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ABSTRACT

THE SCENE OP THE ACTION: A WILDCAT STRIKE IN BARBADOS

Constance R. Sutton

This study of a sugar plantation community in Barbados, 

a West Indian island, is based on fourteen months of field 
work carried out during the years 1956-58. The central focus 
is an island-wide wildcat strike of sugar workers, the first 

of its kind, which took place in 1958. The community study 
method and event analysis are employed to provide a descrip

tive analysis of the organization of a sugar community and 

the culture of rural workers. Particular attention Is given 
to the ways In which field and factory workers relate to one 

another and to other groups on the Island. The form the 

strike action took raised two key questions that the study 
seeks to illuminate: (1) What is the operational content of
the concepts of worker solidarity and class consciousness?
(2) How was the 1958 wildcat strike related to the processes 

of socio-cultural change in Barbados?
The study includes a review of the anthropological lit

erature on Caribbean plantation communities and the explana
tions offered for the ways in which workers express their 
opposition to those with power and authority over them; an 
outline of the basic economic and social features of Barbados 

and the historical background to the present social system, 
including an account of past conflicts between plantation
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workers and other groups. The structure of a sugar community, 

the ways people earn a living, the nature of occupational and 
social differentiation, and their effect on patterns of social 

interaction among villagers are described. An account is 
given of the organization of work roles on the plantation and 
the attitudes of field and factory workers toward management 

and the union. The unfolding of the 1958 strike and its 
immediate consequences are described, and the study concludes 

with a summary of the factors relevant to understanding the 
strike and the way it was related to the processes of change 

in Barbados.

The main findings of the study show that the group soli

darity that emerged among sugar workers during the 1958 strike 

could not be attributed to factors usually invoked to explain 

their behavior, such as the social isolation of workers, their 

frozen socio-economic position, impersonal worker-management 
relations, or the withdrawal of privileges. In Barbados the 
action and attitudes of the sugar workers can be best under
stood in terms of the following factors: the structural con

tinuities on the island that kept memories of past injustices 
alive among sugar workers; the union1s inability to provide 

effective channels for dealing with their grievances; and the 

rural homogeneity of the Island and the multiple ties among 
field workers and other villagers, expressed in their concept 

of "dwelling in unity."
Finally, this study lends support to the notion that 

collective opposition of low-status groups is expressed more 
frequently, enlists a larger number of participants, and



becomes directed toward specific economic and political goals, 
as the severity of former controls decreases and as new rights 
are gained. In Barbados, the recent separation of political 
from economic power - with the introduction of trade unions 
and mass politics - provided the conditions that encouraged 
more widespread collective protest by the sugar workers.
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PREFACE

My interest in the Caribbean was first aroused during a 

seminar conducted by Professor Charles Wagley of Columbia 

University and Dr. Vera Rubin, Director of the Research 

Institute for the Study of Man. They made me aware of the 
rich possibilities the region offered for comparative 

research on plantation communities and the cultural patterns 

of plantation workers. At that time there were only two 

anthropological accounts of Caribbean plantation communities, 

both in Puerto Rico, and it was felt that by undertaking 
studies in the French and British islan<fe we could expand our 

understanding of the similarities and diversities exhibited 

by plantation communities.

At the conclusion of the seminar a group of students 

were sent to Barbados and Martinique for a summer of field 

work. I went to Barbados, where, under the helpful guidance 

of Professor Robert Manners of Brandeis, I began field work 

on the community described in this study. My original intent 

was to compare the organization of this community to that of 

the communities studied in Fuerto Rico. During the course 
of the summer's work it became clear to me that the recent 

introduction of mass politics and trade unionism had created
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important changes in the relationship of the community to 
the plantation and to the larger society, and I returned the 
following year for a period of twelve months to study the 
implications of these changes. During this second trip it 
was the happenstance of witnessing the first island-wide 
wildcat strike of sugar workers that led me to refocus the 
study on this event, which highlighted aspects of the way 

sugar workers were related to other groups in the society.
The problem then became one of examining how the historical 
background of the island and the contemporary context 
influenced the form this conflict took. This shift in prob
lem, which characterizes much of anthropological field 
research, results from the serendipities that emerge from 
studying human behavior in vivo. To me it has made anthro
pology the exciting research enterprise it is.

I wish to express my gratitude to the Research Institute 

for the Study of Man for the summer research fellowship under 
its Research and Training Program, and for a year's predoc- 
toral research grant that made field work in 1957-58 possible. 
I am also indebted to the Population Council for awarding me 
a research grant while in the field in order to collect 
material on socio-cultural factors Influencing fertility and 
attitudes toward birth control.

I am most deeply indebted to Dr. Margaret Mead for turn
ing my desire to be an anthropologist into a reality. She
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encouraged me to pursue the doctoral degree, unstintlngly 
gave me support and Inspiration along the way, and then 
became my dissertation sponsor. I consider myself fortunate 
in having her as a guide and friend.

The myth of individual research is belled by the experi
ence of anthropological field work, which depends upon the 
cooperation and assistance of many individuals. So many 
people in Barbados contributed to this project and made my 
stay on the island enjoyable and rewarding that it is 
impossible to thank them all. However, I wish to express 

special thanks to Mr. Errol W. Barrow, then a leader of the 
Democratic Labor Party and now Prime Minister of Barbados, 
for his informative discussions on island politics; to 
Mr. Prank Walcott, General Secretary of the Barbados Workers1 
Union, for the many hours he took off from his busy schedule 
to explain to me the background and operation of the union; 
and to the management of Bulkeley Ltd. for their cooperative 
assistance in providing me with needed information. In con
ducting a census of the 600 households in the community I 
was ably assisted by four local schoolteachers, Mr. S. A. Jones, 
Mr. H. H. Jones, Mr. L. K. Cheltenham, and Mr. P. A. McIntosh, 
and I appreciate their careful work and untiring efforts.
West Indians have a well-deserved reputation for their hospi
tality, and I am particularly grateful to Dr. and Mrs. Rawle 
Parley and to Mr. Julian Marryshaw for their friendship, 
their helpful interest in my research, and their generous 

hospitality.
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My deepest gratitude goes to Mr. V. T. McComie, then a 
French teacher at Lodge School and now Barbados Ambassador 
to the Organization of American States, and to the people of 
Endeavor, the village I lived in and studied. Mr. McComie 
assisted me with field work during his holidays and eased my 
task immeasurably by sharing with me his vast store of knowl
edge of the island. I can only hope that his deep and com
passionate understanding of his own people is reflected in 
this study, which is also in part a product of his labor. To 
the people of Endeavor I owe a debt which cannot adequately 
be repaid. They taught me much more than I can convey in
this study. I thank them deeply for their faith in my
research, for welcoming me into their homes and lives, and
for their patience with my many inquiries. They wanted me
to describe how they saw things, and I hope that in this study 
I have succeeded in doing this in part. For their special 
assistance and for their friendship I wish to thank Mrs. Merle 
Arthur, Mr. Patrick Qrovesnor, Mr. David King, Mr. and 
Mrs. Samuel Payne, Miss Vernese Puckerin, Mr. and Mrs. Sonny
Sealy, and Mr. and Mrs. Stephen Sutherland.

During the ten years that elapsed between the field work 
and the writing up of this study, countless friendB and col
leagues have given me support and encouragement. I am grate
ful to Professor Elliott P. Skinner, now U. S. Ambassador to 
the Upper Volta Republic, who as my original dissertation 
sponsor helped me greatly in getting started. And I am

vii



particularly indebted to the members of my doctoral committee, 
Professors Margaret Mead, Lambros Comltas, and Conrad 

Arensberg, who with unlimited patience guided me through the 

writing of this study, offering throughout their good counsel 

and support.

I have greatly benefited from the sustained interest and 
helpful comments of Professors Eleanor Leacock, June Nash, 

Charles Leslie, and Chandra Jayawardena, who read sections of 
the first draft of the dissertation. I also wish to thank 
Dr. Alfred Rifkin for his never-failing confidence in me- 

through the years.

To Miss Gail Hershberger I owe special thanks for her 
Invaluable assistance in editing and typing the final draft 

and for her willingness to work closely with me under high 

pressure to prepare this manuscript.
Finally, my husband, Dr. Samuel Sutton, and our son, 

David, deserve more thanks than I can express. My husband 

assumed willingly and unquestloningly the implications of 

being married to a full-time anthropologist. Both he and 

our son made it possible, necessary, and meaningful for me 

to complete this work.
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION

This is a study of sugar workers in Barbados, a small 
island in the British Caribbean that has remained a sugar 
plantation society for more than three hundred years. It 
describes the socio-cultural framework within which sugar 
workers operate and the nature of their ties to the plan
tation, to other rural workers, and to the institutions 
of the wider society. A major concern of this study is 
to trace the impact of recent socio-political changes - 
the introduction of mass politics and trade unionism - 
on the behavior patterns and attitudes of sugar workers, 
and particularly on the forms of collective action they 

resort to in expressing their opposition to other social 
groups.

I approach this question by analyzing a wildcat strike 

that took place in the sugar industry in 1958, during the 
course of my field work. This strike created an island- 
wide crisis and ended with the demands of the sugar work
ers being met. Because this was the first time that all of 
the island's cane workers had acted in concert, the outbreak 
of this unscheduled and dramatic event provided good case 
material for studying the relationship between social change 
and social conflict. It also offered me a unique oppor
tunity to record the actual dynamics of a protest action in
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which some 19,000 cane workers were able to achieve a 
solidarity of action without visible leadership or overall 
coordination. The study then focuses on the analysis of a 
social conflict: its causes and the socio-cultural factors
that determined its form and outcome.

Anthropologists have found that events such as ritual 
dramas, ceremonials, and public disputes are useful units 
of observation for analyzing social processes, for they pre
sent in a compressed form a dramatic enactment of a people's 
beliefs and social relations. In a similar fashion, the 
1958 strike was an event that presented in compressed form 
a dramatic enactment of the nature of the relationship 
between sugar workers and other social groups. Thus my 
first reason for choosing this event as a central focus of 
the study is that the strike provided an opportunity to 
observe in microcosm the more slow-moving and diffuse pro
cesses of change, and the way people translated their beliefs 
and values into action and utilized their social relations 
to achieve their ends.

Second, the scattered references to spontaneous strikes 
in the literature on Industrial conflict concern strikes 
that take place in factories, mines, or large industrial 
plants, and it is generally assumed that these strikes are 
directed by visible, if sometimes informal, leaders. Spon
taneous strikes among plantation laborers in the Caribbean 
are mentioned by Jayawardena (1963)* by Lewis (1939), and 
by M. 0. Smith (1965:262-30*0. But there are no first
hand accounts of the unfolding of these strikes, and the
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ones referred to M. G. Smith, which took place in Grenada, 
were led by a charismatic leader. Gouldner (1965) has done 
an extensive study of a wildcat strike that occurred in a 
gypsum plant in the United States. He also focuses on the 
key role of leadership and states that wildcat strikes 
differ from regular strikes only by virtue of the fact that 
they are led by Informal leaders instead of union officials. 
This assertion is not borne out by the 1958 strike in 
Barbados.

Since there are few first-hand social science accounts 
of spontaneous strikes, the processes Involved in such 
collective actions are not well understood. Little is known, 
for example, of how such actions spread to enlist an increas
ing number of participants, how the responses of others 
influence the behavior of the participants, what value com
mitments or social perceptions underly and give impetus to 
the acts of protest, or what is communicated both during 
and after a confrontation. The present study therefore adds 
to the literature on collective action and spontaneous 
strikes a case study that attempts to answer some of the 
above questions.

The third reason for focusing on the strike is that it 
afforded an opportunity to consider what the concepts of 
worker solidarity and class consciousness meant In terms of 
social action within a specific socio-cultural setting. As 
a socio-economic category, the term "proletarian” has been 
given a clear and specific referent, namely, a landless, or 
virtually landless, wage employee attached to a large-scale
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industrial or agricultural enterprise. But the concept of 
a "rural proletarian subculture," which Sidney Mintz first 
introduced into the anthropological vocabulary (1953), also 
includes social and cultural dimensions that refer to "worker 
solidarity" and "class consciousness." These concepts are 
harder to define and thus harder to employ for purposes of 
making cross-cultural comparisons, for their behavioral and 
attitudinal referents are often ambiguous, encompassing a 
variety of social attitudes and forms of social action.

It is equally difficult to decide, on the basis of a 
listing of socio-cultural traits, whether or not workers 
form a homogeneous social group with a "consciousness of 
kind." Instead it is necessary to specify how they define 
themselves, both in their actions and in their ideology, 
with respect to other groups of people. For as a British 
historian aptly remarks, "...class itself is not a thing 
[i.e. a social category, entity, or subculture], it is a 
happening" (Thompson 1965:357). Thus, another objective of 
this study is to give the concepts of "worker solidarity" 
and "class consciousness" a specific cultural content and 
meaning with respect to the sugar workers in Barbados.

Finally, in describing some of the socio-cultural 
features of a sugar-cane community on the island of Barbados, 
this study is Intended as a contribution to the anthropo
logical literature on Caribbean plantation societies.
Although a large segment of the Caribbean rural population 
live In areas dominated by the plantation system, there are 
relatively few anthropological studies of plantation
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communities. Moreover, all of the three previously published 
studies (Mintz 1956; Padilla 1965; Jayawardena 1963) have 
dealt with plantation communities found in association with 
large corporate-owned plantations called "factory-and-field 
combines" (Steward 1959:10). And it is in this context that 
the behavior and attitudes of plantation workers have been 
described. Barbados, however, is characterized by relatively 
small plantations, owned by resident white families. And 
while the whole island is dominated by the plantation system, 
and the mass of the population has for a long time been 
engaged in the money economy as wage laborers, sugar plan
tation workers in Barbados do not completely fit the 
description of landless wage employees cut off from alter
native sources of income (of. Mintz, Padilla, Adams). Thus 
the situation in Barbados offers an interesting contrast to 
the previous studies and can illuminate the way in which 
differences in the organization of the plantation system can 
affect the attitudes and behavior of rural workers.

METHODOLOGY: I have used the community study method
(Arensberg 195*0 for observing the behavior and attitudes of 
sugar workers and for tracing their tieB to other rural work
ers and to the plantation. In recording the sequence of 
interactions that took place during the strike, I have used 
the case study method. The recording and analyzing of par
ticular events has been variously termed event analysis



(Mead 1946; Kimball and Pearsall 1955)* the extended case 
study method (Van Velsen 1967* Gluckman 1967)* and social 
drama (Turner 1957)* and Its usefulness as a means of study
ing process has been Increasingly emphasized In recent years.

In the following study, Chapter II outlines the basic 
features of the island as a whole. Chapter III provides a 
historical background to the present social system and 
Includes an account of past conflicts between plantation 
laborers and other groups. Chapters IV, V, and VI describe 
the structure of a sugar cane community, the ways in which 
people earn a living, the nature of occupational and social 
differentiation, and its effect on certain patterns of 
social interaction among villagers. In Chapter VII the 
organization of work roles on the plantation is described, 
along with the attitudes of sugar workers toward management 
and the union. Chapter VIII gives an account of the unfold
ing of the 1958 strike and its immediate consequences, and 
Chapter IX is a summary of the factors relevant to under
standing this event and the way it relates to the processes 
of change in Barbados.

FIELD WORK SETTING: This study is based on field work
carried out on the island of Barbados over a period of four
teen months* from June through August of 1956* from October 
to December of 1957* and from Pebruary to October of 1958.
I spent most of this time living In a rural village I shall
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call Endeavor. The strike took place while I was on the 
Island, so I was able to observe the behavior of both strik
ers and non-strikers before, during, and after the event.
I also spent time Interviewing laborers from other planta
tions, attending mass meetings in the urban center, talking 
with union leaders, politicians, and planters, and following 
a circuit of meetings that were held in other parts of the 
countryside.

I selected Endeavor for intensive study because it was 
a large and densely populated community adjacent to one of 
the biggest sugar plantations in Barbados, and it had a 
reputation for being a rural community that reflected some 
of the most modern trends on the island. The presence of 
a modernized sugar factory employing skilled labor, along 
with the easy access to the urban center, which was a source 
of employment, meant that the community contained a somewhat 
greater spectrum of occupational diversity than existed in 
many of the other rural settlements in Barbados. However, 
Endeavor differed only in degree, but not in kind, from 
other villages on the island.

In carrying out the field research I relied upon the 
traditional anthropological methods of participant observa
tion, open-ended interviews, and the collection of life 
histories and genealogies. I also undertook a household 
census of the total community which forms the basis of the 
statistical data I present.

The language spoken by the rural population of Barbados 
is a dialect of English (see Collymore 1955)* In the
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beginning I understood most conversations that were specifi
cally directed to me, but little of the verbal exchanges that 
took place among villagers. It took the patient tutoring of 
friends in the village during the first two to three months 
of my stay before I was able to follow and engage in group 
conversations. Once I became familiar with the phonological 
and grammatical aspects of the dialect, the major linguistic 
problem was a semantic one, i.e. the somewhat different mean
ings attached to words that are part of standard English.^

REVIEW OF PREVIOUS STUDIES: It was Sidney Mintz who
first drew attention to the type of rural communities and
worker subculture created by the modern plantation system in
the Caribbean. According to Mintz, the rural communities on
the south coast of Puerto Rico, where he conducted his study,
arose as a result of the imposition of a modern, corporate-
owned plantation. He characterized them as follows:

In these communities the vast majority of people 
is landless, property-less (in the sense of pro
ductive property), wage-earning, store-buying... 
corporately-employed, and standing in like relation
ship to the main source of employment. These rural 
proletarian communities might also be considered 
class Isolates, in the sense that economic alterna
tives to wage labor in the sugar-lndustry, other 
than via migration to the United States mainland, 
are very scarce. The working people not only stand 
in like relationship to the productive apparatus

This is one of the reasons why sociological studies in the West Indies which rely only on questionnaires for gathering data are liable to serious errors in interpretation, par
ticularly when they deal with attitudes and values.
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but are also interacting in reciprocal social rela
tionships with each other and subordinate social 
relationships to members of higher classes (such as 
managers)... The rural proletarians form a part of 
society, and they are members of a class which can 
be analyzed adequately only with reference to other 
classes in the total society, while having minimal 
opportunities to change their class position in 
the local community [1953:139-40].

The growth of a "homogeneous mono-class community in which a 
premium is put upon group solidarity" (Mintz 1956:412) is 
attributed to the development of impersonal, contractual rela
tions between plantation workers and management (see Wolf and 
Mintz 1957; Wolf 1959). That worker solidarity implies a 
conscious opposition to other classes is made explicit by Wolf

The corollary of this subcultural homogeneity is a 
strong "consciousness of kind" in which the behav
ior and norms of the proletarian subculture are 
counterposed to the behavior and norms of the mana- 
gerial group, and by extension, to the behavior and 
norms of all those who are thought to occupy similar 
positions of wealth and power in the larger society 
of which these sugar workers form a part [1959:140, 
emphasis added].
A similar theme runs through Jayawardena's study of two 

resident communities of East Indians on large corporate-owned 
plantations in Guyana. Noting that the potentiality of con
flict between plantation workers and other social groups 
inheres in the structure of plantation communities, he writes:

As a group of labourers, plantation residents come 
into conflict with other classes for more effec
tive representation in the legislature, for a 
greater share in the distribution of wealth, for 
social privileges, and for maintaining their own 
patterns of behavior [1963:54].

As a result of their low social status, common subordination
to plantation management, common residence, and common
"descent" or culture, the East Indian plantation laborers
developed an egalitarian Ideology called matl. which governed
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their social relations and provided a basis for group action. 
Matl expresses the notion that all plantation laborers are 
social equals with common Interests and should treat one 
another accordingly. It Involves a set of egalitarian norms 
that emphasize the common plight of laborers and the need for 
unity, solidarity, and the sharing of common resources In 
struggles against management. In fact, the main function of 
this egalitarian Ideology, Jayawardena states, was to pro
vide an informal basis for uniting laborers in their disputes 
with management. The sudden and spontaneous strike was 
resorted to for expressing conflicting interests, for it was 
only by an almost complete unanimity In action that laborers 
could counterbalance the power of management and thus pro
tect their interests (1963:57)* While many writers have 
stated that a trade union movement fosters worker solidarity 
and heightens class consciousness, Jayawardena suggests that 
an egalitarian ideology is most pronounced when workers lack 
effective organizations to represent their interests. It 
becomes of marginal Importance among proletarian groups when 
a strong trade union comes on the scene (Jayawardena n.d.).

The important influence that a unitary industrial struc
ture has on the behavior and attitudes of workers is also 
shown in Epstein's study (1958) of two groups of African 
workers on the Copperbelt of Zambia (then Northern Rhodesia). 
In one case, Africans lived on the Municipal Location where 
they were employed In a number of different small and loosely 
organised firms. There was little standardization of wages 
or working conditions and a patron-client relationship
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existed between workers and employers. Instead of a unity 
In action, Epstein found dissension among political leaders, 
vacillation in policy and actions, and a competition of 
interests between various groups, often along tribal lines.
On the mine compound, however, workers confronted a unitary 
structure, wages and working conditions were standardized, 
and the relationship between management and workers was 
impersonal. Here the workers developed a social cohesion 
and an identity of interests that overrode differences in 
their tribal or ethnic backgrounds, and they were able to 
take a common stand in opposition to the mining company.
In this case, however, the union was an important factor 
making for social cohesion, for it bound together within 
the framework of its organization a large number of Africans 
of different cultural backgrounds who had come together only 
through chance and their common employment.

The confrontation with a unitary industrial structure 
does not by itself result in worker solidarity or a class 
consciousness, however. For in a study of a government- 
owned sugar plantation in Puerto Rico, Padilla found that 
the workers were still personally dependent upon their super
visors and had not developed to the same degree the attitudes 
and behavior patterns found among the sugar workers Mintz 
studied. Although the majority were landless rural wage 
earners, they retained many of the attitudes and behavior 
patterns of the hacienda days and are described by Padilla 
as "a proletariat in transition” (1956:313).
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Adams (1959) has criticized many of the studies of
plantation systems and their community subcultures for
placing too much emphasis on the level of technology of the
plantation, its organization, and such things as management-
worker relations. Instead, he sees the locus of political
power in a society as the significant factor in determining
the behavior patterns and attitudes of rural workers.
According to Adams:

Domains affect rural labor in a number of important 
ways. The domain in which the laborer finds him
self determines the kinds of things he is forced 
to do, the kinds of rights and privileges he may 
anticipate, the relations he has with his superi
ors and, in some Instances, with subordinates as 
well. Some of the major changes that have been 
reporte5~ln rural labor's behavior can be attrib
uted to changing domains L19bA:bq, emphasis added].

He suggests that Impersonal relationships between workers and 
management have developed in large part because power haB 
shifted to the central government, bringing both employers 
and laborers within a larger power domain. And in order to 
consolidate their power, governments in recent years have 
supported the development of political parties and trade 
unions, both of which appeal directly to the laborers.
Through these two government-supported "power domains," 
laborers have acquired rights to counterbalance the rights 
of employers. Adams states that the end of paternalism is 
In sight when there are effectively competing power domains 
upon which laborers 'can rely.

In an artiole on variations in the "community sub
cultures" of workers employed on modern plantations with 
impersonal worker-management relationships, Eric Wolf (1959)
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suggests that the proletarianized plantation community In 
Puerto Rico, described by Mintz, is probably an extreme 
example of what happens when workers are employed on a modern, 
large-scale plantation, and a consequence of the destruction 
of economic and social alternatives for widening their 
resource base. More common in the Caribbean is the situation 
in which plantation workers are not so dependent upon a 
single source of income for their livelihood, but combime 
work for the plantation with a variety of other economic pur
suits, such as cash cropping, fishing, or working part-time 
as an artisan or tradesman. The situation in which the rural 
worker combines two or more different economic activities has 
been described by Comitas as "occupational multiplicity" 
(1964). It is a pattern that not only broadens the worker's 
resource base, but also enmeshes him in a complex network of 
social obligations and relationships apart from his ties to 
co-workers on a plantation. By implication, this pattern 
also decreases the social cohesion and "consciousness of 
kind" that Mintz and Jayawardena found among the sugar work
ers they studied in Puerto Rico and Guyana, and presumably 
their capacity to engage in Joint action as workers. Jerome 
Handler, for example, states (1966) that there is an absence 
of unique bonds of solidarity among the plantation workers 
of Chalky Mount, one of the smaller plantations in the Scot
land District of Barbados, and he attributes this in part to 
their engaging in more than one income-producing activity.

M. G. Smith rejects the framework of class analysis 
implicit in the above studies. According to Smith, Caribbean
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societies are Internally divided into culturally distinct 
groups whose institutional systems and values "are sharply 
divergent and often conflict" (Smith 1965:320). Smith char
acterizes them not as class-stratified but as plural socie
ties with internal cleavages that cut deeper than class 
differences. He sees cultural differences as the generative 
source of intergroup conflict, while for the previous writers 
the locus of conflict resides in opposing class interests.
He argues that in a culturally pluralistic society individ
uals are mobilized into corporate groups on the basis of 
common culture rather than common economic and political 
Interests and that this, in turn, means that conflicts take 
a more intense and violent form. Nevertheless, when Smith 
analyzes two island-wide strikes that created a crisis in 
Grenada, he traces the conflict to the same sources cited by 
writers who employ a class analysis, namely, reduction in the 
privileges planters had granted to their workers and weaken
ing of the ties that bound workers to planters (1965:297)•

Although the studies Just reviewed use somewhat differ
ent analytic frameworks to describe the attitudes and action 
patterns of workers, one may conclude from them that the 
conditions producing a solidarity among workers and the 
factors determining the forms intergroup conflict take are 
sufficiently variable to require analysis of the historical 
background and total soclo-cultural context within which any 
particular group of workers functions. In this study of a 
Barbadian community of rural workers, I attempt to provide 
this kind of analysis.
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CHAPTER II

CONTEMPORARY BARBADOS: A MACROSCOPIC VIEW

Barbados is a small coral Island In the southern 
Caribbean, 13 degrees north of the equator and 100 miles 
east of Its closest Island neighbor. Located on the 
eastern rim of the chain of Antillean Islands that enclose 
the Caribbean Sea, It has long been an Important port-of-call 
for ships from Europe and Africa and a point of transshipment 
to other Islands In the Lesser Antilles. Historically and 
culturally, Barbados is part of the British Caribbean and 
Is regarded as the most Engllsh-llke of those West Indian 
societies that have been under British colonial rule. Some 
of the distinctive aspects of its social structure and cul
ture are the outgrowth of the island's long and singular 
dependence upon plantation-produced sugar, a line of develop
ment made possible by the ecology of the island.

Shaped like a leg of mutton, Barbados Is a relatively 
flat Island of 166 square miles; 21 mileB at Its longest 
and 14 1/2 miles at Its widest. Its surface Is composed 
of gentle undulating plains that ascend from the west to 
a height of 1,105 feet in the northeast (Lowenthal 1957:469). 
Most of the island's soils are of coral limestone. They 
retain moisture well, are free-draining, and have proved 
quite fertile. An annual rainfall of 50 to 70 Inches that
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falls mainly between June and November, the planting season, 
has been adequate for cane growing. The variation In soil 
fertility and rainfall found In different parts of the Island 
is not of sufficient magnitude to create significant regional 
differences. Physically, the island is remarkably homogeneous.

Barbados has no rivers or lakes and few permanent streams, 
but it is well-watered from reserves of underground water, 
the accumulated seepage formed in subterranean hollows, from 
which central pumping stations distribute water throughout 
the island. Its tropical climate is tempered by constant 
sea breezes so that the temperature rarely rises above 88 
degrees or falls below 65 and there are no marked seasonal 
changes in temperature. The pleasant climate and a freedom 
from pests, particularly the Anopheles mosquito, has given 
Barbados the reputation of a healthy and attractive place to 
live.

Eighty per cent of the land is under cultivation, most 
of it given over to producing sugar cane for export, and 
little remains of the more luxuriant tropical growth of the 
mahogany trees that once covered the land. Instead cane- 
fields stretch across the island, giving the Barbadian 
landscape Its noted neat and tidy appearance. Sugar has 
been the mainstay of the Barbadian economy for over three 
hundred years and virtually the only source of Island 
wealth. In the past the island's fortunes have been 
subjeet to marked fluctuations that resulted from changes 
In world market prices and from disasters such as hurricanes,
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droughts, and diseases that periodically destroyed the crop. 
That the sugar Industry has withstood these past crises Is 
now a point of national pride, cited as prlma-facie evidence 
that Barbadians are a people able to "triumph over adversity."

Over the past 100 years, sugar production has Increased 
by almost 300 per cent, and since 1951 the sugar industry 
has been protected from overseas competition by guaranteed 
price supports negotiated under the Commonwealth Sugar 
Agreements. However, the 1957 record crop of over 200,000 
tons is conceded to be the limit of possible future expan
sion, and Barbadians recognize that diversifying the economy 
has become essential. In recent years the government has 
taken active steps to encourage the development of minor 
Industries and to stimulate growth of the tourist trade.
But although tourism has begun to provide a secondary source 
of national income, now as in the past, the prosperity of 
Barbados still remains dependent upon sugar. Sugar and its 
by-products, rum and molasses, account for 95 per cent of 
all exports and 45 per cent of the gross domestic product 
(Bethel 1960:128; Barbados Statistical Service 1963:116-118). 
It is with reason then that Barbadians continue to refer to 
sugar as "the lifeblood of our society."

Unlike the situation found in most other sugar-producing 
societies In the West Indies, the sugar Industry in Barbados 
Is not forelgn-owned nor is sugar grown on large plantations 
that average 8,000 to 10,000 acres in size. The family- 
owned plantation (or estate, as it is sometimes called) is



still the prevailing pattern and the industry has remained 
in the hands of a resident white planter class. Eighty- 
three per cent of the total land is farm land and 85 per 
cent of this is composed of plantations of 100 acres or 
more (Mack 1965:139-140). There are 260 separately listed 
plantations. However, some families own and operate more 
than one plantation, and there are single families whose 
total holdings run as high as one to two thousand acres; 
according to the list of plantation owners I was given, 
there were approximately 150 families whose total holdings 
were more than 100 acres, and some of these were registered 
as limited liability companies. With one notable exception, 
all of these owners were white families. In terms of the 
organization of the sugar industry, the important point is 
that no single planter family or company dominated the 
sugar industry.

In 1956, ownership of the Island's largest sugar 
plantation and factory passed to a holding company of town 
merchants. This transaction was widely regarded as fore
shadowing a shift in economic control from the countryside 
to town. However, the links between commerce and sugar in 
Barbados are numerous, both in terms of family connections 
and in relation to the crossover of ownership patterns in 
the commercial and agricultural sectors of the economy, so 
that much the same group of people are likely to retain 
control over che sugar industry.
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With most of the arable land concentrated In estate 
holdings, the rest of the population has had little access 
to land, and the contrast between the size of the large and 
Bmall holdings Is great. Thus 15 per cent of the arable 
land Is distributed among 30,000 smallholders. Small hold
ings are In most cases subdivisions of former sugar estates 
that went bankrupt and sold out to a land-hungry population 
of rural wage earners. The desire for land has been great, 
but the amount available has been scarce and the prices 
high. Consequently the size of these small holdings is 
very small - more than 72 per cent consist of less than 
half an acre and fewer than 5 per cent are two acres or 
more in size. In Barbados the customary term for small
holders is "peasant proprietors," but the term Is highly 
misleading, for the size of these holdings is too small 
to allow their owners to earn a livelihood from the land. 
For the most part, smallholders are primarily wage workers 
who cultivate their land as side activity.

Both the owners and renters of small holdings culti
vate cane. Thus, they supplement rather than complement 
the island's monocrop pattern of production, and in recent
years they have produced as much as 15 to 18 per cent of
the total annual crop (Barbados Statistical Service 1963: 
42). For reasons I shall discuss in Chapter V, the gov
ernment's efforts directed at encouraging smallholders to 
grow food crops instead of cane have not met with any 
notable sucoess (of. Greenfield 1964).
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All cane produced on the island Is processed by 19 sugar 
factories, owned by resident planter families. While the 
amalgamation of smaller plantations into larger holdings 
slowly took place during the past century, it is in the 
processing side of the sugar industry that centralization 
has been most pronounced. Before World War I, almost every 
plantation had its own sugar works for milling and grinding 
cane (Beachy 1957)* while today sugar factories are found 
only on those plantations whose operations were large enough 
to Justify the capital investment required for converting 
their former sugar mills, powered by windmills or steam, 
into modern central factories. Owners of smaller plantations 
are shareholders in the factory to which they send their 
cane, but the growth of modern factories has created a more 
marked separation of cane cultivation from its manufacture 
into raw sugar.

Because most of the land is devoted to cane cultivation, 
little is produced by way of foodstuffs or other subsistence 
goods. Since World War II, estates have been required by 
government order to plant approximately 12 per cent of their 
arable land In root cropB and vegetables to be marketed 
locally (Barbados Statistical Service 1963:45). Some small
holders also cultivate a few food crops. Food crops are 
grown on land that is temporarily "thrown out" of use after 
the cane has been out, or along the edges of newly planted 
cane holes. The main crops grown are yams, sweet potatoes, 
eddoes and pulses, called "provision crops." Those grown on



"thrown out" land are referred to as "catch crops" and Include 
beans, carrots, beets, shallots, lettuce, cabbage, and sweet 
cassava and tomatoes. The banana Is the most abundant tree 
crop, but breadfruit, coconut, citruses of various kinds, 
mango, avocado, papaw and others are also cultivated. However, 
the amount of food crops produced is far from sufficient to 
meet local needs.

The same holds for livestock. Sheep, goats, pigs, and 
cattle are the main forms of livestock found on Barbados, 
but In quantities inadequate to satisfy the meat and dairy 
needs of the population. Estates are required to maintain a 
certain number of animals in relation to their total acreage 
and most smallholders try to keep some livestock. Pish, 
however, are abundant, and fishermen bring in 10 to 11 
million pounds a year. But poorly developed internal market
ing facilities result in a limited distribution and the absence 
of cold storage prevents fuller use of the resources of the 
sea.

As a consequence, Barbados imports most of the food 
required for local consumption, including the rice and salt- 
fish that are dietary staples of the poorer people. Almost 
one-third of the gross import bill is spent on foodstuffs 
and the major part of personal incomes is spent on the 
purchase of food staples (Lowenthal 1957:882-88; Cumper I960).

Concentration on sugar has had Implications for the 
occupational structure of the island. The absence of agri
cultural alternatives has resulted in a fully developed wage



22

labor and market exchange system. Thus, for an agricultural 
society, Barbados contains a large wage-earning population.
In i960, 72 per cent of the population between the ages of 
15 and 65 were listed as being in the labor force. Of these, 
53,501 were men and 38,699 were women (Barbados Statistical 
Service 1960:8-9, 68-69) However, aB elsewhere in the 
West Indies, the rate of unemployment is high, averaging 20 
per cent of those in the work force. A study in 1955 indicated 
that there were 18,300 people available for work during the 
season of high employment and 20,700 during the season of 
low employment, which is an unemployment rate of 19 per cent 
during the peak period of employment and 23 per cent during 
the season referred to as "hard times" (Cumper 1959:113).

The sugar industry is the single largest source of 
employment. In March of I960, 27.7 per cent of the employed 
labor force were working on sugar estates and 3.7 per cent 
were working in sugar factories. Outside the sugar industry, 
the major types of employment include working as domestic 
servants, artisans, or small tradesmen. In I960, approximately 
9 per cent of the working population held clerical, profes
sional or managerial Jobs. The hotels, guest houses, and clubs 
that cater to the tourist trade employed only 0.3 per cent of 
the labor force (Mack 1965:140). For those who finish school

Compared to industrial economies, the percentage of 
women who are gainfully employed in Barbados is high. This 
remains true despite a reoent decline In the percentage of 
women in the labor force (see Cumper 1959)*
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and are first entering the labor market, estate labor still 
provides a major source of employment. According to a survey 
in 1955, the first Job held by 32 per cent of boys and 17 
per cent of girls was as field laborer on the estates 
(Cumper 1959:125).

Although Barbados has many features associated with 
underdeveloped economies, its economy has, more accurately, 
been described as "overdeveloped.” This is because the 
sugar industry is believed to have approached its maximum 
in productivity and efficiency and because the island 
possesses few unexploited natural resources. A striking 
feature of the present economy is its tight integration, 
the result of a policy that has involved a thorough exploi
tation of only a limited range of economic opportunities.
Thus the agricultural and commercial sectors are closely 
articulated, and relations of economic interdependence 
characterize all sections of the population.

POPULATION: With 234,575 persons crowded onto
Barbados' 166 square miles in I960, the population of the 
island approached 1,400 per square mile - a density twice 
that of other Caribbean islands, known to be thickly popu
lated. Barbados is one of the most densely populated 
countries in the world, with a ratio of 3*24 persons per 
acre of cultivable land (Huggins and Cumper 1958:55).

High fertility rates do not account for the island's 
abundant population. The birth rate, gross reproduction



rate, and a 2 per cent per annum rate of natural increase are 
among the lowest in the Caribbean. It has been pointed out 
that Barbados is crowded today because it was always crowded. 
Barely thirty years after the island was colonized it had a 
population density of 400 persons per square mile, four times 
that of the mother country. And in 1889 when James Anthony 
Proude visited Barbados, he found it "as thickly populated 
as an anthill," with over 1,000 people to the square mile 
(Lowenthal 1957:455). Barbados' large population is the 
result of three centuries of successful control by the sugar 
industry with its requirement for a large labor force.

