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ABSTRACT 

This study explores the impact of the First World War on anticolonial thought in the 

British and French Caribbean between 1913 and 1939. Adopting a comparative approach, 

the thesis examines a variety of politicians, journalists, and other commentators across six 

different islands: Martinique, Guadeloupe, Trinidad, Jamaica, Barbados, and Grenada. 

Although geographically distant from the main theatres of the war, these colonies were 

profoundly touched by the conflict. The war significantly disrupted the islands’ 

economies, with effects which continued to unfold throughout the 1920s and 1930s. At 

the same time, the conflict appeared to contemporary observers as a moment of genuine, 

epochal change. These changes wrought by the war provided the backdrop for these 

figures to imagine a new world. Their anticolonialism was addressed to two questions: 

how could they address the legacies of colonialism and slavery at home? And how could 

they navigate the international order created by European imperialism abroad? These 

questions, and the answers to them, were linked. The thesis engages in a rereading of 

anticolonial nationalism and assimilationism as understood by these interwar Caribbean 

thinkers. Comparison between these two supposedly incommensurable projects reveals 

unexpected convergences and similarities. These figures used their position within empire 

in order to reach beyond it, and to imagine new models of postcolonial freedom beyond 

the nation-state. 
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LONG ABSTRACT 

This study explores the impact of the First World War on anticolonial thought in the 

British and French Caribbean between 1913 and 1939. By this latter date, the French 

Caribbean was on the cusp of realising its politicians’ long-held goal of being assimilated 

as départements d’outre-mer (overseas departments). The British Caribbean was on a 

different trajectory. National independence was further on the horizon, but the direction of 

travel chosen by Jamaica’s People’s National Party and others seemed clear. The two 

projects, assimilation and anticolonial nationalism, therefore seem very different. When 

compared across the interwar years, however, what is most striking is their 

complementarity. Tracing the economic and political effects of the war as they unfolded 

across the 1920s and 1930s, the thesis offers an alternative model for reading 

anticolonialism in both empires. 

To do so, the thesis ranges widely across six different islands: Martinique, Guadeloupe, 

Trinidad, Jamaica, Barbados, and Grenada. Together, these offer an array of different 

political, economic, and social contexts in which to see anticolonial projects taking shape. 

The thesis takes as its focus a constellation of individuals whose centre of gravity might 

be thought of as the islands’ local assemblies: elected politicians, journalists, the colonies’ 

agricultural and commercial elite, and so on. It tracks them wherever they had a platform 

and an audience, using newspapers, speeches, debates, memorandums, correspondence, 

pamphlets, poems, and even police reports. This evidence has been drawn and selected 



 
 

from archival research conducted in: the British Library, London; the National Archives 

(UK); the Barbados National Archives; the National Library of Barbados; the Jamaica 

Archives and Records Department; the National Library of Jamaica, Kingston; the 

National Archives of Trinidad and Tobago; the Alma Jordan Library at the University of 

the West Indies, St. Augustine, Trinidad; the Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris; the 

Service historique de la défense, Vincennes; the Archives nationales d’outre-mer, Aix-en-

Provence; the Archives départementales de la Guadeloupe; and the Archives 

départementales de la Martinique.  

The thesis’ reading of its subjects’ anticolonial thought has two main premises. The first is 

that, rather than an abstract yearning for an equally abstract notion of freedom, these 

thinkers addressed themselves to a pair of connected questions: how could they address 

the legacies of colonialism and slavery at home? And how could they navigate the 

international order created by European imperialism abroad? The second premise is that 

the imperial relationship made sense to these figures; that is, that they did not conceive of 

empire as alien rule, but as unequal integration. Together, these premises shaped the 

bounds of the politically imaginable. These thinkers explored the limits of sovereignty for 

small, dependent colonies, and sought to model new forms of postcolonial freedom which 

went beyond the nation-state. 

The First World War was a moment of enormous significance for the Caribbean. 

Thousands of Caribbean men streamed abroad to serve in Britain and France’s armies, 

willingly or otherwise. On the Western Front, in the Dardanelles, in Mesopotamia and 

Egypt, Caribbean soldiers fought, suffered, were captured, died. Those who returned did 

so having seen the face of their distant Mother Country or Mère-Patrie, and had often 

found that it was not as they had imagined. The thesis, however, shifts our focus from this 



 
 

military tale. Important though it is, this was not where the war had its greatest effects on 

the Caribbean. 

The war derived much of its significance for the islands from what it followed. As armies 

marched across northern Europe, they trampled underfoot the fields of sugar beet whose 

precipitous nineteenth-century growth, funded by continental European states including 

France, had brought King Cane to his knees in the Caribbean. The effect was nothing 

short of transformative. The islands, many of them sugar monocultures, most others still 

heavily reliant on the industry, went from poverty to unimagined prosperity almost 

overnight. At the same time, the very export-dependent economies which allowed them to 

profit from the boom prices in sugar and rum made them vulnerable to wartime disruption 

of trade. The cost of living spiralled. Between 1918 and 1920, the pressure finally burst, 

and the British Caribbean erupted in labour unrest. 

In these same years, of course, anticolonial revolts were sweeping the entire world. This 

moment, Wilsonian or otherwise, was looked upon by colonised peoples the world over as 

a genuine historical opening. After a war which had shaken the foundations of the existing 

racial and civilisational order, how could the post-war settlement be anything other than 

transformative? Change seemed to be afoot within the respective empires and outside. All 

that remained was to determine the Caribbean’s position in the new world order. To do so, 

the thesis’ actors drew on an understanding of their unequal integration. They sought 

forms of integration which would win them equal status, and in so doing call into being 

fundamentally different forms of polity. Treating their political relationship with Britain 

and France as materialised through economic reciprocity, they imagined frameworks 

within which they would enjoy economic security and varying degrees of political 

autonomy. British and French Caribbean anticolonial thought alike envisaged non-

sovereign forms of colonial emancipation. 



 
 

These two strands, the economic and the political, unfurled over the course of the interwar 

years. The thesis’ first two chapters place the war in a longer history stretching back to the 

end of enslavement. The remaining three then proceed in chronological fashion (1919-

1923; 1923-1930; and 1930-1939), tracking the war’s influences and their impact on 

Caribbean anticolonialism. 

In the Antilles, assimilation emerged as an anticolonial project to reanimate the failed 

promises of emancipation, and to protect the relative autonomy enjoyed by the islands’ 

elected assemblies. Into the 1920s, their vision of a future as départements was threatened 

from a number of angles: the possible removal of their voting rights; the islands’ possible 

cession to the United States; or else their reorganisation as a gouvernement général 

(governor-generalship). At the same time, the rhythms of the global sugar market were 

locking the islands into a deeper and deeper state of dependence. Global sugar prices 

began to slide as the beet sugar industry recovered and ran into competition with an 

expanded cane industry. France’s high tariff walls, and the stabilising effect of a quota 

system on rum, helped the Antilles to navigate these choppy waters. Come the Great 

Depression, prices collapsed further. Insulated though they were, to some degree at least, 

the islands’ populations faced hardship and retrenchments. Economic and budgetary 

difficulties combined with the arrival of the Front populaire (Popular Front) government 

in France to shift the balance of local assimilationist thought away from autonomy. 

In the British Caribbean, it was hoped that constitutional reforms would bring the islands 

Dominion status, most likely as a West Indian federation. Expectations grew during the 

war that Britain’s adherence to free trade was to be replaced by a new, almost autarkic 

imperial economic policy. These hopes were not fulfilled, but the arrival of Imperial 

Preference in 1919 provided a slim degree of protection for a sugar industry in which 

most of the islands had reinvested heavily. The 1920s saw the first flourishing of 



 
 

organised labour, and the birth of nationalist movements rooted in socialist, transnational 

affinities. These projects embraced a so-called ‘Commonwealth of Nations’ as a wider 

framework. The 1930s saw mass labour unrest sweep the islands. The anticolonial visions 

which emerged built on those developed during the 1920s, seeking to find independence 

in dependence. 

The war, then, propelled visions of a post-imperial future which looked beyond the nation. 

In a world increasingly structured around the sovereign nation-state, most obviously 

through the League of Nations, these Caribbean thinkers pushed back, seeking to rework 

empire as a principle and a polity. Their anticolonial thought recognised and attempted to 

work with the limits imposed on the islands by their history as plantation colonies. They 

insisted that political relations be materialised through economic reciprocity. Keenly 

aware of their own vulnerability as small islands with monocultural, dependent 

economies, they fought to call into being polities in which they could enact moral claims 

and secure reciprocal obligations. As such, they refused the normativity of the sovereign 

nation-state, and contested the idea that the end of empire had necessarily to end in this 

form of political arrangement. 

Exploring these visions sheds new light on the long-term impact of the First World War 

on the Caribbean, with relevance for global histories of the war more broadly. Similarly, it 

takes the historiography of Caribbean anticolonialism in new directions, deepening our 

understanding of non-national or non-sovereign forms of colonial emancipation. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 



1 

 

  ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

A project of this scope would have been impossible without a great deal of financial 

support. In the first instance, I would therefore like to thank the Arts and Humanities 

Research Council, and Pembroke College. Additional funding was gratefully received 

from the Society for the Study of French History; Pembroke College, Oxford; the Beit 

Fund and the History Faculty, University of Oxford; and the Royal Historical Society. 

The second word of thanks should, of course, go to my supervisors: Adrian Gregory and 

Stephen Tuck. Both showed admirable patience and faith in me as the project moved 

further and further away from their areas of expertise. More broadly, I am immensely 

grateful for the support and interest which both have shown in my career thus far, from 

my days as an undergraduate until now. 

Much of the thesis has been completed during my first year as the M.G. Brock Junior 

Research Fellow at Corpus Christi College, Oxford. For much of the year, writing was a 

case of long gaps, odd hours, and crossed fingers. Corpus has, however, been a wonderful 

place to work, and I would like to thank my students and colleagues for welcoming me. In 

particular, my thanks go to my History colleagues: John Watts, Katherine Paugh, and 

Alice Kelly. 

The research for the project involved long periods of time away in Paris, Aix-en-

Provence, and the Caribbean. For their hospitality and kindness, I would especially like to 

thank Annick and Pierre in Paris; Joseph Volney in Barbados; and Kesewa John in 

Martinique. A special mention must go to Mark and Suzie Bishop in Trinidad. 

My friends have kept me going at home and abroad. Thanks to Robert Cowburn, Robyn 

Haggard, Alex Holden, Jake Thorold, my housemates at No.51, and countless others for 

variously visiting me on my travels, keeping me occupied in Oxford, and putting up with 

me as I descended into the final stages of writing. 

Most of all, I would like to thank my family. They have embodied all of the above: a 

longstanding source of funds (!), endless patience, and limitless support, who have been 

there for me over these four years in Oxford, London, Paris, Aix-en-Provence, and the 

Caribbean. I wish I had the words to tell them what that has meant, and what they mean to 

me. 

 

I dedicate this thesis to my family: those who will see it, and those I wish could have.



2 

 

CONTENTS 

 

Introduction 

Page 5 

Chapter One – Les Antilles en guerre (The Antilles at War), 1913-1918 

Page 36 

Chapter Two – The British Caribbean at War, 1914-1918 

Page 90 

Chapter Three – 1919-1923 

Page 139 

Chapter Four – 1923-1930 

Page 183 

Chapter Five – 1930-1939 

Page 237 

Conclusion 

Page 286 

Bibliography 

Page 295 



3 

 

A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY/TRANSLATION 

 

I have tried to be as literal as possible in my translations from French into English. What 

these translations sometimes lose in elegance, it is hoped that they gain in clarity and 

closeness to the original text. Where confusion might arise, the original French has been 

provided in brackets. 

I have retained all titles and institutions in the original French, with a translation provided 

on first use. The same is true of terms and phrases which occurred frequently in Antillean 

political discourse and which, for ease of future identification, it may be helpful to leave 

untranslated: assimilation intégrale (full assimilation), assimilation mitigée (qualified 

assimilation), dépenses obligatoires (compulsory expenditure), and so on. The same, 

finally, is true of a number of agricultural and industrial terms: habitation (plantation), 

usine (sugar factory), distillerie (distillery), petit planteur (small planter) and so forth. 

This has been done partly to aid in distinguishing between the British and French 

Caribbean contexts, and partly because these terms were freighted with different meanings 

in the two cases. A Martinican, for example, would have understood something quite 

different by ‘usine’ in this period than a Jamaican did by ‘factory’.
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ABBREVIATIONS 

JORF – Journal officiel de la République française. Débats parlementaires. Chambre des 

députés: compte rendu in-extenso 

AdG – Archives départementales de la Guadeloupe 

AdM – Archives départementales de la Martinique 

ANOM – Archives nationales d’outre-mer 

ShD – Service historique de la défense 

NAB – Barbados National Archives 

TNA – The National Archives (UK) 

NATT – National Archives of Trinidad and Tobago
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Familiar Strangers 

The islands of the British and French Caribbean intertwine as you move northwards 

through the Lesser Antilles. From Pigeon Island at the northern tip of St. Lucia, you can 

glimpse the southern shores of Martinique; during the wars of the late eighteenth century, 

the British used the islet’s rocky heights to keep watch on French naval movements across 

the water. So entwined were the Lesser Antilles’ imperial histories in these years that it 

has been only natural for historians to weave them into a single narrative.1 But when it 

comes to decolonisation, the British and French Caribbean are almost never studied 

together. The islands are understood to occupy diverging paths: towards independent 

nationhood on the one hand, and the status of départements d’outre-mer (overseas 

departments) on the other. Indeed, while it is widely recognised that anticolonialism was a 

political project which crossed linguistic boundaries, the idea that the two empires 

followed opposite paths has structured historians’ approaches. Even those rare texts which 

do place the British and French Caribbean together, syntheses and overviews, do so in 

order to contrast rather than to compare.2 Antillean assimilationists and British Caribbean 

nationalists are understood to be pursuing fundamentally different programmes. There are 

good reasons for this sense of divergence. But, as the thesis will show, this sense of 

incommensurability which underpins the historiography of British and French Caribbean 

 
1 On the French Revolutionary Wars in the Caribbean, see: Duffy, Michael, Soldiers, Sugar, and Seapower: 

The British Expeditions to the West Indies and the War Against Revolutionary France (Oxford, 1987). 
2 See, for example: Thomas, Martin; Moore, Bob; and Butler, L.J., Crises of Empire: Decolonization and 

Europe's Imperial States (London, 2015). 
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decolonisation has foreclosed the sorts of questions which historians have asked about 

both cases. 

Approaches to both British Caribbean and Antillean anticolonial thought have largely 

been structured by a sort of methodological nationalism; that is, ‘the assumption that the 

national state is the primary unit of historical analysis and the privileged explanatory 

matrix for historical phenomena’.3 This principle has a number of effects. It forecloses 

questions about alternative paths. It presumes national sovereignty as the end goal of 

anticolonialism, and therefore reduces all anti-imperial or anticolonial struggles to, in the 

words of Manu Goswami, ‘a staging ground for the modular developmental endpoint of a 

sovereign nation-state rather than an open-ended constellation of contending political 

futures’.4 In so doing, it forecloses questions about the nation-state project. Since national 

sovereignty is the natural desire of a colonised people, it needs no explanation; what is at 

stake is how this form ultimately came about, not why, or even if, it was the preferred 

option. Finally, it prevents us from understanding anticolonialism on its own terms. 

Methodological nationalism is, as Christopher Taylor has put it, ‘always already a 

methodological postimperialism’, insofar as it views empire through the lens of the 

present-day state system. In this light, empire becomes a question of one nation-state 

ruling over another, not an essentially different way of organising a polity, one which was 

all many of its subjects had ever known. As Taylor suggests, treating empire as aberrant, 

however abhorrent it indeed was, and the nation-state as normative ‘inhibits the 

development of a critical idiom for reading the politics of those who refuse to submit to 

 
3 Wilder, Gary, ‘From Optic to Topic: The Foreclosure Effect of Historiographic Turns’, American 

Historical Review, 117:3 (2012), pp.737-8. 
4 Goswami, Manu, ‘Imaginary Futures and Colonial Internationalisms’, American Historical Review, 117:5 

(2012), p.1462. 
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the iron historical law of nation formation. Colonial subjects are always supposed to be 

moving out of empire. How, then, do we address those who seem to dwell within it?’5 

So much is clear in the historiography of the British Caribbean. Denis Benn’s definition of 

nationalism in his The Caribbean: An Intellectual History 1774-2003 offers an example of 

the assumptions which have underpinned the wider literature. For Benn, we should see 

‘the evolution of a nationalist ideology as a complex historical process involving the 

gradual elaboration of ideas aimed at the invalidation of the political principles 

legitimising imperial rule, beginning tentatively with the early demands for representative 

government and extending to the later assertion of the principle of self-determination and 

political independence’. On this basis, he continues, ‘it is possible to conceive of a proto-

nationalist phase in West Indian political development embodying more restricted goals in 

relation to the broader and more general principle of self-determination. The earlier phase 

can nevertheless be seen as forming an essential continuity with the subsequent growth of 

a more fully developed nationalist consciousness’.6 In short, the nation is tied both to the 

idea of self-determination, and to any type of anticolonial stance. Earlier political visions 

are not treated as genuinely different forms of anticolonialism, just early steps towards the 

modern nation-state. 

The historiography’s roots in the post-independence era have much to do with this 

approach. The end of direct colonial rule brought with it the task of nation-building; old 

orthodoxies were to be torn down, and new nations provided with new histories. 

‘Independence’, wrote Trinidad and Tobago’s first prime minister, Eric Williams, in his 

British Historians and the West Indies (1964), ‘is the commencement of the great work of 

 
5 Taylor, Christopher, Empire of Neglect: The West Indies in the Wake of British Liberalism (Durham, NC, 

2018), pp.14-6. 
6 Benn, Denis, The Caribbean: An Intellectual History 1774-2003 (Kingston, 2004), pp.93-4. 
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a search for national identity’.7 Subsequent generations have become more sceptical about 

the promise of postcolonial nationalism, but the premise has remained much the same. 

Historians have set about trying to pinpoint the time at which, the group through which, 

and the process by which the sovereign nation-state was realised. Different histories have 

given the islands’ historiographies different cadences and focuses. But, if pressed to draw 

them together, it might be said that the story has been of a reformist, mixed-race middle 

class who, over the course of the period, and above all with the labour unrest of the 1930s, 

came to either channel or be borne along by a more radical, black nationalist working-

class consciousness.8 

It is not so much this narrative which the thesis seeks to challenge, but more the 

metanarrative which guides it. The rise of forms of mass politics is indeed essential to 

understanding the period. But, as David Scott has noted with reference to Jamaica, 

although the point could quite easily be made more generally, ‘the idea of the birth and 

coming into being of a specifically modern Jamaica’ has been a powerful organising 

principle for the historiography.9 National sovereignty has been both naturalised, and tied 

to a sense of progress. Addressing the politics of those not clearly locatable in the nation-

state project has consequently been a problem. In part, this problem has been solved by 

simply sweeping it under the carpet. As the thesis shows, the idea of a West Indian 

federation was the dominant political project across much of the British Caribbean during 

the 1920s and 1930s. Despite this, it has attracted scarcely any attention; historians have 

largely treated the federal ideal as an appendage to a more important national story, and 

 
7 Williams, Eric, British Historians and the West Indies (Port of Spain, 1964), pp.v-vii. This text appeared 

through the publishing arm of Williams’ ruling party, the People’s National Movement. 
8 A clear, concise statement of this argument is found in: Bogues, Anthony, ‘Nationalism and Jamaican 

Political Thought’, in Monteith, Kathleen and Richards, Glen (eds.), Jamaica in Slavery and Freedom: 

History, Heritage and Culture (Kingston, 2002), pp.363-87; and Richards, Glen, ‘Race, Class and Labour 

Politics in Colonial Jamaica, 1900-1934’, in Monteith and Richards, Jamaica in Slavery and Freedom, 

pp.340-62. More detailed consideration of this literature will be found in subsequent chapters. 
9 Scott, David, ‘On the Very Idea of the Making of Modern Jamaica’, Small Axe, 54 (2017), p.44. 
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have devoted significant attention only to the breakdown of the short-lived West Indies 

Federation (1958-1962).10 Meanwhile, those not clearly moving out of empire towards the 

sovereign nation-state have been misunderstood. Either they have been cast as proto-

nationalists, or else it has been suggested that their shared identity as both West Indian 

and British rendered them incapable of developing a genuinely anticolonial 

consciousness.11 

In the Antilles, the process is the reverse. The islands are seen to be always moving into 

the nation-state; or, at least, to be intending to. Here too, though, methodological 

nationalism has left its imprint. As disillusionment with the fruits of départementalisation 

(departmentalisation) grew after 1946, local intellectuals, most prominently literary 

figures, proclaimed their Antillanité and later Créolité, celebrations of their unique, 

specifically Caribbean cultural identity. From this standpoint, départementalisation had 

been, in the words of Édouard Glissant, the ‘most concrete form of fear and self-denial, 

marking the extreme edge of alienation, the limit of self-expression as well’.12 Scholars 

writing from outside the islands joined in, treating assimilation’s refusal of the nation-

state as paradoxical, even pathological, a political project worthy of psychoanalysis as 

much as historical examination.13 The idea of alienation continues to exert a strong hold 

even over those works which pitch themselves as trying to understand assimilation.14 

Post-1946 disenchantment has, moreover, turned much of this literature on the early 

twentieth century into a sort of ‘blame game’. Historians associated with Antillean 

 
10 The only monograph to give significant attention to the federal ideal in the interwar years is: Duke, Eric, 

Building a Nation: Caribbean Federation in the Black Diaspora (Gainesville, 2016). As the title suggests, 

though, even Duke cannot escape the prism of the nation. 
11 For the latter, see: Rush, Anne Spry, Bonds of Empire: West Indians and Britishness from Victoria to 

Decolonization (Oxford, 2011). 
12 Quoted in: Stromberg Childers, Kristen, Seeking Imperialism’s Embrace: National Identity, 

Decolonization, and Assimilation in the French Caribbean (Oxford, 2016), p.6. 
13 Miles, William, Elections and Ethnicity in French Martinique: A Paradox in Paradise (New York, 1986); 

Burton, Richard, La famille coloniale: La Martinique et la mère patrie 1789-1992 (Paris, 1994). 
14 Dumont, Jacques, L'amère patrie. Histoire des Antilles françaises au XXe siècle (Paris, 2010), pp.68-74. 



10 

 

communist politics like Armand Nicolas, Henri Bangou, and Édouard de Lépine have 

painted a picture of bourgeois assimilationism as a brake on the working classes’ radical, 

perhaps ultimately nationalist, consciousness.15 Historians like Camille Darsières, himself 

a fervent believer in the existence of a Martinican nation but a politician with Aimé 

Césaire’s Parti progressiste martiniquais (Martinican Progressive Party), have lined up in 

response.16 

Recent work from outside the islands, however, has been able to circumvent these 

entrenched positions to some degree, and to embrace the Antilles’ non-national path. 

Among non-specialists, it is true, départementalisation is still largely treated as an 

‘alternative to decolonization’, not a form of decolonisation in its own right.17 But placing 

the islands and the metropole in a single analytical frame has allowed historians to 

carefully trace the construction of ideas about race and citizenship under the Third 

Republic.18 And, at its best, drawing particularly on the tools of critical theory and 

anthropology, the literature has explored assimilationism as a genuinely anticolonial effort 

to achieve freedom through non-national, non-sovereign means.19 

Yarimar Bonilla has most clearly theorised the benefits of such an optic. Non-sovereign 

Caribbean territories, she suggests, are not exceptional, aberrant, or paradoxical. Indeed, 

those conditions which are usually seen as evidence of their domination by neocolonial 

 
15 Nicolas, Armand, Histoire de la Martinique: De 1848 à 1939 (Paris, 1996); Bangou, Henri, La 

Guadeloupe, 1848-1939 (Paris, 1987); de Lépine, Édouard, La crise de février 1935 à la Martinique: La 

marche de la faim sur Fort-de-France (Paris, 1980). 
16 Darsières, Camille, Des origines de la nation martiniquaise (Pointe-à-Pitre, 1974); Darsières, Camille, 

Joseph Lagrosillière: Socialiste colonial. Les années dures (1920-1931) (Fort-de-France, 1999), pp.9-25. 
17 Thomas, Moore, and Butler, Crises of Empire, p.221. 
18 Heath, Elizabeth, Wine, Sugar, and the Making of Modern France: Global Economic Crisis and the 

Racialization of French Citizenship, 1870-1910 (Cambridge, 2014); Church, Christopher, Paradise 

Destroyed: Catastrophe and Citizenship in the French Caribbean (Lincoln, NE, 2017). 
19 Wilder, Gary, The French Imperial Nation-State: Negritude and Colonial Humanism between the Two 

World Wars (Chicago, 2005); Wilder, Gary, Freedom Time: Negritude, Decolonization, and the Future of 

the World (Durham, NC, 2015); Nesbitt, Nick, ‘Departmentalization and the Logic of Decolonization’, 

L’Esprit Créateur, 47:1 (2007), pp.32-43; Bonilla, Yarimar, Non-Sovereign Futures: French Caribbean 

Politics in the Wake of Disenchantment (Chicago, 2015). 
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forces, or of the failed emergence of nationalism, are in fact the structural products of the 

Caribbean’s entanglement with global processes. As such, they are evident in both non-

sovereign and supposedly sovereign Caribbean states. Once we de-exceptionalise non-

sovereignty, she argues, we can properly engage with the actions of non-sovereign 

peoples in ways which recognise them as genuine, strategic efforts to negotiate their place 

in a globalised world.20 Bonilla’s work therefore offers ways of drawing together the 

British and French Caribbean. Once we let go of the idea that national sovereignty is the 

only way to achieve postcolonial freedom, or even a successful vehicle for it at all, we are 

freed to take a wider variety of political projects seriously. Sovereign and non-sovereign 

visions alike can be seen as attempts to navigate a future for islands whose very existence 

had been conditioned in similar ways by their histories of enslavement and colonialism. 

We can therefore begin to see in apparently divergent anticolonial projects shared 

problems, constraints, and even solutions.  

Taken together, the historiographies of this period in the British and French Caribbean 

conventionally tell a story of separation versus integration. Even the best work on 

Antillean assimilationism, which separates it from the idea of cultural integration, 

narrowly conceives of political assimilation as the sacrifice of state sovereignty.21 The 

thesis argues that we can tell a different story, of separation through integration, and 

integration with autonomy. These colonised Caribbean populations, with no pre-colonial 

history to call upon, saw in their colonial status not domination by an alien power, but the 

deferred acknowledgement of their full rights as members of the polities to which they 

belonged; that is, their unequal integration. Anticolonialism in both the British and French 

 
20 Bonilla, Yarimar, ‘Ordinary Sovereignty’, Small Axe, 42 (2013), pp.152-65. 
21 Wilder, The French Imperial Nation-State; Wilder, Freedom Time; Nesbitt, ‘Departmentalization and the 

Logic of Decolonization’; Bonilla, Non-Sovereign Futures. 
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Caribbean during these years, the thesis therefore argues, was an essentially integrative 

project. Their approaches were, in short, not so different after all. 

This was not an unthinking form of integration, but one which aimed to call into being 

fundamentally different political forms through a transformation in the imperial 

relationship, not its rupture. In the British Caribbean, integration would transform the 

political and economic bonds of empire, transforming it into a loose, egalitarian polity. In 

the Antilles, assimilation was looked upon as a means to preserve the privileges enjoyed 

by the islands’ local assemblies, the conseils généraux (general councils). Historians have 

tended to note this desire without acknowledging either its central importance to many 

Antillean politicians, or the way this autonomist stance transforms our understanding of 

what assimilation meant to its proponents.22 Wider still, these were forms of integration 

which at times consciously proposed a path for postcolonial freedom more generally. For 

example, as Wilder shows, Césaire saw in départementalisation an act which would 

transform France itself, ‘guarantee colonial emancipation and model an alternative global 

order that would promote civilizational reconciliation and human self-realization’.23 A 

world of sovereign nation-states was not the normative horizon for the thesis’ actors, but 

the post-imperial polities which they imagined were no less anticolonial for it. 

In its attention to political projects beyond the sovereign nation-state, the thesis forms part 

of a growing body of work. Turning to the supposedly inexorable transition from colony 

to nation-state, and entwined with a recent surge in interest in historical temporality, 

historians have begun to explore paths not travelled, or ultimately abandoned.24 The 

nation-state, it has been argued, achieved normative status only after the Second World 

 
22 For an exception which recognises the centrality of autonomy, see: Sablé, Victor, La Transformation des 

Isles d’Amérique en départements français (Paris, 1955). 
23 Wilder, Freedom Time, p.2. 
24 On historical temporality, see: Engerman, David C., ‘Introduction: Histories of the Future and the Futures 

of History’, American Historical Review, 117:5 (2012), pp.1402-10. 
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War, a process which owed as much to the United States and the institutions of the liberal 

international order as to colonised peoples’ intentions.25 Before this, a range of interwar 

colonial internationalisms ‘encompassed a range of projects that were explicitly anti-

imperial yet neither reducible nor opposed to nationalism’.26 Federal projects, meanwhile, 

designed to supplant or act as a vehicle for the nation-state, formed an important strand of 

anticolonial thought in India, Africa, the Caribbean, and surely elsewhere too.27 And 

integrative projects proliferated in both the French and, more surprisingly, British 

empires. In the former, it is clear that they remained the dominant vision among 

politicians in French West Africa and the Antilles well into the 1950s, and, in the case of 

the Antilles, beyond.28 

The thesis belongs to and builds on this long-overdue broadening of perspectives on 

anticolonialism. It does not, however, make the argument that the visions it addresses 

were possible alternative paths; nor, although sympathetic to this project, does it seek to 

recuperate these visions as a basis for working through the impasses of the ‘postcolonial’ 

present.29 The questions which this growing body of work raises about the inevitability of 

the nation-state are interesting, and not as easily answered as its critics tend to suggest.30 

 
25 Kelly, John D. and Kaplan, Martha, ‘Nation and decolonization: Toward a new anthropology of 

nationalism’, Anthropological Theory, 1:4 (2001), pp.419-37; Muschik, Eva-Maria, ‘Managing the world: 

the United Nations, decolonization, and the strange triumph of state sovereignty in the 1950s and 1960s’, 

Journal of Global History, 13:1 (2018), pp.121-44. 
26 Goswami, ‘Imaginary Futures and Colonial Internationalisms’. 
27 See, for example: Getachew, Adom, Worldmaking After Empire: The Rise and Fall of Self-Determination 

(Princeton, 2019); Mantena, Karuna and Mantena, Rama Sundari, ‘Introduction: Political Imaginaries at the 

End of Empire’, Ab Imperio, 3 (2018), pp.31-35; Vaughan, Chris, ‘The Politics of Regionalism and 

Federation in East Africa, 1958-1964’, The Historical Journal, 62:2 (2019), pp.519-40. 
28 See, for example: Cooper, Frederick, Citizenship between Empire and Nation: Remaking France and 

French Africa, 1945–1960 (Princeton, 2014); Wilder, Freedom Time; Mantena, Karuna, ‘Popular 

sovereignty and anti-colonialism’, in Bourke, Richard and Skinner, Quentin (eds.), Popular Sovereignty in 

Historical Perspective (Cambridge, 2016), pp.297-319. 
29 Both Scott and Wilder address their work to present-day political impasses related to the nation-state 

project: Scott, ‘On the Very Idea’; Wilder, Freedom Time, p.3. 
30 For critical arguments which reassert the inevitability of the nation-state, see: Goebel, Michael, Anti-

Imperial Metropolis: Interwar Paris and the Seeds of Third World Nationalism (Cambridge, 2015), p.20; 

Moyn, Samuel, ‘Fantasies of Federalism’, Dissent (Winter 2015), 

https://www.dissentmagazine.org/article/fantasies-of-federalism (11 July 2019); Younis, Musab, ‘Against 

Independence’, London Review of Books, 39:13 (2017), pp.27-8. 

https://www.dissentmagazine.org/article/fantasies-of-federalism
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Indeed, the Caribbean, as a region with more non-sovereign than nominally sovereign 

states, ought to warn us against any sweeping generalisations about inevitability.31 More 

to the point, perhaps, it matters that these alternative visions existed. As Goswami 

suggests, the ‘privileging of experience over expectation glosses over changes in 

conceptions of the historically possible’.32 If we are to make sense of decolonisation from 

the perspective of the colonised, they cannot be ignored. 

As such, the thesis is more a history of Caribbean anticolonialism than decolonisation per 

se. It makes no pretence to comprehensively explain the constellation of political, social, 

economic, and cultural factors in the islands, metropoles, and international order more 

broadly which went into shaping the path to formal decolonisation. Nor, indeed, does it 

pretend to offer a reading of how empire ‘actually worked’. Rather, it treats these visions, 

whether possible or not, as legitimate, and seeks to understand them. In bringing together 

the British and French Caribbean in a single, comparative study, it seeks to ask new 

questions about both.  

 

Centring the Caribbean 

In revisiting anticolonial thinkers in the Caribbean, the thesis intends to make something 

of a statement about where we locate anticolonial thought, and about the importance of a 

Caribbean history centred on the region itself. While at times transnational in scope, the 

thesis’ main concern is to show the development of distinct traditions of anticolonial 

thought in the islands it covers: Martinique, Guadeloupe, Trinidad, Jamaica, Barbados, 

and Grenada. 

 
31 Bonilla, Non-Sovereign Futures, pp.7-9. 
32 Goswami, ‘Imaginary Futures and Colonial Internationalisms’, p.1463. 
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Most of the names important to the thesis will be familiar to historians of the twentieth-

century British or French Caribbean: Grantley Adams, Arthur Andrew Cipriani, Edward 

Rae Davson, Norman Manley, Theophilus Albert Marryshow, Clennell Wickham, Achille 

René-Boisneuf, Gratien Candace, Hégésippe Légitimus, Joseph Lagrosillière, Hildevert-

Adolphe Lara, and so on. It will be noted that these figures are all middle or upper-class 

men. This was, of course, not the only demographic to be thinking about the future of 

empire. What began as an attempt to recover the visions of a much wider spectrum of the 

population has, for reasons of space and time, had to be streamlined. Instead, the thesis 

takes as its focus those usually thought of as ‘constitutional reformers’, those who pursued 

their goals within the bounds of the local assemblies or local electoral politics more 

broadly. This group represented a variety of political thinkers who mobilised mass 

popular followings as politicians, shaped public opinion as journalists, or represented 

commercial interests whose voices echoed loudest in the corridors of empire. Some 

managed all three. The thesis tracks them wherever they had a platform and an audience: 

through newspapers, speeches, debates, memorandums, correspondence, pamphlets, 

poems, and even police reports. 

