 

Dominica, September 1989.* 
-- 

Method of  
Acqu i r ing  S k l l i  Percent ( % 

Female 

ers ('00 Pe 

Female 

sons) 

T o t a l  

Numl 

Male  Ma le  T o t a l  

On the Job 
Tmrung 

Apprenticeship 

Techrucall 
Vocational 

SecondaryIUni v 

Other 

Not Stated 

Tot a i  

*Ths table, like most tables in the Dominica survey. is riddled with small (and perhaps big) errors, but has 
been left unchanged. One can assume hat the rough figures are still useful. 
Source: Labour Force Survey, September 1989, Central  Stat ist ical Office, Dominica, 
Tab le  3.4, 27. 



A r t i c u m n  of Patriarchy. Race and C& 

In Chapter 9 we reviewed the evidence marshalled by Miller for his thesis that. in 

Caribbean society, patriarchy has been undermined in the subordinate strata and preserved 

in the dominant strata as a direct result of ruling class male conspiracy. While the evidence 

focuses narrowly and almost exclusively on the attainment of formal educational 

credentials, the thesis itself is much more sweeping. I t  is too sweeping, as we have shown, 

to be argued on the basis of the given data, but is worthy of consideration on its own as a 

Grand Theory of the relationship between patriarchy, race and class in the Caribbean (and 

elsewhere, as Miller has increasingly claimed). 

Miller sees "the marginalization of the black male" and its counterpart "the rise of 

matriarchyn as the results of a deliberate historical strategy on the pan of white Caribbean 

ruling class men to deflect the threat to their supremacy posed from below by subordinate 

black males, their most significant/dangerous potential rivals. In these (patriarchal) societies 

of "modal [race/classl conflict" -- to be distinguished from (patriarchal) societies of "modal 

consensus" -- white. and later brown, upper-class men resist the challenge from the 

subordinate group by "castrating" it: keeping the majority of subordinate males in their 

place and sponsoring the mobility of subordinate females into intermediate positions "at the 

expense of their males." After all, says Miller (1988: 4), 

[i]n a patriarchal society, maleness is strength and femaleness weakness. 
Female-headed families, for example, represent a weak family structure 
compared to male-headed families. Given the biases of patriarchy, female 
providers should not be the equal of male providen. By promoting 
subordinate females at the expense of their males, the dominant group is 
castrating the subordinate group, i.e. allowing the group to survive but be 
unable to continue to reproduce the challenge to the dominant group. 

The r e d  ts of this sponsored promotion of subordinate females over subordinate 

males are: 

(a) The progressive liberation of Caribbean women from tmditional 
patriarchal definition of women's roles, women's work and women's 
sphere. 



(b) The increasing marginalization of the males of the subordinate 
group, not only within the macro-relationships between the dominant and 
subordinate groups. but also with the micro-relationships within the 
subordinate groups themselves. (Ibid.: 17) 

In Jamaica in particular, the latter trend has triggered a reaction of increasing "male 

deviance," exemplified by two developments: first. the growth of Rastafarianism with its 

"patriarchal and male chauvinist structures," as a protest by its black male adherents against 

mainstream society and their own marginalization within it: second, increasing male 

violence, manifested in gang violence. political violence, and domestic and extra-domestic 

violence against women. Deprived of formal patriarchy in mainstream society. black 

subordinate males have reacted by establishing alternative. biblically inspired, patriarchal 

communities and/or by exerting brute force (lashing out mostly against each other and 

women). In Miller's paradigm, wounded black men are placed at the center of the analysis 

as the chief target and victims of ruling class patriarchy. Indeed, in the modem period. 

upper-class women, originally victims of in-class patriarchy, have joined black subordinate 

women as beneficiaries of the liberating opportunities that have been generated as a by- 

product of the marginalization of the black male masses. Miller gives us no opportunity to 

exaggerate his argument; he does such a thorough job himself. Battered black women are 

supposedly being asked to take comfort in the notion that black men beat them through no 

innate ill-will or intentionality of their own, and that, if they are patient. they too will 

eventually accede to opportunities for mobility that have befallen them as their heritage-by- 

default. Liberation by default (or by complicity with upper-class males, perhaps?) ... . 

Miller is aware of how all this sounds and has already anticipated the "feminist backlash": 

But support for this conclusion is to be found in the observation that the 
Caribbean region presents the interesting paradox of the coexistence of the 
greatest degree of women's liberation anywhere in the wodd - including 
North America and Europe - with the absence of any organized militant 
feminist movement championing the cause of women. In other words. the 
areas of the world in which the cause of women has been championed most 
are not the areas in which the feminist women have moved away most from 
traditional patriarchal foxms. Hence, there must be some process producing 
the liberation of women in the Caribbean other than their own militant 
action. (Ibid.: 18) 



So much. i t  seems. for the historical agency of oppressed groups: damned if they do, 

saved if they don't! Women are complete pawns and deviously, "accidentally." favored 

by-products of a power struggle between men. Miller continues in this vein, considerably 

complicating the prognosis for the future, but not fundamentally modifying his grand 

hypothesis or its premises. 

In his multifold and ubiquitous quest to highlight the alleged educational advantage 

women have been given over men in Jamaica. Miller (especially in Miller. 1990) has 

singled out the churches as "the major agent in the trend favouring girls' greater access to 

high school education" (p. 220). Boys were traditionally favored by the historically prior 

and more established trust and government schools. while girls had to rely on the churches 

to gradually equalize their access to a high school education. After 1940, the churches also 

focused on filling the gaps left by the public system in the rural areas by building schools in 

these areas and providing greater access to niral children. Ultimately, the churches became 

the major provider of education in the post-war era. As Miller ( 1990: 229) notes, therefore, 

"[tlhe group gaining greatest access to high school education since 1942 seems to have 

been girls from rural areas -- one of the most disadvantaged groups in the society." And he 

argues that " [i]t has been the churches' decisions on where to locate high schools and what 

type to establish -- boys'. girls' or co-educational - that have determined greater access of 

girls and rural residents to high schooling rather than government policies," 

notwithstanding the fact that "the pvemment has accepted and funded the [churches'] 

initiatives" (p. 230-1). The crux of his position regarding the churches' responsibility 

(culpability) is laid out in the quotation below, mired in a language which expresses a rather 

curious welter of ambivalence, oxymoron. and, finally, finger-pointing blame. Miller 

appears to attack the church as a powerful residual colonial institution with a hidden interest 

in maintaining the old classlrace/patriarchal system of domination (and apparently doing so 

by means which deviously produce a matriarchy-from-below). 

However they are evaluated. the churches cannot escape accepting major 
responsibility for current patterns. In the post-war period the churches have 



advanced the interests of two traditionally marginal groups in Jamaican 
society -- women and rural residents. The churches may be appropriately 
credited with helping to enfranchise these two groups. At the same time the 
church was also responsible for the continued marginalization of the black 
male. who continues to have limited access to high schooling. The deficit 
has been evident for the last 30 years. and has not been remedied. ([hid.: 
231) 

Although working class black males are the greatest casualties of patriarchy in the 

Jamaican case. they do not have a monopoly on victimhood. since Miller has found the 

same phenomenon of the promotion of lower-class women over lower-class men among 

Indians in Trinidad and in fact has presented it as a feature of a general theory of patriarchy 

according to which subordinate men all over the world are increasingly being placed "at 

risk" (Miller, 1988: 1991). Miller's is really a "theory" of class struggle among men in 

which women are the pawns who come out on top ("at the expense of their men"). In 

Jamaica and other Caribbean countries. however, this class struggle has a strong racial 

component so that those at the bottom are ovenvhemingly black while those at the top are 

disproportionately white and brown. 

Miller has generally (in his lectures and writings) pointed to Gordon's work on 

class, race, gender and social mobility in post-war Jamaica as implicitly providing evidence 

in support of his thesis of the continued assault on the black working class, a.k.a. black 

working class men, through divide-and-conquer tactics elevating the women and 

marginalizing the men. At least two of Gordon's pieces have included a direct focus on race 

and color (in correlation with class. and in one of the two with gender as well). These are 

impottaot in relation to Miller's work because they address the question of the port-wur 

constitution of rhe b k k  professional and white-cotlor middle c h s ,  especially by means of 

educational attainment. Although he does not pose it as such. herein lies the CIUX of 

Miller's preoccupation. Much of his general theory is derived from the "unique" 

configuration and historical origins of this fraction of the middle class. In fact, because its 

configuration is not so unique after all, and shares important features with other post-war 

or "modem" middle classes constituted through the process of schooling-sponsored "mass" 



mobility, he is able to project a general theory of patriarchy based in pan on those shared 

features. Ultimately. it is true that Miller's (JamaicanfCari bbean) thesis is not a race-based 

thesis; race is technically contingent within it. but reproduced as a powerful and highly 

charged effect (the plight of h e  black man, a.k.a. rhe race).-' Miller accepts the thesis of the 

(slowly) declining significance of race and color in the Caribbean as well as the primacy of 

class. 

Gordon's anicle. "Race. Class and Social Mobility in Jamaica" (1991a). has 

generally established the continuing relative significance of race and color in Jamaica by 

demonstrating that the black population has enjoyed the lowest rate of mobility into the 

middle class of all racelcolor groups in the society. even though the majority of the middle 

class is now black. Gordon also points out in this article that "[tlhe areas of strongest 

representation for Blacks in 1943 (48 per cent) and 1984 (67 per cent) were the mass 

professions. particularly teaching and nursing" (p. 271). The (obvious) gender-related 

indices of this type of social mobility are explicitly, if tangentially, addressed in a second 

article, "Education and Society in the Commonwealth Caribbean" (Gordon, 1991b). 

incidentally published in a book edited by Miller. Before I go on to discuss some of the 

issues raised in this article. it should be pointed out that the first article, which compared 

data from the 1943 census and the 1984 National Mobility Survey, treated only waged and 

salaried workers since classification by race was not available for own-account workers 

and employers in the 1943 census. To some extent this inadvertently plays into Miller's 

tendency to exclude these groups from his frame of reference. 

The second article (Gordon, 1991b), which uses only the comprehensive 1984 

data, confines itself to an examination of educational attainment across age cohorts by 

class, race and gender, thus measuring a key index of social mobility. It is of direct 

relevance to the issues raised by Miller and by this study. A watershed event marking the 

transition from restricted to more open access to high schooling, the institution of the 

%an Miller's scholarly voice, then. be the ideologd echo of a frustrated black male rn~ddle class? 



Common Entrance Examinations (CEE) in 1957. is given important consideration in the 

article. The CEE system was intended as a measure to equalize access to high schooling 

based on the principle of merit. Employing this time a (greatly collapsed) binary racial 

classification. Black and Light-skinned. Gordon confirms the continuing operation of light- 

skin privilege in the society both across classes and within classes. but most strongly 

within the middle class. The light-skinned middle class was the main beneficiary of the 

CEE system. There appear to be two main reasons for this: (a) merit-based or not. the 

competition was for very few places: high school places were not concomitantly expanded 

with access opportunities (at least not at a commensurate pace), and (b) the light-skinned 

middle classes, with their historical headstart. were best equipped to take advantage of the 

expanded opportunities offered by the CEE system. Skin color (obviously in conjunction 

with class culture and connections) operates as a kind of additional selection filter through 

which the restricted mobility offered by the system proceeds. According to Gordon ( 1991 b: 

205), "[wlhile the children of the black working classes have been narrowing the traditional 

gap between themselves and the children of the brown working classes, and between 

themselves and the children of the black middle classes as a result of the Common Entrance 

system, light-skinned middle class children have been extending their advantages over both 

light-skinned working class and black middle class children." The post-war educational 

changes removed one bottleneck which allowed unprecedented numbers of black working 

class children to move up into the system (the structural upgrading typical of 

"modernization"). but blocked their progress to higher levels because of lack of room at the 

top and the monopolization of places by their previously advantaged lighter-skinned 

counterparts. Thus, "[tlhe main beneficiaries of these [post-war] changes in the black 

population have obviously been the small farmers, the unskilled workers and the industrial 

and service workers, who have all sharply improved their chances, while those of the black 

middle classes have remained essentially unchanged from the pre-Common Entrance 

levels" (p. 203). The implications for gender, which Gordon only "informallyn analyzes, 



come as no surprise at this point: "[Iln the middle class, males have a continuing advantage 

over females. regardless of race. This advantage does not exist amongst the working 

classes, and there might even be a slight reversal in  favour of black women in the working 

classes. where women appear to have a slight advantage" (p. 204). He continues: 

If we look at the trends in more detail. i t  appears that there is a reduction in 
the strength of the male advantage in the middle class over time. For 
example, in the black middle class. the advantages of black males have been 
reduced from 9 percent to 5 percent as we move from the pre-Common 
Entrance period to the post-Common Entrance period. Further. the 
advantages of brown males are more pronounced than the advantages of 
black males, although these advantages seem to be eroding over time as the 
chances of brown females improve relative to males. For example. brown 
middle class females increased their chances from 39 to 55 percent over the 
period. while middle class brown males were only able to increase their 
chances from 57 to 63 percent. thus narrowing the gap between them from 
18 to 8 percentage points. (Ibid.) 

