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occurred in agriculture. The state enterprise sector remains per-
haps just as sclerotic in Vietnam as in Cuba.

All but two of this book’s authors call themselves Cubans; 
seven of the Cuban authors are economists working in Cuba. The 
most hopeful aspect of this book is that, troubled as the Cuban 
economy remains, the future shines brighter because this very 
smart set of authors can contribute powerfully and impressively 
to build a better future for their fellow citizens.

Jorge I. Domínguez
Harvard University
jidoming@fas.harvard.edu

JORGE I. DOMÍNGUEZ

Verene A. Shepherd, ed. 2002. Slavery Without Sugar. Diver-
sity in Caribbean Economy and Society since the Seventeenth 
Century. Gainesville: University Press of Florida.  x, 284 
pp. ISBN: 0-8130-2552-4.

Almost since the dawn of the post-Columbian era, large-
scale agricultural enterprises based on slavery and con-

tract labor, producing agricultural commodities for large overseas 
markets, have been both a crushing reality, and a powerful symbol, 
of Caribbean life.  Although in truth the impact of the plantation 
economy and its social and ideological accompaniments were un-
even and irregular during most of the past five centuries—sugar 
islands typically boomed, and then failed, or were outstripped by 
rivals—all that the plantation was, all that it represented, lay like 
a terrible deadweight on local life. 

The power of the past over the present persists in many Carib-
bean locales, and has been reflected as well in regional scholarship 
and dialogue. It is as if our consciousness of the plantation blinded 
us to its alternatives. Not until after World War II, for example, 
did scholarly recognition of the region’s peasant economies be-
come general. Such activities as fishing, ceramics, basket making, 
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beekeeping—even the production of food crops subsidiary to the 
staples of the plantation, and their preparation as cuisine—were 
ignored, for the most part. The important material achievements 
of rural people, off the plantation—housebuilding, religious 
handicrafts, tomb construction, leatherworking,  the manufacture 
of musical instruments, boatbuilding, the use of traps and snares 
for fish, crustaceans and birds—only began to be seriously noticed 
after 1950. It is easy to find senior scholars who can cite the very 
first scholarly papers ever written on ethnobotany, hip-roofed 
cottages, fish corrals, arrowroot processing, star lore, internal 
markets, vodoun drawings, the yard and batey—and much else.

But this shortcoming or oversight is accompanied by another, 
at least as serious. Though Caribbean thinkers have been telling us 
for a long time that the region must be studied as a region—that 
the potential of intra-Caribbean comparisons is yet to be real-
ized—such a focus has been slow to arrive. Most scholars of the 
region turn out, in fact, to be scholars of one place—or of one 
tongue (anglophone, francophone, hispanophone)—in the re-
gion. Few have sought deliberately to span the Caribbean in its 
entirety. 

The reasons for this are easy to discover, especially in the case 
of ethnographers. Learning the language and some of the history, 
locating places to do fieldwork, establishing the needed contacts, 
and other such tasks must be repeated in each locale; and the time 
and effort this takes can be exhausting. Though somewhat dif-
ferent, much the same challenge faces historians, or sociologists, 
or geographers. So it is understandable, then, why many workers 
prefer to capitalize on the settings, languages, friends and bibli-
ographies already known to them.

The book under review here is noteworthy because it confronts, 
and attempts to finesse, both of these limitations in a forthright 
manner. Eleven essays, dealing with case studies in Cuba, Puerto 
Rico, Jamaica, French St. Domingue (today’s Haiti), Belize and 
the Bahamas are printed  together here. The objective is to give 
us a feel for the diversity to which the book’s subtitle refers, and 
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the editor provides a brief overview. Though the Dutch subregion 
is ignored (as is the French, excepting a paper on colonial St. 
Domingue), the volume remains more broadly representative than 
most. The problem it poses, though, is the largely noncomparable 
nature of the papers themselves. Since they center on widely vari-
ant themes, most of them cannot be compared with each other.

The coverage does not stretch quite so much through time, 
for a good reason—the subject matter deals with people living 
under slavery.  Taking off—one supposes—from Alan Adamson’s 
1972 work on nineteenth-century British Guiana, Sugar  without  
Slaves, Slavery without Sugar  centers on the eighteenth century 
in particular. David Geggus, for example, discusses the much-ne-
glected theme of indigo production in eighteenth-century French 
St. Domingue, while Gail Saunders looks at cotton production in 
the Bahamas in the same era.  