Extensive emigration has provided an avenue of relief 
from population pressure. Beginning as early as the l860fs, 
the Barbados government has promoted various schemes for 
emigration. Faced with an "overabundant population" it has, 
till recently, been the only British Caribbean territory to 
adopt an emigration policy. Prom l86l to 1921, at a time 
when other British Caribbean societies were still importing 
Indentured laborers, between 100,000 and 150,000 people 
left the island to seek employment on neighboring islands, 
and in British Ouiana, Panama, and the United States (Roberts 
1955J.1 Without this exodus, Barbados would now have more 
than twice its present population. Between 1921 and 1950,

Large communities of Barbadians are also found In 
Panama, South America, and the United States, where a large colony resides In Brooklyn. By 1946, It was estimated that 
one out of every eleven Barbadians lived elsewhere In the 
Caribbean (Lowenthal 1957:487).
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when employment opportunities abroad decreased, some of the 
emigrants returned to the Island. Population pressure and 
unemployment began to mount again. However, emigration was 
resumed beginning In 1951 and, during the mid-fifties, 
thousands of Barbadians left annually to work in Great 
Britain and Canada. In 1955-56* emigration siphoned off 
over 78 per cent of the natural increase. It has also helped 
reduce the effective fertility of the remaining population, 
since most emigrants leave at the height of their child-bearing 
period.

In addition to reducing population pressure, the outflow 
of emigrants has served to alleviate economic distress by 
increasing the islanders' sources of income. Prom the outset, 
emigrants have sent part of their earnings to relatives who 
remain behind, thus establishing an emlgration-remlttance 
pattern that is now a recognized part of the economic orienta
tion of Barbadians.1 Cash remittances were already significant 
between the years i860 and 1900, and tripled in amount between 
the years 1911 and 1920 when much of the incoming cash was 
referred to as "Panama money" because it was gained by 
Barbadians working on the canal. Remittances dwindled in 
the period between the two world wars, but between 1957 and 
1962 they equaled approximately 6 per cent of the total

The social and economic Implications of emlgration- 
remlttance patterns for certain societies has recently drawn the attention of a few anthropologists and other social 
scientists (tee Manners 1965} Lowenthal and Comltas 1962} 
Roberts 1955).



personal Income of islanders (Manners 1965:190). Of course, 
these remittances were not evenly distributed among the 
population. They may constitute anywhere from a small 
fraction to the total annual income of an individual.

Barbados has one of the lowest sex ratios in the British 
Caribbean. In 1956 there were 853 males to 1,000 females, or, 
four men to every five women in the age group of 15 to 64 
(Lowenthal 1957:466). The excess of females is partly attrib
utable to differential mortality rates, but the most decisive 
factor determining the sex imbalance has been emigration. As 
a result of the sex-selective nature of emigration, the sex
ratio for those aged 20 to 59 was 443 males to 1,000 females
in 1911, whereas it would have been 846 to 1,000 without emi
gration. After 1921, the return of many emigrants brought 
about a better balance. By 1946 the sex ratio was 686 males 
to 1,000 females, although in a hypothetically stationary 
population it would have been 943 to 1,000 (Roberts 1955a:226).

SETTLEMENT PATTERN: Some 40 per cent of the island's
population live in Bridgetown, the capital, and its suburbs.
The rest of the population is fairly evenly distributed among
the nine parishes referred to as country parishes, with the
richer sugar-producing parishes being slightly more crowded 
than the poorer ones.

In the countryside, there is little variation in settle
ment patterns. The working population live In llne-vlllages



along the edges of cane fields or at highway Intersections. 
These villages have no physical center. Interspersed among 
the assemblage of closely-spaced dwellings are rural shops 
that sell the food staples and rum consumed by the population 
and a number of church "meetin' halls" that belong to dif
ferent Protestant sects. Depending on size there may also
be a primary school, a post office, or district police court. 
Both sugar factories and the private residences of planters 
and estate managers are located a short distance from the 
villages* with the estate houses usually situated on a slight 
prominence of land overlooking canefields and worker villages 
and enclosed by a stone wall or thick copse of trees.

Bridgetown and its suburbs is the only urban area on
the island. Bridgetown, which is the government seat, is a 
port and market town, built around a harbor. The import- 
export houses are located here; it is the shopping center 
for the entire island, and where one goes for entertainment 
or hospital care. Bridgetown in 1958 contained the only 
hospital and movie house on the island. No more than fourteen 
miles from any spot, it is the converging point for the 
island's extensive network of roads. The very accessibility 
of Bridgetown has obviated the need to develop regional or 
local institutions of any significance and has resulted in an 
absence of smaller centers for distributing goods and providing 
social services. The one exception Is Speighstown on the 
leeward coast.
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Although Barbadians distinguish between urban and rural 
ways of life, believing urban dwellers to be more sophisticated 
In outlook and manners, the difference In fact Is not a marked 
one. Attributes that are often considered to be associated 
with a rural way of life, such as greater economic self- 
sufficiency, semi-Isolation of rural villages, social practices 
and values that are distinct from the city, and an outlook fo
cused on local concerns, do not characterize rural life In 
Barbados. Instead, extensive contact and communication occur 
between town and countryside. Not only do people living In 
rural parishes visit Bridgetown frequently, but some go there 
dally to work. There Is a strong Interest In Island-wide and 
overseas events and easy access to information. News of 
island and world events Is transmitted to rural dwellers over-, 
a wire broadcasting system, known as "redlffusion." Most of 
the rural population is literate* and daily and weekly news
papers can be found throughout the countryside. The Barbadian 
expression, "news doesn't lack for a carrier," refers not only 
to local gossip but also to happenings in town and elsewhere 
on the Island.

Under these circumstances, urban influences easily 
permeate the countryside and the rural communities appear

Barbados has the highest literacy rate In the Caribbean. 
In I960, less than one per cent of the population over 15 years of aae had no formal education (Barbados Statistical 
Service 1963:30-31). While for many being literate Involves only minimum skills In reading and writing, nevertheless, 
literacy Is highly respected. In the village I studied,It was a devastating Insult to accuse a person of being 
Illiterate.



serai-urban in character. The island's lack of regional 
variation together with an absence of strong feelings of 
localism have produced a primary identification with the 
island-wide society. It would seem more appropriate to 
view the whole island as "urban," and to consider Barbados 
a non-rural or semi-urban type of agricultural society.*
This point should be borne in mind when the terms "urban" 
and "rural" are used with reference to Barbados.

The history and structure of Barbadian society have 
produced a distinctive national character. Barbadians for 
example are well-known throughout the West Indies for their 
national pride, which to outsiders sometimes appears as 
verging on smugness and self-complacency. A strong national 
consciousness can be found at all levels of society and is 
a function of the smallness and tight integration of the 
island. Furthermore, this consciousness includes an identi
fication with English culture to the extent that Barbados 
bears the sobriquet of "Little England."

SOCIAL STRUCTURE: Barbados is a blraclal society whose
present population is descended from the African slaves 
brought over during the period of slavery, and from the

I owe this concept to Charles Leslie, who pointed out 
to me that tlje term "urban agricultural society" characterises not only Barbados but also parts of Italy, Java, Greece, and India, where agricultural populations also tend to 
follow a semi-urban way of life.
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English who colonized the island in the early 17th century.
The type of creole society and culture that has developed 
reflects, in its composition and content, the nature of the 
economic and political relationships that have bound these 
two immigrant groups together.

Creole social structure is based upon a hierarchical 
arrangement of three main social strata, distinguished in 
terms of both class and color. Its main division originated 
in the initial distinction between white English master and 
African slave, to which later was added an intermediate 
group, composed mainly of the offspring of sexual unions 
between masters and their slave concubines. By the begin
ning of the 19th century, the social categories of "slaves," 
"freed colored community," and "whites" were in use, and 
these categories reflected real differences in both legal 
and social status. This tripartite division has persisted 
and forms the basis of the contemporary three-class system 
of stratification.

The color-class hierarchy that exists in Barbados is 
similar to that found in most British Caribbean societies.
It differs in that Barbados contains the largest white creole 
population of any of the British Caribbean societies (five 
per cent of the population), and in that there is a virtual 
absence of other ethnic minorities found in these other 
societies. East Indians, Chinese, Syrians, and "others" 
constitute less than one-half of one per cent of the total 
population. Consequently, the distinction between the white 
and non-white population is more sharply drawn than elsewhere,
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its importance magnified by the absence of other foci of 
social and cultural differentiation. This, in turn, accounts 
for the island's reputation as being one of the most "prej
udice-minded places in the Caribbean."

There exists no careful or detailed study of class 
stratification and social differentiation in Barbados. 
However, the main outlines of the social structure are 
readily discernible. In the brief account that follows 
I have relied upon my general observations while working 
on the island, plus accounts of particular aspects of Bar
badian social and political life.

At the apex of the social pyramid is a small white upper 
class, composed mainly of plantation owners and merchants, 
who control the agricultural and commercial sectors of the 
economy. This class is also prominent In the upper echelons 
of law, the church, the professions and the civil service. 
Members of this class form a socially cohesive group that 
preserves Its identity through intermarriage, business 
alliances, frequent social visiting, and a covert mythology 
of racial and cultural superiority. No longer in political 
control, they have formed quasi-political associations to 
represent their Interests.

At the other end of the scale are the numerically pre
ponderant "blacks," variously referred to as "the poor 
people," "the masses," or the "laboring population." Now 
as in the past, unskilled agricultural laborers working on 
the sugar estates form the bulk of this group. But this
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social category also Includes artisans, tradesmen, factory 
operatives, a sizable urban working class, as well as rural 
shopkeepers and lower level white-collar workers. While the 
majority depend upon wage labor for their livelihood, many 
also engage in some small-scale cane farming and in other 
forms of own-account employment. Members of the lower class 
do not form a single, large cohesive group, although con
siderable solidarity exists among those who dwell together 
in the rural villages and in urban neighborhoods. Until 
1951* most members of this class were unenfranchised, and 
it is only recently that their interests have come to be 
partially represented through political parties and the 
trade union movement.

Linked historically to the "freed colored community1' is 
a small but growing intermediate class that continues to be 
referred to as "the coloreds," or the "colored middle class." 
They are found mainly in the professions of law, medicine, 
and teaching, although a few have made their way In smaller 
business enterprises and more recently they have begun to 
fill the ranks of the civil service. Individuals of the 
"colored middle class" now dominate the contemporary political 
scene and are the main exponents of the Ideology of economic 
development and social reform. Although they form a new 
political elite, they have shown only a weak Interest in 
building a nationalistic ideology that emphasizes elements 
of West Indian folk culture. Instead they remain oriented
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toward British models of behavior, with some modifications 
that are the result of a recent Increased exposure to United 
States culture.

Small communities of "poor whites,” called "Redlegs,” 
are found concentrated in the "Scotland district" on the 
windward side of the island, where they eke out a meager 
existence cultivating a poor soil. Pew in number, these 
people are descended from the white militias that were 
attached to the estates during the days of slavery. After 
Emancipation, they withdrew into endogamous communities. 
Identified with the white planters in race and culture, 
they chose to withdraw rather than to risk becoming iden
tified with the "blacks," with whom they shared a similar 
economic status. By islt 1 standards, they now are a 
backward people, poor, ill-educated, and lacking in what 
Barbadians perceive as motivation for self-improvement.
The non-white population looks upon "Redlegs" with a mixture 
of contempt and condescension, to which an element of resent 
ment has been added by those who belong to the "colored 
middle class." For "Redlegs" who leave their communities 
have been favored for positlcns as plantation overseers 
and assistant bookkeepers, as well as for JobB as shop 
and bank clerks in Bridgetown, which until recently have 
not been open to more educated and better qualified non
white persons.

None of the three main social classes is internally 
homogeneous nor are their boundaries dear and distinct.
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Nevertheless, individuals who belong to one or another of the 
three social categories are conscious of their Identity as 
members of a distinct social class. Consciousness of class 
status Is heightened by the cultural differences associated 
with each of the three main classes. These differences are 
most evident In the areas of family organization, religious 
belief and practice, speech patterns, recreational activities, 
food preferences, and clothing styles, and serve as Important 
signs of class status.

The island is Protestant and the people are active 
churchgoers. The Anglican church, which was still the 
established church at the time of the study, receives its 
most active support from the white upper class, although 
the majority of the population are nominal members. Upper- 
class whites conduct their social life mainly In the privacy 
of their clubs and homes and apart from the rest of the 
Island. They speak "proper” English, send their children 
to the private secondary schools on the island, and their 
sons for advanced education In England. Marriage Is church- 
ordained and family life Is organized around the nuclear 
family. Family authority Is vested in the male role and 
the economic, political and social activities of a man 
define the social status of his family. The women confine 
themselves to domestic roles. Their activities outside of 
their social and family life are limited to serving on the 
boards of charitable organisations.
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The "colored community" or "colored middle class" sought 
In the past to adopt the behavior standards and cultural 
values of upper-class whites, and In social practices and 
cultural attitudes they more closely approximate this group 
than they do the way of life of the large lower class. In 
style of life, they adhere to an elite version of the creole 
cultural complex. As In the upper class, the speech patterns 
of the middle class conform to standard English, although the 
tonal quality Is softer and less nasal, and Individuals are 
more likely to resort to the local Bajan dialect1 in the 
intimacy of their homes or among close friends. Nor is their 
religious affiliation exclusively Anglican, for some are 
Methodists, Presbyterians, or members of other respectable 
Protestant denominations. They were not agnostics or 
religious skeptics. Most middle-class individuals complete 
secondary schooling and some have earned English university 
degrees. Their training and orientation is in terms of the 
professions and of the white collar Jobs, and not commerce 
and business.

Members of the colored middle class lead an active 
social life, spending considerable time partying, nightclub
bing, and attending public dances. By contrast to the upper- 
class whites, their social activities are highly visible and

The local dialect has Its own grammatical form and 
phonology and a vocabulary that Includes a number of archaic English words, plus a few words that are thought to be of 
Afrloan derivation (see Collymore 1955)*
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publicized In the local newspapers. There is also an 
emphasis on dressing "smartly" and appearing in fashionable 
clothes, for clothes are a more important status symbol to 
this group than they are to the upper class.

Marriage is a prerequisite to establishing a family.
The birth of an illegitimate child is considered a social 
disgrace. Men, however, do not exercise the same degree of 
familial authority found among the white upper class, and 
the selection of marriage partners is greatly influenced by 
considerations having to do with social mobility and skin 
color, which, particularly among the women, form an impor
tant component of status placement. Divorce is uncommon and 
viewed with repugnance, but separations are not and occur 
fairly frequently. Separations are often the result of 
status conflicts between spouses, and are in fact directly 
attributed to this factor. In general, the colored middle 
class are both preoccupied with and sensitive to issues of 
status differences. As part of this concern, they attach 
considerable significance to differences in skin color, 
hair texture, and other physical features, placing a higher 
value on those features that more closely approximate the 
European physical type. This attitude, now said to be on 
the wane, has caused a great deal of grief and unhappiness 
for those individuals with darker skins. In contrast, among 
lower class people color differences are noticed and used to 
describe people, but they do not play a significant role in 
status placement within the community.



In social and cultural practices, the lower class 
diverge more sharply from the middle and upper classes than 
the latter do from each other, and this divergence reflects 
a wide socio-economic gap that separates this stratum from 
the two elite groups. Most lower-class individuals complete 
only three or four years of schooling and are unable to 
speak what is regarded as standard English. They regard 
their speech, the local dialect, as a mark of their inferior 
status. While the majority are nominal Anglicans, often 
baptized in the Anglican church, they also form the main 
support of one or another of the island's American-sponsored 
Protestant fundamentalist sects, which offer various ver
sions of a future redemption. Fundamentalist religious 
beliefs co-exist with a belief in the "deads," ancestral 
spirits that can haunt or harm an individual or offer advice 
and warn of imminent danger. A belief in "obeah" is also 
prevalent, although its practice is illegal and thus not 
openly acknowledged. "Obeah" is a general designation for 
activities involving the practice of magic or sorcery. It 
includes the performance of acts intended to injure or 
destroy an enemy, a rival in love, or an unwanted spouse.
But it also Includes magical acts designed to help an 
individual find a Job, help determine whether a lover will 
make a suitable spouse, encourage a reluctant BUltor to 
declare his Intentions, or a desired woman to become one's 
mate, and to effect cures of Illness, particularly those 
Illnesses that do not respond to professional medical treat
ment or to the use of folk medlolnes. Nor Is It uncommon
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to attribute a death or disease, or behavior that is con
sidered strange and deviant, to the working of "obeah."
But these explanations are always ex post facto. While 
belief in "obeah" is widespread among the lower class, its 
practice is probably limited and the intensity of conviction 
as to its efficacy is highly variable.

Family organization is markedly different from that of 
the two elite classes. A variety of mating and household 
arrangements are accepted, with neither co-residence nor legal 
marriage a necessary preliminary to having children. Matri- 
lateral kin ties are emphasized more than patrllateral ties, 
and women often become the heads of their own households.
Social life is highly informal and is conducted mainly in 
the rum shops and along the roadsides. Public dances, 
called "brams," church-sponsored picnics, and cricket matches 
between villages are the main forms of organized recreation. 
Interpersonal disputes are often public affairs, and occa
sionally are taken to the local magistrate's court.

The differences cited above do not form an exhaustive 
inventory but serve only to indicate the nature of cultural 
differences that are associated with cleavages In class 
status. Furthermore, Barbadians do not identify the dif
ferent social segments of their society by cultural or ethnic 
categories but view the social hierarchy in terms of class 
differences that they equate with differences in race and 
oolor. The following passage, written by a Barbadian novelist, 
Illustrates this point and Is typical of similar comments I 
heard on the island:



•This ain’t a matter o' white man 'gainst 
black man, Stell darling. This is poor man ’gainst 
rich one.'

'Same blasted thing, Rufus. Stella talking 
sense. Poor man and black man is the same, same 
thing in this village, and in this island. And 
rich man and white man is the same thing too.
Look around and see' [Clarke 1964:76].
The double stratification in terms of class and color 

has resulted in a flexible use of race and color terms, which 
usually refer less to biological phenomena than to social 
status. Thus people in the village I studied made the fol
lowing remark concerning a prominent person who was dark- 
complexioned: "0 he, he only dark in skin, but he really
white'cause he got a white mind." This interchangeability 
of status and color categories influences the perception of 
a person's skin color,1 but it holds true only for the non
white population. Whites who are structurally of lower- 
or middle-class status do not interact with the non-white 
population as status equals and continue to be identified 
as "white" although with the qualifying statement, "but he 
ain' much of anything." For the term "white folks" still

This is reflected in census categories. In the 1946 census, 5 per cent of the population were listed as "white," 
18 per cent as "colored," and 77 per cent as "black." The i960 census, however, lists 4.7 per cent as "white," 6 per 
cent as "colored," and 89 per cent as "black." While there is reason to believe that a slight darkening of the population might have occurred, the change in percentages listed as 
"colored" vs. "black" cannot be explained in terms of actual 
phenotypic changes that took place within a fourteen-year period. Rather it reflects the fact that the line between these two groups is a fluctuating one that responds to 
changes in local evaluations and Influences the biases and perceptions of census enumerators, a phenomenon noted in other West Indian sooletles as well (see Lowejnthal 1967:600).
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ia equated with wealth, power, and top status, an identifica
tion maintained in part because of the structural continuity 
in the position of the white planter-merchant class.

The close integration of the Barbadian economy is 
mirrored in the tight Interdependence of the three main 
social classes. Until recently, the colored middle class 
aligned itself with the white upper class, upon whom they 
were dependent for support in their endeavors, for Jobs, and 
for social recognition, and they eschewed identifying with the 
interests of the lower class. The relationship between the 
white elites and the lower class has been one of a direct 
asjnmetrical symbiotic interdependence. Some fluidity has 
been introduced into the highly rigid system of stratifica
tion as a result of the recent separation of political power 
from economic power and the passage of political power into 
the hands of colored middle-class leaders. The changes they 
have Introduced since World War II have contributed to making 
education, occupation, and income more important factors in 
status placement than the criteria of race or color and have 
helped to undercut the direct and almost total dependence of 
the lower class on the white elite. But the basic contours 
of the social structure remain the same. The white elite 
retains control of the economy and maintains its position of 
high social prestige. "They are still respected," as a 
Barbadian recently told me, "but no longer held in awe or 
feared." And while political power now depends upon the 
voting support of the lower class, the backing and coopera
tion of the white elites is still required to run the society.
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Furthermore, a large gap In socio-economic status continues 
to separate the small middle class from the lower class and 
acts as a barrier to communication. The attitude of patron
izing condescension which large numbers of the middle class 
adopt toward the lower class is increasingly resented by 
the lower class.

POLITICAL STRUCTURE: It is in the political domain that
changes have been most marked during recent years. Never
theless, the political institutions of the island evince the 
same continuity of structure that characterizes other facets 
of Barbadian life. The political system is modeled after 
the British parliamentary system, with its form of constitu
tional "representative" government dating back to the early 
1630’s, when Barbados was first colonized. These "represent
ative" institutions gave the island a large measure of Internal 
self-government throughout itB history as a colony. At the 
same time, they allowed the planter class to retain control 
over the political domain. They did so by restricting the 
franchise to the point where the majority of the population 
was prevented from acquiring political rights that would 
allow them to participate in the decision-making processes 
that concerned the whole society.

This situation altered following the political ferment 
of the 1930's, when leaders of the colored middle class, with 
support from the submerged majority, began their struggle to 
wrest political power from the white plantocracy. By 1944,



a reduction in the income qualifications for voters sub
stantially increased the size of the electorate, and the 
franchise was given to women, who also became eligible for 
election. By 1950, universal suffrage was introduced, with 
the result that in the next election only two of the 24 
members of the House of Assembly were white. In 1954, the 
new office of Premier was created and the powers of the 
nominated Legislative Council curtailed. By 1958, the old 
executive machinery had been replaced by a modern cabinet 
system with popularly elected ministers accountable to 
the House. And in November of 1966, after having been a 
British colony for more than 300 years, Barbados became 
an independent country and a member of the British Common
wealth.

At the time of this study, the government included 
the Governor, appointed by the Crown but with limited powers 
over Internal affairs, a nominated Legislative Council, 
and a popularly elected House of Assembly, whose 24 members 
(two from each parish and two from the city of Bridgetown) 
served five-year terms. Nominated members of the Upper 
Chamber were drawn mainly from the white elite group, but 
the Premier and his Cabinet had become the policy-forming 
organ of government. As in the British system, the Premier, 
appointed by the Governor, was the person who was leader 
of the party commanding a majority in the House. He in 
turn appointed elected members of his party to head up 
the various ministries responsible for public works and



government business. He and his cabinet of ministers now 
carried out the functions that were formerly vested in the 
Colonial Governor's Executive Council and Committee.

Although a new system of local government was introduced 
a year after this study (1959)* since 1629 local government 
had been in the hands of vestries, elected annually in each 
of the eleven parishes into which the island is divided. 
Vestries were responsible for provision of poor relief, for 
repair and maintenance of parish churches, parish roads, 
sanitary conveniences, burial grounds, and for scholarship 
aid to poor children qualified to attend secondary school. 
Funds were obtained from taxes on property and licensed 
trade. Property qualifications restricted eligibility for 
office as well as the right to vote for vestrymen, so that 
vestries operated as microcosms of the planter oligarchy 
that had control of the central government. Vestries con
trolled all local appointments, such as Church Rector, 
parish doctor, sanitary inspectors, the almshouse staff, 
and, until recently, schoolteachers. Planters in the parish 
were vestrymen and loyalty to the planters was considered 
necessary in order to be appointed to vestry Jobs.

The island was divided into three magisterial districts, 
each with its own court, police station, and magistrate. 
Magistrate courts had original and summary Jurisdiction in 
minor civil and criminal Issues which arose in their districts 
and adjudicated claims for debt and damage up to 120 and land 
disputes where the value of the land was less than £500. 
Appeals on decisions oould be made to the Supreme Court or



Court of Chancery and Common Appeals, whose decision was then 
final. However, cases originating in the Court of Chancery 
could be taken to the West Indian Court of Appeal and from 
there to the Privy Council. The district magistrate courts 
were used frequently by the rural population as forums for 
carrying on interpersonal disputes arising from causes other 
than a breach of legal norms (see Jayawardena 1963). Court
yards were always crowded, court proceedings closely followed 
by the population, and their results widely publicized in 
the villages, although "seeking the courtyard" to publicize 
personal disputes was viewed with disapproval by many 
villagers.

The changes in political structure resulted in changes 
in the forms of competition for political power. Prior to 
the 1930's, when there had been no need to appeal to a wide 
electorate, there was no electioneering, nor much public 
discussion of political issues. As the electorate grew 
in size and changed in composition, members of the planter 
class who continued to run for public office began to rely 
on colored canvassers to line up their votes. However, this 
lasted for only a short period, for by the late 1930's, 
elections began to be hotly contested by colored politicians. 
These men fought for the support of workers by directly 
attacking the plantocracy, with campaign slogans which 
stressed the fact that the "masses" were being "held down" 
by the sugar planters.



To compete for public office now, the planter aristocracy 
would have to appear on public platforms and appeal directly 
to workers for their vote. The planters felt that this form 
of behavior was, in their own words, "beneath our dignity," 
and they withdrew from active politics.

The planter class, however, remained in control of the 
nominated Legislative Council and found new means of having 
their interests represented. They formed parapolitical 
organizations such as the Sugar Producers' Federation and 
the Mercantile and Shipping Association, which are both 
policy-making bodies and pressure groups.

By 1958 there were three political parties, although 
some candidates continued to run as independents. The first 
mass party to emerge was the Progressive League, which was 
renamed the Barbados Labor Party in the late 19^0's. With 
party organization extremely loose, leadership was concen
trated in a single individual, Grantley Adams, who was 
alleged to rule with an iron hand. The main organizing arm 
of the Barbados Labor Party was the Barbados Workers' Union, 
which undertook the task of organizing the mass of rural and 
urban workers, who formed the main source of support for the 
party. During the initial phases, the union and party were 
indistinguishable, both in organizational structure and in 
the minds of the population. Programs and policies were made 
conjointly. Union leaders held political office and vice 
versa. The union's program was directed toward securing 
benefits for workers through both legislation and collective 
bargaining.



46

Both union and party steered away from any notion of a 
massive restructuring of the society. Instead their campaigns 
stressed the need for "worker unity" in order to wrest con
cessions from the planter-merchant group. What were formerly 
"privileges" were now to be converted into legally sanctioned 
rights. By 1951, the BLP had captured the government, and it 
was still in power at the time of this study.

The two opposition parties were the Barbados Conservative 
Party, which in 1958 changed its name to the less stigmatizing 
Barbados National Party, and the Democratic Labor Party, a 
splinter group from the BLP. The Conservative Party, formed 
during the same period when the BLP gained popularity, was 
identified with the interests of the planter-merchant group 
and other white elites. It did not actively seek mass support 
through a party structure but acted as an umbrella organiza
tion for candidates with a conservative political orientation. 
Conservative candidates were mainly white business and pro
fessional men who were less politically tainted than the 
planters, but the most successful candidate was a colored 
man who was able to win votes and In turn became a major fig
ure in the party. In the early fifties, two planters of the 
Conservative Party who had remained active in politics were 
elected. But both of these men owed their election not to 
party affiliation, but to the personal ties of loyalty they 
had maintained with workers who lived in their respective 
parishes and who allegedly received money and loans in return 
for their votes.



Like the BLP, the DLP was a popularly-based party. In 
principle It was committed to the same general goals as the 
BLP and appealed to a similar constituency. It was organized 
in 1956 by a breakaway group within the BLP who had become 
impatient with lack of party organization and the iron-clad 
control exercised by the party leader, Adams. The rival 
party they formed became the opposition in the House of 
Assembly. Their program emphasized the need for greater 
government initiative in diversifying and industrializing 
the economy and accelerating economic growth. Support for 
the DLP came mainly from members of the colored middle class, 
particularly professionals, and from young people outside 
the sugar industry who were concerned with an expansion of 
occupational opportunities. To the younger generation, who 
had not experienced the struggles of the 1930's and 19*10's, 
the achievements of the BLP were no longer impressive. 
Impatient for changes that would enhance their future status 
and opportunities, they gave support to the younger DLP, 
which in I960, two years after this study, succeeded in win
ning control of the government.

The transfer of political power Introduced new forms of 
political activity. The new political elite had to mobilize 
mass support to gain power and were unable to rely upon 
traditional forms for gaining the loyalty of the working 
population. They had only limited command over resources 
that could be translated into personal favors; they did not 
possess the wealth of the planter class and did not have
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control over the main sources of employment. While they used 
whatever Influence they had to gain loyal adherents, the 
exchange of personal favors for political support played only 
a small role in building up allegiance.

Hence, the political parties as well as the independents 
had to rely mainly upon the record of legislation and govern
ment programs they proposed as a means of winning political 
support. The working population in turn aligned themselves 
in terms of how they perceived their interests to be repre
sented. The people were politicized in that interest in 
political Issues ran high and was widespread, and the actions 
of the government were seen as relevant to their personal 
lives. In the village I studied, political issues were 
heatedly debated and the subject of prolonged discussions. 
This waB particularly true for those measures workers could 
relate to their immediate situation or which they thought 
promised them direct benefits in the near future, such as 
education policies, emigration programs, labor laws, and so 
forth. There was less Interest in such matters as Federa
tion, changing the bank rates, building up the tourist trade, 
etc., whose implications for Improving their own circum
stances were not apparent, although these too were discussed.

Several methods were used by the political parties and 
by candidates to build up and maintain a following. Each 
of the labor parties put out its own weekly newspaper which 
gave readers partisan accounts of political happenings, 
exposed the shortcomings of opponents, and supplied followers



with ammunition for argument with others. Electoral cam
paigning Included street-corner rallies and house-to-house 
canvassing in rural communities by the party stalwarts who 
lived there. In addition, a candidate was expected to make 
several personal visits to the villages; there he would meet 
with small groups at a local rum shop whose owner was known 
to be a supporter of the candidate or his party. The politi
cal sympathies of rural shopkeepers were all well known, and 
these men played an important role as small-scale political 
brokers. Conversation was informal at these rum shop gather
ings, and the candidate would be Judged as much by his liber
ality in treating the group to several rounds of drinks as 
by what he said. These personal descents into the village 
by the candidate were vital in helping to mobilize small 
cliques who would act as his advocates and canvassers.
People sought evidence of a political candidate's concern 
with their daily problems, and his visits allowed them to 
cast him in the role of a benefactor, someone who could be 
approached for advice or help.

The political rallies that came into existence with 
maBS politics were events of importance in the rural villages. 
They drew a large crowd of men, women, and children who lived 
in the district and who attended whether or not they favored 
the candidate who was speaking. The rallies were lengthy 
affairs that began at 7:30 or 8:00 P.M. and lasted till close 
to midnight. Although the children often dozed off to sleep, 
adults stood attentively throughout the whole rally. They 
actively participated by cheering, Jeering, and Interjecting



0 50

comments relevant to the point a speaker was making. In 
addition to providing the audience with material for subse
quent discussion, the rallies had considerable entertainment 
value as well.

The style of political debate was for speakers to 
deliver fiery messages In which they castigated their oppo
nents while extolling their own virtues. Clarification of 
issues took a secondary place to impugning the motives of 
opponents. The rhetoric abounded with accusations that 
opponents had sold out to the whites or were "lining their 
pockets" at the expense of the poor. The private life and 
personal traits of an adversary were open topics, and as 
Barbadians would say, "personal vilifications, scurrilous 
attacks, and pillorying a person" were the order of the day. 
And while Barbadians of all classes were critical of the 
demagoguery that characterized political debate, they never
theless attended carefully to the information conveyed.

The style and themes of political rhetoric underscored 
certain elements of Barbadian culture. First, politicians 
"dragged in the personal life of an opponent" because among 
the working population a person's worth was Judged In terms 
of the totality of his social behavior rather than by his 
qualifications for a single role. In fact, throughout the 
society, evaluations tended to be holistic since In the 
small-lsland society of Barbados social relationships remained 
multiplex and diffuse despite the relatively complex Institu
tional and role specialisation that existed (see Benedict 
1966). Second, by exposing the foibles and fallibilities of



the "greats” or aspiring "greats," politicians resorted to 
what was a favorite technique of the working population - 
to "cut down to size" those who wielded power and upon whom 
they were dependent. Hence, it was used by politicians as 
an effective means of deflating the prestige and claims of 
a rival.

Similarly, recurrent allegations that a political 
opponent was either "In the pay of the whites" or "lining 
his pocketB at the expense of poor people" were not, in the 
Barbadian context, regarded as unlikely to be true. For 
despite recent changes, the prevalent belief was that a 
person could not achieve power or success without the back
ing of members of the white elite. It was for this reason 
that the speeches of colored leaders were Interlarded with 
assertions of their Independence from white control and of 
their lack of fear In "standing up to the white man." This 
was also an attempt to allay the well-known suspicion of 
the working population that their political leaders would 
betray the Interests of their constituencies in order to 
advance their own Interests. At the same time the rumors 
and accusations served to emphasize what was unacceptable 
behavior (although expected and therefore commented on), 
while the politicians * frequent denials and disclaimers In 
effect announced what were the proper standards of conduct.

The policies and programs advocated by the political 
elite of both labor parties were moderate and cautious.
Their approach and Ideology were tempered by a concern with 
averting open oonfllct with the planter-merchant class. This



was also true of the union, whose main strategy was to rely 
on negotiation and conciliation, and on appeals to the Labor 
Department for the settlement of difficult disputes. Prom 
the outset the union rejected the strike as a weapon of 
bargaining. This decision was based on the union leaders' 
fear of a general strike that might get out of hand and 
bring the economy to a standstill, and on their feeling that 
the superfluity of laborers on the island put them in a weak 
bargaining position. Hence they thought it necessary to 
adopt a cautious approach that would avoid the risk of 
defeat and a subsequent loss of confidence and morale.

The approach of both union leaders and politicians was 
also influenced by the high value put on the concept of 
"responsible, dignified behavior" in Barbados. Francis Mark 
elaborates this point in his discussion of the history of 
the Barbados Workers' Union:

In the face of a great deal of initial hos
tility, and with the historical background and 
actual conditions of employer-worker relations in 
Barbados in mind, it was the union's concern to 
demonstrate not only its sense of responsibility 
as an important element in the collective bargain
ing process, but the ability of a workers' organi
zation to command the respect (if not the admira
tion) of employers and the community by reason of 
the propriety of its official behavior. Those 
who despised the black working-class had to be 
convinced, even if it were on their own terms 
[emphasis supplied]. Only when trade unionism 
was no longer associated in the public mind with 
strikes, lawlessness and violence, could workers 
learn to respect themselves, and to hold their 
heads high [Mark 1966:110].

By their oonquest of the eitadel of political power, 
colored leaders achieved an important redress in the balance
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of social and political forces on the island. They softened 
some of the harshest and roughest edges of an older way of 
life built upon a mixture of class snobbery and racial 
prejudice. Their political dominance obliterated many of 
the older meanings of race as a defining social boundary. 
These changes, however, did not obliterate the line separ
ating the "masses" from the "classes," nor did they elimi
nate the suspicion and distrust with which the "masses" 
continued to view the actions of the "classes." Three 
hundred years of a sugar plantation economy had produced 
in Barbados the contrast of small geographical distances 
and large social distances.



CHAPTER III

THREE HUNDRED YEARS OF PLANTATION SOCIETY:
CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

To say that the present contains the past Is especially 
apt In the case of Barbados, where the social structure and 
traditions have a continuity unusual for the Caribbean region. 
It is the only colony where sugar and a plantation-based 
society have reigned supreme for more than 300 years, and 
where England has been the only European ruling power. My 
purpose in this chapter is to outline the development of the 
island's social structure and to note the modifications that 
have occurred within it. Special emphasis is given to the 
position of plantation workers and to those events and social 
processes that have had a formative influence on present con
ditions and attitudes. The material in this chapter provides 
the background necessary for comprehending the form and con
tent of contemporary conflicts and processes of change.*

Only a brief period preceded the formation of a plantation 
society based on sugar and slavery. The initial settlement of

Information for the period up through World War II is 
based on seoondary sources. For the postwar period, I have 
relied for the most part on primary sources, including inter
views with persons involved in the events described.



Barbados occurred In 1627, when 80 Englishmen arrived on the 
leeward side of the island. Finding it uninhabited,1 they 
cleared the land and raised for export tobacco, cotton, indigo, 
and ginger. Within a short span of sixteen years, the popula
tion grew to a total of 37,200, of whom 11,200 were small 
proprietors (Starkey 1939:63). The early freeholders, known 
as "ten-acre men," brought with them as indentured servants 
Scottish and Irish prisoners-of-war. They were Joined in the 
late l640's and early 1650's by royalist refugees fleeing 
civil strife in England.

The island’s tradition of representative government dates 
from this first period. Under the Royal Charter of 1627, ad
ministrative powers were held by the Governor and a Council 
of twelve leading men, but to pass new laws the consent of 
the majority of freeholders was required. By 1639, the first 
House of Assembly was elected. In 1652, the House was granted 
the right to veto bills that levied Imposts. During the first 
years of the colony, the numerous freeholders enjoyed a large 
measure of political freedom and were granted those rights 
guaranteed all English-born subjects. Although a law had 
been passed in 1636 authorizing the sale of Negroes and 
Indians for life (Foyer 1808:32), most of the Inhabitants 
were white.

Archeological evidence has disclosed that the island was occupied during earlier centuries hy Arawak Indians, who then 
moved further north* and again during the fifteenth century 
when Carlb Indians on sea-going trading expeditions stopped on the Island.
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Between 1627 and 1649* life on Barbados was difficult. 
Fortunes fluctuated, tobacco and cotton were not working out 
well as export crops, and the freeholders cast about for a 
more profitable commercial crop. They found their answer when 
Dutch planters and traders, fleeing persecution in Brazil by 
the Portuguese, arrived In Barbados during the l640's. The 
Dutch brought a knowledge of sugar cultivation and supplied 
the capital necessary to begin cane growing and milling. Less 
than 10 years later, the Initial yeoman period came to an end, 
and the Island was committed to a sugar and slave economy.