The thesis does not take these influential figures as unique thinkers. Rather, it situates 

them as political actors whose visions were fundamentally shaped by their engagement 

with their followers, those whose voices have left fewer traces in the archives, and indeed 

by their own gender and class perspectives. A better understanding of a wider range of 

people’s political thought and activism will undoubtedly transform our existing narratives 

of the period.33 The thesis, however, seeks to highlight the potentially transformative 

impact of revisiting canonical figures. The vibrancy of these individuals’ political thought, 

 
33 See, for example, the recent special issue in the Caribbean Review of Gender Studies: Goldthree, Reena 

and Duncan, Natanya, ‘Feminist Histories of the Interwar Caribbean: Anti-colonialism, Popular Protest, and 

the Gendered Struggle for Rights’, Caribbean Review of Gender Studies, 12 (2018), pp.1-30. 
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rather than their capacity to act as vehicles for the inexorable unfolding of national 

statehood or départementalisation, has too often been downplayed.34 Indeed, it should be 

stressed that we know very little about local assembly politics at all. The all-consuming 

nature of anticolonialism as a topic has tended to devour the rest of these politicians’ 

policies and positions, leaving us with the odds and ends of resolutions passed and bills 

put forward. Even in the Antilles, with their elected conseils généraux and parliamentary 

representation, we have only the most fragmentary understanding of local alliances, and 

still less of policies. What did Martinique’s Bloc Républicain (Republican Bloc) actually 

believe in, aside from anti-communism? What dreams for Martinicans, if any, united 

Sévère, who sat as député (deputy: member of the lower house of the French parliament) 

with the Radical and Radical-Socialist group, and Lémery, admirer of Mussolini and 

briefly ministre des Colonies under Vichy? We do not know.35 

If historians of the Caribbean will be acquainted in some form with most of them, many of 

the thesis’ figures are likely to be at best dimly familiar to anyone else. The history of the 

black diaspora, as Robin Kelley has so clearly articulated, has always necessarily been 

transnational.36 That said, a noticeable transnational ‘turn’ in the last two decades in 

particular has turned this into a more self-conscious methodological project. The 

flourishing of transnational histories has highlighted the formative influence of migration 

in shaping twentieth-century anticolonialism. Paris, London, New York, Hamburg, Berlin, 

 
34 There are, however, some principally biographical accounts which provide an exception to this rule. 

Joseph Lagrosillière is the subject of an excellent, if somewhat hagiographical, three-volume biography by 

Camille Darsières: Darsières, Camille, Joseph Lagrosillière: Socialiste colonial. Les années pures (1872-

1919) (Fort-de-France, 1995); Darsières, Joseph Lagrosillière…Les années dures; Darsières, Camille, 

Joseph Lagrosillière. La remontée (1932-1950) (Paris, 2007). For Gratien Candace, see: Chathuant, 

Dominique, ‘Gratien Candace: une figure de la vie politique française. 1re partie: la IIIe République (1900-

1940)’, Bulletin de la Société d’Histoire de la Guadeloupe, 134 (2003), pp.27-103. For Grantley Adams, 

see: Hoyos, F.A., Grantley Adams and the Social Revolution (London, 1974). 
35 Celma, Cécile, ‘La Vie politique à la Martinique des années 1910 à 1939’, in Suvélor, Roland (ed.), 

Historial Antillais (6 vols., Fort-de-France, 1980), v, pp.321-3. 
36 Kelley, Robin D.G., ‘“But a Local Phase of a World Problem”: Black History's Global Vision, 1883-

1950’, Journal of American History, 86:3 (1999), pp.1045-1077. 
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and so on have variously been erected as ‘capitals’ of anticolonialism for their role in 

creating spaces where colonised peoples could meet, organise, and develop more systemic 

critiques of imperialism.37 Transnational approaches have also shed important light on the 

circulation of individuals, ideas, and institutions within and beyond empires. Black 

internationalism, Garveyism, communism, and their intersections with the Caribbean, 

have come centre stage.38 

One effect of this work, however, has arguably been to decentre the colony from 

anticolonialism. Anticolonial thought has come to be situated in the interstices, generated 

through mobility and spread through networks. In terms of the Caribbean, we often read 

only the exiled: Marcus Garvey, C.L.R. James, George Padmore, Claudia Jones, Paulette 

Nardal, and so on.39 Often, their writings have seemed to ring truer to historians’ 

expectations. The islands themselves have often been marginalised in wider histories of 

decolonisation, never quite radical enough, or supposedly never decolonising at all. But, 

in allowing these figures to stand in for Caribbean anticolonialism more generally, we 

occlude other, distinct traditions emerging out of the islands themselves. 

The thesis therefore makes the case for taking local thinkers seriously. Travel mattered: 

many of them were educated in Britain or France, had parliamentary careers there, and 

even moved in the very circles which transnational history has done so much to reveal. 

 
37 Goebel, Anti-Imperial Metropolis; Makalani, Minkah, In the Cause of Freedom: Radical Black 

Internationalism from Harlem to London, 1917–1939 (Chapel Hill, NC, 2011); Matera, Marc, Black 

London: The Imperial Metropolis and Decolonization in the Twentieth Century (Berkeley, 2015); James, 

Winston, Holding Aloft the Banner of Ethiopia: Caribbean Radicalism in Early Twentieth-Century America 

(London, 1998); Kuck, Nathaneal, ‘Anti-colonialism in a Post-Imperial Environment – The Case of Berlin, 

1914-33’, Journal of Contemporary History, 49:1 (2014), pp.134-159. 
38 Putnam, Lara, Radical Moves: Caribbean Migrants and the Politics of Race in the Jazz Age (Chapel Hill, 

2013); Stevens, Margaret, Red International and Black Caribbean: Communists in New York City, Mexico 

and the West Indies, 1919-1939 (London, 2017); Ewing, Adam, The Age of Garvey: How a Jamaican 

Activist Created a Mass Movement and Changed Global Black Politics (Princeton, 2014). 
39 See, for example: Høgsbjerg, Christian, C.L.R. James in Imperial Britain (Durham, NC, 2014); James, 

Leslie, George Padmore and Decolonization from Below: Pan-Africanism, the Cold War, and the End of 

Empire (London, 2015); Boyce Davies, Carole, Left of Karl Marx: The Political Life of Black Communist 

Claudia Jones (Durham, NC, 2007); Denean Sharpley-Whiting, T., Negritude Women (Minneapolis, 2003). 
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Lagrosillière, for example, as we shall see, spent long stretches in Paris as a student and 

then député. Paulette Nardal was his parliamentary secretary for a time, and Lagrosillière 

himself was a regular at meetings of the Union intercoloniale (Intercolonial Union [UIC]) 

alongside the likes of Nguyen Ai Quoc, the future Ho Chi Minh.40 Anticolonial print 

networks mattered too. Garvey’s Negro World, the UIC’s Le Paria, and countless other 

texts circulated clandestinely, folded into the pages of other newspapers and smuggled 

ashore by sailors, or else delivered quite openly to local subscribers. The ideas which 

these networks brought fed into the way the thesis’ local anticolonialists imagined the 

future, but their visions were not reducible to these imported texts. Rather, the thesis 

argues, their anticolonial thought was defined and shaped by their embeddedness in the 

local Caribbean context, their day-to-day functions as politicians, the different 

possibilities and limitations presented by the colonial environment, and the different 

valence assigned to race in the Caribbean and the diaspora. In short, it was not mimetic. If 

we wish to understand Caribbean anticolonialism, we need to turn to the pages of the 

Labour Leader, the West Indian, and Le Nouvelliste, not just to the Negro World or Negro 

Worker. 

 

The Problems of Freedom and Sovereignty 

To make sense of the visions its subjects produced, the thesis’ approach has been 

influenced by Scott’s concept of the ‘problem-space’. Adom Getachew, likewise picking 

up on Scott, describes the ‘problem-space’ as ‘a conceptual tool for conceiving of the way 

in which political thought and practice are responses to specific, historically situated 

questions’. This means not just ‘the ideational context in which question and answer are 

 
40 Umoren, Imaobong, Race Women Internationalists: Activist-Intellectuals and Global Freedom Struggles 

(Oakland, 2018), p.13. 
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paired’, but also what is imaginable within a particular institutional and political context.41 

Put another way, the thesis seeks to understand Caribbean anticolonialism not as an 

abstract yearning for freedom, but rather as a response to the particular questions or 

problems which preoccupied the islands’ thinkers. As the years unfolded, so did the shape 

of these problems change, and therefore so too did the answers to them. In broad terms, 

though, these figures’ renegotiation of their relationship with their Mother Country or 

Mère-Patrie sought to respond to a pair of connected questions. How could they address 

the legacies of colonialism and slavery at home? And how could they navigate the 

international order created by European imperialism abroad? The thesis refers to these two 

questions as the problem of freedom, and the problem of sovereignty. 

The problem of freedom is a concept borrowed from Thomas Holt.42 The thesis uses it to 

denote the processes by which the economic, social, and political inequalities created by 

enslavement were perpetuated long after emancipation in both the British and French 

Caribbean. Emancipation and its aftermath, Holt argues, were structured by the logic of 

liberal capitalism; the enslaved were to be freed, but with the expectation that they would 

take their place in the labour market as ‘free’ labourers on the plantations. As Holt puts it: 

‘Slavery, as a system and an ideology, was supplanted by free labor, which ushered in its 

own embedded coercive forms, ideological and systemic’. ‘[T]he freedom that 

emancipation offered’, then, ‘was neither natural nor indigenous, but a historically 

particular and socially constructed phenomenon’. Holt’s definition of the problem of 

freedom adopts the perspective of the planter. In Jamaica, on which he focuses, it was the 

‘task of socializing ex-slaves to respond to the work incentives of freemen’, and of 

 
41 Getachew, Worldmaking after Empire, pp.77-8; Scott, David, Refashioning Futures: Criticism after 

Postcoloniality (Princeton, 1999), pp.4-8. 
42 Holt, Thomas, The Problem of Freedom: Race, Labor, and Politics in Jamaica and Britain, 1832-1938 

(Baltimore, 1992). 
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reconciling the precept that the formerly enslaved were rational, autonomous actors in the 

economic sphere with the denial of this principle in the political sphere.43 The 

formulation, though, works equally well in reverse. Freedom was a problem for the 

formerly enslaved, in that the form in which it emerged worked to reduce them to a 

landless proletariat dependent on the wages offered by their former plantation masters. 

The process was never absolute. A peasantry established itself to varying degrees in each 

island as the formerly enslaved strove to define freedom for themselves.44 But, by the 

dawn of the twentieth century, the promise of freedom had been blunted. Most of the land, 

most of the wealth, and in the British islands most of the political power still lay in the 

hands of the former slaveowners. 

In particular, the thesis sees these inequalities as vested in the perpetuation of the 

plantation economy, which emerged weakened from the challenges of the nineteenth 

century, but still dominant. Later thinkers came to see in the plantation economy the roots 

of Caribbean underdevelopment. It was no surprise that Williams, among the most 

original and brilliant theorists of abolition, was among those most sensitive to this 

connection in the 1940s. Caribbean economies, Williams argued in 1944, had been 

created to serve the metropolitan economy. The islands had existed only to produce cash 

crops for export to the metropole, and after emancipation had remained as reliant on this 

export trade as they therefore were on importing foodstuffs and other necessaries.45 

Williams’ historical insights provided inspiration for the New World Group of political 

economists at the University of the West Indies in the 1960s, who argued that post-

 
43 Holt, The Problem of Freedom, pp.xxii-xxiii. 
44 Holt, The Problem of Freedom, pp.115-76. 
45 Williams, Eric, ‘The Economic Development of the Caribbean Up to the Present’, in Frazier, Franklin and 

Williams, Eric (eds.), The Economic Future of the Caribbean (Washington, DC, 1944), pp.19-25. 
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emancipation changes had not altered this pattern of export dependence, and that the 

plantation economy had left the Caribbean underdeveloped.46 

Together with their natural disadvantage as small islands, this underdevelopment fed into 

the other problem which confronted Caribbean anticolonial thinkers: the problem of 

sovereignty. The thesis uses the concept to denote the threat, both real and perceived, 

which national sovereignty posed for the British and French Caribbean. The islands were 

small, dependent, underdeveloped, and vulnerable to fluctuations in global trade. And, as 

recent work at the intersection of history, international relations, and political theory has 

shown, they were faced with an international order whose very institutions, laws, and 

norms were a product of empire, and patterned along what W.E.B. Du Bois called the 

‘color line’. Getachew has argued that empire can be viewed not in bilateral terms as 

‘alien rule’, but rather as ‘unequal integration’ into the international order. That is, that it 

was colonies and postcolonial nations’ very membership of the international system 

fashioned by Western imperial powers which allowed for their ongoing domination.47 

Ethiopia, for example, was forced to accept ‘burdened and racialized’ membership of the 

League of Nations due to its supposed failure to meet standards of international 

governance, especially in relation to the practice of slavery. Its unequal membership 

therefore allowed it to be subject to forms of oversight and intervention whose guiding 

logic, Getachew shows, was ultimately used to justify Italy’s invasion in 1935.48 As 

Bonilla has suggested, international mechanisms of debt and finance have reproduced this 

pattern, seeking to reshape postcolonial nations as ‘sovereign moderns’ in ways which 

actually facilitate the perpetuation of global inequality.49 

 
46 For the New World Group, see: Benn, The Caribbean: An Intellectual History, pp.122-51. 
47 Getachew, Worldmaking After Empire, pp.17-22. 
48 Getachew, Worldmaking after Empire, pp.52-67. 
49 Bonilla, Non-Sovereign Futures, p.13. 
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Getachew and Musab Younis have explored the development of a specifically Black 

Atlantic critique of this order among interwar and post-Second World War thinkers, who 

traced the central role of transatlantic slavery in its formation. For figures as diverse as 

Williams, Garvey, and Du Bois, anticolonial nationalism was necessarily more than the 

mimetic reproduction of the Westphalian nation-state. What was required alongside the 

nation-state project was the mobilisation of pan-national solidarities, or the creation of 

transnational structures which would allow postcolonial nations to overturn or at least 

navigate an international order which was set against them. Getachew’s concept of 

‘worldmaking’ most poetically captures this stance.50 

The problem of freedom and the problem of sovereignty are heuristics. Many of the 

thesis’ actors did not theorise the islands’ predicament in this precise way, although some 

did. Almost all, though, especially after the First World War, addressed their anticolonial 

thought to problems which were the legacies of imperialism at a local and international 

level. ‘[T]hroughout the Caribbean’, Bonilla argues, ‘the problems of freedom and 

sovereignty are parallel and entwined: both have hinged upon abstract promises of 

codified equality accompanied by a careful escort into codified systems of intrinsic 

inequality’.51 Both also grew together, each nourishing the other. The same logics of race 

and capitalism which came to determine the problem of freedom were those which shaped 

the international order in which sovereignty was a problem. The problem of sovereignty 

lay not only in the international sphere, but in the underdevelopment of the islands 

themselves, perpetuated by the legacies of the problem of freedom. 

 
50 Getachew, Worldmaking after Empire; Younis, Musab, ‘The Grand Machinery of the World: Race, 

Global Order and the Black Atlantic’ (DPhil thesis, University of Oxford, 2017). 
51 Bonilla, Non-Sovereign Futures, p.13. 
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The ‘project of sovereignty’, Bonilla suggests, has often been seen as a solution to the 

‘unresolved contradictions’ of the problem of freedom. ‘Indeed’, she writes, ‘for many 

Caribbean populations decolonization came with the hope of finally attaining the promises 

of freedom that had been held out since the moment of abolition’.52 But, as Bonilla, the 

thesis, and the thinkers it examines have all argued, national sovereignty alone was an 

insufficient answer. And where the worlds which Williams, Michael Manley, and others 

hoped to create consciously reached beyond empire, the thesis’ actors more often made 

empire their starting point. What united these anticolonial thinkers was a determination to 

find solutions to the problems of freedom and sovereignty. They sought post-imperial 

frameworks through which to navigate the international order, and to propel reforms 

which would free the islands from the legacies of enslavement. Comparison highlights 

how Antillean assimilationism and British Caribbean nationalism, at first glance 

diametrically opposed, were actually efforts to answer very similar questions, and to plot a 

path for small, vulnerable islands between the Scylla of colonial rule, and the Charybdis 

of national sovereignty. 

 

Working with the First World War 

Anticolonial thought in the interwar Caribbean was scalable. It addressed itself to the 

inequalities which empire had created at both a local and international level, often in ways 

which sensed these levels’ overlapping, intersecting boundaries. The First World War is 

an ideal moment to see this in action. The war changed the dimensions of the problem of 

freedom, reviving an ailing sugar industry, and shifting patterns of labour and production. 

The consequences of the war’s disruption of the global sugar market slowly unfolded 

 
52 Bonilla, Non-Sovereign Futures, p.14. 



24 

 

throughout the 1920s and 1930s in imperial and international policies which, for islands 

which were largely still so reliant on the commodity, shaped the bounds of the politically 

imaginable. 

The problem of sovereignty, then, also took on new forms. In more narrowly political 

terms, two pillars of early-to-mid twentieth-century internationalism emerged from the 

war, the League of Nations and the Communist International, together with new networks 

of anti-imperialism and black internationalism. New political parties came to prominence 

in the metropoles; governments rose and fell as they struggled to come to terms with war 

debts, economic crisis, and what many perceived to be a new social contract between the 

state and its citizens. Beyond the imperial and international, the war had been existential, 

a crisis of modernity which for some demanded radically new forms of expression and 

culture, and for others a recourse to tradition; each challenged narratives of ‘progress’ in 

its own way. Across the European empires, colonised peoples looked upon the conflict as 

a moment of rupture. Nothing, they imagined, would ever be the same. 

For all this, the war’s importance for the Caribbean has been misunderstood, and 

consequently underestimated. Unsurprisingly, the same methodological nationalism which 

has governed much of the wider literature has reigned here too. What could be a better 

example of alienation or false consciousness than being willing, even eager to die for 

one’s imperial masters? For Oruno Lara, writing in his La Guadeloupe dans l’histoire in 

1921, the war had been ‘“a new opportunity for Guadeloupe to demonstrate its attachment 

to France, to the Mère-Patrie”’ by paying ‘“the impôt du sang (blood tax) from which we 

were exempted until 1912”’. For Oruno D. Lara, providing a preface to a new edition of 

his grandfather’s text in 1979, this blood had been given in vain, in service of nothing 
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more than capitalist imperialism.53 Likewise, in 1980 it seemed to Marie-Lambert Félix-

Théodose-Petit and Jean-Camille Petit nothing short of ‘astonishing’ that their forebears 

had so little sense of ‘national consciousness’, and that they had placed such faith in, and 

sacrificed so much for, a French citizenship which would never truly be theirs.54 Work on 

the British Caribbean has similarly often spoken the language of ‘alienation’ and 

‘internalisation’.55 Because of this difficulty in placing past West Indians’ outward 

imperial patriotism in narratives of nationhood, the war has traditionally garnered 

relatively little attention from historians of the region. 

It is only in the last two decades or so that an appreciable body of work has taken shape.56 

Historians’ grasp of the war’s importance, though, has been shaped by what has been 

described as a Eurocentric, ethnocentric understanding of the conflict.57 For much of the 

supposedly global history of the war, the conflict was an essentially military affair whose 

main event was in Europe, with sideshows in the Middle East and Africa. It was a world 

war insofar as it drew in belligerents from all four corners of the map. For the Caribbean, 

the result has been an overwhelming focus on the twinned projects of military and cultural 

mobilisation for the war. Historians have delved into the race and class politics of 

mobilisation at both a colonial and imperial level.58 Most clearly in the British case, 

 
53 Quoted in: Douaire, Anne, ‘Traces et absences de la Grande Guerre aux Antilles’, in Laserra, Annamaria; 

Leclercq, Nicole; and Quaghebeur, Marc (eds.), Mémoires et antimémoires littéraires au XXe siècle: la 

Première Guerre mondiale (Brussels, 2008), pp.137-8. 
54 Félix-Théodose-Petit, Marie-Lambert and Petit, Jean-Camille, ‘La Vie des Martiniquais pendant la 

Grande Guerre’, in Suvélor (ed.), Historial Antillais, v, pp.32-3. 
55 Howe, Glenford, Race, War and Nationalism: A Social History of West Indians in the First World War 

(Kingston, 2002), p.1; Smith, Richard, Jamaican Volunteers in the First World War: Race, Masculinity and 

the Development of National Consciousness (Manchester, 2004), p.44. 
56 The best and most comprehensive overviews of the Caribbean war experience are: Andrivon-Milton, 

Sabine, La Martinique et la Grande Guerre (Paris, 2005); Broussillon, Ary, La Guadeloupe dans la 

première Guerre Mondiale (Gourbeyre, 2008); Howe, Race, War and Nationalism. 
57 Compagnon, Olivier and Purseigle, Pierre, ‘Géographies de la mobilisation et territoires de la belligérance 

durant la Première Guerre mondiale’, Annales. Histoire, Sciences Sociales, 71:1 (2016), pp.41-4. 
58 Dumont, Jacques, ‘Conscription antillaise et citoyenneté revendiquée au tournant de la première guerre 

mondiale’, Vingtième Siècle. Revue d'histoire, 92 (2006), pp.101-16; Dumont, Jacques, ‘Les registres du 

patriotisme créole dans les “vieilles colonies” autour de la Première Guerre mondiale’, Outre-Mers. Revue 

d’histoire, 390-391 (2016), pp.191-210; Howe, Race, War and Nationalism; Goldthree, Reena, ‘Shifting 
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historians have also turned the tools of cultural history on the military spaces inhabited by 

Caribbean soldiers, uncovering interracial intimacies, colonial anxieties, and cosmopolitan 

connections at the front.59 If our understanding of the Antillean ‘home front’ remains the 

more textured, historians of both the British and French Caribbean cases have also 

increasingly dwelled on the processes of social, cultural, and economic mobilisation 

which sustained the war effort in the islands themselves.60  

When it comes to assessing the war’s political impact, then, historians have naturally 

turned to the experiences of soldiers and veterans. Methodologies have, of course, 

changed over time. In the British Caribbean case, the Marxist-Leninist certainties of the 

1970s have been replaced by a concern with the construction of national, racial, and 

gender identities. These shifts notwithstanding, the broad argument has remained similar: 

that the soldiers of the British West Indies Regiment (BWIR) experienced a Damascene 

conversion while overseas due largely to the racism meted out to them by British military 

officials, returning home as black nationalists to accelerate and lead the fight for national 

independence.61 Reena Goldthree’s focus on ‘claims-making’ and the coexistence of 

 
Loyalties: World War I and the Conflicted Politics of Patriotism in the British Caribbean’ (PhD thesis, Duke 

University, 2011). 
59 Smith, Jamaican Volunteers in the First World War; Howe, Glenford, ‘Military-Civilian Intercourse, 

Prostitution and Venereal Disease Among Black West Indian Soldiers During World War I’, Journal of 

Caribbean History, 31:1-2 (1997), pp.88-102; Goldthree, Reena, ‘“Vive La France!”: British Caribbean 

soldiers and interracial intimacies on the Western Front’, Journal of Colonialism and Colonial History, 17:3 

(2016), [n.p.]; Maguire, Anna, ‘“I felt like a man”: West Indian troops under fire during the First World 

War’, Slavery & Abolition, 39:3 (2018), pp.602-21. 
60 Women’s experiences have benefited from recent attention: Bean, Dalea, Jamaican Women & the World 

Wars: On the Front Lines of Change (Cham, 2018); Andrivon-Milton, Sabine, ‘Les femmes martiniquaises 

pendant la Grande Guerre’, Bulletin de la Société d’Histoire de la Guadeloupe, 168 (2014), pp.21-7; Joseph, 

Michael, ‘Making Gender Work: Women and Separation Allowances in the French Caribbean during the 

First World War’, French History, (forthcoming). Propaganda has emerged as another fruitful avenue of 

enquiry, usefully placed alongside explorations of the literary outpouring which the war produced: Dumont, 

Jacques, ‘La figure de l’ennemi: les Antilles et la première guerre mondiale’, Bulletin de la Société 

d’Histoire de la Guadeloupe, 168 (2014), pp.135-51; Goldthree, Reena, ‘Writing War and Empire: Poetry, 

Patriotism, and Public Claims-Making in the British Caribbean’, in Puri, Shalini and Putnam, Lara (eds.), 

Caribbean Military Encounters (New York, 2017), pp.49-69. 
61 Elkins, W.F., ‘A Source of Black Nationalism in the Caribbean: The Revolt of the British West Indies 

Regiment at Taranto, Italy’, Science and Society, 34:1 (1970), pp.99-103; Joseph, C.L., ‘The British West 

Indies Regiment 1914-1918’, Journal of Caribbean History, 2 (1971), pp.94-124; Smith, Jamaican 
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imperial identities has added some much-needed nuance to the argument that the war 

unlocked a somehow ‘true’ or ‘authentic’ creole nationalism. Ultimately, though, in 

focusing on the connection between imperial patriotism and military service, she offers 

new, sharper tools for opening what turns out to be a very similar box.62 In the Antillean 

case, the claims have been somewhat vaguer, but still gesture to veterans as somehow key 

to the islands’ path to départementalisation in the 1920s and 1930s.63 

The thesis proposes a different narrative. Most of the literature makes these claims despite 

not venturing in any serious way beyond the early 1920s. What is more, the thesis argues, 

historians have generally been looking in the wrong places. Veterans’ experiences are 

important, and reveal much about the way the war was understood, and about imperial 

governance and politics. But in the French Caribbean, veterans were one of many civil 

society groups pushing for assimilation during the 1920s and 1930s. And in the British 

Caribbean, where the claims made for veterans’ importance have been grander and mainly 

unsubstantiated, their coherence as a group was negligible; in fact, where they did act 

together, it was against those forces usually seen as the leaders of an incipient nationalist 

movement.64 

Instead, the thesis builds on recent work which has significantly expanded our 

understanding of the war’s globality.65 In particular, it draws on Tait Keller’s 

environmental history of the war.66 The supply chains which underpinned military 

 
Volunteers. Glenford Howe’s Race, War and Nationalism offers a more careful, nuanced account, but 

ultimately remains imprisoned by its methodological nationalism. 
62 Goldthree, ‘Shifting Loyalties’. 
63 See, for example: Broussillon, La Guadeloupe, pp.243-4. 
64 Joseph, Michael, ‘First World War veterans and the state in the French and British Caribbean, 1919-

1939’, First World War Studies, 10:1 (2019), pp.31-48. 
65 For an important critique of existing global approaches to the war, and a statement on future directions, 

see: Compagnon and Purseigle, ‘Géographies de la mobilisation’. 
66 Keller, Tait, ‘Aux marges écologiques de la belligérance: Vers une histoire environnementale globale de 

la Première Guerre mondiale’, Annales. Histoire, Sciences Sociales, 71:1 (2016), pp.65-85. 
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mobilisation can be thought of as forming a global web of ‘nodes and networks’.67 As he 

hunkered down in Flanders fields, the British Tommy scooped Argentinian bully beef 

from cans made of Malayan tin and unloaded by Chinese labourers, and watched as shells 

manufactured using Chilean nitrates and loaded by Caribbean soldiers soared overhead. 

Keller demonstrates how tracing these chains back to their sources allows us to decentre 

Europe. The demands of wartime resource extraction, he shows, transformed the 

ecologies, demographics, and labour regimes of supposedly peripheral regions. These 

insights are readily applicable to the British and French Caribbean. Historians of the 

Antilles have already noted the war’s transformative effect on sugar and rum prices.68 The 

thesis connects this work to the history of anticolonialism. Spiralling prices revived an 

industry which had been in steep decline for some decades already in 1914, shifting the 

dimensions of the problem of freedom, and triggering imperial policies which altered the 

balance of the problem of sovereignty. At the same time, a cost of living crisis stemming 

from the islands’ dependence on imported foodstuffs propelled the explosive growth of 

mass politics in the British Caribbean, and reinforced popular assimilationism in the 

Antilles. 

Beyond these economic shifts, the thesis seeks to understand the war as many of its actors 

did: as a moment of rupture. Historians have come to agree that the war was a ‘world-

historical opening’, or at least imagined as such, a conclusion seemingly rendered obvious 

by the turbulence of the post-Armistice years.69 For some, this period of revolution and 

revolt has pointed inexorably towards national independence.70 Others, however, have 

 
67 Gregory, Adrian, ‘Globalising and Localising the Great War’, Transactions of the Royal Historical 

Society, 27 (2017), pp.233–251. 
68 Schnakenbourg, Christian, Histoire de l’industrie sucrière en Guadeloupe aux XIXe et XXe siècles: 

Fluctuations et dépendance 1884-1946 (Paris, 2008), pp.116-27. 
69 The phrase is Wilder’s, referring to 1945: Wilder, Freedom Time, pp.1-2. 
70 See, for example: Manela, Erez, The Wilsonian Moment: Self-Determination and the International 

Origins of Anti-Colonial Nationalism (Oxford, 2009); Gerwarth, Robert and Manela, Erez, ‘The Great War 
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complicated this narrative. Formal decolonisation, of course, would have to wait until 

after another global conflagration, and international historians have come to shed light on 

how European colonial empires emerged in some senses strengthened by a new 

international apparatus, and new technologies and ideologies of rule.71 The thesis, though, 

is less interested in these more bilateral approaches to empire, and more so in the war as 

an event which seemed to demand a process of intellectual reconstruction. Historians have 

explored the war’s significance as a challenge to the European basis of civilisation and 

modernity, one which demanded new definitions and frameworks which were 

increasingly centred outside of Europe.72 Referring to ‘colonial internationalisms’, 

Goswami has described ‘a shared reckoning of the First World War as an authentic 

historical opening toward a non-imperial future’.73 This ‘shared reckoning’, of course, 

also embraced a whole series of other projects: anticolonial nationalisms of all stripes, 

communist utopias, Pan-African imperialisms, and many more besides. At stake for many 

post-war thinkers was not simply the question of ‘alien rule’ over their homes, but the 

future of humanity itself. 

To the figures on whom the thesis focuses, the war’s importance was axiomatic. At a 

personal level, they had lived the war. They had experienced the rush of combat and the 

long, slow days and nights in the trenches. After playing a leading role in the island’s 

recruitment campaign, Cipriani received a commission in the British West Indies 

 
as a Global War: Imperial Conflict and the Reconfiguration of World Order, 1911-1923’, Diplomatic 

History, 38:4 (2014), pp.786-800. 
71 Burbank, Jane and Cooper, Frederick, ‘Empires after 1919: old, new, transformed’, International Affairs, 

95:1 (2019), pp.81-100; Lorenzini, Sara, ‘Introduction. The First World War and the Global Transformation 

of Colonial Empires’, Comparativ. Zeitschrift für Globalgeschichte und vergleichende 

Gesellschaftsforschung, 26:6 (2016), pp.7-14. 
72 See, for example: Adas, Michael, ‘Contested Hegemony: The Great War and the Afro-Asian Assault on 

the Civilizing Mission Ideology’, Journal of World History, 15:1 (2004), pp.31-63; Dickinson, Frederick R., 

‘Toward a Global Perspective of the Great War: Japan and the Foundations of a Twentieth-Century World’, 

American Historical Review, 119:4 (2014), pp.1154-83. 
73 Goswami, ‘Imaginary Futures and Colonial Internationalisms’, p.1465. 
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Regiment, and set sail from Trinidad at the age of 42 on 28 March 1917 to serve in Egypt 

and Mesopotamia.74 Manley saw action on the Western Front. Reflecting later on the first 

day of the Somme offensive, he recalled ‘how the world can dissolve into one vast sound 

like a great wave drowning every feeling and every emotion’.75 And they had experienced 

the anxiety of the unknown as family members. Manley’s younger brother, Roy, who 

served alongside him in the Royal Field Artillery, was killed at Passchendaele in 1917. 

Manley’s granddaughter, Rachel, recalled that her grandfather ‘never spoke about the 

war’, but that he ‘always wore a black necktie and a rosebud in his lapel’ in memory of 

his brother.76 Lagrosillière, meanwhile, experienced the war as a father as well as député. 

In August 1915, he wrote proudly in his newspaper, Le Bloc, of how his son, wounded by 

shrapnel at the Marne, had no sooner recovered than was preparing to set out for the front 

once more.77 

Into the 1920s and 1930s, these Caribbean politicians then worked with the war and its 

effects. They explored the promises and pitfalls of the political openings, economic shifts, 

and existential questions which had thrown the problems of freedom and sovereignty into 

new light. Similarly, the thesis works with, rather than on, the war. In so doing, it sheds 

light on dreams and visions of the post-imperial future which have been cast into darkness 

for far too long. 

 

Organisation of the thesis 

 
74 James, C.L.R., The Life of Captain Cipriani: An Account of British Government in the West Indies 

(Nelson, 1932; repr. Durham, NC, 2014), pp.68-83. 
75 Manley, Rachel, ‘Brothers in Arms’, in McCarthy Woolf, Karen (ed.), Unwritten: Caribbean Poems After 

The First World War (Rugby, 2018), p.68.  
76 Manley, ‘Brothers in Arms’, p.67. 
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The thesis spans from 1913 to 1939; that is, from the introduction of compulsory military 

service in the Antilles in 1913 to the outbreak of the Second World War. In terms of the 

former, the thesis naturally ranges back far further to explain the development of the 

problems of freedom and sovereignty, but 1913 and the outbreak of war the next year act 

as the basic starting point for the projects and visions with which it is concerned. 1939 

takes the thesis to the brink of another world war, one again looked upon as a world-

historical opening, and one whose political aftermath has been much more amply covered. 

New imaginative possibilities were opened after 1945.78 1939, then, seems a useful point 

to stop and take stock. 

The thesis has opted for greater geographical over chronological breadth. Where most of 

the historiography of the Caribbean, synthetic works aside, deals with single islands or 

colonies, the thesis selects six. This wide optic has two rationales. First, although 

principally comparing between the British and French cases as blocs, to demonstrate how 

important the local historical and contemporary context was to the anticolonial visions 

each island produced. Second, to make a case that the thesis’ arguments are not simply 

applicable to one, anomalous case, but more generally applicable to the islands of the 

British and French Caribbean as a whole. ‘Islands’ is used advisedly here. British and 

French Guiana, continental, sparsely populated and rich in natural resources, presented 

different questions and challenges to contemporaries to those of the (former) sugar 

islands. As such, the thesis focuses on Martinique and Guadeloupe as France’s two 

principal insular possessions in the Caribbean. On the British side, the islands have been 

chosen to offer a sweep of different political, social, and economic settings in 1913: from 

Barbados, a sugar monoculture with a unique elected Assembly; to Grenada, a member of 

the Federal Colony of the Windward Islands, with its cocoa industry and comparatively 

 
78 See, for example: Cooper, Citizenship between Empire and Nation; Wilder, Freedom Time. 
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large peasantry; to Jamaica, geographically marooned out in the Greater Antilles and 

seemingly on the cusp of becoming a tributary state to the United Fruit Company; to 

Trinidad, with its sizeable East Indian population and emerging oil industry. Clearly, this 

breadth imposes limits on the depth in which the thesis can consider each individual case. 