There are four papers that are not limited to the eighteenth 
century, of which two have to do with the fact that slavery ended 
much later in the Hispanic colonies than in the British colonies. 
Barry Higman examines the internal economy of Jamaican pen-
keepers, and Pedro Welch looks at how urban slaves (and then 
freedpersons) lived in Bridgetown, Barbados, and both carry the 
story into the nineteenth century. But the bulk of the essays are 
focussed on the preceding century, when most Caribbean locales 
were witnessing the climax of the slave-based plantation system.

It is impractical to examine here all of the papers in this 
collection. But three in particular go well together: Higman’s 
on penkeeping and penkeepers in Jamaica; Verene Shepherd 
and Kathleen Monteith’s on penkeepers and coffee growers in 
Jamaica; and S.D. Smith’s on coffee and nonelite whites (and 
others) in Jamaica. While it might be preferable to select for 
comment here three essays on different societies, there would be 
less, rather than more, to say, since most of the papers differ so 
in their subject matters.

Higman’s paper is doubly valuable. Not only does he provide 
us a solid numerical basis for considering the problem of animal 
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husbandry in a slave-based plantation society, with many enlight-
ening observations on its integration, but he also gives readers an 
invaluable peek at how he thinks about the data. Anyone famil-
iar with Higman’s exacting scholarship will read this paper with 
a new realization of his distinctive personal mix of insight and 
industry. He points out that livestock-keeping, like all subsidiary 
economic activity in a plantation society, does better where soil 
type, altitude and physiography vary widely. Jamaica outshone 
the smaller islands in this way because of the variation it af-
forded agricultural producers. In spite of plantation dominance, 
livestock-keeping provided two local linkages in Jamaica.  During 
much of their history, the plantations needed more animals for 
draft and manure than they could produce, and this resulted in 
an important vertical linkage.  And animals also provided food, 
which meant a second, terminal link to the local economy.  Which 
is not to say that draft animals and animal protein did not also 
come to Jamaica via importation. But penkeeping constituted an 
important—at times the most important—exception to plantation 
domination, as it were.

Shepherd and Monteith look at some of the sociological impli-
cations of penkeeping and coffee production. Where did the man-
agers and owners fit in, especially when they were (as they usually 
were) white? This is an arresting aspect of the story, because being 
white in a Caribbean slave society was an unimaginably power-
ful benefit. But even being white could not do everything. What 
one did for a living mattered enough to keep such people at one 
remove from the planter elite. Penkeepers and coffee planters 
were local people, for the most part—different from the absentees 
whose employees managed so many of the plantations. Hence they 
participated as creole (or creolizing) members of Jamaican society 
in ways that some of their sojourning “betters” did not. But those 
inhabitants who lived in Jamaica were members of  the planter 
elite, unlike penkeepers and coffee growers—further evidence of 
the economic paramountcy of sugar.

Smith’s essay covers some of the same ground, but provides 



274

Caribbean Studies Vol. 32, No. 2 (July - December 2004)

additional illumination, on coffee culture. Most of the coffee 
production covered here took place on quite substantial hold-
ings—what would have been called haciendas cafetaleras in the 
hispanic islands—worked by slaves. The labor conditions certainly 
sound somewhat different; the estates averaged a smaller size and 
had smaller complements of slaves than the sugar plantations. 
Their owners were not elite folk, merely “middle class.” While a 
few estates were operated by free nonwhites, and a tiny number by 
women, these are of interest mostly because they were so excep-
tional. The laws limiting inheritance (reported by Shepherd and 
Monteith as effective either in 1761 or 1762) apparently did much 
to stem the growth of a nonwhite propertied class in Jamaica. 

One cannot help wondering how the evolution of Jamaica’s 
modest agrarian middle class in coffee would compare with St. 
Domingue’s, as conjectured by Michel-Rolph Trouillot, and 
touched upon by Geggus. Trouillot wondered whether poor 
French colonists, mostly bachelors and excluded from the sugar 
economy, might have played a special role in the growth of a 
landed, free and mixed-race group in St. Domingue. If we had 
enough facts for the French case, a serious comparison of the two 
social systems would be illuminating. We’re not there yet, but the 
value of this book rests precisely in the way its essays may stimulate 
students of the comparative method. 

Sidney W. Mintz
The Johns Hopkins University
mintzsw@jhu.edu
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