All of this appears to superficially support Miller's grand thesis. but of course it 

aIso comes as no surprise to us based on what this study has already established. putting a 

very different "spin" on things. In fact. we have established here that for Jamaica and 

Dominica higher schooling rates for females than males was a pre-war phenomenon, rooted 

in the "push" of women from the small farming sector, and the opening up of opportunities 

for black women in the expanding, school-certified "nurturing" professions, especially 

since they were denied entry into "respectable," fernale-typed, private-sector jobs, reserved 

for light-skinned middle class women. Teaching and nursing, quintessential occupations of 

the black (lower) middle class, were indeed accounted for mostly by women, but they were 

also growing "mass" professions of the post-war era which have been globally assigned to 

low-paid female "nunwen." In addition, the post-war expansion of schooling affected a[l 

three levels of the social strudure, class, race/color and gender, but class, which "frames," 

"contains" and "infuses" gender, is a much more intractable overall division than isolated 

gender at the "simple" level of educational opportunity and access. Gordon's work, if 

anyttung, reminds us of that intractability, and that the prime victims of the Caribbean class 

system are black working class boys Md black working class girls (who have to cope with 

the additional constraint of cross-class and in-class gender subordination), though the two 



groups experience this victimization in somewhat different forms. To be sure. this 

difference warrants more attention than it  has received. for the sake of both males and 

females. 

Reviewing Miller's and Gordon's work here. we amve (again) at cemin 

conclusions. Gordon (1991b: 204) himself sums up his observations on gender very 

modestly: .If.. males still have better chances in  gaining access to high school. except 

perhaps in the black working classes in the most recent period." This author thinks that 

Gordon may even be too cautious in his conclusions. in view of past and current enrolment 

figures. (Indeed. Gordon fails to point out in connection with all this that the alleged higher 

rate of female passes at the Common Entrance examinations so alarmed policy-makers that 

"aflrmative action1' mmures in favor of boys have been instituted in both Jamaica and 

Barbados.) ( 1 ) Even so, educational access. especially now that the criterion of male 

privilege has been formally abolished, is nor an adequute or accume index of gender 

relations or gender equality in the society; and this holds true for Jamaica. Dominica and 

Barbados. (2) The occupational or "public1' sexual division of labor has to be understood in 

terms of the articulation of modes of production as well as the dual (wagedsalaried) labor 

market; again, it cannot be devised according to some simple. quantitative. homogeneous 

measurement. In spite of Miller's reductive references. Gordon has made an invaluable 

contribution to our understanding of both these things. In fact. the case of Barbados. which 

boasts the most "unadulterated" and cohesive white ruling class, which has one of the 

highest female headship rates in the entire Caribbean (higher than the rates in Jamaica and 

Dominica), where women have begun to surpass men in formal qualifications. where 

women have the highest rate of female labor force participation among all three islands, but 

where men still control an unambiguous majority of the "administrative and managerial" 

and an equal or slightly higher share of the "professional and technical'' occupations, 

confounds Miller's model (see Table 10.10 above and Table 11. below). This study. by 



contrast. has offered a historically specific framework for understanding both 

commonalities and differences among Commonwealth Caribbean territories. 

TABLE 11.7 
Gender o f  Students Entering High Schools from Primary and AII-Age 

Schools, Jamaica, 1942-1982 

1 942 1952 1962 1972 1 982 
Gender EJ % N % N 5% N R bi 'h 

TOTAL 232 100 712 100 1,142 100 2,818 100 4,678 100 

Source: Miller, 1990: Table 65, 217 

TABLE 11.8 
Gender of Students Entering High Schools from Preparatory Schools, 

Jamaica, 1942- 1982 

1 942 1952 1962 1 972 1982 
Gender N % N % N % N % N % 

TOTAL 270 100  506 100 759 100 968 100 1,064 10C) 

Source: Miller, 1990: Table 66, 217 

TABLE 11.9 
15-19 and 20-24-year Age Groups, 9% Distribution by Education 

Barbados and Dominica, 1980-81 

Barbados 
15-19 yr. 
20-24 yr. 

Country ,- 

Males Females 
Second- Univ. & 

* " I d "  refers to "infant* and "NS" to "not stated." 
Source: 1980-1981 Population Census of the Commonwealth Caribbean 

Dominica 
15- I9 47. 
20-24 VT. 2 77 19 2 1 69 28 2 i 

2 74 24 1 1 57 40 2 



. . .  v Structures. kono&vel~hoods and Sw 

While this study has insisted that the true status of women can only be determined by 

cross-reference to "production" cutd "reproduction." the private cmd public spheres. and the 

sexual division of labor. authority and power within and across these divides (which are 

not strictly coterminous). i t  has been overwhelmingly concerned with the "production" and 

"public" side of the equation and has examined, somewhat spottily. only the external 

indices of reproduction and the private sphere -- birth rates. marriage rates, legitimate/ 

illegitimate birth ratios. and incidence of female household headship. Nonetheless. i t  h 

attempted to do so within the larger explanatory framework of the mode of re/production. 

as well as within a relatively autonomous sense. but only a sense, of historically specific 

and class-related family form and family dynamic. As I pointed out in the introduction. this 

study is biased, by intended scope and focus, toward the historical location of subordinate- 

class A fro-Cari bbean women in the public economy and the sexual division of labor in the 

occupational-class system. This is a pragmatic 

theoretical one. 

It is not my intention to "fill in" the gap 

limitation; there is no reason for it to be a 

I here since the internal dynamics of family 

formation and gender roles and the relationship to structural and social mobility requires its 

own study, preferably with fresh, specially gathered data. What I want to do here is to 

examine certain indices of change based on data from post-war and more recent studies, 

censuses, and various treatments of family structure and reproductive strategies, and 

attempt, once again, to place them within a larger historical and interpretative framework. 

Also, the selection of literature is based on perceived relevance to the immediate objectives 

and critical focus of the study and is not meant to be exhaustive. In fact, part of this 

exercise implicitly involves excavating studies which have simply never been given the 

attention they deserved and continue to deserve today, and using them (ultimately, at any 

rate) to provide genealogical depth to current and future AfmCaribbean family/gender 



research. Primarily. however. I am concerned to uncover quantitative and qualitative data 

which suggest ways of understanding the relationship between (a) family and economy and 

(b) family and structural and social mobility. As such. I pay less attention to certain major, 

relatively recently published "woman-centered" research projects and studies which go 

beyond the scope (depth-wise) of my more "structural" concerns here." 

In the Caribbean. there have traditionally been few moral or normative pressures on 

working class males to marry as a way of initiating and maintaining externally exclusive 

and internally inclusive sexual, parenting and domestic partnerships. Marriage has tended 

to confirm such partnerships where they have developed. not to initiate or mandate them. 

(Nonetheless. formal marriage continues to exact, legally and normatively, the highest level 

of male domestic responsibility in the society.) Whereas in most societies "rules" of 

mating. filiation. residence and family economy tend to assume each other in a coterminous 

equation. in the Caribbean they do not. Though this is not the whole story, roughly 

speaking, sexual relations and childbearing are seen as "natural" and independent functions 

which do not immediately or necessarily posit mamage andlor co-residence. Because 

marriage as an institution establishing an apriori conjug21 community of kinship, property. 

economic suppon and domestic reproduction has been neither socially sanctioned nur 

sacidly mainable for West Indian "lower-class society," the latter has made allowances for 

sexual relations and childbearing outside the boundaries of marriage and conjugal co- 

residence (but not outside the boundaries of extended kinship). 

The legacy of this tradition has been a thoroughly mixed one, especially for 

women. Whereas many men have been able to both escape parental and spousal 

5~ am calhng particularly of the Women in the Canbbean Project (WICP). undertaken between 1979 and 
1982 under the auspices of the Institute of Social and Economic Research (ISER), University of the West 
Indies (LW),  and defined as "the first multidisciplinaq, multinational examination of women's lives and 
work in the countries of the E n g l i s h - s w n g  h b b e a n "  (Senior, 1991: 1). The Project was reporred in 
individual country and other reports as well as in a number of  publications, most notably, two Special 
Issues ("Women in the Canbbean", Parts I and I f )  of Social and Economic Studies (Vol. 35, No. 2 and Vol. 
35, No. 3, 1986) and a book by Olive Senior, Working Miracles: Women's Lives in the Englirh-speaking 
Cmibbean ( 1991). The WICP generated womancentered. subjective data, whch. while beyond the 
immediate scope of this study, represent the means to its ultimare completion. 



responsibilities6 and draw on the sources of male privilege and male dominance in the 

society, many women have been overburdened with parentai and family responsibilities. 

while continuing to face invisibility and subordination in both their reproductive and 

productive roles vis-A-vis the state. property, the occupational field. and men. On the other 

hand. most men do eventually "head" their own families (the majority of domestic groups 

are male-headed) and many women have embraced the opportunities for economic 

autonomy and the freedom from everyday patriarchal restrictions grudgingly and 

ambiguously offered by the system. Safa ( 1986: 9) poses these thoroughly unresolved 

tensions in a similar way, noting that "[ilt is still not clear from the evidence . . . whether 

female economic autonomy is a product of choice or necessity. since when women are able 

to depend financially on a man. they appear to do so, and often also defer to him as head of 

the household. On the other hand. women also value the independence which economic 

autonomy confers." These questions will be looked at some more below. 

As previously indicated. while a majority of "lower classn West Indian women 

eventually marry. a substantial minority (most of them mothen) never do. either 

consensually or legally. and a large number of women (including some of those who 

eventually marry) spend most or all of their childbearing and childrearing careers in 

domestic arrangements based on consanguineous kinship or in a series of unstable 

consensual or "visiting-residential" unions (see Brodber, 1975). The latter arrangements 

often imply female household headship and the placement of "illegitimaten children 

(although it is important to note that a large proportion of illegitimate children are 

incorporated into households headed by males). M. G. Smith (1%2) has identified these 

types of household as an important element in the morphology of the family system of the 

West Indian "folk." According to him, a large number of female-headed households cannot 

be derived developmentally from the elementary family (made up of conjugal partners and 

their biological children). He critiques R. T. Smith's assertion that nearly all types of 

6 ~ o t  just financ~d but also psycho-emotionat. domestic-labor and social responsibilities, understood as part 
of a relationshp of reciprocity. 



domestic units in the West Indies can be so derived. as well as his identification of a unique 

"grandmother" family consisting of a grandmother and her grandchildren, often left by 

mothers who have entered legal or common-law marriages with spouses who are not the 

fathers of these children. In a 1955 study of five sample populations from three islands, he 

found that 

the frequency and structural significance of the elementary family and the 
"grandmother family" in these societies have been grossly overrated while 
the significance of collateral kinship has been missed. Neither the 
elementary nor the "grandmother" family is modal in our samples; and there 
are several types of domestic unit which cannot be derived developmentally 
from either of these. (Smith, 1962: 243) 

As noted in chapter 3, Smith has identified the basic rules of formal family- 

household structure "among the West Indian 'folk' or lower class," involving the complex 

co-existence of households based on conjugal union and those based on consanguinity 

(ibid.: 20). The former are typically headed by males, while the latter are headed by 

females. In all five sample populations he studied he found "substantial numbers of single 

women of mature age, most of whom are mothers and household heads also" (ibid.: 244). 

Other researchers looking at cross-national data have found the same thing (Roberts and 

Sinclair. 1978). Women head households which are smaller, poorer, and in which the 

majonty of children are "illegitimate." Households based on conjugal cohabitation, legal 

and (less so) consensual, tend to be headed by men, who often assume formal 

responsibility for their mates' (and only occasionally their own) children from former 

unions. Many children who live apart from their fathers, therefore, nevertheless live in 

households with a male head. According to Smith, "legitimate offspring tend to live with 

both parents in homes of which their fathers are head, and the majority of the children 

living apart from their fathers or apart from both parents are illegitimaten (p. 244). Smith 

noted the importance of domestic groups consisting of a woman, her daughter and 

daughter's children, which "are twice as frequent as those of similar structure which do not 



contain the daughter." as well as rnaterterine kinship7 as a basis for the domestic placement 

of the "illegitimate" offspring of kinswomen (p. 244). 