The six islands have histories which are no less distinctive or complex than those of any 

other place, so the reader will not find a narrative history of the anticolonial movement in 

each colony. Particularly on the British side, islands necessarily come to the fore and 

recede into the backdrop as the thesis unfolds. The aim is to demonstrate coherence across 

these disparate examples, not to exhaustively narrate every development in each island. 

Finally, a quick note on comparison. No published work, as far as is known, has ever 

engaged in this type of close comparison of British and French Caribbean anticolonial 

thought. By its very nature, then, the thesis is somewhat experimental. Perhaps 

unexpectedly, given proximity, mutually intelligible creole languages, family connections 

among the white elite, and so on, comparison has not led towards a story of 

entanglement.79 The islands seem rarely to have crossed paths, or intruded overmuch on 

one another’s consciousness. When they did, it tended to involve Antilleans complaining 

about British Caribbean seasonal labour undercutting wages and committing petty 

crimes.80 Rather, comparison here aims to highlight complementarity and to some degree 

causality. The questions to which anticolonial thought across the islands was addressed 

stemmed from a shared history as plantation colonies. With similar histories, similar 

questions, and similar problems, the thesis argues, naturally came similar solutions. 

 
79 On the relationships between comparative, histoire croisée, and transnational approaches, see: Cohen, 

Deborah and O’Connor, Maura, ‘Introduction: Comparative History, Cross-National History, Transnational 

History – Definitions’, in Cohen, Deborah and O’Connor, Maura (eds.), Comparison and History: Europe in 

Cross-National Perspective (New York, 2004), pp.ix-xxiv. 
80 See, for example: Le Nouvelliste, 7 February 1913. 
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***** 

The thesis employs a broadly chronological approach. Chapter One explores how the 

problems of freedom and sovereignty developed in the Antilles. Assimilation emerged as 

an anticolonial project to reanimate the failed promises of emancipation, and to protect the 

relative autonomy enjoyed by the islands’ elected assemblies. Republicanism, it was 

thought, would propel the levelling of racial hierarchies in the islands, a belief made 

manifest in the campaign for compulsory military service and in subsequent wartime 

recruitment. Sugar’s wartime revival, meanwhile, changed the face of the local industry, 

altered production patterns, and prompted state interventions which raised questions about 

the nature of the imperial relationship itself. 

Chapter Two covers the same ground in the British Caribbean. The islands were similarly 

confronted with the problems of freedom and sovereignty. Here, though, the liberalisation 

of British imperial economic policy in the nineteenth century stripped the islands of 

economic protection and brought the sugar industry to near-ruin and collapse. The war, 

however, promised a reversal of this policy, a revival of their fortunes, and an empire re-

established on egalitarian lines. In securing constitutional reform at the local level, and 

therefore distancing themselves from Britain, West Indians hoped to secure their 

integration as equal members of this new polity. 

Chapter Three, covering 1919-1923, marks the first of three chapters which bring the 

British and French Caribbean together. In it, we see how Caribbean anticolonialists 

attempted to take advantage of the world-historical opening they perceived all around 

them. They pursued assimilationist projects which would preserve their autonomy, and 

rallied movements in favour of representative government, a first incremental step 

towards their future as a Dominion. As they did so, they engaged with the post-war 
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flourishing of transnational anti-imperialisms without simply parroting them; and they 

pushed back against the normativity of the nation-state, installed as a (racialised) principle 

by Wilsonian self-determination and the League of Nations. At the same time, the war’s 

economic legacies were already beginning to unfold. For these Caribbean political, 

agricultural, and commercial interests, the economic was political. As the price of sugar 

and rum fluctuated, they watched imperial economic policy closely for lessons about the 

imperial relationship. 

Chapter Four takes the story from 1923 to 1930. The Antilles were offered assimilation in 

1925, and promptly rejected it. The chapter examines this decision, and how the principles 

which underpinned it also propelled expansive anticolonial projects which promised to 

reconfigure the French empire as a federal republic. In the British Caribbean, meanwhile, 

post-war strikes had combined with Garveyism to give birth to new, more organised forms 

of labour politics. Trinidad, where this process was most in evidence, is the focus of the 

chapter. As turbulence gave way to collapse in the global sugar market, the Trinidad 

Workingmen’s Association leveraged a socialist critique of colonial rule to reimagine the 

empire as a Commonwealth of Nations. A West Indian federation was to be the vehicle 

for both Trinidadian nationhood and the Imperial Preference needed to preserve it. 

Chapter Five, finally, tracks these changes from 1930 to 1939. In the Antilles, the balance 

in assimilationist thought between autonomy and integration had shifted since the mid-

1920s. The Great Depression deepened the problem of sovereignty and pushed the 

islands’ conseils généraux to countenance abandoning their privileges to secure their 

départementalisation. In the British Caribbean, the push for federation gathered pace as 

metropolitan policies repeatedly compromised the islands’ economic interests. Far from 

marking a break with the 1920s, the 1930s saw British Caribbean anticolonial thinkers 
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build on the socialist critique first outlined by the TWA to offer new, more expansive 

answers to the legacies of the problem of freedom.
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CHAPTER ONE 

Les Antilles en guerre (The Antilles at War), 1913-1918 

Historians’ understanding of Antillean assimilationism has long been distorted by a 

combination of methodological nationalism, and disillusionment with the fruits of 

départementalisation in 1946. Where it has not been seen as paradoxical, assimilation has 

been often been viewed as alienation, failed nationalism, an ‘alternative to 

decolonization’. Antilleans have been thought by many to have traded their national 

destiny for the false promises of republican liberté, égalité, fraternité.1 Theoretical and 

historical approaches to non-sovereign politics, however, have recaptured assimilation’s 

genuinely anticolonial intent as a project to regularise Antilleans’ citizenship and 

reconcile republican universalism with cultural particularity.2 Nick Nesbitt, for example, 

has suggested that ‘departmentalization must be understood not in opposition to 

decolonization, but instead as one of the earliest and purest forms of this twentieth-century 

historical sequence’.3 

Insightful though it is, much of this latter work implicitly (or explicitly) posits the 

uniqueness of Antillean thinkers like Césaire, as if only in their hands could an otherwise 

uncritical political project be refashioned as a genuinely anticolonial tool. The first two 

sections of this chapter set the scene for a different argument to unfold over the course of 

the thesis. The first section details the nineteenth-century development of the problems of 

freedom and sovereignty, and the emergence of assimilation as a conscious response to 

the legacies of enslavement. The second explores assimilation as an autonomist project 

which aimed to use integration to protect local institutions and powers. Together, these 

 
1 See, for example: Burton, La famille coloniale; Bangou, La Guadeloupe, 1848-1939; Thomas, Moore, and 

Butler, Crises of Empire, p.221. 
2 Wilder, The French Imperial Nation-State; Wilder, Freedom Time; Bonilla, Non-Sovereign Futures. 
3 Nesbitt, ‘Departmentalization and the Logic of Decolonization’, pp.38-9. 
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two sections argue that some of the supposed novelty of the Négritude generation was 

prefigured within mainstream Antillean political thought. 

The remaining three sections then pivot to address the First World War. Historians have 

examined the islands’ military, cultural, and social mobilisation in some depth.4 Some 

15,133 Antilleans set sail from the islands for the front, where they served in integrated 

regiments alongside metropolitan French troops.5 The centrality of military service to 

French republican conceptions of citizenship has made their military service a fruitful lens 

for exploring the question of assimilation. This chapter uses military service as one 

example of how Antilleans imagined assimilation might reanimate the stunted promises of 

republican freedom. Section three examines how Antillean politicians imagined the late 

nineteenth-century strengthening of the Third Republic as a project forged between 

metropole and colony, turning military service against their own monarchist, clerical 

enemies. Section five, meanwhile, follows this project into the war years. The fourth 

section, finally, makes the case for an underexplored element of the war: the sugar 

industry. Historians have not been unaware of the war’s impact on Antillean sugar, but 

this section goes further by connecting the politics of sugar to the politics of empire. 

Antilleans expected their political relationship with the Mère-Patrie to be materialised 

through economic reciprocity. The war took a declining, ailing sugar industry and 

transformed its fortunes; at a stroke, it provided new ways of approaching the legacies of 

the problem of freedom, and propelled metropolitan intervention which challenged the 

entire basis of the imperial relationship itself. In both cases, the military and the 

 
4 See, for example: Andrivon-Milton, La Martinique et la Grande Guerre; Broussillon, La Guadeloupe dans 

la première Guerre Mondiale. 
5 Dumont, ‘Conscription antillaise’, p.114. 
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economic, processes set in motion by the war would continue to make themselves felt 

throughout the 1920s and 1930s. 

 

The Roots of Assimilationism 

From 22 to 26 September 1870, the communes of southern Martinique were aflame. News 

of the French defeat at Sedan had reached the island on 21 September, sparking tensions 

which had built throughout the year since a local béké, Louis Justin Cléophraste Codé, had 

begun to fly the white flag of the monarchist légitimiste movement at his estate near 

Rivière-Pilote: for the local population the flag indicated nothing less than Codé’s call for 

the return of slavery.6 For five days, the so-called Insurrection of the South raged. Women 

and men, most of them rural, Créole-speaking agricultural workers, butchered Codé, 

burned properties, and clashed with hastily raised militia and regular troops. Most 

worrying for the French authorities, however, were the chants that accompanied the 

violence: ‘Death to the whites’, and ‘Long live the Prussians’.7 

Almost 50 years later, when France found itself occupied by the same enemy, the sons 

and grandsons of those who had lauded the Prussian victory in 1870 marched to a very 

different tune: ‘If there are those among us who do not have white skin / Not all of Paris’ 

children have only Gallic blood / And what does it matter after all, if they help with la 

 
6 The word ‘béké’ is an Antillean term referring to white descendants of the first French settlers on 

Martinique. These families successfully retained the dominance over agriculture and commerce which they 

had accrued through enslavement, and continue to hold disproportionate wealth to this day. In Guadeloupe, 

where many of this group were displaced during the revolutionary era, the term ‘blanc-pays’ roughly 

substitutes, but is used to denote any white creole. 
7 Chivallon, Christine and Howard, David, ‘Colonial violence and civilising utopias in the French and 

British empires: the Morant Bay Rebellion (1865) and the Insurrection of the South (1870)’, Slavery & 

Abolition, 38:3 (2017), pp.534-558; Krakovitch, Odile, ‘Le rôle des femmes dans l'insurrection du Sud de la 

Martinique en Septembre 1870’, Nouvelles Questions Féministes, 9/10 (1985), pp.34-51. 
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revanche / And by their blow, put the Boche to flight!’8 The ‘Chanson de Route’, 

published in Martinique’s largest newspaper, La Paix, on 11 March 1916, was infused 

with revanchist spirit, weaving the island’s poilus into a narrative in which racial and 

ethnic heterogeneity were to be the very foundation for the restoration of French 

nationhood.9 Yet for all their apparent differences, those marching in 1870 and 1916 were, 

in a sense, singing from the same hymn sheet. To chant ‘Long live the Prussians’ in 1870 

was to celebrate, as Silyane Larcher has put it, that ‘the metropole had finally (re)become 

the Patrie (homeland), that is to say a republican France, the only legitimate one’.10 In 

doing so, it was also to dream that the promises of emancipation might finally be fulfilled. 

This, in a sentence, was the Antillean project of assimilation. 

Looking back in 1937, Victor Coridun, the director of Martinique’s left-wing La Libre 

Pensée, offered a blunt assessment of the problem of freedom in the Antilles: ‘other 

chains at least spiritual and mental, came to replace the first, and maintain in a more 

degrading state than that of the first enslavement, all the agricultural labourers, all the 

usine (sugar factory) workers, all the tradesmen’.11 The emergence of freedom as a 

problem had been accelerated by the Second Republic’s (1848-1852) rapid transformation 

into Napoléon III’s Second Empire (1852-1870). Napoléon III did not, unlike his uncle 

and namesake, re-establish slavery, but under his rule the promises of 1848 were dashed 

almost as soon as they had been made. Planters, aided and abetted by the imperial and 

colonial authorities, scrambled to secure the plantation system and the inequality it 

 
8 ‘Revanche’ referred to the French nationalist desire to recover the territories of Alsace-Lorraine lost during 

the Franco-Prussian War. Andrivon-Milton, Sabine, La Martinique pendant la Grande Guerre: recueil de 

poèmes et de chants (Lamentin, 2009), p.65. 
9 The term ‘poilu’ (literally: ‘hairy one’) was used during the war and after to refer to French infantrymen. 
10 Larcher, Silyane, L'autre citoyen: L'idéal républicain et les Antilles après l'esclavage (Paris, 2014), 

pp.268-93; Church, Paradise Destroyed, p.25. 
11 Coridun, Victor, Mon pays: Martinique! Martinique! (Paris, 1937), p.59. Coridun, a veteran of the First 

World War, was at the very least a fellow traveller with the island’s communists in the mid-1930s: Nicolas, 

Histoire de la Martinique, pp.239-40. 
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entrenched by other means. The formerly enslaved were to be reduced to wage labour; 

universal male suffrage was suppressed, and punitive vagabondage laws put in place to 

restrict non-white Antilleans’ freedom of movement and to tie them to the plantations, 

known in the Antilles as habitations.12 Access to land ownership was limited: around the 

turn of the century, habitations of over 50 acres still covered four-fifths of Martinique’s 

agricultural land. Armed with compensation for their former slaves, and loans from Crédit 

foncier colonial, the plantocracy consolidated their dominance over Antillean society.13 

The Antilles’ post-emancipation populations therefore remained organised along pre-

emancipation lines. The descendants of the enslaved remained tied to the habitations their 

forebears had worked, and to the industry established at the cost of their lives. Martinique 

and Guadeloupe had been founded as dependent, export economies, and dependent, export 

economies they remained; the islands, in fact, were essentially monocultural. If 

Martinique’s total sugar production in 1904 covered at most 3% of France’s consumption, 

sugar and its by-products represented 86% of the island’s exports by value from 1909 to 

1913.14 The labour shortfalls which accompanied the transition from enslaved to wage 

labour drove a process of centralisation and industrialisation. Great usines centrales 

concentrated existing habitations and their small mills into single industrial operations. 

These new, steam-powered usines were fed by their own vast habitations, and by cane 

purchased from petits planteurs (small planters) and independent habitations.15 These 

 
12 Renard, Rosamunde, ‘Labour Relations in Martinique and Guadeloupe, 1848-1870’, Journal of 

Caribbean History, 26:1 (1992), pp.37-61. 
13 Petitjean-Roget, Bernard, ‘Aperçu sur l’évolution économique de la Martinique au début du XXème 

siècle’, in Suvélor (ed.), Historial Antillais, v, pp.123-5. The work on the British Caribbean peasantry is 

voluminous in comparison to that on the Antilles, where some scholars have even denied its existence. The 

work of Christine Chivallon, however, has provided a compelling counter-argument: Chivallon, Christine, 

Espace et identité à la Martinique: Paysannerie des mornes et reconquête collective 1840-1960 (Paris, 

1998).  
14 Petitjean-Roget, ‘Aperçu sur l’évolution économique de la Martinique’, pp.123-5 and p.133. 
15 Church, Paradise Destroyed, pp.27-8. 
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features of local labour and production were among the most important legacies of the 

problem of freedom. 

For the last quarter of the nineteenth century, though, Antillean sugar was wracked by 

crisis. From mid-century, nurtured by protective bounties which allowed it to be sold well 

below the cost of production, beet sugar had boomed in continental Europe. From 1882-

1897, global beet sugar production increased by some 280%, causing prices on the global 

market to collapse.16 During these same years, global cane production stagnated, and older 

producers like the Antilles suffered grievously. From 1889 to 1895, the area of land 

cultivated in cane in Martinique halved, and the value of the island’s commerce plunged 

from 70 million francs in the early 1880s to about 45 million francs in the early 1890s.17 

Antillean interests, it seemed, were not worth as much as metropolitans’ interests. While 

beet sugar flourished, cane sugar floundered; and while the wine producers of the Midi 

were provided with generous subsidies and assistance in their struggle against phylloxera, 

the former jewel in the crown, Antillean cane, was denied such support.18 In 1898, 

Guadeloupe’s sénateur (senator: member of the upper house of the French parliament), 

Alexandre Isaac, placed blame for the industry’s travails squarely on metropolitan 

shoulders. The Antilles, Isaac said, had been ‘totally forgotten and even more totally 

neglected’.19 

Nowhere was this disparity in treatment more evident than in the Méline Tariff of 1892. 

The islands were utterly dependent on sugar and rum exports to France. The fortunes of 

all lay in the health of the sugar industry, since this determined the colonies’ budgets, 

workers’ wages, and so local commercial life. As monocultures, moreover, the Antilles 

 
16 Church, Paradise Destroyed, p.156. 
17 Church, Paradise Destroyed, pp.143-4. 
18 Heath, Wine, Sugar, and the Making of Modern France. 
19 Quoted in: Church, Paradise Destroyed, pp.158-9. 
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were heavily reliant on imported foodstuffs; due to their distance from the metropole, they 

often turned to closer neighbours whose products were cheaper. The Méline Tariff put a 

stop to this local trade. The tariff, which enacted a form of customs assimilation between 

metropolitan France and its colonies, was a policy essentially designed by and for 

metropolitan industrial and agricultural interests.20 As the long-serving Guadeloupean 

député, Gratien Candace, would later note in 1934, the tariff possessed ‘a double character 

of evolution towards a metropole-colonies customs union, and of a return to the past, to 

the pacte colonial, with the shocking inequality of treatment which it had established 

between metropolitan products imported into the colonies on the one hand, and colonial 

products imported into the metropole on the other’. In practice, the law forced the islands 

to accept metropolitan goods tariff-free, while at the same time, and in order to serve the 

interests of the metropolitan beet industry, Antillean sugar was subject to import duties on 

entry into France.21 As his fellow Guadeloupean, the journalist and socialist politician 

Hildevert-Adolphe Lara, put it in 1912: ‘We are treated as French when we are 

buying…and as strangers when we are selling’.22 

During the 1890s, as the Méline Tariff forced the colonies into purchasing expensive 

French exports and the sugar industry foundered, real wages among agricultural workers 

fell steadily to as little as 80 centimes per day.23 Fires, hurricanes, and earthquakes rocked 

the islands’ fragile economies. Like other French colonies, the Antilles had their own 

currencies issued by private banks, and in 1897, embattled Guadeloupean producers 

pressurised the Banque de la Guadeloupe (Bank of Guadeloupe) into an exchange rate 

 
20 Smith, Michael S., ‘The Méline Tariff as Social Protection: Rhetoric or Reality?’, International Review of 
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21 Candace, Gratien, ‘Le régime douanier de la France et ses colonies’, Revue politique et parlementaire, 
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hike. The debased Guadeloupean franc helped to boost exports and line the pockets of the 

sugar interests, but it compounded the cost of living crisis facing the island’s workers. In 

March 1899, a kilogram of cod reached one franc sixty centimes, equivalent to more than 

one-and-a-half day’s wage for an agricultural labourer.24 The crisis in the islands’ 

economies fuelled growing political militancy in the 1890s. A great wave of incendiarism 

swept Guadeloupe in the late 1890s, and in 1900 a general strike paralysed Martinique. 

On 8 February 1900, soldiers opened fire on some 400 strikers at François, killing eight 

and wounding fourteen. As Christopher Church has shown, these mounting political 

tensions made the islands a sort of funhouse mirror for metropolitan politics. On the May 

1900 anniversary of the suppression of the Paris Commune, tens of thousands of socialists 

took to the streets of Paris, marching through Père-Lachaise cemetery with banners which 

read: ‘To the victims of Galliffet! To the victims in Martinique!’25 

For Joseph Lagrosillière, a Martinican lawyer in Paris, the connections between the two 

were clear. Lagrosillière had been born on 2 November 1872 in Sainte-Marie, the town he 

would represent as maire (mayor) from 1910 to 1936. He went on to become député for 

Martinique from 1910 to 1924, and then again from 1932 to 1940. Lagrosillière’s paternal 

grandmother, Catherine, had been born into slavery in 1801, and his father, Fluance, born 

free in 1819; by the time that they died, in 1890 and 1886 respectively, they had doubtless 

learned much, and Joseph from them, about the promise and problem of freedom.26 

Arriving in Paris in 1894, and, after becoming disillusioned by the École Coloniale 

established to train would-be colonial bureaucrats, Lagrosillière turned to law, obtaining 

his licence in 1897. All the while, he was active in student socialist circles, aligning 

 
24 Church, Paradise Destroyed, pp.154-5. 
25 Church, Paradise Destroyed, pp.147-90. 
26 Pierre Dessales related an encounter in 1849 with Catherine’s mother, Marguerite Rose, born in 1765, 
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himself with Jules Guesde and the Parti Ouvrier Français (French Workers’ Party). In 

around 1897, he helped found a socialist group for Antillean students.27 The massacre at 

François offered Lagrosillière and his compatriots the opportunity to place Martinique 

firmly on the metropolitan agenda. In a manifesto published in La Petite République on 14 

February 1900, the ‘Groupe Socialiste des Antilles’ (Socialist Group of the Antilles) 

called on metropolitan socialists to recognise that ‘our martyrs definitively unite the 

colonial proletariat with the proletariat of France in socialist fraternity’.28 

Socialism had arrived in the islands in earnest in the 1890s, part of a broader set of shifts 

in local electoral politics. Indeed, the decade either side of the turn of the century saw the 

emergence of a cast of politicians who changed the face of Antillean politics, some of 

whom would dominate the local scene well into the 1930s: Hégésippe Légitimus, 

Candace, and Achille-René Boisneuf in Guadeloupe; and Lagrosillière, Victor Sévère, 

and, a little later, Henry Lémery in Martinique. Légitimus, born in 1868, was the dynamic 

early force behind the development of Antillean socialism. Also a lawyer by training, he 

and a group of young Guadeloupeans had founded the Comité de la Jeunesse 

Républicaine de Pointe-à-Pitre (Committee of the Republican Youth of Pointe-à-Pitre) in 

1891, publishing a newspaper, Le Peuple, which identified with the Parti Ouvrier 

Français and Guesde.29 The first of the new generation, it was fitting that Légitimus’ 

trajectory set the tone for the new Antillean politics. Elected to the local legislature, the 

conseil général, in 1894, he became Guadeloupe’s first black député in 1898, attracting to 

his ranks in Paris none other than Lagrosillière.30 Légitimus brought a new racial dynamic 

to Antillean politics, rallying the black working classes with an explicitly black socialism, 

 
27 Darsières, Joseph Lagrosillière…Les années pures, pp.61-9. 
28 Quoted in: Darsières, Joseph Lagrosillière…Les années pures, pp.78-9. 
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30 Darsières, Joseph Lagrosillière…Les années pures, p.69. 
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pitched against the white plantocracy and the mixed-race bourgeoisie. In 1902, however, 

he concluded an alliance with the powerful white usinier (usine owner) Ernest Souques in 

order both to ease labour tensions and to weaken the power of his mixed-race rivals. By 

1910, his star on the wane, he clung onto his seat as député only through electoral fraud. 

New socialist rivals were emerging onto the scene, above all Boisneuf, who secured his 

ascendancy through his role in that year’s violent labour unrest.31 

In short, local politics came to be controlled by a core of mixed-race and black politicians, 

who leveraged a language of race even as they disavowed it, and who were supported and 

bankrolled by the very white plantocracy they pledged to overturn. In 1926, attacking 

Boisneuf for his supposedly ‘anti-nègre’ politics, Léon Hanna-Charley, a Pointe-à-Pitre-

born teacher and former columnist for Légitimus’ newspaper, Schoelcher, bemoaned this 

very situation. Politicians were ‘mulatto-phobe or white-phobe’ when appealing to black 

voters, and ‘negro-phobe’ with these others. Politicians elected on the hopes and dreams 

of black voters revealed themselves indifferent or even ‘anti-nègre’ once in power.32 

What united them, however, was their assimilationism. These Antillean politicians sought 

to address the problems which a history of enslavement and colonialism had left the 

islands, even if they did not always openly articulate their actions as such. This past, 

though, was a near-constant reference point. It was no accident that Légitimus had named 

his newspaper Schoelcher, for the abolitionist Victor Schoelcher had become the symbol 

for the promise of freedom in 1848, and the subject of what Richard Burton has described 
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as a sort of secular religion.33 Schoelcherism, as Wilder has put it, signified for Antilleans 

‘the struggle to convert formal liberty into substantive freedom’. Schoelcher had intended 

for emancipation to propel revolutionary change; the formerly enslaved would become 

French citizens, their islands départements, their societies democratised, their economies 

transformed. Only through these broader reforms to secure political and economic security 

would juridical liberty be worthy of the name. He had predicted, in some senses, the 

problem of freedom, and sought unsuccessfully to forestall it.34 

Antillean assimilationism under the Third Republic saw itself as continuing the 

unrealised, compromised project which Schoelcher had begun in 1848. Again, for those 

politicians coming of age in the late nineteenth century, the past was still very much 

present; Schoelcher himself remained vocal in pursuit of his vision for the Antilles well 

into the 1880s, and only died in 1893.35 Schoelcher had seen in abolition a single 

legislative act which would necessarily propel radical change; he was venerated not only 

as an abolitionist, but because abolition was understood as only the start of a project to 

secure genuine equality. Unlike Césaire in the 1940s, most did not identify Schoelcher 

with a specifically revolutionary tradition of republicanism; for them, it was enough to say 

that true republicanism was necessarily revolutionary.36 The great abolitionist became the 

exemplar for what Antillean thinkers understood to be the radical, unfulfilled promise of 

republicanism. Césaire saw in départementalisation a beginning rather than an end, an act 

which would set in motion once more this revolution in Antillean society begun in 1848.37 

But he was far from the first to do so; this idea was inherent to Antillean assimilationism. 

A single constitutional change, it was thought, would subject all to the same duties as 

 
33 Burton, La famille coloniale, p.128. 
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citizens and thereby end racial prejudice; bring labour legislation which would redress the 

balance of power in the local labour market; and provide the economic protection which 

would allow the islands to navigate the international order. More than an intrinsic good in 

itself, a validation of their ‘Frenchness’, assimilation was valued for its imagined ability to 

address the legacies of the problem of freedom, and to preserve the islands from the 

problem of sovereignty. 

 

Assimilation and Autonomy 

In a proposed law calling for assimilation on 15 July 1890, the islands’ sénateurs, Isaac 

and Vincent Allègre, described how the Antilles were confronted with the problem of 

sovereignty: 

[I]f autonomy, with the almost complete lack of community which it implies 

between the metropole and its colony, can, in certain cases, and under certain 

conditions, be suitable for great possessions capable of living off their own 

resources (vivre de leur vie propre), and which are therefore being prepared, 

theoretically at least, for definitive detachment, it cannot be usefully applied to 

small countries, surrounded on all sides by foreign lands, and whose security can 

only result from their closer and closer union with the Mère-Patrie. For them, and 

when it concerns colonies in all respects penetrated by the national spirit, and 

placed besides in a situation which makes the final transformations easy, a single 

system of organisation seems recommended as much by the nature of things as by 

political reason, that which leads to the most complete absorption possible of the 

colony by its metropole.38 

 

The Antilles, small, far-flung, and dependent as they were, were not ‘capable of living off 

their own resources’. Navigating the international order required a different approach, one 

which they found in assimilation. 

 
38 Quoted in: Sablé, La Transformation des Isles d’Amérique, p.95 
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Perhaps because of the language of absorption evident in Isaac and Allègre’s comments, 

assimilation has all too often been misinterpreted as an expression of false consciousness, 

a pathological failure to develop a sense of political or cultural nationalism.39 Indeed, even 

those scholars who have understood its anticolonial, dissident potential have largely 

misread it as the willing sacrifice of local political autonomy. What is more, in focusing 

on Aimé Césaire and the 1946 loi de départementalisation, they have tended to imply that 

it was only through the unique genius of the Négritude generation and their cultural 

politics that assimilationism became a radical tool.40 An important strand of Antillean 

thought, however, which included Isaac and Allègre, had long understood assimilation as 

entailing not sacrifice, not necessarily at least, but rather as preserving and extending the 

islands’ existing rights and powers. Viewed from their perspective, it was a genuinely 

anticolonial, autonomist move. 

The logic of Antillean assimilationism under the Third Republic was based on the islands’ 

ambiguous constitutional status. The legislation which governed the vieilles colonies was, 

as Victor Sablé has written, ‘an often incoherent combination of unrepealed laws 

promulgated between An III and An IV of the Revolution, certain provisions under the 

ordinances and laws of the Restoration and the July Monarchy and the sénatus-consultes 

of the Second Empire, all interpreted through the constitutions of 1848 and 1875’.41 Of 

this confusing mix, the most important were the sénatus-consultes of 3 May 1854 and 4 

July 1866, and the Third Republic’s constitution of 1875. On the one hand, the islands 

were assimilated into the metropolitan structures of the Third Republic; their universal 

male suffrage had been restored in 1870, and they had begun again to elect representatives 

 
39 See, for example: Burton, La famille coloniale. 
40 Wilder, The French Imperial Nation-State; Nesbitt, ‘Departmentalization and the Logic of 
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to the Chambre des députés (Chamber of Deputies) and Sénat (Senate) just like any 

metropolitan département. On the other, however, they remained subject to constitutional 

provisions made under the Second Empire. In practice, both the colonial authorities and 

the islands’ main elected assemblies, the conseils généraux, had their hand strengthened 

by this imperial legislation. The gouverneur was provided with powers beyond those 

possessed by metropolitan départements’ préfets (prefects), notably through the 

requirement that he promulgate all legislation passed in parliament before it came into 

force in the colony. At the same time, the conseils généraux enjoyed prerogatives which 

far outstripped those of their metropolitan equivalents, particularly in terms of their 

financial autonomy. Jules Ferry was not the only observer to note their character as 

‘veritable local parliaments’.42 

In his Retour de Guyane (1938), the Guyanese poet and later député Léon-Gontran Damas 

described the Antilles as the site of ‘“two present regimes opposed to one another”’. 

‘Instead of contrasting metropolitan-republican and colonial-administrative regimes’, 

Wilder has argued, Damas ‘locates Guiana’s problems in a contradictory republican-

administrative imperial system whose origins may be traced to France’s previous history 

as an empire-nation. Practices of colonial autocracy legalized under the Second Empire 

have persisted under the Third Republic and uneasily articulated with its system of 

colonial representation in the national parliament. Rather than a moral critique of the way 

a supposedly civilized society condones colonial injustice, Damas presents a legal-

constitutional critique of the authoritarian politics that are legally sanctioned by a 

republican government’. For Wilder, Damas’ argument was an ‘original’ diagnosis of the 

 
42 Pichévin, Roland, L’organisation des Antilles françaises (Paris, 1906), pp.22-3. 
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‘structural contradictions between metropolitan-parliamentary and colonial-arbitrary 

forms of government in the French empire’.43 

Damas, though, educated from 1924-1928 at Fort-de-France’s Lycée Schoelcher alongside 

Césaire, was merely picking up on a longstanding Antillean awareness of what Roland 

Pichévin, writing in 1906, had called ‘a mixed, hybrid, intermediate system between 

autonomy and assimilation’.44 However useful a simplistic binary of ‘republican’ versus 

‘colonial’ doubtless proved on occasion, anticolonial thought was rarely reducible to it. 

Instead, it was the vieilles colonies’ constitutional hybridity, their unequal integration as 

‘half-citizens’, which Antillean commentators identified as the root of the islands’ 

problems. Autonomy understood as complete separation was, as Isaac and Allègre 

suggested, rarely entertained as a solution. Stéphane Rosso, the leading light in a circle of 

young, would-be radicals in Basse-Terre, did sketch out a vision of ‘autonomy’ in 1913, 

which he defined as ‘the liberty which is allowed a Colony to govern itself, on the 

condition of respecting the metropolitan authorities’ sovereign powers’. This was no more 

‘anti-French’, he argued, than was the latitude given by Britain to its Dominions.45 At this 

point, however, Rosso, like most other mixed and black Antilleans, favoured reforms 

which would push the islands towards a more complete assimilation. Writing in 

L’Étincelle on 11 September 1913, he called for Guadeloupe to be freed from ‘the control 

of laws and decrees dating from the monarchy’ and the ‘mixed system’ which prevented 

their legislative assimilation; for the island to be transferred from the ministère des 

Colonies to the ministère de l’Intérieur (Ministry of the Interior); and for its services, like 

justice, to be likewise brought under the control of their metropolitan equivalents.46 This 
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type of legislative and administrative integration essentially came to represent the sine qua 

non of Antillean assimilation by the first decade of the twentieth century; in becoming 

départements, the islands would automatically receive metropolitan legislation, and their 

gouverneurs’ arbitrary powers would be curbed. 

But if these broad outlines came to command something of a consensus, there remained a 

problem, one which had vexed jurists, philosophers, and political theorists in various 

forms since the islands had first been colonised: how far was complete assimilation on 

precisely the same terms as metropolitan départements possible, or even desirable? A 

consistent school of thought, especially on the Antillean left, argued that the islands’ 

conseils généraux should embrace complete assimilation, sacrificing their special 

privileges in order to become départements. On 7 December 1882, for example, 

Martinique’s conseil général passed a resolution calling for départementalisation which 

promised that, in return, the ‘local assembly would abandon without regret all the rights 

and prerogatives which it draws from the sénatus-consulte of 4 July 1866 and which are 

unknown in metropolitan conseils généraux’.47 Louis Landa, maire of Fort-de-France, 

concurred some years later in 1909 that the conseils généraux should be willing to give up 

their financial autonomy, and that, in fact, it would be ‘a point of honour’ to bear the 

burden of the higher taxes which would necessarily follow.48 

More common, however, was what might be thought of as a third way. The dominant 

strand of Antillean assimilationism rejected the idea that regularising the islands’ 

constitutional status meant choosing between total assimilation or total autonomy. France, 

it argued, need not be, indeed was not, a uniform polity. Rather, the Revolution’s 

integration of the Antilles and their subsequent governance under a mixed regime made 

 
47 Quoted in: Sablé, La Transformation des Isles d’Amérique, p.92. 
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republican France a plural political formation. Most Antillean politicians prioritised a 

form of assimilation which embraced this plurality. Assimilation, Isaac and Allègre 

argued in 1890, ‘does not demand absolute uniformity in all areas of public life between 

metropolitan territory and colonial territory. The geographical situation of a country, its 

distance from the national centre, even its configuration can give rise to special needs 

which it would be unreasonable to contest, and for whose satisfaction it is necessary to 

guarantee sufficient freedom in local life. But that is only a reason for decentralisation 

which does not represent any obstacle to the effects of assimilation’. In their vision, the 

Antilles might, where necessary, be governed by different legislation, and their conseils 

généraux would enjoy significant financial autonomy, and even a degree of legislative 

autonomy.49 Assimilation, then, would recognise some elements of the administrative and 

even legislative pluralism inherited from colonial rule as being sincerely republican. The 

Third Republic would constitutionally ground exceptions made by the Second Empire. 

