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SOME ASPECTS OF SOCIAL STRUCTURE
IN THE BRITISH CARIBBEAN ABOUT 1820.

By
M. G. SMITH

The present paper is based on contemporary accounts of social
conditions in the islands of St. Vincent and Jamaica about 1820. As
this study is partly an experiment to show the utility of these old
accounts for functional analysis of West Indian culture and society
at that period, it seemed more useful to restrict the number of con-
temporary sources to a few well-known documents than to make an
exhaustive survey of the literature of the period. After careful read-
ing, all references to social and cultural conditions by each of the
authors selected were noted and indexed together to form the basis
for the present summary digest. Such a compilation provides con-
tinual cross-checking of the various accounts, and makes obvious
their various biases, while allowing deficiencies of data in any one
description to be supplemented from another. Though the index
compiled in this fashion is not printed here, the works used are cited
in the References at the end of this article.

The substantive as apart from the methodological interests of the
present paper are twofold. It questions the common assumption that
changing economic conditions determine changes in social structure
in one particular instance; and, by providing a summary account of
British West Indian society in structural terms at a point in time
midway between the abolition of the slave trade and the Emancipation
Act, it seeks to draw attention to certain structural conditions which
are relevant to the study of the social development of the British
Caribbean since that time.

The population of a British West Indian colony about 1820 was
composed of several clearly differentiated categories of persons, as
follows: whites, who were either creoles (i.e. born in the West Indies)
or immigrants, and were all free; free coloured; free black; coloured
slaves, who together with the free coloured were all creoles; black
slaves, subdivided into creoles or African immigrants. Calculations
by various writers agree in estimating the numbers of whites and
free coloured to be approximately equal to one another in St. Vincent
and Jamaica respectively at this period. For Jamaica also, Stewart
estimated that there were 31,000 coloured slaves—i.e. 10 per cent of
the slave population—as against 35,000 free persons of colour. (5) pp.
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white population was perfunctory in private and public religious
observances, and all five accounts indicate antipathy among
white planters to missionary activity among their slaves. So deeply
rooted was this attitude to Christian proselytisation among the col-
onial whites that Bickell, an Anglican curate, based his advocacy
of increased facilities for the Established Church in Jamaica on the
grounds that “conversion” of the slaves would make them more tract-
able (1) pp. 84-6.

An important aspect of class in white society at this time refers
to the type of mating relations which white males practised. Gen-
erally the “principal” whites, who were the wealthier and politically
dominant class of white society, had white wives and white families,
the children being educated in the United Kingdom. These white
men also frequently sent their illegitimate sons by black or coloured
women to Britain for education. ‘“Secondary” whites, to use Mrs.
Carmichael’s term, lacked white wives and white families, and the
legal sanction of marriage for their procreative relationships. Indeed,
subordinate white employees on plantations seem to have been in-
hibited from marrying by fear of loss of employment. It is apparent
that the status of a free father may determine the status of his child-
ren by slave women. Thus, white subordinate employees, lacking the
authority to manumit or the income necessary to purchase the free-
dom of their slave concubines or their children, tended to contribute,
with other groups, to the growing population of coloured slaves. On
the other hand, it was taboo for white fathers legally or economically
able to free their offspring by slave women not to do so. In effect,
paternity norms in these extra-legal matings differentiated the two
main classes of the white population. It seems, furthermore, that
whereas ‘“secondary” whites frequently had black slave concubines as
“keepers’’, whites of the superior class preferred free coloured women,
and recognised the proper education of their offspring by such unions
as an obligation frequently sending their sona to school in England,
while their daughters were educated locally in accordance with the
notions of differential education for the sexes current at the time.

It seems that the majority of white males whose white wives and
families were living with them, maintained unions with coloured or
black concubines also. This would indicate that apart from the sex
disproportions of the white population, there was a social preference
for concubines, ideally free coloured women, among white men. This
preference, in combination with other factors, conditioned the be-
haviour of free coloured women, with interesting effects. Free col-
oured women sought, as a major goal of their life, to form concubin-
age or “keeper” relationships with white men, and hence avoided
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marriage to free coloured men. Moreover, so well established was
the norm of concubinage of white males and free coloured females,
that white women, who were themselves prohibited under the sev-
erest penalties of social ostracism from entering into extra-marital
sexual relationships, even with men of their own class, were expected
by their male relatives and friends to recognise their coloured con-
cubines and to receive them socially on various occasions. Frequent-
ly, also, a coloured concubine would ask her white protector’s Kins-
women to stand as godmothers to her, children by him.