Despite its limitations*. Smith's study remains a classic in its identification and 

description of the morphology of the "lower class" (peasant and proletarian) Afro- 

Caribbean household/famil y system. I t  isolated the ( probability-determined) structural 

principles of domestic group formation in a situation where there were no formal or explicit 

rules and defined the sui generis character of (most) female-headed households and the 

significance of women's maternally related kinswomen in the raising of their "illegitimate" 

children. This was important, because R. T. Smith ( 1956), for example, who studied "the 

negro family in British Guiana." had either ignored female-headed households as an 

aberration or had assumed them to be a stage in the developmental cycle of "intact" 

elementary families headed, however weakly. by males (seeing them. therefore. as male- 

headed families manque? .9 

M. G. Smith's study focused on the endogenous laws of domestic group formation 

in terms of frequency distributions, and on their deeper formal-anthropological meaning in 

light of contingent economic and demographic conditions. It did not. like Clarke's work 

(1966 [1957]), examine explicitly the relationship between rnatinghnship systems and 

property/ production forms; or, like R. T. Smith's work (1956), that between 

gendedfamily roles and wider socio-economic and status hierarchies; or like Judith Blake's 

work (1%1), that among sexual-reproductive behavior, norms and ideals. By way of 

'~ccordin~ to Smith (1962: 41). "[rn]akrterine hn are persons whose mothers or maternal grandmothers 
were sisters or the chldren of sisters". 
*smith's study was based on household sample survey data from selected mral and urban communities. 
There was no attitudind or subjective component to the surveys. 
?he whole maner is somewhat complicated eduse. as we have seen in Chapber 2, M. G. Smith's 
empirical or classificatory anthropological strengths become hls theoretical weakness: by refusing to 
establish an internal relationship between the socially charged lanship patterns he isolates and history or 
genealogy, as well as between those patterns and the wider social structure, he renders them somewhat too 
unique and thus ends up with conflict-prone "plural societies" consisting of mutually exclusive co-existing 
"cultural sectionsn, each with its own autonomous and i n t ed ly  consistent institutional order. R. T. 
Smith goes to the other extreme in his consensus-based social-stratification theory, assuming a simple 
functional unity and linearity of the status order rooted in a color-class hierarchy and male-headed nudear 
family norms. 



contextuating Smith's work within the spate of "lower-class" West Indian family studies 

that came out in the 1950s and '60s.1° i t  could be said that his was most compatible with 

and complementary to Clarke's because they were both predominantly concerned with 

empirical structures and structural imperatives rather than with "totalizing" normative 

systems and, to this end. they both used the comparative method. although more 

qualitatively in Clarke's case and quantitatively in Smith's. 

The comparative scope of Smith's work is of great value to our own undertaking 

here. The five sample populations he studied came from three islands. two from Jamaica. 

two from Grenada (a Windward Island very similar in scale and soci~economic structure 

to Dominica) and a single island-wide sample from Carriacou. a miniscule Caribbean island 

whose economy is (or was) uniquely based on male out-migrant labor and seafaring 

activities and stay-at- home women engaged in subsistence and cash-crop farming. The 

Jamaican and Grenadian samples comprised one rural (peasant) and one urban each. The 

rural samples differed from each other in that the Jamaican one was cross-parish whereas 

the Grenadian one was from a single village community and. therefore (it seems to me), 

less representative. 

Smith found that the rural and Carriacou populations exhibited very stable modes of 

union formation and types of domestic grouping, while the urban populations did not. The 

two peasant populations were predictably similar to each other in (family) structure, as 

were the two urban populations, generally speaking. Although Carriacou might be 

described as falling within the general framework of the "lower-class West Indian family 

system." it manifested its own sub-type, characterized by an unusual tendency for conjugal 

(or "elementaryn) families to be based on long-lasting legal marriage as one of only "dual 

forms" integrated into a single system, the other form being female-headed domestic 

groups constituted through " extraresidential mating" (typically with men married for life to 

other women). Both the Camacou and the urban populations were characterized by a 

l q n  two 1968 articles. Schlesinpr identified ten major studies that had been published on this subject 
between 1946 and 1964. 



surplus of women (hence the one resolution in "dual forms"), but in the former this was a 

result of out-migrating men and in the latter, mostly in-migrating women. According to 

Smith (1%2: 244). "[tlhese societies all share a formal commitment to monogamy; and 

although they have all modified monogamy profoundly. polygyny is excluded from them." 

The issues that preoccupy us here have to do with women's situation in the 

reproductive domain, what different types of union or domestic circumstances mean with 

regard to women's status and allotment of responsibility, and how all this might be 

correlated with their roles in production or the labor market Also, in what direction are 

family structure and reproductive strategies evolving under the impact of "modernization" 

and social mobility? Do the urban samples give clues as to trends which occur under 

conditions of transition and dislocation? What are some of the more recent developments 

with regard to legal marriage, out-of-wedlock births, female-headed households etc.. and 

what does it all mean. again, in the context of structural and social mobility? 

Scholars like Blake (1%1) completely neglected to consider qualifications of class 

and economic form in their attempts to discredit the claim that "lower class" West Indians 

tend to progress in a set sequence through three stages or types of union formation. Hence 

Blake uses an atti tudinal survey of a supposedly widely "representative" but operationally 

unmarked, amorphous "lower class" sample to disprove claims of the systematicity and 

informal institutionalization of family processes and forms (and to substantiate her implicit 

thesis of disorder and anomie), apparently oblivious to deep structural differences between 

peasant and proletarian or proletarianized modes. Although Smith, an experienced West 

Indian scholar, refuses to explore the relationship between familial and economic modes, 

he completely avoids such obvious errors. He finds unmistakable evidence of generational 

and generationally appropriate progression through different forms of union in the peasant 

communities he studies. even though there is no claim that everyone follows the same 

trajectory. His 1953-55 data show that marriage only becomes the general norm at ages 

over 39 for both men and women in rural Jamaica and Grenada (see the reproduction of 



Smith's data in Table 1 1.18 and 1 1.19 below: also, 1950s data for Dominica is reproduced 

in TabIe 11.12 below). The 1943 census of Jamaica had shown similarly that marriage 

became the modal union form only at ages over 34 and the majority form at ages over 44 

for both men and women (see Table 7.14 above). 

At ages below 24, most men and a little over 50 percent of women in  Smith's study 

are still single and childless. For those in sexual unions, extraresidential relationships are 

clearly typical for men and the most frequent form for women, although a substantial 

number of rural Jamaican women in this age-group have already moved into consensual co- 

residence, probably with men older than themselves. Common-law unions are more 

prevalent in Jamaica than Grenada and unambiguously constitute the dominant form for 

rural Jamaican men in the 25-39 age group and in all likelihood the most commonly shared 

cohabitation experience for their female counterparts (since a percentage of mamages in this 

age-group would have started out as consensual unions). While a number of women would 

have progressed straight from singlehood (with or without offspring) to marriage and a 

number would remain single (with or without offspring), the importance of a stage of 

consensual cohabitation (destined to be eventually converted into marriage) for a very large 

proportion of Jamaican (and less so Grenadian) peasant women and men has been well 

established by Smith's research. Smith notes, moreover. the extremely low incidence of 

common-law or legal marriage dissolution among his rural Jamaican respondents. In rural 

Grenada, where legal marriage appears to be entered into more easily and at an earlier age, 

the rate of marital (but, ironically, not of consensual-union) breakdown is significantly 

higher. More pronounced tendencies in this direction are evident for the urban areas. where 

the basis for economic and psycho-emotional familial coherence is much less solid (see 

discussion below). Unfortunately, Smith's failure to make "externaln economic conditions 

a critical focus of his discussion prevents us from understanding the particular 

circumstances in Latante (the peasant village in Grenada) which might account for the 

unusual brittleness of its marriages. He does note that many of the Latante smallholders 



also "worked on nearby estates." which indicates a certain, but undetermined. level of 

proletarianization (Smith. 1 %2: 67). 

Not only do the rural data show no compelling evidence of "disorder," they also 

bear remarkable testimony to the preponderance of male familial authority and formal 

responsibility. In the rural Jamaican sample, 72 percent of children under fifteen live in 

households with male heads: in Latante, the figure is 69 percent (Ibid.: Table 14. lM7; 

Table 14.92-3). Although a majority of the children living with both parents are legitimate. 

and the majority of those living with their mothers apart from their fathers or living apart 

from both parents are illegitimate. "[t ]he high incidence of consensual domestic unions 

among this population insures a high ratio of illegitimate offspring living with both parents 

in their fathers' homes" (p. 139). Moreover. although a minority of illegitimate offspring 

live with their fathers, a majority of them may live in male-headed households. those other 

male heads being mothers' fathers (or mothers' grandfathers) or. less frequently. mothers' 

mates (i. e.. step-fathen). In the rural Jamaican sample. 58 percent of known illegitimate 

children lived in households with a male head. while in Latante, the corresponding figure 

was fifty percent (Smith. 1962: Table 14. 1567; Table 14,92-3). 

Peasant unions, therefore, appear to be both stable and at least formally 

"patriarchal." The stability of peasant unions appears to be associated with the "proper" 

pacing of entry into different stages of union formation and, above all, the attachment to a 

cooperative. landed economic enterprise dependent on an intrafamilial division of labor. 

Even so, the large number of uopartnered women in this rural reproductive regime is 

striking, particularly in view of the low sex disparity in the population. Thirty-one percent 

of sampled women in rival Jamaica and 23.7 percent of the Latante women between the 

ages of 25 and 54 were never-married singles, of whom a majority were mothers (see 

Table 11.18 below). A majority of these single parents headed their own homes, which 

were often lineally and laterally extended through female consanguines. Clarke's earlier 

research (1%6 [1957) had shown that many female heads of rural households were 



marginal farmen on family land or were dependent on wage or other employment income 

as agricultural laborers. domestic servants. own-account laundresses or seamstresses, petty 

vendors. and higglers. They constituted the poorest section of the national population. As 

pointed out throughout this study. the options for femme3 ruler in the male-dominated 

peasant economy were generally dismal. 

The urban data show a dramatic rise in the incidence of female household headship. 

single motherhood, conjugal instability and household fission. Less than 40 percent of 

dependent children and youth under 25 in the urban samples lived with their fathers, and 

they did so mostly with their mothers present as well. while over 70 percent lived with their 

mothen, in almost equal proportions with and without their fathers present. Childless 

couples, single parent families. single person households and co-resident siblings or 

unrelated persons made up two-thirds of all households in both Grenville (Grenada) and 

Kingston (pp. 109. 177-8). Roughly half of all households in both cases were headed by 

women; households tended to be small (especially those headed by women)ll and have 

relatively young heads. There was a low incidence of children under fourteen and adults 

over 55 yean of age, indicating a population ~ ~ c i a l l y  skewed towards the prime 

productive and reproductive ages (a result of labor migration from and the transfer of 

children back to rural homesteads). 

There is also evidence of a more widespread urban practice of entering into legal 

marriage at younger ages, but this is accompanied by higher rates of union dissolution at all 

levels. According to Smith. the three union forms tend to occur (or recur) somewhat 

randomly with regard to the life cycle: "The mating system has no inherent order by which 

the alternative mating forms are arranged in an irreversible series" (p. 180). He explains 

Despite a tendency for adults to begin their mating career extraresidentially 
and to complete it with marriage, there is ample evidence that many begin by 
marrying and later resume extraresidential or consensual mating as 'single 

lLData from the 11980-82 censuses show that households headed by women are no longer typically smaller 
than those headed by men. M a l e  headed households have tended to increase their dependency quotient 



persons.' Consensual cohabitation will be singularly unstable in these 
conditions. since marriage establishes no permanent union, and since other 
alternative mating forms are always open to both partners. Under these 
conditions. the definition and fulfilment of parental roles by persons of 
either sex becomes uncertain. and accordingly many women dispatch the 
offspring of their unions. past and present, to rural kinsfolk. (170) 

Smith's data suggests that household formation in small fanning communities is a 

more organic and gradual process, rooted as it is in the conditions of familiarity, continuity 

and stability generated by small landed property and village living. Here. more than 

elsewhere, legal marriage formalizes, consolidates and sanctifies small-farming conjugal. 

parental and economic partnerships u pmferion', it  does not initiate them a priori. In this 

situation. where there is apparently less experimentation with initial-stage marriage. all 

forms of conjugal union seem nonetheless more stable and secure. At the same time. we 

need to bear in mind what some have described as the inherent conservatism of peasant 

society. where "objective" conditions favoring marital dissolution, even if the partners are 

so inclined "subjectively," may simply be less present. 