SUGAR AND SLAVERY (1650 - 1838): The rapid conversion
to sugar Inaugurated an economic and social transformation. 
Cultivation of cane required large tracts of land, a large 
and dependent labor force, and access to capital. London 
merchants soon took over from the Dutch the role of supplying 
credit and commodities for the rapidly expanding plantation 
economy. A scramble for land squeezed out many smallholders, 
who left the Island to escape burdensome debts. At the same 
time, African slaves were imported to meet the labor needs of 
the planters. By 1680, a sugar plantation of several hundred 
acres had become the major form of land holding. The magnitude 
of the changes Is suggested by the following figures. In 
1667, a report from Barbados stated that 12,000 small proprie
tors had lost their holdings and that 700 large proprietors 
controlled most of the land (Parry and Sherlock 1957:67)*



Between 1643 and 1667, the number of slaves Increased from 
5,680 to 82,023 (Ligon n.d.:7), while the white population 
decreased from 37,200 in 16*13 to 23,62*1 by 1684, and to 
15,252 by 1748.

Barbados prospered under its new economy. Its value to 
Britain as a colony grew so that by 1700, British imports from 
Barbados were five times the combined imports from the North 
American colonies. And as Eric Williams notes: "Little
Barbados with its 166 square miles was worth more to British 
capitalism than New England, New York and Pennsylvania 
combined" (1942:54). It was during this golden age, when 
immense profits were realized from exporting sugar, that a 
planter class established itself as the ruling oligarchy on 
the island.

The representative form of government that allowed 
Barbados to enjoy a large measure of internal self-government 
became the instrument by which a small group of planters gained 
political control over island affairs. Wealthy planters held 
all nominated and most of the elected positions. They used 
their political power to enact status-preserving legislation 
designed to guard their prerogatives vis-a-vis England and to 
maintain control over internal affairs. Externally-oriented 
political issues involved conflicts with the colonial govern
ment over the terms and conditions of trade, while internally- 
oriented activity was directed at suppression of any direct 
challenge to the power of the plantocracy. The latter entailed 
measures to control the economic and social activities of
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slaves and to penalize acts of rebellion. And during the 
late eighteenth century, It entailed measures against mis
sionary activity, which planters perceived as a subversion 
of the values of the slave society and as a channel of 
Intervention by the imperial power.

The basis of plantation slavery was coercion and 
repression. Slaves were legally defined as chattel and were 
regarded by their owners as Instruments of production. The 
sugar estates of Barbados were purely commercial enterprises. 
The slaves' births, deaths, sicknesses, and periods of work 
or rest were not calculated as human events but as incidents 
affecting the planter's profits or losses. The plight of 
the hundreds of thousands of Africans brought over to work on 
the sugar estates In Barbados was one of the worst In the 
New World. Planters considered It easier to work slaves hard 
and replace them with newly-bought slaves than to ameliorate 
their living conditions, lighten their work loads, and encour
age them to reproduce. Thus slaves were used up at a rapid 
rate and continual Imports from Africa were necessary to meet 
the planters' needs for labor. During a fifty-year period in 
the 1700's, more than 150,000 Africans were Imported but the 
slave population Increased by only 28,000 (Lowenthal 1957:452).

The first abortive slave revolt occurred in 1649. After 
that the "big house" was fortified and each estate maintained 
Its own militia. Deficiency laws were enacted that required 
an estate to employ one white man for every ten slaves. 
Legislation was passed to punish the African practice of



59

obeah (witchcraft), to prohibit the use of wooden swords, 
drums, horns, or other instruments that'1 might excite memories 
of an autonomous past condition or otherwise rally resistance 
to planters, and to prohibit smoking or carrying fire into 
the canefields, since slaves set fire to the fields as an 
act of revenge.^-

The planters exerted control over most aspects of a 
slave's life. Slaves could not own property, testify in court, 
or receive the sacraments of Christianity. Slave marital 
unions were not legally recognized. The personal authority 
of master over slave was reinforced by the more impersonal 
legal and administrative provisions of the island government. 
The slave-master acted as Judge and prosecutor on his own 
estate, meting out punishments for offenses. Punishments 
Included hanging, whipping, cutting out the tongue, cutting 
off the ears, burning out the eyes, and other forms of tor
ture and mutilation. Wanton killing of slaves was subject 
only to the disapproval of the slave-master's peers until 
1788, when it became punishable by a fine of fcl5. But it was 
not until 1805, when the slave trade was about to be abol
ished and the humanitarian movement in England was agitating 
for emancipation, that the Barbadian legislature reclassified 
the killing of a slave as a murder, although the punishment

^The laws against smoking and carrying fire Into the 
canefields were passed In 1660. But detection of the culprit Is difficult, and cane workers today still resort to setting 
fire to canefields as a signal of protest.



was still payable in a fine rather than imprisonment.
The laws were applied at the discretion of the slave

owner, and slave-owners varied considerably in the way they 
treated their own slaves. What is clear is that the planters 
preferred harsh laws that could be leniently administered to 
laws that protected the rights of slaves.

The pressures on slaves to conform to the demands and 
expectations of their masters were greater in Barbados than 
elsewhere. Barbados had no hinterland where runaway slaves 
might take refuge, nor were there backlands where slaves 
were allotted land to grow their own provisions or raise 
crops for sale in local markets. The possibilities for 
slaves to earn an income were severely limited, and the 
opportunities for purchasing one*s freedom were few. Manu
mission, which could occur only by consent of the slave
owner, was hedged in with more restrictions than in other 
plantation areas.

"Success" within this system meant compliance with the 
code of behavior established by plantation authorities, who 
transmitted the characteristic English values that emphasized 
the virtues of obedience, diligence, sobriety, and a respect 
for status distinctions. Summarized by such concepts as 
"good behavior," or "faithful servant," these values were 
internalized by the slave population, which in Barbados 
acquired a reputation for relative docility. The reward was 
an escape from the hardships of field labor and reassignment 
to more desirable occupations, such as artisan, household



servant, "driver." Unable to retreat, slaves learned to 
value individual ambition, pursued through compliant behavior, 
and to respect distinctions in status and authority.

In contrast to the estate-centered life of the slaves, 
planters, merchants, and government officials formed an 
island-wide community. They visited and entertained in the 
"big houses," regularly met to worship in their parish 
churches, and congregated on Fridays in Bridgetown for 
business or administrative purposes. And always they looked 
beyond the island to England, which was called "home." They 
sent their children there to be educated, and marked the 
passage of years by periodic journeys back "home," where 
they expected eventually to retire.

In the period between 1650 and 1838 the most basic social 
division was between free whites and African slaves. Each 
group, however, was internally differentiated. "Principal 
whites" (planters with large estates, merchants and high 
officials) were distinguished from "secondary whites" (the 
overseers, bookkeepers, and smaller merchants on the island), 
and these two groups differentiated from the "poor whites," 
known as "Redlegs." The status hierarchy among slaves was 
based on differences of skills, delegated authority, acces
sibility to personal contact with plantation authorities, 
and degree of acculturation to the values of slave-owners. 
Slave women, who became concubines of their slave-owners or 
other well-placed white men, were recipients of privileges 
that often gave them a more favorable position in the status 
hierarchy of the estate community.
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Toward the end of the eighteenth century, a population 
of freed slaves came Into being, referred to as the "freed 
colored community" because the majority were the offspring 
of white men and slave women. Members of this social stratum 
sought to differentiate themselves from their slave background 
by emulating the attitudes and behavior of the upper-class 
whites, and emphasizing their genealogical links to their white 
ancestors. The freed colored population, however, did not 
enjoy the same civil and political rights as the whites 
and were barred from becoming political candidates or 
voting.

Barbadian planters were strongly opposed to the abolition 
of slavery. During the last years of slavery, when the colonial 
government pressed planters to ameliorate the conditions of 
the slave population, they only grudgingly agreed to make some 
changes in the slave laws. In a study of this period, Levy 
(1959) reviews the changes In the Consolidated Slave Acts of 
1825. The acts passed still did not permit a free person to 
be convicted of a crime on the basis of slave testimony. In 
addition, the only restriction to flogging slave men and 
women was that indecent exposure of the body must be avoided. 
However, slitting the nose and branding the face were made 
illegal, and the death sentence for some trivial offenses was 
eliminated. But capital punishment could still be Imposed 
for acts such as theft of goods exceeding the value of 40 
shillings, for striking a slavs-owner, killing livestock, 
entering a house uninvited, and the use of supernatural
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powers to cause personal Injury, as well as for murder, rape, 
and forgery. Restrictions concerning the personal conduct of 
the slaves were relaxed so that slaves were now allowed, 
with their owner's permission, to assemble for amusement, 
providing the entertainment was concluded by 9:00 P.M. and an 
overseer remained on the scene for two hours after the event. 
Funerals, however, were not allowed at night, and dancing was 
not permitted in town without a Justice's permit. Furthermore, 
"slaves Judged guilty of quarreling, insolent language, 
defamatory speeches, insulting gestures towards a white 
person, discharging fireworks, driving at a faster gait than 
a gentle trot, cockflghting, cruelty to animals, or disorderly 
behavior, were to be flogged not exceeding thirty-nine stripes" 
(Levy 1959:319).

The planters' resistance to granting slaves more legal 
protection and their subsequent opposition to freeing the 
slaves were based more on their desire to preserve the struc
ture of slave society and their superiority within that 
system rather than a concern with economic loss. Thus, on 
the eve of Emancipation, the Governor of Barbados wrote 
that "it must never be forgotten that the love of power over 
these poor Negroes, each in his little sugar dominion, has 
formed as great an obstacle to their freedom as the love of 
their labor" (Levy 1959:331).

The period of slavery formally ended in 1834. A brief 
transitional period of apprenticeship followed and the slaves 
beoame legally free on August 1, 1838. At the time of



Emancipation, out of a total population of 110,000, the 
slave population exceeded 80,000 and there were about 12,000 
"coloreds." To placate the planters, the British government 
paid them the sum of LI,721,3^5 19s. 7<t for freeing their 
slaves, and eliminated the 4 1/2 per cent duty on exports.

POST-EMANCIPATION (1839-1938): The end of slavery
brought neither the fall of the planter class nor a decline 
in the importance of the sugar economy. In fact, it inaugur
ated a period of relative prosperity on the island. Absentee 
ownership had not developed to any great extent and the 
resident planter class found they had an adequate supply of 
labor. Unlike their counterparts elsewhere in the British 
Caribbean, Barbadian planters had no need to Import Aslan 
laborers to work on the estates. The majority of freed 
slaves were forced to accept wage servitude on the plantations 
under the same class of masters, for they found themselves on 
an island that was fully cultivated and fully peopled. The 
absence of unappropriated land closed off the possibility of 
withdrawing from the plantation, and drove the freed popula
tion to work for wageswith a regularity unknown in other 
islands. Some succeeded in escaping into occupations outside 
the plantation, such as huckstering, shopkeeping, and fishing, 
and many sought employment away from their former plantations.

Two years after Bnanclpatlon, the legislature passed the 
1840 Masters and Servants Acts. They became known as the 
looated-laborera1 acts and served to stabilize the labor



situation and give planters better control over the labor 
force. While similar acts were passed elsewhere in the 
British Caribbean, they were less effective because the 
economic alternatives were greater, and they were repealed 
at an earlier date than they were in Barbados, where the 
located-laborer system remained in force until 1937.

The located-laborer system had as its settlement form 
the plantation tenantry. Plantation tenantries (still found 
throughout Barbados) were the direct heir of the slave 
quarters. Estates set aside certain fields which were broken 
up into various sized allotments and rented to plantation 
workers. Rental terms were regulated by the located-laborers' 
acts, which made work for the estate a condition of renting 
land. A located-laborer was required to work a stipulated 
number of days for wages that were 1/6 to 1/3 less than the 
market rate (Sewell 1861:32). The planter had the right to 
evict a tenant, to Impose heavy fines or a Jail sentence for 
negligent or Improper performance of duties, for disobeying 
orders, or for being absent from work without providing an 
acceptable replacement (Hamilton 1956:6). Hence the located- 
laborer was bound to his employer by obligations, sanctioned 
by law, that gave the planter arbitrary power over areas of 
his life beyond the strict work situation.

The estate, in turn, extended credit on lenient terms
for building and repairing houses, and the pattern of Individual

*•

house ownership arose during this time. Furthermore, during 
the slack season when few laborers were unployed, the located-



laborer had the advantage of getting what little work there 
was. For these reasons the system was not one of unqualified 
exploitation. However, as an economist notes: "In a situation
where free land for housing was most difficult to obtain It 
Imposed a rigid restraint on the labor market, Impeding the 
transfer of labor from agriculture to other Industries In 
Barbados or overseas" (Cumper 1959:106).

The located-laborer system fostered a relationship of 
personal dependence on the planter. The estate looked after 
many of the needs of its laboring force, and through judicious 
use of privileges or perquisites, planters and their managers 
retained a considerable amount of the personal authority they 
had held over slaves. The planter continued to settle internal 
disputes among "his people," to arrange for fetes at "Cropover," 
Easter, and Christmas, to visit homes when serious illness 
or death occurred, and to grant his workers small loans. The 
ties to the estate were strong enough to link successive 
generations of workers to the same estate, and this contribu
ted toward the estate becoming a social community.

The located-laborer system was one post-Emanclpatlon 
adjustment; another was the rise of freehold villages. To 
the freed population, land ownership was a major goal. To 
own a "piece of ground” was, and still Is, a sign of inde
pendence from the plantation, a source of security, and an 
avenue of social and eoonomlc mobility.

For most of the nineteenth century, the high price of 
land made It difficult to acquire a samll holding, and there



were only a few thousand small proprietors on the island.*
But after 1895 there was rapid growth of freehold villages. 
These villages originated from subdivisions of small estates, 
and retained the name of the former estate. The increase of 
freehold villages came about as a result of a slump in the 
sugar industry. Prom the 1890’s to World War I, the drop 
in sugar prices forced many smaller estates into bankruptcy. 
At the same time, the massive emigration of Barbadian workers 
to the Panama Canal took place. With the earnings known as 
"Panama Money," it became possible to purchase small plots 
of land.

Mass emigration, which I discussed in Chapter II, was 
a third characteristic of this period. The point to be 
emphasized here is that emigration provided another means 
by which the working population were able to improve their 
socio-economic position and escape plantation labor.

The century following Emancipation also saw an expansion 
of the "colored" middle clasB. In a series of vignettes, a 
member of the "colored community" described Its division 
into four mutually exclusive cliques. At the apex was a 
small elite, often light enough to "pass as white," were It 
not for the fact that on a small island, ancestry was common

In 1861 agricultural land averaged $500.00 (U.S.) per 
acre (Sewell 1861:34); and in 1875 two estates of 203 acres and 297 acres were sold for il6,600 and fcl7,50O respectively. Compare this to four estates aggregating 3»778 acres that 
were sold for less than 1*8,000 in Grenada during the same 
period (Hamilton 1956:2).
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knowledge. As a rule, members of this elite were wealthy and 
well-educated. They were lawyers and businessmen who occasion
ally held positions In the government, and a few were elected 
to the House of Assembly. Below this group were the "upper 
middle classes," who had darker skins than the elite and were 
"constituted by such types as Head Teachers of long standing, 
officers of the Civil Service, Ministers, and property- 
holders" (Bernard 193^:5)- The middle classes were the 
largest group. They held less prestigious white-collar jobs 
and possessed neither the wealth nor the education to realize 
the style of life of the upper two social cliques. However, 
they were the most active churchgoers, and the group most 
concerned with the issues of social propriety. On the lowest 
rung were individuals whose only distinction from the "black" 
lower class was an ill-paying white-collar job as sanitary 
inspector, member of the police force, debt collector, rural 
schoolteacher or assistant, post-office clerk, shop clerk, 
and so forth.

Throughout ̂ nost of this 100-year period, a severely 
restrictive franchise limited the vote to about one per cent 
of the population, with an even smaller group entitled to run 
for political office. Most of the colored middle class were 
unable to meet the voting qualifications and hence directed 
their political activity toward petitioning to enlarge the 
franchise. The two prominent colored men who were elected to 
the House of Assembly during the nineteenth century pressed only 
for mild constitutional reforms within the existing political



structure and aligned themselves with the white elites in 
situations of conflict with the colonial government. The 
colored middle class accepted the basic framework of the 
society, including the assumption that property was the 
basis for exercising political rights. Thus, till the 
very end of this period, they helped to sustain the social 
and political hierarchy.

The black majority were totally unrepresented in the 
political structure. In theory, the Governor and other 
Crown-appointed administrators were supposed to look after 
their Interests. In practice, the Governor, even if so 
inclined, was unable to oppose local vested interests. 
Nevertheless, the lower class looked to the British Crown 
for protection against the predatory actions of the local 
elites, both white and colored.

The black population had no formal political channels 
and did not develop organized forms of political activity.
On two occasions they did, however, engage in a form of 
quasl-politlcal action, namely, riots. Both the Confed
eration Riots of 1876 and the 1937 Riots created a crisis, 
but the outcome in each case differed. For this reason, 
the riots are instructive, for they indicate how conflicts 
operated within the social structure.

The Confederation Riots of 1876 were the outcome of a 
struggle between the Barbados plantocracy and the Imperial 
government over its proposal to join Barbados with the Wind
ward Islands in a confederated government. The aim of the
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colonial government was to eliminate the inefficiency and 
wastefulness that characterized the Barbadian government by 
centralizing administrative functions and obtaining greater 
control over how imperial grants were spent locally. In 
addition, it was felt that the interests of the unenfranchised 
population would be better served by increasing the powers of 
nominated members over those wielded by the elected House of 
Assembly.* However, the proposal met vehement opposition 
in the House, with disapproval taking the form of an appeal 
to the principle of local autonomy. Members of the planter- 
merchant class organized an anti-confederation party and a 
Barbados Defense Association to lobby in England against the 
proposed confederation. The colored middle class was also 
opposed to confederation and the one colored man with a seat 
in the House aligned himself with the anti-confederation 
party.

By contrast, the black masses were in favor of confedera
tion and had little concern for the issue of internal political 
autonomy. For the small group of freeholders and artisans, 
confederation held the promise of freer emigration to other 
islands. Thus they tried to strengthen the hand of the 
Governor by petitions and by holding informal meetings. But 
most of the blacks supported confederation because It was 
opposed by the elites. This In itself created the suspicion 
that It would benefit the working people. Porters In

^The following account is drawn largely from Bruce Hamilton's study (1956).



Bridgetown were overheard commenting that "these white 
gentlemen would not be against Confederation so strong if 
it was not a good thing for us” (Hamilton 1956:66). In 
the charged atmosphere of the time, rumors were reported 
circulating among the blacks to the effect that confederation 
would mean that land would be so cheap that they would be able 
to purchase it, and that there would no longer be need for 
laborers to work "as the Governor has given orders that they 
have two shillings a day and as much land as they wish to 
plant, and they can’t be certain when it is to commence, it 
may be next week... *De gubnor say de Queen gib de rest of 
Gubnor’s money fou help we, but dey no gib we. He gwine 
gib we, and gib we land too'" (Hamilton 195616 )̂.

It was against this background that blacks plundered 
the fields of estate owners, an action that resulted in the 
Confederation Riots. Led by two brothers, who declared their 
belief in confederation and claimed the approval of the 
Governor, "estate people turned out in force and began 
digging up the sweet potatoes in the field near by" (Hamilton 
1956:71). The district police were called, but they failed 
to arrest the leaders or to deter a growing crowd from moving 
on to plunder other estate fields. Although the "Riot Act" 
was read, outbreaks and violence continued for four days. 
Hamilton reports that:

Eighty-nine estates in all were alleged to have 
been attacked, and almost everywhere the procedure was the same. The marauders, under the general direction of the Dottln brothers, consisted of about 
a hundred, generally one step ahead of the police or soldiers. On their arrival they blew a shell, and
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called on estate people to Join them, sometimes 
but not Invariably with success. Then they would 
address themselves to pillaging the fields of 
growing crops. In some cases killing or cruelly 
mutilating stock, and more rarely attacking the 
plantation house, demanding money and destroying or 
carrying away what valuables they could lay their 
hands on. Physical violence was hardly every offer
ed to white people, and resistance to police and 
military, when It was made at all, was usually slight 
...the mass of rioters believed that they were acting 
with the authority and approval of the Governor 
[1956:72].
When order was restored, eight persons were said to 

have been killed and over thirty wounded, all of them blacks. 
But once the planters’ fear of revolt subsided, they used 
the incident to urge that the Governor be removed and the 
colonial office withdraw its proposal for confederation. The 
Colonial Secretary granted both these requests. However, 
the planters' victory was qualified by their having to enlarge 
the electorate and Impose milder punishments for breach of 
the labor code, for the riots had signalled the need for some 
reform.

The conflict over confederation and the upshot of the 
riots revealed the strength that the planter oligarchy 
possessed during that period. Insofar as conflict can be 
considered a test of the efficacy of a social system, this 
one reaffirmed the structure of Barbadian society. But 
disputes can also dramatize contradictions that can no 
longer be contained wttldn the structure. As Ballsy has noted: 
"This kind of dispute is, so to speak, a proclamation of 
social change..." (1960:255). And in Barbados, this was 
the situation with respect to the riots that broke out in 
1937.
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The 1937 Riots were Initiated by the deportation of 
Clement Payne, a union organizer who had arrived from Trinidad 
a few months earlier. At numerous, well-attended meetings 
in the slum districts of Bridgetown, he stressed the need for 
self-assertion by the depressed masses, discouraging faith In 
constitutional reform, or in the likelihood that colored 
politicians would achieve serious social reform. He advocated 
strong trade union action, and direct action by the working 
class to improve their lot. Both white elites and colored 
politicians considered his speeches inflammatory. And in 
response to their fears, the government deported Payne back 
to Trinidad.

The news of Payne’s deportation provoked his supporters 
to smash windows and overturn cars in Bridgetown. The fol
lowing day larger crowds raged through the streets of Bridge
town, damaging property in the business section, and setting 
fire to the Bridgetown club, the place where planters con
gregated. During the next two days, bands roamed through 
the countryside overturning delivery vans, breaking into 
rural shops, raiding potato fields, and attacking some sugar 
factories. Shops closed down and work came to a standstill 
in town and country alike. In town, whites were given police 
protection and remained in their homes, afraid to venture 
forth. In the rural areas, estate owners called upon the 
factory workers to stand guard around their homes and the



sugar factories.^"
In Bridgetown, the attacks were against the property 

that belonged to both the whites and coloreds. In the 
countryside, the lawless acts were confined mainly to hungry 
people helping themselves to stolen food. No white person 
was seriously Injured, but In quelling the rioters, the 
police killed 14 blacks and wounded 47. More than 500 were 
arrested and imprisoned, and Payne's chief lieutenants were 
given prison sentences of five to ten years.

Although order was restored. Barbadian society was no 
longer the same. This time the riots had dramatized the 
need for drastic reforms and had given impetus to programs 
of economic and political change. But before discussing 
the changes that followed, it is first necessary to review 
the events preceding the 1937 Riots in order to account for 
the different outcome of this conflict. Unlike the situation 
in 1876, the riots of 1937 were part of a broader social 
movement that had been building up over several years and 
that was directed against the white planter-merchant class 
that still ruled the Island.

This information was obtained from people in the 
village I studied. Adults vividly remembered this event, although no person admitted to participating in the robbing or looting. However, they expressed a sympathy with the 
cause of the rioters: "Twas sheer hunger and lack offinances that caused the mischievousness." I was told how a mob, having overturned a bread van or raided a shop, would then distribute the food among the poor. Most villagers 
said they hid in their houses out of fear that they might Inadvertently find themselves Implicated and "git lock up" 
in Jail.
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Active opposition to the plantocracy began in the 1920's 
when many Barbadian emigrants returned to the Island. Their 
experiences abroad and their exposure to new political ideas 
made them Impatient with the stagnant economy at home and 
with the political system that was geared to maintaining the 
status quo. Contacts with other West Indians and a growing 
awareness of struggles going on elsewhere led to a conscious 
movement for change.

In 1924, a group of educated colored professionals founded 
the Democratic League. Their aim was to start a popular move
ment. They began to contest elections and to conduct public 
meetings to awaken political consciousness. They stirred up 
an atmosphere of political excitement, raised expectations, 
and occasionally succeeded in being elected to the House.
They were individualists with a social conscience who fought 
for single IssueB, such aB Increase in the franchise, com
pulsory education, old-age pensions, and the disestablishment 
of the Anglican Church. Although they created a more favorable 
atmosphere for social reform, they failed to reduce the political 
control of the plantocracy, or to gain a mass following. And 
in 1937* the electorate still constituted only 3.3 per cent 
of the adult population.

Growing opposition to the plantocracy also arose from 
changes in the relationship between estate owners and workers. 
During the depression of the 1890's, a number of whites who 
were not part of the "old aristocracy" acquired bankrupt 
estates at depressed prices. This new class of planters,
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more concerned with efficiency than with maintaining the 
tradition of paternalism, reduced many of the estate priv
ileges formerly extended to workers. Furthermore, planta
tion workers looked upon these new planters as "inferior" 
types of whites compared to the "old aristocracy." Resent
ment increased when the profits made during the boom period 
in the 1920's were not passed on to workers in the form of 
higher wages.

Then came the depression of the 1930's, which resulted 
in a further curtailment of privileges and a reduction of wages 
and employment. The Deane Report, which investigated the 
causes of the 1937 Riots, points out that the average pay for 
the best agricultural laborer did not exceed 30 cents a day, 
that most agricultural laborers averaged only 3.7 work days 
each week on the estate, and that a weekly wage of $1.78 was 
considered high (Deane Report 1937:7). In the midst of this 
poverty, a small minority continued to enjoy a relatively 
high standard of living. In 1937. the Income distribution on 
the island showed that 42,700 households (97 per cent) had an 
average annual Income of $303.16, that 1,150 families had an 
average annual Income of $3,400, and that 150 families had an 
Income of more than $10,000 a year (Nark 1966:30). Thus 
in the 1930's, economic distress was widespread but the 
plantocracy continued to thwart all efforts to set minimum 
wages, to legalise union organization, or to allow legislation 
that would alter labor relations. Their hostility to reforms 
had exacerbated tensions to the point that grievances were 
translated into direct political protest.
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Although separated In time by sixty-one years, the riots 
of 1876 and 1937 were similar In a number of respects. Both 
arose from opposition by the blacks to the plantocracy and 
were set off by a particular Issue or act supported by the 
plantocracy. In bo'th cases there was an attack on the prop
erty of whites but no direct assault on white persons. Both 
riots were put down with firearms and petered out in four 
days, with casualties only among black and colored persons.

However, there were two important respects in which the
two riots differed. In 1876 only plantation laborers rebelled,
while in 1937 the main actors were both urban and rural work
ers. And in 1876, laborers looted the estate fields in the 
belief that their action had the mantle of approval of the 
Colonial Governor and the Queen of England. The rioters of 
1937 harbored no such illusion. Their action was a direct 
political protest set off by an act of political suppression - 
the removal of a leader who had urged workers to resort to 
mass action in order to gain power.

The form these two events took does not explain why they
had differing impacts on the social system - why the 1876
riot resulted in the achievement of the plantocracy1s goal 
(the defeat of the confederation proposal), while the 1937 
riot spelled the end of the plantocracy* a political domination. 
In order to understand the way an event acts on the social 
system, it is necessary to consider the event in relation to 
a broader social context, including the nature of intergroup 
alignments. And in Barbados, one of the critical changes
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that took place between 1876 and 1937 was the shift In the 
alignment of the colored middle class. For in 1876 It was 
only the black population that favored confederation and was 
willing to openly oppose the established social order. Fifty 
years later, however, under mounting pressures for change, the 
colored and black segments of the population were linked 
in their opposition to the plantocracy and their desire for 
change.

Hence at the hearings on the 1937 Riots, colored leaders 
testified that they supported Payne’s program of change 
although not his methods: "... 'they were different - I
cannot exactly explain it, but he gave the impression that 
he wanted people to do something drastic' ... 'We have been 
placing our ills in the hands of representatives. Payne wanted 
to place them in the hands of people directly'" (Deane 
Report 1937:1-2). But they acknowledged that their demands 
for change had not been met through use of the political 
channels available. In fact the riots were seen as testimony 
of this failure. In the words of the Commission of Inquiry: 
"there was a large accumulation of explosive matter in the 
island to which the Payne incident only served as a 
detonator" (Deane Report 1937:^)- It was this broader socio
political context then that explains why the 1937 riot served 
to open the way to changing the established social order.1

■'■Between 1935 and 1938 strikes and riots broke out in a number of other British Caribbean territories. These up
heavals have bean attributed to a coalescence of a number of factors: drastic wage outs and inoreased unemployment causedby the depression of the 1930's, a drift of unemployed workers
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1938-1958: West Indians view the period following the
popular protests of the 1930's as a turning point in their 
history. The modern era ushered In by the upheavals of the 
1930*s Is one In which politics has become the major dynamic 
of change. Its main characteristic has been the transfer 
of political control from the planter-merchant class to 
colored leaders, a transfer that occurred as a consequence 
of Increasing the size of the electorate. And as In most 
of the third world, gaining political control was linked 
to bringing about economic change and achieving greater 
social Justice.

The key steps by which these changes took place in 
Barbados can be briefly sketched out. Under the Impetus of 
the 1937 Riots, colored leaders turned their energies toward 
a direct assault on the plantocracy. They began to actively 
champion working-class causes and to appeal directly to the 
masses for political support. In 1938, the Barbados Progres
sive League was established with the twin aims of working as 
a political party to elect Individuals to the House of 
Assembly and as a trade union movement to organize the 
bargaining power of workers.

from the plantations to the towns where they became more militant and bitter, an increase in the political con
sciousness of the working masses, and the lack of political 
machinery for redressing grievances (Lewis 1939)• I have concentrated on delineating the particular constellation of 
factors operating In Barbados. However, it Is necessary to 
add that the protests taking place elsewhere undoubtedly 
played a role both in preoipltatlng the Barbadian riot and 
in determining its impact on the society.
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Progressive reductions In the property qualifications 
for voting gave the Progressive League a majority in the 
House by 1946. And in 1951* when the first election based on 
universal suffrage took place, the Progressive League, now 
called the Barbados Labor Party, won 15 of the 17 contested 
seats. By 1951 then the planter-merchant class was divested 
of its former political power and the House of Assembly had 
changed its complexion.

The union arm of the Progressive League became the 
Barbados Workers' Union. The union was officially registered 
in 1941, embraced all categories of workers, and secured the 
right to represent workers in collective bargaining after 
1945. Working hand in hand, the BLP and the BWU succeeded 
in increasing participation of the black population in the 
island's political institutions and in expanding the role of 
government in local affairs. Through a combination of 
legislation and collective bargaining, the rudiments of a 
welfare state were created. Substantial wage increases 
were obtained, minimum wage rates were set, a 44-hour work 
week, sick benefits, paid holidays, workmen's compensation 
schemes, and severance pay were established. A labor welfare 
fund was created, a Peasant Loan Bank organized, a safety 
code to protect workers Introduced, a public housing scheme 
begun, and the functions of the Social Welfare Department were 
enlarged. Each of these measures had run up against the 
hostility of the planter class. Hence their adoption was 
hailed as a series of victories.
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However, even more Important to the working population 
was the union's effort to curb the pattern of victimization - 
the right of employers to dismiss workers without notice, to 
arbitrarily withdraw privileges, and to force discharged 
workers to vacate rented land and abandon the crops they grew 
on this land. Victimization had been an effective Instrument 
of employer control over the behavior of workers, used 
against workers if they failed to show "proper respect" or 
were considered "troublesome." And in Barbados the fear 
of being victimized was widespread.

As a consequence of these changes, an important part of 
the worker's multi-stranded relationship to his employer was 
transferred to the central political level, where power was 
more evenly balanced. This effectively reduced the worker's 
dependency on his employer. Facilitating the transfer of 
the worker's allegiance to union and political leaders was 
the fact that between 1938 and 1954 one man, Sir Grantley 
Adams, served as leader of both the BLP and the BWU. And 
to most workers he provided a new emotional focus, symbolizing 
both the protective paternalism of the old system and their 
newly won political equality.

By 1954, however, a number of splits developed in this 
monolithic structure of party and union under the control of 
Adams. First, the alliance between the union and the BLP was 
threatened when Adams resigned as president of the union in 
order to assume the role of first Premier of Barbados. For 
shortly after his resignation bitter hostility broke out



between Prank Walcott, the union's general secretary, now in 
control of union affairs, and Adams. Walcott withdrew from 
the BLP, over which Adams presided, ran for election as an 
independent, and won a seat in the House of Assembly, where 
he launched angry attacks on Adams and the policies of his 
party. The effect of this action was to open the path to a 
separation of union loyalty from allegiance to the BLP. It 
also led contending political groups to compete for control 
of the union and the allegiance of its members.

The second challenge came from the younger members of the 
BLP, who had recent University degrees from England.
Referred to as the "young turks," these men resented the iron
clad personal control of Adams and set up a rival political 
party, the Democratic Labor Party. In 1956, they became the 
official minority opposition in the House, sharply criticizing 
the government for its complacency and the slow pace of change 
on the island.

This was the general political context in 1958 when the 
wildcat strike took place. The traditional white elite 
retained economic power and social prestige, but political 
power had passed into the hands of colored leaders. They 
had Introduced many reforms but did not radically alter or 
challenge the basic economic and social structure. However, 
the competition that had arisen in the political arena 
played an Important role in determining the way the 
government and the union responded to the strike action.
For union control over the island's agricultural laborers
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was weak and both labor parties had a stake in either main
taining or gaining the political support of laborers.

There is a sense in which the changes over the past 
three hundred years resemble what Qeertz, following 
Qoldenweiser, calls a process of involution - a growth in 
internal complexity without a fundamental alteration of 
structure (Qeertz 1964). For the plantation society that 
emerged early in Barbados had absorbed many changes without 
altering its basic form. These changes, of course, made a 
substantial difference in the quality of life and in the 
rights enjoyed by the non-white population. Barbados in 
1958 was not the same society it was in 1658. But the con
temporary social structure, the Institutions and prevailing 
cultural attitudes, were connected to the past through 
direct lines of descent. And it was these continuities that 
kept alive the memory of past traditions, as well as a con
sciousness of the conflicts and accumulated grievances from 
the past. Moreover, continuity with the past was greatest 
on the sugar estates, where plantation labor continued to be 
equated with slavery.

In this and in the preceding chapter, I have sketched 
out the broader socio-cultural framework within which rural 
workers In Barbados operated. But to understand the reasons
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for the 1958 strike and the particular form this expression 
of conflict took, it is essential to examine in some detail 
the socio-economic situation of rural workers and how it 
affects their attitudes, action patterns, and responses to 
recent changes. This information is best obtained in a 
delimited social setting by anthropological techniques and 
methods of observation. I therefore turn next to describing 
a rural community in the heart of the sugar cane area of 
Barbados.



CHAPTER IV

THE VILLAGE SETTING

I have given the name of Endeavor to a large rural 
settlement, surrounded by the fields of a company-owned 
plantation, with one section bordering the fields of a 
smaller family-owned estate. The hum of activity within 
the settlement contrasts sharply with the quietness of the 
canefields. Men congregate near their favorite tree or 
outside the rum shops, recounting experiences and arguing 
about the meaning of current events. Near the standpipes, 
the communal source of water, women linger to exchange news 
or gossip. Children play along the roadsides or are on 
their way carrying out some errand. In the evenings after 
work, small groups stroll leisurely along the village 
roads, stopping now and then to chat with others. "I goin' 
up the road to 'ave a look round” is a common expression. 
And, when the moon batheB the village with its dawn-like 
light, few villagers can be found inside the dimly-lit 
houses lining the roads. Only late at night, when the last 
villagers retire to sleep and all the houses are sealed to 
keep out "the deads" and other wandering spirits, do the 
roads empty. Then the village appears abandoned and a 
stillness hangs over the ooaaunlty.
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Endeavor is on a main highway in the parish of St. 
George. Approximately seven miles from Bridgetown, it was 
referred to as being "in the middle" of the island. A bus 
ride to the city took thirty minutes, and buses ran dally 
at half-hourly or hourly intervals. Some villagers went 
there daily to work, others went regularly to shop or to 
meet friends and relatives coming to town from other country 
villages.

Endeavor contains no marketplace, government offices, 
or central plaza. The village is mainly a dwelling area 
with houses lining the roads and lanes. They stand Just a 
few yards apart, sometimes two and three deep from the main 
thoroughfares. Located randomly among the houses are 18 
rural shops, 8 "meetin1 halls" that belong to various 
Protestant sects, an elementary school, a privately-owned 
dance hal' , and a recently-built Government Social Center 
and playing field. Villagers prefer to live along the main 
thoroughfares because it makes access to the shops and 
standpipes easier, but also so that they can more fully 
Indulge their interest in local gossip and the everyday 
happenings of the community. People sit by the window, 
greeting and talking to passersby. In Endeavor, Interest 
in the lives of other villagers is well-nigh all-encom
passing, and village life is public and gregarious.
Seclusion or social isolation evokes suspicion.

The total settlement of Endeavor had no legal charter 
nor was It an officially named and recognized unit. Only
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its sub-units, the plantation-owned tenantries, freehold areas, 
and a recently-built Government Housing Area, had official 
titles. These named dwelling areas, however, did not form 
distinct loci of social interaction. They were contiguous 
and intertwined, and kinship and friendship ties spanned the 
entire settlement; people regarded themselves as belonging 
to the total settlement, rather than to any of its named sub
units.