The internal differentiation of white society at this period has
been indicated above by outlining the multiple variables of individual
status from which the differentiation of sub-groups and classes fol-
lowed. Culturally, also, the white population was heterogeneous,
with distinctions among immigrants and creoles between well-edu-
cated and poorly-educated, while the immigrants and the creoles
formed separate cultural groups. '

At this period, also, white society exercised through its males
a virtual monopoly of control of the major official institutions such
as government in its various sectors—island administration, local
government, legislature, law, the militia, and also the Established
Church. Stewart, particularly, remarks on the desire of white men
for office and title as a declaration and mode of maximising status,
and quotes several instances of military, religious, judicial and ad-
ministrative offices held by persons untrained in the exercise of these
functions. In discussing the qualifications of the Jamaican clergy,
and particularly the newly-appointed curates, Bickell makes a similar
point. This discrepancy between the duties of office and the capaci-
ties or training of the office-holder was most criticial in military mat-
ters. On grounds of military efficiency a curious down-grading of
militia titles was developed, to subordinate these to the command of
less high-ranking Regular officers on the declaration of martial law.
Stewart bears quoting on this general interest in rank and office:
“Such indeed is the fondness for dignified situations and high-sound-
ing titles that one man sometimes holds the different situations of
the Major-General of Militia, Assistant Judge of the Grand Court, and
Custos Rotulorum and Chief Judge of the Court of Common Pleas,
without being a soldier or a lawyer; as a safeguard against the danger
of entrusting military command in actual service to men ignorant of
the science of tactics and its practical details, a scale of Regular and
Colonial rank is very properly established during martial law.” (5)
p. 161.

Emphasis on status was obviously very great among the whites.
Describing the condition of the secondary class of whites, Mrs. Car-
michael states that through continuous association with black or col-
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35-6. Slaves formed the vast majority of the population. In view of
the social and cultural differences exhibited by each of these popu-
lation classes, they will be described separately.

The Whites.

White society was not as homogeneous as its small size might
suggest (c. 35,000 for Jamaica, c. 4,000 for St. Vincent.) Apart from
the distinction between creole and immigrant whites, Carmichael and
Stewart distinguished two main categories based on socio-economic
status which can be termed “principal” and “secondary” whites.
Principal whites were those in authority over secondary whites, either
as plantation owners or senior officials. Secondary whites were either
lesser proprietors, landed or commercial, or employees. A further
division among the whites followed national lines, principally between
English and Scots. Although figures are lacking, it seems clear that
there was a marked excess of males in the white colonial populations
at this period.

Creole whites are classifiable by occupation into three main
groups: “planters”, the professional class, and merchants. ITmmi-
grants can be subdivided into administrative, military and “planter”
groups. Immigrant planters fall into three subdivisions: plant-
ation owners (e.g. “Monk” Lewis; their employees (e.g. overseers, book-
keepers, master masons); and those who, having settled in the col-
onies with small estates after long years of employment, relied on
hire of their slaves as jobbing gangs for more or less of their income.
Absenteeism was an important factor in plantation. organisation, in
commerce, and also in the most lucrative ranks of the administration,
Established Church, and judiciary, all of which were held as benefices
by prominent persons resident in Britain, and administered by dele-
gation of powers to their employees locally. Absentee planters or
their agents dealt with large British firms, both in selling their pro-
duce and in ordering plantation supplies. Among the creole section
of the white population, absenteeism gave rise to a combination of
occupations in the role of attorney. Two categories of attorney are
distinguished: the “great attorney”, often in charge of twenty or more
estates in a colony at the same time, and the “lesser attorney”, who
controlled only one or two, and was sometimes appointed by a great
attorney as his deputy, sometimes by the proprietor directly. Attor-
neys were a class of professional planters, the most prominent of
whom sometimes engaged in commerce. Although not all attorneys
were landed proprietors, the more successful usually were. With few
exceptions, attorneys at this period were white creoles.

The local clergy and missionaries were predominantly white ex-
patriates.  Bickell, Stewart and Mrs. Carmichael agree that the
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oured folk, a man of that class becomes ‘““as the expression is, almost
a ‘white negro’ ”. (2) Vol. I. p. 59. Carmichael for St. Vincent and
Stewart for Jamaica state that the principal whites formed a closed
social class, from association with which secondary whites, coloured
folk and other social sections were rigorously excluded, with the excep-
tion of the private “keeper” relationships previously noted. Associated
with this social exclusiveness of the dominant group of white society
was the extensive use of ostracism as a mode of social control of its
members. The reactions to white women guilty of extra-marital rela-
tionships, or towards wealthy white men who allowed their natural
children to remain slaves, have already been noted. Monk Lewis’s ex-
periences when attacked by the Custos of Trelawny in Jamaica in the
Assize Court on grounds that he was interfering “with our system, and
by (his) insidious practices and dangerous doctrines (calling) the
peace of the Island in question” (3) p. 113, because of his indulgences
to the negroes on his own estate, and his view that their evidence
ought at least to be heard against white persons, indicate another

field of behaviour in which conformity was exacted under penalty of
ostracism.