TABLE 11.10 
Distribution of Children Under 15 Years Within Smith's 

Sample Households, by Birth Status, Gender of Household Head, 
and Birth Status by Gender of Head -- Percentages (%) 

Birth Status Gender of Head Birth Status by Gender of Head 

Femaie ff ead Male Head 
Leg. Illeg. Female Male Leg. I l e  Leg. Illeg. 

Rural 
Jamaica 41.0 59.0 27.6 72.4 17.8 82.2 49.8 50.2 
Grenada 46.9 53.1 31.0 69.0 20.0 80.0 59.0 41.0 

Urban 
Kingston 49.0 51.0 41.7 58.3 33.7 66.3 59.8 40.2 
Grenville 54.1 45.9 39.1 60.0 11.5 88.5 81.5 18.5 

Source: Smith,  1962, Table 14, 92-3; Table 13, 119-20; Table 14, 156-7; Table 18, 
192-3 



TABLE 11.11  
Distribution of Children Under 25 Years Among Smith's Sample 

Households, With Reference to Parental Presence -- Percentages ( %) 

Rural 
Jarnai ca 
Grenada 

mall 
Kingston 
Grenville 

Source: Smith, 
192-3 

Year 

Both Parents Neither Parent 

1962, Table 14, 92-3; Table 13, 119-20; Table 14, 156-7; Table 18, 

TABLE 11.12 
Average Age at Marriage, Dominica, Selected Years 

Average Age -- Male Average Age -- Female 

1st Marriage 

Source: Vital Statistics,  Dominica Registry, various years; 1980-1981 Population 
Census of the Commonwealth Caribbean. 

Without an ethnographic component to tease out the dialectical and diachronic 

meanings contained in Smith's precise, synchronic "mapping' of urban working-class 

family morphology, the pattern that emerges appears random and chaotic. Without 

"evaluation," the brilliance of "measurementn is rendered useless. Erna Brodber in her 

short "Working Paper" ethnographic classic, A Study of Ymdr in the City of Kingston 

(1973, provides a correction, or at least a contextuation, to Smith's designation of "the 



totality of mating relations" among urban working class West Indians as being "in 

systematic disorder" (Smith. 1%2: 180).  By focusing on different types of "yards" -- those 

partly communal. multi-uni t residential configurations that have traditionally provided 

accommodation or refuge for working class folk in the city (Kingston, Jamaica). she is able 

to distinguish different points along a developmental trajectory representing the rural-to- 

urban process of adjustment. the female life cycle and the urban working class struggle for 

upward mobility. Her participant-observation research leads her to distinguish two basic 

kinds of yard. Tenant yards and Government yards. Tenant yards are private, informally 

structured (and more-often-than-not "substandard" ) settlements which usually occupy an 

extended space behind the landlord's or landlady's house. which itself typically boasts a 

"respectable." front-street address. Sometimes, however. the Iandlord/property-owner does 

not inhabit a spatially and socially separate world and is integrated into the life of the yard: 

or. the property-owner might reside elsewhere and the front-street address might belong to 

a commercial establishment Households in tenant yards occupy private rooms in a series 

of variously attached or detached units, but share yard space and toilet. bath and kitchen 

facilities. In the case of Government yards, the government is the landlord. Here. the 

building structures. amenities and living conditions on a whole are superior and better 

maintained, although there might be some sharing of toilet and kitchen facilities. 

"Government yard tenants are normally Kingston-born ... while Tenant yard dwellers 

hailed from a variety of parishes as far afield as Westmoreland, Hanover and St. James" 

(Brodber, 1975: 24). Moreover. "the number of dependents and of children is larger in the 

Government yard which tends to be a family-oriented yard than in the Tenant yard" (ibid.: 

27). Tenant yards constitute a kind of way station for uprooted proletarian novitiates, a 

first-stop along the hopeful route towards urban working class respectability and upward 

mobility. As Brodber points out, one of the prime historical functions of the yard "was to 

socialize migrating Jamaicans into the Kingston and wage-earning culture; [and] its generic 

form, the tenant yard, still serves this function" (p. 48). Brodber identifies three socially- 



differentiated types of yard, "communal ," "mixed" end "family" yards. the latter type 

almost exclusively found in Government compounds. "Mixed" yards are marked by the 

constraining presence and "gaze" of the middle class 1andlordJlady and household in the 

vicinity of the yard, as well as by the pervasive social divisions. taboos. rituals of social 

distance and class tensions this imposes. "Communal" yards are more autonomous tenant 

yards which tend to be characterized by emotional amplitude and cohesion. inter-household 

sharing and group solidarity centered in the (majority 00 female principals who rent the 

rooms. head their households and maintain control over their sexuality and the boundaries 

of current conjugal relationships. 

Our survey found. especially for the yards which we studied most closely, 
that rooms were rented mainly to women. They naturally take their essence 
from the women who live in them and seem accordingly to reflect stages in 
a woman's life cycle and the aspirations which her circumstances at any 
given phase allow. We found several women who had sent their first born 
child back to relatives in the rural area to be reared. A yard dweller, in the 
first phases of her cycle, does not see herself as a family woman. She does 
not, however, deny herself sexual encounters. They are important in her 
struggle for social development and seem to have under-committed and 
financially exploitative overtones. Children are clearly an occupational 
hazard of such a way of life. Yard dwellers in their first phase are likely to 
have borne children but are not likely to keep them in residence. The renting 
conventions support this orientation as landlords are more willing to rent to 
single women than to women with young children. The communai life of a 
yard offers social and emotional succour to such women. Where they exist 
together in significant numben, the yard is likely to be a communal yard. 
(Ibid.: 52-53) 

The bearing (and keeping) of children forces women in these circumstances to 

streamline their lives; they are likely to gradually acquire "a steady job and a steady mate," 

but at this stage the latter is typically a visitor. "He is not integrated into the household. She 

has given him no such role. He is petted. Nor is he expected to be the chief or only 

breadwinner" (p. 53). Eventually, especially as mothers of teenage children, women shift 

priority of focus from the yard group to the household group, having moved "from a 

perception of men as casual mating partnentum-financial resource persons, to petted 

companions through to life mate sharing responsibilities for the household and enhancing 

the group's social status in the wider community" (pp. 53-54). This process of maturation 



usually entails a change of residence to a more family-oriented yard. and a shift in style of 

women's approach to men from indulgence ("petting") to deference. even where they 

remain de fa to  household heads. More energy is invested in children and their educational 

and career potential. in the material trappings of a middle class lifestyle. and in fgendered) 

ex tra-household institutional networking through established churches and political parties. 

The household heads in Government yards have reached the point where 
entrance into the middle class is within reach. No doubt the low ... rental 
releases funds for the acquisition of the trappings of the new class; the fact 
that Government, the landlord, keeps amenities in order. releases emotional 
energy to other areas such as attention to children's scholastic 
performances. It seems too, that these women have solved the problem of 
finding a sexual partner for themselves and a social father for their children. 
They call their mates common-law husbands while their counterparts in 
communal yards refer to them as  visitors though to all appearances they 
seem resident. 

[...I I t  is not surprising that residents here look fonvard to the day when 
they will have 'a home where their children can run freet ... the one-family 
units of the middle class, and that as if in preparation for this life. there is 
little inter-household sharing. All resources, human, social and economic 
are needed to establish t h s  unit as the nuclear. upwardly mobile family. ... 
(34-35) 

Brodber's work, which poses questions about the struggle for individual and 

family advancement over the female life-cycle and the adoption of strategies for 

intergenerational mobility, infuses meaning into the kind of data generated by Smith's 

urban surveys. Other studies by her focus on, among other things, the intrahousehold and 

interhousehold sharing of re/productive responsibilities among women. including child- 

minding and child-rearing through informal practices of fostering. The latter tradition. 

involving the (extra-kinship) interhousehold redistribution or "shifting" of children for 

varying periods of time. is examined as part of her research into the lives of 45 Afro- 

Jamaican women born between 1861 and 1900 (Brodber. 1986). 

There have been few attempts to build on Brodber's important research on the 

restructuring of domestic arrangements among working class people over time. Later 

investigations have tended to focus more on everyday and ad hoc (reactive and shon-term 

rather than proactive and long-term) strategies for survival (as in the WICP Project). 



However, Austin's ethnographic comparison of different class communities in Kingston, 

Jamaica. might be seen to corroborate many aspects of Brodber's pioneering analysis, 

although she does not provide a peculiarly female or life-cycle perspective (Austin. 1984). 

Brodber's work has demonstrated that the urban economy in post-plantation society is the 

crucible for the transformation of uprooted sons and daughters of the peasantry into 

proletarian hopefuls; it is not the site of new industrial frontiers and regular jobs into which 

workers are easily fitted. Part of the process of becoming a full-fledged proletarian appears 

to be evolving towards "a steady job and a steady mate" and making a focused emotional 

and financial investment in one's own children and one's domestic space. Proletarian 

respectability demands that women make the transition from an "outsiden life to an "inside" 

life (Austin, 1984). Over the life cycle, women gradually disengage from the communal 

culture of the yard. with its collective and semi-public organization of domestic life. and 

close ranks with other members of the nuclear unit in order to preserve resources and 

maximize opportunities for social advancement. There is an attrition of interhousehold 

networks of resource sharing and exchange and a growing privatization of family life. This 

is accompanied by an increasing interest in isolating children from "bad influences" and 

grooming them for potential social rnobili ty. 

Diane Austin's comparative ethnography of Selton Town. a working-class 

neighborhood, and Vermount, a mcdest middle-class neighborhood of upwardly mobile 

families, both located in Kingston, reveals a similar dialectic of class-cultural tensions and 

requirements for social mobility. Typical of Selton Town domestic arrangements is the 

sharing of common facilities and yard space at the back of the lot. In Vermount, the 

detached single family dwelling with "inside" facilities is the norm. Other differences 

accompany those: 

Consistent with the fact that the predominant fom of household 
accommodation in Selton Town is the tenement yard whilst in Vermount the 
single family home prevails, the percentage of female headed households is 
larger in Selton Town than in Vermount. Close to 40% of household heads 
in Selton Town are women, whilst only 29% of households in Vennount 
are headed by women. Moreover, while 18% of householders in Selton 



Town are involved in commonlaw unions. the proportion in Vermount is 
negligible. Female headed households and commonlaw unions long have 
been associated with Jamaica's working class and i t  is among this class that 
we would expect to find a preference for cheap housing. 

Thus while the gap in the proportions of female-headed households between the 

two communities is not so wide as to be entirely self-explanatory. mobility into the middle 

class entails movement towards an increasingly "privatized culture with its values of 

individualism. achievement. and respectability" (Austin. 1984: 129). Austin suggests that 

the one big factor marking the boundary between the working class and the middle class is 

education, which provides not just the formal job qualifications but also the cultural capital 

required for entry into the middle class. Proletarian respectability, however. which is 

facilitated by "a steady job and a steady mate," is also characterized by retrenchment and 

retreat towards a nuclear center. but i t  is very hard won indeed. It does MI necessarily 

involve the shedding of interhousehold linkages. but the focus of "community" may shift 

towards that encompassed by the pentecostal and other evangelical and fundamentalist 

Christian churches that draw their membership almost exclusively and in a typical pattern 

from urban working class neighborhoods, especially the women (Austin, 1984: Austin- 

Broos. 1987). 

Bdef Survev of Research m. O c c u ~ w d  Re 

Stoffle (1977). whose research was based on "interviews with 120 industrial employed 

families and almost three years of participant observation in urban areas" in Barbados, 

found that the availability of industrial jobs for women in that island was allowing couples 

to "[move] through the family cycle at a more rapid pace than beforen (p. 264). Not only 

does the new industrial workplace afford ready and less traditionally constrained 

heterosexual contact, but also women's wages, in addition to men's, were making i t  easier 

for "visiting" or "consensually cohabitingt' couples to "acquire the material prerequisites of 

marriagen (p. 263). Stoffle remarks that "the family authority of these males is not greatly 

challenged by their spouse's employment in industry," since "[qjuite frankly, almost any 



job occupied by a male in Barbados will pay him more than an equally skilled job in 

industry will pay his spouse" (p. 265). 