For most, autonomy was a necessary, or at least highly desirable, part of assimilation. This 

became all the more pressing from the 1890s as a series of centralising measures curbed 

the conseils généraux’s financial prerogatives. First, the Méline Tariff ended a period of 

‘customs autonomy’ during which colonial conseils généraux had set their own tariffs.50 

Then, the finance act of 13 April 1900 which followed further reduced their autonomy. 

The law allowed the Conseil d’Etat (Council of State) to fix the elements and limits of the 

so-called ‘dépenses obligatoires’ (compulsory expenditure) on the colony’s budget; 

placed control over the amounts spent in the hands of the ministre des Colonies; and made 

the conseil généraux’s fiscal decisions subject to ratification by the Conseil d’Etat. In 

practice, this meant that the imperial government could reduce the conseils généraux’s 

 
49 Quoted in: Sablé, La Transformation des Isles d’Amérique, pp.95-100. 
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powers by increasing the services and charges defined as obligatoires, leaving the local 

bodies with control over an ever-diminishing pot of money to spend on their own 

projects.51 

In April 1911, the Chambre’s socialists voted in favour of a proposal to remove the 

conseils généraux’s control over even these ‘dépenses facultatives’ (discretionary 

expenditure). A furious Lagrosillière issued his resignation from the parliamentary 

socialist group on the spot. Defending his decision at the congress of the Section française 

de l’Internationale ouvrière (French Section of the Workers’ International [SFIO]) that 

month, he castigated the party for consistently placing race above class. ‘Each time that a 

colonial question arises, there is no longer socialist unity’, he declared. Martinique’s 

socialists would support his decision, he continued, since they would ‘understand that, 

even for the socialists, the proletariat is not one, that there are diverse categories of 

citizens in the proletariat, and that when some workers, who are doubly exploited as 

workers and as belonging to what people call an inferior race, are threatened in their 

rights, insulted in their dignity, they are abandoned even by the Parti socialiste’.52 

Lagrosillière, in fact, had long been frustrated at his party’s apparent ambivalence towards 

colonial questions and its failure to develop a coherent policy. On 4 April 1911, however, 

he had the opportunity to explain before the French parliament how Antillean 

assimilationism fit into a broader schema. The empire faced two problems, he explained: 

‘the colonial mindset and administrative arbitrariness’. The first, he described as ‘the sui 

generis mindset of the settler, it is the retrograde and clerical mindset, it is the mindset of 

privilege, the feudal mindset, when it is not quite simply the slavery mindset, exacerbated, 

besides, by despicable racial prejudice’. In the Antilles, he said, the békés had never 
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forgiven the Republic for emancipation. It was this anti-republican attitude, that of the 

‘oligarchy of businessmen and capitalists’, which found a ready ear at the ministère des 

Colonies. The second testified to how racism propelled colonial administrators and settlers 

towards acts of injustice and violence. Republican principles, then, had been sacrificed to 

the dictates of capitalist imperialism. Echoing the ethnographic trend of colonial 

reformism, Lagrosillière called instead for ‘a pro-indigène approach’, driven by ‘the 

principles, the traditions of liberal and republican France’, but sensitive to a ‘deep 

understanding of the languages, mores, customs and mentality of the diverse populations 

subject to our domination’. 

In practice, this meant a more concerted effort, through compulsory secular education 

above all, to impart these principles, and to award ‘jus civitatis’ to those ‘indigènes’ who 

had ‘at least partially acquired French culture’. Crucially, Lagrosillière intended this in the 

legal sense; he did not mean citizenship, or representation in the Chambre or Sénat. 

Rather, the colonised would be ‘called like the settlers, to elect, in the colonies, 

consultative or deliberative assemblies, according to the degree of development of these 

colonies’, and to ‘send representatives to the central government’. Here, he envisaged a 

reformed version of the Conseil supérieur des colonies (High Council of the Colonies); 

rid of its ‘parasitic’ metropolitan civil servants, it would become a consultative body 

consisting of colonial representatives and a permanent delegation from the Chambre and 

Sénat. All proposed laws relating to these colonies, he explained, ‘whether from the 

initiative of parliament, or whether they stem from the initiative of the local assemblies, 

must be presented to this Conseil supérieur, drawn up, and then presented to Parliament in 

such a way that even the new colonies will be subject to the system of laws’. Above all, 

then, reflecting his Antillean preoccupations, Lagrosillière was concerned with moving 

the empire out of the realm of ministerial decree, and into the realm of law. 
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The vieilles colonies, for their part, would continue to be represented in parliament. Now, 

though, the ‘system of decrees’ to which they were partially subject by virtue of the 

sénatus-consultes would be brought to an end, and they would automatically receive 

metropolitan legislation. Lagrosillière, of course, was protective of the islands’ privileges, 

and unsurprisingly suggested that this legislation could be adapted, if necessary, to suit 

their particular needs. ‘We want’, Lagrosillière declared in conclusion, ‘for our workers 

and our peasants to be part of the great proletarian family of the metropole so that they 

can work proudly and with dignity towards the complete emancipation of the universal 

proletariat and of humanity’.53 It was not entirely clear, though, when other colonial 

workers were similarly to join this family. Lagrosillière left the question of future 

constitutional developments and accession to citizenship open-ended, but the two paths he 

outlined in the Chambre reflected how Antillean politicians’ visions for their own 

colonies tended to be far more radical than those they reserved for others. What he 

proposed, in effect, was an improved version of the existing Conseil supérieur des 

colonies, and some limited enfranchisement, all within a developmentalist scheme which, 

not coincidentally, placed the vieilles colonies at the top of the civilisational tree and 

therefore justified their special status. The metropole’s parliamentary institutions would 

retain their primacy and sovereignty within a unitary French state; most colonies, 

meanwhile, would be represented only on a purely consultative body, not dissimilar to the 

Assemblée de l’Union française (Assembly of the French Union) created under the Fourth 

Republic after the Second World War.54 

The more famous and celebrated post-1946 projects of Césaire, Léopold Sédar Senghor, 

and others, were, of course different. These mid-century thinkers sought, as Wilder has 
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shown, an integration which would transform France itself: ‘Legal pluralism, 

disaggregated sovereignty, and territorial disjuncture would be constitutionally grounded. 

The presumptive unity of culture, nationality, and citizenship would be ruptured’, and 

France would be become a ‘decentralized democratic federation that would include 

former colonies as freely associated member states’.55 As was clear from Lagrosillière’s 

proposals, most Antillean thinkers did not imagine that other territories beyond the vieilles 

colonies were ready for the type of assimilation they sought for themselves. Race, so 

important to local politics, was not tied to a conception of the global colour line famously 

articulated at the turn of the century by Du Bois. Lagrosillière could see clearly how the 

capitalist imperialism he denounced was underpinned by racism, but even at his most 

expansive here, and much less so before Antillean audiences, he mainly pictured the 

problem as one of white supremacists, not global white supremacy. The answer was not 

race pride but genuine republicanism, which would remove race from the equation 

altogether. 

Nonetheless, the dominant strand of Antillean assimilationism imagined a form of 

integration which would reify the pluralism which characterised the islands’ position; in 

so doing, it hoped to balance autonomy and security. The ideas which characterised post-

Second World War anticolonial thought did not emerge with Négritude in the 1930s. 

Césaire and others drew on deep wells of assimilationist thought stretching back into the 

nineteenth century. Far from being new in the mid-twentieth century, these ideas were 

prefigured to some extent by earlier intellectual currents in the Antilles where politicians, 

even as they participated enthusiastically in the building of the Third Republic, sought to 

shape the new regime by pushing back against its centralising tendencies. 
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A Tax on Blood 

‘My politics have never ceased to have a double character as national and republican’, 

declared Candace in a campaign poster for the 1914 legislative elections. ‘In helping to 

have the military service law applied to the vieilles colonies, I made the bonds of national 

solidarity which tie us to the great France of 1789 and 1848 unbreakable and I obtained 

the definitive consecration of our rights as citizens. No one can ever again consider us as 

half-French’.56 Candace was the dominant figure in Guadeloupean politics for the first 

half of the twentieth century. A master of the dark arts, he replaced the deceased Alfred 

Léon Gérault-Richard as député in 1912 and served until 1942, seeing off countless rivals 

through a mixture of genuine popularity, strategic alliances, and electoral fraud. After 

arriving in France in 1895, he soon drifted from the space on the left occupied by 

Légitimus towards a moderate reformism closer to the centre ground.57 1913, then, found 

him at the beginning of a long parliamentary career. As such, one of his first major 

achievements was to help secure the extension of compulsory military service to the 

Antilles. This extension, seen as the key to the islands’ assimilation, is also essential for 

understanding how assimilationism was intended to address the legacies of the problem of 

freedom by propelling racial equality. 

Like Légitimus and Lagrosillière, Candace had been born at something of a generational 

pivot point. From the perspective of 1873, references to 1789 and 1848 were not abstract: 

Candace’s grandmother, who died when he was ten, had been born during the 1790s, and 

his father had been born a slave in 1846 and had therefore seen the promise of freedom 
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blunted.58 When those born in the late nineteenth century championed their role in helping 

to defend and build the Third Republic, they invoked a history which was not yet past. 

Codé’s decision to fly a monarchist emblem in 1870 had been no idle provocation; the 

békés were traditionally anti-assimilationist and anti-republican. Some 40 years on, these 

issues were still live. Accusing Guadeloupe’s gouverneur, Émile Merwart, of 

undermining his party’s fortunes in the November 1913 conseil général elections, 

Légitimus declared that Merwart had shepherded in the ‘reawakening of the old clerical, 

pro-slavery and monarchist conservatism’. Légitimus, by contrast, wished in his own 

words only to advance ‘republican progress and secular and social democracy’.59 

Antillean politicians’ championing of the Third Republic and its institutions was 

inseparable from the local racial inequalities which enslavement had left behind. 

This allowed them to situate themselves within a project thought of as forged between 

metropole and colony. The new republican regime was born out of the disaster of the 

Franco-Prussian War, its early years beset by instability, uncertainty, and, in the eyes of 

its political leaders, the intrigues of an anti-republican army hierarchy and their 

monarchist, clerical allies. As its political leaders sought to consolidate the new republic, 

they found existential threats from all sides: the Paris Commune, the 16 May 1877 crisis, 

boulangisme, and the Dreyfus Affair. Although underestimating the importance of local, 

popular nation-building ‘from the margins’, Eugen Weber famously captured how 

republican politicians sought in response to forge a republican national identity from the 

centre using social and cultural tools like secular schooling.60 In the Antilles, the 
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extension of secular education therefore represented a central demand, and a major 

triumph, for the islands’ middle classes in the 1880s.61 

No institution, however, was more important to the Third Republic than military service. 

There was, of course, a military rationale for this for a country with fresh memories of 

1870 and one eye on the threat which continued to simmer across the Rhine. At least as 

importantly, though, many of the Republic’s gravest early crises in the 1870s and 1880s 

had pitted the new regime against the military. The Dreyfus Affair (1894-1906) was 

reminder enough that the defeat of Georges Boulanger and his allies had not neutralised 

the threat from the military. Compulsory military service was therefore, in the words of 

Alan Forrest, ‘a political weapon as much as it was a means of supplying the army with 

troops’.62 Conscription would, it was thought, to quote from Richard Challener’s classic 

work on the topic, produce an army ‘which would be loyal to the Republic and which, 

above all, would not be the pliable tool of the officer caste’.63 

Military service derived its symbolic capital from its Revolutionary origins. Amid 

references to Valmy and Revolutionary ideals, reformers from conscription’s intellectual 

and spiritual home on the French left chipped away at exemptions and other privileges 

from 1873 until the institution of universal, two-year service in 1905.64 Hostility from the 

right softened although, with military necessity increasingly paramount, the length of 

service was increased back to three years in 1913. Even on the anti-militarist left, variants 

on the Swiss militia model, outlined most notably by Jean Jaurès, recognised the 

legitimacy of compulsion and situated themselves firmly within the Revolutionary 
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tradition.65 The conscript army came to be seen as a vector for republican values and a 

school for citizenship; military service was to be a citizen’s core duty, and a means to 

erode social privileges and forge a cohesive nation. Military service, then, became a 

central means of defining the parameters of citizenship. The extension of the principle of 

jus soli for second-generation immigrants in 1889 was a case in point; if their exemption 

from the so-called blood tax, or impôt du sang, was a source of growing hostility, their 

position was to be regularised not by simply widening the military service requirement, 

but by granting them citizenship.66 

For Antilleans, though, who enjoyed formal political rights without conscription, the 

strengthening link between the vote and compulsory military service represented a 

problem. Writing in Guadeloupe’s Le Nouvelliste, Maurice Henriet saw it clearly: ‘There 

is no right without duty. And it is precisely because we do not pay the blood tax that some 

contest our right to representation in Parliament’.67 Metropolitan commentators like Paul 

Leroy-Beaulieu, for example, had begun to question Antillean fitness for the vote. At 

stake was what Silyane Larcher has called a ‘double racialisation’. Antilleans’ supposed 

unfitness was in part about racism, but also, for some at least, about how the islands still 

bore the imprint of slavery, such that the population, white, black, and mixed alike, was 

irreducibly divided and unstable, and so a threat to the French body politic.68 It was small 

wonder, then, that military service became so important to Antillean assimilationism. 

Notably, the Martinican député, Marius Hurard, chose to rebut Leroy-Beaulieu in 1882 

using historical examples of Antillean military service, declaring that: ‘There is not a 
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single French success or defeat in the Antilles…which is not marked with our devotion 

and our blood’. ‘Yes, sir’, he continued, ‘we have conquered the right to be French!’69 

Past services, however, were not enough. Again and again, in 1878, 1881, 1883, 1884, 

1905, and 1910, the islands’ representatives demanded that the Antilles be granted the 

right to pay the impôt du sang.70 The campaign was above all a middle-class affair. It was 

they more than any others who had benefited from the extension of compulsory, secular 

primary schooling, and the creation of lay secondary schools in Fort-de-France and 

Pointe-à-Pitre.71 In typical colonial fashion, the Antillean curriculum mirrored its 

metropolitan equivalent. Nourished on a diet of Joan of Arc, revanchisme, and French 

imperial geography, the Antillean middle classes became increasingly fixated on the impôt 

du sang as a pillar of full republican citizenship and hence of assimilation.72 The working 

classes, in contrast, had comparatively little access to such education, often sacrificed 

when there were ends to make meet and work available for children in the fields. In 1910, 

only 38% of Martinique’s population could read and write.73 No doubt this suited the 

usiniers, the local government, and indeed the middle classes, who all fretted for different 

reasons about the potential impact of education on the agricultural workforce.74 The 

political work to make Frenchmen of these peasants was therefore still very much in 

progress during the war years. Writing privately in 1899, the Martinican député Osman 

Duquesnay had predicted that opposition to peacetime military service could come, 
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‘especially in the interior of the island where it has been difficult to spread a doctrine, 

enlighten and foster beliefs’.75  

This middle-class campaign for military service, which began in the 1870s, was not 

entirely uncritical. As in France, the Antillean left struck a balance between their 

nationalism and a nominal antimilitarism, although the latter did not produce anything like 

the literary outpouring it did across the Atlantic. Légitimus’ L’Émancipation, for example, 

aligned itself with Jaurès, at least insofar as committing to an internationalist, pacifist 

stance which nonetheless accepted the necessity of national defence in which military 

service had a role to play.76 It was left to Rosso’s L’Étincelle (1911-1914) to fly the flag 

for a more strident antimilitarism. Even here, though, the writings of metropolitan 

contemporaries like Georges Sorel, Émile Bourgeois, or Gustave Hervé went 

unmentioned. Instead, Rosso focused his criticism on revanchisme, and what he 

considered to be the ‘cretinisation’ wrought by the stifling passivity and enforced 

obedience of barracks life.77 Ultimately, however, even L’Étincelle treated military 

service as a necessary evil. Rosso refused to celebrate its eventual extension less out of 

antimilitarist principle and more out of resentment for the way that France, preoccupied 

by its new possessions, seemed to drip-feed the vieilles colonies concessions like military 

service only when it needed something from them. L’Étincelle declared itself to be in 

favour of an end to French colonial rule by means of ‘entire, absolute, 

complete…assimilation’ and Rosso, once war had broken out, could be found denouncing 

those he believed wished for military service in Guadeloupe to fail.78 
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Before this moment, though, the Antilles had to secure the extension of the impôt du sang, 

and end what Lagrosillière described in the Chambre in November 1912 as ‘the 

humiliated status as half-citizens which is imposed on us by the non-application to the 

vieilles colonies of the law of 21 March 1905’.79 To do so meant overcoming both 

parliamentary and military intransigence. Challener has argued that the ‘idea of colonial 

conscription contained no egalitarianism, and almost the entire emphasis was upon the 

possibility of obtaining more soldiers…Thus, the familiar republican theory that 

citizenship and conscription were inextricably bound together formed no part of the case 

for compulsory service in French colonies’.80 Richard Fogarty’s useful study of colonial 

soldiers in the First World War, meanwhile, pits republican universalism against colonial 

racism in a way which, again, seems not to quite capture the full complexity of the 

situation.81 For in truth, republicanism and racism were not opposed; the former had, to 

borrow from Wilder, both universalising and particularising dimensions, both of which 

played out in Antillean recruitment.82 

Republican universalism seemed to dictate military service’s extension. Sure enough, a 

1906 report into the feasibility of the 21 March 1905 law’s application to the vieilles 

colonies stated clearly that ‘the full application of the military law to these four colonies 

should be considered as independent of their defensive needs, and motivated solely by the 

principle of the equality of citizens before the law’. Republican universalism, though, 

could serve particularising ends when it came to be applied. The same report concluded 

that ‘we could not think of enlisting the young créoles in the metropole, because that 

would, in expatriating them, be imposing heaver duties on them than on their metropolitan 
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compatriots’.83 Other arguments were less coded. The exercise of this supposedly 

universal duty before the law was thought to require particular competencies which 

Antilleans, in the minds of imperial policymakers, did not possess. In the same year, 

another report quoted approvingly from a 1905 assessment of Antillean troops: ‘The 

créole soldier is not very conscientious, demanding, lazy, slow, clumsy, and careless. He 

likes to gamble; thefts and lost belongings are numerous. It is very difficult to instil 

military habits, order, and precision in him due to his natural indolence…Despite the 

dedication of their instructors, the créole soldier shows little appetite for learning, 

progress is very slow because of the lack of willingness with which they pursue their 

lessons and the apathy inherent to the race’.84 Thought to lack the command and stoicism 

of white troops, Antilleans’ cultural affinity to metropolitans simultaneously distinguished 

them from the so-called races guerrières (martial races). As such, they held little interest 

for Charles Mangin and his visions of a force noire.85 

Continued political pressure in the Chambre, however, led to the extension of the military 

service law of 21 March 1905 to the vieilles colonies, although conscripts were still only 

medically boarded and not actually enlisted.86 Antillean representatives’ demands for the 

full extension of the law intensified thereafter, particularly amid growing fears over the 

future of their parliamentary representation. The Antilles’ elected representatives stepped 

up their pressure on the ministre de la Guerre (Minister of War), Eugène Étienne, through 

letters, deputations, and interventions in the Chambre to fulfil what they claimed were 

promises made by his predecessors.87 On 6 June 1913, Étienne granted their wish.88 
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Pointe-à-Pitre’s streets came alive in late October as conscripts and civilians alike paraded 

the town in their thousands, singing patriotic songs and crying: ‘Long live the army!’89 

Grande-Terre’s conscripts halted their farewell parade at the Place de la Victoire where 

they were addressed by a veteran of the Second Franco-Mexican War, Hippolyte Paul. 

Cleverly compressing time and space, Paul told the gathered conscripts that they walked 

in the footsteps of heroic ancestors like Victor Hugues, who on that very spot had defeated 

the British to preserve French rule in the island. On their way back to the barracks, the 

conscripts paused to lay a crown at the foot of the statue of Schoelcher.90 The men 

themselves chanted in Créole, ‘Nous ka le au Maroc’ (‘We are going to Morocco’), an 

allusion to Hubert Lyautey’s ongoing ‘pacification’ campaign in Morocco.91 On 18 

October, some 3000 gathered in Basse-Terre to bid farewell to Guadeloupe’s first 

contingent.92 The conscripts marched down streets newly rechristened to celebrate 

Antillean republican history: Rue de la République, Rue de Chevalier-de-Saint-Georges, 

Rue Victor Hugues, and Rue Dugommier.93 Crowded at the wharf, the crowd sang 

Maxime Guitton’s ‘Hymne Créole’, which told an idealised story of departure: the 

journey from rural homes, the farewells to mothers and sweethearts, and, finally, the as 

yet unrealised arrival on the field of battle. Invested throughout with distinctively 

Antillean references, the song built to a republican crescendo in the final verse which 

gestured again to how the moment seemed to revive the promise of freedom in 1848:  

Schoelcher, may your spirit tremble! 

Your dearest wishes are coming to pass 

Whether your skin is dark or light, 
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For all there is only one flag!’94 

 

But simmering beneath the celebratory atmosphere of departure day in 1913 lay tensions 

ready to explode into the open. Assimilation, it is clear from these tensions, was 

considered compromised if it failed to address the legacies of enslavement and the 

problem of freedom against which it was directed; to many, military service seemed to 

have fallen victim to the very inequality and injustices it was supposed to solve. ‘For 

thirty years we have repeated ad nauseam that the first result of the application of 

conscription to the vieilles colonies would be to make racial prejudice disappear’, wrote 

Raphael Wachter in Le Nouvelliste.95 And, yet, as one group of conscripts wrote to 

Guadeloupe’s gouverneur: ‘we have been in barracks for almost six days, we see around 

us only NEGRES and MULATRES (mixed-race) [sic]’. How could this be so, he asked, 

when as ‘true sons of the Republic’, they surely lived in ‘an egalitarian society’ where ‘we 

are all equal before the law’?96 

In Guadeloupe in particular, it was thought that local white families had bought medical 

exemptions for their sons, leaving the ‘labouring and peasant class’ to bear the burden of 

military service alone. Collusion between the colonial authorities and white elite, well 

known at election time, seemed evident; the gouverneur, Merwart, who had sat on the 

conseils de révision (medical boards), and more particularly the presiding military medical 

officer, André Pichon, were the focus of attention.97 If Guitton’s ‘Hymne Créole’ captured 

the mood of October and November 1913 in one sense, then, equally telling was the chant 

with which crowds of angry Guadeloupeans took to the streets to protest: ‘Down with the 
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whites!’98 The chant of ‘Nous ka le au Maroc’ with which the conscripts departed Basse-

Terre therefore said less about France (and still less Morocco) than it did about 

Guadeloupe. It was a message expressed in their own language by black and mixed-race 

Guadeloupeans, a defiant statement that in the face of white Antillean efforts to subvert 

the republican project and its promise of an egalitarian future, it was they who were the 

true French citizens. The outbreak of war in August 1914 would bring these tensions to 

light still more clearly. 

 

The Politics of Sugar and Empire 

The Antilles suffered no military devastation during the war: no villages were destroyed 

by shells; no fields were carved up by trenches; no homes were ransacked by invading 

armies. Martinique adopted the shattered town of Étain, and Guadeloupe Neuvilly-en-

Argonne, pledging to support their recovery.99 The Antilles had, after all, known 

destruction themselves in the past, most famously in 1902 when the eruption of Mont 

Pelée in northern Martinique destroyed the island’s economic and cultural capital, Saint-

Pierre, killing over 30,000 people and making refugees of 20,000 more.100 The cataclysm 

had shifted the balance in the local sugar and rum industries. New distilleries were erected 

by Guadeloupean usines like Bonne-Mère and Marquisat, or else sprang up independently 

to profit from soaring prices. The island’s exports increased from 27,700 hectolitres in 

1901 to 95,400 hectolitres in 1913. In Martinique, where production had recovered by 

around 1910, many smaller distilleries were not rebuilt, their place taken by expanded 
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distilleries attached to the usines.101 Come 1914, though, and while the islands fortunes 

had stabilised somewhat, there was little cause for optimism about the future. 

As Keller has shown, globalisation, and the European imperialism to which it was 

connected, ensured that economic mobilisation made the conflict a world war. Tracing 

global supply chains back to their sources reveals the war’s deep environmental and 

economic impact in areas hitherto imagined to be ‘peripheral’ or neutral.102 The Antilles 

were no different. Indeed, the islands felt the impact of the war all the more strongly 

because of their past as plantation colonies, which had left them with essentially 

monocultural economies. Vulnerable to fluctuations in their main import and export 

markets, the Antilles and their populations felt the impact of the war keenly. 

The war seemed to be the deus ex machina which could solve the seemingly insoluble 

problems afflicting the Antillean sugar industry. France’s beet sugar fields, which had 

done so much to marginalise Antillean cane, were overwhelmingly situated in the 

occupied territories of northern France. By 1916, only 64 of the 206 pre-war factories 

remained in French hands, the remaining 142 now situated behind enemy lines.103 If 

historians have recognised the devastation of this landscape’s environment and industries, 

they have done so without seeing its products as positioned within global as well as 

regional or national markets.104 But as armies began to march across Europe, disrupting 

central and eastern European production, and the well-known environmental ruin of north-

eastern France and Belgium began, beet sugar retreated from the international market. In 
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its absence, cane returned to the fore to meet the demand of the troops and munitions 

industry for sugar and rum. 

The effect was transformative. The service des Poudres (Ministry of Munitions) began 

requisitioning rum in September 1914, absorbing anywhere between a quarter and a half 

of total production in any given year. Requisitioning encouraged speculation. For one, 

requisitioned rum was taken cheaply; in May 1916, for example, it was paid at just 75 

francs per hectolitre at a time when rum fetched up to 140 francs on the open market. 

Driven as it was by military demand, the process was also irregular. In order to fulfil their 

contracts with metropolitan buyers, Antillean exporters therefore bought at almost any 

price, driving up the product’s cost in France. Speculation spiralled out of control in 1916 

once France disrupted the market further by requisitioning all metropolitan alcohols, then 

extending this measure to all rum at metropolitan ports, and finally issuing a ban on 

importing foreign alcohols.105 Adjusted for inflation, the unit price of rum on the French 

market rose by 860% from 1913-1919. Rescued from international obscurity and 

unprofitability, rum and sugar became, as Guy Josa reflected in his Les industries du sucre 

et du rhum à la Martinique (1931), nothing less than ‘war industries’.106 

The islands’ sugar interests scrambled to profit before it was too late. The result was a 

profound shift in the balance of the local industry, a process whose political implications 

were still being felt decades later. In both islands, sugar production fell as cane was 

redirected towards rum. In Martinique, total sugar production almost halved from 1914-

1918, while rum production surged by some 32.5% before metropolitan policy changes 

enforced a reduction in 1918.107 Above all, this reorientation was driven by the explosion 
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of distilleries agricoles (agricultural distilleries): largely small to mid-sized 

establishments, cheap to erect, which manufactured rum using cane juice rather than 

molasses like usines. In Martinique, the number of distilleries almost doubled from 73 in 

1913 to 141 in 1920, while in Guadeloupe 45 distilleries agricoles became 90 during the 

same period. The usines’ distilleries remained the major producers, although the 

distilleries agricoles’ share rose from 25.3% in 1912 to an appreciable 38.4% in 1920.108 

More importantly, though, this rapid expansion allowed Antillean imaginations to run riot, 

outstripped only by the surging price of rum. In October 1918, a conseil général report 

commissioned by the ministère des Colonies revealed that the high price of cane had 

contributed to a shift away from salaried work on habitations. In leaner times, petits 

planteurs would work their own plot of land and take on salaried work for a local 

habitation on a seasonal basis. But most disliked this onerous task-based work, and saw 

wage labour here as ‘an outdated and degrading system’. Now, with their own cane 

fetching such high prices, it had become possible for more labourers with their own patch 

of land to eschew salaried work altogether. These petits planteurs’ importance grew 

rapidly during the war. Where, for example, they had provided just 10% of Usine Sainte-

Marthe’s cane in 1911, by 1918 this figure had almost quadrupled to 38%.109 The rise of 

the petit planteur dovetailed with that of the distillerie agricole, for most of these latter 

had no, or at least minimal, habitation lands of their own, and were therefore sustained by 

independent planters. The petits planteurs had, one enthusiastic letter to Le Nouvelliste put 

it, been ‘liberated’ from the usine.110 These as yet vague visions of the future sugar 

industry were as ideological as they were agricultural. In Guadeloupe, where the sugar 
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industry was dominated by metropolitan capital, this process seemed all the more 

emancipatory, marking a shift in ownership patterns towards smaller, local interests which 

could, at least in part, arrest the drain of profits from the island to the metropole.111 

A solution of sorts to a major legacy of the problem of freedom, unimaginable in 1914, 

had therefore emerged almost overnight. Schoelcher’s more radical mid-century ideas 

about land reform had faded into the background in the much-changed circumstances of 

the Third Republic where, particularly with the arrival of socialism, attention came to 

focus on labour relations more than large structural changes. In the 1840s, Schoelcher had 

imagined the expropriation of planters’ land, shifting the balance of land tenure towards 

smallholding, and replacing the relations of domination which characterised the plantation 

economy with co-operative production.112 In the 1890s, though, when much of the 

impetus actually came from gouverneurs anxious about the influence of socialism, such 

reforms as made it through the conseils généraux aimed more to support existing petits 

planteurs, viewed as a source of stability, than to shift long-established patterns of 

landholding. As Guadeloupe’s gouverneur, Delphino Moracchini stressed in 1898, the 

aim was not ‘to eliminate large property…but to create medium-sized and small property 

alongside it’, thereby paving the way towards ‘social solidarity, republican fraternity’.113 

This idea of balance and republican co-operation, itself essentially Schoelcherist in 

message, became the goal for mainstream Antillean politicians. Expropriations had 

seemed more realistic in 1848 than 1898 or 1918, but the wartime rise of the distillerie 

seemed to offer an alternative path. 
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Not all were so optimistic, of course. As much as petite propriété (smallholding) was 

ideologically attractive, petit planteur yields were just 8-9% compared to 13% for usine 

lands, a significant difference in an often-marginal industry. This model of small and 

medium-sized land ownership represented Guadeloupe’s best hope for the future, a 

conseil général report concluded, but habitations, their production mechanised using 

grants from the ministère de l’Agriculture (Ministry of Agriculture), would still be 

essential for the foreseeable future.114 But, for many, the promise of a citizenry 

reconstituted around petite and moyenne propriété was the promise of a future in which 

inequalities of race, the subtext to much of this discourse, were broken down. 

The wartime context which turned sugar and rum into ‘war industries’, as Josa rightly put 

it, bound the politics of sugar more closely than ever to the politics of empire. Visions of a 

thriving peasantry sustained by cane relied upon its products finding a remunerative 

outlet. It seemed obvious that this would be France, and yet memories of 1892, and the 

Mère-Patrie’s ability to make or break their economies, had not yet dimmed. Antilleans 

believed that their political relationship with France should be materialised through 

economic protection. So much was clear from Lagrosillière’s 1911 speech, in which he 

dwelled at length on the disastrous effects of the Méline Tariff on colonial economies. 

‘Gentlemen’, he told his fellow députés, ‘we must not, we do not have the right to forget, 

the statesmen of the third [sic] Republic must not forget that it is for a question of tariffs 

which had moreover been the object of protests on the part of the local assemblies, that 

the countries which today form the United States split from the British empire’.115 
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These questions were again brought to light in October 1917. War industries were, 

naturally, subject to state intervention and rationalisation, and that month the ministère du 

Ravitaillement (Ministry of Supplies) announced a decision to requisition all colonial rum 

at a price described by La Paix as ‘derisory’, warning that it could no longer guarantee 

shipping to Antillean producers. The sugar industry recognised the government’s decision 

for what it was: a fairly transparent initiative to stimulate sugar in place of rum 

production. A joint response from Martinique’s Syndicat des Planteurs et manipulateurs 

de la Canne (Cane Planters and Processers’ Union) and Syndicat des Fabricants de rhums 

(Rum Manufacturers’ Union) echoed a statement by Lagrosillière, the latter’s president: 

the industry would gladly fulfil its patriotic duty by producing as much sugar as possible, 

but ‘fairness’ and indeed the realities of production dictated that rum production not be 

restricted. Suspicions abounded, however, that there was more to the government’s 

decision than there appeared. At a meeting hastily arranged by the gouverneur, the maire 

of Fort-de-France and former député Sévère suggested that metropolitan interests had 

again been put above those of the Antilles: ‘The great rum buyers in the Metropole 

happily accepted the high prices while their low-price contracts with colonial producers 

allowed them to make enormous profits. But today when most of these contracts have 

expired, the powerful buyers’ syndicate has not hesitated to put pressure on the 

government to monopolise rum at derisory prices so as to later make great profits. It is 

quite simply blackmail [emphasis in original]’.116 

Only two months later, the French state confirmed its apparent lack of regard for the 

Antilles, this time with more serious consequences. With little warning, a 29 December 

1917 decree extended to the islands a metropolitan ban on the import of sugar, molasses, 

and alcohols from foreign sources. The Antilles, especially Martinique, imported vast 
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quantities of molasses to feed their great industrial distilleries. The French government 

now sought to crack down on this practice, eager to stimulate sugar production instead, 

and to prevent the metropolitan ban being circumvented by the processing of foreign 

molasses in the Antilles.117 The government’s intervention posed a very real threat. In 

1917, Martinique had imported over ten million kilogrammes of molasses, the import duty 

alone bringing over one million francs into the local treasury.118 Hardly prone to hysteria, 

La Paix described the crisis unleashed by the ban as the most sudden and brutal in the 

colony’s 300-year history.119 

The president of the island’s chambre de commerce (chamber of commerce), Emmanuel 

Rimbaud, made the long-term implications clear. France was preparing a new regime to 

regulate the production and sale of alcohol in the metropole. In short, the metropolitan 

alcohol market had been divided in 1844 into two: a consumption market, and an 

industrial market whose alcohols were adulterated to prevent their circumventing 

consumption taxes. In 1903, the consumption market had itself been divided. The 

phylloxera and oïdium crises had disrupted viticulteurs’ harvests and allowed cheap, low-

quality industrial alcohol, largely derived from beet sugar molasses, to flood the 

consumption market; in part as a response, a new sub-category, ‘alcool naturel’ (natural 

alcohol), was created to distinguish this alcohol from higher-quality eaux-de-vie, rums, 

and spirits distilled from wines, ciders, and other fruit-based alcohols. The war, not least 

in devastating the beet sugar industry, pushed the government into further intervention to 

help rationalise the market. Under the provisions of a 30 June 1916 law, so-called ‘alcool 

d’industrie’ (industrial alcohol) was brought under total state monopoly and directed 
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solely towards industrial and medical uses, leaving ‘alcools naturels’ subject to 

requisitioning but enjoying a de facto monopoly over the consumption market; colonial 

rum was not technically included, but occupied an analogous position.120 

This division, Rimbaud suggested, was to form the basis of a new, post-war arrangement. 