In Barbados, rural settlements are referred to as 
"districts.” This use of the term differs from administrative
districts for purposes of polling, policing, or locating mag
istrate courts. A "district” will be named after the largest 
freehold area that is part of the total settlement, and this 
freehold area is seen as the center or "pivot" of the com
munity, while the smaller freehold areas and the plantation 
tenantries are spoken of as its "satellites" or "outskirts."
In Barbados the term freehold village is used in official 
reports to identify a specific area in which Inhabitants 
own the land they live on or rent it from individuals who 
are small proprietors. But for linguistic simplicity, I 
have chosen to refer to the total settlement as a village
rather than a district.

Endeavor thus had negligible functions as an economic, 
administrative, or political unit. No local administrative 
or political posts related the village, or its sub-units, to 
the wider governmental and political system. Nor was there 
a council of elders or a rostrum of unofficial leaders who
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represented the interests of the village as a whole. It was 
not a unit of collective action. The major sources of power 
and authority over village life were located outside the 
community. This was because Endeavor, like all rural 
settlements on the island, had developed as a plantation 
community, with control over major aspects of village life 
in the hands of the owner and managers of the plantation.
It was the inhabitants* past or present ties to the large 
plantation in the area that accounted, in most cases, for 
their residence in the village. The plantation, which I 
shall call Prospect Ltd., had played an important role in 
the development of the settlement.

HISTORY OP THE VILLAGE: At the beginning of this
century a large part of the area now encompassed by the 
village settlement was planted in cane and belonged to two 
adjoining estates, which I shall call Endeavor and Wlndmere. 
In 1900, they covered an area of 107 1/2 acres and 29 acres 
respectively, and were owned by a single family. Because 
the parish in which Endeavor is located was one of the rich
est sugar-growing parishes on the island, few estates had 
been subdivided into small holdings. Prospect Plantation 
had been in existence since the 17th century, its owner's 
ancestors having come to the island during the time of 
Cromwell, while most of the other estate owners were 
descended from planter families who had lived in the parish 
in the 18th and 19th centuries.
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There were, however, several small plantation tenantries 
of located-laborers scattered about the area now covered by 
the present village settlement, as well as one small freehold 
area which I shall call Good Intent. In addition, a few 
plots of land owned by two colored men living In Bridgetown 
were being rented to people in the area. Most of the 
tenantries belonged to Prospect Plantation, which by local 
standards was a large estate. Endeavor Plantation had one 
tenantry placed near Qood Intent.

Good Intent, located at the eastern boundary of the 
present settlement, was an area of 15 acres. According to 
an elderly resident, It had been a small estate that began 
selling out its land as early as 1847. This villager's 
grandfather, who In 1847 was a watchman on Prospect Plantation, 
had bought three acres at $400.00 per acre.1 Irj 1958, these 
same three acres, since subdivided by his descendants, were 
occupied by two grandchildren and a large number of great
grandchildren. In 1901, the Parochial Treasurer's Rate Book 
lists Qood Intent as containing 38 houses which, according 
to the genealogies I collected, were owned by the members 
of four different family groups. By 1958, the number of 
houses had increased to 55* but descendants of the same 
four families continued to occupy most of the land.

In this thesis all references to dollars are to the 
British West Indian dollar. I do not have Information on the exchange rate between the British West Indian dollar and the 
United States dollar for the nineteenth and early part of the 
twentieth oenturles but In recent years the exchange rate has been approximately $1.70 B.W.I. to $1.00 U.S.
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A few villagers, who had lived In the general settlement 
area at the beginning of the century, recalled the relative 
Isolation of each dwelling area and also the greater Internal 
cohesion that had existed among those living in the same 
vicinity. By 1905, however, this situation began to change. 
The family that owned Endeavor and Windmere was facing a 
financial crisis and started to subdivide and sell Endeavor 
Estate. The first option to purchase plots of land was 
given to the tenants on the estate. In addition a large 
number of laborers who lived on the tenantries "of Prospect 
Plantation bought pieces of land. Within two years, 45 
acres of Endeavor Estate had been distributed among 88 
proprietors, with the majority owning only one-fourth or 
one-half acre. The two largest holdings were 4 1/2 and 
5 1/2 acres each. Deeds of sale indicate that the land 
along the public road sold for as much as $1,000 to $1,200 
per acre, while land in the "back parts" cost $800 an acre.
By 1915, the owner of Endeavor and Windmere ceased all cane- 
growing operations and began to sell small plots of land of 
Windmere Estate.

The people who purchased the small allotments of land 
obtained money from a combination of sources, but mainly 
from relatives who were working in Panama and the United 
States, and from loans that the owner of Prospect Plantation 
was willing to grant his favored employees. In many cases, 
Individuals rented a plot of land until such time as they 
had paid the amount necessary to own It. During the 1920's,



most of the land belonging to Endeavor and Windmere was still 
being rented, but by the end of the 1930's It had all been 
bought and the "district" of Endeavor had assumed lte present 
contours.̂

Since the 1930's, the village has grown both In size and 
complexity, the number of houses multiplying as the population 
Increased. Tenantries and freeholds began to "bound and 
abut," their boundaries losing clarity and social significance. 
Today, while still retaining their original names, these units 
no longer constitute the semi-isolated neighborhoods of 
earlier years. Now one village, Endeavor, the focal center, 
has been taken over as the name for the whole "district."

During the same period that Endeavor grew into the village 
it now is, Prospect Plantation also expanded. Just prior to 
World War I, the owner of Prospect began buying neighboring 
plantations so that by 1917 he and his family owned nine estates 
in the parish totalling approximately 2300 acres, or almost a 
quarter of the estate land In the parish. At the same time, 
he converted his sugar mill Into a modern factory that now 
processes most of the cane produced In the parish, as well as 
cane grown in neighboring parishes.

It is worth noting that unlike the founding of freehold 
villages In Jamaica or Guyana (which became "reconstituted" 
peasant communities), the growth of a freehold village In Barbados oooumtd within "the shadow of the plantation" and 
not in opposition to It. And unlike the development of free
hold villages elsewhere In the Caribbean (ef. Hlntz 1958; Clarke 1953s R* T. Smith 1956:13-22), In Barbados there was no plan of settlement or village council to regulate the disposition of land and Impose conditions for settling In 
the area. Instead eaoh sale of land was an Individual transaction between the buyer and the estate owner.
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An awesome figure at the apex of a vast enterprise, the 
owner of Prospect Ltd. had been regarded by most villagers as 
their protector and benefactor. Because the majority of 
villagers were employed by Prospect, or had worked for the 
plantation in the past, Endeavor was referred to as a village 
where Prospect's people lived.

The owner of Prospect Ltd. had been a member of the 
island's Legislative Council, a vestryman on the parish 
board, and a notable and admired figure on the island.
His recorded speeches reveal that he believed, as did other 
planters, that he understood the needs and aspirations of 
his workers and how to best represent their interests 
politically. But when universal suffrage was introduced 
in 1951, he withdrew from active political participation, 
and in 1956, shortly before this study was undertaken, he 
sold his holdings to the "Big Six," a holding company in 
Bridgetown, and left the island with his family. Elderly 
villagers were apprehensive over their loss of a patron, 
while those of all ages told stories about his acts and 
character, stories that were clearly part of the lore of the 
village.

In .the past the owner and managers of Prospect 
Plantation fulfilled many functions of local government 
for villagers. However, recent island-wide political changes 
have progressively reduced their "responsibilities” and thus 
their power and control over village life. Politicians and 
trade union leaders have sought to Interpose themselves
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between the plantation management and its workers - the former 
by promoting governmental action in many areas that were form
erly the exclusive preserve of the plantation (such as housing, 
loans, pensions, and welfare schemes), and the latter by rep
resenting the interests of workers and linking them, through 
the union, more closely to other groups and institutions of 
the wider society. Nevertheless, ties between Prospect Ltd. 
and Endeavor remain strong. And while personal control over 
the lives of villagers has decreased, the plantation managers 
still exercise considerable authority beyond the work situa
tion and in matters that affect the villagers' interests.

THE VILLAGE TODAY: In 1958, the population of Endeavor
was 2533 (personal census).1 Females outnumbered males by 
1343 to 1190, or 53*3 per cent to 46.7 per cent. In the 
age category of 15 to 54 years there were 1213 people, of 
whom 548 or 45.2 per cent were men and 665 or 54.8 per cent 
were women. The sex imbalance of the population, result
ing from sex-selective emigration, was most evident in the 
age group of 40 and above, in which women outnumbered men 
by 395 to 252 or 61.2 per cent to 38.8 per cent. After 55, 
sex differences in mortality rates created an even more

The total number was actually slightly higher. The census information for 31 households out of a total of 594 
had to be discarded because of inaccuracies which could not be oross-cheoked. These households were randomly distributed throughout the area of settlement, and I have reason to 
believe that their elimination does not bias the results 
obtained from the remaining 563 households.

if
r
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pronounced sex imbalance; only 3.9 per cent of the village 
males were above the age of 55 compared to 7.3 per cent of 
the females. The age distribution of the village followed 
the pattern of high child dependency rates characteristic 
of non-industrialized societies. The IO36 children under 
15 years of age constituted 40.9 per cent of the total 
population, and 58.8 per cent of the people were under 
25 years old.

In 1958, Endeavor contained close to 600 dwellings on 
approximately 200 acres of land. Most dwellings were 
occupied by an independent, functioning household, although 
in a few cases a newly-built or recently inherited house 
was being used as sleeping quarters only for dependents 
who were members of an adjacent household. Apart from the 
units built by the Government Housing Authority, all of the 
houses were owned by individuals living in the settlement 
and were situated on small plots of land that belonged 
either to the plantation or to individual proprietors.
The houses lined both sides of the roads and the feeder 
laneB that ran through the village; small footpaths called 
"gaps" marked the land boundaries between houses.

Because living in the freehold areas was identified with 
greater Independence from the plantation and with an Improved 
socio-economic status, in the following discussion I compare, 
where relevant, the tenantry and freehold areas in order to 
show the extent to which they actually differed.
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The 563 households for which I have reliable data were 
distributed as follows among the named dwelling areas:

Freehold Areas Number of Households
Endeavor 200
Windmere 56
Good Intent 55
Waverly Cot 24
First Step 21
Mount Hill 10

Total: 3 66

Plantation Tenantries Number of Households
Upper Prospect 38
Lower Prospect 26
Brighton 36
Buttals 18
Carmichael 5
Farm 23

Total: 146

Other Number of Households
Cane Hill 15
Endeavor Government 

Housing Area 36
Total: 51

A sketch map of the settlement (Plate I) shows the loca
tion of the tenantries, freehold areas, and Government Housing 
Area. Twenty-six per cent of the village dwellings were on
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plantation tenantries and 65 per cent were on the freehold 
areas, while 9 per cent did not fit properly in either 
category. Thus Cane Hill was a small enclave owned by 
Prospect Plantation but the people who lived there were 
known as "cash renters" as opposed to plantation tenants. 
This was because it was noi necessary to be employed by 
the plantation in order to rent a spot of land in Cane 
Hill. In fact, most Cane Hill residents did work for Pros
pect, but villagers and the plantation still maintained this 
distinction, a legacy from the time when the located-laborer 
acts were in effect. The other dwelling area that was 
neither freehold nor a plantation tenantry was the Endeavor 
Government Housing Area. In 1957* the central government 
purchased a few acres of land from Prospect on which it 
built small, modern concrete houses to be rented out to 
wage workers. These houses contained facilities that most 
other houses in the village lacked, such as running water, 
indoor plumbing and electricity. The Housing Authority 
held a 99-year lease on the lot, but the rental could be 
applied toward the purchase price of the house. However, 
few occupants thought in terms of acquiring ownership of 
the government house they rented, which could become theirs 
after 15 to 20 years of paying rent regularly. They re
garded their tenancy as temporary, until such time as they 
could afford to build their own houses or inherit a house 
from their families. Their attitude derived from the 
tradition of house ownership in the rural areas and its
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central Importance In asserting authority as a household head, 
a topic to which I shall return later.

In physical appearance, one could not easily distinguish 
the tenantries from the freehold areas. On both, there were 
wooden houses of similar design and construction. The only 
major departure from this pattern were the twenty more 
substantial privately owned stone and cement houses that 
were all located In the freehold areas. Also scattered 
among the houses In the freehold areas were the elementary 
school, the majority of the shops and church "meetln' halls,” 
and a privately-owned dance hall or casino.

Village houses reflected the material standard of living 
among villagers, as well as their cultural tastes, since a 
house was the most important property that the majority of 
villagers owned. The typical house was a wooden box-llke 
affair. Constructed of pine boards, it had a wooden floor 
and shingled roof, although galvanized Iron had recently 
gained popularity and was found on all newly-built houses.
The villagers' term for this type of house was a "chattel 
house." "Chattel houses” had wooden Jalousies In their 
windows, with a few of the better-off homes using glass panes 
Instead. A few steps of cement or wood, or sometimes Just 
a couple of medium-sized stone boulders, led up to the 
doorway, for the entire structure was raised off the ground, 
and Its corners set on concrete blocks called "groundsels." 
This avoided the problem of constructing a solid foundation 
and had the further advantage of Insulating the house from
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the dampness of the ground as well as making it less 
susceptible to termites. But the major advantage, particularly 
for those who did not own the land on which their house stood,
was that it permitted the house to be lifted off its "ground
sels" and moved to a different spot. Thus if a family had 
to move from a particular spot they took their house with 
them, transporting it on a truck.

"Chattel" houses were generally small, the average
containing only two to three rooms. Rooms varied in size 
from 14 x 18 feet to 20 x 26 feet. Only a few of the houses 
had running water or electricity. Kerosene lamps were used 
for night-time lighting, and cooking was done over a stone 
hearth or on a kerosene stove in a semi-enclosed yard at 
the back of the house. This area, referred to as the 
"shedroof," was covered with wooden slats that were widely 
spaced in order to let the smoke escape. A little distance 
behind the "shedroof" there was an open or closed pit that 
served as a toilet and a place to bathe. This area was 
referred to euphemistically as the "back offices."

The cost of a "chattel house" varied between $800 and 
$1500 depending on its size. Roughly two-thirds of the 
houses had been built by their present occupants while one- 
third were inherited from relatives. Most houses had been 
built with the help of the plantation, which gave interest- 
free loans that could be repaid over a ten-to twenty-year 
period by deductions from a person's cane money or paycheck. 
Nowadays* however, the plantation seldom made these loans.
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and villagers had to apply to the new Peasant Loan Bank 
that offered low Interest loans. The Peasant Loan Bank 
had been set up by the government with the Intent of 
Increasing the Independence of rural workers by changing 
their source of credit, but In the case of plantation 
tenants the bank required them to get the owners or managers 
to countersign their loans, which in effect served to maintain 
the pattern of dependence of the tenant on the plantation 
managers and to underwrite the latter*s authority over the 
tenants.

Because of the expense involved, most houses were built 
over a period of years. The usual procedure was to construct 
a single room, called a "front house," and attach the "shedroof 
kitchen" to the back. In some cases a house remained like 
this, but the Ideal was to build additions. The "front 
house" served as both drawing room and sleeping quarters and 
was furnished according to a standard pattern. There was 
invariably a hutch or "wagon" standing in one corner with a 
few turned down glasses on the top shelf, some dishes, also 
turned down, on the shelf below, and sometimes faded photo
graphs of family members. Underneath the open shelves wa 
usually a larder. A few chairs of bentwood with wicker 
seats and sometimes a painted flower on the backrest were 
scattered about the room and possibly one or two Morris 
chairs and an ottoman If It was a more well-off home. In 
every home, no matter how poor, there would be a round 
small center table of Barbadian mahogany with a vase of



artificial flowers, usually antirrhinum lilies, on top and 
a lace or plastic doily under the vase. At the base of the 
vase there was always a pile of Christmas cards that remained 
on display throughout the year. On one wall was a picture 
of the Queen, sometimes in her coronation robes or riding 
habit, or Princess Margaret or Prince Philip. Next to the 
Queen there was a picture of Christ, and calendar pictures 
of American Coca-Cola girls were sometimes hung on the other 
walls. More rarely, there would be a picture of a popular 
American black personality.

The bedroom contained a bureau with a mottled mirror, 
and a bed with a step-up platform and a mattress of kus-kus 
grass. Children usually slept on crocus sacks that were 
laid out on the floor at night.

Typically the "shedroof" or cooking area had a wooden 
bench on which were kept a few dishes, some cooking pots, and 
a pall of water. It was here that members of the household 
took their meals, that children were bathed, that women 
performed domestic chores and entertained casual visitors, 
and that men gathered to "fire a drink." The "ehedroof" 
was the area where most of the family's activities and all 
Informal socializing took place.

Less common were the houses equipped with running water, 
electricity, and a "shedroof kitchen" area within the main 
house. Such houses belonged to villagers who were somewhat 
better off. These houses were also likely to have some 
glass pane windows with curtains strung across on a wire,
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and a table at which meals were eaten. A sewing machine and 
radiogram were two important Items also found In the homes of 
the more affluent, but in other respects the furnishings were 
uniformly the same as those in the poorer homes, only there 
were more pieces.

Scattered through the freehold areas were twenty houses 
of the village elite that differed markedly from the rest. 
Unlike the "chattel houses," they were constructed of stone 
and cement on a solid foundation, and were referred to as 
"wall houses." A front porch or "gallery" was a standard 
feature of the architecture. Typically, the large drawing 
room or parlor had a set of Morris armchairs and a three- 
cushion settee arranged around the same mahogany table with 
the artificial flowers and Christmas cards. There lere also 
the sewing machine and radiogram plus a china closet. Windows 
had glass panes with wooden Jalousies on the outside and there 
were flowered glass panels in the door. On the walls, in 
place of the pictures of the royal family and of Christ, 
there usually hung three ceramic ducks of varying size.
Books and paintings were absent and with the high ceilings, 
bad lighting and stiffly arranged furniture, the total 
effect was bare and formal.

A family's house and furnishings were an index of their 
relative wealth and status, so that the variations Just cited 
indicate the range of difference in income and status found 
in Endeavor. These differences were meaningful within the 
arena of village social life, but to an outside observer the
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most striking feature of the houses in Endeavor was their 
relative uniformity.

In order to see how these variations in living 
accommodations relate to differences between the tenantries 
and freehold areas, I use the indices of size of house, 
number of occupants, and sex of household head. For the 
village as a whole, 30 per cent of the houses contained two 
rooms or less and six per cent had five rooms or more. 
Differences between the tenantries and freehold areas were, 
however, surprisingly small. Sixty-six per cent of the 
tenantry houses were of three rooms or less as compared to 
57 per cent of the freehold houses. Similarly, the differ
ence in the average number of people per household was not 
great. For the entire village the average was 4.5 persons 
per house; for the tenantries it was 4.7 and for the free
hold areas 4.4. Furthermore, the relation between size of 
house and number of occupants remained fairly constant 
regardless of where the houses were located. It is true 
that only in the freehold areas were there houses of five rooms 
or more which had an occupancy of one person to 1.6 rooms. But 
this was in contrast to the average of one person to half a 
room or one room that characterized the majority of houses 
in both areas. My census material revealed that there was 
a direct relationship between size of house and number of 
occupants, unlike the Inverse relationship that has been re
ported in other West Indian societies (cf. R. T. Smith 1956:
52; Cumper n.d.:l6-32). In most cases then, a large-sized
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house was not so much a sign of an Improved standard of 
living as of the need for a household to expand In order to 
accommodate a larger number of people.

Possession of durable property (such as houses or land) 
was linked to the right to assert authority and to command 
respect. Thus, with few exceptions, the owner of a house 
was its acknowledged head. Both sexes could acquire 
ownership of a house, either through inheritance or direct 
purchase, and households were headed by either males or 
females. The authority of a household head was not separ
able from his or her kinship relationship to the other mem
bers of the household and was usually exercised in terms of 
the head's position as father, husband, mother, or grand
mother. However, a man could not fully assert his rights 
and authority as husband and father unless he acquired his 
own house in which he lived with his spouse and their off
spring. Otherwise, he remained subordinate to the household 
owner, even though he was living with his spouse in a co- 
residentlal union. On the other hand, a woman who owned her 
own house was often reluctant to enter into a conjugal rela
tionship as she did not wish to abdicate the authority which 
she exercised as owner and head of her own household.

In fact, the actual control exercised by a household 
head was mainly with respect to domestic affairs of the 
house, but it also Included the right to decide what was 
acceptable as proper behavior among the members of the 
household. The wishes of a household head were supposed



to be respected. Making threats of eviction, sometimes 
enforced, was regarded as a prerogative of the house owner, 
whose authority over the household was typically described 
by villagers in terms of such phrases as "I boss here I What 
I say goes I" Autocratic as this might sound, there was in 
reality little substance to the authority exercised by the 
household head, for the domestic unit had no corporate 
economic or social functions and the head had little control 
over either the economic activities or the religious and 
political preferences of household members. Furthermore, any 
abusive exercise of personal authority was subject to commu
nity disapproval and to the intervention of relatives or 
neighbors.

The existence of female houshold heads was made possible 
by the right of women to own houses and was an outcome of 
the nature of the family structure with its alternative forms 
of mating and marriage. Elsewhere I have described these 
patterns and their implications for sexual and familial 
relationships (Sutton 1959 and 1962).

The literature on family and kinship patterns among the 
rural lower-class segments of West Indian societies is 
extensive, and it includes studies done in Barbados (see for 
example Clarke 1958; Mintz and Davenport 1961; M. G. Smith 
1962; R. T. Smith 1956; and for Barbados, Cumper 1961; 
Greenfield 1966). The complexities of this family organiza
tion need not be summarized here, but what is of relevance 
is the relative instability of the conjugal unions, the high 
ratio of females to males, and the fact that a woman and her



children or grandchildren can form an independent domestic 
unit. In 90 per cent of the households in Endeavor in which 
a woman was household head, she had no co-resident spouse, 
although she might have an ongoing "visiting relationship" 
with a man who lived elsewhere and fathered some of her 
children, and in most cases she had had in the past one or 
more co-residential conjugal unions, either of the consensual 
or legal variety. On the other hand, most households headed 
by a man included his spouse and their Joint offspring, and 
often one or two of the woman’s children from prior matings.

Out of the 563 village households there were, at the 
time of this study, 24l (43 per cent) that were headed by 
women and 323 (57 per cent) headed by men. The difference 
between tenantries and freehold areas was again small, with 
47 per cent of the tenantry households headed by women as 
compared to 41 per cent in the freehold areas. This differ
ence, however, is in the expected direction since one factor 
affecting the formation and stability of a conjugal union 
was a man's ability to provide adequate support for his 
spouse and children.

Turning now to land ownership, land owned by villagers 
was called "buy land" (i.e. "bought land") in contrast to 
"rent land" that belonged to either the plantation or the 
government. The possibilities for acquiring "buy land," 
other than through inheritance, had greatly diminished dur
ing the past decade. Estate-owned land was no longer being 
sold and the opportunity to purchase "buy land" in the free
hold areas rarely oocurred. Occasionally village "buy land"
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became available when relatives who had quarreled over the 
disposition of their Inheritance decided that to settle the 
dispute they would sell the land and divide the proceeds. 
Knowledgeable Informants stated that the last sale of this 
kind occurred five years prior to this study. And at that 
time the price of land had risen so that this piece of land 
was sold at $4,400 an acre.

In spite of the fact that land was so rarely available 
for purchase, house and land ownership constituted major 
goals toward which young people worked. For all villagers, 
both social prestige and one’s self-esteem were linked to 
owning a house and land. While a house represented a major 
form of investment and saving, land was an even more valued 
form of property, providing its owners with increased eco
nomic security. Land was a form of capital, the most impor
tant source of collateral for loans, and a capital asset in 
terms of producing cane. However, only one-third of the 
village households owned their own land, although a much 
larger number rented or had free access to some plots of 
land for purposes of cultivation. Most of the people living 
on the tenantries did not own any land located elsewhere, 
but there were also a sizeable number of people living in 
the freehold areas who owned no land. Out of 366 households 
in the freehold areas, 88 rented the land on which their 
house stood and another 96 occupied land belonging to rela
tives on a rent-free basis. These households - amounting to 
half the households In the freehold areas - as well as most 
of the tenantry households, did not own any land.
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The size of land holdings owned by villagers varied only 
within relatively narrow limits. The modal holding was 
between one-fourth and one-half acre. Of the 182 households 
that owned land, a little less than 10 per cent had only a 
house lot of a few hundred square feet, which was Just enough 
for a house and perhaps a small "kitchen garden" along its 
side. Only 20 per cent of the land-owning households had as 
much as one-half acre, and the largest holding - seven acres 
was owned by a shopkeeper and potato speculator.

More than half the community rented land either from the 
plantation or from other villagers. Those who rented land 
owned by freeholders, or who lived in Cane Hill or the Govern 
ment Housing Area, were known as "cash renters," in contrast 
to those who were plantation tenants. The amount of land 
rented differed significantly between these two groups. 
Seven-eighths of the households that were "cash renters" 
rented only house lots, and one-eighth rented larger plots, 
but not more than half an acre. Among plantation tenants, 
however, one-quarter of the households rented house lots, 
while three-quarters rented larger plots of up to one-half 
acre, and there were three households that rented between 
three-fourths of an acre and two acres. The fact that so 
many more plantation tenants than "cash renters" rented more 
than Just a house lot was due to the plantation's policy of 
providing its steady workers with some land for cane cultiva
tion. But whether the land belonged to the plantation or to 
a freeholder, a single household was hardly ever able to rent 
more than half an acre.
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Finally, there was a group of landless families (one- 
fifth of the community) who lived rent-free on freehold land 
that belonged to their relatives. The modal size of their 
plots was slightly larger than that of the rented plots but 
smaller than that of the privately-owned plots.

The pattern of land tenure in Endeavor can be summarized 
as follows: Taking the village as a whole, and for the
moment disregarding the nature of tenure, a little over one- 
third of the households (38 per cent) had house lots only; 
another third had less than one-quarter acre; 15 per cent 
had one-half acre or more; and less than 2 per cent had more 
than two acres. As for the nature of tenure, only one-third 
of the households owned their own land, and one-half of the 
households rented land. With only one exception, all plots 
of more than one acre were located in the freehold areas and 
were privately owned by villagers. But of the rented plots, 
those rented from the plantation were somewhat larger in size 
that those rented from Individual smallholders. Finally, it 
is clear that there were almost no holdings that were large 
enough to support a family by farming. Thus control of land 
did not provide an alternative to wage work. And it is in 
this sense that the community can be considered to fall 
within the category of a "landless rural proletariat" (see 
Nlntz 1956; Adams 1964).

In a community dependent on wage earning, occupational 
roles become Important in determining differences in income 
and status, and as one might expect, it was in terms of this 
dimension that tenantries and freehold areas differed the



most. The differences in occupational roles were related to 
the effects of the located-laborer acts that had made it 
necessary to be regularly employed by the plantation in order 
to rent land on the tenantries. These acts, which had been 
repealed in the late 1930's, established a pattern of living 
that continued to influence the occupational choices and 
opportunities of plantation tenants. Thus 76 per cent of the 
people who lived on tenantries worked in the sugar industry, 
while J*9.2 per cent of those living in the freehold areas were 
so employed. Furthermore, 60.3 per cent of those living on 
the tenantries, as compared to 37*7 per cent from the freehold 
areas, were employed by Prospect Ltd.; the other sugar workers 
sold their labor to other plantations on the island. However, 
the reverse relationship held for those employed in the sugar 
factories. Among factory workers, 66 per cent came from the 
freehold areas and only 33 per cent lived on the tenantries. 
Thus, those sugar workers with a higher socio-economic status, 
namely the factory workers, were mainly from the freehold areas.

Although there was a much higher percentage of tenantry 
residents employed in the sugar Industry, the extent to which 
residents in the freehold areas were Involved in the sugar 
plantation economy can be appreciated by comparing the actual 
numbers of sugar workers from both types of dwelling areas:
275 were from the tenantries and 262 were from the freehold 
areas.

Turning to the people working outside the sugar Industry, 
the comparative figures for the major occupational groups 
were as follows:
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Per cent In 
Freehold Areas

Per cent In 
Tenantries

Residents working 
In the city 16.7 7.12

Self-employed 14.0 4.5
Casual day-laborers 18.2 10.5

These occupational variations Indicate that the differ
ence between tenantries and freehold areas was one of degree 
rather than kind. And It Is a smaller difference than one 
would expect In view of the Importance villagers attached to 
living In freehold areas as a means of gaining Independence 
from the plantation. This Is not to overlook the fact that 
sugar workers In the freehold areas considered themselves 
more independent than their counterparts on the tenantries. 
They felt freer to change jobs, to miss work If they had 
other pressing business, or to withdraw their labor from the 
plantation entirely If they had a dispute with a member of 
the managerial staff. But while these were important "free
doms" to villagers, their actual exercise was often limited 
by the lack of alternative employment, so that the socio
economic status of sugar workers from the freehold areas was 
generally similar to that of the sugar workers from the 
tenantries.

In what sense was Endeavor more than an aggregate of 
individuals and a oollection of households? To what extent



did It constitute a significant local social unit?
As others have noted, Caribbean rural settlements appear 

"diffuse and amorphous...seem to be characterized by a weak 
sense of communal esprit de corps, a weak development of 
communal leadership, little formal organization, and Indis
tinct spatial boundaries" (Wagley 1959:198). Most Caribbean 
communities are open-neighborhood settlements lacking 
village-level institutions for uniting groups in corporate 
action. And while there is land hunger, the rural popula
tions exhibit few of the characteristics commonly associated 
with a traditional peasant way of life, such as respect for 
their own ways, a belief in the dignity of agricultural work, 
love of the soil, and long association with a single place. 
Land is a source of wealth, but land ownership, particularly 
in Barbados, is seen as an escape route from agricultural 
work.

The general structure of Caribbean communities is a 
resultant of the traditions of slavery, the pervasiveness 
of the plantation economy, and the monopoly of power that 
the planter class held till recently. But within this 
general form, Caribbean communities vary in internal cohe
sion and overall integration. Horowitz (1967) in comparing 
a number of communities concludes that the most integrated 
communities (those with a great deal of communal activity, 
a wide extension of extra-household obligations, a stable 
and ethnically homogeneous population, and households that 
function as corporate groupings) are based on what he calls
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a peasant economy. The least Integrated, which lack the 
above traits, are the plantation settlements. In Jamaica, 
for example, the difference between a plantation settlement 
(Sugartown) and two communities of small farmers (Orange 
Grove and Mocca) Is described by Clarke In the following 
terms:

The population of Sugartown Is too large, too 
mixed and too mobile for the development of any 
strong community sense. What associations there 
are tend to be sectional and do not provide a 
relational system which Involves continuous 
mutual cooperation and Interdependence... There 
is nothing in Sugartown to compare with the kin
ship solidarity of Mocca, or the opportunities 
which occur regularly in Orange Grove for the 
entire group, men, women and even children to 
meet together and act as a corporate whole...
Where Mocca and Orange Grove were integrated by 
kinship bonds and a common pattern of life, and 
organized to permit of constant intercommunica
tion, exchange of ideas and the transmission of 
approved modes of conduct, Sugartown presented 
Itself as a collection of disparate un-assimllated 
and opposing aggregates [1958:24-25, 188].
Endeavor was far from being a tightly integrated com

munity, but unlike Sugartown, it was more than "a collection 
of disparate, unasslmilated and opposing aggregates." Its 
inhabitants were united by a series of Informal social 
networks as well as by a set of similar Interests that 
arose from their sharing the same class status and a common 
subculture. As a social unit, Endeavor was distinguished 
from like units and from the surrounding society by the 
fact that significant social transactions took place more 
frequently within rather than across its boundaries. It 
was considered an Important arena of social life by its 
inhabitants.

\



The stability of the population and a density of kinship 
ties contributed toward creating a sense of community identity. 
Most of the village population had grown up In the community.
Of those over the age of fifteen, 73 per cent had spent 
their childhood in the village. Another 14 per cent were 
raised nearby in the parish, while 12 per cent came from 
other parts of the island, and only 12 persons were born on 
other West Indian islands. Those who had not spent their 
childhood in the village were considered "newcomers," and 
if they had no kinsmen in the community, they were referred 
to as "strangers." An outsider was subject to close 
scrutiny and considerable time might pass before he or she 
was accepted as part of the village social system.

Kinship ties served to reinforce the social ties based 
on contiguity and continuity, making Endeavor a center of 
intimate social relationships. Of 883 senior household 
members for whom I have information, 66 per cent had close 
family relatives living in the community, often in an 
adjacent or nearby household, along with a large number of 
more distantly related kinsmen. The tendency to select 
conjugal partners from within the community was another
means by which kinship was linked to locality. To marry
within the local community, either consensually or legally, 
was a more common pattern than to marry out, particularly among
men. Thus, two-thirds of the men and more than half the women
had selected their mates from within the community. And In 
only 15 per cent of the conjugal unions were both members 
born outside the community. Most villagers claimed they
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preferred to live In an area where they had a number of 
relatives who could act as a "backprop." In view of the 
proliferation of kinship ties among villagers, they often 
described the community as a place where "we all family" 
(I.e. related to one another through consangulneal and 
affinal ties).

The Inhabitants of Endeavor worked and traded outside 
Its boundaries, many had kinsmen living in other rural dis
tricts and maintained friendship ties with persons outside 
the community, and some selected their mates from elsewhere. 
But the village was seen as the place one returned to after 
venturing forth, the place where one's status would be 
ultimately acknowledged and validated. It was viewed as 
a home base, a place of security where one could count 
on assistance in times of need. And to have grown up in 
the same community was considered a basis for expecting 
the loyal support of a fellow villager whom one might 
encounter outside the community, particularly if one be
came embroiled in a dispute or conflict with persons 
of a different village. But perhaps most Important was 
the fact that the social ties existing among villagers 
made effective a system of diffuse social sanctions that 
operated both to transmit approved modes of conduct and 
to regulate and control social relations between villagers. 
Thus Endeavor formed a genuine social community that was 
structured In terms of inforaal social relations.



Moreover, it was a relatively homogeneous community with a 
stable population.

Endeavor was recognized as a social entity by outsiders 
and by its inhabitants, who were proud of its reputation as 
an "aggressive and enterprising" district. This reputation 
was based on the fact that a relatively large number of 
sugar factory workers and artisans resided in the village. 
Moreover, differences in socio-economic status, although 
small, set the tenor of village life, for villagers did not 
perceive themselves as an undifferentiated group of wage 
laborers with no opportunity to affect a change in their 
life circumstances. One of the consequences of the minute 
differences in land ownership and control, in living accom
modations and levels of consumption, and in occupational 
roles, as discussed in this chapter, was to keep alive a 
sense that there were attainable and worthwhile goals toward 
which individuals could strive. It served to provide vil
lagers with strong incentives to work toward improving their 
position.

But while this was an Important cultural fact affecting 
the value orientation of villagers, Endeavor still fitted 
the general description of a plantation settlement. For as 
I showed in the comparisons of the tenantries and freehold 
areas, the life circumstances of inhabitants in the freehold 
areas did not differ sufficiently from those of plantation 
tenants to warrant treating the two as distinct types of 
communities.
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In terms of its articulation with the wider economy, 
Endeavor, like other plantation settlements, was a reservoir 
of labor. The range of occupational roles villagers ful
filled in this wider economy, and the resources they fell 
back on to maintain themselves - to ”make do,” as they put 
it - are discussed in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER V 

FINDING THE SUPPORT

"Things hard enuf on dis Barbados 
tryin' to find de support. De poor 
people 'ave to study hard and strain
their brain worryin' how to get on."
"It ain't social that white folks 
'ave a lot and we don' *ave enuf 
when dey mek money from we workin'."

To rural Barbadians "finding the support" meant only one
thing - obtaining a cash income. For despite the agricultural
setting, they produced virtually nothing for direct home 
consumption and had to purchase all of the basic necessities 
of life. Hence they directed all of their economic activities 
toward acquiring the necessary cash to purchase food, housing, 
clothing, and other goods and services they needed or desired.

In order to meet their needs, many villagers engaged in 
a number of different money-making activities, but the bulk 
of their cash Income usually came from the jobs they held 
outside the village, and they regarded these Jobs as their 
primary economic activity. To the extent that these occupa
tions were differentially evaluated, they provided the main 
basis for the system of social ranking that operated within 
the village arena.

In my census of Endeavor, over 900 adults were actively 
engaged in income-producing occupations. Ninety per cent of
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these people worked outside the community and ten per cent 
carried on their main economic activity within the boundaries 
of the village. Forty-five per cent worked either seasonally 
or year-round for Prospect Ltd., and walked only a short 
distance to report for work at factory, main yard, or offices 
which were located one mile from the main crossroads in the 
village (see Plate II). Another 15 per cent worked for other 
plantations, usually also within walking distance of the 
village. Of the remaining 30 per cent, 13 per cent traveled 
by bus to Bridgetown, where they worked as office or shop 
clerks or domestics, and 17 per cent worked "all about," 
mainly as Itinerant traders or as artisans, picking up con
tract Jobs in different parts of the island. The 10 per 
cent who carried out their economic activities within the 
boundaries of the village included 16 shopkeepers; 32 seam
stresses; 12 men who were either tailors, blacksmiths, or 
bakers; three schoolteachers who taught in the village's 
elementary school; and 24 women who worked part-time at 
various selling or service Jobs. Over 50 per cent of the 
adult females in Endeavor (compared to 97 per cent of the 
adult maleB) were gainfully employed. More than 40 per cent 
of these women were plantation laborers.