We have already seen, in chapter 7. that Panama Canal earnings also provided the 

occasion for the increased incidence of legal marriage among returnees after 1921. 

Comparatively speaking, Barbados, with the highest level of a modem wage economy 

among all three islands, also has the highest marriage rate. the lowest birth rate and the 

highest proportion of female heads of household (see Tables 1 1.15 and 1 1.17). However, 

a smaller majority of female heads of household in Barbados than in Jamaica and Dominica 

are never-manieds (Table 11.14). Dominica has the lowest marriage rate. but also, more 

recently. the lowest proportion of female-headed households. indicating both a continuing 

high level of peasantization and (at least in part, as I have already suggested) an unusual 

tendency for displaced women to be absorbed through external migration channels, rather 

than in urban ghettoes. Jamaica has undergone the most dramatic increase in the proportion 

of households headed by women in recent times. a result in part of the welldocumented 

economic upheavals of the decade of the 1980s. 

In Barbados' more "modem" wage and housing market and government welfare 

system, legal marriage has become more of an option for the general population; 

nonetheless. households are subject to both new and traditional strains on the principles of 

consanguineous and conjugal kinship. strains which were structurally identified by M. G. 

Smith in his 1950s surveys of urban proletarian West Indian populations. To confound this 

apparent contradiction even further. some ethnographers choose to emphasize the 

"modernization" (a.k.a. "nuclearizationn) of the upwardly mobile working-class family on 

its way to becoming middle class, while others continue to be profoundly struck by the 

heavy reproductive burdens that working class women in both "traditional" and "modern" 

jobs continue to shoulder on their own. Certainly, an exclusive focus on the new egalitarian 

conjugality or women's liberation from traditional shackles hides from view the over thirty 

percent of Caribbean households that are predominantly or single-handedly dependent on 



the income-generating efforts of single mothers. Thus. Handwerker ( 1989: 143) paints a 

sanguine picture of "women's power and social revolution" that came to fruition in post- 

1 950s Barbados with reduced fertility and increased educational and job opportunities. He 

notes that "Barbadian women have reoriented their emotional commitments" : 

Women in the 1950s were part of an intergenerational continuum traced 
along maternal lines. Women invested heavily of their time. energy. and 
emotions in the raising of their children and saw in their children a 
continuity of obligations they accepted and felt for their own mothers. 
Women in the 1980s invest less heavily in their children and have created a 
discontinuity in intergenerational obligations. These comments are not 
meant to imply that younger women do not, in fact, continue to help their 
mothers. Many young women do, some in substantial ways. However. 
young women's investment of time and energy in their own mothers has 
been sharply reduced over previous generations. Women's own goals and 
dreams, which include plans for the few children they now have. take 
precedence over their intergenerational obligations. 

Handwerker's functionalist assumptions about intergenerational mobility and the 

growing structural nuclearization of domestic life has little historical depth. so that he never 

considers the possibility that this "social revolution" for women may in fact involve the 

redistribution of the reproductive burden over the life cycle and may not be an 

unambiguous liberatory experience. Whereas, previously, younger women could shift -- at 

least temporarily - their "reproductive burden" back towards the older generations, while 

remitting some form of monetary assistance. or could take advantage of wider networks of 

materterine kinship or informal fostering by other women, they are now increasingly 

constrained to juggle childcare and job simultaneously and within a generationally 

compressed nuclear-type unit (whether or not a man is present). Research discussed below 

shows that, in fact. many of the new industrial female workers continue to be deeply 

involved in intrahousehold and interhousehold female networks of resource sharing and are 

heavily burdened with reproductive obligations. Moreover, they continue to suffer severe 

gender discrimination in wages and other labor-market conditions. 

What assumptions should one make about and what expectations should one have 

of "the family" in either the "modemn or the "traditionaln sectors? LeFranc (19891, in a 

fairly recent look at Jamaican women (and men) in higglering, appears to blame "the black 



family' for its inability to create and sustain intergenerational corporate family enterprises 

along the lines of "successful" family-based minority ethnic entrepreneurship of which real- 

life examples abound in Jamaica (i-e.. among intermediary ethnic groups). Among her 

findings was the one that most food higglen "started out entirely on their own" (ibid.: 

114). Her survey showed that only 9% and 93% of country higglen and town higglen 

respectively inherited or joined the family business, 50.4% and 51.1 % started on their own 

initiative, and 30.8% and 28.1 % were helped by friends and relatives (ibid.: Table 8. 1 13). 

Moreover, friends were a much greater source of credit than were relatives (ibid.: Table 6. 

108). LeFranc found higgiering to be economically unsuccessful and unviable as well as 

individualistic, non-family-centered. and conservative and risk-averting in its orientation. 

She also found it to be consumption- and survival- rather than investment- and profit- 

oriented. She reports: 

Our survey found that. contrary to prevailing expectations, the family 
enterprise, family-based economic networks and family labour dependence 
were generally absent. Processes of recruitment had very little to do with 
family ties and/or family traditions. Inherited businesses are not the norm. 
or if they were, are no longer so; neither is there any kind of family-oriented 
apprenticeship. ... Sons rather than daughters do give some assistance in 
their early years with things like collecting, packaging, transporting, and 
even selling. But they eventually fade out of the picture. Overall. only 21 
percent of all higglen identified any kind of family assistance; put another 
way. the average higgler had access to a mere 0.25 of a f a d  y member. ... 
[This] was so in spite of the high unemployment rate among higglers' 
children. Also, i t  was not unusual to find daughten in competition with 
their mothers. In other words, families did not seem to perform, in any 
consistent way. either the more passive function of economic maintenance 
of the enterprise or the more aggressive one of economic expansion. 
(LeFranc, 1989: 1 134) 

LeFranc's position ultimately blames the victim (without, moreover, recognizing 

her agency) and prejudges the particular form that economic success should take (as well, 

of course, as introducing bias into her analysis through the premature variable of 

"economic success"). She expects individuals struggling to survive and provide for their 

families through precarious. semi-proletarian, so-called "petty bourgeois," livelihoods. to 

behave like small capitalists, when they are not. This was long ago made clear by Katzin 

(1%0: 330), albeit in a circuitous mode, when she said "[aJlmost all labour in the 



higglering system is supplied by women and children. who. as productive workers. are 

redundant in Jamaica." 

LeFranc fails to see the extended class-and-gender networks of cooperation in 

which higglering is embedded because. for her, economic cooperation involving small- 

scale enterprise more properly comes in the form of corporate family units and is vindicated 

only through textbook-type (but of course historically specific) indices of small-capitalist or 

famil y-enterprise success. She draws no more positive conclusion from the extent of 

assistance received by higglen from "friends" (no doubt mostly other working class 

women. possibly other higglen) than the one expressing alarm that such assistance does 

not find a greater source among "relatives." For LeFranc, therefore, the only form of 

collectivism which is relevant here is that which circumscribes an independent (and 

individual) corporate-famil y business. not those which span neighborhoods. communities 

and class-and-gender occupational and social networks, and not those involving non- 

entrepreneurial and non-profit goals. Her "conclusion" is twofold: (1)  "in what is 

essentially a dependent economy higglering has helped to maintain the status quo: it 

continues to subsidize the wage sector and acts as a cushion for the unemployed" (p. 12 1). 

and (2) its failure to break out of this mold and achieve capitalistic success can be traced 

back to the "apparent failure of the black family as a corporate group with positive 

economic roles and functions" (p. 123). LeFrauc chastises the "black family" -- as an 

unvoiced code for the black lower-middle and working classes -- for what it does not do 

and dismisses as trivial what it does. Moreover, the true agents of higglering (women as 

workers, women as mothers/providers) remain essentially unacknowledged in her analysis. 

Indeed, LeFranc asserts: 

Like migration, [higglering] is a form of escape, and all efforts are made to 
use the proceeds to improve educational levels, not for use in the dominant 
productive system and its appendages, but in the more peripheral service 
sectors of the economy (teaching, administration, etc.). (Ibid.: 122) 

Saying, however, that higglering helps to maintain the status quo is akin to saying 

that being a wage laborer does the same thing. And expecting higglers to behave like 



capitalists is almost like expecting proletarians to do the same. This is notwithstanding the 

fact that a tiny and non-significant number of higglen do become transformed into small 

merchant capitalists. Again. blaming that nebulous and ideologically charged entity. "the 

black family." for economic failure is. however cliched this may somd. blaming the victim 

(of economic and social oppression). The fact that proceeds from higglering go towards the 

education of children is just one indication of the sacrifices that higplers make in the 

interests of their families. The emphasis that is placed on education in formal institutions 

and investment in human beings rather than socialization into the family business and 

investment in productive capital has to do with class location. the actual and perceived 

options for social mobility attached to that location, and the related fact that higglering does 

not constitute on average a small-capitalist "business." 

LeFranc's instrument measures family contribution to higglering only, as a 

presumed business enterprise. The family fails on that score. She has apparently deemed 

irrelevant family (relatives') contribution to other things, such as the reproduction of labor- 

power and absorption of the shocks of economic crisis and unemployment. This is because 

she has failed to confront the essentially semi-proletarian nature of most higglers' families, 

judging them only as would-be entrepreneurial corporate entities. Higglen' families. like 

most Caribbean working class families, tend to be organized around the miscellaneous 

requirements of survival and reproduction of labor-power, and the hope of mobility out of 

the "traditional" sector; to those ends, they deploy labor in multiple ways in order to 

maximize the yield of income from several sources (including remittances from overseas 

jobs). Intergenerational resort to higglering, especially in the towns, is a pragmatic 

response on the part of individuals to a system in which dispossession, fragmentation and 

individuation are not accompanied by the other requisite conditions for "true" 

proletarianization. The current crisis, which, as LeFranc points out. is attracting more and 

more people into higglering at the lowest and most casual levels, is not a crisis of the black 

family but a crisis of the economic system and of dependent capitalism. Higglering needs to 



be understood as a product of the interplay between structurally generated locations and 

functions and Afro-Caribbean peasant and working class women's (subculturally 

sanctioned) agency. 

The "current crisis" (of economic liberalization and the retrenchment of government 

services and provisions) is in fact shifting the burdens of family providership onto the 

shoulders of even those Caribbean women who have traditionally occupied more dependent 

roles. Safa ( 1993: 1996) documents this occurrence for the Hispanic-Cari bbean. where. 

historically, female labor force participation and female-headed households have had a 

significantly lower incidence than in the Anglophone Caribbean. In a 1981 survey of 

export-processing zone (EPZ) women workers in the Dominican Republic, 38% of them 

considered themselves to be the major economic provider (Safa. 1993: 28). In a later 

Dominican study. over 50% of surveyed Em women workers claimed to be a head of 

household, defined as "the family member with the highest contribution to the family 

income" (Rodriguez. 1989: 15). 

According to Safa, this growing economic responsibility of women is partly a 

function of increasing male unemployment as a result of the crisis of structural adjustment. 

The neoliberal agenda has aggravated pre-existing traditions of conjugal instability and 

government indifference, forcing women to become the main providers for their families at 

almost any price. While the great majority of Rodriguez's respondents were between the 

ages of 20 and 39, only "more than half" reported being in some type of conjugal union, 

legal or common-law. Dunn's 1987 Jamaican sample was even more remarkable (Durn, 

1!387). While '79%" of the workers surveyed13 had 1 -5+ children, the majority of w hom 

were under 12 years, only 46.8% of them were in a residential union, legal or common- 

law. Thirty-nine percent of them were single and 14% were in a "visiting" or non- 

residential relationship, bringing to over 50% the total proportion of women in the sample 

''DUM herself mentions 76%. but the breakdown percentages she provides add up to a total of 798 (see p. 
n). 
13~unn's  sample was somewhat weighted in favor of (older) non-free zone employees (536) .  as a result of 
whch nearly half of the respondents were 30 and over (p. 56). 



who might be construed as being "the sole or main source of income for their families" 

(Dunn. 1987: 57). When asked to identify the head of household. an equal number of 

workers (35.4% each), responded "self' and "male partner": 29% said "other." refemng 

primarily to parents and other relatives. 