Colonial rum would, of course, continue to enjoy a place in this monopoly, but only if ‘the 

raw materials used in their production are harvested on French soil [emphasis in 

original]’. Moreover, the proposed legal regime dictated that rum from any colony which 

permitted the distillation of foreign molasses would be struck by the same surtax imposed 

on foreign alcohols, set at 100 francs per hectolitre for the next two years. Looking ahead, 

Rimbaud suggested, Martinique therefore had two options: to accept the ban on the import 

of foreign molasses and so enjoy surtax-free access to France for Martinican rum; or to 

allow these imports and accept a tax whose future rate could not be known. ‘In the first 

case’, Rimbaud wrote, ‘it is remunerative work assured to the distilleries agricoles, to 

modest fortunes, to petits propriétaires (smallholders) for whom rum derived from sugar 

cane is their unique and sole resource, it is activity across the entire country, peaceful 

competition, fruitful effort to do the best possible, it is health, it is life. In the second case, 

it is abandoned fields…harvests hit by poor sales; it is a population abandoned to poverty 

and all which that suggests: it is chaos, it is death’.121 

To prevent the collapse of the local industry in the short term, the French government 

ultimately agreed a rather unsatisfactory deal in April to acquire all Antillean rum for 

1917 and 1918: producers were permitted to export their 1917 stocks freely via neutral 

vessels, and their 1918 production was subjected to restrictions based on average 
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production over the previous five years.122 In Guadeloupe, new distilleries also gained a 

measure of protection from the colonial government which allowed them to continue their 

operations.123 But the crisis shook Antillean producers and politicians deeply. For one, the 

industry’s fate remained that of the population; an assault on usine and distillerie profits 

through state requisitioning of this sort promised to devastate wages at the height of the 

annual harvest, traditionally a volatile time already. But for many commentators, what 

mattered most was the way the French government’s actions seemed to ‘nip in the bud’ 

the political vision of an Antillean citizenry reconstituted around petite and moyenne 

propriété.124 Boisneuf came in for particular criticism from his political enemies in 

Guadeloupe. Arguing that Antillean sugar interests were already rich enough, Boisneuf 

had pressed in the Chambre for the requisition price to be cut: ‘he thought he was ruining 

the capitalists’, one letter said, ‘forgetting that there were, living from the distilleries, 

many petits planteurs liberated from the usine, agricultural and industrial workers. And 

then, were these new distilleries not generally built with small capital investments?’125 He 

had failed to realise, Lara agreed, that the interests of Guadeloupe ought to be no less 

‘sacred’ to its representatives than those of France.126 

It was only a short step from recognising that Antillean and French interests did not 

always align to questioning the limits of citizenship itself. ‘Let the State requisition rum, it 

is its right’, wrote Lara, ‘But that it requisitions it at a derisory price and especially that it 

pronounces the death of the distilleries situated around the usines or established since the 

start of the war, that is something which our patriotism cannot accept!’127 France’s 
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apparent determination to destroy the colonies’ most dynamic industry was all the more 

unacceptable because they had intensified their production in response to its wartime call. 

How could the Antilles be punished for their patriotism?128 ‘The cognac producers of 

Charente would not have accepted having their interests attacked’, Lara railed, but behind 

this comparison and the wider backlash in the press lay a nagging doubt: Charente’s 

cognac producers would never have found themselves in this position in the first place.129 

The entire saga had been an object lesson in the structural vulnerability of the islands’ 

economies, and in the dangers to which their colonial status exposed them. As 

Lagrosillière’s La Démocratie coloniale asked: ‘Which French region would be so ruined, 

from one day to the next, without any consideration whatsoever, even if the national 

interest demanded it?’130  

 

‘Tous les valides, sac au dos!’131 

Boisneuf became notorious for his wartime slogan: ‘All the able-bodied, shoulder your 

packs!’ His enthusiasm for the most complete mobilisation possible led to accusations of 

careerism, insincerity, and hypocrisy, particularly from Lara and his collaborators at Le 

Nouvelliste.132 The union sacrée (sacred union), which supposedly put this sort of 

internecine conflict on hold during the war, offered neither Boisneuf nor any of his fellow 

Antillean politicians any sort of cover. The stakes were high. The war dramatised 

Antillean military service in a way which years of solid contributions, class by class, 

individual by individual, could never have managed. Local politicians were more than 
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aware that military service in the war represented a remarkable opportunity for pressing 

home the islands’ claims to assimilation but that, at the same time, a failure to manifest 

sufficient loyalty could be disastrous. As we shall see, as the racial fault lines which had 

opened in 1913 were forced still wider under the pressure of war, these concerns became 

all the more real. 

Metropolitan doubts about Antillean soldiers had already been aroused by the debacle of 

1913-1914. The French winter had taken a rapid toll on the islands’ first conscripts; one 

report from late December 1913 counted 429 hospitalisations from among just 1691 

men.133 By January 1914, it had been decided to repatriate the invalids and to embark the 

remainder for the warmer climes of North Africa. ‘Our young soldiers left strong, full of 

health and full of hope’, lamented an article in Le Citoyen that month, but ‘they return to 

us desperate, broken, with typhoid, bronchitis or tuberculosis’.134 For an already sceptical 

army hierarchy and metropolitan press, this was proof enough that, as one report put it, 

Antilleans were ‘greenhouse plants’ who ‘cannot lead the life of a soldier in France’.135 

On the outbreak of war in August 1914, the Antilles were not mobilised.136 The 

significance of this omission was not lost on the islands’ press. Lagrosillière blamed the 

ministre de la Guerre, Alexandre Millerand. ‘In our mores, our customs, our education, 

our civilisation in general, we do not differ, in any way, from the French’, Lagrosillière 

wrote in Le Bloc. It was clear, then, that Antilleans were ‘quite simply victims of the 

outdated prejudices which fester in certain sick brains’. The problem was the military 

authorities, not France.137 The Martinican député was among many in the local press to 
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demand that Millerand apply ‘without restriction…the principle so dear to all French 

people of equality before the impôt du sang, which they have acquired the right to pay, at 

the price of bitter parliamentary battles which lasted from 1872 to 1913 – almost half a 

century!’138 It was, yet another article in Le Bloc declared, Antilleans’ ‘honour and their 

future as members of the great French family which are at stake’.139 

Full mobilisation was eventually announced in April 1915, calling men from the 1889-

1916 classes before the flag. Typically, Le Bloc was filled with grateful letters praising 

Lagrosillière as ‘the hero, the glory and honour of your race’. ‘We will be forever grateful 

to you’, wrote Appolinaire Coursil, a 22-year-old agricultural worker from Gros-Morne, 

adding that he was among those ‘currently in the trenches shedding our blood side by side 

with our European comrades for our sweet and righteous Patrie’. Coursil paid a heavier 

tax in blood than most, killed in action at Kenali, Serbia, on 14 November 1916.140 

But for those like Lara who hoped that after such sacrifices ‘nobody will contest our place 

in the great French family any longer’, there were problems.141 Medical exemptions, both 

temporary and permanent, were very common, the product often of stunted growth or 

maladies stemming from poor nutrition. It was not rare to see over 80% of those examined 

receive exemptions. The sugar revival compounded matters. The usiniers, who had feared 

the potential impact of military service on the labour pool even before the war, were faced 

by 1918 with an estimated shortfall of between 5000 and 7000 workers on Martinique’s 

habitations alone.142 Preoccupied in March 1915 by the possibility of full mobilisation, 

usine Beauport’s director Robert Castaigne informed his metropolitan superior, Edmond 
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Besse, that: ‘The calling of men up to the age of 28 deprives us of 33 men in the usine and 

nine workers in the workshop. On the habitations it is our best workers who will go and 

here, women find the work difficult’. Sugar was a gendered industry; specialised roles in 

the usine, uniformly staffed by men, would be hard to replace immediately, but there was 

also a reluctance, it seems, to overcome longstanding divisions of labour. Castaigne was 

able to secure temporary exemptions for all Beauport’s usine workers, but in February 

1916 encouraged Besse to exert political pressure too: ‘There have been efforts made to 

stop more men being taken from Guadeloupe. I believe that you ought to associate 

yourself with these efforts for the very future of the business’.143 An anonymous letter 

from a Beauport worker which appeared in Schoelcher in May 1915, however, suggested 

that the usine’s managers were also quietly using more intimidating methods. Workers 

had been forced, the letter claimed, into signing a petition to the governor against 

conscription, which warned that it would denude Beauport of its workers and force it 

sooner or later to close.144 

More troubling, though, was a situation about which almost nothing was said. In 

Capesterre, a canton at the southern end of Basse-Terre island encompassing parts of 

modern Capesterre-Belle-Eau, Trois-Rivières, Goyave, and Les Saintes, fully 50% of 

those called during the war were listed as bon absent, which is to say that they failed to 

present themselves for examination. Of these, only some 15-20% attended the contre-

visite or repeat examination which followed in 1916.145 Even in Fort-de-France, some 

41% of the class of 1915, examined prior to the announcement of full mobilisation in 

 
143 Quoted in: Mioche, Philippe, ‘Une histoire presque tranquille: L’usine de Beauport en Guadeloupe 

pendant la Première Guerre mondiale’, Bulletin de la Société d’Histoire de la Guadeloupe, 168 (2014), 

pp.66-7. 
144 Schoelcher, 4-5 May 1915. 
145 AdG, INC 315/1, ‘Procès-verbal des opérations du conseil de révision dans le canton de Capesterre’, 

1889-1915.  



81 

 

February 1915, were listed as bon absent.146 ‘It would seem excessive’, noted Capitaine 

Delsuc, commanding officer in Guadeloupe, ‘to claim that the Guadeloupeans do not want 

to serve in the armed forces, but it is perfectly justified to say that they have no desire to 

do so and that they bring to it an almost complete sluggishness and inertia’.147 This was 

not quite fair. Together, Martinique and Guadeloupe enlisted 26,655 men, 15,133 of 

whom (8788 Martinicans and 6345 Guadeloupeans) were sent to the front; this is to say 

nothing of the overwhelming numbers exempted for medical reasons.148 As a form of 

recruitment, conscription demanded consent rather than enthusiasm, and in most cases 

consent was offered. Balanced against this, though, was that when the French state called 

on them in April 1915, between a third and a half of the eligible men in the Antilles chose 

not to answer, not even to take the risk of attending and hoping to be granted or to 

manufacture an exemption. 

Perhaps because of the difficulty of compiling statistics from the conseils de révision, 

historians of the Antillean war experience have missed these figures. Instead, relying 

above all on letters in the press like those from Coursil, they have stressed popular 

patriotism, and have looked upon the so-called embusqués who dodged the draft as 

stigmatised and denounced by the wider population in equal measure.149 But many would-

be conscripts, it seems, simply melted away into their local community or into the islands’ 

remote, mountainous interiors. In one incident in Marigot in early February 1917, the cane 

cutters on the habitations which clung to Martinique’s north-eastern coast suddenly 

downed tools and left work after conversing with a wandering garde de police. Joseph 

Lagarrigue de Meillac, manager of the Charpentier and Pain-de-Sucre habitations, 
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explained to the investigating commissaire de police, M. Mathieu, that ‘people were 

spreading a rumour that everyone there who had been employed to cut cane would be 

mobilised’.150 The cane cutters working on these habitations had already escaped at least 

two medical boards in 1915 and 1916. Cutters like nineteen-year-old Joseph Martiny, who 

still worked at habitation Charpentier after receiving a temporary exemption for 

‘insufficient physique’ in June 1916, were doubtless nervous at a rumour which implied 

that the authorities had come to see the physically demanding role of cane cutting as 

sufficient proof of their physical robustness.151 That they could simply flee at the very 

beginning of the harvest, a critical time for many household’s annual income due to the 

habitations’ demand for labour, assumed the sanction of other workers whose tasks and so 

wages relied on a supply of cane. With over half of some age classes not attending their 

conseil de révision, avoidance of the draft was clearly accepted by most of the population. 

The popular reaction to wartime conscription might have been anticipated. Even before 

the war, fully one third of those called before the Pointe-à-Pitre conseil de révision on its 

first ever day of operation in 1913 had simply not attended.152 By the time that full 

mobilisation was announced, the islands’ populations were well aware of the dangers they 

faced. If one escaped the fate of those who had ‘died like flies’ from the climate, as one 

conscript had put it in January 1914, one could easily join the names of the dead which 

appeared in the local press, or else find oneself among the trickle of unfortunates already 

returning home physically or mentally impaired.153 ‘Boye is dead’, one letter home from 
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the Dardanelles stated bluntly, ‘his head blown off by a shell, Libois too. Jean-Charles and 

Goliot are wounded’.154 

Not coincidentally, it was usinier corruption which made headlines, not popular 

ambivalence, evoking scenes from 1913. Posters, variously signed by ‘young men’ and 

‘anarchists’, were plastered across Pointe-à-Pitre in May 1915, warning the governor that 

‘if you do not stop taking our young men to exile them to the frontiers of the war your life 

is in danger and also that of the entire population of the two towns, and expect us to burn 

Basse-Terre and Pointe-à-Pitre’.155 ‘Because we see’, another poster went on, ‘which man 

who has already been a soldier gets his requested deferrals for one month for three months 

and for six months. On the contrary it is he who should be taken first why is the black 

class always taken advantage of [sic]’.156 

The promise to burn Pointe-à-Pitre and Basse-Terre was an emotive one given the spate of 

incendiarism of 1898-9 which had marked growing socialist militancy among the black 

population, and which had culminated in a fire which destroyed a sizeable portion of 

Pointe-à-Pitre.157 Légitimus, the great orchestrator of this shift in the political landscape, 

could hardly support the posters, instead pivoting to cleverly highlight the republican 

issues at stake. He claimed that the posters had originated with the white population, the 

work of the ‘“daddy’s boys”’ who had secured spurious exemptions from military service. 

Pichon, the subject of suspicion in 1913, was again the centre of attention, Schoelcher 

leading the accusations that he had been bribed. Reviving an old rumour from 1898-9, he 

argued that their fathers had used precisely the same tactic, setting fires across 

Guadeloupe to manipulate political opinion against his election as the island’s first black 
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député.158 Simultaneously distancing himself from the posters and endorsing their 

message, Légitimus portrayed the threats as simply another example of white 

Guadeloupeans’ efforts to subvert the institutions of republicanism and deny the black 

population their rights as citizens. 

At stake was assimilation itself. As Le Nouvelliste warned that month: ‘Any incompletely 

applied law is not far from being repealed. The unhearing opposition to créole recruitment 

in the name of Agriculture, Industry and Commerce, which are not threatened in any way, 

will be, if we do not watch out, a route towards the suppression of our political rights’.159 

Evident too was a sense that the evident corruption in recruitment marked the sabotage of 

assimilation’s revolutionary potential. The anonymous Beauport worker who alleged 

intimidation from the usine’s managers, a member of the ‘Comité Socialiste du Port-Louis 

(Socialist Committee of Port-Louis)’, was clear that their intention was to keep salaries at 

‘famine rate’ and to call into doubt Guadeloupe’s patriotism in the eyes of the Mother 

Country.160 Down the island chain in Martinique, Lagrosillière agreed: ‘The question of 

créole recruitment has found so many adversaries and provoked so much anger, because it 

has been more than a political and social question; it has also been an economic question. 

Its enemies see in it the means – placed by the law in the hands of the leaders of colonial 

democracy – to reduce the sugar industry’s overly abundant labour force, and in so doing 

to push wages up’.161 As well as an all too clear injustice, Antillean socialists saw in the 

sabotage of military service a plot to preserve ancien régime, slavery-era inequalities 

which republicanism promised to level. Recruitment’s opponents, Le Bloc declared on 

another occasion, who purchased exemptions and hid away ‘in their usines, or on their 

 
158 Schoelcher, 12-14 May 1915; Church, Paradise Destroyed, p.160. 
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habitations…distance themselves from France, which committed the grave fault, in their 

eyes, of wresting us from their domination’. ‘After the torment’, however, ‘only those 

who accepted their military duty will have the right to claim that they are French and to 

speak out in this country. This old colonial aristocracy, which has no firm basis, will 

collapse in on itself. The only nobility which will remain will be composed of those who 

shed their blood, to contribute to the defence of French soil’.162 

The press and popular reaction fed on one another, spilling over into the Chambre. On 23 

March 1916, Lagrosillière explained that Antilleans were ‘wondering if the collusion 

between the médecins majors (medical officers) and the wealthy owners (parti des 

possédants), to have occurred with such cynicism, did not feel supported, encouraged, 

protected by the complicity of the higher-ups. They believe, not without reason, that the 

situation about which they complain is the result of the egregious acts of violence and 

audacity committed for half a century against the participation of the citizens of the 

vieilles colonies in the defence of the patrie by three allied powers: the wealthy owners, 

the colonial administration and the military bureaucracy’.163 The previous year, he and 

Boisneuf had worked together to force through a medical re-examination as an 

amendment to the loi Dalbiez, a law designed to rationalise the French war effort by 

ensuring specialist workers were returned to industry while all others were sent to the 

trenches.164 After recounting the Antilles’ long campaign for military service before the 

Chambre, the two députés had stressed how deferrals on the basis of economic necessity 

such as those used by Castaigne at Beauport had been abused to deform the law’s proper 

application.165 

 
162 Le Bloc, 5 June 1915. 
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A committee, presided over by the député for Ariège, General Gustave Pédoya, was 

charged with investigating how a re-examination might work, reporting in late December 

1915. The committee’s report, written by the Rhône député Étienne Rognon, was 

forthright in confirming the presence of corruption, but noticeably vague on the 

perpetrators. Abuses and errors had been serious enough in France, the report said, but 

had been still more severe in colonies far from centralised authority where the local 

administration had traditionally turned a blind eye to corruption. Largely based, it seems, 

on allegations found in the press, the report declared that ‘an unspeakable campaign has 

been led, by a certain section of the press notably in Guadeloupe and Martinique, with the 

goal of obtaining from the Government, under the pretext of local economic necessity, 

extra-legal and even illegal restrictions on these measures of national defence’. The 

colonial authorities proving less pliable than usual, the doctors in charge of the conseils de 

révision had then been targeted with greater success. ‘Some even claim,’ the report 

concluded ‘and all appearances give them reason to, that recruitment is only happening in 

a certain category of the population, that the merchants, notaries, solicitors, barristers, 

usine and agricultural estate employees, indeed the salaried employees of industry and 

agriculture have been to a great extent the object of absolutely unjustified exemptions and 

deferments’.166 

The report outlined a bill which would bring the islands under the auspices of the loi 

Dalbiez. It seemed as if Boisneuf and Lagrosillière had achieved their goal, but on their 

return in March 1916, pressing for stricter measures, they met with markedly less success. 

The two députés were walking a tightrope: on the one hand lay the need to explain away 

and mask the Antilles’ recruitment record by alleging local abuses, and on the other the 

 
166 ANOM, FM SG GUA175/1103, Chambre des Députés, 1646, ‘Annexe au procès-verbal de la séance du 
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danger of portraying the islands as a den of corruption. To push too far in the latter 

direction would be to play into the hands of anti-assimilationist metropolitans who were 

only too eager to question the ability and integrity of black and mixed-race officials.167 

Boisneuf and Lagrosillière pushed too far. Seeing an opportunity to destroy their political 

opponents, the députés spoke for two hours amid ‘jeers and cries of shame’, attacking 

usiniers, the mixed-race middle classes, Lara and Le Nouvelliste, and seemingly 

unconnected topics like electoral fraud. Boisneuf’s allegations about the mistreatment of 

Antillean poilus were so serious that the ministre des Colonies, Gaston Doumergue, 

requested that the copies of the government gazette, the Journal officiel de la République 

française, destined for Guadeloupe be censored.168 It was even rumoured that 

Lagrosillière and his fellow Martinican député, Lémery, who had denounced his 

allegations, had exchanged seconds ahead of a duel following the stormy session.169  

The reaction of the metropolitan press was scathing. In trying, as they saw it, to defend 

military service and thus the cause of assimilation, Boisneuf and Lagrosillière had actually 

brought it into question. Le Figaro condemned the Antillean ‘gossip’ brought before the 

Chambre, Le Petit Parisien the ‘local polemics’, and l’Echo de Paris concluded that ‘the 

most unfortunate gift that anyone has given the colonies is certainly to have given them 

universal suffrage and députés’.170 The députés’ electoral rivals at home naturally seized 

on their misstep, Lara’s decision to praise Lémery while denouncing his more natural 

political analogue Lagrosillière highlighting how local politicians’ positions on military 

service during the war tended to be a case more of pragmatism than firm ideological 

conviction, a matter simply of opposing one’s opponents.171 It was therefore Boisneuf 
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who came in for the fiercest criticism in the immediate aftermath and for years after.172 

Inevitably, letters appeared in Le Bloc praising Lagrosillière for his role in pushing 

through the application of the loi Dalbiez, condemning those shirkers who had left ‘a 

certain part and class of our populations’ to ‘bravely do their duty as Frenchmen’ when 

‘our liberties and the destinies of France and humanity are at stake’.173 As it happened, his 

intervention alongside Boisneuf had probably done more harm than good: in Martinique, 

only 218 more men were netted from 20,657 examined, while in Guadeloupe Le 

Nouvelliste reported that only two or three out of every thousand men were passed.174 

The islands therefore emerged from the conflict with their future uncertain. News of the 

Armistice set the Antilles ablaze with colour, sound, and emotion. In Basse-Terre, the 

population took to the streets for a torchlit parade; they bore aloft ‘grotesque effigies’ of 

the Kaiser, and marched past houses bedecked with flags and bunting to the sound of 

church bells and a joyous chant: ‘Guillaume pren fé? I pren fé!’ (‘Guillaume is done for? 

He is done for!’).175 Two decades on, C.G., an upper middle-class Martinican, recalled her 

memories of the day as a seven-year-old girl, remembering people embracing in the 

streets of Fort-de-France, laughing, and crying. She had, she admitted, never felt anything 

quite like it since.176 But beneath this outpouring, there was anxiety. Translating this 

military success into a victory which felt worthy of the name would be another challenge 

in itself, both for France and the Antilles. As the turbulent fortunes of the sugar and rum 

industries had shown all too clearly, metropole and colony had different ideas of what this 

might represent. 

 
172 Le Nouvelliste, 2 October 1918. 
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During the war, Lagrosillière, Boisneuf, and particularly Candace had thrown their 

support behind Blaise Diagne’s efforts to leverage military service in order to secure 

greater political rights for the Quatre Communes; this connection was, after all, crucial to 

the Antilles, too.177 And, on 11 March 1915, as the delay in mobilisation cast their 

citizenship into doubt, Lagrosillière and Boisneuf had joined forces in parliament to press 

once more for départementalisation. Notably, their overwhelming preoccupation had been 

to secure a degree of autonomy, specifically to regain the budgetary control which the 13 

April 1900 law had removed. More broadly, they explained, their bill took its inspiration, 

and indeed much of its text, directly from Isaac and Allègre in 1890, and from a similar 

scheme authored the next year by the député for Savoie, Jules Roche.178 Although this 

ambitious bill never came to fruition, Boisneuf worked steadily over the remainder of the 

war to pass a series of laws which, as a whole, restored much of the practical control over 

taxation which the conseils généraux had lost.179 This delicate balance between 

assimilation and autonomy would continue to occupy Antillean politicians until the 1946 

loi de départementalisation and beyond.
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CHAPTER TWO 

The British Caribbean at War, 1914-1918 

The historiography of the British Caribbean in the war has reached a stalemate. The 

contested ground which forms the No Man’s Land of this body of work is the question of 

the relationship between military service and anticolonialism. The BWIR’s wartime 

experiences have been amply rehearsed. It is no secret, in short, that a racist army 

hierarchy relegated all but two of the twelve, segregated battalions to labour roles; that its 

servicemen were denied commissions on the basis of race; and that they were surprised to 

find, as one sergeant serving in Egypt put it, that they were ‘treated neither as Christians 

nor British Citizens, but as West Indian “Niggers”, without anybody to be interested in or 

look after us’.1 Hunkered down in one trench are those for whom this was clearly a 

radicalising experience, one which propelled the ex-servicemen to, in the words of W.F. 

Elkins, ‘beg[in] the national liberation struggle that eventually led to the demise of open 

colonial rule in most of the British Caribbean’.2 Meanwhile, from the other trench comes 

the argument that these experiences ‘heightened claims-making on the imperial state, 

revivifying the language of imperial patriotism and mutual obligation’.3 To extend the 

metaphor a final time, this chapter argues that to understand the war’s significance for 

Caribbean anticolonial thought, we must open a new front on different terrain altogether: 

away from a narrow focus on military service; and away from an unsatisfactory 

methodological nationalism. 

 
1 TNA, CO 318/347, 51686, Anonymous to Roland Green, 27 July 1918. For an overview of the BWIR’s 

wartime experiences, see: Howe, Race, War and Nationalism. 
2 Elkins, ‘A Source of Black Nationalism in the Caribbean’, p.103. An influential example of this body of 

work has been: Smith, Jamaican Volunteers in the First World War. 
3 Goldthree, ‘Shifting Loyalties’, p.24. 
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The war’s greatest political impact was neither in radicalising a generation, nor in 

providing a new idiom for claims-making. Neither BWIR veterans, nor arguments which 

leant on the islands’ military sacrifice would be much in evidence beyond the early 1920s. 

Instead, the chapter contends that the war’s significance lay in three main areas: the first 

was its perceived status as a world-historical opening; the second, its anticipated reversal 

of free trade in British imperial economic policy; the third, its rescue of the sugar industry 

from the brink of collapse. These three changes, more than any other, would shape the 

anticolonial projects developed by these British Caribbean thinkers during the war and 

throughout the interwar years. Understanding this process means viewing the empire 

through these political thinkers’ eyes: not as an alien power, Britain, ruling over a series 

of proto-nations, but as an expansive, global polity into which the colonies were unequally 

integrated. In disembedding themselves from direct rule, they imagined that they might 

realise equal status with Britain and the Dominions within a newly egalitarian post-

imperial polity. As in the Antilles, then, their anticolonial thought was essentially 

integrative. The very act of their integration as equal members would be part of a process 

whereby the empire itself would be transformed, its hierarchies flattened. 

The chapter shows how the war shifted the bounds of the politically possible, at least as 

imagined by contemporaries. The first section examines how, as in the Antilles, freedom 

and sovereignty emerged as problems in the nineteenth century. The liberalisation of 

British imperial economy policy destroyed the economic bonds which West Indians had 

long understood as making tangible their political relationship with Britain. The war, 

however, seemed set to reverse this policy; new forms of post-imperial polity were now 

imaginable, models in which economic ties would be tightened and political bonds 

loosened once more. The second section follows this process into the realm of 

constitutional reform, demonstrating how British West Indians sought to leverage military 
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service to realise their integration as full members of the new ‘empire’. Their future as 

they conceived of it lay within this broader framework, which they sought to navigate 

using both sovereign and non-sovereign projects. The third section focuses in on the 

Grenadian journalist and political figure Theophilus Albert Marryshow. Marryshow’s 

Cycles of Civilisation (1917) drew on a vast array of intellectual influences from the Black 

Atlantic (and beyond) to challenge the world fashioned by European imperialism. At the 

same time, Cycles worked in tandem with Marryshow’s investment in the idea of a West 

Indian Dominion, not against it, bringing to light the radicalism often unmentioned in 

others’ integrative projects. The fourth and final section pivots from the global and 

universal to the local. The islands’ export-dependent economies were vulnerable to 

fluctuations in global trade such as the war brought about; the cost of living climbed, and 

climbed again. These changes, and those in the preceding sections, propelled new 

responses to the legacies of the problem of freedom. 

 

The Empire of Neglect 

Before the unpicking of the empire’s mercantilist order in the mid nineteenth century, elite 

West Indians had understood the islands’ essentially loose, uncodified political 

relationship with Britain as being embodied in economic ties. Empire was bound together 

and made real by economic reciprocity.4 ‘Confronting liberalization’s disembedding of 

Britain’s polity and economy from the formal structures of empire’, Taylor has argued, 

nineteenth-century West Indian writers therefore ‘attempted to reanimate the empire as a 

political world to halt the flight of British capital and British concern’.5 For Taylor, this 

was an ultimately doomed project: greater political rights for the white settler colonies, 

 
4 Taylor, Empire of Neglect, pp.11-2. 
5 Taylor, Empire of Neglect, p.20. 
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together with the development of a racialised civilising mission discourse, posited an 

eventual, if unspecified, end to empire.6 From the late nineteenth century onwards, he 

suggests, and despite growing metropolitan challenges to free trade, ‘creole elites’ 

aspirations for national sovereignty overtook old desires for a seat at the imperial table’, 

marking ‘the creeping adequation of West Indian political imaginaries to the world 

fashioned by the epistemology and institutional structure of economic liberalism’.7 

This gradual acceptance, though, was neither so complete by 1914, nor so 

straightforwardly national, nor so incompatible with the structural form of empire as 

Taylor suggests. British Caribbean thinkers during the war years viewed themselves not as 

citizens of subjugated nations chafing under the yoke of a foreign power, but as unequal 

members of an expansive, globe-spanning polity. And, what is more, like their Antillean 

counterparts, they still understood the imperial relationship as necessarily underpinned by 

economic bonds. The war seemed to many to have brought the empire to a watershed in 

economic policy between a laissez-faire past which had devastated the islands’ main 

industry and obstructed their development, and a more protectionist future which 

promised to redress this neglect. The dreams of the earlier nineteenth century, if they had 

ever really disappeared, were soon revived. Far from turning away from empire as Taylor 

suggests, British West Indians made empire the starting point for their political visions. 

The re-forging of these economic bonds, it was thought, could yet reanimate the empire, 

in one form or another, as a political project. To understand the political visions which 

emerged during and after the war, this is the place to start. 

As in the Antilles, freedom had soon become a problem in the British Caribbean. In 

Froudacity (1889), his caustic rejoinder to J.A. Froude’s The English in the West Indies 
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(1888), the Trinidadian J.J. Thomas remarked that ‘the abolition of physical bondage did 

not by any means secure all the requisite conditions of “a fair field and no favour” for the 

future career of the freedmen’.8 Two enduring features of the pre-emancipation period 

were most obvious: disfranchisement, and the maintenance of the plantation economy, 

even in the face of a growing peasantry. Everywhere, but particularly in Barbados where 

there were neither Crown Lands nor a mountainous interior, plantations continued to 

dominate the landscape. At its most extreme, as late as 1939 52,000 of the 68,000 acres of 

arable land in Barbados were cultivated by plantations. The vast majority of the remainder 

was parcelled into lots too small to afford their occupants independence from wage labour 

on the estates or elsewhere.9 

But the problem of freedom in the British Caribbean was, if anything, worse than in the 

Antilles because the attempted imposition of liberal economic norms in the islands was 

matched by a parallel shift at the imperial level. Like the Antilles, the islands also suffered 

from the nineteenth-century transformation in the global sugar market. In the West Indies, 

though, it was not the protection granted metropolitan rivals which compounded plunging 

prices but rather its opposite: liberalisation. The formerly enslaved sought to craft a future 

for themselves just as Britain dismantled the mercantilist system which had previously 

protected their islands and the industry in which they toiled. In 1846, the Sugar Duties 

Act, together with the repeal of the Corn Laws and Navigation Acts, began the gradual 

removal of preferential import duties, which were completely abolished for sugar in 1874. 

Shortly after emancipation, British capital was itself freed to seek more profitable outlets 

elsewhere in the empire and beyond, leaving behind the economies, societies, and 

populations it had called into being. West Indians experienced this shift from 
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mercantilism to free trade as a profound rupture. Liberalisation separated the political 

from the economic, reducing the imperial relationship to a question of value. If this 

pushed the new, free-trade empire into rapacious expansionism in, say, Africa, it 

simultaneously allowed Britain to turn away from the increasingly valueless West Indies. 

Why buy British Caribbean sugar when there was cheaper sugar to be had from Cuba, 

Brazil, and the beet fields of continental Europe? As Taylor has put it, West Indians were 

‘emancipated to the market’ just as ‘the market was emancipated from West Indians’. 

Consequently, ‘[l]iberal freedom became a form of imperial neglect’.10  

The effects were devastating. As the 1897 West India Royal Commission reported, the 

‘failure of the sugar industry’ was ‘partly due to the protective policy of other countries 

and to the bounties which some of them grant on the production or export of sugar’, 

policies which ‘have made sugar cheaper outside the countries in question’. ‘[W]e 

cannot’, the report continued, ‘overlook the fact that the British people have been reaping 

great benefit from precisely that set of circumstances which has been a factor in bringing 

the West Indies to the verge of serious disaster’.11 Liberalisation cut a swathe through the 

islands’ staple industry and deepened the problem of freedom. Only Barbados managed to 

retain a monocultural economy similar to that found in the Antilles.12 In Jamaica, the 

banana industry came to represent 52% of Jamaica’s export earnings by 1910, in 

comparison to just 14.1% for sugar and rum. But this diversification had come at a price; 

the industry was ruthlessly monopolised by the Boston Fruit Company (later United Fruit 

Company), which stripped Jamaican small planters of much of their autonomy.13 In 
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Grenada, cocoa had supplanted cane in acreage by the 1870s, and sugar essentially died 

out as an export crop.14 

Emigrants flooded from here, Jamaica, and Barbados to Panama, Central America, and 

Trinidad in search of greener pastures. Some 20,000 people left Barbados for Trinidad in 

the 1860s alone; by 1900, there were more Barbadians in Port of Spain than in 

Bridgetown. They were joined in the two generations up to 1911 by some 65,000 from 

Grenada and the other Windward Islands. In the two decades either side of 1900, Jamaica 

suffered a net loss of 146,000 people to emigration, largely to Panama and Central 

America.15 Only Trinidad, where sugar remained a major employer, despite being 

surpassed by cocoa as the major agricultural export by 1900, managed to avoid this 

emigration fever. But with the industry propped up by indentured Indian labour, itself 

under increasingly vocal challenge, even the developing oil industry did not necessarily 

make for a rosy future.16 

Liberalisation created what Taylor has called an ‘empire of neglect’, denoting how 

Britain’s decision to disentangle itself from a web of imperial economic bonds was 

subjectively experienced by West Indians as an act of abandonment. They could ‘neither 

compel British attention through the citation of political logics nor gesture to the 

economic value of the islands’, and so ‘were functionally rendered invisible in the liberal 

order of things’. In response, Taylor writes, ‘[f]rom elite plantation owners to their 

emancipated ex-slaves, from Tory protectionists to mulatto socialists, West Indians across 

the lines of race and class strove to render legible the subtle institution of neglect and, by 

so doing, to recompose empire as a political world bound to accord meaning and value to 
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West Indian lives – whatever the economic value of the West Indies’.17 Their descendants 

in 1914 had the same dreams. Like Antillean anticolonialism, British Caribbean 

anticolonialism in this period looked back as much as it did forward. Essential to many of 

the political projects imagined during the war, and arguably the conflict’s most significant 

legacy in interwar anticolonial thought, was a critique of liberalisation. If in the Antilles 

the enemies of republicanism were blamed for the unrealised promise of freedom, in the 

British Caribbean it was the free traders. Almost perversely, the war seemed to be the 

answer to their prayers. 