Apart from emigration and occasional opportunities for 
contract labor in the United States, wage-earning activities 
outside the community did not Involve extended periods of 
absence from the village and hence did not disrupt the 
stability of social relationships. But the daily pattern of 
dispersal and assemblage did result in the exposure of





villagers to information concerning a variety of economic 
activities and practices. The experiences of villagers 
working in different places and at different Jobs, including 
the bits of news and gossip they heard, were daily brought 
back to the community to become the topics of public dis
cussion at the rum shops and informal roadside gatherings.
In this manner villagers acquired considerable incidental 
knowledge and understanding of work situations other than 
their own. Consequently, they had a ready set of interpre
tations and responses to events or conflicts that occurred 
in other parts of the island.

The occupational pattern of Endeavor is given in Table 1, 
which lists the principal occupations pursued by villagers 
and the number of persons in each category. As Table 1 
indicates, more than half the villagers worked in the sugar 
industry, either part-time or year-round, while the rest 
earned their livelihood working outside the plantation. In 
the following pages I shall discuss some of the patterns of 
employment among sugar workers and then describe the nature 
of the other occupational pursuits villagers engaged in.

SUGAR WORKERS: In terms of Income and status, it
mattered a great deal whether a worker was employed on the 
estates or in the factory. There were many factors that con
tributed to the differential evaluation of field and factory 
work, but most important was the fact that agricultural 
labor on the estates Involved perfonsance of unskilled manual
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Table 1
PRINCIPAL OCCUPATIONS OP VILLAGERS

Occupation
Number

of
men

Number
of

women

Totals and 
per cent of 
village 

work force

Sugar Industry workers
Estates
Drivers or superintendents 
Field laborers 
Tractor drivers and 

chauffeurs 
Other

4
195
12

2
147

21
l W 398

Factory
Foremen
Skilled and semi-skilled
Apprentices
Unskilled attendants

8
6l
13
% 4 108

5SF (54*)

Nonagrlcultural unskilled 
workers 19 7 26 (3*)

Domestic servants — 63 63 (7*)

Artisans and tradesmen
Own-account (self-employed) 
Shopkeepers 
Tailors, bakers, 
blacksmiths, etc. 

Foremen-contractors 
Speculators and hawkerb 
Seamstresses 
Mldwlves

11
31
16
11

S

5

25
492ST 150 (16*)

Waae-emoloyed workers 
Painters, masons,

carpenters, msohanlos, 
electricians, etc.

Shop assistants 
Motor transport workers

1231
6

11
2

n 143 (15*)



Table 1 (continued)

Occupation
Number

of
men

Number
of

women

Totals and 
per cent of 
village 

work force

Civil service, parochial, 
and white-collar workers
Policemen 4
Sanitary Inspectors 1 —
Post office employees 2 —
Nurses -- 2
Schoolteachers 5 8
Bridgetown clerks 

and office workers 6 10
Other white-collar civil 
service workers 2 2

27 42 (4*)

TOTALS: 565 365 930 (99%)

tasks and arduous physical effort, both of which were 
accorded low esteem. In addition, field labor retained 
the stigma of slavery.

Although in Endeavor there were more people employed 
in field labor than in any other single type of occupation, 
it is significant that the prevailing attitude was that 
only hardship and unlucky circumstances forced individuals 
to labor in the fields. Estate workers themselves held 
agricultural labor in low esteem and made great sacrifices 
to save their children from having to work in the cane 
fields. Typical of their sentiments was the statement of 
a man who had worked as a field laborer for 25 years. When 
discussing his older children he said:



I don't want them to do any agricultural work.
They are too young and tender. I had to work at 
that age because I had somebody I had to maintain, 
but they don't have nobody to be responsible for.
I would know the hardship involved. Sufficient 
that I working and able to give them something 
to keep them. I rather they work their trade or 
not work at allI
A carpenter who worked for Prospect Ltd. Factory during 

croptime and was father of seven children asserted that "the 
most important thing is to put money in the children's edu
cation so they can escape the curse of being agricultural 
laborers."

The reverse attitude held for factory work. There Jobs 
were graded according to skill, and the related rates of 
pay varied substantially, so that factory workers were well 
aware of differences between the jobs, both in skill and 
in wages. But since most of the skills associated with 
the higher-grade Jobs were acquired through on-the-job 
training, even unskilled workers could move up to the 
better Jobs, and the lower-paying Jobs in the factory were 
therefore much sought after. In addition, the ability to 
operate the modern machinery in the factory served to 
enhance the prestige of a worker in the eyes of others.

Because the employment pattern in the sugar Industry is 
controlled by the agricultural cycle, with a peak in labor 
demand occurring during the harvesting period or "croptime,*' 
not all sugar workers are employed on a year-round basis. 
After cane is cut and processed in the factories, a period 
from June to December known as "hard times" sets in and the



plantation reduces its labor force. In the case of Prospect 
Ltd., during "hard times" the agricultural labor force was 
reduced by more than a third and the factory labor force by 
almost a half. Thus in Endeavor, fewer than two-thirds of 
those who worked for the plantation were employed on a year- 
round basis. Table 2 shows the percentage of people who 
worked for the estate and factory in terms of year-round and 
crop season employment.

Table 2 reflects certain other patterns associated with 
plantation employment. First, the majority of sugar workers 
were unskilled field laborers. Most of the women were also 
in this group, for the factory offered them few employment 
opportunities - only a small number were hired to clean the 
premises during the crop season. Second, on the estates, 
slightly more women than men (148 to 143) worked year-round, 
but among workers employed during the crop season only, men 
exceeded women by four to one (86 to 21). Thus the seasonal 
pattern of employment affected the men more than it did the 
women.

Although 12 per cent of those who worked only during 
croptime did not engage in other income-producing activities 
during hard times (these were mainly women with heavy domes
tic chores and teen-age boys who had not yet found other 
sources of employment), most croptime workers had other Jobs 
during hard times. However, the difference between field 
and factory work is clearly reflected in the occupational 
backgrounds of those who worked for the plantation only dur
ing the crop season.
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Table 2
YEAR-ROUND AND SEASONAL PATTERNS OP EMPLOYMENT 

ON THE PLANTATION

Year-round employment Croptime employment only

fi i—i c H
<D at o at

Occupation Me
n ao

:*

■p
O
Eh

Occupation Me
n ao

:*

■po
Eh

Estate Estate
Drivers 4 2 6 Cutters, load

ers, & drivers,
Field laborers 110 96 206 by out-of-crop

occupations:
"Farmers” — 29 29

Unskilled 39 17 56
Tractor drivers 12 — 12

Artisans &
Other (garden tradesmen 38 — 38
boys, well-
dlggers, etc.) 17 21 38 Unskilled,

unemployed _9 _4
TOTALS: 143 148 291 TOTALS: 86 21 107

Factory Factory
Foremen 8 _ _ 8 Artisans &

tradesmen 25 — 25
Skilled & semi
skilled (engi Unskilled 8 9 17
neers, masons,
mechanics, etc.) 36 — 36 Unemployed

out-of-crop 5 - - 5
Apprentices 13 — 13
Other Jt Jt -

TOTALS: 61 0 61 TOTALS: 38 9 47
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The two largest sources of recruitment for cane cutters 
during croptime were male unskilled laborers and semi-skilled 
artisans and tradesmen. The former generally did not have 
steady employment and welcomed the opportunity to earn cash 
during the crop season, while most of the semi-skilled men 
were young and not yet established in their trades. For 
them cane cutting was a quick way to supplement their incomes 
without feeling that they were condemned to the role of being 
field laborers for life. A few older, semi-skilled workers 
also turned to cane cutting to earn quick cash. Thus, most 
croptime cane cutters viewed their work only as a temporary 
economic expedient. As one year-round estate laborer 
explained to me, "They mainly rushing for a Job, but they 
not interested in things concerning the plantation and its 
workers."

This situation was reversed with respect to croptime 
employment in the factory. Half the croptime employees were 
men who worked as artisans or tradesmen during hard times, 
while a third were unskilled workers. In contrast to cane 
cutting, factory work during the crop season was eagerly 
sought after. The work was steady for several consecutive 
months, and wages were generally higher than those that could 
be earned outside the factory. Moreover, factory employment 
offered the possibility of future advancement in the occupa
tional hierarchy. Thus, unlike the estate croptime worker, 
the skilled croptime factory worker felt he was working in 
a situation commensurate with his occupational status.
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Table 3 records the average weekly earnings of men and 
women working In the sugar Industry for the years 1956 to 
1958, during both croptime and hard times. The differences 
between earnings of field and factory workers were greater 
during croptime, but they were substantially reduced during 
hard times. Factory wages were substantially higher than 
field wages, but because of variations in the days worked 
and in the wage rates for different tasks, the annual wages 
earned by some field workers equaled those of some factory

Table 3
AVERAGE WEEKLY EARNINGS IN THE SUGAR INDUSTRY, 

1956-1958, IN B.W.I. DOLLARS 
(from Barbados Statistical Service 1963:44)

Year and 
season

Sugar estates Sugar factories

Men Women Men Women

1956
Croptime
"Hard times"

15.42
8.16

9.86
5.45

35.08
14.28

17.36
6.23

1957
Croptime
"Hard times"

15.84
9.25

11.01
6.62

48.47
13.91

21.25
8.95

1958
Croptime
"Hard times"

17.37
11.18

12.05
6.64

36.89
11.86

18.08
6.58
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workers. In 1955, among Individuals from Endeavor employed 
by Prospect Ltd., 98 per cent of the estate laborers and 
50 per cent of the factory workers earned less than $700.
Two per cent of the estate laborers earned between $700 and 
$1,000, but none earned over $1,000. On the other hand, one- 
fifth of the factory workers earned between $1,000 and $1,400. 
Thus wages varied within a narrower margin for field workers, 
but the overlap in the earnings of many field and factory 
workers indicates that income alone did not account for the 
greater prestige accorded factory work.

EMPLOYMENT OUTSIDE THE SUGAR INDUSTRY: Of those who
worked entirely outside the sugar industry, the largest num
ber were artisans and tradesmen (see Table 1). In terms of 
prestige, successful artisans and skilled factory workers 
were equivalent, and most parents tried to place their sons 
in apprenticeships to skilled trades. Many artisans had 
received their Initial training at Prospect Factory, but 
finding sufficient work or steady employment was a more 
serious problem for them than for their counterparts in the 
factory.

Own-account workers were those who were self-employed 
as artisans, shopkeepers, or traders. They included foreman- 
contractors, usually masons or carpenters, village tailors, 
blacksmiths, butchers, bakers, seamstresses, and petty 
traders. The latter were villagers, both men and women, who 
engaged In Internal marketing activities, collecting products
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from local suppliers and reselling to buyers In the country 
districts and the urban area. The men and the women each 
specialized In the distribution of different products. The 
men, known as "speculators,” handled root crops, fish, and 
meat, traveling about by mule or donkey cart, or, recently, 
by truck. The women, known as "hawkers," dealt mainly In 
the marketing of fresh fruit and vegetables. They handled 
smaller quantities of produce, carrying their loads on their 
heads and traveling by foot or by bus.* There was a great 
deal of variation among both "speculators" and "hawkers" In 
the extensiveness of their operations and In the Incomes 
they earned. Many were former agricultural laborers, but 
because of the Independence associated with being self- 
employed, their type of work was considered superior to 
estate labor.

The number of wage-employed artisans and skilled workers 
was roughly the same as that of own-account workers. Most 
of these men, when they found employment, worked in the 
building trades as carpenters, masons, or painters. While 
learning a trade was viewed as the main avenue of occupational 
mobility for young boys with an elementary school education, 
this preference was not entirely founded on economic consider
ations. The actual earnings of many skilled workers were

*For an excellent account of the marketing activities of women hawkers from the country districts, In which the nature of their distributive activity Is related to their 
role obligations within the household, see Spence (1964).



less than those of male agricultural laborers, for competi
tion was fierce In this area, and skilled workers, who were 
hired on contract by small firms or foremen-contractors, 
often faced long periods of unemployment between jobs.^
Also, the qualifications of those who claimed to be skilled 
workers varied enormously, mainly because of the inadequate 
or incompetent training some had acquired during their 
apprenticeships to masterworkmen (few of whom had much incen
tive to pass on their skills), and because of the many cases 
of abortive apprenticeships.

A large group of women were employed as domestic serv
ants, mostly in the city. Many entertained hopes of emigrat
ing to Canada, which had a policy of importing domestic help 
from West Indian islands. The occupation of domestic servant 
was rated higher than that of agricultural worker, although 
the Income earned could be lower. But many perquisites went 
with being a domestic servant, and the work garnered prestige 
because it entailed contact with persons of higher status.
For women, the occupations of shop assistant and domestic 
were thought of as roughly equivalent.

Forty-two men and women in the village were white-collar 
workers, holding positions in the civil and parochial service 
or in offices in Bridgetown. Their occupational status 
placed them at the top of the village social hierarchy. In

*In 1955* the rate of unemployment for skilled workers employed outside the sugar Industry was higher than for all 
other forms of employment (Cumper 1959:123)*



this group, schoolteachers were held In highest esteem and 
exercised considerable influence over village social life.
Some secondary schooling was a prerequisite to obtaining a 
white-collar position and was also the basis for the enhanced 
prestige of this group. Although most villagers had only fin
ished grade school, they valued education very highly. As a 
young boy in a Barbadian novel puts it: "...'Cause *tis edu
cation that's his steering-wheel tekin' him here and there, 
an' those who ain't got it must show the right and proper 
respect for those as has it in plenty" (Lamming 1960:71).

HOUSEHOLD EXPENDITURES: Although cash earnings tended
to vary with occupational status, the earnings of the 
majority of villagers remained low in relation to their 
weekly cash needs. And as already noted, they were heavily 
dependent on a cash Income for acquiring all basic necessi
ties . Some notion of their cash needs and expenditures can 
be gained by examining the household cash outlays of some 
of the families who kept records for me.

Food and rum, purchased mainly from village shops, were 
the largest items of household expenditure. Imported goods 
such as rice, flour, cornmeal, salted codfish, and salted 
meats were dietary staples, along with more expensive 
Imported items such as ovaltlne, cocoa, and tinned beef.
Women shopped for groceries on weekends and would send their 
children to pick up small items they needed during the week. 
One week's grocery store shopping list for a family of two
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adults and five children is given below:
Rice 14 pts. $1.40
Plour 4 lbs. .48
Meal 2 lbs. .22
Salt 2 lbs. .10
Cocoa 1 tin .35Soap 1/2 bar *27
Macaroni 1 box • 36
Biscuits .24
Balance feed

[stock feed] 4 lbs. .40
Scratch grain 3 lbs. *36
Codfish 2 lbs. *76
Cooking butter 1/2 lb. *54
Lard 1 1/2 pts. .20
Peas 1 pt. .20
Onions 1 lb. .18
Potatoes 2 lbs. .24
Salt beef 1 1/2 lbs. *78
Salted head [pig] 1 lb. *34
Salted ribs 1 1/2 lbs. *51
Salted neck bones 2 lbs. *52
Kerosene 1 gal. *38
Matches 2 boxes .04
Sugar (4 lbs. 6 10 1/2$ .42

(4 lbs. 6 7 1/2$ • 30
Total Cost $9.89

In addition, this family spent $2.50 for fresh fish, $2.06 
for fresh meat, and $2.08 for milk, all bought from vendors. 
This brought their total food expenditure for the week to 
$16.53* This family had an average weekly Income of $35*00, 
which placed them in the top Income bracket of the community. 
Poorer families spent between $9*00 and $12.00 for food and 
other household items. (This is an average based on records 
I kept for six families over a period of two months.)

The ordinary daily diet varied very little. A typical 
day's menu of a woman and three young children was:



Morning Tea
4 cups of ovaltine (using 1/2 pint of tinned milk) 
8 biscuits

Breakfast (the major meal of the day, eaten between 
11 A.M. and noon)

2 pints of rice and a little spinach
a small piece of salt fish and salted ribs

Supper (taken between 4 P.M. and 6 P.M.)
1/4 lb. of barley with 1/2 pint of tinned milk 
8 biscuits

During the crop season families usually increased their 
food consumption, but their diets remained much the same 
throughout the year. The fluctuations in weekly earnings 
made many villagers experience periods of hunger, which had 
the effect of creating both anxiety about and preoccupation 
with food, and something akin to a feast-famlne psychology.
A frequent and acceptable topic of conversation was how much
and what an individual had eaten, and people enjoyed recall
ing the hearty meals they had eaten in the past, describing 
in detail their contents, their own appetite, and the satis
faction they felt from overeating. The Christmas Day meal 
was especially relished, and Christmas was remembered mainly 
for the abundance of food that villagers ate. The indiges
tion that followed these meals was referred to with humor 
and considered a sign of well-being. People who were too 
impoverished to afford an elaborate Christmas meal felt a 
sense of shame, and others would take pity upon them by 
bringing them some food.

Rum drinking was part of all social occasions. The 
expenditures for rum were hard to calculate since most of
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the rum drinking was done by men in the local rum shops and 
was paid for, as with cigarettes, out of a man's pocket money. 
However, women also drank rum, despite the fact that many of 
them, as members of fundamentalist churches, were not sup
posed to Indulge in such worldly pleasures. Rum was also 
considered to have medicinal value and was taken when people 
felt ill. I estimated that between $100 and $150 per year 
was spent on rum by each household, although in some cases 
men were known to spend more than $300 a year on rum, and 
"throwing away de money on rum" was a cause of marital con
flict in some households.

Next to food and rum, clothing formed the major item of 
expense. When villagers were not worrying to "find de sup
port" to feed their families, they "strained de brain" to 
find sufficient cash to properly clothe themselves and their 
children. Among poorer families a school child would often 
have to be kept home for a day because his one set of school 
clothes had to be washed. Villagers were very concerned 
about having more than one set of work clothes and appropri
ate clothing for other occasions. To be seen Improperly 
dressed was a sufficient reason "to feel 'shamed," and lack 
of suitable clothing was regarded as an acceptable reason 
for not attending church or even the wedding or funeral of 
a close relative or friend.

For households that did not own land, rent was a third 
item of expense, adding to the weekly budget another $1.50 
or more. Medical expenses were another drain on the budget, 
and although the paroohial medical officer charged only
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small fees, most villagers believed that only the expensive 
private doctors In town would give them proper medical care. 
Additional Incidental expenses Included bus fares and lunch 
money for those who traveled to town to work or attend school; 
this came to approximately $2.00 per week. School fees for 
children who were sent to secondary school or to a private 
school were between $20 and $70 per semester, and villagers 
said that it took $30 to set up a son as an apprentice to 
someone who would "learn him a trade."

SUPPLEMENTARY SOURCES OP CASH. For most villagers, the 
money earned pursuing their primary occupation was Insuffi
cient for acquiring the goods and services to meet their 
basic needs, let alone for "improving their lot," or helping 
their children "to rise a notch above." Furthermore, apart 
from those who held steady year-round Jobs (such as white- 
collar workers and some of the sugar factory workers), most 
had weekly incomes that were subject to marked fluctuations. 
Some of this was due to the seasonal variations in wage 
rates, which differed by as much as 40 per cent between crop
time and hard times, but it was also the result of long 
periods of unemployment or underemployment, when a full 
week's work was not available.

The adjustments to a situation of low and fluctuating 
wages took several forms. First and foremost there was the 
effort to supplement the lnoome earned from working at one's
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occupation by engaging In other Income-producing activities. 
In Endeavor, supplementary Income-producing activities, 
referred to as "sidelines," covered a wide range. Some 
examples of "sideline" activities were butchering animals, 
serving as the village barber or as a midwife, working a 
smallholder's land "for the half," fixing and cleaning kero
sene stoves, and treating sick animals. A few men operated 
rum shops in their homes during the evening hours, and some 
supplemented their incomes by preaching in the fundamentalist 
churches that abounded in the community. A man with a truck 
would cart lumber or cane, and one with a motor car would 
chauffeur people about on special occasions such as weddings 
or funerals. It is interesting to note that earning money 
from sideline activities was more characteristic of those 
who, by village standards, were better off.

Small cash supplements were sometimes derived from 
cultivating kitchen gardens alongside the house. Okra, 
beets, cabbage, tomatoes, lettuce, pumpkins, butter beans, 
and thyme and other seasonings were the typical garden crops 
grown. Some of this garden produce was consumed by the 
household or given away to relatives and friends, but if 
enough had been produced it would be sold to local hawkers 
who then resold it in the community or to buyers in town. 
Tending a kitchen garden was a woman's responsibility, and 
she was entitled to keep whatever money she made, but only a 
little more than 15 par cent of the households In Endeavor 
had kitchen gardens. Livestock represented a more Important 
form of Investment and cash Income. As with kitchen gardens,



the pattern of keeping some fowl and livestock was an old 
one. The few chickens or hens were either directly consumed 
or sold to someone In the village. Purchasing a couple of 
sheep, a pig, a cow, or all three was a popular way of 
Increasing Income since these animals were always sold. 
However, lack of land for pasturage and the cost of feed 
limited the quantity of livestock kept. Some cow owners who 
worked for the plantation took their animals to the planta
tion stables where they were fed cane tops In return for the 
manure they deposited, which was used to fertilize canefields. 
Smallholders also supplied cow owners with grasses and cane 
tops In exchange for pen manure. This alleviated but did 
not solve the problem of pasturage, and the fact that the 
animals would sometimes wander about the crowded village 
causing damage to crops and property provoked quarreling 
and even lawsuits between villagers. Thus while two-thirds 
of the households owned livestock, the number of animals 
was usually no more than one or two.

The most Important source of additional income was the 
cane grown on small plots of land, either rented or owned. 
Sixty-two per cent of the households In Endeavor cultivated 
cane on holdings that were between one-fourth and one-half 
acre In size, and they received anywhere from fifty to several 
hundred dollars for the crop. The Agricultural Department 
was convinced that food crops could yield as much cash as 
sugar oane, but villagers preferred to cultivate cane. Their 
preference for growing oane was based on a number of consid
erations. First, oane, once It Is planted, requires



relatively little attention compared to the constant expend
iture of effort needed for other crops. Thus its cultivation 
interfered least with the other occupational activities of 
villagers. Villagers who were not themselves agricultural 
laborers would invest in a cane crop but would hire others 
to plant, weed, and reap it. Second, there was less riBk of 
crop failure than with other food crops and no danger of 
theft. Third, reaping and marketing were taken care of by 
the nearby plantation, which paid a fixed price for the crop, 
whereas marketing facilities for food crops were not well 
organized and prices fluctuated a great deal. Fourth, earn
ings from food crops came in throughout the year in small 
amounts and whatever was earned was put to immediate use, 
while cane money was received in the form of a lump sum, and 
thus represented an Important form of saving. And last, 
cane was accepted as collateral for loans and as security 
for cash advances from the plantation. The ability to obtain 
loans against the cane crop and the lump sum form of payment 
were the two most Important reasons villagers gave for con
tinuing to cultivate cane Instead of shifting to food crops. 
As they said, "Cane is a sure crop."

Another Important source of income was the remittances 
that a number of villagers received from their relatives who 
were working abroad. At the time of this study, one-seventh 
of the village population had kinsmen who were sending them 
remittances. Sixty per cent of these relatives were living 
in England or Canada; the balance were evenly divided between 
the Uhlted States and other West Indian islands. The



relationships of remitting relatives to villagers, as 
revealed by my census, reflected the pattern of kinship and 
mating ties among lower class WeBt Indians. These data show 
that economic assistance was rendered by a wide circle of 
relatives and explain why villagers attached importance to 
having a large family (i.e. many kinsmen), which, in their 
words, serve as "a protection" and "a backprop." Of the 
various categories of remitters, more than one-third were 
children who sent money to their parents, and twice as many 
mothers as fathers received this help from their offspring. 
The second largest category of remitting relatives, one- 
fourth of the total, were brothers and sisters of the recip
ients. Parents who sent money to their children formed the 
third category, followed by spouses or boyfriends who had 
fathered children and were sending money to the mothers.
Some individuals received remittances from stepchildren or 
adopted children, from half siblings, grandchildren, and 
siblings' children. Occasionally a person received money 
from his mother's more distant matrllateral or patrllateral 
kinsmen, but there were no cases where a person received 
remittances from his father's matrllateral or patrllateral 
kinsmen. It should be noted that in the category of more 
distant relatives, the mother's kinsmen predominated, a fact 
that is consistent with the matrllateral emphasis in this 
kinship system and the closer ties that are established 
among kinsmen on the mother's side of the family.

Most younger people in the village cherished the hope 
of emigrating, since this was considered the best means of



Improving one's economic circumstances. Families spent 
savings or borrowed money in order to help a child or another 
relative leave the island, and in doing so they knew they 
could also expect to benefit.

The village census disclosed that 173 persons, or one- 
eighth of the population of Endeavor, had lived and worked 
abroad at some time in the past. About sixty per cent of 
this group had been to Panama or other West Indian Islands, 
and about 30 per cent had worked in the United States, often 
as contract laborers in Florida, Wisconsin, or New York. 
Another five per cent had been to England, but since emigra
tion to England had only recently begun, it was not surpris
ing that the number who had returned was still small. Of 
the 173 persons who had ^migrated and returned, men outnum
bered women by three to one, indicating again the sex- 
selective nature of the emigration pattern. The savings 
from their earnings abroad had, in most cases, been used for 
building a house or purchasing a small piece of land or 
livestock.

Besides remittances and the cash supplements gained 
from sideline activities, there were two other ways in which 
the problems of low and fluctuating Incomes were dealt with. 
The first had to do with the diffusion of the earning role 
among several household members. While households engaged 
in no Joint productive activities, all members who earned 
money were expected to contribute to household expenses.
Hence the burden of support, both for an Individual and for 
a household, could be shifted, for shorter or longer periods,



from one member to another. Household members who were 
unemployed expected to be maintained by others who were 
working. Furthermore, contributions to household expenses 
often came from individuals who lived outside the household, 
such as the father of a woman’s child who would "help find" 
or contribute to the support of the child, or grown children 
living elsewhere who continued to support their parents, or 
the "boyfriend" of one of the women household members. In 
a few cases households depended almost entirely upon these 
external sources of cash.

Credit was another means that people regularly relied 
upon to meet ordinary household expenses or to better their 
own or their children's economic and social position. The 
most important source of credit was the rural shopkeeper, 
and it was the ability to "buy on trust" that made it possi
ble for many households to continue feeding their families 
during periods of low employment. Each family established 
a special relationship to a given shopkeeper in the area; 
his willingness to extend them credit was what determined 
their patronage. Most shopkeepers thus had steady customers, 
whose weekly and seasonal needs they tried to anticipate.
The credit they extended earned them the gratitude and 
loyalty of their customers.

Shopkeepers in the village estimated that between 20 
and 40 per cent of their business was done on a credit basis, 
with bills for Individual households often running over $50. 
They allowed debts to accumulate for more than three months, 
but their losses from selling "on trust" were rarely serious.
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They estimated that no more than five per cent of the credit 
they extended went unpaid.

It was a breach of community norms to dun a debtor, and 
shopkeepers were not known to sue their customers for unpaid 
bills. Instead they simply withdrew further credit from a 
family that became a "bad risk." Villagers however, aware 
of their dependence upon a shopkeeper’s good will, paid their 
grocery bills before all other debts. To be refused credit 
by a shopkeeper was not only an economic hardship but a per
sonal affront that lowered the family’s esteem in the eyes 
of the community. Consequently families were sensitive about 
their credit rating and considered it an important component 
of their social reputation. By contrast, rum bills were the 
private affairs of the men who contracted them. Not only 
were household members often unaware of these bills, but 
they felt no responsibility to see that they were paid.
Hence, shopkeepers were more chary about extending credit 
for rum.

Access to cash loans of $50 to $100 also played an 
important role in the economic life of villagers. These 
loans would be requested to pay children's school fees, 
assist a family member to emigrate, or help,with the build
ing or repair of a house. The plantation remained the major 
source for these loans, which were given against the secur
ity of future wages or of a person's cane crop. A loan of 
this sise from the plantation was regarded as a favor. A 
person's ability to obtain such a loan, which implied that



he had a high credit rating, was evidence of his high social 
standing.

Although the precarious balance between income and 
expenditures made it difficult to accumulate savings, 
villagers made strenuous efforts to do so. Like all Bar
badians, they regarded themselves as a thrifty people who 
knew how to scrimp and save. They disapproved of squander
ers and admired the person who knew how to husband his 
resources, no matter how limited, and invest them in cul
turally approved goals such as acquiring a house and land, 
educating his children, and striving in general to improve 
his lot. For villagers were committed to the notion of 
"self-betterment” and to the belief that "all a Bajan needs 
is someone to give him a start up the road." Success would 
assuredly follow because "a Bajan is smart! He know how to
save a halfpenny and doesn't mind hustling along."

Saving, always an individual act, characteristically 
took the form of putting aside a small amount of money in 
one's personal trunk, where clothes and other valuables were 
stored. More affluent villagers used the banks in town to 
deposit their savings, but for economic and social reasons, 
the majority of villagers stayed away from banks. "It would 
look funny," I was told, "putting my piece of change in the
bank one week and next week I got to go back and ask for it.
It mek me feel too 'shamed."

There was also widespread participation in two other 
forms of saving: The friendly societies and "meetln' turns"
(often referred to as susu elsewhere in the Caribbean).



Friendly societies were first introduced into Barbados during 
the 19th century after they had gained popularity in England. 
Most villagers belonged to one or another of the island’s 
friendly societies, which offered sick benefits, funeral 
benefits, and a Christmas bonus in return for weekly payments 
of one shilling. A ’’meetin' turn," on the other hand, was 
a small, informally-organized rotating credit association 
formed by eight to ten men and women, usually neighbors or 
co-workers, each of whom contributed 50 cents or a dollar 
weekly to the "turn." Each week one of the group would draw 
the total amount collected, with the right of "first draw" 
reserved for the person designated to collect the money.
This person was someone the group esteemed and considered 
trustworthy, and the position was viewed both as a heavy 
responsibility and as an honor. Most "turns" were formed 
during the crop season, when wages were higher and employment 
more steady, and the lump sum of money gained by Joining a 
"turn" was used to meet special expenses or to purchase some 
item" ire eded in the household.

There was then a strong emphasis on economic success, 
supported by approval for the person who knew how to husband 
resources by being thrifty and "putting away something," no 
matter how small the saving. However, villagers were care
ful not to publicize or flout their relative economic success. 
In fact, the two most highly guarded secrets in village life 
were an individual's total cash income and his savings. Not 
even members of the same household were privy to this infor
mation, for as they were fond of saying: "A Bajan likes to



do his business in secret. You don't know that they start 
till they finish.” Secrecy, they explained, was necessary 
while accumulating sufficient cash to invest in something 
tangible - a new set of clothes, a bicycle, a wireless radio, 
an item of household furnishing. It was protection against 
the expectation and social obligation to share one's fluid 
cash assets with relatives and friends. Thus thriftiness 
and investing one's cash assets in ways that could improve 
one's lot, although commendable, were hedged in by other 
social values that created contradictory pressures and in 
some cases thwarted efforts to save.

« » »

This chapter has examined the occupational pursuits, 
the economic resources, and the patterns of economic activity 
of the people of Endeavor. It has focussed on the nature and 
extent of economic and occupational differentiation found in 
the community, both among its sugar workers, who formed the 
largest single occupational category, and among villagers who 
worked outside the sugar industry. The differences in occu
pational status and income were not viewed as placing villag
ers outside the bonds of a group identification as "poor 
people." However, they were important factors in determining 
a person's position within the village social hierarchy. In 
the next chapter I shall discuss some additional aspects of 
occupational differentiation and how they affected patterns 
of social interaction and alignment within the village.
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CHAPTER VI 

"LIVING IN UNITY"

The single most Important factor that determined a 
person's position In the village social hierarchy was his 
occupational status. The villagers referred to their 
system of social ranking as "the bracket system," and they 
used the term to identify status placements and differences, 
as in the expressions, "He's not in my bracket," or "Those 
two don't belong to the same bracket." Although social 
distinctions existed along a continuum, four major rankings 
were recognized. These were related to the four major occu
pational groupings of villagers: unskilled laborers, skilled
laborers and artisans, self-employed or own-account workers, 
and white-collar workers.

As noted earlier, most unskilled laborers worked as 
agricultural laborers on the plantation. Lacking status and 
social esteem, they nevertheless constituted over half the 
working population of the village. Next in size and in 
status were the semi-skilled and skilled laborers who worked 
in the factory and the artisans who worked outside the plan
tation on contract Jobs. Becoming a factory worker or arti
san represented a minimum occupational goal, and most parents 
tried to have their sons and daughters "learn a trade."

The third occupational status, that of own-account or 
self-employed worker, was closely linked to that of artisan
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and skilled laborer. Although the relative Independence of 
the self-employed person was admired, this was an unstable 
occupational role because of the capital needed to operate 
one's own business and the economic risks Involved. Conse
quently many Individuals transferred In and out of this role 
at different times In their life, so that the line separating 
a skilled worker from a self-employed person was not a hard 
and fast one. Even smaller in number was the group of white- 
collar workers and schoolteachers, who, insofar as they con
tinued to be part of the village social system, were regarded 
as the elites of the village.

Achieving a higher occupational status, either for one
self or one's children, was a culturally approved goal and a 
major aspiration of all villagers; it was Implied in their 
concept of "improving one's lot." For regardless of how 
successful a family might be in terms of village standards, 
all parents in Endeavor harbored hopes of seeing their chil
dren pursue an occupation that would offer an escape from 
their own position. Children, too, when asked about their 
future desires, thought in terms of occupational goals, and 
like their parents expressed a preference for occupations 
that were more highly rated than those represented in their 
families. The most frequently mentioned preferences of 
parents and children were law, medicine, teaching, nursing, 
typing, and so forth. And in 90 interviews with adults and 
in 30 essays written by village children between the ages of 
nine and thirteen, no one mentioned agricultural labor, road 
work, masonry, carpentry, shopkeeping, or other occupational



pursuits that were prevalent among villagers.1 This does
not mean that adults do not accommodate to the actual range
of choices they face. Rather it serves to indicate that
they are strongly oriented toward occupational and status
mobility and perceive a person's occupational status as an
important determinant of his life style. The following
essay, which is typical of those written^by. many of the young
girls, illustrates this point:

I am 13 years old. My mother is a Domestic Servant.
My father is a nice man. My mother is always asking 
me what I would like to do but I would not tell her.
But I always say in my mind that I would like to be 
a nurse. And then I could have my own house. I 
would like my house to be well-furnished with four 
bedrooms, dining room and toilet. I would like to 
be married and have two children, a boy and a girl 
and I will dress them very nice and send them to 
school. And I will like to have a car and a 
bicycle. And on evenings I will carry them out in 
the car for a drive. And when my children grow up 
I would send the boy to Harrison College and the 
girl to Queen's College [first-class secondary 
schools for boys and girls respectively]. I would 
go to church every Sunday.
Not only were occupational roles linked to style of life, 

but the differences in status were accepted as a basis for 
the assertion of superiority. The prevailing cultural atti
tude toward status differences was expressed accurately, if 
somewhat crudely, in the following passage written by a 13- 
year-old boy who was attending secondary school and hoped to

M. 0. Smith got similar results in his study of occupa
tional choices in rural Jamaica (1965). He makes the point 
that the gap between the occupational aspirations of young 
children (which parents share) and the actual range of occu
pations in which rural Jamaicans engage is a good index of 
the degree to which people devalue their own position and 
look to other career choices as a means of escape. This 
would also apply in Endeavor.
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be a schoolteacher when he grew up:
Later on I pass my exam and went In another class.
At that time I was the captain of the form and 
when the boys behave badly I uses to report them 
to the master. Some of the bigger boys uses to 
come In my form and tap me round my head. But 
as I know I was small, I say nothing. I pass my 
exam and I went up higher and higher until I get 
to the last class In the school and of course I 
treat the smaller boys as the bigger boys uses 
to treat me because they Is a saying: "do unto 
others as they will do unto you."
Terms such as "the poor greats" (the top level), "the 

haves" (next in status), and "the common people" or "the poor 
people" (the lowest, largest group) were used to describe the 
"bracket" to which a family or Individual belonged, although 
there was not always agreement on where a particular person 
should be placed in the status hierarchy. A person's family 
background or his own socio-economic status determined his 
social conduct within the village, and Individuals were 
evaluated in status-linked terms.

Status equality was especially important in two areas. 
While it was all right for a man to have a "visiting relation
ship" with a woman of a lower bracket, or for a married man 
of sufficient affluence to maintain a "concubine" of lower 
social status, in the selection of marriage partners and in 
the establishment of consensual unions status equality was 
considered essential. The composition of the informal social 
"cliques" of men and the recreations the various cliques 
pursued were also based on sharing the same bracket status, 
and women were expected to and did form "friendships" with 
other women of the same bracket. But while it was not 
unusual for women of differing status to form close
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friendships, particularly if they were neighbors, this was 
often a source of conflict between spouses. A husband would 
angrily object, "I don't want to see you societing with her - 
she too common!"

Community life was sufficiently cohesive for individuals 
to be sensitive to how they were regarded by other villagers, 
for the village was the arena where their worth as individuals 
was socially recognized and their social status validated.
Thus gossip, and ridicule, operated as effective sanctions 
for enforcing conformity to the social norms governing 
behavior.

Although status distinctions were emphasized and the 
"bracket system" was a fundamental aspect of village life, 
social differentiation along occupational lines was to some 
degree counteracted by intergenerational mobility and the 
existence of occupational diversity within the same house
hold. Forty per cent of the village households contained 
adults who were of differing occupational status. The type 
of diversity found in some households is illustrated by the 
following cases.