The theme of heavy female familial economic responsibility is consistent throughout 

the Caribbean. ln a survey carried out among female assembly workers in Barbados and 

Antigua in the Eastern Caribbean. 78.2% of respondents listed themselves as the main 

provider for their families. These workers' wages supported an average of 3 persons each 

(Durant-Gonzalez. 1983: 21 ). Some of the inadequacies of the assembly wage are absorbed 

into or cushioned by "multiple family household" arrangements. According to Durant- 

Gonzalez (1983: 33). the "functions of the multiple household that foster the persistence of 

export processing jobs are providing child care services, serving as a cushion for its 

members during periods of unemployment and providing more than one income source." 

The "multiple family householdn usually refen to both form and function. and is typically 

rendered by a composite of multigenerational and consanguineous kin, with or without a 

principal conjugal pair. and often characterized by matrifocality and a prevalence of 

"visiting" or non-residential sexual relationships. However, extended family arrangements 

may also be spread over multiple households conforming to different types. Bolles ( 1983: 

150), for example, speaks of "domestic networks of exchange." involving family and close 

friends beyond "the physical residential unit." She has identified three principal types of 

household -- the stable-union, visiting-union and single-woman households - all of which 

share in these networks. 

Dunn (1987: 77) found that the garment workers in her study "depend on family 

mem ben extensively for child care." Seventy-six percent of those with children depended 

on family, and 10% each depended on a childminder or a friend. The latter alternatives 

were usually paid. In her own eastern Caribbean study. Durant-Gonzalez ( 1983: 34) found 

that only 113  percent of the workea with children paid for childcare, which for over one- 



quarter of them was provided by a female relative. Extended family arrangements provide 

not only practical and emotional support and work-sharing. but also additional cash, either 

through a pooling of income generated by working members of the household or the 

chanelling of remittances from overseas or from other households. The "domestic networks 

of exchange" described by Bolles often involve income-generating activities outside of 

wage employment. or workers might pursue more individualistic means of additional 

income-generation to meet the needs of the family. As Bolles. Durant-Gonzalez and others 

have pointed out, extended family arrangements enable workers to "make do" with 

inadequate wages, and fill in for inadequate or non-existent social services. 

A number of women of the "middle strata." including some at the lower levels who 

fall more directly into our area of focus, can and do hire domestic workers or "helpers" 

because of the low wages they can get away with paying them. This is true for all three 

islands, but, again, documentation is available only for Jamaica. Anderson ( 1991: 19) cites 

the 1985 Labour Force Survey estimate "that there were 51,400 employed domestic 

workers and 25,900 unemployed" in Jamaica. 

Although the relationship of domestic-service employment is often (especially 

among the middle class) contracted between the male and female principals of the 

household and the domestic worker. the woman of the house is typically the manager and 

direct supervisor of the service contract, and she is frequently the sole employer herself. 

Domestic service therefore defines, in peculiar ways, a relationship between women as 

mistress and "maid." The relationship is an extension of the role of the wife andor mother 

in the family. As Anderson (1991: 15) says about the domestic worker, "[als a 'helper', 

she makes possible the adequate execution of the female role within the household while 

not disturbing the balance of power within the family." Moreover, having a helper is seen 

as a sign of social status and mobility. In a recent study of Kingston Family Court clients, 

one of the author's female informants explained to her: "Yu mus ' w e  a 'elper (maid) and 

dem tings once yu manied" (LaFont, 19%: 16). 



Among the occupations Anderson ( 199 1 ) lists for the female employers of domestic 

workers in her employeriemployee (mid-1980s. Kingston) survey sample are those of 

telephone operator. stenotypist. typist, nurse. airline clerk. teacher (the most frequently 

mentioned occupation). florist. marketing supervisor. lawyer. and executive. It is clear that 

these encompass a wide range of middle strata occupations and that the ponion of a salary 

that goes towards paying the weekly or monthly wages of a helper must translate. in some 

-- and perhaps most -- instances. into a paltry sum indeed. Anderson suggests that there are 

class differences in the conditions of the employment undertaking. She reports that 

(tJhe manager of one agency expressed the view that low-income 
householders were often interested in finding "a young girl from the 
country" for live-in employment. because they hoped to be able to pay less 
money for more service. Upper-income families, on the other hand. often 
wanted "mature, responsible women" between the ages of 30-35. in order 
to be able to assign them more of the responsibility for household 
management. (I bid.: 19) 

Both lower and upper-income urban employers, however. exploit obvious 

differentials that exist between urban and rural economies and the eagerness of young. 

unskilled rural women to find a "port of entry" in the urban labor market. The live-in 

arrangement, while often exploitative in its terms and conditions, satisfies, at least in 

theory, the mutual needs of the rural ingenue migrating to the city for work and the urban 

working woman in need of household and childcare assistance. As Andenon points out, 

"[flrom the migrant worker's perspective, a live-in job provides an initial base from which 

to meet the physical needs of accommodation and food, without incurring the high 

transportation costs of a non-residential job"; in addition, "it allows some time for 

development of the kind of social network that is necessary for urban survival" (pp. 19- 

20). Generally, therefore, the availability of this kind of worker provides even some 

working class women in stable jobs access to live-in or other forms of domestic "help" and 

facilitates relations of sub-exploitation among women in the sphere of reproduction. 

Anderson found that, among the workers interviewed in her case study, "only 1 1.9 percent 

of all live-ins, and 17.1 percent of all weekly workers had been born in Kingston and St. 



Andrew, in comparison with 24.1 percent of days-workers" (p. 20). confirming the 

significance of the rural-urban. in addition to class. differentials. in the establishment of the 

relation of domestic-service employ men t. Finally , the vast majority of urban working class 

households do not have access to paid domestic help through strictly contractual 

arrangements. but some of them do exploit asymmetrical relations of extended kinship for 

their own reproductive needs on terms which are non-reciprocal. 

The investigations in this chapter are broadly grouped around (a) the role of education and 

(b) the patterns of family with regard to genderlwomen and social mobility. Following are a 

series of summary statements under these two broad groupings. 

Afro-Caribbean women's modest educational advancement has been exaggerated by 
Miller in both absolute and relative terms. The relative feminization of the formal 
educational system and the job market has occurred in gender-typed. low-end. and 
economically undervalued forms. Women's advancement has been ovenvhelmingly 
in the area of a bureaucratic and service support workforce, which has tended 
historically to expand horizontally, with even this expansion slowing down in the 
second half of the eighties. Indeed, the more recent accession of women to low-end 
assembly and data-processing jobs has also experienced reverses. In Jamaica. as 
we have seen. men still have a strong and dominant presence in own-account 
modes of production which do not require high levels of formal certification. 
However, in both Jamaica and Barbados. black working and lower-middle class 
men outside of the small-propertied sector and tile top bureaucratic levels of the 
economy suffer from the severe limits characterizing an opportunity structure which 
opens up places to a predominantly low-end, low-paid (and "therefore" female- 
typed) workforce and where there is "no room at the top." Gordon's and other 
research corroborates the continuing privilege enjoyed by light-skinned and white 
(middle-class) men over blacks. women, and the working classes. While 
considering all of this, we need to remember that women continue to suffer 
significantly higher rates of unemployment than men. 

Women continue to bear the brunt of reproductive burdens and to rely on networks 
of female solidarity and assistance to facilitate their reproductive work. Future 
research on the family should carry forward a focus on class and life-cycle 
variations in women's family and reproductive practices. The data from Barbados 
suggest moreover that "modernization" may entail a disruption of extended-family 
commitments (or obligations) and semi-communal residential modes, and a shorter 
transition to formal marriage, but that the ensuing "nuclearizationn should neither be 
equated with "liberationt' (Handwerker, 1989) nor assumed to signal an end to 
female inter- and intmhousehold sharing networks. It seems likely, however, that 
there may be less onedirectional shifting of reproductive burdens across 
generations and across households. 



TABLE 11.13 
Proportion Distribution (%)  of Women by Type of Union and Age Group, 

Jamaica, 1960 and 1970 

Age Group 

Married 

1960 1970 

Source: Roberts and Sinclair, 1978, Table 1, 3. 

Common- law 

1960 1970 

TABLE 11.14 
Percentage Distribution of Female Household Heads by Marital Status, 

1970 and 1980 

Female Household Heads (%)  

Visiting* 

1960 1970 

Divorced 
Country Never Married Widowed and Total 

Married Separated Number 

No longer 
living with 

partner 
1960 1970 

Barbados 
1970 54.3 24.3 19.4 2 .O 25,100 
1980 54.1 22 .O 19.8 4.1 29,200 

Dominica 
1970 57.1 21.4 19.6 1.8 6,400 
1980 60 -4 17.6 19.1 2.9 6,500 

Jamaica 
1970 62.4 18.9 16.5 2.2 142,600 
1980 61.7 19.8 15.4 3.1 182.OOO 

Source: Massiah, 1991, Table 7, 31. 



TABLE 11.15 
Female Proportion (9%) of Household Heads in Three Countries, 1970-90 

Courrtrv 1970 1980 1990 

Barbados 

Dominica 

.Jamaica 

Source: Draft Report on Status of Women, C A R I C O M ,  June 1994. 

TABLE 11.16 
Out of Wedlock Births, Jamaica, 1987-89 - -  Percentages ( % )  

Year Out of Wedlock 
Births (OIW) 

% 

Source: Demographic Statistics 1993, The 
44.  

Father Not Registered 

as % of all births as % of OlW 

TABLE 11.17 
Birth and Marriage Rates, 1990 & 1992 

62.9 

61.7 

58.2 

Country Crude Birth Rate Marriage Rate 

74 

72 

67.5 

Dominica ( 1990) 23 .O 3.2 
Barbados ( 1992) f 6.2 7.9 
Jamaica ( 1992) 23.9 5.3 

Statistical Institute of Jamaica, Table 22, 

Sources: United Nations, Demographic Yearbook 1993, T a b l e  4 ,  144-5; Statistical 
Institute of Jamaica, Statistical A bstracr 1992, Table 1.3, 3. 



TABLE 1 1 . 1 8  
Parental andlor Marital Status of Adults in Smith's Sample Population by Sex and Age -- Rural 

Men 
-24 
-39 
- -s4 
4 9  
7( k 

Total 

Women 
-24 
-39 
-54 
-69 
7(h 

T o t a l  

Rural Jamaica 
Singlc* Single* Singlc* Common (Eiw) 

Childless P.S. NIK Pruenls Lm*+ Mrund T o t a l  

Source: Smith, 1962, T a b l e  7, 86; Table 7, 147 

Rural Grenada 
Sinplc* Single* Singlc* Common (Eicr) 

Childless P.S. NIK Prucnts IAN** hhncd T o t a l  

*These categories include somc who wcrc "currcntl y maling" cxtr~esidcnt~ally or in "visiting" rclailonsh~ps. "P.S. N/Kn rclcrs 11) "prcntal status not 
known". 
**This category (like the " m w i d "  c~;ltcgcv) includcs "separiid' and "widowd". 





PTEK 12; 

m d u c t l p n  

This chapter focuses primarily on summarizing and drawing conclusions from Part IV of 

the dissertation. In the first section, I summarize the main trends in Afro-Caribbean 

women's post-war occupational distribution and mobility. and draw a contrast between 

Barbados on the one hand and Jamaica and Dominica on the other. In the second section, 1 

consider aspects of the role of education in structural and social mobility. In the third 

section. I briefly and more generally explore issues and developments in family and 

reproduction and try to correlate those with employment patterns. In the fourth and final 

section, I identify areas for future research and policy development. 

ost-war O c c u ~  

In 1960, the ovenvhelrning majority of Dominican, Barbadian and Jamaican women were 

agricultural producers, domestic servants, seamstresses (and milliners). and petty traders. 

the last two representing areas of self-employment The period 1925 to 1945 had witnessed 

a sharp decline in women's labor force participation characterized primarily by a massive 

(though statistically overstated) exodus from agriculture (as well as a smaller one from craft 

production) and a greatly increased entry into urban domestic service in particular. During 

this period, in both Barbados and Jamaica. domestic service surpassed agriculture as the 

main occupation for women. This would not become true of Dominica for several decades. 

the period being chiefly marked for that island by a retreat into peasant agriculture for the 

bulk of the population. The increased drift into the cities and domestic service was 

nonetheless a trend among women common to all three islands. Boserup (1970) tad noted 

that the inflation of urban residence and domestic service in female occupational profiles 

was an indication of an "intermediate stage of development." This was certainly clear by 



1960 for Barbados and Jamaica (with one of the fastest rates of growth in the world). and 

by 1970 for Dominica. 