Firstly, as in the Antilles, and for the same reasons, the islands could suddenly gesture 

once more to their economic value. ‘[A]ll the people of Westmoreland are well aware’, 

remarked the editor of Jamaica’s Daily Gleaner, H.G. de Lisser, as he toured the island in 

1917, ‘that if there had no been a revival of the [sugar] industry as a consequence of the 

war the condition of the parish would have been awful; it would have reached the nadir of 

its fortunes; and that indeed did threaten at the dawn of 1914’.18 From this near-nadir in 

1914, the cultivated area, production, and value of sugar all boomed. In 1917, Jamaica 

exported a record 32,000 tonnes with a value of £672,000 which, the colony’s annual Blue 

Book report noted, ‘represents almost double the value of the sugar crop of Jamaica 40 

years ago when sugar was the chief staple of the colony and fruit was still an unimportant 

minor product’.19 Patterns of land use shifted, Barbadian planters abandoning their 

experiments in cotton, and tenants forced off the land as profit-hungry landlords in 

Jamaica expanded the surface area planted in cane by several thousand acres.20 Visible on 

the landscape, the war’s impact was still more visible in prices. Barbados’ exports of 
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sugar crystals only increased by about 2000 tonnes between 1914 and 1915, but the value 

of these exports more than doubled from £158,372 to £342,989.21 Cocoa too benefited 

from a surge in prices, Grenada’s bumper crop of 1915 fetching some £402,394, as 

compared to exports of £280,308 in 1914; by 1919, the product’s value on the London 

market had more than doubled from its pre-war levels.22 

The second source of hope was Britain’s apparent volte-face on liberalisation. Britain, it 

seemed, was at last ready to reinvest its political dominion over the islands with genuine 

economic meaning. Part and parcel of the discourse of German perfidy which swept the 

empire during the war was the idea that British imperial economy policy had left it 

vulnerable to a German regime using decades of covert commercial and economic warfare 

to pave the way for their ultimate military assault. George O’Donnell Walton, St. Lucia’s 

attorney general and typical of the sort of peripatetic official who stocked the islands’ 

colonial services, summed up these fears at a patriotic rally in Castries in August 1916: 

Two years of war, but we in the West Indies have known for two decades and 

more the awfulness of another form of war. It seems to be the custom of Germans 

to make commercial war as a prelude to actual war. The one is not so evident as 

the other, but is also far-reaching and destructive. Their ways are slim and 

underhand, and they sought first to strangle the world financially and then 

dominate it by force of arms, like a huge octopus to embrace all in a relentless 

grip. We have experienced this form of war in our sugar industry; we could not 

compete with bounties, with Government aided and subsidised railways, 

steamships, and all the other services to drive a trade opponent out of business. 

Mills in ruins, fertile fields in scrub bush, homes broken up, scattered families, all 

testify to this sort of war.23 
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The economic and military threat posed by a rapidly-industrialising, recently unified 

Germany had long been a source of anxiety for British policymakers. But while this 

anxiety proved a spur to visions of closer imperial integration in the latter part of the 

nineteenth century, free trade had comfortably seen off the challenge of Joseph 

Chamberlain’s tariff reform campaign.24 The war, however, in apparently confirming the 

tariff reformers worst fears, appeared to demand a change of course. Addressing the West 

India Club on 10 August 1917, for example, the Colonial Secretary, Walter Long, 

remarked that the future empire would need to become ‘more united and more completely 

self-supporting…than it had ever been before [emphasis in original]’.25 

The islands’ legislative councils seized on this apparent shift in the tides. In a July 1916 

resolution, proposed by a nominated unofficial member whose name, ironically enough, 

was Adam Smith, Trinidad’s councillors called for ‘legislation, both Imperial and 

Colonial’, to protect British trade against ‘unfair competition’, to help ‘build up the 

industries of the British Empire for British capital and labour on British soil’, and in 

particular to secure ‘sufficient protection of the Sugar Industry to insure [sic] that the 

production of Sugar within the Empire shall be sufficient for the demands of the Empire’. 

Pointing to the British Imperial Council of Commerce, the 1916 Paris Economic 

Conference, and the establishment of the British Empire Producers’ Organisation, Smith, 

the chairman of Trinidad’s recruiting committee, urged his fellow councillors to join 

ongoing Empire-wide discussions over the ‘economic war’ which he predicted would 

follow the end of military hostilities.26 
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Responding, his fellow unofficial, Sir Norman Lamont, bemoaned Smith’s talk of 

‘dumping’ and ‘protection’ as ‘calculated to arouse in extreme form, all the bitterness of 

an old political quarrel which raged in the days before the war’. Indeed, he questioned 

whether the Producers’ Organisation was anything more than ‘their old friend the Fair 

Trade League, or the Tariff Reform League, under one of those numerous aliases which 

that chameleon-like body delighted to adopt from time to time’. Its policies, he thought, 

would simply line the pockets of wealthy colonial planters at the expense of the 

metropolitan working class. Lamont’s objections, however, were summarily dismissed, 

first by the attorney general Sir Henry Cowper Gollan, and then by the governor, Sir John 

Chancellor. Old labels, they stressed, were no longer adequate, for Germany’s actions had 

surely ‘absolutely destroyed’ the principle of unrestrained free trade. ‘Everything 

economic, as the Attorney General said, was in the melting pot’, Chancellor, himself a 

former free trader, told Lamont. Today, ‘[n]o school of political opinion was so dead as 

the Manchester school’. Smith’s resolution passed by nineteen votes to two.27 

British West Indians therefore interpreted the war as an economic turning point. For 

islands whose thinkers invested the economic with such political significance, this sense 

of change could not but prompt visions of a very different imperial future. If it had 

deepened the problem of freedom, liberalisation had also offered a terrifying insight into 

the problem of sovereignty. The economic autonomy which complete independence 

promised had proven to be little more than abandonment to the vicissitudes of the global 

sugar market. Writing in 1919, British Guiana’s Edward Rae Davson summed up what 

was fast becoming the prevailing mood in the islands, commenting that ‘in these days of 

combination and concentration, it is economically impossible to regard as a permanence a 

scattered group of colonies lacking in political cohesion and commercial unity, each 
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pursuing its own little path, and being overlooked and over-ruled when it comes in contact 

with the outside world’.28 

Later, post-Second World War Black Atlantic thinkers saw in federation a means to 

transcend the problem of sovereignty. For Williams, Kwame Nkrumah, and others, 

Getachew notes, federation would create a polity large enough in scale to be self-reliant 

and escape neocolonial domination. ‘This model of postcolonial federation’, she 

concludes, ‘was a central element of anticolonial worldmaking’.29 For the preceding 

generation, however, federation functioned differently. Rather than a means of escaping 

from dependence, the models of federation which dominated anticolonial thought in the 

war, and then into the 1920s and 1930s, aimed to safeguard imperial economic ties which 

represented dependence, but also security. Projects advanced from across the political 

spectrum shared this core principle. Unity was to be the watchword of the future, for the 

islands of the Caribbean no less than the empire. 

The Associated Chambers of Commerce of the West Indies (ACCWI), whose inaugural 

meeting took place in Port of Spain, Trinidad in February 1917, was characteristic of how 

the war catalysed this melding of political and economic interests. The ACCWI was 

Davson’s brainchild.30 Some five years in the making, but given added urgency by the 

war, it gathered representatives from the Chambers of Commerce of Trinidad, Barbados, 
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and Georgetown, Guiana; the Agricultural and Commercial Societies of Grenada, St. 

Lucia, St. Kitts, St. Vincent, and Montserrat; and the West India Committee.31 Its goal, in 

Davson’s words, was to ‘keep in close touch with all the Chambers, to be a kind of 

clearing-house for them all, collecting and disseminating trade news and statistics by its 

publications, and, in fact, to become what I may call the Central Council of a Commercial 

Federation’.32 

In short, the ACCWI represented an initiative among the islands’ largely white 

commercial elite to take advantage of the expected transformation in imperial economic 

policy. As Davson suggested to the delegates, the ‘great commercial bodies at home’, the 

Imperial Council of Commerce, the British Empire Producers’ Organisation, and many 

more seemed determined to restore the ‘commercial fabric of the Empire’ as a defence 

against the ‘commercial war’ which Germany would no doubt continue to wage after the 

end of military hostilities.33 Far from an internationalist, free-trading future, Davson 

looked forward to a newly assertive, defiantly imperialist Britain which could ‘say to the 

world that its Empire is a single unit and that it can brook no foreign interference in 

domestic matters relating to itself and its Colonies’.34 Anticipating the abandonment of 

free trade, the ACCWI’s delegates passed a resolution calling for ‘a Customs Tariff such 

as will enable a substantial preference to be granted to Empire produced commodities 

with a view to increasing their production and exchange’, as well as measures suggested 

at the Paris Economic Conference to foster inter-Allied trade.35 

But, it was thought, preserving this protection would require the islands to make their 

voice heard in the new ‘councils of the Empire’. Davson was confident that the Imperial 
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War Conferences would ‘develop into an annual conference with members of the empire 

assembled to discuss with the Cabinet the way the empire should be conducted’.36 The 

necessary next step, then, was political federation. Sure enough, a number of delegates 

came together to found the West Indian Federal League (WIFL). The WIFL was driven by 

this sense of seismic and immediate change, as a pamphlet describing its founding and 

programme related: 

Since the war the necessity for the establishment of some form of Federation has 

become more urgent having regard especially to provision for representation of the 

West Indies at the Imperial Parliament and Imperial Conferences at Westminster 

and elsewhere. It was obvious to all present that this could only be attained by a 

system of federation, and that as separate units the West Indian Colonies would 

remain a voiceless and unrepresented cypher in the British Empire. It was equally 

obvious that the matter was one calling for immediate action, otherwise the end of 

the war and the commencement of the new regime of Overseas representation 

would find the West Indies still a conglomeration of obscure units with no 

organized voice for themselves or their neighbours, and probably represented at 

the Empire Council by the Colonial Office.37 

 

Quoting Long’s speech on the empire as ever more united and autarkic, the pamphlet 

stressed that belief in this ‘new regime’ was not fanciful, but a response to official 

comments and ‘established acts’.38 A new way of organising the empire seemed to them 

to be finding institutional form before their very eyes. 

From the WIFL’s perspective, any political federation would be loose. Its plans grew from 

the same soil as schemes which had gained traction from the late nineteenth century 

among colonial administrators eager to tackle the twin challenges of administrative 

inefficiency and commercial stagnation.39 Federation would allow ‘mutual action in 
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common interests’, but each constituent colony would retain a considerable degree of 

autonomy to ‘legislate for itself in internal matters, tax for itself, and spend its revenue on 

its own needs’.40 This tension between central and member state powers presaged the 

disagreements which hampered the federal project in the interwar years, and indeed which 

fatally compromised the future West Indian Federation (1958-62).41 Where, for example, 

a WIFL pamphlet from 1917 rejected out of hand the idea of ‘pooling revenues or 

equalizing tariffs’, a West Indian customs conference in 1919 passed resolutions in favour 

of a customs union and British Caribbean free trade area. The pamphlet itself dismissed 

the idea of ‘a Lord High Somebody in authority over the whole West Indies’ even as it 

praised successful examples of federation ranging from the United States to South Africa 

to Germany.42 

Other schemes would be more dynamic, concerned more with political rights alongside 

prosperity. But, looking ahead, Davson’s rousing speech at the close of the ACCWI’s 

conference captured the outlines of the dominant British Caribbean anticolonial project of 

the interwar years. ‘I may be a seer of visions’, he declared, ‘I may be a dreamer of 

dreams, but that is the idea which I look up to as regards the West Indies; that some day 

we shall see a West Indian Commonwealth taking ist [sic] place with equal status among 

the other Dominions of the Empire (cheers)’.43  

 

Military Service and Constitutional Reform 

 
federations with the colonies of Barbados, Trinidad and Tobago, and British Guiana. The federated colonies 

were to retain much of their political and fiscal autonomy, while the federal council would take charge of 

commercial affairs, trade, and communications: Duke, Building a Nation, pp.32-40. 
40 Daily Gleaner, 2 October 1917. 
41 On the collapse of the later West Indian Federation, see: Getachew, Worldmaking after Empire, pp.125-

31. 
42 Daily Gleaner, 2 October 1917; Davson, ‘Problems of the West Indies’, pp.83-4. 
43 Port of Spain Gazette, 6 March 1917. 



105 

 

As the second contingent of Grenada’s BWIR recruits prepared to leave the island in 

November 1915, Theophilus Albert Marryshow, the editor of the West Indian newspaper, 

was moved to verse. His poem, ‘Not!’, listed the benefits which military sacrifice would 

bring to Grenada, but concluded that Grenadians’ participation bespoke something loftier: 

 Not from these things; for, in Thy holy sight 

 And in Thine ear, they may all worthless be 

 […] 

 For Freedom’s sake, for Love’s sweet overflow, -  

 The lengthening of the great immortal plan, - 

 And for the future majesty of man 

 West Indians in the name of England go. 

 

 IN ENGLAND’S NAME: that England of the free –  

 Of manly toil and manly fruit of toil –  

 The England which is spirit and not soil, 

 Which is not land but larger liberty! [emphasis in original]44 

Marryshow, born in St. George’s, Grenada, in 1887, was among the British Caribbean’s 

most prolific wartime commentators. He imagined the war as giving rise to a form of 

decolonisation which would integrate the West Indies more closely with Britain and its 

other possessions. West Indians, he wrote in 1917, experienced their position within the 

empire as one of unequal integration. They felt ‘at times that we are not real partners in 

the Empire’, and that they were ‘excluded from political, commercial, and economic 

councils of Empire’. But the war, he believed, would transform the empire into a new 

polity of ‘independent yet interdependent parts’. This new, transformed empire would 

recognise their status as Britons, with all the material rights this entailed, and so make real 
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an England (or Britain) which was ‘spirit and not soil’. The islands, in short, could look 

forward to a ‘better and nobler future’ following a war in which ‘every race and creed 

have stood shoulder to shoulder, and died in defence of the whole Empire’.45 

Rather than a precursor to some inevitable evolution into a separatist nationalism, these 

comments should be taken seriously as efforts to define the islands’ potential position 

within a future imperial, or rather post-imperial, polity. For Marryshow, ‘the main issue of 

this great war’ was ‘the principle of the self-determination of small peoples’, and he 

intended to see it applied to the islands.46 But greater autonomy was not the same as 

separatism; in fact, as conceived of by these British Caribbean anticolonialists, it meant 

greater integration. By disembedding themselves from direct political rule, the islands 

would carve out a new, more equal position within a polity bound together by strong 

economic and loose political ties. Indeed, the political projects produced during the war 

years (and beyond) were more redolent of what many mid nineteenth-century West Indian 

elites had imagined: a return to a romanticised past in which the islands possessed largely 

autonomous legislatures, a restrictive franchise, influence in the metropole through the 

West India interest, and a relationship with Britain which was realised above all through 

economic reciprocity.47 

British West Indians worked from the premise that they were unequal members of a 

global political formation, not would-be nations under alien rule. The political projects 

which swam into focus during the war years reflected this, a mixture of sovereign but also 

non-sovereign ways of overcoming their unequal integration and navigating the problems 

of freedom and sovereignty. At the very top of the agenda was the question of 

 
45 West Indian (Mail Edition), 9 June 1917. 
46 West Indian (Mail Edition), 29 May 1918. It should be noted that the idea of ‘self-determination’ was by 

no means overwhelmingly attached to the figure of Woodrow Wilson. Insofar as there was a ‘Wilsonian 

Moment’ anywhere, it was not in the British Caribbean: Manela, The Wilsonian Moment. 
47 Taylor, Empire of Neglect, pp.11-2. 



107 

 

representative government. ‘[A] new West Indies’, Marryshow suggested, ‘is dependent 

on a more dignified and respectable form of government which alone can justify our 

elevation to the inter-Imperial citizenship of Empire’.48 Before they could hope to have 

representative institutions, though, middle-class reformers believed that they needed to 

establish the islands’ ‘civilisation’. As in the Antilles, although in a different way, 

arguments for constitutional reform ended up leaning on military service. 

Like his Antillean counterparts, Marryshow and his fellow reformers sought a response to 

constitutional changes dating back roughly half a century. But nation-building in France 

had seen the Antilles regain their representative institutions and voting rights at almost the 

precise moment that nation-building in Britain had stripped the islands of the British 

Caribbean of theirs. Holt has described in detail this aspect of the problem of freedom, 

whereby over the course of the decades which followed emancipation ‘racism became an 

essential solvent for dissolving the otherwise blatant contradictions between liberal 

democratic ideology and colonial practice’.49 The Morant Bay Rebellion of 1865 was the 

trigger for which the colonial and imperial authorities had been waiting, seized upon as 

evidence of black incapacity for the vote and of the impossibility of democracy in a 

racially plural society. The Jamaica Assembly reacted to the rebellion by voting for its 

own dissolution, setting a precedent followed by the other islands.50 

Most of the islands were left with a system of rule known as Crown Colony government. 

This shift attacked both West Indians’ right to representation locally, and the power and 

autonomy of their local legislatures in relation to the imperial government. Essentially, the 

new system ‘eliminated the legislative assembly and vested executive and legislative 
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functions in the Governor assisted by a nominated legislative council, subject to the 

overriding authority of the imperial government exercised through the Secretary of State 

for the Colonies’.51 Some minor reforms followed in the intervening decades, so that by 

1914 the four islands were in different positions. Barbados was unique in having clung 

onto the ‘Old Representative System’. It possessed an elected Assembly, consisting of 24 

members; a Legislative Council of nine Crown-appointed members; and an Executive 

Committee, new in 1881, whose members, selected and presided over by the governor 

from the two houses, had exclusive control over money votes and the colony’s budget. 

Only about 1% of the population qualified to vote.52 In Jamaica, fourteen elected members 

were restored to the Legislative Council in 1884, joining fourteen nominated members, 

among whom were members of the colonial administration. As in Barbados, the franchise 

was limited by property and income requirements to below 10% of the population.53 In 

Trinidad, meanwhile, where in fact the British had imposed Crown Colony government 

from the moment the colony was acquired from Spain in 1797, disfranchisement was 

complete. Both here and Grenada had elected municipal or district councils, but their 

legislative assemblies were entirely nominated.54 

Compared to the Antilles’ conseils généraux, the British Caribbean’s mixture of local 

assemblies had a good deal of autonomy; they could, after all, legislate for themselves. 

But, of course, the islands had no representation in the imperial parliament in Britain, and 

in practice the legislatures’ ordinances were all subject to approval by both the governor 

and the Colonial Office. Barbados aside, moreover, their control over financial matters 

 
51 Benn, The Caribbean: An Intellectual History, p.31. 
52 Richardson, Bonham, Panama Money in Barbados, 1900-1920 (Knoxville, 1985), pp.18-23; Hunte, 

Keith, ‘The Struggle for Political Democracy’, in Howe, Glenford and Marshall, Don, The Empowering 

Impulse: The Nationalist Tradition of Barbados (Kingston, 2001), p.138. 
53 Carnegie, James, Some Aspects of Jamaica’s Politics: 1918-1938 (Kingston, 1973), p.16. 
54 Brereton, A History of Modern Trinidad, pp.146-53; Emmanuel, Patrick, Crown Colony Politics in 

Grenada, 1917-1951 (Cave Hill, 1978), p.50. 



109 

 

was largely negative, more akin to challenging than shaping policy. In Jamaica, for 

example, nine elected members combined could veto the governor’s financial proposals, 

although even this veto could technically be overruled in cases of so-called ‘Paramount 

Importance’.55 As the Dominions moved towards greater autonomy and self-rule, then, the 

islands of the British Caribbean found their hands tied. Neither the black and mixed 

population, nor the white population, whose whiteness had in any case long been seen as 

ambiguous, were thought fit to manage their own affairs. Sure enough, the so-called 

Greater Britain imagined by Britain’s most ardent late nineteenth-century imperialists was 

‘an Anglo-Saxon political space, a racial polity’.56 

The old assemblies had not long been dissolved before reformers set about seeking to 

undo their decisions. As Taylor has argued, they ultimately came to do so in ways which 

reproduced metropolitan norms, seeking to portray black and mixed-race West Indians as 

‘model liberal subjects’: wage-labouring, landowning, self-possessive. Their critique drew 

its force from the argument that colonial rule in its current form was a brake on an even 

fuller realisation of these ideals.57 Race could hardly be avoided, but it was subordinated 

to what were ultimately very class-bound notions of Britishness and ‘civilisation’. 

‘Because we are Negroes or mulattoes must we be ignorant?’, wrote Grenada’s William 

Galwey Donovan in 1883 in one of his many attacks on Crown Colony rule. ‘Does God 

give intellectual power and reasoning faculties only to Whites? We cannot submit to be 

ruled like serfs when we consider ourselves to be freeborn Britons’.58 
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As the war breathed new life into Greater Britain-style projects like the ‘inter-Imperial 

citizenship’ to which Marryshow alluded, so too did proving the Caribbean’s fitness for a 

‘more dignified and respectable form of government’ come to seem still more urgent. 

Military service became central to this process. The mobilisation of 15,601 men in the 

BWIR could hardly have failed to raise significant questions about political 

representation.59 As the West Indian declared proudly in July 1915, not long after a British 

Caribbean contingent had been accepted: ‘It is ours now to prove that a worthy sister, a 

Dominion to-be, is knocking at the door of Imperial Councils; it is ours to prove the 

sterling British ring of our natures’.60 

Compared to the Antilles, though, the political implications of military service were far 

from clear, and far from clearly expressed by commentators at the time. British Caribbean 

service similarly came about for essentially political rather than military reasons, but its 

eventual extension in May 1915 had little to do with citizenship, and much more to do 

with the strain which persistent refusals might put on West Indians’ vocal loyalty.61 The 

idea of military service as perhaps the core duty of a citizen had comparatively little 

currency in Britain or its Caribbean colonies. As Kevin Morgan has shown, a discourse of 

the nation-in-arms associated with the French left found a home mainly, although by no 

means exclusively, on the British right, but the National Service League never came close 

to overcoming Britain’s commitment to voluntarism.62 Unlike with France and the 
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Antilles, then, there was no shared understanding, even among reformers, of how 

precisely duty and rights related to one another. Nor was there an equivalent of the belief 

that military service might level the hierarchies left behind by the problem of freedom. 

In practice, supporters of constitutional reform made varying cases for the significance of 

military service. Some claims were essentially contractual. As the Barbados Globe put it: 

We see the hour fast approaching when Canada and Australia, South Africa and 

India will be claiming a share in the direction of the political affairs of the Empire; 

the share taken by each of them in the mighty struggle and bitter sacrifices not yet 

terminated is their qualification for consideration at the hands of the statesmen of 

Great Britain who delight in extending to everyone a square deal. And if their 

willing sacrifices are likely to serve them in this way, why not the West Indies also 

who yield to none in their love and devotion to the Crown and the Flag.63 

 

Quite often, though, those hoping for or expecting post-war changes explicitly denied any 

sort of contractual relationship for the islands’ military contribution. Here, narrow 

patriotic interests were subsumed within arguments about the war’s universal significance. 

‘We are not asking for Representative Institutious [sic] as the price for our loyalty and 

sacrifices in this war’, the West Indian assured its readers, ‘but because it is part of the 

principle for which respectable humanity is fighting, with Great Britain in the van’.64 In 

this light, the islands’ sacrifices proved their fitness for greater political rights not simply 

because they had sprung to Britain’s aid, but because of the war’s historical, universal 

importance and meaning. That the islands would sacrifice the flower of their youth for 

supposedly universal ideals like liberty, justice, and democracy was imagined to say 

something about their degree of ‘civilisation’. It was no coincidence that early plans for 

voluntary service envisaged small contingents selected from among the islands’ ‘best’, 
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which is to say above all the sons of the white elite and the mixed-race middle class. 

Literacy bars, testimonials, and even the requirement for a ‘certificate of character from a 

Clergyman or well known resident’ were among the means used in these early days to 

whittle down the volunteer pool.65  

Whatever one’s interpretation, though, it was widely agreed that military service would be 

recognised through some sort of constitutional reform, the vehicle for the transformation 

of their political relationship with Britain. The difficulty of implementing military service 

served only to reinforce reformers’ convictions in the injustice of their unequal 

integration, and so the necessity of their political projects. When it came to it, persuading 

the apparently desirable middle and upper classes to volunteer proved very difficult. ‘The 

average labourer is almost lacking in the ordinary sanitary decencies of everyday life’, 

wrote H.Q. Levy in the Gleaner in March 1917, so could one ‘seriously expect the man 

who has risen above such conditions by better education and social example to be satisfied 

to fraternise with such men?’66 Many young, middle-class men evidently felt not, but they 

in turn found themselves excluded from the avenues open to the social elite. Private 

fundraising efforts allowed white and fair-skinned individuals to travel to Britain to enlist 

in metropolitan regiments, where many obtained commissions. The Merchants’ 

Contingent in Trinidad, raised by none other than leading ACCWI member George F. 

Huggins, and the Citizens’ Contingent in Barbados represented the most organised of 

these efforts, which took place on a more ad hoc basis in other islands.67 

Faith in voluntary recruitment actually proved relatively short-lived. Begun in earnest 

only in the summer of 1915, it had by the end of 1916 seemingly failed to meet its 
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purpose, and had also begun to slow. Conscription was soon mooted as a way of pulling in 

a ‘better’ class of volunteer. While discussed throughout the colonies, debated seriously in 

some, and passed in Jamaica, Grenada, and British Honduras, compulsory service was 

never enforced in the British Caribbean. Indeed, given the difficulty in finding transport 

even for the modest BWIR drafts, particularly once the USA entered the war, it probably 

could never have been properly implemented. But to treat conscription narrowly, as 

historians of the Caribbean have, as an issue of recruitment, and an essentially moot one at 

that, is to miss the importance which contemporaries accorded to it as an example of their 

unequal integration within the empire. In Jamaica, for example, de Lisser remarked that 

the storm conscription provoked in the press ‘though brief, was one of the most sustained 

and animated that had been conducted in Jamaica for very many years’.68 

In Grenada, the introduction of conscription seemed to mark the worst excesses of pure 

Crown Colony rule. As Marryshow saw it, the governor had privately decided that 

conscription was necessary; sought the opinion of a private meeting of planters; and, with 

their blessing, asked the Colonial Office for permission. ‘There was nothing done to give 

anything like a representative character to the meeting’, he fumed. This collusion became 

a severe abuse of power when, in the Legislative Council, the ‘planters took their seats 

and voted for their views previously expressed at the Planter’s [sic] Meeting. No member 

for the Legislative Council is in form or fact a representative of the people, but these men 

can say that Conscription should be introduced for the men of the people’. Marryshow 

denounced Crown Colony rule as nothing less than ‘Potsdam power and sheer Czarism’.69 

Marryshow was, however, as strongly in favour of conscription as he was of military 

service generally, and indeed viewed it as an even more potent weapon in aid of reform. 
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One eye, at least, was on French republican understandings of military service and the 

vote. In an article which recalled popular anger over the colour bar on commissions, he 

noted that ‘[t]here is conscription in Force in the French West Indian Colonies, but the 

people there have a reasonably clear and deciding voice in the Government of their 

affairs, and in the French Army the door to promotion is open to merit alone. People who 

enjoy such privileges should indeed be forced to fight for them’. Elsewhere, he argued 

that ‘[t]he rule is for properly elected representatives of the people to decide on such a 

tremendous issue. Conscription is never introduced otherwise’. As such, however 

problematic its introduction in this instance, it would allow future generations of 

Grenadians ‘to say, not only did we volunteer to go, but were forced to fight, with the 

sanction of the British Government, for liberty and righteousness, and then demand as a 

right greater liberty in the evolution of the government of themselves’.70 Conscription, in 

Marryshow’s understanding, would have produced a qualitatively different claim on the 

British state. 

Conscription, though, also raised constitutional questions which went beyond voting 

rights. Those explicitly defending voluntarism on principle were relatively few. More 

common was the opinion of Stephen Stedman, who informed his fellow legislative 

councillors that ‘if the liberty of the subject interfered with the liberty of the State, then it 

was time for the liberty of the subject to be brought into proper line’.71 Less clear, 

however, was the mechanism by which this might take place under Crown Colony 

government, particularly for a piece of legislation which dealt quite literally in life and 

death. The introduction of semi-representative government in Jamaica had left unresolved 

tensions, muddying the waters as to the extent of the elected members’ authority. There 
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was general agreement that the imperial authorities could legitimately introduce a bill of 

such scope through the governor and some, like the member for St. Catherine, A.A. 

Fleming, felt that this was the only legitimate way.72 But the bill had in fact been 

introduced by elected members H.A.L. Simpson and E.F.H. Cox. As A.B. Lowe, a future 

member for St. James, pointed out, this exposed the colonial authorities’ inconsistency, or 

even hypocrisy, in their treatment of the elected members’ prerogatives. ‘Last year,’ Lowe 

remarked, ‘when one elected member moved for an increase of the tax on motor cars, the 

Government did not choose to recognize him as a representative of the people, but the 

Governor told him that that was a parochial tax, and that no Parochial Board had asked for 

it, or in other words, that he was exceeding his authority’. Was it not ‘amusing’, he 

continued sarcastically, that with conscription, a politically explosive measure for whose 

introduction the government had no desire to take responsibility, they were more than 

happy to accept the authority of the member for Kingston.73 Lowe was quite right. 

Manning had been instructed by the Colonial Office that, while no official should propose 

conscription, any such proposal from an elected member should be welcomed.74 The 

willingness to grant the elected members such authority only as and when it suited, to use 

them as stooges or shields for unpopular policies, spoke to the limits on elected members’ 

power under Crown Colony rule, the separation from the ‘machinery of the executive 

government’ which would emerge as a central Jamaican grievance in the 1922 Wood 

Report on constitutional reform and beyond.75  

These impulses towards greater sovereignty were, however, not the only integrative 

projects under consideration. Non-sovereignty, while less popular, was by no means off 
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the table. Jamaican commentators tended to see their colony’s destiny as standing 

somewhat apart from the Windwards and Trinidad. Geographically separate from the 

Lesser Antilles, and tied to the USA through the banana trade, the island was thought to 

have its own distinctive interests.76 Here too, though, the idea of an empire transformed 

once more into an economic partnership underpinned a political project which grappled 

with the problem of sovereignty: a union between Canada and Jamaica, or Canada and a 

federal West Indies. The purpose was again to leverage the economic protection afforded 

by the new, transformed empire to secure commercial and industrial development, in the 

belief that this would uplift the population. A cartoon printed in the Gleaner on 3 May 

1919, entitled ‘In Political Union There is Commercial Strength’, captured the idea 

perfectly.77 The cartoon depicted a Canadian Mountie, just disembarked in a verdant, 

tropical country with his bag full of ‘Capital and Enterprise’. The Mountie, or, as the 

caption calls him, the ‘Big White Brother’, gestures smilingly to a respectable-looking 

black worker, encouraging him down a path towards two boards, one headed ‘Political 

Advantages’, the other ‘Commercial Advantages’. ‘Come on brother’, he says to what is 

presumably the ‘Little Black Brother’: ‘Together we will Broaden and Build up your 

Avenues of Trade, and Consolidate British Possessions in North America’.  

To its Jamaican supporters, the scheme seemed to offer an answer to the problem of 

sovereignty. The boards in the cartoon promised that the union would: ‘prevent retaliation 

by neighbouring countries’; ensure a future with ‘[n]o race prejudice’; provide the West 

Indies with a monopoly for their products in the Canadian market; and ‘bring greater 

concessions in foreign markets’. Politically, what was proposed was not dissimilar to 
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Antillean assimilation. The West Indies would ‘handle local affairs as at present’ through 

their ‘provincial governments’, and would also receive ‘representation in federal 

government at Ottawa’.78 ‘[T]he destiny of the British Empire is, clearly, to be a 

confederation of free peoples, each as far as may be a perfect political and economic 

whole’, the Gleaner argued in April 1916. ‘Canada, then, must have tropical adjuncts, 

must have provinces producing those commodities which are the raw material of 

manufactories in temperate climes’, just as South Africa would gain control of Germany’s 

colonies in Africa, and Australia and New Zealand would take on the Pacific islands.79 

The union would be a non-national, non-sovereign means for the islands to exercise 

autonomy within a secure framework at the level of the new state, the empire, and the 

international order as a whole. 

To the union’s Canadian backers, a heterogeneous group of commercial and political 

interests, the same benefits appeared from a different angle. As the nineteenth century 

drew to a close and the world’s empires scrambled to carve up the African continent, 

Britain’s white settler colonies had begun to pursue their own imperial ambitions. 