Principal whites controlled the economic and political life of the
country. They exerted authority over secondary whites as their em-
ployers, in the militia, in local government and the law courts, and
also through differential political status consequent on the freehold
property franchise. Instances, however, occurred of white overseers
rising gradually through the ranks of managers and lesser attorneys
to assimilate themselves in varying degrees to the dominant white
class, and enjoy the increased privileges of that status. Incentives
towards maximisation of status corresponding to those already noted
in the quest for titles among the principal whites operated, however
marginally, among the secondary whites also. As indicated above,
between the two sections of white society, relationships of superor-
dination and subordination prevailed, typically as a consequence of
the delegation of authority in the administration of estates and cor-
porations; but promotion occurred within this hierarchical pattern
with sufficient frequency to furnish strong incentives.

Since the whites exercised a virtual monopoly of official institu-
tions, both in respect of their control and of participation in them
at this period, it is necessary to discuss these structures in the present
context. Freehold real property, which included slaves, formed the
basis of the parochial and colonial franchises. Candidates for elec-
tion to the legislature were further restricted by a higher property
qualification. The Governor had legislative prerogatives, acted as
Chancellor, and was also Commander-in-Chief of the Regular troops
and militia. At this period, the British West Indian colonies were
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almost entirely self-governing in local affairs, and contested the right
of the British Parliament to legislate on West Indian issues. In view
of the autonomy enjoyed by those colonies, the number of “dead-
letter” laws enacted by the legislatures of both Jamaica and St. Vin-
cent is significant. These dead-letter laws, in the main, relate direct-
ly to the relationships between masters and slaves, e.g. sections of the
various Consolidated Slave Acts, but also include laws which only
have an indirect reference to them, such as the Acts ordering Parish
Vestries to build chapels, and that rectors, together with the newly-
appointed curates, should instruct the slaves in religion. The legal
inability of slaves to give evidence against free persons, white or col-
oured, rendered numerous provisions of the Consolidated Slave Acts
and other ameliorative legislation nugatory from the start. As noted
above, however, in the case of Monk Lewis, views on the necessity of
permitting slave evidence were strongly opposed by whites. Hence
the paradoxical situation in which the ruling class rejected the only
means of implementing legislation for which they themselves were
responsible. To implement such legislation would require structural
changes in the society, particularly involving surrender of status pri-
vileges by that section of the population to which legislative power
was entrusted. Thus the apparent paradox is resolved. Structural
realities made fiction of the law.

Similar attitudes centred about the issue of arming slaves. In
1795 Jamaica experienced a severe rebellion by the Maroons, an en-
clave composed of descendants of fugitive slaves who enjoyed freedom
and local self-government under a treaty by which they acted as a
military reserve at the disposal of the Jamaica Government for the
suppression of slave rebellions. St. Vincent had a similar military
reserve in its Carib population, who also revolted in 1795. Both gov-
ernments were severely tested by these revolts, and it was suggested
in both colonies that slaves be armed to assist in¥ the struggle; white
alarmism, however, was far too deeply rooted for such a measure to
be acceptable, then or at any later period of slavery. In Jamaica a
corps of free black rangers under the command of white officers was
eventually mobilised against the Maroons by Government in the face
of hostile popular (white) opinion. This instance indicates the ex-
tent of white alarmism. The real cause for white alarm lay in the
disproportion between the free and slave sections of the population,
and also between the white and the black. The combination of these
two dichotomies misled the whites into distrusting the loyalty of even
the free black and coloured population, when in point of fact these
groups were more often in contra position to the slaves than to the
whites. However, alarmism of this type provided the ground for
numerous arguments justifying punishment in various forms as the

























































SOCIAL STRUCTURE IN THE BRITISH CARIBBEAN 79

clear that the total units were plural rather than homogeneous so-
cieties. Hence the preoccupation with structural relations between

the principal social sections, and hence also the paradoxical pre-
cccupation with status.

With such a historical background, investigation of the pluralis-

tic and status aspects of contemporary West Indian social systems
seems an urgent task of sociological research.
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