Mr. K., in his mid-fifties, was the head of a 
household of nine. He had worked most of his life
time at Prospect Factory, first operating the cane- 
hoist and more recently as foreman in charge of 
the factory's storeroom supplies. His wife worked 
as a dressmaker in their home. She had two grown 
children from two previous unions who lived in the 
household - a daughter who was a secondary school
teacher and a son who was an architect and building 
contractor. Other residents included the daughter's 
four school-age children and a female friend who 
worked as a nurse.
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This household may be considered to have an occupational 
dispersion of three levels. Mr. K. , a skilled worker, 
belonged to the second occupational level, and Mrs, K.'s 
daughter, a white-collar worker, to the fourth. If the daugh 
ter and her friend had not lived in the household, the dis
persion of occupational levels would have been only two, 
represented by Mrs. K.'s son, who belonged to the third level 
that of self-employed persons, and Mr. K., who belonged to 
the second level, that of skilled workers.

Less common is the following situation:
Mr. S., in his late forties, headed a household of 
eleven. He worked most of his adult years as an 
agricultural laborer at Prospect Plantation. His 
wife had worked as an agricultural laborer until 
a few years ago when she developed a bad heart.
Mrs. S.'s brother, who resided with them, worked 
for the parish as an unskilled laborer. Also 
living in the house was one of Mrs. S.'s daughters 
from a prior union, who had just finished her 
training as a nurse and soon expected to emigrate 
to England. In addition, Mr. and Mrs. S. had two 
sons, one of whom was employed at Prospect Ltd. as 
a factory apprentice, while the other worked as a 
cane cutter for Prospect Estates. The five remain
ing household members were school-age children and 
grandchildren of Mr. and Mrs. S.
This household represents an occupational dispersion of 

four levels, from unskilled laborer to white-collar worker. 
When the daughter left for England, the dispersion decreased 
to two levels, those of unskilled and skilled worker, the 
latter represented by the son who was being trained at the 
factory. A dispersion of only two levels was the most common 
pattern, and it is worth noting that In 60 per cent of the 
households there was either no difference In the occupational 
status among those who were working or only one member of 
the household was employed.



The occupational status of the household head was 
related to the range of occupational statuses of household 
members. Where the households were headed by agricultural 
laborers, two-thirds of the other working members were also 
agricultural laborers and one-third were skilled laborers 
or artisans. No self-employed persons and almost no white- 
collar workers were resident in these households. Among 
households headed by skilled laborers or artisans, one-third 
of the other members were unskilled laborers, one-third were 
skilled, and one-third were either self-employed or white- 
collar workers. Among households headed by self-employed 
persons, one-third of the members were self-employed or 
white-collar workers, one-third were skilled, and one-third 
were unskilled.

A clearer picture of the amount and direction of occu
pational mobility emerged from a comparison of occupational 
distribution of individuals below 3nd above the age of 40, 
regardless of household affiliation or status. These figures, 
given in Table 5, reflected the recent trend of intergenera- 
tional mobility. Estate laborers formed the largest single 
grouping both below and above age 40. A substantially larger 
percentage of estate laborers were over 40, but of all other 
occupational levels, except that of the self-employed, the

The situation in Endeavor approximated that described 
by Cumper in an article (1961) showing that variations in 
the composition and economic functioning of the household 
were linked to the occupational status of the household 
head and to the nature of his mobility from one occupa- ‘ 
tional grouping to another.
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Table 5
GENERATIONAL DIFFERENCE IN OCCUPATIONAL STATUS

Occupational status
Individuals 
under 40 

years of age
Individuals 
over 40 

years of age

Estate laborers 3556 52?
Non-estate unskilled 

laborers 1356 9?
Skilled laborers 31? 15?
Self-employed 15? 21?
White-collar 6? 3?

TOTALS: 100? 100?

reverse was true. The somewhat higher percentage above 40 
In the self-employed category Is partially explained by the 
fact that younger people could not as easily take up this 
role since it first required the accumulation of a certain 
amount of capital.

This pattern of occupational mobility confirms both the 
reports by planters concerning the reluctance of the younger 
generation to engage in agricultural labor and the statements 
made by villagers that parents today were better able to 
support younger people and would rather have them remain 
unemployed than take a Job on the estate. In the trend away 
from estate labor Into other occupational roles, the largest 
increment occurred in the category of skilled laborers, where 
the percentage of those below 40 was twice that of those 
above 40. The percentage of those below 40 in white-collar
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jobs had also doubled, although the total numbers remained 
small. ̂

Household occupational diversity and intergenerational 
mobility reduced the social distance between persons of 
differing occupational status and prevented the crystalli
zation of relatively closed social groupings with separate 
interests. Despite internal social differentiation, they 
were all "de same poor people,” who shared a common back
ground and similar fate. The differences among them were 
viewed as a matter of chance or luck, and those of higher 
status, while accorded deference, were not granted the right 
"to act like he more than me." As one woman said, "Every
body here know how you come along. So you got no right to 
act like you more than them Just 'cause you feel that you 
now better-off and higher-up."

The villagers' solidarity and common identification were 
expressed in their concept of "dwelling in unity." Villagers 
were supposed to "live lovin'," treating each other with 
respect and extending help to those who happened to be in 
less fortunate circumstances. If a person was above the 
level of an agricultural laborer, he was expected to hire

In 1955, Cumper's survey of employment on the island 
indicated that over the last generation there had been a 
substantial increase in the relative proportion of white- 
collar workers and a decrease in the proportion of agricul
tural laborers. Interpreting these findings, Cumper was 
careful to point out that while upward mobility may have 
been greater than downward, the evidence was not decisive 
and downward mobility was still quantitatively important, 
especially since there was heavy unemployment among skilled 
laborers (Cumper 1961:409).
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others to care for his canes, to build a wooden fence, or to 
help with tasks around the house. By hiring other people to 
do such jobs, villagers showed their concern for others in 
the community who were less fortunate, and spread about the 
little bit of money available. As one person put it:
"People here think you unsocial if you do these things for 
yourself." (At the same time, it should be noted, people 
felt that such Jobs were beneath their status.)

Conviviality was a requisite for gaining social esteem, 
and it took such forms as frequent social visiting, drinking 
together at the rum shops, and attending the public dances 
held in the village. On all these occasions, liberal spend
ing was expected, for liberality and conviviality were 
important expressions of social solidarity and accounted 
for the large amounts of cash spent on ceremonial occasions 
such as christenings, weddings, and funerals.1

"Dwelling in unity" meant that one should not act in 
any fashion that would make others feel inferior or arouse 
their envy. Hence social mobility and achieving economic 
success were fraught with tension, including a fear that 
those who were not as well off might feel vengeful and 
resort to nefarious means to harm you. Two of the cases of 
alleged witchcraft (obeah) that occurred while I was in the

Jayawardena describes the drinking patterns of the men 
in a plantation community in Guyana as a ceremony in which 
they ritually express their social equality, while the money 
siphoned off in this way serves to inhibit the development 
of status differences (1963:50-52).
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field involved this type of situation. In one, an employed 
cane cutter attributed the death of his fowl to an act of 
poisoning by his jealous neighbor, who was seeing hard times 
and unable to find employment. Circumstantial evidence was 
adduced but the question of motive was primary: "Joe spite
ful because he know another can work and help heself and not 
he. He feel annoyed and got a bad feel in his mind." The 
other was a case of a young civil servant who went insane, 
allegedly because he had been bewitched (obeahed) by a 
Jealous woman whose sons were not as successful as this 
young man and his brother. It was said that the jealous 
mother invited the civil servant and his brother to her 
daughter's birthday party. It was supposedly the brother 
that she "had In mind," but since he didn't show up she 
substituted this young man and was believed to have put some 
magical powders in his food that caused his Insanity. Next 
day he was said to have turned up at the office acting in a 
peculiar way, and a few weeks later he lost his job. Soon 
after he had to be sent off the Island because he was roam
ing around and "talking a lot of foolishness." People 
accepted the mother's Jealousy as the motive for the bewitch
ing, and the suspicions of many villagers were further con
firmed when someone recalled that after the birthday party 
one of the woman's sons had been heard "bragging that he 
gave the victim so many more days to keep his Job."

In more general terms, this type of conflict resulted 
in chronic complaints that "People here do not dwell in 
unity but are very blackguardish. They with you to your
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face and behind your back they against you. It's your own 
people that try to hold you back. Black people don1 like to 
see their own kind get on. They'll hamper and humbug you 
and talk all kinds of nasty things."

The role of shopkeeper Incorporated these conflicts In 
a sharper form than any other. Shopkeeping was, by village 
standards, a lucrative occupation, and a major portion of 
villagers' cash earnings were spent in the rural shops. 
However, while the economic success of the rest of the vil
lagers did not occur at the expense of their fellow men, 
the shopkeeper was directly dependent upon his fellow vil
lagers for his profits. Thus, in addition to tensions and 
accusations generated by prestige competition, shopkeepers 
who were economically successful were also vulnerable to 
the charge of "tekkin1 advantage of their own kind." Fur
thermore, the fact that a large volume of business was 
conducted on a credit basis meant that shopkeepers had to 
maintain personalized relations with their customers. But 
personalized business transactions also meant that a shop
keeper was aware of the stringent economic circumstances of 
his customers, and he was expected to feel some sympathy for 
their plight. This of course conflicted with his need to 
operate a profitable business.

In most other West Indian islands, this type of conflict 
is minimized because shopkeepers are usually East Indians or 
Chinese and thus belong to an ethnic group different from 
that of the rest of the village. But in Barbados, shopkeep
ers shared the same social background as their customers and



159

were subject to the expectations of mutual assistance that 
went with belonging to the social group. Hence, if a shop
keeper was to achieve economic success, he had to go counter 
to some of the norms of reciprocity and assumptions of status 
equality that existed among the villagers.

As a way out of this dilemma, a shopkeeper usually 
started his business in a village other than the one in 
which he grew up, thus avoiding some of the resentment and 
envy of fellow villagers and the demands for special con
sideration that could be made by close relatives and neigh
bors. For this reason, almost all shopkeepers in Endeavor 
were "outsiders" who had moved into the district as adults, 
and thus they were less open to the allegations of exploit
ing their own people. Even shop assistants were hired from 
outside the village because, as shopkeepers claimed, they 
were more "respected," which also meant that they were less 
subject to pressures to show partiality.

The one shopkeeper native to Endeavor was the least 
successful economically, although his shop was popular as a 
place to go "to fire a drink." He had begun his business 
carrying groceries and rum but he had been compelled to 
convert it into a rum shop, because rum, unlike groceries, 
was a business that involved a minimum of credit. Another 
shopkeeper in the village summed up the situation by saying:

A man is never honored in his own country [i.e. the 
village in which he grew up]. People know you well 
and don’t like to help you or see you a step ahead 
of them. A few will admire you and like to see you 
get on, but the majority are "low-minded" and Just 
have that natural feeling. They feel you want to 
step ahead too far for them. But if you succeed
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elsewhere and then return, they admire you as an 
ambitious fellow. You have shown you can get 
along without their support and they will be glad 
to receive you back.
The pressure to preserve group solidarity while pursuing 

individual economic and social success in the wider society 
was a source of interpersonal conflicts and of "malicious" 
gossiping directed at discrediting others. But alongside 
the social differentiation that created these tensions, 
there was the expectation that villagers would support one 
another, or at least not oppose each other, in situations 
of industrial or political conflict. And this expectation 
was reinforced by their sentiment of "dwelling in unity" 
that arose from common residence, kinship and friendship 
ties, a shared history of dependence upon the nearby plan
tation, and their similar economic and political interests.
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CHAPTER VII 

SUGAR WORKERS AND THE UNION

The preceding two chapters have dealt with the range of 
occupational differentiation found in Endeavor and its import 
for social differentiation and social cohesion. This chapter 
is concerned with the sugar workers, their links to the 
union, and the action strategies they pursued to press their 
collective aims against management and others who held power 
and authority over them.

In Endeavor, only the sugar workers had direct ties to 
the union and were sufficiently organized to be capable of 
collective action. The union did not play a significant 
role in the lives of the rest of the villagers because, 
unlike the sugar workers, they formed a relatively atomized 
work force - either employed by small firms or selling their 
services or goods to a variety of different employers and 
customers. However, to the sugar workers, the union was an 
important resource in their dealings with management.

The union's impact on sugar workers and their work situ
ation was not the same on the estates as it was in the fac
tories. Nor did the field and factory workers have the same 
attitudes toward union policy and union leaders. The posi
tion of the union among field and factory workers was due in 
part to union policy and in part to the differences between 
the two groups in the structure of their work situations, in
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their social status, and In their access to channels of 
Influence. This same set of factors also determined their 
respective attitudes toward management and the methods they 
adopted to gain their ends. Thus, before considering the 
nature of the responses of the two groups of workers to the 
union, I shall first describe the organization of work roles 
on the plantation, comparing the factory and the estates 
with respect to modes of supervising workers, deployment of 
workers, and informal interaction patterns among workers.

ORGANIZATION OP THE PLANTATION: Unlike other forms of
employment on the island, the production of sugar involved 
a relatively complex division of labor that brought together 
large numbers of workers under a single management. The 
estate and factories, however, were run as separate enter
prises, although they might be owned by a single family or, 
as in the case of Prospect Ltd., a single company.

At the apex of the administrative hierarchy were two 
attorneys (British usage), one for the estates and one for 
the factory. Attorneys formulated policy with respect to 
production quotas, budgets, the numbers of persons to be 
employed, expenditures for equipment, and so forth. Except 
where attorneys were also plantation owners, they had no 
direct contact with workers, but dealt only with owners and 
man'gers. Directly below the attorneys were managers who 
were responsible for carrying out policy and coordinating 
activities on a day-to-day basis. Prospect Estates had 
three section managers, each assigned to a third of the
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total estate lands, while Prospect factory had two managers, 
one in charge of the factory proper, the other in charge of 
the plantation's workshop, which handled repairs of machinery. 
Factory and estate managers had considerable decision-making 
powers that directly affected workers. They were well known 
to all the workers, and they in turn knew their employees 
personally.

Subordinate to the top managers were two or three 
assistants, referred to as overseers on the estates. Their 
jobs involved supervising the quality of work, assigning tasks, 
and determining the price to be paid for work done on a task 
basis. Attorneys, managers, and assistant managers or over
seers constituted the senior staff. Below them was the 
junior staff consisting of superintendents or foremen in 
charge of smaller work groups and responsible to the senior 
staff. Below the Junior staff were the various classes of 
laborers.

Senior staff were separated from the Junior staff and 
from workers by an important gap in social class and color. 
Senior staff positions were held exclusively by men who 
came from the island's middle or upper class and who, 
particularly on the estates, were predominantly white.1

At Prospect, the senior staff on the estates were all 
white men with two of the three top managers being relatives 
of the former owner. The only formal qualification for 
overseers was some secondary schooling, which most young 
colored men of middle class status possessed. Nevertheless, 
there was a general reluctance to hire colored men to 
positions on the estate senior staff. According to one of 
the top managers, this was not a question of retaining the
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Junior staff positions, on the other hand, were filled by 
individuals who were recruited from the ranks of the workers 
and remained their associational equals. This social and 
cultural cleavage had an important effect on the type of 
behavior demanded from workers and Junior staff. Status 
considerations enforced a code of behavior in which mani
festing respect to members of the senior staff was as 
important as working efficiently. Thus, behavior inter
preted by members of the senior staff as "disrespectful" 
could be cited as grounds for dismissal. Senior staff had 
to be addressed (and were referred to) by respect terms 
such as "master" or "mister," while Junior staff and work
ers were addressed by first names, nicknames, or surnames. 
Senior staff had the prerogative of publicly insulting or 
humiliating a subordinate. For a worker to defend himself

traditional attitudes of racial prejudice but had to do 
with the problem of living quarters and mixing socially.
As this manager explained, "Today colored and white can 
work together all right, but it's the living together that 
brings the friction." The situation in the factory dif
fered somewhat. Here the managers were also white men, 
but their assistants were colored men with special tech
nical training. However, unlike the senior staff on the 
estates, who were required to live on the plantation, the 
factory senior staff lived away from the plantation and 
did not mingle with one another socially. It was inter
esting to note that villagers knew relatively little con
cerning the private lives or social backgrounds of the 
factory staff but were well-informed about the estate 
staff, some of whom had illegitimate offspring living in 
the village. These differences reflect the fact that 
the supervisory control in the factory was more imper
sonal. On the estates there was a greater continuity In 
the paternalistic traditions in employer-employee rela
tions .
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was Interpreted as a sign of disrespect.1 Senior staff could 
initiate a Joking relationship, twitting a subordinate about 
his personal affairs and foibles, but to reciprocate violated 
the canons of respect. If a worker or Junior staff member 
wished to speak to a member of the senior staff, he had to 
stand at some distance, "hat in hand," waiting until his 
presence was acknowledged.

More important, the emphasis on showing respect 
permitted little up-the-line communication. It blocked 
avenues for expression of initiative or dissent from below 
and made senior management relatively insensitive to the 
response of subordinates to their directives. Instruc
tions were issued in a peremptory manner; questioning them 
was considered a sign of disrespect and a challenge to the 
authority of the senior staff. Although changes in the 
political climate and the appearance of the union had made 
it necessary for senior staff to become more sensitive to 
the reactions of workers, many of the old-timers regarded 
this as an irksome invasion of their prerogatives. The 
managers and overseers I interviewed concurred that 
"laborers became surly, sulky, and cheeky when the poli
ticians came, so that nowadays half our Job is knowing

Often a worker who had been humiliated would attempt 
to restore his self-esteem back in the village by telling 
his friends how he had "outsmarted" management or told 
his supervisor off in no uncertain terms. His audience, 
usually aware of what had happened on the Job, always 
listened attentively and would support the narrator with 
comments such as "You done right, man, you done right."



how to get on with them. You can't cuss them anymore and 
you have to admit you're wrong sometimes. Today you have 
to admit that they too have some rights. Joking may help 
get their confidence, but it can't be carried too far or 
they’ll lose respect."

Despite formal similarities in the chain of command, 
the organization and content of both supervisory and work 
roles differed in the factory and or. the estates. These 
differences had important consequences for the nature of 
worker-worker and management-worker relations, the types 
of disputes that arose, and the strategies adopted to deal 
with them.

In contrast to agricultural laborers, workers in the 
factory were assembled in a single locale. They knew one 
another personally and had ample opportunity to communi
cate a common set of understandings and perceptions and to 
develop close informal social ties. Second, factory work 
entailed a fair amount of occupational differentiation and 
specialization. Jobs were graded according to differences 
in the degree of knowledge and skill required to perform 
the task, and this grading received official recognition 
through titles and substantial differences in rates of pay.

The extent of occupational specialization in the 
sugar factories in Barbados is considerably less than that 
found in the more highly mechanized factories of Ouyana, 
Cuba, Puerto Rico, Jamaica, or Trinidad. Consequently, 
there is more Informal associational contact between the 
workers of a particular factory in Barbados, and more of 
an informally achieved common identity.



The grading of skills also provided factory workers with an 
objective basis for recognizing individual differences in 
comparative achievement. More experienced and higher-rated 
workers were not only esteemed, they were also accorded a 
measure of informal authority both in the workplace and in 
the village, even though they had no formally delegated 
power. At work their advice would often be sought and they 
in turn felt free to request assistance from less experi
enced or less skilled workers, to order them to bring some 
needed tool, to ask them to run an errand, etc.

The existence of a graded Job hierarchy made occupa
tional mobility meaningful. This operated as a magnet 
drawing men to the factory. Although workers spoke of 
having to wait "to fill dead men's shoes," the opportunity 
for advancement was a powerful Incentive for factory work
ers to increase their knowledge and skills and to work 
efficiently. Promotion, increased pay, and greater pres
tige allowed factory workers to feel they were achieving 
the approved cultural goal of "Improving oneself." Factory 
workers took pride in the work they did and the technical 
knowledge they possessed. During informal roadside chats 
in the village, they enjoyed discussing their Jobs and 
displaying their knowledge.

Factory operations instilled among workers an aware
ness of their interdependence, as well as a consciousness 
of their individual worth. When the factory was in 
full operation during the grinding season, the earnings



of workers depended on the total tonnage of sugar produced 
by the factory. Hence any slowdown or blockage created 
by negligence or incompetence adversely affected all workers 
down the line. Thus a worker known to be inefficient or 
incompetent was resented by others and subjected to criticism. 
This acted as another goad to performing well on the job. 
Through their interdependence factory workers acquired an 
appreciation for the values of coordination and leadership 
in achieving a common goal.

The presence of relatively objective criteria for 
measuring performance plus the interdependence of tasks 
operated as effective mechanisms for controlling the 
behavior of factory workers. Consequently they were not 
subjected to close and constant supervision. Senior staff 
functioned primarily in the role of technical managers, 
overseeing the total effort and giving special advice when 
it was needed or called for. They did not have extensive 
personal contact with workers and were not perceived as 
holders of arbitrary power and authority. In fact, they 
were often respected and admired for their special knowledge 
and skills.

These factors had an important bearing on the methods 
by which worker-management disputes were handled in the 
factory. When a dispute arose, it was easier to argue the 
Issues and settle the conflict than it was on the estates. 
Since criteria determining work performance were fairly 
explicit, the questions at issue were not deemed to depend
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upon the personal judgment of the senior staff, and the 
case was argued In terms of a common set of rules. 
Furthermore, factory workers were familiar with the regu
lations and procedures for handling disputes, and because 
of their education and prestige, they felt more confident 
in their ability to "represent themselves." Any action 
strategy based on a grievance shared by all the workers 
would be discussed in advance. The workers with the higher 
status Jobs acted as leaders and were selected as spokesmen 
to represent the entire group. There wa3 an aversion to 
showdowns or strikes and a belief that conflicts could be 
settled through the processes of discussion and concilia
tion.

On the estates, both the structure of work organization 
and the resulting action strategies of the agricultural 
laborers were different. First, estate laborers were 
seldom brought together in a single place. Instead they 
were organized into small work gangs of 3 to 10 persons 
that were scattered throughout the fields. Sometimes field 
gangs were within shouting distance of each other, but Just 
as often this was not the case. The members of a particular 
field gang were usually allowed to choose their own work 
partners, particularly if they were steady employees of 
the estate, but management retained the ultimate right to 
assign laborers to particular field gangs. Laborers would 
be notified when work was available by their superintendent 
who lived in the same village. Superintendents were still



referred to as "drivers” - a term retained from slavery.
They usually would pass along the word the evening before. 
Laborers would then gather in the early morning in the 
plantation yard to be assigned to given areas of the estate 
by either the overseer or the driver.

Field laborers were paid either by a day rate or a 
task (piece) rate. Both rates were set by negotiations 
between the Barbados Workers1 Union and the Sugar Producers 
Federation. Five general categories of field labor were 
recognized. These categories were based on sex and on the 
types of tasks workers of a given category typically per
formed. Thus there were A-class male workers who performed 
tasks such as forking the ground, digging cane holes or 
drainage canals, and cutting cane. A-class male workers, 
who received the highest wages and belonged to the "first- 
class gangs," were usually between 25 and 45 years old. 
Physical prowess and endurance were the main qualifications 
for being in this category. The "second-class” male gangs, 
made up of B-class workers, performed less arduous tasks 
such as weeding, fixing hedgerows, and mulching. Female 
agricultural laborers were also classified into A- and B-class 
workers, although they received a lower rate of pay than the 
corresponding category of male workers. A-class female 
laborers loaded cane during the crop season, and during 
"hard times" performed tasks such as carrying baskets of 
manure on their heads into the fields, applying fertilizer, 
etc. The B-class female laborers weeded, mulched, dug up



potato beds, or engaged In other miscellaneous tasks. The 
fifth category, known as the "third-class” gang, was made up 
mainly of young people and children of both sexes between 
the ages of 12 and 18. They were assigned some of the 
lighter jobs of weeding, cutting grass, and tending to the 
hedgerows.

Unlike the Job differentiations in the factory, the 
categories of field labor formed no graded hierarchy based 
on individual differences in skill and training, and earn
ings varied within relatively narrow margins. Take-home 
pay depended mainly on the amount of work available, which 
fluctuated weekly and seasonally, and on the physical effort 
a laborer was either willing or able to expend. Thus field 
laborers formed an unskilled and relatively undifferentiated 
labor force. Certain general standards of workmanship were 
accepted and individual differences in strength and effi
ciency were recognized. But while the physical prowess of 
a laborer was worthy of comment, it was not regarded as a 
basis for according him greater prestige or authority.
Most field laborers had experience with a whole range of 
agricultural tasks, since the weekly variations in the 
productive requirements of the estates caused them to be 
redeployed into gangs performing different tasks. Thus 
there was little need to request advice from another 
laborer on how to perform a given Job, and should such 
advice be volunteered it was likely to be interpreted as 
an uncalled-for assertion of superiority.



I never heard estate laborers discuss their individual 
work skills, nor did they take pride in the work they did. 
Their discussions of work always centered on particular 
incidents or encounters with management or the personality 
traits of the staff. They possessed a knowledge of the 
total productive operations of the whole plantation, in 
which they did show some pride, but this knowledge was 
widely shared. A young field laborer, unlike a factory 
apprentice, had little to look forward to by way of 
either promotion or increased pay. The only position on 
the estates to which he could rise was that of driver.
But only one such post existed for every 30 to 50 laborers.

Work roles on the estates provided no substantive 
grounds for granting greater prestige or authority to one 
laborer over another. Instead relations among field laborers 
were guided by the concept that they were social equals, a 
principle expressed by their term "unity." It implied that 
they shared the same Job-related interests, that one 
person’s trouble was everybody's concern, and that they 
should support one another's actions because they shared 
a common fate.

The social equality of field laborers was reinforced 
by the nature of management-worker relations on the estates. 
With no technological restraints on worker behavior, main
taining discipline over the work force was important. 
Supervision was closer and more constant than in the 
factory, and management asserted its authority in a more



1-1+ 173

direct and personal manner. Overseers traveled on horse
back, wearing sun helmets, and carrying rods - retaining 
the symbols of authority they possessed during the period 
of slavery. Moreover, the senior staff had greater author
ity to make personal decisions concerning rates of pay and 
the quality of work done by laborers. For unlike factory 
work, the tasks performed on the estates were difficult to 
judge in terms of levels of performance or quality of work. 
And it was not possible to define in advance all the 
obstacles that might be encountered in performing a given 
task and thus the amount of effort required, since condi
tions of the fields varied from one part of the estate to 
another and would alter with changes in weather. Thus 
uniformity in rates of payment was both harder to estab
lish and more difficult to enforce than in the factory, 
and the estate managers or overseers often set the rate of 
payment for a job on the spot.

The large element of personal judgment that was part 
of the exercise of authority on the estates caused 
laborers to view management’s power as arbitrary and 
determined by personal considerations. Any action that 
management took was always attributed to a personal motive. 
An individual's work performance was never regarded as 
an explanation for how well or poorly a laborer fared.
To estate laborers then the personal motives and person
ality traits of the supervisory staff were of paramount



interest. They would discuss members of the senior staff 
in such terms as "mean," "tricky,” "harsh," or "fair- 
minded.” Moreover, laborers were convinced that all deci
sions made by management had but one purpose - to take 
advantage of them.

The problem of determining set rates for agricultural 
tasks was fertile ground for disputes that supported their 
contention that "the white man out to squeeze and rob we 
'cause we ignorant.” I was witness to one such dispute 
early in my field work. An estate manager was driving 
me through the canefields explaining the various produc
tion activities and expounding on the subject of how well 
the estate looked after its people, when a field gang of 
10 women from Endeavor approached the Jeep. Switching 
to the local dialect, the manager asked one of the women, 
"What fur your face so long?" The woman responded with 
a defiant "chupse" sound made by pouting the lips and 
sucking in air between the teeth, and promptly turned her 
back to us. Another woman then asked, "How much de new 
pay?" The manager replied that he couldn't remember last 
year's pay and so could not calculate their increase. By 
this time several women chimed in saying they didn't want 
to work "by the cartload" (they were engaged in spreading 
manure on newly ploughed fields) but "by the square."
The manager told them the rate of pay was the same. To 
this several women retorted that the cartload method was 
more work. Then they proclaimed they could not continue
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because “we ain't able to feed we bodies on dis little 
'mount." Telling them not to get "fretful," the manager 
drove away, promising to see what he could do. He then 
turned to me saying, "These people are always getting 
suspicious because they don't know how to calculate their 
wages.

This seemed a small incident. However, news of it 
spread quickly. Back in the village a few hours later I 
was told by other villagers that my presence had emboldened 
the women to "show up" the manager, and that evening I 
received my first visit from a group of male agricultural 
laborers. Their ostensible purpose was to acquaint me with 
the issues at stake in the conflict, though it soon became 
clear that the incident served only to illustrate the more 
general point concerning how laborers were "still yoked and 
pinned 'cause the white man clever and trickyj he find de 
ways of holding we down." As I learned subsequently, all 
disputes between estate workers and management were inter
preted in terms of these general beliefs and perceptions

When the manager found that most of the manure had 
already been loaded by the cartload, he settled the dispute 
by paying the women "a few pennies more." However, an 
interesting sidelight to this dispute that illustrates 
something of the "cognitive framework" among laborers is 
the social myth that was subsequently created. The women 
involved in the dispute claimed that they had received the 
raise because I had gone directly to the manager and "shamed" 
him into granting them an increase. The following year when 
I returned to the village I was greeted as their benefactor. 
The story they created permitted them to retain their 
attitude toward the manager but also reflected a more 
general belief, namely, the need for a powerful ally - 
a "representer" - in order to wrest concessions from 
management.
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concerning the motives of management. It was assumed a priori 
that the women received less pay for spreading manure "by 
the cartload" than "by the square."

Antagonism toward management, and by extension to "the 
white man," was expressed principally through a set of gen
eral beliefs. It was taken as given that "black folks never 
get a fair deal," that "white folks are spiteful," that they 
"rob and cheat we and tek advantage of our Ignorance," and 
that they only make concessions when forced into doing so.
Every Incident or conflict between management and workers 
was interpreted in these terms and served to reinforce these 
general beliefs.

It was widely held that management "shortweighted" people 
by fixing the scales at the factory where cane was weighed in, 
that they cheated workers of their full pay by omitting frac
tions and decimals, and that they bribed laborers into inform
ing on individuals who "exposed" the malpractices of manage
ment or called upon the union to intervene in a dispute. The 
role of "driver" was a particular focus of adverse criticism 
and hostility. Drivers were themselves formerly laborers but 
now had authority over individuals who were their status 
equals in other respects. Drivers were said to use their 
positions to extract whatever personal gain they could. They 
allegedly assigned tasks to the workers they supervised 
"according to friendship" and demanded kickbacks from the men 
or sexual favors from the women. One laborer told me, "Often 
the driver and overseer link together. One hides the other's 
convictions." This man claimed he tried to "expose" his driver



to management, but his action was Interpreted as a plot to 
git the driver's position. This led to a violent fight with 
the driver, which resulted in the laborer being charged in 
court with assault and battery and fired from the estate.

Along with the belief that management cheated and ill- 
treated laborers with impunity, laborers maintained that 
any action interpreted as a challenge to management's 
authority would result in their being victimized. If a 
person questioned a decision or objected to the rate of 
pay offered, management would brand him a "troublemaker" 
and take revenge by either dismissing him, assigning him 
to unpleasant tasks, or refusing him credit. Pear of 
victimization was given as the explanation for not openly 
objecting to injustice, expressing a grievance, protesting 
the ill-treatment of another worker, or assuming leader
ship in asserting what laborers considered to be their 
rights. East Indian plantation laborers in Guyana are 
reported to hold a similar set of attitudes and perceptions:

Plantation laborers tend to be strongly 
antagonistic to all who are in positions of 
authority in matters concerning their economic 
and political interests. This antagonism... 
was bred by the pressure of the indenture and 
inter-war periods and subsists on present 
clashes. It is a strongly entrenched tradi
tion, a built-in bias in the interpretation 
of men and events. That the whole social 
order rests on 'de punishment of de black 
and coolie people' is an axiom in the Ideology 
of plantation laborers, and is emphasized by 
speaker after speaker at strike meetings and 
Informal discussion groups. That management 
and clerks cheat and hold back wages, that 
overseers and drivers overwork and ill-treat 
laborers, that police Institute trumped-up
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charges, that magistrates dispense justice only 
for the rich, that civil servants are slothful 
hypocrites, that doctors do not care whether their 
patients die, that lawyers are 'lying sharks,' that 
politicians are opportunist and corrupt - all these 
views are solemnly averred in innumerable contexts.
The basic principles of the administration of soci
ety are bribery, nepotism and exploitation; its 
motive forces are malice and lust for gain and the 
chief victims of this iniquitous system are the 
plantation laborers [Jayawardena 1963:60].
What Jayawardena calls the built-in bias or ideology of 

laborers was to some extent shared by all villagers, although 
it was most pronounced and most frequently announced by 
estate laborers. This common framework for interpreting 
events provided laborers with a ready basis for the type of 
strategy they adopted when they translated their grievances 
into action. This strategy involved acting in concert with 
little prior discussion or planning. Consequently, when dis
putes with management arose, laborers often resorted to 
unannounced and leaderless work stoppages. A tradition of 
spontaneous work stoppages had existed on the estates for a 
number of years. Planters and union leaders alike recog
nized, and deplored, the fact that agricultural laborers 
preferred to lay down their tools as a prelude to making 
demands.

There were two important reasons for this form of action. 
One was the reluctance to acknowledge the leadership of a 
fellow laborer, and the other was the fear of being singled 
out for reprisals. To delegate authority to any one laborer 
conflicted with the principle that they were all equal in 
status and power. If a laborer attempted to organize and 
direct others, he was suspected of "seeking publicity" or
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"tryin' to play great." A laborer from the estate where the 
1998 strike began told me that although others regarded him 
as a person with whom "to have a consultation," he could not 
tell anybody what to do. "To tell a body something compul
sory creates ill-feelings and makes people feel suspicious. 
You have to say things in a diplomatlcal way." He went on 
to explain that here people never tell anyone to do anything 
directly - they Just talk in a general sort of way, but 
"everybody knows the meaning and can decide for himself. If 
you say, ’Man, you should do such and such,1 he will tell 
you, ’But your light don1 burn at me!'"

There were, however, two situations in which a laborer 
was allowed to take on a role approximating that of an 
informal leader. If a person had the ability to "figurate" 
(i.e. to handle mathematical computations), he would keep 
track of how much his teammates earned during the week.
This was because most field laborers lacked the requisite 
knowledge of union rates and the ability to add decimals, 
both needed to calculate their weekly earnings accurately.
If an error in the paycheck was detected, the laborer who 
could "figurate" accompanied his "cheated" teammate to the 
bookkeeper and argued his case for him. Or a person recog
nized as a good "talker" might be designated to act as 
spokesman for a field gang when a dispute arose with either 
the driver, overseer, or manager. However, it was customary 
for the entire field gang to be present to hear the exchange 
and to interject their own comments and version of the event 
and the grievance. Discussions behind closed doors were



suspect. The individual spokesman might be intimidated by 
the status and power of members of the senior staff or suc
cumb to inducements to betray his fellow workers. Because 
of the long-ingrained habit of deference, it was felt that 
a spokesman unaccompanied by his field gang could not argue 
their case with sufficient force.

But it was not only egalitarian sentiments that pre
vented individuals from taking on the role of a leader.
The second deterrent, the danger of being singled out as 
a "troublemaker,” as a person who "stirred up discontent," 
was perhaps even more important. This danger was minimized, 
however, if laborers acted in concert. Then no single 
person could be held accountable or identified as a "ring
leader."

Because collective action rested on group consensus 
rather than organized leadership, the scale on which it 
occurred was affected by whether the Issues concerned the 
interests of the majority of the laborers or were limited 
to a particular work gang or series of work gangs under a 
single manager. This in turn was mainly a question of the 
seasonal variations in the agricultural cycle, for the 
structure of work organization during the out-of-crop and 
croptime seasons differed significantly.

Prom June or July through January, the out-of-crop 
season, each laborer was paid according to his Individual 
performance. The workers were organized into separate 
field gangs, but all the members of one gang worked at the
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same task. The work required neither group cooperation nor 
any form of reciprocity. In addition, other field gangs 
were usually performing different tasks, so that the activi
ties of one field gang were seldom directly dependent upon 
those of another. During this period the deployment of 
laborers minimized their interdependence, both within the 
field gang and between gangs.

Hence any dispute that arose with management was 
usually over an issue that applied only to the particular 
circumstances of one field gang. The disputes were usually 
over the specific method of payment for a particular task, 
or the result of a conflict between a particular driver or 
overseer and the laborers under his direct supervision.
These conflicts were locally confined. They seldom involved 
action by other laboring gangs, unless they happened to 
share the Identical grievance. While other laborers sided 
with the cause of their fellow workers, they did not Join 
them in collective protest.

There were two other reasons why disputes remained 
localized during this period. First, the fact that work 
was scarce during "hard times" meant that laborers were 
pressed for cash, anxious to be hired for the few days of 
work available each week, and unwilling to risk losing 
their Jobs to others who were unemployed. Second, a spon
taneous work stoppage during "hard times" did not pose a 
serious threat to management, and thus was not a particu
larly effective means of gaining concessions. It could
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not Inflict serious damage since precise timing of the 
sequence of productive tasks during this stage of the agri
cultural cycle was not critical. The sequence of tasks, 
such as ploughing, preparation of the fields, planting, and 
subsequent care of the growing crops, was not seriously 
affected by a work stoppage. Barbadians are known for their 
pragmatic attitudes, and they therefore weigh their actions 
in terms of their probable effectiveness. The forms of pro
test they resorted to were calculated to be instrumental as 
well as expressive.