In 1960. the occupational profiles of Jamaican and Barbadian women. which had 

not yet manifested any significant change since 1945, were very similar. More women 

were in domestic service than in agriculture. these two categories accounting for 

somewhere around sixty percent of women workers, and a majority of the rest were self- 

employed clothing producers and petty traders. For both islands, however, the number of 

women in clerical. sales and factory jobs was on the rise. Where the two islands provided a 

vivid study i n  contrasts was in their male labor force profiles. Twice as many Jamaican 

men as Barbadian men, as a proportion of the male labor force. were in agriculture. And 

while the overwhelming majority of Barbadian men in agriculture were wage workers. 

peasantization had increased among Jamaican male rural producers. whose balance in 1943 

had been only slightly tipped in favor of wage labor. Thus, Jamaica's labor force was 

marked by a pronounced "sexual dimorphism." while Barbadian male and female workers 

were at least equally split between agricultural and non-agricultural occupations. As 

repeated several times throughout this study. this difference was a reflection of Jamaica's 

strongly dual economy in contrast to Barbados' predominantly and increasingly wage 

economy, with its incremental and even movement out of agriculture and into urban 

service, commercial and industrial occupations. 

The difference with Dominica in 1960, when banana fortunes were rising from 

their post-war beginnings. was that far more women remained in agriculture than was the 

case for Jamaica, and they maintained high proportions among both agricultural workers 

(45%) and own-account farmers (28%). However, as in Jamaica, there was a relative and 

absolute increase in peasantization among male rural producers, with the small farming 

population incrementally outnumbering the estate laborer population. In Dominica. 

however. this had less to do with the modernization of the plantation sector and more to do 

with its ultimate erosion in favor of small farming modes of banana production in 



particular. Small farmers were now "working for capital" (Trouillot, 1988). and had 

become irrevocably inserted into the world market. Dominica and Jamaica were the most 

peasantized islands in the mid-1940s and became even more so in subsequent decades. as 

small farmers were increasingly enmeshed in large-scale markets. For both islands. 

increases in peasantization are also partly attributed to the relative decline of estate labor, 

land fra,mentation. and the lack of absorption capacity of the urban peri pheral-capitalist 

economy. And for both islands. increases in peasantization spelled growing expulsion of 

women from rural livelihoods. This occurred at a different pace for the two islands, so that 

i t  was 1970 before Dominica's profile would more or less duplicate Jamaica's 1943 

profile. Thereafter. there was some resurgence in the relative numbers of women declaring 

themselves independent farmers. so that by the early 1980s women made up about one- 

quarter of small fanners in both islands. This figure is widely assumed to be an under- 

representation of de fmro female roles in agriculture in both islands. 

After 1960. Barbados' labor force would experience phenomenal modernization 

and concomitant decline in own-account activity. Most of this would be accounted for by 

growth in tourism. manufacturing and financial and bureaucratic services. In addition, the 

structure of own-account activity would change. Previously. and in contrast to Jamaica and 

Dominica. the female labor force had been characterized by a higher level of own-account 

activity than the male, because of the virtual absence of the male-preferred smallholding 

option and the active presence of female-typed self-employment in petty trade and clothing 

production. By 1970. higglen and hawkers. who had comprised half of all sales personnel 

in 1960, were reduced to a 30% share; and by 1980, the male labor force registered a 

higher level of self-employment than the female, probably accounted for by the skilled 

trades and small business (more stable and "modern" forms of own-account activity). The 

race factor should be noted parenthetically here, as small businesses were 

disproportionately in white minority hands. The percentage of female own-account 

workers declined from 25.9% in 1946 to just 5.6% in 1980, and the percentage of wage 



and salary earners among women workers increased from 73.3% to 92.7% (Lynch. 1995: 

79). Women became a larger force than men in manufacturing by the mid- 1970s (again in 

contrast to Jamaica and Dominica), and experienced the most spectacular growth in clerical 

and related jobs, increasing their share from 30.9% of the category in 1946 to 63.3% in 

1980 (Lynch, 1495: 59). Although domestic service was still the single largest sub- 

category for women workers, the majority of them had moved into "modem" occupations. 

By 1990. nearly two-thirds of the female labor force were in clerical. sales and service 

occupations, while less than 30 percent of Jamaican and Dominican women workers had 

achieved this transfer. 

We also saw, however. that the combined categories of senior officials. managers. 

and professional and technical worken made up higher proportions of the female labor 

force and lower proportions of the male labor force in the dual economies than in 

Barbados. Indeed, women outnumbered men in the combined category in Jamaica and 

Dominica while the reverse was true in Barbados. At the same time, we are reminded 

(especially at the urging of Boserup) that 33% of Jamaican women workers were in 

"elementary occupationsn in 1993 as opposed to 15% of male workers (Statistical Institute 

of Jamaica. 1993). This pattern was generally true for Dominica as well. with the 

difference that a smaller propoition of Dominican women were involved in urban petty 

trade, reflecting lower levels of urban ghettoization and a greater loss of female population 

(in particular) through the circuits of inter-island migration. Dominica as a whole appears to 

have somewhat lower levels of self-employment than Jamaica. It also has not shared 

Jamaica's and Barbados' differently timed but common experience of a tremendous 

expansion of female manufacturing jobs, as a result of "export-processing " activity. 

However, women's employment in manufacturing did increase in Dominica after 1970. 

Generally speaking, therefore. the Barbadian female labor force has a highly 

modem profile. with the bulk of working women in low-end to middling office, shop. 

bank, factory, and hotel and restaurant jobs. The female occupational pattern is in keeping 



with Boserup's projection of a high ratio of clerical to professional employment in more 

"developed" capitalist economies (nearly 3: 1 in 1990. in contrast to a little over I:1 in 

Dominica in 1989: see Tables 10.10 and 10.1 1 above). In the twentieth century. Afro- 

Caribbean women have benefitted in contradictory ways from a series of feminizations in 

the occupational stmcture -- first, teaching; second, clerical work: and most recently. for 

the highly transnationalized Barbadian economy. manufacturing. Barbados' peripheral- 

capitalist service economy also favors the employment of women as traditional service- 

providers. Barbadian men. however, have maintained the balance against women in 

professional and upper-level sales and service jobs. Less surprisingly, they continue to 

decisively monopolize positions as senior officials and managers as well as in the skilled- 

trades and transport and construction sectors of employment. 

The weight of evidence demonstrates that Miller failed to understand that in a 

dualized economy. which denies women a footing in the more secure forms of small 

property and whose capitalist sectors are grossly underdeveloped -- as reflected in a high 

level of informalization and marginal self-employment -- the profile of women in the 

modem sector will be disproportionately skewed towards the "professional and technical" 

category (comprising mostly gender-typed teaching and nursing "mass" professionals), 

and will mask the vast numbers of women left behind in "elementary" (or "bazaar and 

service") occupations. While male small farmen in Dominica and Jamaica are hardly 

privileged, they still hold positions of command in the subsidiary economy, within which 

they are perhaps more appropriately compared with women in "elementary occupations." 

The case of Barbados shows that when men and women are equally incorporated into the 

"modem" economy (women in fact make up nearly fifty percent of the labor force), men 

surpass or at least compete favorably with women in overall professional roles. Both 

Barbados and S t  Kitts. those classic plantation economies, show even rates of schooling 

for males and females (with lingering effects of a long-sustained male predominance). 

Finally, even as education and the "professional & technical" census category in Barbados 



become increasingly feminized, in tandem with Caribbean and global trends, men will still 

be in command. The point is not to undermine the great strides made by women. but ( i t  is) 

not so overstate them. 

. . 
u c w  and Structural and S o c ~ o b ~ i i t y  

The rapid historical modernization of Barbados' labor force in contrast to those of Jamaica 

and Dominica can be seen most clearly in the realm of education. In 1%0, only 15.8 

percent of working men and 15.3 percent of working women in Barbados had attained 

secondary or lugher levels of education; ten years later. a little over three-quarters of the 

working population (and slightly more men than women) were in that category.' For both 

Jamaica and Dominica, the great majority of the working population still did not have 

qualifications beyond a primary education in 1970, but women had forged ahead of men 

over the decade. their rate of secondary schooling tripling while that of men had only 

doubled (both from very low levels: see Table 1 1.1 above). It is the latter gender 

differential in education that has become inflated in Millets paradigm. However, i t  is 

important to point out that educational levels remain relatively low for both men and 

women in Jamaica and Dominica, in contrast to the situation in Barbados. Miller is 

perfectly justified in being concerned about men's absolute and relative lag in formal 

educational achievement, but his attempt to prove that Afro-Caribbean women's modest 

educational advances (in a global and developmental sense) have been attained at the 

expense of men (and constitute a cause of male deprivation) is perfectly wrongheaded. 

Miller has posed the questions in the entirely wrong way. As a Puerto Rican colleague 

recently pointed out to me, the question that is now being asked in Puerto Rico at the 

governmental and non-governmental levels is, why are women so underrepresented at the 

upper management and professional levels of the occupational stmcture when they make up 

seventy percent of university graduates? Of course, there is room for more than one 

I have a1 ready indicated in chapter I 1 that these figures may be somewhat exaggerated. but we can safely 
assume that the siuft was a spectacular one, whatever the exact figures (see Table 11.1, p. 536 above). 



question. and I have refused to (at least conceptually) trivialize. here and elsewhere. the 

peculiarly gendered forms that the racial and class oppression of Afro-Caribbean working 

class men takes in the Caribbean. 

Let me. however, briefly illustrate the problem of assuming female superiority from 

educational figures. using employment at the University of the West lndies in Jamaica in 

1992 as a case in point. 

In 1987. 23 percent of males in Jamaica were functionally illitente. as opposed to 

13.3% females. In 199019 1. nearly 10.000 more girls than boys were enrolled in second- 

level (roughly. secondary) schools: and in lWZ/93. the Jamaican student registration at the 

University of the West Indies was 63 percent female (representing higher female 

enrolments in Arts and General Studies, Education, Medical Sciences, Law, and Social 

Sciences)'. Also in 1992. there were nearly 10.000 more women than men in the 

combined "Professional. Technical & Managerial" occupational grouping. representing 

close to 15% of the total (Jamaica National Reparatory Commission. 1994: 4447: 62)? 

The employment breakdown at the University of the West Indies in Jamaica is. however. 

instructive. Below. I quote directly from the JNPC's "Beijing" Repon: 

Of the over 2,000 persons employed at the llWl in 1992, the percentages of 
female staff were as follows: 

a) Academic and Senior Management 223 percent 
b) Administrative and Technical 483 percent 
C) Ancillary Staff 29.4 percent 

Among academic staff, the majority of women are found at the level of 
lecturer. Figures for 1992 are: 

a) Professors 9 women 43 men 
b) Senior Lecturers 41 women 94 men 
c) Lecturers 142 women 1 19 men 
d) Assistant Lecturers 7 women 5 men 

(Jamaica National Preparatory Commission. 1994.: 47) 

2 ~ e n  ournumbered women in Agriculture (at 69%) and Engneering (at 86%). Also. a breakdown of 
Medical Sciences by sub-cuegory (which is not immediately available to me) might be instructive. 
3 Jamaica's 1W- labor force was 474 female. 



These figures speak for themselves with regard to a main thesis of the dissertation. 

which is that (among other things) higher levels of educational certification in the 

Caribbean have not translated into a socioeconomic and occupational advantage for 

women vis-8-vis men: and they certainly do not threaten or foreshadow in any way. shape 

or form a "rise of matriarchy." 

tion in the T nd Re~roduc wmeth  Centup! 

The family history of Afro-Caribbean peoples has yet to be written. My own attempt to 

write an occupational history of Afro-Caribbean women which "takes the sphere of family 

and reproduction into account." so to speak, has made this vacuum even more obvious. As 

Wally Seccombe has pointed out with such piercing simplicity, we are always talking about 

the modes of goods-production and how workers are incorporated into the labor market 

through employment and occupation, but we have devoted precious little energy to 

understanding how the labor force itself is reproduced in families and communities. By 

focusing on the conditions of production of the labor force itself, he is able to place the 

question of the dialectic between proleiarian supph and capituiisf &mnd at the center of 

his brilliant study of family transformation in Northwestern Europe "from the industrial 

revolution to the fertility decline" (Seccombe. 1993). Following Seccombe. we can ask: 

how is labor power consumed by capital and through other forms of livelihood, and how is 

labor power produced by laboring-class families and communities. as well as via the 

interventions of state and market? 