Benjamin Kidd’s Control of the Tropics (1898) exemplified a racialised division of the 

world between temperate and tropical regions which cast the latter as sites of economic 

opportunity for the former.80 Australia and New Zealand extended their reach into the 

Pacific, South Africa into Nyasaland, and Canada into the Caribbean. To quote Paula 

Hastings: ‘In this imperial configuration, the colonies making up “Greater Britain,” as 

they were commonly known, were not simply destined for home rule. The destiny 

awaiting these colonies’ coming of age, so to speak, was imperial as much as it was 
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national’.81 The war was an obvious spur to such visions. The Laurier government of the 

pre-war years had shown little interest in tropical expansion, satisfied with the reciprocal 

trade agreement signed with a number of Caribbean colonies in 1912. Robert Borden, 

however, prime minister from 1911-1920, was more receptive. A confidential 

memorandum drawn up by the Dominion’s Department of State in 1917 noted that, with 

borders and former German colonies up for discussion, it ‘behooves Canada to consider in 

what measure she can best secure an equivalent to those territorial advantages which she 

will be glad to see her sister Dominions acquire’. Using a language of ‘annexation’ which 

Canadian federalists studiously avoided in their conversations with their Caribbean 

counterparts, the memorandum concluded that the islands were a feasible and desirable 

target. Borden proposed the move at an Imperial War Cabinet meeting and found 

powerful allies in Lords Milner and Amery, both members of the Round Table movement, 

and indeed from the prime minister himself, David Lloyd George.82 

The political dimensions of the union, though, proved to be a sticking point. What 

Jamaicans saw as a way of formalising the new spirit of equality and reciprocity 

supposedly sweeping the empire, Canadians viewed as a colonial project. The 1917 

government memorandum explicitly disavowed the term ‘confederation’ in favour of 

‘annexation’ on the basis that the West Indies were not ready for self-government or to be 

admitted on equal terms as a province; this was, in fact, ‘out of the question’.83 Instances 

of blatant racism in Canada, meanwhile, particularly colour bars excluding West Indian 

students from the medical schools of Queen’s and McGill universities, became the source 

of considerable negative press in the islands. Even the formerly enthusiastic Gleaner 
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admitted that the McGill incident had struck a ‘terrible blow’ to any dreams of 

federation.84 An anticolonial project worthy of the name needed to offer some response to 

the legacies of the problem of freedom. But, the entire episode highlighted how, for the 

Gleaner and the constituency it represented, national sovereignty appeared neither 

inevitable nor necessary. Provided that the economic pay-off was sufficient, and their 

rights were protected, non-sovereign methods could be just as desirable. 

 

Cycles of Civilisation 

Marryshow was a passionate advocate of West Indian federation; the most prominent 

during the war years, perhaps, and certainly its most interesting theorist. Nowhere, in fact, 

had the idea of a West Indian federation taken root quite so much as in Grenada where 

Donovan, and then Marryshow, his protégé, had long championed it in the pages of the 

Federalist and Grenada People and, from 1915, West Indian.85 In one sense, Marryshow, 

the WIFL, and the proponents of a Canadian federation were not altogether different. All 

sought in various ways to reanimate imperial solidarities, and to reimagine the islands’ 

place within a reformed imperial structure through federal projects which, like Antillean 

assimilation, were essentially integrative. ‘If we hope to be represented in the future 

Imperial Parliament we cannot remain as we are’, he commented in mid-1917: ‘We can 

all have our local legislatures, but we must have the voice of one in the Council that will 

guide the destinies of Britain’s peoples scattered all over the world’.86  
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But neither the ACCWI’s vision of a loose federation, nor the idea of integration as a 

Canadian province appealed to Marryshow. The islands would never consent to be 

‘wards’ under a system of ‘pupilage [sic]’, the West Indian told its readers: ‘We need a 

union among ourselves and not with Canada’.87 And his was a vision of a thoroughly 

integrated, national West Indies, not a marriage of convenience. ‘There should be neither 

Grenadians, nor Barbadians, nor Trinidadians, nor any such “ians” among us’, he wrote in 

1915, ‘but West Indians and, fundamentally, none other. There should be a subordination 

of insular interests to the general good’.88 At root was a difference in how these different 

projects approached the problem of sovereignty. The international order as Marryshow 

conceived of it was hostile not, or perhaps not only, because of liberalisation, the islands’ 

economic dependence, and so on. Rather, he situated his federalism within a more far-

reaching critique of European imperialism and the global colour line. 

Marryshow’s wartime writings offer a clear example of the integrative thrust of 

contemporary British Caribbean anticolonialism. At the same time, they reveal how this 

integrative orientation did not necessarily seek to accommodate the islands to the world 

which European imperialism had created; quite the opposite, in fact. The idea that the 

conflict was a ‘white man’s war’ was ‘commonly expressed’, from the quiet corners of 

Tobago to the bustling docks of Jamaica.89 Rich veins of millenarian thought also 

circulated among the islands’ many evangelical sects. Following a visit to Barbados, 

Marryshow himself later commented that neither the Anglican Cathedral nor the 

Wesleyan Methodist Church in Bridgetown drew as large a crowd as one ‘Allen’, who 

preached that ‘God is punishing England in this war for her sins’.90 Marryshow agreed 
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with neither, but his writings stood alongside these critical stances on empire. As ‘Not!’ 

revealed, Marryshow’s vision of the future stretched far beyond the empire to the fate of 

humanity. The problem of sovereignty was ultimately to be solved by the dismantling of 

the racial, colonial frames which structured the international order itself. More than just a 

rupture in the history of the empire, then, for Marryshow the war was a world-historical 

opening. 

The key text for understanding his federalism, Cycles of Civilisation, was originally 

published in 1917 and serialised in the West Indian. Little remembered now, Cycles found 

enthusiastic readers in the islands, Panama, Britain, United States, and among the BWIR 

in Egypt. Indeed, such was its success in America that Marryshow was elected as a 

corresponding member of the Negro Society for Historical Research, one reader 

remarking that ‘many influential Negroes had said that the writer of that pamphlet should 

be secured at any cost’.91 

Cycles’ influences were manifold. Marryshow’s thinking was rooted in the writings of 

those across the African diaspora who, like him, had long wrestled with the question of 

theodicy in a post-emancipation context.92 Like them, he narrated the history of the 

African diaspora through the Bible. Quoting the African Methodist Episcopal Zion 

bishop, James Walker Hood, Marryshow described it as ‘“an everlasting rock in the black 

man’s defence”’.93 For Marryshow, as for so many others, Psalm 68:31 was the definitive 

 
91 West Indian (Mail Edition), 4 January 1918; quoted in: Cox, Edward, ‘“Race Men”: The Pan-African 

Struggles of William Galwey Donovan and Theophilus Albert Marryshow for Political Change on Grenada, 

1884-1925’, Journal of Caribbean History, 36:1 (2002), pp.90-8; West Indian (Mail Edition), 4 January 

1918. 
92 Marryshow’s mentor, Donovan, was a pan-Africanist, and conversant with the writings of African-

American clergymen like Henry McNeal Turner. In 1900, Donovan had predicted that Africa and China 

would soon rise together to force Europeans to respect true Christian doctrine: Cox, ‘“Race Men”’, pp.78-9. 

Frederick Charles Tomlinson and J. Edmestone Barnes were simultaneously writing along similar lines to 

Donovan and Marryshow in Jamaica: Smith, Jamaican Volunteers, pp.45-7. 
93 Marryshow, Theophilus A., Cycles of Civilisation (St. George’s, 1917; repr. New York, 1973), p.9. 



122 

 

proof of Africa’s ‘future greatness and the greatness of a better world’.94 Cycles outlined a 

cyclical model of history which was no less prophetic and eschatological. Man was on a 

path towards perfection, a point where he would move beyond manhood and ‘attain to the 

very godhood or godliness of his destiny’.95 This path was divinely-ordained; God 

employed different races in cycles, each cycle contributing something to the onward 

march of civilisation and progress. For Marryshow, the war was such a critical moment 

because it heralded the coming of a new cycle, one which would transform the world as it 

currently existed.96 

Marryshow also took his place amid the fin-de-siècle flourishing of pan-national and 

transnational movements, propelled by imperial expansion and the new imaginative 

possibilities opened by faster travel and communications.97 On the one hand, his vision of 

the future empire contained more than a hint of a de-racialised Greater Britain, a late-

Victorian project to unite Britain and its settler colonies.98 At the same time, Cycles was 

influenced by pan-African critiques of the very global discourse of whiteness that had 

produced the idea of Greater Britain. A keen subscriber to The Crisis, Marryshow seems 

to have encountered and been deeply influenced by Du Bois’ writings on the war and the 

global colour line.99 Cycles, in fact, reproduced in a veiled form some of these same 
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arguments about what Du Bois described as the failure of European civilisation made 

manifest.100 

European civilisation, Marryshow wrote, was ‘committing deliberate suicide’ on the 

battlefield due to its ‘grown madness of intra-national [sic] ambition and pride’.101 This 

competition between nations, though, was essentially imperial. The war was the logical 

outcome of European imperialism as it had come to exist; that is, as a global system of 

whiteness in which European empires profited from the toil of colonised peoples. ‘War 

shall cease only when nations are honourable and godly enough to cease fighting against 

nations from sheer envy, or pride of position and power’, Marryshow wrote, ‘and greater 

still, when nations cease to put in practice the principles of highwaymen by “holding up”, 

on the road to progress, all those who have fat purses, but are unfortunate enough not to 

have adequate weapons of defence with them’.102 Although there was no doubt in his 

mind that it was German ambition and pride which were principally to blame, Marryshow 

did not see its actions as aberrant. Germany’s achievements, he noted, had been looked 

upon before the war as ‘a sign of the superiority of the white race’.103 German civilisation 

was European civilisation. As Du Bois wrote in 1917: ‘This is not Europe gone mad; this 

is not aberration nor insanity; this is Europe’.104 

Where did this leave Britain, and the future of the empire? In Marryshow’s eyes, Britain 

was complicit in this imperial project and, worse still, was being borne along by the settler 

colonies, away from the ideals for which it had once stood. Cycles was written as a 

response to Jan Smuts, particularly a statement he had given in which he described the 
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creation of a ‘White South Africa’ as the paramount issue facing the Dominion.105 

Marryshow was well aware of the Dominions’ existing colour bars, about which he also 

wrote in the West Indian, warning that the empire risked becoming ‘a mass of moral 

incongruities, as has been laid down as doctrine in Australia, Canada, and South 

Africa’.106 Smuts, he wrote, was ‘the mere mouthpiece of a gang of “Imperial” 

landgrabbers’ in the Empire Resources Development Committee. Quoting from the The 

Nation, a British radical Liberal journal, he described how the Committee planned to 

leverage a rhetoric of development and protectionism in order to turn ‘the natives of 

Crown Colonies and Protectorates’ into “wage-earners working in the interests of private 

corporations, in which…the State would be a partner”’. To follow this path would, 

Marryshow argued, be a departure from the empire’s true values, and a failing on the part 

of the metropolitan left. The ‘so-called socialistic Labour Party’, he said, echoing similar 

condemnations by Lagrosillière and Du Bois, had allowed racism to destroy class 

solidarity, and had therefore remained silent over this planned ‘“Rhodesianism”’.107 

Crucially, though, it would also be a renunciation of the values for which the war was 

being fought. Smuts’ plans, he argued, were ‘a cunning refinement of the very systems 

against which millions have fought and died’.108 That is, this type of capitalist imperialism 

represented an extension of a corrupted European civilisation, not a departure from it. 

The war, Marryshow argued, was to bring in a new cycle of civilisation characterised not 

by competition, but by co-operation. The ‘great Negro race’, which had been ‘the masonic 

instrument used in the laying of the very foundations of the world’s civilised history’, was 
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to have its turn again. But, like so many others, Marryshow also had one eye on the East, 

and particularly on the rise of Japan. The Panama Canal, he suggested, seemed to herald a 

future connection between two great civilisations: one cradled in the East by Japan and 

perhaps including China, India, and Russia; and one in the West, nurtured above all by the 

United States. In short, a European, racial civilisation was to be replaced by a universal 

civilisation defined by the Christian ‘principle of brotherhood’ and forged by multiple 

races, nations, and even faiths.109 Sovereignty would no longer be a problem in a world of 

Christian co-operation. 

If Britain were to survive, it would have to adopt these principles, and integrate the races 

it had hitherto subjugated as equal partners in a radically reformed empire: 

The British Empire is become far too unwieldy for guidance by a common spirit. 

United in spirit in war and disunited in peace, may be the verdict of tomorrow. 

Dangerous complications are being fostered which, intensified, spell ruin. There 

are strong indications that certain parts of the Empire will not be able to endure, 

for long, certain monstrous inequalities of the British order, and on racial grounds 

this wonderful Empire of ours is likely to break up, if the justice, liberty, and 

righteousness, which are the alleged principles for which Great Britain is at war, 

have but a purely Belgian meaning and are not applicable even to those whom the 

Belgians mutilated and murdered in their greedy rubber-grabbing! The rocks ahead 

on which the waves of the British Empire are heading to spend themselves are the 

Rocks of Race. The irresistible rise of darker races shall be accomplished, even on 

the heads of the proud Anglo-Saxon if they do not make room.110 

 

With this text, Marryshow fitted into a much wider array of colonial and diasporic 

intellectuals for whom the war provided ‘confirmation of the moral crisis of the 
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Eurocentric world-order’.111 His response, though, was not to call for a separatist 

nationalism, nor a revived spiritualism. The empire could remain, but imperialism would 

have to go; nations would endure, but nationalism could not. ‘“Empire” must be rid of 

much of the old meaning’, he wrote in 1917. ‘It must not be an experiment in world-wide 

exploitation for the benefit of England and Englishmen, but a force making for the free 

development of all peoples within the confines of Empire according to their highest and 

best aspirations’.112 

In a June 1917 editorial whose title, ‘The Dividing Line’, echoed Du Bois’ term, 

Marryshow described further how the empire could survive if Britain was willing to erase 

the colour line and elevate its colonies to the status enjoyed by the Dominions. ‘West 

Indians in general are British subjects, not British citizens’, he stated. ‘Canadians, 

Australians, and white South Africans…are, all superficially speaking, British subjects, 

but they are all British citizens in experience, privilege, and fact. The line of demarcation 

between the two is broad and clear. In the West Indies we are British subjects and may be 

citizens of the particular colony in which we live, but we are not British citizens. We are 

not. We, nevertheless, hope to be included in the real partnership of Empire and enjoy the 

common British citizenship which is based on the bedrock of democracy’. A West Indian 

federation would therefore take its place within a transformed empire which Marryshow 

had already come to conceive of as ‘one vast British Commonwealth’ filled with 

‘democratic nations within a nation’.113 

At the same time, however, as indeed with so many of the traditions from which it drew, 

Cycles also carried a logic inherent in British imperialism itself. Marryshow challenged 
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the racial parameters of ‘true Civilisation’. If, as was so often said, the war was indeed for 

‘civilisation’, then it could not be a ‘white man’s war’; on the contrary, it was ‘our war as 

much as anybody else’s, for it is a war of…free human development and expansion 

against world domination by a mere fraction of earth’s peoples…and of the noble dark-

skinned Christ with his Crown of Thorns against the White Satan crowned by his people 

with “many crowns” of gold and precious stones’.114 But ‘civilisation’ in Marryshow’s 

eyes, although ever-evolving, had acquired fixed elements; it was additive, not relative. 

As such, while the ‘great Negro race’ had as great a claim to the new cycle, it remained 

for some to master the principles of the old. The West Indies, by virtue of men like 

Marryshow, were ready for political federation and a seat at the imperial top table. But a 

‘Negro State in Central Africa’, the right to which Marryshow compared to Zionism, 

would require the ‘guidance of a League of Nations’.115 

When placed alongside another theologically-grounded project in which the war acted as a 

moment of transformation, the integrative dimensions of Marryshow’s vision stand out all 

the more clearly. The protean Ghadar movement established a presence in Trinidad, where 

the East Indian population, roughly one third of the population, was a source of constant 

wartime anxiety for the colonial authorities.116 East Indians had been brought to the region 

by both the British and French under a system of indenture to prop up the plantation 

system. Largely occupying low pay, low status roles in agriculture, they lived in 

segregated communities, and were resented by the African-descended working class for 

depressing wages and working conditions.117 The indenture system did not end in the 
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British empire until 1917, and, as such, the islands’ East Indian populations connected 

them to very different transnational circuits to the Black Atlantic networks which 

Marryshow occupied. The Ghadar movement, arriving in Trinidad through the pages of 

the Hindustan Ghadar, attracted adherents from the Hindu and Muslim population. While 

it is difficult to disentangle these individuals’ actual beliefs from the colonial authorities’ 

anxieties, ‘the theory of a future self-governed India’ was certainly present and a number 

of figures were thought to have links to Indian nationalists hanged in India for 

‘sedition’.118 

Indian nationalists, however influential or not they were in Trinidad, were subject to 

scrutiny of an entirely different degree to Marryshow, whose writings were hardly 

desirable, but not considered seditious. The Ghadar movement, on the other hand, 

intersected with and perhaps even promoted the cause of pan-Islamist solidarities which 

were of far greater concern to the authorities. Trinidad’s Muslim community was divided 

between the well-established local support base of Abdul Aziz who, before his indenture, 

had served the British in the Second Afghan War, and Shah Mohamed Hassan, an Indian 

Sufi known locally as the Moulvi who had arrived from Calcutta in 1913, bringing with 

him a more austere version of Islam.119 John Mahamad, a follower of Aziz and one of the 

38 East Indian BWIR volunteers repatriated soon after their arrival in Britain, came to the 

attention of the Jamaican authorities in January 1916 when he denounced a number of the 

Moulvi’s followers in a letter to the governor, William Manning. Mahamad told Manning 

that ‘four person from the same man [the Moulvi] come to me and tell me that I must not 
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fight for the English fight for the German [sic]’. A subsequent interview revealed the 

accusation that the four, three of whom were time-expired Indians and one Trinidad-born, 

had been urging Trinidad’s Muslims ‘not to join the British which was fighting other 

Mohammedans (the Turks)’.120 The colony’s Protector of Immigrants, Arnaud de 

Boissière conjectured that, in fact, it was Aziz and his followers who were responsible for 

the ‘seditious papers’ and their pan-Islamist ideas.121 Whatever the truth of the matter, 

however, the contrast with Marryshow was clear. 

 

The West Indian Revolution 

On 17 May 1916, a Daily Gleaner editorial announced ‘The Jamaica Revolution’. 

Jamaica’s military contribution to the war effort, the paper declared, was ‘so different 

from anything we have ever done before, it has happened so quickly and almost so 

suddenly, it will have such striking effects on the people of this country, on the 

development of this country, on the relations of this country to other parts of the British 

Empire, that to call what we have done and have determined to do a revolution is no mere 

indulgence in hyperbole but the sober statement of an indisputable fact’. The men of the 

BWIR, the Gleaner predicted, would be given vast swathes of Crown Lands on which to 

settle on their return from the war. The years to come would see nothing less than ‘a 

system of industrial and economic development, carried out directly under Government 

auspices by men who, having travelled in different countries, having been trained as 

fighters and disciplined as soldiers, should represent on their return to Jamaica a new 
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social stratum and an economic element of great value to this colony’.122 The war, as we 

have seen, set the British Caribbean imagination alight with visions of a reformed empire 

and revitalised economies; and, for the islands’ middle-class reformers, it offered a means 

to stake a claim to their rightful place in this glorious future. Together, these changes also 

propelled visions of social reform which would, it was thought, begin to address the 

legacies of the problem of freedom. More so even than in the Antilles, these visions came 

down to the question of land. 

Restricted access to land ownership was a key dimension of the problem of freedom. At 

one end of the extreme lay Barbados, with no Crown Lands and a regressive ‘located 

labour’ system which tied workers to particular plantations as tenants.123 The relatively 

modest peasantry which had established itself in Barbados, helped along by the influx of 

remittances from Panama, was more robust in Jamaica. The banana trade had been the 

vehicle for a late nineteenth-century expansion of the peasant sector, although, as noted 

earlier, the grip of multinational capital robbed these growers of much of the autonomy 

land ownership had promised.124 The island had been struck by a new landlessness around 

the turn of the century as a resurgent plantation economy bought up vast tracts of viable 

land from smallholders struggling with economic depression, drought, and hurricanes.125 

As in the Antilles, the colonial authorities had emerged around the turn of the century as 

some of land settlement’s greatest proponents, but subsequent schemes had achieved 

mixed results. While a scheme inaugurated in Jamaica in 1895 had been abandoned by 

1910, the Grenadian authorities’ sale of Crown Lands and plots of former estates had met 
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with greater success and the emergence of a thriving black peasantry growing cocoa, 

nutmeg, and various foodstuffs.126 Land hunger, though, was the rule across the region. A 

witness to the 1897 Royal Commission stated simply that it was ‘the ambition of every 

Barbadian to own a piece of land’.127 

Land was among the greatest reasons for enlistment in the BWIR. Much of the 

historiography on the Caribbean in the war still contains more than a hint of outdated 

popular histories of the British First World War experience: a rush to the colours in 

August 1914 transplanted into the Caribbean. For these historians, the war is to be found 

in scenes of patriotic, flag-waving West Indians eagerly proclaiming their love for Britain 

in poetry, prose, and song.128 Above all, these histories rely on the reams of editorials, 

saccharine war poetry, and recruiters’ speeches like those from Marine Square which 

flooded the local press. We learn that Caribbean poets aped the robustly martial verse of 

Kipling, Tennyson, and Brooke; that BWIR soldiers wrote enthusiastically of serving their 

Mother Country; and that thousands gathered to wave them off from Kingston, Castries, 

and elsewhere.129 Even in Britain, though, patriotism alone was rarely, if ever, a sufficient 

prompt to volunteer; economic incentives, romantic or masculine idealism about war, and 

above all social pressure from family, friends, colleagues, and others played a decisive 

part.130 

Reasons for enlistment were no less complex in the Caribbean, but many volunteers were 

certainly lured in by the promise of land. In Jamaica, where veteran discourse was 
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dominated throughout the interwar years by the question of land settlement, one 

memorandum to the 1938 West India Royal Commission recalled that: ‘we were told that 

we must leave all our belongings and go to the war and if we live to return we would be 

given a plot of land for ourselves and a cow and money and the government would treat 

us good and give us even work in its department so that we can live happyly until our 

services are required again. Furthermore if any of us wanted a piece of land to cultivate 

food-stuff the government are opening up a land settlement in the Rio Grande Valley [all 

sic]’. On their return home, the memorandum continued, they were led to believe that ‘we 

would be looked upon as great men of Jamaica our home’.131 The land incentive was not a 

postwar invention by veterans dissatisfied at their fate. Thomas James Cawley, the 

member for St. Catherine, told the Jamaica Legislative Council in 1930 that ‘as a 

Recruiting Officer he was definitely instructed to make offers of land to the people’. His 

claim was corroborated by the member for Hanover, Felix Gordon Veitch, who had been a 

recruiting officer and medical examiner in Bocas del Toro. Veitch had ‘promised all those 

men land…and he had high authority for doing so. The recruiting officers were told 

certain things and as independent honest men they told the people. They had no 

documents to show but they ought to be honest’.132 

The demographics of enlistment likewise testify to the importance of the land incentive. In 

Jamaica, for which the most complete statistics are available, BWIR recruits were, as the 

Gleaner recognised, ‘to a large extent representative of the class who go to Panama, Cuba 

or Costa Rica, work there for the minimum dollar a day, save some of what they earn, and 

return to their native land to purchase a small property and become peasant farmers’.133 
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Recruitment was driven by the young, ambitious, and, the Collector General’s department 

noted, landless.134 According to information gathered by Jamaica’s Central Recruiting 

Committee on the first 4000 volunteers, the largest single contribution came from 

‘Artisans and tradesmen’, who provided 1568, about double the number one might expect 

given that in 1911 they represented only 18% of the working population.135 These were 

young, restless men: 3375, or 84%, of them were 25 or younger; 2633, or 66%, were 

between the ages of 19 and 22.136 The BWIR was seemingly another outlet for artisans 

who, amid falling demand and status, had been among the groups with the highest rate of 

emigration to Panama and Cuba.137 In Barbados, too, the skilled working classes led the 

early waves of volunteers.138 

But to what would these men, newly trained and disciplined through their military service, 

return? The projects which gained popularity during the war echoed a developmentalism 

which had gathered steam in the latter part of the nineteenth century. The 1897 Royal 

Commission had identified land settlement as a priority. A shining example of 

Chamberlainite ‘constructive imperialism’, the Commission believed that the sugar 

industry could yet be saved if conducted on rational, scientific lines using the most up-to-

date technology available. In 1898, an Imperial Department of Agriculture in the West 

Indies had been established, a body which oversaw a network of experimental stations and 
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gardens, conducted research (largely into cane breeding), and which inspired similar 

bodies in each island.139 ‘Constructive imperialism’ was, in a sense, the colonial face of a 

more general belief in the efficacy of state interventionism to solve the social and 

economic problems which lingered after the global depression of the late nineteenth 

century.140 At their most ambitious, wartime schemes were plans for state-led, scientific, 

rationally-organised agriculture; veterans were to be the vanguard of a wider project to 

remake the islands’ economies and societies. Throwing his weight behind a land 

settlement scheme for Grenadian veterans, Marryshow argued that ‘the future of the 

colony depends largely on the extension of the peasantry system’. The Calivigny estate, 

he proposed, close as it was to the Agricultural Department in St. George’s, would make 

the perfect site for a veteran settlement with an ‘Agricultural Experiment Station’, a 

‘Government Stock Farm’, and perhaps even ‘the long proposed Industrial School’.141 

J.H. Allwood, the elected member for St. Ann in Jamaica, proposed a series of model farm 

settlements, one in each parish. Each new settlement would consist of 100 or more 

holdings, centred on a 100 acre ‘Central Farm’ managed by the parish’s agricultural 

instructor, and home to the settlement’s mills, machinery, dairy farm, ‘vegetable gardens’, 

and experimental plots. The ex-servicemen settlers would be encouraged to co-operate in 

the production and sale of their produce, and would enter contracts as a settlement to 

supply their parish’s public institutions. More than a means of reducing Jamaica’s 

dependence on imported foodstuffs, more than a means of improving its export trade, 

more even than the fulfilment of a duty to the ex-servicemen, Allwood envisaged his 

scheme as providing a model for the rest of the population, a way of ‘raising and 
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improving the tone and amenity of village life in Jamaica’. The committee tasked with 

crafting a scheme concluded that the plan was impracticable in the form Allwood had 

suggested, but envisaged one such ‘Farm Colony’, devoted to dairy with secondary lines 

in sugar and silage crops, being established at Mona under the auspices of the Department 

of Agriculture. The Mona settlement would enable the contingent’s ‘most deserving men’ 

to take up a trade or start a business in Kingston alongside their agricultural work. 

Elsewhere, 19,000 acres were to be made available as free grants of at least five acres 

each.142  

Crucially, though, these new settlements were to be anchored on 400-500-acre plantations 

on which the ex-servicemen and others would also work as wage labourers. The crossover 

between conservative developmentalism and radical land reform could be fairly large, but 

most of these projects tended towards the former. The principle was that economic decline 

and the attendant flight from the countryside either abroad or into crowded, unsanitary, 

unwholesome urban areas held back the population’s ‘civilisation’ and threatened social 

unrest. Land reform, then, was moral reform. After touring Clarendon, the parish home to 

the most small planters, de Lisser reminded his readers of the balance which so many, 

here and in the Antilles, felt needed to be struck between the peasant and plantation 

economies: ‘I don’t want to see Jamaica a country of peasant proprietors only. That sort of 

thing must mean stagnation in the end. Our civilization depends upon agricultural 

development on a large scale, even as our social order may largely depend upon the 

settlement of a good part of the peasantry on the land’.143 White legislative councillors 

like Allwood were not exactly proposing that economic (and so racial) hierarchies be 

 
142 TNA, CO 140/252, Appendix XXVI, pp.1-6. 
143 Daily Gleaner, 8 December 1917. 



136 

 

turned upside down; indeed, arguably one of the major advantages in their eyes was that 

land settlement of this sort would fix these hierarchies more securely.   

There were signs, however, that reformism could not continue to pay lip service to the 

problem of freedom for much longer. As in the Antilles, the war pushed up the cost of 

living by at least 100%, in spite of government price controls.144 In 1917, a Gleaner 

reporter, ‘W.G.S.’, had delved into the Kingston slums, penning a series of lurid portraits 

of urban poverty for the newspaper’s middle-class readers which gave a human face to the 

deepening hardship. One elderly man complained that ‘“[a]s the taxes come round the 

bailiff is at the gate, and food is so dear now that you simply have to starve yourself to 

meet the Government”’.145 Numbers on the pauper roll were increasing, and those 

interviewed blamed the government for their situation. One domestic servant, one of the 

many young women to gravitate from Manchester and other outlying parishes to the city, 

gave voice to this growing sense of bitterness: ‘“But you think dem will ever do anything 

fe poor people, sah? [sic]”’146 In a June 1918 petition paraphrased in the Gleaner, the 

‘Longshoremen Labour Union’ attacked the ‘fearful burden of direct and indirect taxation, 

every article of necessity being terribly taxed, whilst the luxury of the rich escapes from 

the payment of its proper portion to the general revenue. No income tax is paid by 

bankers, shipping companies, insurance, marine, life or fire, merchants, planters, etc., who 

are today and from 1914 making large profits in excess of pre-war times in one way or the 

other’.147 

In the country, estate workers’ wages had similarly stagnated, and in June 1918 matters 

came to a head. Wartime conditions had already produced isolated strikes, but a speech 
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given by the new governor, Sir Leslie Probyn, at the Ward Theatre in Kingston on 12 June 

provided the spark for the most widespread, prolonged, and serious bout of strike activity 

in the wartime Caribbean. Beginning at the docks, a wave of strikes rippled out through 

Kingston and reached the rural eastern districts, where it took on a more radical quality, 

despite the government’s establishment of an arbitration board. Inspired by the example of 

the urban working classes and by Probyn’s comments, sugar, banana, and wharf labourers 

in St. Thomas, St. Mary, and St. Catherine downed tools. At the Money Musk estate in 

Vere, workers declared that ‘“[t]he Governor say we mus’ get dollar a day, an’ not less, so 

we fool fe falla wat dem ya backra a say”’, and that ‘“[t]he man das tek less an dollar 

wutless”’.148 At Amity Hall sugar estate in Vere, the colonial authorities crushed the 

unrest using deadly force; 100 armed policemen fired on the strikers, killing three and 

wounding twelve.149 

The governor’s comments were innocuous enough, simply urging employers to meet their 

workers’ ‘legitimate reasonable demands’ and expressing the desire to ‘make this 

beautiful island so happy a home that no one single labourer shall be tempted to go to 

Cuba’.150 But his words had caught the imagination of the working population, who came 

to believe that the new governor would support their demands for higher wages to meet 

the wartime cost of living. “The Almighty is good to the poor people”, one wharf labourer 

told a Gleaner reporter, for “He has given the island a Governor who is protecting us by 

seeing that we get more pay”.151 Dissatisfaction with the colonial government and its taxes 

melted away as hope in the new regime burned brightly. Like their Antillean counterparts, 

Jamaican workers viewed their status as imperial citizens as their best defence against 
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local economic exploitation. The UFC’s female banana-carriers in Kingston made this 

clear by singing ‘“Tipperary” and other martial airs’, as did the strikers at ‘Ewings 

Caymanas’ in St. Catherine who marched to ‘patriotic airs’.152  

Jamaica was to be the harbinger rather than the standard-bearer of change. The colony 

passed some of the islands’ earliest trade union legislation in 1919, but the island’s 

emergent labour leaders like Augustus Bain Alves struggled to keep their unions afloat in 

the years to come.153 Elsewhere, however, as we shall see, post-war reform would 

increasingly and successfully hitch its cart to this growing labour militancy which was 

evident as the guns fell silent in November 1918, and which was to intensify as the BWIR 

streamed home in 1919.
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CHAPTER THREE 

1919-1923 

It was easy to think that nothing would ever be the same. The war, portrayed as an 

existential struggle for nothing less than civilisation itself, had finally come to a close. 

Referring to the multiple forms of internationalism competing for attention in India in 

these years, Goswami has described ‘a shared reckoning of the First World War as an 

authentic historical opening toward a non-imperial future’.1 All eyes turned to Paris where 

the foundations of the new world were to be laid, and, as they did, anticolonial revolts 

swept the globe. The ‘Wilsonian Moment’ of Erez Manela’s famous formulation was 

more a ‘moment’ than it was ‘Wilsonian’.2 But, it has become clear, even this narrow 

temporal framing around 1919 elides deeper continuities in anticolonial thought. In the 

French empire, as Dónal Hassett has shown for Algeria, ‘the language of Wilsonian self-

determination lost out to other rhetorical strategies more clearly grounded in French 

political tradition’, most clearly that of the impôt du sang.3 In the British case, too, the 

aftermath of the war saw intensified calls for ‘imperial citizenship’ whose origins lay well 

before 1914.4 In the Caribbean, insofar as there was a post-war ‘moment’ at all, it was not 

Wilsonian. 

Many Caribbean observers, however, did perceive themselves to be living through a 

period of transformation. And the ways that they reacted, Anglophone and Francophone 

alike, were remarkably similar. The new League of Nations held up the sovereign nation-
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state as the normative state form, albeit one racialised in ways which ensured that it could 

be deferred almost endlessly for colonial peoples.5 Caribbean anticolonialists’ integrative 

projects pushed back against this model of the international order, imagining forms of 

decolonisation which would result in a very different state system. They engaged with 

many of the major transnational movements and moments of the age: communism, 

Garveyism, and so on. And yet, they seemingly always found ways to remould new 

strands of anti-imperialism and anticolonialism in their own desired image. They 

imagined their empires drawing closer and closer together, bound by economic 

reciprocity. By 1923, this seemed more important than ever. Global sugar prices were 

falling fast, increasing their dependence on protective tariffs, and the looming menace of 

the region’s newest imperial force, the United States, made the problem of sovereignty all 

the more acute. 

This chapter therefore follows Caribbean politicians as they sought to capitalise on what 

they understood to be an opening in the history of the world, or at the very least in the 

history of the empires of which they were part. The first two sections of the chapter deal 

with the Antilles, the second three with the British Caribbean. The first section outlines 

the continuities in Antillean anticolonialism: its rootedness in the legacies of the problem 

of freedom, its autonomist orientation, and its reverence for military service. These years 

saw new political alliances, the arrival of communism, and the creation of veterans’ 

associations, all of which contributed in new ways to the assimilationist project. The 

second section likewise picks up where Chapter One ended, charting the fortunes of the 

islands’ sugar and rum industries in turbulent years on the global market. France’s 
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imposition of a quota on colonial rum exports, a policy whose origins lay in the war, 

raised fundamental questions about the imperial relationship. 

The third section traces the campaign for constitutional reform in the British islands as it 

gathered pace after 1919. Federation receded into the background behind the more 

pressing issue of securing more representative forms of government. Only this, it was 

thought, would allow them to claim a seat at the Imperial Conferences as India and the 

Irish Free State had managed. The fourth section places the islands within what Lara 

Putnam has called the ‘transnational print-centered black public sphere’.6 Wartime 

deprivation drove the development of organised labour movements, which flourished in 

dialogue with these new print networks. Picking up on some of the themes explored with 

Marryshow’s Cycles, it argues that British Caribbean anticolonialism did not mimic the 

ideas which flooded into the islands in the pages of the Negro World and other papers, but 

nor was it accommodated to the world which European imperialism had created. Chapter 

Two argued that two of the war’s three most important effects for British Caribbean 

anticolonialism were the promised reversal of liberalisation, and the revival of the sugar 

industry. Both are tracked in the fifth section, which shows how the introduction of 

Imperial Preference as sugar prices began to slide locked the islands into a more 

dependent relationship with Britain than before.   