Productive activities during croptime reversed these 
conditions. First, the activities of field gangs were 
interrelated and interdependent. Field gangs during the 
cutting season were organized into teams of cane cutters, 
loaders, and lorry drivers. Each team consisted of three 
to four male cutters who usually chose their fellow team 
members. The cutters set the pace of work as they moved 
through the rows of cane wielding their cane bills. They 
were followed by four to five women who picked up the cut 
cane stalks and carried them on their heads (called "heading 
the cane") to a lorry or trailer waiting nearby. After the 
cane was loaded, it was transported by the lorry driver and 
his assistant to the factory, where it was weighed. Each 
team member, including the lorry driver, was paid at a 
standard rate in terms of the total tonnage of cane the 
team delivered to the factory. Hence, not only were the 
tasks performed by a team interrelated, but the pay each 
team member received was dependent upon the group's total



effort. In order to maximize their returns, they had to 
operate as a cooperative and coordinated unit. This gen
erated informal pressures on team members that made them 
try to keep up with one another. It also made It impossi
ble for an individual laborer to continue working by him- 
self if his team refused to work.

Second, during the cutting season field laborers 
throughout the island were engaged in performing the same 
tasks, for which they received uniform rates of pay set by 
negotiations between the union and the sugar industry. It 
was a time when the largest number of agricultural laborers 
were employed and when they shared the same set of job- 
related interests. This facilitated a ready identification 
with the actions taken by any group of workers, whatever 
their location on the island, for any disputes over wages 
and working conditions became the concern of the entire 
laboring force. Their common interests led workers to take 
a common stand, and a work stoppage started by one cane- 
cutting team was likely to spread to others.

In addition, the operations of field and factory were 
closely integrated during this season. The cutting and 
processing of cane required a tight coordination in the 
scheduling of activities between field and factory. Proper 
timing became a crucial issue because of the nature of 
cane plants, which once cut, rapidly lose their sucrose

■̂ See Handler (1966) for a more detailed account of the 
pattern of work organization on the plantations.
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content.̂  Thus the amount of cane that was to be cut on any 
given day could not exceed what the factory was able to mill 
within the following 24-hour period. If the factory 
exceeded its quota of cane for the day, or if a breakdown 
of machinery in the factory necessitated a temporary halt 
to grinding operations, field work also came to a temporary 
standstill and field laborers were without employment, 
although factory workers continued to be paid at a reduced 
rate during this period. On the other hand, if a work 
stoppage of any duration occurred in the fields, the fac
tory was forced to shut down. Thus a cessation of work in 
either the field or the factory had a chain effect that 
could bring the whole process to a halt.

To obtain the maximum in sucrose content, cane plants 
should be cut as soon as they reach maturity. Canes cut 
at the beginning and end of the season usually yield less 
sucrose, although their gross weight is the same. While 
the amount of sugar produced from the canes determined the 
profits of the sugar industry, agricultural laborers and 
small cane growers were paid according to the gross weight 
of the cane delivered to the factory. If there was a 
delay because canes were late in maturing, agricultural 
workers often set fire to cane fields in order to force 
the sugar industry to begin croptime activities. After a 
cane fire the crop must be reaped immediately or the cane 
plants begin to rot and lose their sucrose. Cane fires 
also occurred during the crop season when there was a tem
porary slack in cutting activities in a particular area 
because the factory had overfilled its quota.

Setting cane fires was one of the oldest methods of 
protest (see Chapter III). No one I spoke to on Barbados 
believed that a cane fire might occur by accident - there 
was always a personal motive involved. Everyone except 
laborers believed that cane fires were set by agricultural 
laborers. They in turn claimed that the white man set 
fire to canefields and then blamed it on laborers, mean
while profiting from the insurance.



Laborers were aware that it was during croptime that the 
sugar industry was most vulnerable to the adverse effects 
created by work stoppages. The profits that the sugar 
industry were to gain from investments made over the year 
were determined by the relative success or failure of 
croptime activities. Therefore, despite the fact that 
during croptime sugar workers earned the largest percentage 
of their annual incomes, it was the only critical point in 
the productive cycle when they had the potential power to 
seriously threaten the sugar industry.

That their strategy took the form of unannounced and 
leaderless work stoppages indicates that their unity was 
based upon a "mechanical" solidarity (see Durkheim 1947), 
supported by their beliefs and attitudes concerning those 
who held power and authority over them. Because the 
institutions of the society did not operate in their favor, 
they had to bypass the established or formal rules to "git 
satisfaction." To field laborers mass action represented 
a more reliable method for signaling discontent and attempting 
to secure recognition for a demand.

I turn now to how the differences between the two groups 
of sugar workers affected their relations to the union.

THE ROLE OP THE UNION: In 1946 the Barbados Workers'
Union became the primary bargaining agent for all categories 
of workers on the island. Most villagers credited the union 
and the government with bringing about substantial Improvements



in wages and working conditions over the past ten years. 
"Without Adams and the union we would still be nowhere; they 
forced the white folks to give us more money," I was told.
In order to emphasize how things had "changed up," adults 
would recall how they had worked for only a shilling a day, 
with no paid holidays, no minimum wages, no notification 
before firing, etc. Thus villagers were conscious of having 
acquired new benefits, which they attributed to the combina
tion of "government backing" (i.e. legislation) and union 
activity. Moreover, they felt that "the union and government 
should be one" and disapproved of the rift between the lead
ers of the Barbados Labor Party (then in power) and the 
union.1 "Adams and Walcott should not air their differences 
publicly, but work them out privately, 'cause the union needs 
government backing to get legislation passed."

Among the sugar workers, who were the main support of 
both the BLP and the union, the government was viewed as more 
powerful than the union. It could pass laws without having 
to confront and argue with recalcitrant white employers. Not 
only was government backing thought necessary to win a dis
pute, but legislation rather than collective bargaining was 
favored as the most effective means of gaining benefits 
sought by the union —  such as severance pay for technological 
unemployment, a pension scheme, maternity pay, and a compul
sory dues checkoff system. To sugar workers, then, a

■̂ See Chapter III and Mark (1966:137-157) for discussion 
of this dispute and its consequences.
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politically independent union had no appeal.
But while both field and factory workers supported the 

BLP and the union, it was the factory workers who were known 
to be staunch BLPers and the village's "union-minded men."
All of the factory workers were "financial" (i.e. regular 
dues-paying) union members, while few of the estate laborers 
were. The latter were also less ardent in their allegiances 
and held more critical attitudes toward both politicians and 
union leaders. Union officials, aware that their base of 
support among agricultural laborers was weak, attributed 
their lack of control in this area to the backwardness of 
field laborers and to the problems entailed in organizing a 
dispersed, unskilled labor force. But, as the following dis
cussion will show, it was the union's organizational form and 
policies that accounted for its unresponsiveness to the needs 
of the agricultural laborers and for the differences in the 
field and factory workers' attitudes and links to the union.

Although everyone benefited from the collective agree
ments between the union and the sugar industry, only "finan
cial" members could call upon the union to represent them in 
a dispute with management. Moreover, dues were sent directly 
to union headquarters where the disposal of funds was decided 
by the Executive Council, and local divisions of the union 
had no voice in how the monies were spent. These considera
tions, along with the fact that the union's grievance proce
dures did not offer adequate protection to agricultural 
workers, caused many of them to feel that the union was only 
interested in them as a source of dues.
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In 1945, an active campaign to organize workers in the 
sugar industry had begun, and large numbers of agricultural 
laborers had Joined the union, partly as a result of dis
putes in the sugar industry that year.1 But the union's
initial success with agricultural workers was not lasting. 
After that their number in the union fluctuated from year 
to year. As annual union reports indicated, efforts to
organize and impose union discipline on them were not not
ably successful. By contrast, organizing factory workers 
met with much greater success. Some of the reasons for 
this difference are Illuminated by an account of union 
activities among villagers employed at Prospect Ltd. The 
information comes from the men in Endeavor who in the past 
and during the study were involved with the union.

Prospect Factory, one of the strongest and best organ
ized sugar factories on the island, was organized in 1944 
by a group of factory "engineers." Interestingly enough, 
these were the same men who had formed a protective guard 
around the factory during the 1937 riots. Their efforts 
to organize the factory workers were "kept secret from

The disputes were over the sliding scale system of 
payment for cane cutting introduced in 1939. Cane cutters 
claimed that under this system they could not calculate 
their earnings, and they suspected that they were being 
cheated in weights as well. Planters refused to depart from 
the sliding scale method, and a number of work stoppages 
took place that delayed the reaping of the crop until late 
August, when some of the planters capitulated and agreed to 
pay a flat rate. During this conflict 3,000 acres of cane 
had been burned as a signal of protest, and an estimated 
30,000 tons of sugar were lost (Mark 1966:123-24).
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management" until 75 per cent of the workers had Joined up. 
Then the leaders went to the factory manager to request 
recognition. They reported that It was given Immediately. 
Following recognition, the remaining factory workers signed 
up with the union. I was told that the manager did not try 
to victimize union members because "we were too unified and 
well-organized by the time we came out In the open."

A Works Council was established that operated as a 
local grievance committee. It did not possess power to 
Initiate wage demands or to authorize local strikes - only 
the Executive Council of the union could bargain for wage 
increases or call a strike. But it did deal with individual 
complaints and take up issues of general concern with the 
factory manager. Cases brought up by the Works Council 
were always "settled at the table." The factory manager 
at Prospect informed me that the Works Council had helped 
promote better labor-management relations and lessened his 
task of imposing work discipline.

Members of the Works Council were all senior workers. 
They were respected by the manager and by their fellow 
workers. As the most active union members in the factory, 
they faithfully attended delegates' conferences and all 
meetings called by the Executive Council of the union.
One of the men, in fact, had been elected to the Executive 
Council, which gave factory workers the reassuring feeling 
that they had a direct line to the top leadership of the 
union.
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In addition to acting as a grievance committee, the 
Works Council introduced certain voluntary schemes to pay 
sick benefits to its local members and to arrange that 
workers cover the job of a person who was absent because 
of illness. The men who served on the Works Council also 
undertook to keep factory workers informed of their rights 
and of union policy and activities in general. In the 
process they transmitted to factory workers the importance 
of accepting union discipline, the subtleties of trade 
union strategy and collective bargaining, and an emphasis 
on the values of negotiation and conciliation. As one of 
the men put it: "If people would not get so heated but
talk reasonably, solutions can always be found."

Union activities in the factory had enhanced the social 
cohesion of the workers, opened new avenues for asserting 
leadership, increased their access to management, and 
resulted in greater job security. Factory workers spoke 
of "feeling better grounded, having more of a defense" 
since the union came. Union activity was a focus of social 
comraderie among them in the village, where the union men 
"circled together," spent time after work discussing union 
affairs, and held a position of respect within the village.

Factory workers prided themselves on knowing how "to 
work in harmony." As "union-minded men," they were concerned 
that among agricultural laborers union organization "lagged 
seriously behind." Factory workers, they claimed, identified 
with the causes of field laborers, but they thought field 
laborers had "no sympathy" for factory workers: "They
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Jealous and prejudiced against we, while we only too glad 
to see them get organized." Factory workers had tried "to 
educate them" but the effort failed: "They feel they Is 
too big to learn. We tried to school them but they got 
callous. They not willing to soclet with people best able 
to sponsor them. Instead of learning, laborers rather spree 
and talk foolishness. They only look to the union for the 
political end of it [i.e. the economic gain they can receive] 
and not willing to make their contribution. They contented 
to be led by management as before."

Estate laborers in turn claimed that factory workers 
acted superior to them and took little interest in their 
problems. They accused factory union men of wanting to 
keep apart and of not bothering to inform them of their 
rights or notify them of union activities. A special target 
of criticism was the factory worker who was a member of the 
union's Executive Council. It was said that when he attended 
union meetings in Bridgetown he would take a lot of other 
factory workers in his pickup truck but would never invite 
an agricultural laborer to go along. Nor would he trouble 
himself to let estate laborers know what happened at meetings 
of the Executive Council. Behind their charges lay a resent
ment that factory workers had received greater protection 
from the union and that their earnings had skyrocketed rela
tive to other categories of workers (see Chapter V, Table 3). 
They had become a relatively privileged group.

Estate laborers, however, were not opposed to the union. 
In fact, they considered it "slave-minded" not to favor the
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union because "it the only thing that can help we black 
folks." The trouble was that it didn't help them enough.
The main reason they gave for not being well organized 
was that many laborers were still afraid of management.
It was widely asserted that "white folks don't like the union 
and will spite people who Join; they won't gle we help; any 
man who owe money to the white man and join the union gets 
only licks." Laborers claimed that If work was scarce, 
management would give Jobs only to laborers who were not 
associated with the union; or If a person became known as 
an active union member, he would no longer receive credit 
from the plantation. Whether or not these allegations were 
true, they were relevant as expressions of how laborers 
perceived the power of management and as reasons why laborers 
felt it necessary to avoid a too open identification with the 
union.

It was, however, an established fact that planters had 
opposed union activity on the estates. During the same year 
that Prospect Factory recognized the union formed by the 
workers, five laborers working on Prospect Estates were 
fired for allegedly leading a four-day work stoppage as 
part of an attempt to organize estate laborers. A year 
later most of the men were able to regain their jobs, but 
only after they went humbly to the manager and apologized 
for their union activities. These men lived in the community 
and retold the story of this event, which had transpired more 
than a decade before, as If it had happened yesterday. Since 
then, however, the estate laborers had not formed themselves



Into a union group, although many laborers In the community 
claimed that during croptime, when their earnings were more 
regular, they paid dues to the union.

But there were other factors hampering effective union 
organization among estate laborers: the laborers were geo
graphically dispersed and under the supervision of different 
drivers and overseers; they worked intermittently instead 
of regularly; and they were reluctant to acknowledge the 
leadership of another laborer. The laborer whom the union 
had designated as representative on the estate had only the 
role of collecting union dues and providing information on 
wage schedules, if it were requested. Finally, union poli
cies and strategy were less suited to the needs of agricul
tural laborers than to those of factory workers, which led 
laborers to feel that the union did not identify strongly 
with their causes.

The union's policy of avoiding strikes plus their 
cautious approach in handling individual grievances often 
worked to the disadvantage of estate laborers. Most dis
putes on the estates required immediate action. To continue 
working while union officials carefully investigated a dis
pute or carried on protracted negotiations with management 
concerning wages was to lose whatever bargaining power 
estate laborers possessed - that of not completing a neces
sary task. Hence when union leaders would advise laborers 
to "continue working; you'll be recompensed later," they 
reacted with cynicism. "Union leaders can't bear strikes; 
they 'fraid of management," I was told.
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The union's approach to handling Individual complaints 
concerning dismissal, victimization, errors In pay, and 
related Issues, was governed by a resolution passed In 1942 
stating that:

The Council cannot uphold any member of the 
Union In conduct which Is Improper. It Is the 
duty of members of the Union to conduct themselves 
In such a way that no fault can Justly be found 
with them. If this Is done the Union can and will 
protect them from injustice and victimization 
[Mark 1966:109].

To estate laborers the definition of what constituted "proper
conduct" was imposed from above, and determined by those with
power. It did not take into account their special needs,
feelings, or circumstances but served as a rationale to ill-
treat laborers and allowed the estate manager to find a "Just
cause" for firing a laborer. Laborers would tell me that
when the overseer or manager wanted to find a Justifiable
excuse for firing a man, he would resort to nagging or
provoking him so that "he fly In a rage." Thus to laborers
"good behavior" or proper conduct was seen as a device used
by management to Justify their actions, and by the union to
Justify not defending a laborer. An incident that had
recently occurred was cited to illustrate this point. As
usual it was related through enacting the roles of the
characters involved. A particular union official called
upon the manager at Prospect to investigate a complaint
lodged by a laborer. He "breezes past" the laborer,
leaving him to stand by himself in the plantation yard.
When the union official reemerges, he goes over to the
waiting laborer, pats him on the head and tells him:
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"Why don't you learn to behave yourself? Can't you see that 
Mr. T. Is a nice white man? Now, you go back to work or 
you'll cause the union lots of trouble."

This incident and others of a similar nature were retold 
by laborers to support their claim that union leaders tried 
to act like big shots, showing more concern with winning the 
respect and approval of the white man than with vigorously 
prosecuting the causes of laborers. They "left the laborer 
behind," stranded and unprotected. Thus laborers continued 
to feel that they had to act on their own behalf to protect 
their interests - using the union if it proved helpful but 
not committing themselves to following union decisions or 
directives.

Factory workers, on the other hand, were closer to 
union officials in social status and so were able to identify 
with them more readily. They had few complaints about 
either union policy or the behavior of union leaders. The 
union, in fact, had proved to be an effective instrument for 
pressing their claims at the workplace, and their interests 
had been well served by utilizing the legitimate channels of 
action that the union had opened for them. The union's 
struggles to improve working conditions and gain long-range 
benefits were of direct concern to factory workers because 
they, unlike field laborers, looked forward to remaining in 
their jobs. Protracted discussions and negotiations did not 
deprive them of bargaining power, and their grievances and 
demands at the workplace could be satisfactorily handled by 
the formally constituted factory Works Council. Thus factory
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workers accepted the union's unofficial no-strike policy and 
had faith in the processes of discussion, negotiation, and 
conciliation.

%

Both field and factory workers can be said to have 
possessed a group solidarity and "consciousness of kind," 
and these were expressed in the action strategies the work
ers used to further their collective aims. What is signifi
cant, however, is that the forms in which the two groups 
manifested their solidarity were different and were related 
to the organization of their respective work roles. Factory 
workers, as we have seen, formed a cohesive, well-organized 
group with recognized leaders to represent them. They were 
able to achieve their goals by operating within the given 
institutional framework and without resorting to strikes.
Field laborers, on the other hand, were a relatively diffuse 
and unorganized group lacking recognized leaders. Because 
of their circumstances, they found the accepted union chan
nels ineffective for protecting their interests and pressing 
for new demands. However, their shared experiences and 
common understandings provided the basis for their being 
able to act informally in concert and for their readiness to 
do so in the face of opposition from those who claimed to 
champion their cause as well as those who held direct power 
and authority over them. How this action strategy for express 
lng discontent became transformed into an island-wide wildcat 
strike is described in the next chapter.



CHAPTER VIII

THE SUGAR STRIKE OP 1958

"It began like an instinct 
or gift - let we combine 
to one another."

The wildcat strike of cane workers in the spring of 
1958 was the first island-wide sugar strike that succeeded 
in shutting down the industry. It w s a a strike that was 
unprecedented in scale and duration and that precipitated a 
national crisis. In this chapter I shall describe the 
sequence of interactive events that constitutes the form 
this "social drama" took. The unfolding of events illumi
nates the dynamics of a spontaneous strike and indicates the 
factors involved in determining its course of development.

What was to become the most determined, widespread, and 
prolonged strike of agricultural laborers began quietly and 
inconspicuously. It was not preceded by rumors or threats of 
a walkout, and initially it was indistinguishable from the 
sporadic localized walkouts that periodically afflicted the 
sugar industry during croptime. It started with a work stop
page in the southeast parishes of the island, an area where 
the crop season ends earlier than elsewhere because of the 
drier soil and the consequent limited yield of cane. It was 
estimated that oroptlme would be over In four weeks here. The 
rest of the Island was In the middle of the five-month season.



On April 8th, a Tuesday morning following an Easter 
Bank Holiday, cane workers on two adjoining plantations in 
the southeast parishes reported to work but refused to go 
into the fields unless the manager assured them a 15 cent 
per ton wage increase. They were told they were entitled to 
only a six cent increase, and the workers then left and 
returned to their villages. During the morning, news of 
their action spread to a number of nearby plantations where 
laborers followed suit, and by early afternoon, rumors that 
people in the southeast parishes had quit work reached the 
area in which I was living.

This rapid diffusion of information among geographically 
dispersed cutting teams throws an interesting sidelight on 
the nature of the communication network that exists during 
croptime. With the centralization of sugar processing, 
factories became a nodal point in a communication chain 
among the scattered teams of field laborers, with the lorry 
drivers, who took the cane from the fields to the factory, 
serving as transmitters of information. When lorry drivers 
from different plantations met at a factory, they would 
exchange news and gossip which they carried back to their own 
cutting teams in the fields. As one cane worker put it*
"News of the strike travelled like a telephone message 
carried by lorry drivers.11

I was with a cutting team on Prospect Estates when the 
lorry driver returned from the factory with the news that 
workers elsewhere had quit. The team had been working in
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this particular section of the estate since early morning. 
Another team was off in the distance and there was no 
visible evidence that the people of Prospect Estates were 
quitting work. The three male cutters and three women 
loaders slowly gathered around the lorry driver and his 
two male assistants to consider the news. They called It 
a "consultationand everyone ventured an opinion, expressed 
in the indirect and oblique cultural idiom Barbadians use to 
sense sentiment. One person commented, "Well it would look 
funny to go on when de others stopping." Another chimed in, 
"If dey stop it must be to git de raise-of-pay," and I noted 
that this was the only reference made to any specific issue 
at stake. Someone else said, "Well, my one can't reap this 
crop; if de others lay off then I got to too." Then a man 
who was a first-row cutter announced, "Let we not play de 
fool but combine wld de others!" At this the cutters picked 
up and shouldered their cane bills and the entire group 
walked together off the field.

I went with them down the road for a bit. As we passed 
other cutting teams, Individuals called out to us, "Where 
fur you heading?" To which someone in the group would reply, 
"We hear tell that people in Christ Church and St. Philip 
stop, so we stop too. We done cutting de white man's cane 
for de day." Nothing more was said. Nor was it suggested 
that the others follow their example. However, a slow drift 
off the oanefields soon became visible, and an hour and a 
half later cane cutting at Prospect Estates had ceased.
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Some of the laborers went home, while others gathered at 
the village rum shops "for a spree." The mood was more 
euphoric than angry. "Let we make merry, have Borne rum, 
and call it a day."

Having taken things into their own hands by express
ing their displeasure in action, they waited to see what 
the reaction would be. It took two days for any response 
to develop.

The first evening of the walkout I drove to Bridgetown 
to see the head of the union and the head of the Sugar 
Producers' Federation. Both men seemed surprised when I 
told them of the walkouts. Nor were any of the politicians 
I spoke with aware that a strike was under way. However, 
the following morning there appeared a small article in the 
Advocate, the only daily newspaper, stating that there were 
unconfirmed rumors of widespread walkouts on a few planta
tions; that Walcott, the head of the union, said he knew 
nothing about them and that Mandevllle, head of the Sugar 
Producers' Federation, had no comment. A day later, the 
existence of the strike was openly acknowledged. The lead 
article in the Advocate said the union was concerned over 
the occurrence of work stoppages in the sugar industry and 
was taking steps to bring about a resumption of work in 
the areas affected since the stoppages were unauthorized.
The article went on to point out that the unofficial strike 
which began on Tuesday had spread to more than 23 planta
tions and could cripple the sugar industry, since threats 
of walkouts were reported from other areas and some factories
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had already been brought to a standstill with canes piled 
up at the mill door.

The Labor Commissioner Issued a statement to the 
effect that while everyone was now aware that stoppages had 
occurred on Tuesday and Wednesday, what laborers didn't 
realize was that these stoppages were entirely unofficial 
and without support of the union. He pointed out that dis
cussions on wage Increases were In progress, and that labor
ers should resume work In order that these discussions might 
continue. He also urged an Immediate return to work because 
of the Importance of the sugar Industry to the Island's 
economy. The Minister of Trade, Industry, and Labor, speak
ing over rediffusion, requested laborers to use their good 
judgment and resume reaping the crop for reasons similar to 
those already given: the strike made it difficult for the
union to negotiate; If the stoppage continued the canes 
would spoil; the workers would suffer loss of wages and pro
duction bonuses; a small crop would cause harm to the entire

i

Island; etc. Finally, an appeal was made to their national 
character, to the "common sense" for which Barbadians were 
rightly noted; this alone should cause laborers to see that 
their action was dangerous and foolish.

Although union leaders officially dissociated themselves 
from the strike, they could not ignore it. They suspected 
that the strike had been provoked by a rival political group 
in order to test the strength of Walcott, the union head, 
and to undermine his position. There was fear that politi
cians would try to cash In on the discontent by stepping In
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and organizing the agricultural laborers, who though repre
sented by the union in bargaining, were not, for the most 
part, members of the union. Walcott felt it necessary to 
demonstrate to the sugar producers and political competitors 
alike that the union could get the people back to work.
Over the weekend he held a number of public meetings in the 
countryside that were attended by large crowds of workers.
I went along with some of the estate and factory workers in 
Endeavor to a meeting in the area where the walkout first 
began. Over 300 people stood quietly while Walcott spoke 
for two and a half hours. The following is a condensation 
of the main points in his speech, which reflected his 
dilemma of hiving to convince workers that the union was 
vigorously championing their cause while demonstrating to 
others that the union could control the workers it repre
sented :

The sugar industry earns $30 million a year and 
everybody on this island depends on it.
You put the union in an embarrassing position if 
you continue to strike. Have to go about things 
in a normal, civilized way. The same holds true 
for negotiations concerning money.
I pleased with your unity, but your attitude shows 
up that you not fully aware of what is taking 
place in the sugar industry. Big talk is all 
right when they got money In their pocket.
I not afraid to call and lead a strike - if the 
employers won't do what workers say. None of Walcott's yams or slips or potatoes come from 
managers - and I know the managers out there 
listening. I can meet the manager out with a stick. I no ooward. When managers want to wry up, I'll meet them straight. I have nothing to 
hide. I can talk to Chandler, Pile, and the 
others. I don't owe these employers anything.This other Is regular cheap Bajan talk.



I know these canes don’t burn down by accident.
But canes being burnt down don't put shoes on 
this little fellow here. Every cane fire a loss 
to workers.
Sugar our life blood and I won't be associated 
with any method that reduces earning capacity of 
workers. If stopping will bring increase, I'd 
be 100 per cent with it, but I know it doesn't.
The union now has 15,000 members. It not neces
sary to stop in manner like this to gain respect 
and let employers know you mean business. You not 
working on trust. You going to get paid. I will 
appeal to employers to accept people back on a 
good basis - no spiteful talk and treating them 
like children.
People treating me bad by not supporting me. Every 
just and righteous cause depends upon sacrifice 
and I will step in where faint hearts would turn 
back. I speaking to your common sense not your 
emotion and I speaking in your Interest because 
your and my interest the same. I have some knowl
edge of the trade union movement that you should 
respect. In England they give notice when they 
call a strike. Union cannot support this strike 
because they have to know something about it 
before. But it will support action that we can 
support up to the hilt. It necessary that you 
place confidence in us. We doin' everything 
possible to get this piece of change for you.
The following day Walcott's speech was seriously dis

cussed by villagers. Some said they were not convinced by 
Walcott; he could do no better because he couldn't openly 
flout the planters, or because he had to carry out govern
ment instructions. A man who came from another village 
said he had heard that Walcott told some workers to "lay 
off” but not to repeat what he said. Others wavered and 
thought that maybe they should return to work and see what 
happened. But on Monday it was clear that neither the union 
nor the pleas of government officials had succeeded in 
halting the spread of work stoppages.



There were reports that laborers on some of the 
plantations had returned to work and other reports that 
the strike was spreading to plantations that had not pre
viously been hit. The situation remained highly fluid.
In Endeavor most laborers had stayed away from the fields. 
But there was no preconceived plan of action and uncertainty 
was at its maximum during the first week. Each morning 
groups of laborers met In the village to assess their situa
tion. Laborers went to Bridgetown to gather news and to 
sense how things were going. The positions taken by union 
officials, political leaders, and the newspaper were dis
cussed and evaluated. The evening news on rediffusion was 
attentively listened to for incidental information on the 
extent of the strike - information that entered into workers' 
dally calculations as to whether or not they should continue 
to hold out. The lack of organization resulted in wavering, 
but also In the action being carried along by Its own 
momentum. Upon returning from a morning "consultation" in 
the village, one of the laborers told me: "We feel a bit
shame. We start something and don't know how to recall 
it."

The predominating sentiment In the village, however, 
was a feeling that since they had taken a stand, It was 
Important to see how long they could hold out. The sheer 
defiance of their action helped to sustain It. It was 
alleged that the drivers did their best to persuade laborers 
to return, but "we not movln' till we ready." They took
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great pleasure in recounting the story of how the top 
manager of Prospect Estates drove about the village asking 
people to return to work and was told that he had better 
stay away or they would have to insult him. "They cursed 
him bad you know. He gone after that I He only can drive 
about non-stop now!" A feeling of bravado operated to 
maintain their spirits at a high level. When I asked my 
neighbors how they would make out if the strike continued, 
they answered: "As long as we holding one another's mind,
let the shoe pinch the foot!" With pride they told me how 
experience with hardship had taught them how to tighten 
their belts and bear trouble: "Don't mind that sometime I
might have to bear a little squeeze to git something later." 
And when one person proclaimed, "De Lord will provide; He 
bring we a little mustard green or maybe a little rice and 
salt fish," everyone broke into laughter.

One of the most interesting aspects of the strike was 
the form it took. It has been stated that collective action, 
spontaneous or otherwise, requires leaders to mobilize and 
direct the behavior of the group (cf. Smelser 1963 and Gould 
1965). This was not the case with the 1958 strike. The 
unity of action that was achieved rested only on the opera
tion of informal sanctions and mutual understandings among 
the members of individual cutting teams. Each cutting team 
made their own decisions as to whether or not they would 
stop work. They were, of course, affected by tho actions 
of others and everyone was alert to what was happening
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elsewhere. But those who stopped working did not attempt
*

to persuade workers on other plantations to Join In the 
strike. The Informal sanctions that could maintain Joint 
action within a social group could not be applied to those 
who were not known personally. Thus there was no way for 
strikers to compel others to act with them in concert.

The comments I heard in the village from the cane 
workers reflected this fact. A few days after the strike 
began, a group of laborers were discussing the people on 
some of the other plantations In the parish who were still 
cutting cane. I asked how they felt about it, and one man 
shrugged and said, "If dey would feel like stopping dey 
would; but it look like dey don' want to stop." A woman 
in the group suggested, "Maybe it weakness of pocket that 
make them retreat or maybe it threats that dey lose their 
house and stocks." A team of six persons from the island 
of St. Lucia who were still working were dismissed in a 
tone of contempt as "foreigners that ain't never seen a 
bank note." The general attitude was that whether or not 
others would "swim with the tide" was a matter over which 
the already striking cane workers had no control. They 
did not doubt that all agricultural laborers shared the 
same grievances and were sympathetic to the walkouts. But 
"circumstances" might not allow all of them to quit work
ing at this particular time, they explained. This was 
what my neighbor meant when he summed up the situation 
with the statement, "This strike a two-fold something."
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The work stoppages were an anonymous form of signaling 
discontent. Hence there were no formal representations made 
to management, union, or government officials. Picketing 
was illegal, and in the absence of leadership and coordi
nation, there were no mechanisms for bringing strikers 
together to show their massed strength in demonstrations.
In brief, the action was not accompanied by any of the 
rituals of solidarity that normally go along with strike 
actions in more industrialized settings. Apart from the 
refusal to work, there was only one other signal of protest - 
the equally anonymous burning of canefields that had been 
a method of protest since the beginning of slavery. And 
during the course of the strike an estimated 4,000 acres of 
cane were burned.

Many Barbadians were surprised and puzzled by the 
spreading wildcat strike. The earnings of cane workers had 
steadily Improved over the past ten years; they had made 
good money the previous year because of the record crop 
and a 17 1/2 per cent wage Increase, and they were thuB 
better off economically than at any time in the past. A 
demand for & higher wage increase had not caused widespread 
and determined work stoppages in the past. The Advocate 
editorialized that it was baffled over the reasons for the 
strike. And Walcott told me privately what he thought: "They 
suffering more from irritation than any genuine grievances.
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This strike not symptomatic of their aspirations."
It was clear that the threshold of unrest that could 

activate spontaneous Joint action among cane workers had 
shifted. What in the past had been accepted as "irritations" 
could now become "grievances." What then were the Immediate 
antecedent conditions that sparked off a resort to spontaneous 
mass action?

First, cane workers were disappointed over their weekly 
earnings in 1958, which did not approach those of 1957 (this 
was due to the light weight of the caneŝ  caused by a severe 
drought that hit the island that year). They had begun the 
crop season with the expectation of matching, if not exceeding, 
their earnings in 1957. Instead they experienced a setback 
in what had become a set of "rising expectations."

Their disappointment over their earnings was aggravated 
by a recent cost of living increase. A few weeks earlier, 
the prices of sugar, salt meat, and rice had risen. Bus 
fares had also increased. As one villager announced, "All 
this cause bad feeling. And if you nag a man, he get 
vexed."

Finally there was the immediate precipitating cause 
of the strike, the fact that they had not yet received their 
annual Increase for 1958. It was customary for sugar 
workers to begin cutting the cane at the same wage rate as 
the previous year and to receive their annual Increase, 
which was retroactive to January 1st, before Easter time.
Easter had Just passed, and half the crop had been reaped



"without fixing the price." Negotiations over the amount 
of increase were still in progress, and rumors circulated 
that the delay was caused by a conflict between the union 
and the sugar producers over the amount of increase cane 
workers should receive. It was said that the union was ask
ing for a 15 cent per ton Increase while the sugar producers 
would grant only a 6 cent per ton increase. The sugar pro
ducers * offer was based on a wage formula contained in a 
three-year agreement signed the previous year. Hence the 
controversy over the wage increase centered on an interpre
tation of the terms of the agreement and the question of 
whether or not the union's demand violated these terms.
Cane workers, however, knew little and cared even less about 
the intricacies of agreements or of collective bargaining; 
in fact they were suspicious of both. But they did know 
that because of the record crop the previous year the plant
ers had made a lot of money. And some of them even knew 
that the negotiated price of sugar, set by the Commonwealth 
Sugar Agreements, had just been increased by eight dollars 
per ton.

It waB this new evidence that planters "can well afford 
to pay we more money" that counted. And what had changed 
was their feeling that they had a right to demand a greater 
share in the profits of the sugar Industry. What also had 
changed was their willingness to use their own bargaining 
power, refusing to reap the crop in order to force a recog
nition of this right. The strike then was "symptomatic of
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their aspirations." It was symptomatic of a change in the 
attitudes of workers. This change lowered the threshold 
that could activate a resort to collective action as a 
means to compel those in authority to grant the demands of 
workers.

A week after the unauthorized walkouts began, the 
conflict moved into its second phase. The sugar producers 
had stayed in the background during the first week of work 
stoppages as union officials and government leaders tried 
to persuade workers to return to work. But when the strike 
continued to spread to new areas on Monday and Tuesday, it 
became apparent that union leaders were unable to control 
the workers. The Sugar Producers' Federation then broke 
off negotiations with the Barbados Workers' Union, claim
ing it could not continue discussions under the abnormal 
conditions created by the wildcat strike. The Federation 
held the union responsible for the walkouts, arguing that 
they had been Incited by the unwillingness of the union 
to honor its collective agreements. The union was accused 
of not informing its members of the terms of the agreement 
and of provoking the strike by letting it be known that 
it was asking for a 15 cent wage Increase. In a statement 
printed in the Advocate, the Sugar Producers' Federation 
pointed out that a three-year agreement had been signed 
in 1957 and that it entitled workers to a 5.95 per cent 
Increase on the 1957 wage rate of $1.10 per ton. But the
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employers were willing to round off this figure at 6 per 
cent and to honor the agreement by beginning payment of new 
rates that week.

The breakoff of negotiations by the sugar producers 
was Interpreted as a vindictive act aimed at testing the 
strength of the union. Laborers refused to accept the 
employers’ offer because "it was trickery," and the union 
refused to take the issue to arbitration, which the Federa
tion had requested, because a decision would be legally 
binding. Hence the conflict polarized and each side 
mobilized its political resources for a showdown - the 
sugar producers by retreating from the public scene and 
preparing to fight the issue on legal grounds, the union 
by reversing its tactics and attempting to capitalize on 
the demonstration of discontent by sugar workers. The 
sugar producers, who were in no position to appeal to the 
public for popular support, considered it important to 
demonstrate that they would not be intimidated by "lawless 
behavior" or even a threat to their profits. The union's 
actions wel*e dictated by the need to reaffirm its position 
of leadership with sugar workers, to prevent political 
competitors from seizing upon the labor unrest as a means 
of capturing the allegiance of the strikers, and to 
reestablish the union's claim as rightful representative 
of the agricultural labor force. For the union it now was 
a question of utilizing the work stoppages to strengthen 
the union's bargaining position, which in fact was weaker



than that of the sugar producers because of the terms of the 
collective agreement.

The day after the deadlock between the union and the 
Bugar producers was announced, the union held a mass rally. 
It was attended by a crowd of 9,000 cane cutters and 
loaders who poured Into Bridgetown from all parts of the 
Island. During the course of a three-hour speech, Walcott 
formulated, for the first time in public, the union's stand 
and the issues at stake in the dispute with the sugar 
industry. The tone of his speech was now militant. Sugar 
producers were charged with being unwilling to meet the 
union on any ground for a reconciliation of their differ
ences, and, more important, with being unwilling to produce 
figures to prove their inability to pay the increase 
requested. They were accused of resisting any attempt to 
secure better wages for workers because it might threaten 
their own high standards of living, and of treating sugar 
workers as "the Cinderellas of an industry that was the 
backbone and life line of the island." Their insistence on 
using the Commonwealth Wage Index as a basis for wage 
increases ignored the fact that last year's crop was the 
highest in the history of the island, that sugar had been 
purchased at prices above those of previous years, and 
that this year the sugar producers had been granted an 
additional eight dollars per ton for sugar. Hence the 
union's claim to a wage increase in excess of the 6 per 
cent stipulated by the agreement was only reasonable and 
Just.