One of the principal features of colonial capitalism highlighted by this study is the 

episodic, casualized and fragmented ways in which post-emancipation labor forces were 

incorporated into the dominant production processes. In Jamaica and Dominica this was 

both exacerbated by and in turn reinforced the co-existence of small-propertied forms of 

production and patterns of cccupational multiplicity. The rural working class was unable to 

reproduce itself solely on the basis of the pitiful wages which it was offered, but neither 



was it inclined to make itself available as a full-time wage labor force. Those lucky enough 

to acquire land held on to their fragments of property as a form of security against and a 

declaration of independence from the monopolistic tyranny of the plantocracy. However. in 

order to survive. most rural households had to maximize their options in wage, subsistence 

and cash-crop production and deploy as many members of their working force as possible 

in income-generating activities at home and abroad. In a reference to the constraints of the 

Jamaican peasant universe. whose components consist of the tiny "yard" encompassing the 

household and its immediate surroundings. including a kitchen garden, the "ground." 

located at some distance from the village, and local and export markets. Besson ( 1988: 41 - 

42) makes the following observation: 

In addition to the yard-ground-marketing complex. occupational pluralism 
... and migration further reflect the villagers' land scarcity. A shortage of 
land often forces the villager to seek other sources of income to supplement 
cultivation, and casual labour is sought on the plantations and properties, 
with local government repairing roads, and in domestic service. Such 
occupational pluralism also includes migratory wage labour. which has 
reflected the main trends of island migration. 

As the work of Roberts (1957). Curnper ( 1963), Hum el a[ (1977), and Lobdell 

(1961) on Jamaica has shown us, the peasant constituencies of the hills exhibited much 

higher birth rates than the proletarian and upwardly mobile constituencies of the plains and 

urban centers. The migrants to the plains (the location of the plantations) and the towns 

exhibited relatively low fertility themselves, but they, as a labor force, were supplied by 

households whose female principals engaged in prolific childbearing. Gordon (198%) 

found that nearly two-thirds of the 1984 labor force came from small-propertied 

households and one half had been raised by small farmen. 

According to the work of Edwards ( 1954; 1%1) and others, the optimal gendered 

destination of adult sons of peasant households was farming, trades, or general labor. 

whereas adult daughters typically became dressmakers, domestic servants and farming 

wives, a few making it up the social ladder as teachers and nurses. We are reminded that as 

eady as 1942 girls accounted for over 60 percent of enrolments in rural high schools in 



Jamaica (Miller. 1990). Adult women who did not find a secure place in the rural economy 

either occupationally or in conjugal partnerships were forced to migrate to the towns for 

work. Those in the latter situation who stayed behind and set up single-parent households 

often became the poorest of the poor, even when they were able to partly sustain 

themselves through farming and through consanguineous extension of their households. 

In the first half of this century, the majority of female migrants to the urban areas 

went into domestic service. Although the majority of households from which these women 

came constituted male-headed. conjugally based family units, a significant minority were 

from the above- mentioned single- parent. female-headed homes. Some of the migrating 

women left behind one or two children already born to them in the care of their own 

families of origin or the families of their "baby-fathen." The women entering domestic 

service in the city either became live-in workers in their employers' homes or. more often. 

were incorporated into the semi-communal and woman-centered living arrangements of the 

urban "tenement yard," the latter providing a home base from which they sallied forth into 

middle class homes as weekly workers and remitted small sums of money to their mral 

families. Whatever the living anangements. the conditions of urbanization and domestic- 

service employment, which became the leading experience of women workers in the "more 

developedn Caribbean islands from about the third decade of the twentieth century. lowered 

fertility rates and increased reproductive and sexual insecurity. Half or more of urban 

households were then and are now female-headed. While "female-headedn is not equated 

with either exclusive sole-parent support (as there may be multiple familial sources of 

support) or emotional deprivation (see Chant, 1997), it still co-varies, all too often. with 

increasing levels of impoverishment. 

While Jamaica and Dominica have gone through their "demographic transition." 

they continue to exhibit a dual reproductive structure. Barbados, on the other hand, appears 

to have a uniformly low birth rate. At the turn of the century, Barbados had the highest 

birth rate, highest infant mortality rate and highest rate of emigrant outflow of all the 



islands. The island was producing workers. as well as sugar. for export. The conditions of 

generalized propertylessness. crowded plantation tenantries. a low and irregular wage 

economy and high levels of infant mortality placed few checks on women's fertility. A 

quarter of a century later the evidence of change was unmistakable: self-help workers' 

savings and insurance institutions. friendly societies, had mushroomed all over the island. 

fuelled in part by "Panama money." and the era of unchecked fertility was grinding to a 

halt. 1 have speculated that domestic workers were at the forefront of this initiation of the 

demographic transition. which by 1970 had taken full effect. The early self-organization of 

the Barbadian working class, in terms of the institutionalization of thrift. self-help. home 

ownership. family limitation. was induced through participation in transnational circuits of 

capitalist labor demand and proletarian labor supply as well as the growing 

commoditization of the local economy. Richardson (1985) suggests that the latter was in 

turn partly induced by the growth of a class of mass consumers and producers. However. 

it was only after the working class rebelled and. further, after political independence was 

gained that the plantocracy was finally led to invest in the full incorporation of a modern 

working and consumer class into new industrial secton beyond the agro-commercial 

economy. By 1970. labor in Barbados had been more or less subsumed to capital, and a 

modem (peripheral-capitalist) services and industrial workforce, available to local and 

global capital alike, and highly feminized at its lower end. had come into being. Enjoying 

the highest level of regularity and continuity in its job, housing and consumer markets, and 

with the most developed educational, health care and welfare systems in the Anglophone 

Caribbean, Barbados also appears to exhibit a higher-than-normal level of "nuclearization" 

in its Afro-Caribbean family trends. In 1980, for example, 72.5 percent of male-headed 

households and 55.6 percent of female-headed households in the island were nuclear' in 

form, in contrast to 62 percent and 473 percent respectively for Dominica (Massiah, 1991: 

Table 2, p. 25). The rate of initial-stage marriage also appears to be higher, as regular (if 

J"~uclear" is defined by Massiah ( 1991). in conpence with the official census. as comprising "head of 
household, spousdpartner, chtldren of head and or spouse/partnern. 



low-paying) jobs for both men and women allow couples to move through the family cycle 

at a more rapid pace than before (Stoffle. 1977: 244). Divorce rates are accordingly higher, 

and, generally spealung. the higher level of female-headed households is partly accounted 

for by the lower incidence of extended and composite families (and the higher incentives 

and pressures to nuclearize). While the numbers of out-of-wedlock births in Jamaica and 

Dominica have risen above 80 percent. they have been consistently lower in Barbados. 

These are all trends that distinguish but do not isolate Barbados within the continuum of 

Afro-Caribbean family forms. 

Recent family law appears to have come a long way from the Bastardy Acts of the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. During the 1970s. Jamaica and then Barbados led 

the way in abolishing the status of illegitimacy in law. and other islands. including 

Dominica, soon followed. The Status of Children Acts 

eliminate illegitimate status for children making all children legal under the 
law. While providing greater protection and rights for children. they take 
away exclusive custody of children from mothers as they give both mother 
and father custody rights. These laws give all a man's children the right to 
inherit his property. (Durant-Gonzalez, 1982: 5-6) 

In addition, amendments to the affiliation and maintenance laws in 1976 in Jamaica 

removed the low maximum payment for child support and assessed men's financial 

responsibility for their offspring according to their income ( LaFont. 19%: LaFont and 

Pruitt, 1997). LaFont ( 1996) and LaFont and Pruitt ( 1997: 221) note that while these laws 

have helped to erase the stiema of illegitimacy5 and provide women "with the ideological 

and legal justification for the claims they make on their baby-father's income," they have 

been used by men against women as a weapon in gender wars rather than to facilitate the 

welfare of children. According to LaFont and Ruin (1997: 221), "they have the potential to 

disadvantage women by granting men custody rights without guaranteeing that they fulfill 

parental responsibilities." Since the implementation of the laws often end up being punitive 

and humiliating to women (who usually initiate proceedings) and the courts have no way of 

5~llegitimacy has been primarily a "problemn for middle class Mcieq. AfmCanbbean worlong class 
society has never been unduly amious about the "stigma" of illegitimacy. 



enforcing suppon from men, affiliation and maintenance cases have declined yearly. 

LaFont and Pruitt suggest that. once again. the laws represent the inappropriate imposition 

of a "Westem-style nuclear family" ideal on a situation which lacks the conditions or 

cultural imperatives for its realization. Taking a cue from LaFon t and Pruitt, the proposition 

is that Caribbean states stop looking towards the nuclear family as the basis for child 

welfare and family and reproductive security, and begin to ask a whole new set of 

questions. 

A number of research questions have been generated by this study. many of them having to 

do with the need for updating the material and interpreting new trends. I shall conclude the 

study by listing what I see as the most urgent among these research questions and tasks: 

1. The growth of self-employment among both men and women during 
the decades of the 1970s and 1980s and continuing into the 1990s, 
evident in both Jamaica and the Windward Islands. What is the nature of 
this self-employment and what is its structural location within the developing 
peri pheral-capitalist economy? Worldwide. rising levels of female labor force 
participation in "developingn countries have been associated predominantly with the 
growth of the informal economy (Acevedo, 1995). What does this mean in terms of 
the dialectic between the impulse towards economic (and bi-gender) self- 
determination and the growing hegemony of global capitalism? These questions 
need to be concretely examined, say, in the cases of Jamaica and Dominica as 
highlighted here, and related to worldwide trends. 

2. Why, as my Puerto Rican friend noted, are women so 
underrepresented at the upper management and professional levels of 
the occupational structure when they provide the bulk of high school 
and university graduates? What is happening with women with regard to 
occupational allocation and mobility, particularly in correlation with educational 
qualifications, in the most recent period? Are upwardly mobile women destined to 
be stuck forever at lower and middle management levels, implementing policy but 
never making it? What are the formal and informal channels by which men are 
"streamed" into upper management while women continue to play supporting roles? 
What is the nature of the "lack of fit" between schooling and the effective areas of 
decision-making, skill, intellectual creativity and implementation (outside of 
ownership and control of the means of production)? 

3.  The need to understand the world(s) and vantage-point(s) of 
working-class Afro-Caribbean men. The emphasis needs to be placed 
on the renegotiation of gender roles instead of the "restoration" of 
the male-head role within the Afro-Caribbean family. Bat how can 



such renegotiation occur when the worlds (and interests) of working 
class men and women are so separate, and growing increasingly so? 
The work currently being-undertaken by a team of researchers at the University of 
the West Indies in Jama~ca should help us to answer. or begin to tackle. this 
question. Barry Chevannes and other members of the team are looking at the 
gendered demarcation between the "street" and the "yard" as agents of socialization 
for men and women respectively. They are attempting to use this context to better 
understand. for example. the choice declared by so many young males against 
schooling and in favor of a life of hustling. drug trafficking and crime. while so 
many of their female counterparts seek to move up in mainstream society by 
deploying qualifications earned through schooling (Chevannes, 19%; Gayle. 
1996). The answers to these questions have as much to do with class and the 
peculiarities of peripheral capitalism as with gender. 

4. The need to understand and measure the trends in uneven 
development between territories within the Commonwealth Caribbean 
as a whole. What do the materid and social-infrastructural differentials between 
Barbados on the one hand and Jamaica and Dominica on the other translate into in 
terms of quality of life. human rights, Caribbean sovereignty and identity. 
Caribbean cooperation. and potential for Caribbean integration etc.? Are we 
witnessing the development of a deep historical bifurcation in the Anglophone 
Caribbean experience here? How substantive are these differentials and where are 
they headed? Do they still represent a continuum of the Caribbean peripheral- 
capitalist trajectory? Thomas ( 1996: 1997) has recently begun to address some of 
these questions. 

5. What strategies do Caribbean societies -- people and governments --  
need to pursue for general reproductive security and child and family 
welfare? How do we de-center the nuclear family as the focus of reproductive 
obligations and move to socialize those in a way that also remains supportive of 
farmlies (all types of families)? How do we facilitate and support a movement 
towards the renegotiation of gender roles, and convince both women and (mostly) 
men of the folly of pursuing a project of "restoration"? How do we facilitate a 
dialectic between "public" socialization and "private" renegotiation? How do we 
factor reproduction into the civil/ poli tical discourse and the work ng out of 
economic value? 
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