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he transformation of the
Caribbean islands into a
sugar economy was
dependent on slaves
ma  rshaled into a proto-
industrial labor force on the
plantations. Sugar plantation
slaves were in a unique position.
They were obviously a rural labor
force, but they were also disciplined and controlled line
industrial workers. What follows is an overall description
of that process.

First, however, gender was not a consideration in the
allocation of most task requiring hard labor, as women
were required to do the same work as men for the most
part. Despite the fact that male outnumbered females for
most of the slavery period and monopolized virtually all
the specialized tasks, the disregard for gender in task
allocation meant that females did proportionately more
hard labor than did males. Women resisted slavery in the
same ways that men did, as well as in ways that gender and
allocation of tasks made possible. Our aim of this analysis
is to cast slave women in dynamic roles previously ignored
by historians, thus bringing them out of the shadows of the
plantation world into full view, where they belong.

It was the first task of slave-owners to break in their
African slaves to render them more pliable and reliable, to
change them from traumatized (and often sick) reluctant
immigrants into beast of burden (an animal used for
carrying heavy loads, as a donkey), who might provide an
economic return to their owners.

A somewhat awkward and
imprecise hierarchy based on
occupation of slaves was
instituted on the plantations in
the Caribbean, and it catered to
the psychological needs of both
the slaves and slave-owners.
Within this hierarchal division,
planta- tion owners allocated
most of the specialized tasks,
predominately artisanal, to men. Thus, as in Africa,
slave men maintained their traditional spheres of
influence and only they were coopers, carpenters,
masons and blacksmiths. Slave- owners also
allocated to men certain non-specific tasks, such as
driver of the first gang, sugar boilers, messengers and
conch drivers. Some domestic task, such as the
housekeeper (Butler) and a health care provider, also
fell into the general category of “elite slaves,” or
“head people.”

Paradoxically, hard labor became synonymous with
male labor, a primary reason being the preference
expressed by Caribbean planters for male rather than
female slaves. This preference fit their patriarchal
means of work and society, where women were seen
as the weaker sex. However, the reality of the
plantation made a joke of this gender preference. On
sugar plantations, labor, it is said, was allocated on
the planters’ needs and the slave capacity to work. In
reality, need was the primary factor, and it was blind
to sexual differentiation. As such, most slaves,
regardless of gender, were designated as field slaves.