During his speech, Walcott urged workers "to exercise 
tolerance, restraint, and forbearance in this national 
crisis," but he no longer asked them to resume working. 
Careful to avoid condoning the strike action, he suggested 
that they could do what they wanted, but whatever they did 
the union would not abdicate its duties to the workers. 
"Unless the Sugar Producers' Federation is prepared to 'up' 
their offer and discuss factors other than the agreement 
drawn up on the basis of the Commonwealth Wage Index," 
Walcott declared, "I will not talk with them." Then he 
asked the assembled mass of workers what they Intended to 
do if the Federation did not accept the union terms. He 
was answered with a thundering "Stop work!"

Although Walcott stated he waB not calling a strike, 
to sugar workers the rally made the strike official. By 
the next day, the canefields were empty. More than 19,000 
cane workers throughout the island had joined in the demon
stration of opposition to the sugar producers with the most 
effective weapon at their disposal. It was a remarkable 
show of group solidarity, particularly since it was achieved 
by the Bame informal social processes that allowed laborers 
to act in concert on a smaller scale.

The rally had consolidated the strike. The size of the 
gathering, which waB larger than any previous rallies held 
in Barbados, had itself become a unifying factor. It estab
lished the right of union leaders to represent laborers and 
to articulate their grievances. It demonstrated support for 
the demand of a 15 eent wage Increase.



The intensity of the conflict that had developed over 
a wage dispute can only be understood against the background 
of more general hostilities it evoked. At stake now was the 
question of the balance of power - of rights and privileges - 
between the planter class on one side and the union and 
workers on the other. But while union and workers were now 
strongly allied, their views of the issues involved were 
not identical. A key goal of union leaders was to compel 
planters to relinquish some of their traditional privileges. 
Union leaders protested they were hamstrung in negotiations 
and forced to argue their position under unfair conditions 
because sugar producers were reluctant to acknowledge the 
rights of the union as an equal partner in bargaining. Most 
significant here was the planters* refusal to disclose infor
mation concerning their profits.

Among sugar workers, however, the issue was simpler. 
Already convinced that they were being "robbed and held down" 
by "white folks," for them it was a question of demonstrating 
they had the ability to hold out against the sugar producers 
until they got satisfaction. It was a simple trial of 
strength.

Without a single cane worker in the fields, the sugar 
Industry was literally forced to grind to a halt. With the 
factories shut down, another 2600 workers were added to the 
number that were not working, bringing the total up to a 
third of the island's labor force. Factory workers in 
Endeavor said they sympathised with the demands of the field 
laborers; however, they were cautious not to identify openly



with the strike action and In public they adopted an attitude 
of neither condemning nor condoning the strike. It was not 
necessary for them to take an open stand, I was told, since 
factory workers were unable to work as long as the strike 
continued. This was considered sufficient evidence that 
they did not oppose the cane workers.

The cane workers themselves were impressed with the 
scale of their success. Their initial doubts were now 
quelled, and the dally uncertainty that had characterized 
the first phase vanished. It was no longer a "two-fold 
thing,” with some working and others not. It had become 
"the opinion of the people to hold out till dey git satis
faction." Now everyone "swam with the tide." In fact, 
with the sugar Industry shut down, the lack of support for 
the strike on the part of Individual workers was no longer 
very important, for productive activities could not be 
resumed unless there developed a movement of large numbers 
of people willing to go back to work.

The strike continued for another three and a half weeks. 
During this period workers went about tending to their own 
affairs, chatting with friends at some of their favorite 
spots In the village, visiting relatives or friends who 
lived elsewhere. The dally rhythm of village life was not 
visibly disturbed. The strikers were playing It cool, and 
were It not for the newspaper headlines, radio speeches, 
and political rallies held to discuss the strike, an outside 
observer of village life would have little Inkling that any
thing was aalss, that "dasaster had struck the island," as
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newspaper headlines and government officials proclaimed.
The Minister of Labor warned that "the entire population 
was standing at the edge of a pit, at the bottom of which 
lay poverty and hardship for many, and loss of some kind for 
all." The middle and upper classes feared that they were 
facing a crisis of the first order. By contrast, villagers 
gave no indication that they considered themselves in the 
midst of a crisis.

As a means of resolving the crisis, the government 
announced it would appoint a Board of Inquiry, composed of 
prestigious persons from outside the island, to inquire into 
the conflict and make recommendations for its settlement. 
This proposal was backed by the union, which had turned down 
the suggestion of the Sugar Producers' Federation that the 
dispute be settled by an Arbitration Tribunal. For unlike 
decisions by a Tribunal, recommendations by a Board of 
Inquiry would not be legally binding. More important, a 
Board of Inquiry would not confine its investigation to the 
question of legal issues and precedents, on which the sugar 
producers argued their case. Such a Board then would be 
able to recommend new terms for reconciling the opposing 
claims of the parties to the conflict. And since everyone 
on the island was felt to have some direct or indirect stake 
in the outcome, the Board, made up of outsiders, was more 
acceptable to both sides as a neutral third party.

Because It took time to convene a Board of Inquiry, the 
government was left with the problem of trying to bring the 
strike to an end before it met. Union officials now refused



to urge workers to return and planters were not In a posi
tion to make direct appeals to the workers. Controlling 
the behavior of workers and keeping public order was no 
longer their responsibility but that of the new political 
elite. This put the government party in a difficult posi
tion, for while they, like the sugar producers, had a 
direct interest in bringing the strike to a close, in part 
because the strike was illegal, and in part because a 
portion of government revenues came from sugar taxes, they 
could not risk losing the political allegiance of sugar 
workers, who formed the bulk of their voting support. The 
government party leaders continued to plead with the sugar 
workers to end the strike, both in press releases and by 
holding country meetings, but to no avail. Their political 
problem was exacerbated in the fourth week of the strike 
when the opposition party, the DLP, came out in open support 
of the strike. The DLP pledged themselves to see that the 
workers' demands were met, and the leader of the party 
threatened to go on a hunger strike, a threat that caused 
much amusement since he was a heavy-set man. The success 
of DLP candidates in the by-elections that took place in 
two parishes during the strike was attributed to their use 
of the strike to advance their own political position, since 
these parishes had been strongholds of the government party.

The strike lasted close to five weeks. This raises 
the question of how the eane workers were able to sustain 
their strike action against outside pressure and with no



financial aid from the union. The answer to this lies In 
the economic patterns and social relations of village life. 
For example, the saving ethic meant that some cane workers 
had small amounts of cash stored away which they could now 
fall back on. More significant was the pattern of supple
menting the Income earned from wage work with sideline 
activities and cash Increments some households received 
through remittances. Both these sources served to cushion 
the effects of the loss of Income during the strike, but 
they were seldom sufficient to maintain a family or indi
vidual. The most important factor was that the strikers 
could fall back on the resources of the communities in 
which they lived.

This was true In two senses. First, many of the 
strikers lived in households that Included persons who were 
employed outside the sugar Industry, and It was the normal 
pattern for these households to function with one or more 
members unemployed for a period of time (see Chapter VI for 
discussion of occupational diversity within the household). 
In other cases, economic assistance was given by relatives 
and friends In the village who worked outside the sugar 
Industry. Thus, the loss of Income caused by the strike 
was mitigated by the diffusion of the income-earning role 
over several members of the household or by the material 
aid provided by other villagers to whom cane workers were 
related by kinship and friendship. The rural shops also 
played a role in allowing the strikers to hold out. The 
village shopkeepers, who normally transacted a large part
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of their business "on trust," would not and could not afford 
to refuse credit to such a large segment of their customers. 
In fact, many of the rural shopkeepers were hard hit by the 
strike as the demand for credit rose and their cash sales 
dropped. In some cases the stock of goods ran low, for 
while the shopkeepers felt obligated to meet the requests 
for credit in the interest of future patronage, the town 
merchants from whom they bought their commodities began to 
demand advance cash payments and were unwilling to supply 
goods on a commission basis as was the normal pattern.

The second sense in which the rural villages helped to 
sustain the strike action can be summed up by the concept 
of village solidarity. What this meant concretely is that 
the rural population could not be mobilized to oppose the 
strike. Structurally, there were no rural workers so 
divorced from ties to the cane workers that they could be 
utilized to break the strike. Nor were villagers willing 
to exert pressure on the cane workers to end the strike. 
Furthermore, all villagers were sympathetic to their demands 
for more money, even though some did not consider the Btrike 
a wise strategy.

Economic resources and Boclal support can be viewed as 
conditions that permitted the strike to continue. But the 
impetus to sustain the strike action came from the signifi
cance and meaning it held for the strikers. What then were 
the attitudes of the cane workers, In addition to their 
desire to show they could hold out? What meanings did the 
strike have for them?



While I had no way of measuring the intensity of the 
different attitudes that cane workers expressed and no way 
of knowing how widespread they were, what appeared as the 
single most important sentiment was a sense of pride In 
their having put into practice the ideology of unity - and 
on a scale they had never before achieved. To many, the 
strike was seen as an expression of the new spirit of inde
pendence that had developed along with the introduction of 
mass politics and trade unionism. In their climb to power, 
the new political elite had attacked the plantocracy and 
appealed to workers to act and vote as a unified group.
Union leaders had told them that employers might have the 
weapon of money but the Barbadian worker "possessed an 
indomitable spirit that was worth more than finances." Now 
they were acting in accord with this new ideological frame
work. Thus when the government party held a meeting in 
Endeavor to persuade workers to return to work, someone in 
the audience called out to one of the speakers, "But 
Freddie man, didn't you tell we to act In unity and that it 
the white man who robbin* we and holdin' we downl"

Others cast their Interpretations of what the strike 
meant to them in religio-mystical terms. I was told that 
the strike was a "gift," a sign of the rising of the poor 
against the rich. I heard talk of Armageddon, of the island 
burning down, of disaster falling on all who had held down 
the poor black man. One man told me he had dreamt about the 
strike a year ago and had been on the "lookout for It ever 
slnoe." Hie dream had told him the agricultural laborers
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"would rise up like an army and bring destruction to this 
Island." His dream had also told him he would be In the 
front line of this army, and he Interpreted the fact that 
he was among the first group of workers to strike as a ful
fillment of his dream. But while the subjective meaning of 
the strike was often cast In the strong language of the Old 
Testament, the action Itself was confined to a quiet but 
determined refusal to work.

Another factor that helped sustain the strike was the 
very publicity It received. For the strike had put agricul
tural laborers in the spotlight, creating a temporary role 
reversal which they thoroughly enjoyed. Workers in Endeavor 
would Joke about the fact that now people with power and sta
tus had "to beg we" to save the island from disaster. Paro
dying statements by officials, they would say, "Why man, you 
hear how everybody on dis island depend on we? Well you and 
me here are backbones of dis whole industry!" Or "You don' 
realize you powerful man? Why you ken bring ruination to diB 
island!" The fact that their strategic value was being daily 
Impressed upon the rest of the society gave the workers a 
feeling of Importance that they were normally denied.

By the fourth week the strike had become so much part 
of dally life that I began to wonder what pressures would 
bring workers back to the caneflelds. What signal would 
start a reverse movement back to work and what would the 
process of a return to work be like? The answers came In 
the beginning of the fifth week, when the Board of Inquiry 
convened to begin Its hearings. At the first meeting,
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the chairman of the Board Issued a special request asking 
sugar workers to end their strike and assuring them that the 
Board was fully apprised of their grievances.^ There now 
began a slow drift back to the canefields, with the pattern 
of return as formless as the initial pattern of work 
stoppages had been. But within a week croptime activities 
had been resumed and factories were grinding to full 
capacity.

A full account of the hearings was published daily 
in the newspaper and reported over rediffusion. Villagers 
followed them closely. In essence the position of the 
sugar producers was to present evidence of the existence of 
a three-year agreement that tied wage increases to the 
Commonwealth Wage Index, to hold the union responsible for 
inciting the strike by not honoring the agreement and letting 
it be known that they were asking for higher wages. Their 
main argument was that collective agreements had to be 
honored by both sides as a matter of principle if industrial 
relations were not to fall apart. The union rested its case 
on the claim that they had warned sugar producers that other 
factors than the Commonwealth Wage Index would, in the

4future, have to be taken into account in deciding wage 
increases. The union disclaimed responsibility for the

The recommendations of past Boards of Inquiry have 
always been/favorable to the working population, and this was known. There was also a deaire to make a good 
impression on the matflisrs. of toba ia— i «



strike, and attacked the sugar producers for refusing to 
disclose their profits. The discussions were acrimonious 
on both sides.

The Board's findings were a masterpiece of compromise 
and conciliation. It upheld the position of the sugar 
producers concerning the existence of a three-year wage 
agreement and criticized the union for not honoring this 
agreement. It also upheld the union's claim that it was 
forced to bargain under unfair conditions, criticized the 
sugar producers for their recalcitrance, and recommended that 
there be an immediate investigation into the nature of the 
profits of the sugar industry and that a new formula for fix
ing wages be found before next year's negotiations. Finally, 
noting that the sugar industry's profits had been unusually 
high the previous year, it recommended that workers be given 
a seven per cent ad hoc bonus in addition to their regular 
wage increase for 1958, which gave the strikers the 15 cent 
Increase they originally demanded.

The recommendations were accepted by all sides. Some 
wrangling occurred over whether the seven per cent ad hoc 
bonus should be paid Immediately or at the end of the crop.
And sugar workers, who Interpreted the delay as a spiteful 
act of the sugar producers, talked about staging another 
walkout. But this did not materialize and the remainder of 
the crop was harvested.

Thus the orlsls which the island-wide strike had precipita
ted ended with the resumption of normal working relationships.
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Although sugar production was lowered, the Island did not 
experience the economic disaster that had been forecast, 
and each party to the conflict proclaimed the outcome as 
a victory for their side. To the sugar cane workers, the 
wildcat strike was a success, for It had forced the sugar 
producers to grant them their wage demand. While the union 
had Initially opposed the strike, It later succeeded In 
capturing It, emerging from the conflict as a champion of 
the causes of the sugar workers. And since the Board had 
attributed the strike to an atmosphere of suspicion and 
mistrust created by the sugar producers and their unwill
ingness to make public their profits, the conflict actually 
succeeded in bolstering the union*s position vis-a-vis the 
sugar producers. It was the sugar producers who suffered 
inroads Into their position as a result of the conflict. 
Nevertheless, they too announced the outcome a victory, 
citing the fact that the Board of Inquiry had upheld their 
position in negotiations as formally correct. This allowed 
the producers to reassert their claim to being guardians of 
"responsible and proper behavior," rightfully resisting the 
pressure of "lawless mass behavior."

» • *

The development and outcome of the 1958 conflict was 
affected by certain general features of Barbadian society 
and culture. Because of the smallness of the Island and 
the close Interdependence of its Institutions and social
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groups, conflict in Barbados had a more widespread effect on 
the total society than it would have had in a more complex, 
diversified, and large-scale society. And, as in most close- 
knit groups, a particular conflict could readily mobilize 
the latent resentments and hostilities submerged below the 
surface of daily social interaction. Arguments in Barbados 
were always heated, and few Barbadians believed that even 
those who were not protagonists could lay claim to having a 
neutral position. But the same pressures that caused a par
ticular dispute to ignite into a more general conflict also 
operated to make the protagonists seek ways to reestablish 
harmonious relations. With little margin for maneuver and 
little possibility of bringing about drastic change, the 
parties to a conflict did not seriously entertain the notion 
of displacing or crushing their opponents. The objective 
was concessions rather than total victory, for the tight 
interdependence of the social groups made it impossible for 
any one to hold out to the point where it could dictate the 
terms of peace to another. Moreover, Barbadians, like 
their British models, operated within a framework of values 
that emphasized stability, Intergroup harmony, and change 
through gradual evolution. And like the BritlBh, they 
regarded a series of face-saving compromises as constituting 
a successful outcome to a conflict (see Mead and Metraux 1965).

There are three particular features of this strike 
action that are worth highlighting. First, there is the 
form it took. The scholarly literature on strikes, spon
taneous or otherwise, gives considerable emphasis to the key
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role of leaders in organizing and directing such actions.
It is notable, then, that in the 1958 strike some 19,000 
cane workers, dispersed over the island, were able to act 
in concert without visible leaders to organize, direct, and 
coordinate their overall action. And it is in order to 
illuminate the social processes by which this unusual expres
sion of solidarity was achieved that I have in this chapter 
traced the way in which workers arrived at their decisions 
to act in concert, how the work stoppages spread, how com
munications links were used for relaying information, and 
how workers responded to the positions taken by union lead
ers and politicians, as well as by the sugar producers.

Second, there is the question of the effectiveness of 
this protest action, for which the following aspects of 
Barbadian society were crucial: there were no workers on
the island so divorced from ties to the strikers that they 
could be utilized to break the strike; the striking workers 
were able to fall back on family and friends who worked out
side the sugar industry; and the cane workers hit at the 
most strategic point in the Barbadian economy, thereby pro
ducing a crisis that could not drag on but required a reso
lution in which their grievances and demands would have to 
be acknowledged and dealt with.

Third, there is the question of the relation of this 
event to the socio-political changes that had taken place in 
Barbados following World War II. While it was noted that 
field laborers preferred to resort to spontaneous work stop
pages as a bargaining strategy with management, this method
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of protest did not develop until the 1940's. And in the 
case of the 1958 strike, cane workers expressed in action a 
new level of group solidarity, for it was the first time 
that all of the island's cane workers had acted en masse. 
This suggests that the 1958 strike was symptomatic of wider 
change, and that it was itself part of the process through 
which change occurs.

In the next and final chapter I turn to this last 
question in order to show how the total socio-cultural 
scene in Barbados shaped the occurrence of the 1958 strike.



CHAPTER IX

THE SCENE OF THE ACTION:
SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION

Strikes have been considered as an expression of class 
conflict. As stated by Horowitz, In plantation villages 
"class orientations are not only different but opposed... 
Opposition and conflict are expressed in strikes" (1967:105). 
One of the aims of this study, as stated at the outset, has 
been to examine the actual dynamics of this type of conflict 
and to relate its form to the particular socio-cultural 
setting In Barbados.

The description of the unfolding of an event discloses 
the way men act within a particular social and cultural set
ting and the strategies they adopt to pursue their aims.
The historical and contemporary circumstances that influence 
the form a conflict takes can be described as the scene, and 
my purpose in this chapter is to consider in more explicit 
terms the relationship between scene and action.

To interpret the significance of any single event, it 
is first necessary to relate it to prior events of a similar 
kind - in this case, the instances in which plantation work
ers resorted to collective action to express their opposition 
to other groups. Information on earlier forms of collective 
action by sugar cane workers in Barbados is scanty, but the 
evidence available oan serve as a guideline for assessing
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the significance of the 1958 strike. To briefly recapitulate, 
it appears that, following Emancipation, the riots of 1876 
and 1937 were the two main protest actions, and I have 
described these two conflicts in Chapter III. Here I might 
underline the point that these conflicts Indicate that work
ers were aware that their interests were opposed to those of 
the planter class - in fact, some of the quotations from 
1876 indicate that it was the planters' struggle against the 
confederation proposal that led workers to believe it would 
benefit them. There were, however, no legitimate channels 
of political or social action open to workers, so their 
expression of opposition resulted in riots. Moreover, the 
looting of estates for food crops indicates that among plan
tation laborers economic deprivation and hunger were impor
tant incentives behind the acts of rebellion.

Although the history books speak of strikes occurring 
on the sugar plantations of Jamaica, British Quiana, and 
Trinidad during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
it is significant that I could find no references to strikes 
taking place in the sugar Industry of Barbados prior to 19^5, 
and that when questioned, Barbadians asserted that none had 
occurred before World War II. This suggests that if earlier 
work stoppages had taken place in Barbados, they were 
regarded as minor incidents and of no moment to the wider 
soolety. This is not unlikely in view of the constraints of 
the located laborer acts, which operated more effectively in 
Barbados than elsewhere, and in view of the very limited 
employment opportunities that faced a large working population.



Economically oppressed, politically disenfranchised, and 
almost completely dependent upon the sugar estates, planta
tion laborers In Barbados were unable before World War II to 
effectively challenge the planters by their Joint action.

By 19*15, however, the sugar estates were hit by wide
spread work stoppages. These work stoppages arose over the 
method of payment for cane cutting. It is reported that 
during the crop season of 19*15, cane cutters worked in a 
desultory fashion, quitting and starting again, depending 
upon their relationship to a particular estate manager or 
owner and the concessions each was willing to make to his 
laborers. These work stoppages also spread to adjoining 
estates, but unlike the situation in 1958, there was no 
massive and complete walkout. However, some 3,000 acres of 
cane were burned and sufficient damage was inflicted on the 
sugar industry to cause a loss of 30,000 tons of sugar - 
which in Barbados represented a substantial portion of a 
year's total sugar production. This caused the government 
to intervene and bring in an outside expert to conduct an 
inquiry into the causes of the labor unrest and to make 
recommendations for changes (see Shephard 19*16). The recom
mendations made supported the demands of the sugar cane 
workers and were accepted by the planters.

If the 19*15 work stoppages marked a departure from the 
past, they can also be said to have foreshadowed and prepared 
the ground for what took place In 1958. During 1958, they 
were recalled by all sides. However, the lesson laborers 
drew from that conflict differed from interpretations of



government leaders and other spokesmen, who stressed that It 
was only by Impartial Inquiry and peaceful negotiation that 
laborers won their demands. Moreover, the 19**5 strikes took 
place In a year of political ferment, when a newly broadened 
franchise had doubled the size of the electorate, and cam
paigning was therefore Intensive. Candidates supported the 
cane workers' grievances, articulating them on political 
platforms and in memoranda to the government. But while the 
candidates solicited and coordinated the views of laborers, 
it is worth noting that they urged laborers to return to 
work. Strikes were not a protest strategy that political 
entrepreneurs in Barbados were willing to support, for as 
was pointed out in Chapter II, they preferred to utilize 
the formal political channels in working for change. They 
also did not feel that workers knew how to act in ways that 
would promote their own interests.

As a result of the 19**5 conflict, the Barbados Workers' 
Union became the recognized and official bargaining agent 
for all sugar workers, both field and factory, while plant
ers, in turn, organized themselves into the Sugar Producers' 
Federation. And beginning in 19*16, the Barbados Labor Depart
ment began keeping official records on industrial disputes.1 
Table 5 is based on their records. It should be emphasized

Their statistics are based on work stoppages officially reported to them by employers, who also supply estimates of 
the number of persona involved. Since employers tend to underestimate the number of persons involved and often do not 
report minor disputes on the sugar estates, the figures of the Labor Department should be viewed only as approximations.



that none of the work stoppages listed was organized or 
called by the union.

Table 5
WORK STOPPAGES ON SUGAR ESTATES 

(from Barbados Statistical Service 1963:66)

Year
Number of 
disputes

Approximate 
number of 

workers involved

1946-48 — —
1949 4 215
1950 1 775
1951 1 28
1952 1 95
1953 — —
1954 1 139
1955 — —
1956 3 34
1957 21 1,437
1958 1 18,763
1959-61 — —
1962 1 309
1963 6 249

As the figures indicate, the 1958 strike departed from 
the usual pattern, transcending all previous collective 
actions. It was not only the first time that all the sugar 
cane workers had acted In oonoert, but It was also the first
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time that their protest was activated by a demand for an 
increased share in the profits earned by the sugar industry. 
What connection then can be established between the 1958 
strike and other changes on the island?

Since the outbreak of spontaneous strikes has been 
attributed to an absence of organizations that effectively 
represent the interests of workers, it may seem paradoxical 
that in Barbados the largest and most determined spontaneous 
strike should have taken place after the mediating instru
ments of popularly-based political parties and a trade union 
had been introduced. But in fact it was the structural and 
ideological changes brought about by these Innovations that 
permitted, and even encouraged, the strike action of 1958.
How then did these changes influence the behavior and atti
tudes of plantation laborers?

Structural change. The most Important structural change 
was, of course, the separation of political from economic 
power, a split that became more or less complete after uni
versal suffrage was introduced in 1950. Of direct relevance 
to workers were three interrelated consequences. First, 
there were the economic pay-offs, obtained through legisla
tion, collective bargaining, and an expansion of welfare 
services. These increased the economic security of planta
tion laborers and decreased their dependence on the planta
tion for various privileges and services, weakening their 
ties to estate owners and managers. Hence in 1958, cane 
workers were in a better position both to survive a temporary 
loss of Income and to challenge the planter class.
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Second, after 1946, the locus of decision-making shifted 
from the Individual estate owner to the national level, and 
wage rates and other Issues concerning laborers were settled 
on an Island-wide basis. Moreover, these decisions were now 
determined by the relative balance of power between the 
union and the association representing sugar producers. 
Plantation laborers, who were fully aware of this, responded 
by acting on an lBland-wide basis, in effect setting the 
unity of their action against the unity of the sugar producers.

Finally, workers were also responding to the fact that 
they had gained a political importance they had formerly 
lacked - that their allegiance and support were of concern 
both to the union and to the political parties. Thus they 
now had organizations operating at the national level which, 
if pressed by mass action, would be forced to deal with the 
issues in a way that would have to take into account the 
workers' attitudes.

Ideological changes. The changes in ideological orien
tation are related to the structural changes, but they merit 
separate discussion. A new Ideological framework for action 
had been created by colored politicians and union leaders 
jtrho had mobilized the sentiments of the working population 
against the plantocracy, particularly during the early days 
of their rise to power. In effect, they gave a new political 
significance to the latent opposition that already existed 
by Impressing upon the working population the need to act as 
a unified group, by stressing class Interests, and by assert
ing that the aims of the new soolal order were to give workers
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a larger share In the wealth of the country, a role in the 
decision-making processes, and a position of increased 
respect. The statement that "the worker merits the respect 
of others and has now acquired more self-respect" was con
stantly reiterated on political platforms, at union meetings, 
and in the House of Assembly.

Plantation laborers, along with others, had absorbed 
these new political ideas, altering their conception of 
their rights and of the treatment they felt was due them. 
Consequently, they were less reconciled to their underprivi
leged position, especially as compared with that of the sugar 
factory workers. They were more ready to translate into 
action their opposition toward those "responsible fur hold
ing we down" as well as toward the new leaders, whom they 
did not trust to act forcefully on their behalf. The theme 
of working-class unity gave laborers a new rationale for 
resorting to collective action; it had, as sociologists say, 
a solidarity function - the power to knit a social group or 
class together. Moreover, the assertions by politicians 
and union leaders that workers deserved a larger share of 
the wealth of the country were used by the striking cane 
workers to Justify their claim in 1958 to a larger share of 
the profits made on the previous year's record crop.

Important as these structural and ideological changes 
were, they alone cannot account for the form the strike took. 
Other social and oultural features were Involved in catalysing
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the action and in determining its outcome. Among these were: 
The weight of the past. As detailed in Chapter III, 

social attitudes in Barbados and the interaction between 
social groups were very much affected by the continuity that 
had prevailed in the basic structure of Barbadian society.
One consequence was that suspicions and resentments engendered 
by the historical cleavages were easily evoked, since they 
remained Just below the surface of contemporary social rela
tions. Moreover, the memory of past injustices had been 
kept alive by the fact that the planter class remained a 
socially distinct, visible, and cohesive group, unwilling to 
recognize the non-white population as full social equals.
And on the sugar estates, where continuity with the past was 
greatest, agricultural laborers drew on the past traditions 
of oppression to support their present perceptions, thus 
giving to any confrontation with the planter class a social 
significance that extended beyond the particular issue at 
stake. To a lesser extent, the same can be said for the 
attitudes of workers toward colored leaders, whose motives 
and intentions were suspect, in many cases with good reason.

Protest strategies. For reasons discussed in Chapter VII, 
the preferred strategy of protest among agricultural laborers 
remained the sudden and spontaneous walkout. Since the 
union's policy of protracted negotiations with management was 
not advantageous to sugar cane workers, who always feared 
that union leaders would succumb to the blandishments of 
management, the union did not provide an effective substitute
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for the workers' strategy of taking matters into their own 
hands and acting in concert. This mode of behavior was 
supported by a set of common understandings that arose in 
part from the organization of work roles on the sugar estates, 
and in part from the widespread belief that a laborer who 
assumed a leading role in a dispute with estate authorities 
would be singled out as a troublemaker and be subject to 
subsequent victimization.

It was noted that collective action among laborers 
depended upon informal means of achieving consensus and upon 
the operation of diffuse social sanctions that carried weight 
only at the primary group level of social interaction. But 
there were favorable conditions in Barbados for the spread 
of this pattern of behavior, such as the rapid diffusion of 
news about events occurring elsewhere on the island and the 
existence of a cognitive orientation for interpreting and 
responding to these events. Thus the relatively small size 
of the island and its extensive communication networks were 
Important factors in the spread of the strike action.

Finally, the 19^5 work stoppages had set a precedent, 
serving as a model which linked the past to the present.
The cane workers were now aware that a prolonged work stop
page would probably force the government to Intervene and 
set up an outside Board of Inquiry, and they had reason to 
believe that its recommendations would be favorable to them.

Rural homogeneity and village unity. These two aspects 
of Barbadian culture were key factors In the length and suc
cess of the strike. As has been noted, Barbados had no

f



large "factory-and-field combines," such as those described 
for Puerto Rico, Jamaica, and Guyana. Nor did plantation 
workers reside in communities separate from the rest of the 
rural population. In Barbados those who worked on the plan
tations formed a substantial proportion of all rural settle
ments. They were neither a geographically nor a socially 
isolated group, nor were they united by special ties of 
solidarity. Instead, they formed an Intrinsic and integral 
element in the village communities in which they dwelled.
Like Endeavor, these villages contained a large number of 
people who worked outside the sugar industry, but who were 
related to agricultural laborers by kinship, friendship, and 
the ties that arise from a local identification.1

Two consequences flowed from the marked homogeneity of 
the island and the diversity of economic activities among the 
inhabitants of the rural villages. First, there were no 
workers on the Island so divorced from ties to the striking 
cane workers that they could be utilized to break the strike. 
Second, the network of social ties integrating plantation 
laborers with the rest of the village population gave them

Handler, who studied a village in the northeast part of 
the Island, writes: "Regular plantation workers have somenotion of their occupational unity and commonality of inter
est, but this does not promote unique bonds of solidarity 
amonflbthem in the village... In Chalky Mount plantation workers do not form a distinctive sub-cultural unit... Their consciousness of kind is that of 'poor people,' and as such they 
align themselves with most other villagers regardless of 
occupational pursuits" (1966:37)• My statement is the obvefse of this, Indicating the reasons why non-plantation 
workers in the village would align themselves with plantation 
workers in situations of conflict.



the possibility of falling back on family and friends with 
sources of income derived from employment outside the plan
tation. This explains why the strikers could hold out as 
long as they did. For as Haven and Potter noted in connec
tion with their study of a strike in a Latin American 
country, "The isolated mass may facilitate the initiation of 
a strike, but its length and success depends on the workers' 
(or isolated community's) ability to be sustained by other 
resources" (1967:131)*

True, there was a marked consciousness of differences 
in status and prestige among villagers, expressed in mating 
and marital preferences, in the composition and activities 
of the informal social cliques in the village, and to some 
extent in political allegiances and in other areas of social 
activity. In the arena of village social life, the status 
hierarchy - referred to as the "bracket system" - was a 
basis for both prestige competition and emulation. However, 
if a conflict concerned the economic or political interests 
of a group of villagers, these status differences were sub
merged. For their concept of "dwelling in unity" implied, 
among other things, an Identification with the causes of 
fellow villagers. Thus village unity, when extended across 
the island, became class solidarity, as evidenced by the 
1958 strike. And I should add that class solidarity and 
village unity only became evident during the strike. It was 
where the line was drawn in this particular conflict.



Had the 1958 strike not occurred during my field work,
I believe I would have presented a substantially different 
view of the village I studied and Its relation to the wider 
society. For although I recorded attitudes toward the plan
tation owner and managers, the incidents of conflict, the 
way villagers perceived union leaders and politicians, their 
comments about being "poor people" and about "dwelling in 
unity," I was more impressed with their compliant attitude 
and their acceptance of the social system in which they 
operated, as evidenced by the deference shown persons of 
higher status, the desire to cultivate relations with influ
ential persons, and the value placed on individual achieve
ment and on emulating the behavior of those with power and 
prestige in the society. Rather than a picture of a homo
geneous rural proletariat with a consciousness of kind, what 
came through most forcefully, before the strike, was the 
social heterogeneity of the community - a multitude of 
people with different occupations, incomes, and social 
statuses. It was only when the strike took place that the 
other side of the picture emerged - the values, beliefs, and 
patterns of social interaction that made for a social unity 
that could not, in this situation, be factlonallzed. As 
Gluckman has stated, the value of the case study method is 
that It makes possible the analysis of "how different com
ponents In a social system operate with varying weight In 
different types of situations” (1967:xx).
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These observations have a bearing on concepts such as 
"worker solidarity" and "class consciousness" and on differ
ent writers' suggestions about the factors giving rise to a 
solidarity that surfaces in situations of conflict. Most of 
the statements that anthropologists have made concerning 
class solidarity or the proletarianization of plantation 
workers have been based primarily upon a structural analysis 
(with some data on values and attitudes). Such statements 
describe what might be called a "passive solidarity," for 
they tell us little about the way sugar cane workers express 
their solidarity and opposition to other groups in specific 
cases of conflict. Moreover, the explanations of the circum
stances that promote worker solidarity are sometimes in con
flict. Mintz and Wolf, for example, attribute the growth of 
worker solidarity to the development of impersonal employer- 
worker relationships and to the fact that workers are cut 
off from alternative sources of income or from opportunities 
to improve their social and economic status. And in a summary 
of Mintz's and Padilla's studies of plantation communities, 
it is asserted that: "There is class solidarity expressed in
labor unions and political parties" (Steward et al.1956:511)* 
However, Jayawardena suggests that egalitarian sentiments 
among plantation laborers and/or low status groups that pro
vide the basis for unified action decrease when strong and 
effective trade unions come on the scene to represent the 
Interests of workers (Jayawardena n.d.: passim).

My observations of the situation in Barbados have shown 
that worker solidarity may not achieve visibility until a



conflict situation arises. What is clear from this study is 
that the group solidarity that sugar cane workers expressed 
in the strike was not a consequence of their being a socially 
Isolated group possessing unique bonds of solidarity. Nor 
was it a consequence of the lack of opportunities for economic 
and social mobility, since these had increased in recent 
years. Rather it was due to the social and cultural homo
geneity of the entire island, of the strategic importance of 
the sugar industry in Barbados, and of the recent shift that 
had taken place in the locus of political power. As Adams 
(1964) has stated, the creation of a new power domain within 
which both employers and laborers operated changed the situa
tion to one in which laborers acquired rights to counter
balance the power of their employers.

Finally, my account of the 1958 strike challenges a 
general statement often made about spontaneous collective 
actions - that they are usually expressive and not instru
mental acts. The 1958 strike was both an expressive and an 
instrumental act: it was an intrinsically satisfying act to
the workers because it demonstrated their capacity to take 
independent action and created a feeling of oneness among 
them; but it was also a successful Instrumental act directed 
toward winning a specific demand.
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Anthropologists in recent years have given increasing 
attention to conflict, its sources, and its resolution.
Most of these studies have been concerned with the functions 
of social conflict and with showing how a social order is 
preserved despite the tensions and conflicts that are an 
inherent part of social life. However, it has also been 
recognized that the study of conflict can illuminate the 
processes of social change, by examining how a series of 
conflicts over time change in form and are thus symptomatic 
of change in intergroup values and perceptions as well as a 
constituent part of the process of change. It is therefore 
worth considering how the 1958 sugar workers' strike may be 
viewed as part of the process by which change occurs.

This is not an easy matter to assess - not only because 
I left the field five months after the strike, but also 
because there are no clear measures for detecting the effect 
of a single strike action. All that a single protest action 
can do is to intensify an already existing trend of social 
change. In this case it represented another step in the 
crystallization of the socio-political power of plantation 
laborers. The strike Impressed upon the rest of the society 
their potential to act as an organized group, demanding a 
greater recognition of their needs and desires. Perhaps more 
important was the fact that by demonstrating their ability 
to take Independent action and to achieve an effective unity, 
the strike gave plantation workers a sense of achievement 
and a feeling of importance they formerly lacked. It also 
created a greater awareness of the effectiveness that this



type of unified and sustained action had for gaining their 
ends. Thus, the reestablishment of harmonious relations on 
the public level did not return the situation to the status 
quo ante. For on all sides there was now the knowledge that 
the feelings and attitudes of plantation workers could no 
longer be so easily Ignored. By their strike action, the 
sugar cane workers had notified the rest of the society that 
they would have to be taken into account in a new way.

Two events that occurred subsequent to my field research 
appear to confirm this assessment. I have been told of two 
similar work stoppages that began in protest against deci
sions made by union leaders. But this time the mere threat 
of a strike action was sufficient to cause the union leaders 
to reverse their stand and concede to the demands of the 
workers. And in the spring of 1968, the union itself broke 
its no-strike policy on the sugar estates and called a 
strike. Evidence on how this officially directed strike 
worked out would provide useful data for a follow-up study 
on changes in the relationship of sugar cane workers to other 
groups in the society.

Although the 1958 strike produced only a microscopic 
shift in social relations and social attitudes, as Wolf 
observes: "...from rivulets large rivers flow, of many such
microscopic shifts great events are born, and the trivial 
disturbances of yesterday may herald the social upheaval of 
tomorrow" (1964:9J(). It Is then not only the effects of 
social change that anthropologists can observe in the short
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period of a field study and working with a small unit. By 
studying the way men act, within the limits of their social 
and cultural environments, it is possible to record the 
modifications In existing social and cultural patterns that 
eventuate in those large-scale social and cultural trans
formations that historians, economists, political scientists, 
and anthropologists seek to understand.
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