 

French Reconstitution 

On Monday 8 September 1919 at about midday, an ancien combattant disembarked from 

a transatlantic steamer and set foot on his native Martinican soil for the first time in five 

years. He was met not, as many of those on leave had been, with muted enthusiasm, but 
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by a crowd who cheered, waved their hats and handkerchiefs, and pressed in to shake his 

hand or even just catch a glimpse of him. Many more packed into the municipal theatre in 

Fort-de-France a few hours later to hear him speak. For this was no ordinary ancien 

combattant: it was the député, Henry Lémery. 

Lémery’s delivered his homecoming speech in an emotional register which would have 

been alien to British Caribbean listeners. The glory, he said in falsely self-effacing 

fashion, was not his, but belonged ‘entirely to these heroic sons of our soil, who have just 

written, with their blood, the most beautiful page in our history: soldiers of the 

Dardanelles and Salonika, Yser and Verdun, Flanders and Artois, soldiers of Champagne 

and the great battles for salvation’. He, of course, had played his own modest part. As a 

colonial député, it had been incumbent on him to spring to France’s defence alongside his 

metropolitan counterparts, so as to deny the enemies of ‘our dream of assimilation’ a 

‘lethal argument’. This argument, of course, was not new; as we have seen, Antillean 

politicians had sought compulsory military service precisely as leverage against the loss of 

their voting rights. But rather than just protecting this ‘dream’, Lémery could boast of 

having taken a step to make it a reality: ‘Was it not I who took the initiative to table a bill 

bringing about complete assimilation, declaring Martinique a French département, in such 

a way as to secure in one move for the workers of this country, all the benefits of 

protective labour legislation’, he asked. The road to the future lay open, and Martinique 

had only to join it. ‘We have written our magnificent page in the war’, he concluded, ‘we 

must now together have the will, the ambition to write our page in the task of French 

reconstitution’.7 
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Lémery’s 1919 bill, as with many others both before and after, ultimately went nowhere. 

But as a political statement it more than served its purpose. Ahead of the upcoming 

legislative and senatorial elections, Antillean politicians were relaunching their political 

programmes, renewing alliances, and forging new pacts. Boisneuf, Lagrosillière, and 

others who had so cynically sown division during the war scrambled to heal wounds and 

rebuild bridges, although not, of course, at the cost of electoral defeat. In La Petite Patrie, 

press organ of the Union Républicaine, Candace stressed how he and Boisneuf alone were 

practising a ‘politics of union, social peace and economic action’, promising to put an end 

to the ‘fratricidal struggles and the vain and futile disputes’ which had held Guadeloupe 

back in the past.8 Légitimus and Lara too promised to restore principles which the latter 

characterised as republican and Schoelcherist. It was time, they both argued, for black and 

mixed-race alike to put aside their differences.9 

Schoelcher was also on Lagrosillière’s mind. In a speech at Morne-des-Esses, not far from 

his Sainte-Marie stronghold, on 22 June 1919, Lagrosillière referenced the abolitionist no 

fewer than 20 times as he traced the outlines of a new socialist world order. Indeed, 

Lagrosillière sensed nothing less than a coming revolution. ‘Everywhere, in old Europe as 

in new America a new world is brewing and establishing itself’, he wrote in May 1919, 

and those ‘who, with their muscles and their brains are the creators of all wealth are 

becoming aware, more each day, of their power and their destinies’. There could be no 

greater sign of the coming revolution than that the Peace Conference, laying the 

foundations of the new world, had thought it necessary to craft international labour 

legislation. It was incumbent on them to smooth the way for this inevitable transition in 

Martinique.10 When Lagrosillière invoked a sort of Schoelcherist socialism, he therefore 
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did so in the belief that it represented the local phase of a global transformation. In the 

figure of Schoelcher, he, Lara, and others found an emblem for the racial dimensions of 

these changes at the local level. As Lagrosillière told his audience at Morne-des-Esses, the 

‘black race’, the ‘mother race of our population [emphasis in original]’, was ‘the very 

nursery (pépinière) of the Proletariat’ and consequently ‘doubly exploited; exploited as a 

fraction of the universal working class, exploited as an ethnic category, on which weigh 

the most absurd and the most hateful of prejudices’.11 

During these years, a new group emerged which shared similar investments in both the 

‘universal working class’ and an assimilationism which would propel answers to the 

problem of freedom. As we shall see in Chapter 4, across the Atlantic, Antilleans were 

busy playing an important role in turning Paris into western Europe’s most dynamic 

outpost of the Third International. For the moment, however, communism in Martinique 

was limited to a handful of Fort-de-France’s bourgeoisie de couleur: teachers, doctors, 

small business owners, and literate artisans. Many had travelled far beyond Martinique’s 

shores. Jules Monnerot and Juvénal Linval had cut their teeth as members of the 

Association des étudiants collectivistes de Paris (Paris Association of Collectivist 

Students), while Linval, Joinville Saint-Prix, and André Aliker were anciens 

combattants.12 The Groupe Jean Jaurès (GJJ) as they called themselves met initially in 

the working-class Fort-de-France suburb of Terres Sainville, and then above Joseph Del’s 

jewellery shop on the rue de la République. Here, they discussed communist literature and 

planned their consciousness-raising tours into more rural areas where they sought to 

unionise Martinique’s labouring population.13 

 
11 Quoted in: Darsières, Joseph Lagrosillière…Les années pures, p.251. 
12 Bosphore, Rolande, Militants et militantismes communistes à la Martinique 1920-1971: Identification, 

forme et implication (Matoury, 2015), pp.49-52; AdM, 1R92, 1007-1300 (1914), 1116; AdM, 1R52, 501-

1000 (1905), 829. 
13 Bosphore, Militants et militantismes, pp.252-4 and pp.305-7. 



145 

 

The origins of the GJJ are somewhat confusing, but shed light on the way that its 

members reconciled their internationalism and non-nationalism. Often seen as a reaction 

to Lagrosillière’s 1919 electoral pact with the usinier Fernand Clerc, the GJJ was in fact 

founded the previous year in December 1918 as a Martinican version of the Société des 

Amis de Jaurès (Society of the Friends of Jaurès); this metropolitan organisation, 

established in 1916, existed to perpetuate Jaurès memory and to draw together socialists to 

discuss the issues to which he had devoted himself.14 The GJJ’s leading light was 

Monnerot. He and Lagrosillière had worked closely in the Groupe Socialiste des Antilles 

in Paris in the aftermath of the events at François in 1900, and he had become one of the 

Martinican député’s closest allies, and the editor of his La Démocratie coloniale.15 

Monnerot saw the GJJ as a vehicle through which to fulfil the project which he had 

pursued in 1900, namely the union of metropolitan and colonial workers in a common 

struggle against capitalism. Indeed, what prompted his split with Lagrosillière in 1920 was 

not the infamous alliance with Clerc at all. Instead, Monnerot was seemingly impatient at 

Lagrosillière’s delay in re-affiliating Martinique’s socialists with the SFIO, and not a little 

disgruntled at the incumbent député’s failure to nominate him as a candidate for the 

upcoming senatorial elections. His decision to break away consequently began as an effort 

to establish a rival socialist party. In June 1920, the GJJ’s newspaper, Justice, announced 

its intention to work towards ‘the reconstitution of a socialist Federation…adhering, 

without any reservation, to the section française de l’Internationale ouvrière’.16 

In December 1920, the SFIO itself split at the Congress of Tours. The majority of 

delegates voted in favour of adherence to the Third International, forming the Section 

 
14 For the suggestion that Lagrosillière’s alliance with Clerc precipitated the split, see, for example: Celma, 

‘La Vie politique à la Martinique’, pp.325-8. 
15 Darsières, Joseph Lagrosillière…Les années pures, pp.78-9. 
16 Quoted in: Darsières, Joseph Lagrosillière…Les années dures pp.100-11. Darsières suggests that 

Monnerot and his handful of rebels also had a distaste for electoral fraud which Lagrosillière did not share. 

Bosphore, Militants et militantismes, pp.442-3. 
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française de l'Internationale communiste (French Section of the Communist 

International), soon to become the Parti communiste français (French Communist Party 

[PCF]).17 Where the majority of the SFIO went, the GJJ followed. Their blurring of the 

lines between socialism and communism in these years was clear from a subsequent 

announcement in Justice, which pledged to become ‘the representative of the Parti 

Socialiste Français, Section Française de l’Internationale Communiste [sic]’.18 It was 

only in 1922 that they officially became the Groupe communiste Jean Jaurès.19 

The GJJ became both communist and assimilationist. They venerated Schoelcher as an 

emblem of the promise of republican freedom. Speaking in 1920 at the annual 

commemoration of the abolitionist’s birth, Del reminded his listeners that Schoelcher had 

not only ‘broken the chains of bodily slavery’, but had gone on to ‘fight until his death’ 

against the enemies of republicanism. It was up to them, ‘class-conscious workers, worthy 

sons of the new citizens’ to ‘follow his eternal principles’ by fighting the same battles 

against ‘clericalism’ and ‘wage labour which is a final form of human Servitude’.20 What 

they desired above all was to forge connections with the metropolitan proletariat such that 

colonial and metropolitan emancipation would become two wings of the same anti-

capitalist project. Communist internationalism was therefore to work at a national level. 

As Monnerot wrote in 1920: ‘Assimilation is nothing, if it is only political. 

Administrative, that is still not enough; it can only completely exist through the workers’ 

common assertion of the moral unity of the metropolitan and colonial people’.21 

 
17 McMillan, Twentieth-Century France, pp.86-8. The PCF’s first secretary-general, Ludovic-Oscar 

Frossard, would later return to the SFIO as député for Martinique in 1928. 
18 Quoted in: Darsières, Joseph Lagrosillière…Les années dures, pp.111-2. 
19 Bosphore, Militants et militantismes, pp.49-50. 
20 Quoted in: Bosphore, Militants et militantismes, p.66. 
21 Le Nouvelliste, 25 October 1920. 
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The PCF, however, struggled to reconcile Antillean claims with the anti-imperialism of 

the eighth of the twenty-one conditions required for admission to the Third International. 

The PCF’s commitment to anti-imperialism was, in truth, more often theoretical than 

practical.22 The Comité d’études coloniales (Committee for Colonial Studies), established 

in 1921, was emblematic of the party’s desire to formally condemn imperialism and 

promote revolutionary movements in the colonies without being forced into taking 

concrete steps which might place this internationalism directly at odds with their French 

nationalism. Nonetheless, the Antilles were a difficult circle to square. On the one hand, 

the PCF had its origins in a socialist movement with a long tradition of identifying the 

struggles of Antillean labour with those of the metropolitan working classes, albeit in a 

fashion which reflected pragmatism as well as principle.23 But on the other, in order to 

retain its communist credentials, the party could only accept the GJJ as fellow travellers, 

and not as an official section.24  

The GJJ would prove particularly willing to accept assimilation intégrale (full 

assimilation) and the sacrifice of the islands’ autonomy in future years. For most, 

however, part of assimilation’s purpose was still to regularise and secure the degree of 

autonomy which the islands enjoyed under their hybrid constitutions. Lémery submitted 

his 1919 proposal again in 1923, this time as Martinique’s sénateur.25 His proposal to 

transform the vieilles colonies into départements under the jurisdiction of the ministère de 

l’Intérieur was brief, just nine articles long. Lémery envisaged ‘the abrogation of the 

system of decrees and the application of the metropolitan legislative regime’, together 

with various ‘derogations’ which, for example, would give the new départements a certain 

 
22 Marangé, Céline, ‘De l’influence politique des acteurs coloniaux’, Vingtième Siècle. Revue d'histoire, 

131:3 (2016), pp.3-16. 
23 Church, Paradise Destroyed, pp.188-90. 
24 Bosphore, Militants et militantismes, pp.423-8. 
25 Les Annales coloniales, 25 February 1924. 
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degree of financial autonomy. Speaking in defence of the proposal, he made the familiar 

case that the vieilles colonies were already départements, enjoying almost all metropolitan 

legislation and institutions; it remained only to ‘transform this statement of fact into a 

statement of law [emphasis in original]’. And his argument was conventionally 

civilisationist, treating assimilation as the natural endpoint of the ‘colonising project’, 

when a population had essentially become ‘French peoples who live without any special 

tradition’.26 

So much was quite familiar, but the war had also brought new considerations to bear. 

American wartime interventionism in Cuba, Haiti, and the Dominican Republic, and its 

purchase of the Danish Virgin Islands, stoked rumours that the Antilles might be ceded to 

the region’s newest and most dynamic imperialist force as part payment of France’s war 

debt. When these rumours first emerged in 1919, schoolchildren had taken to the streets of 

Fort-de-France chanting ‘Vive la France’, the press had worked itself to fever pitch, and 

civil groups had brandished the principle of Wilsonian self-determination as a defence 

against Wilsonian expansionism.27 In 1923, as Lémery noted, the threat was not yet over. 

Antilleans, he argued, ‘would consider it as a servitude to fall beneath the domination of 

the United States. The image alone of such a destiny horrifies them, especially after the 

experiences of Haiti and Saint-Domingue’.28 Nonetheless, similar rumours continued to 

resurface periodically in the 1920s as France grappled with its war debts, always 

prompting the same storm of emotion and hasty denial from the French imperial 

authorities. 

 
26 Quoted in: Sablé, La Transformation des Isles d’Amérique, pp.120-4. 
27 Andrivon-Milton, La Martinique et la Grande Guerre, pp.321-4. 
28 Quoted in: Sablé, La Transformation des Isles d’Amérique, pp.122-3. 
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Fast-forwarding to 1927, the PCF issued a circular which urged Martinique’s workers to 

think of their movement as autonomous of the PCF, and to push for independence. The 

GJJ’s response, published in Justice on 15 January 1927, made it clear that these Antillean 

communists’ desire to unite metropole and colony was not just born of utopianism or 

idealism, but a pragmatic engagement with the problem of sovereignty: 

You are certainly right to underline for the Antilles, where for so long men 

groaned under slavery, the right of peoples to self-determination (le droit des 

peuples à disposer d’eux-mêmes). Without a doubt the population of Guadeloupe 

and Martinique (fewer than five hundred thousand souls) which is that of a small 

département in France, could at a push declare themselves economically and 

politically autonomous…But History shows that the right of peoples to self-

determination has no greater guarantee in this part of the world than in the others. 

The yoke of the negrophobic United States is terrible in the Greater and Lesser 

Antilles, in Haiti as in Cuba, as in Porto-Rico, everywhere where the population 

has black blood in its veins.29 

 

An Antillean communist movement separate from the PCF made no sense given the 

‘current state of the world’. In a region over which the spectre of white supremacy hung in 

the form of the USA, postcolonial freedom could not be brought about through national 

independence. A wider framework was needed, one which the GJJ, in common with 

Antilleans of very different political persuasions, found in France. Throughout the 1920s, 

Justice carried the header ‘MARTINIQUE is a DÉPARTEMENT’.30 It was to be ‘hand in 

hand, united for centuries, that the oppressed of France and the vieilles colonies must enter 

fraternally into the promised land of liberty’.31 

Finally, and perhaps most evocatively, Lémery’s speech was able to draw on the Antilles’ 

military contribution during the war, pointing to emotional ties deepened by the shared 

 
29 Quoted in: Darsières, Joseph Lagrosillière…Les années dures, p.255. 
30 Quoted in: Bosphore, Militants et militantismes, p.82. 
31 Quoted in: Darsières, Joseph Lagrosillière…Les années dures, p.256. 
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experience of mass sacrifice and loss. He stressed that Antilleans had shown ‘in the 

community of sacrifices, that their submission to our laws was not just the result of an 

arbitrary decision, and that their similarity of origins and customs was more than just a 

coincidence more or less imposed on them. With all their heart, with all their spirit, they 

proved that there was only one single France’.32 When it came to military service, the 

breathless excitement of 1913 and fierce recriminations of 1914-1918 were not repeated in 

the post-war years. Passions may have settled, but when the French military authorities 

contemplated reducing Antilleans’ military service requirements in 1921, Martinique’s 

gouverneur, Maurice Gourbeil, was on hand with a warning. The ‘complete application of 

the recruitment law’, he wrote, ‘has been accepted in the Antilles as a generous gift by 

France to its vieilles colonies, and, during, and since the war, the populations have been 

supported in this idea that they had earned their final rights to assimilation in paying, like 

all Frenchmen, the impôt du sang’. To erect a difference in service between metropolitan 

and Antillean conscripts would be ‘profoundly impolitic’.33 The investigating officer, 

Charles Mangin, concluded that Antillean politicians were ‘unanimous’ in their 

commitment to ‘equality of duties, so as to be able to conserve equality of rights’.34  

Lémery’s reference to the war was not unusual, but nor did Antillean politicians place 

particular weight on the conflict after these years. Indeed, military service’s importance to 

Antillean and metropolitan conceptions of republican citizenship was such that 1913 and 

the ongoing payment of the impôt du sang were more important. But the republican logic 

which connected military service and citizenship did make the islands’ anciens 

combattants (veterans) central to the assimilationist bargain. Beyond some vague 

allusions to their passionate assimilationism, however, Antillean anciens combattants 

 
32 Quoted in: Sablé, La Transformation des Isles d’Amérique, p.122. 
33 ShD, GR9N269, Gouverneur, Martinique to General Charles Mangin, 26 June 1921. 
34 ShD, GR7N3378, Charles Mangin to Ministre des colonies, 11 July 1921. 
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have attracted almost no historiographical attention. This is somewhat odd, for there was 

perhaps no group, especially in this immediate post-war period, on whom so many hopes 

were thought to rest, and few civil society groups who could rival them in size and 

influence. Associations ranged from the large, colony-wide, and transatlantic to the 

intensely small and local. At one end of the spectrum lay associations like Martinique’s 

Association générale des anciens combattants (General Association of Anciens 

Combattants [AGAC]) and Guadeloupe’s Union guadeloupéenne des anciens combattants 

(Guadeloupean Union of Anciens Combattants); at the other, local bodies like the 

Mutuelle indépendante des anciens combattants de la Trinité (Independent Mutual Fund 

of the Anciens Combattants of Trinité) in Martinique.35 As the Mutuelle’s name suggests, 

these associations, large and small, were first and foremost mutual aid societies, aiming to 

provide their members with employment, medical fees, funeral expenses, and so on.36 

But if formally separate from electoral politics, and attracting members as venues for 

mutual aid and sociability, the associations were nonetheless overtly political in outlook. 

As Antoine Prost has argued for the metropolitan context, the associations’ leaders spoke 

as both anciens combattants and members of the petite bourgeoisie.37 Socially-mixed 

though the associations were, the leaders were largely middle-class professionals 

promoting an assimilationism which had taken root within these urban, educated circles.38 

The AGAC’s founding statutes dictated that ‘[a]ll political or religious discussion is 

formally prohibited’, but overlaying the various associations’ mutual aid and lobbyist 

 
35 Joseph, ‘First World War Veterans and the State’. 
36 AdM, BRO. 8o165, ‘Association des Anciens Combattants de la Grande Guerre 1914-1918: Statuts 

(1919)’. 
37 Prost, Antoine, Les anciens combattants et la société française 1914-1939 (3 vols., Paris, 1977), ii, 

pp.178-9. 
38 St. Ange Huyghes-Lacour, AGAC president from 1923-1926, was a pharmacist; Joseph Chatelard, the 

first president of the Union guadeloupéenne, was a teacher; and Camille-Alcide Ricler, its treasurer, who 

would go on to dominate the association for much of the interwar period, was a senior clerk at the Service de 

l’assistance publique: AdM, 1R87, 1003-1506 (1913), 1362; Schoelcher, 14 August 1919; ANOM, FM 

1AFFPOL/805, ‘Liste des Membres du Comité Colonial des Anciens Combattants’, 22 April 1932. 
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functions was a commitment to ‘ensure the protection of the privileges which present and 

future laws confer to anciens combattants’. The desire to see Antilleans benefit from the 

same laws as their metropolitan counterparts was, as we have seen, a characteristic feature 

of Antillean political thought, assimilation treated as an ideological fait accompli and thus 

something to be pursued in terms of legislative integration. As a disabled Guadeloupean, 

Anselme Cécilia, put it, anciens combattants demanded ‘equality of rights because there 

was equality of duty, which is to say that we want to be treated like our metropolitan 

brothers-in-arms’.39 

Antillean politicians had long calculated that securing absolute equality of duty with 

regards to military service would bring equality of political rights. They quickly decided, 

however, that the anciens combattants’ post-war aspirations also formed part of their 

calculation. If it was essential that Antillean soldiers serve in the same regiments for the 

same amount of time as their metropolitan counterparts, it was no less important that they 

enjoy the same privileges for doing so. This meant voting rights, of course, but also 

medical care, preferential employment, and a host of other more tangible, everyday legal 

privileges enjoyed by metropolitan veterans. Without these, Antilleans’ military service, 

and as such citizenship, could be portrayed as somehow lesser, with potentially fatal 

consequences for their hopes of départementalisation. Anciens combattants’ individual 

rights and entitlements, then, were seen to have resonance for the future citizenship of all 

Antilleans. This meant following the campaigning around military service described in 

Chapter One through to its conclusion. 

The conseils généraux therefore wasted no time in allotting funding, becoming the main 

associations’ principal financial support. Rather than engaging with veterans on an 

 
39 Le Nouvelliste, 7 August 1919. 



153 

 

individual basis, the state began to pay grants to the largest associations, using them as a 

channel for a variety of welfare payments. The state subsidy represented well over half of 

the AGAC’s income in the 1920s, the rest of which came from membership fees and, to a 

lesser extent, philanthropic donations.40 The grant was more generous in Martinique, 

probably because Guadeloupe’s disabled veterans were dealt with under a different 

scheme into which the Conseil général already paid, but in both islands it increased 

significantly over the course of the decade. In Martinique, for example, the AGAC 

subsidy tripled from 10,000 francs in 1920 to 30,000 francs in 1929.41 State funding could 

not guarantee uniform growth; the AGAC was, it seems, dissolved and formally 

reorganised in April 1923 following some financial irregularities involving its president.42 

But the conseils généraux’s patronage provided the associations with the consistent ability 

to deliver a set of tangible social and economic benefits to their members, and to recover 

from such setbacks. Through these civil society bodies, assimilationism developed new, 

strong foundations outside of party politics. 

 

A Grain of Sand in the New World 

In the absence of a liberalisation, the war could not feel like quite such a turning point in 

the Antilles’ economic relationship with its Mère-Patrie. All the same, there was a sense 

of change afoot. For many in France, as in Britain, the war was proof not of the 

impossibility of empire, but its indispensability. It was no coincidence that when ministre 

des Colonies Albert Sarraut published a defence of his famous 1921 plan for the empire’s 

development, or mise en valeur, he chose to begin with a chapter on ‘Colonial France’s 

 
40 La Paix, 1 November 1924. 
41 Projet de Budget. Des Recettes et des Dépenses. Exercice 1920 (Fort-de-France, 1919), p.84; Projet de 

Budget. Des Recettes et des Dépenses. Exercice 1929 (Fort-de-France, 1929), p.126. 
42 La Paix, 17 March 1923 and 7 April 1923. 
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War Effort’.43 The war buttressed the arguments of the colonial lobby. France had only 

endured because of its empire, they argued, and now, broken and indebted, it was to be 

nursed back to strength by its colonies. Colonies’ adoption of devastated villages in 

northern France seemed to symbolise this relationship. Martinique adopted Étain, and 

Guadeloupe Neuvilly-en-Argonne, both pledging funds for their recovery.44 Sarraut 

proposed long-term state funding for colonial development, which was to focus on the 

twin goals of economic improvement and ameliorated living standards. The plan, as 

Martin Thomas has suggested, would have ‘required fundamental alterations to the 

normative standards of the French political elite’, changes which were ultimately not 

forthcoming: conservative imperialists feared a possible spur to labour and class politics; 

metropolitan commercial interests were resistant to diversification away from agriculture; 

colonial lobbyists themselves were increasingly splintered into regional interest groups; 

and, perhaps above all, France’s economic woes made short-term extraction seem a more 

realistic path than long-term investment.45 Still, though, the scope and ambition of his 

proposals made these post-war years seem a time of possibility, and ensured that the 

question of colonial development would remain firmly on the agenda for years to come. 

In the Antilles, it was easy to imagine that a corner had been turned. Candace was among 

many in the Antilles and France, as in Britain, for whom this tighter imperial economy 

was to be the foundation of the empire’s future strength.46 This did not mean complete 

autarky. Candace had drawn from the effects of the Méline Tariff the lesson that the 

metropolitan and colonial economies had distinct interests, and that a degree of flexibility 

was needed to account for geographical distance.47 Lara, too, hoped in 1919 that the Peace 

 
43 Sarraut, Albert, La mise en valeur des colonies françaises (Paris, 1923), p.39. 
44 Sarraut, La mise en valeur, p.48. 
45 Thomas, Martin, ‘French Empire Elites and the Politics of Economic Obligation in the Interwar Years’, 

The Historical Journal, 52:4 (2009), pp.995-9. 
46 Programmes, professions de foi et engagements électoraux de 1919 (Paris, 1920), p.986. 
47 Chathuant, ‘Gratien Candace: une figure de la vie politique française’, pp.31-2. 
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Conference might see France unravel at least some of the ties which had bound the 

Antilles since 1892. The closing of neighbouring markets like Trinidad had, he wrote in 

Le Nouvelliste, been ‘a cause of economic decline and public destitution’.48 But both 

could look upon Guadeloupe and imagine a close, reciprocal economic relationship with 

France. The islands’ revitalised monocultural economies quickly turned back towards the 

metropole, supplanted in imports by the more accessible United States during the war. 

The United States’ share of Guadeloupean imports rose from 21% in 1913 to 61% in 

1918; France’s, by contrast, tumbled from 57% to 21%.49 During these post-war years, 

though, thanks both to France’s recovery and an unappealing exchange rate with the 

dollar, the metropole’s share of the Antilles’ imports rebounded from 15.6% in 1919 to 

64.6% in 1922, higher even than in 1913, while the United States’ fell from 52.5% to 

23.7%.50 

The immediate post-war years were turbulent, but the situation was at least outwardly 

rosy. Rum prices fluctuated in 1920-1, driven by the reconversion crisis and the service 

des Poudres’ release of its wartime stocks, which together plunged the Antillean banking 

sector into crisis.51 But, Antillean sugar interests could take advantage of the time needed 

for France’s beet industry to recover. They banded together to establish new lines of credit 

in the form of Crédit Martiniquais (1922) and Crédit Guadeloupéen (1926), and sugar 

production began to climb, albeit unevenly, from its wartime dip.52 1919-1923 were years 

of modernisation, large Guadeloupean producers like the Société Industrielle et Agricole 

de la Pointe-à-Pitre (Darboussier), Sucreries Coloniales (Bonne Mère; Marquisat), and 

 
48 Le Nouvelliste, 1 March 1919. 
49 Schnakenbourg, Histoire de l’industrie sucrière, p.117. 
50 ANOM, FM 1AFFPOL/3200, Mission Le Conte, ‘Situation économique’ (94), 27 May 1924, pp.32-5. 
51 Schnakenbourg, Histoire de l’industrie sucrière, pp.131-2. 
52 Schnakenbourg, Histoire de l’industrie sucrière, pp.140-1. 
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the Société Anonyme de l’Usine de Beauport ploughing some six million francs of their 

wartime profits into new equipment and machinery.53  

The economics and politics of empire went hand in hand. Candace’s vision of an ever-

more assimilated empire was to be underpinned by economic ties; indeed, for as long as 

political assimilation remained in the distant, unspecified future for most, this integration 

would be almost entirely economic. Candace was undoubtedly inspired by Sarraut.54 He 

saw economic development and the mission civilisatrice as connected in a way which 

evoked the capitalist logic behind the problem of freedom. Development was to be 

measured by colonised peoples’ ability to become ‘rational’ producers and consumers: ‘In 

leading local populations to “civilise” themselves, one increases, in effect, indisputably 

their purchasing power; better trained, indigène agriculturalists obtain a better return from 

local resources; they can, if they are workers, achieve greater earnings; to new needs 

corresponds the necessity for greater effort, allowing one to acquire new resources’. What 

Candace called ‘professional education’ was to produce ‘true cultivators, true artisans, 

true overseers’ who, as they came to appreciate the ‘benefits of civilisation’, would work 

harder to accumulate wealth. Colonial output would increase, and the colonies would 

become profitable markets for metropolitan goods. ‘In a word’, Candace concluded, 

‘educate your backward populations and you will make them your best clients’.55  

The champions of economic co-operation, however, were soon to face a rude awakening 

as the economic effects of the war continued to unfold. Metropolitan policies continued to 

stoke the anxieties which had flared in 1917 and 1918 over the future of Antillean rum 

exports. An October 1919 decree, for example, sought to limit Antillean production and 

 
53 ANOM, FM 1AFFPOL/3200, Mission Le Conte, ‘Situation économique’ (94), 27 May 1924, pp.15-16. 
54 The Antilles, it should be noted, were not the principal targets of this scheme, in which they occupied a 

very small place: Sarraut, La mise en valeur des colonies françaises, pp.549-56. 
55 Candace, Le Deuxième Congrès de la Race Noire, pp.11-3. 
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metropolitan imports, officially to secure the metropole’s supply of sugar.56 The decree 

never came into force, but on 31 December 1922 a law which would have a decisive 

influence on the islands’ interwar economic prospects was pushed through parliament. 

The law, a quota system which became known as contingentement, placed limits on 

French imports of colonial rum: Martinique could now export just 80,000 hectolitres per 

year, and Guadeloupe 60,000. Any rum imported outside these quotas was treated as 

foreign and taxed accordingly.57 However, for all that it represented something of a retreat 

from the protection and co-operation, contingentement turned out to have unwittingly 

protective effects for the Antilles. The islands quotas were by no means dangerously 

small, and the closer regulation of imports calmed the instability of the post-war market, 

settling prices at a remunerative level. Just as importantly, and as was noted once the 

initial panic had subsided, contingentement put an end to the growing threat of cheap rum 

from Indochina and Madagascar, whose quotas were very small.58 The law enshrined the 

Antilles as France’s main supplier, cementing their economies’ character as both 

dependent and monocultural. 

Initially, though, the benefits of contingentement seemed much less obvious than its 

dangers. Protection was, after all, not what the law’s architects, the sharp-elbowed 

viticulteurs of the Midi, had in mind. The government had extended the wartime regime 

whereby so-called ‘alcools naturels’ enjoyed a de facto monopoly over the consumption 

market, while ‘alcool d’industrie’ was swallowed by the Office des Alcools. The 

viticulteurs, though, feared the revival of the beet industry almost as much as the Antilles’ 

usiniers and distillateurs. State-subsidised production, they imagined, would soon 

overwhelm the Office’s capacity, which would surely lead the Nord’s industrial distillers 

 
56 de Maillard, ‘Le régime du contingentement’, pp.71-2. 
57 Schnakenbourg, Histoire de l’industrie sucrière, p.133. 
58 Le Bon Combat, 1 February 1923. 
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to push for a revision of the existing arrangements. What is more, colonial rum, as they 

saw it, depressed prices in the consumption market and, more troublingly, thanks to its 

cheapness was fast becoming the liqueur industry’s rectified spirit of choice; from 1920 to 

1922 alone, colonial rum imports had risen by 78%.59 In 1922, the viticulteurs of the Midi 

and the industrial distillers of the Nord came to an agreement to prevent a return to the 

bitter competition of the nineteenth century. The accords de Béziers essentially 

represented a formalisation of the wartime regime: the consumption market was reserved 

for ‘alcools naturels’, while ‘alcool d’industrie’ was to be purchased by the Office 

National de l’Alcool, a new ‘national fuel’ consisting of a mix of alcohol and petrol acting 

as the outlet previously provided by war industries.60 This alliance concluded, they turned 

to their remaining rival: colonial rum. Pushed through by the 200-strong viticulteur lobby 

in the Chambre to protect metropolitan interests, contingentement reflected how easily, 

despite the lofty rhetoric and optimism of wartime, colonial interests were still to be 

sacrificed. 

If the law itself appeared like a bolt from the blue, it mustered a veritable storm of protest 

from Antillean politicians, sugar interests, and journalists, all of whom felt that 

contingentement threatened both the islands’ economic future and Antilleans’ French 

citizenship itself. The first was obvious, and the conseils généraux, chambres 

d’agriculture, and chambres de commerce made it clear in their protests that such a 

devastating blow to the Antillean monocultural economy would inevitably result in grave 

social disorder. But it was the second which most animated the Antillean backlash. The 

reaction highlighted the degree to which Antilleans, for all their patriotism, viewed their 

political relationship to France as materialised through economic reciprocity. Candace in 
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the Chambre, Camille Dain, vice-president of the conseil général, at a protest meeting in 

Pointe-à-Pitre, and numerous others in the press highlighted the injustice of curbing an 

industry which, they argued, had been intensified at France’s explicit request as a patriotic 

wartime measure. Contingentement was, Lara wrote, another example of how 

metropolitan industrialists pushed France to purposefully underdevelop its colonies. ‘It is 

not enough’, he continued, ‘to declare in official speeches or from the tribune in 

Parliament that colonial brothers shed their blood for the Patrie and that this blood was 

the same colour as that of white soldiers. It is necessary to treat them as French, accept 

into French markets the products they make, allow them to develop their industry, to 

prosper economically’.61 

Accusing the viticulteurs of ‘a shameful regionalism’, Dain declared to the gathered 

crowd that Antilleans too should be prepared to be regionalists in their own defence.62 

Throwing caution to the wind, a few conseillers généraux, whose names Le Nouvelliste 

refused to publish on principle, even called for what the newspaper referred to as 

‘separatism’.63 Lara, though, denounced these ‘blasphemies against the patrie’. He 

stressed that although the islands’ economic dependence meant that France had wrought 

real economic harm on them more than once before, they would always remain loyal. 

Tellingly, though, he also framed their situation in terms of the problem of sovereignty. If 

France could carelessly or callously destroy the Antilles’ economies, France was also the 

only thing capable of saving them: ‘We need, we who are 200,000 islanders lost on a 

grain of sand in the New World, we need a metropole’.64 
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The Alteration of Empire 

It is often assumed, both for the West Indies and the wider colonial world, that 1919 

should be looked upon as the beginning of the end for empire.65 To this assumption, 

however, the Barbados Weekly Herald, the island’s journalistic voice of progressive, 

anticolonial politics in the 1920s, had a simple response. It was, a 1923 article on the 

future of the empire read, ‘easy to mistake the process of alteration for one of 

demolition’.66 On the surface apparently different, British Caribbean anticolonialists 

during these years imagined a future which resembled that of their Antillean counterparts. 

Candace looked ahead to the Antilles’ assimilation as part of a wider process whereby the 

empire would increasingly come to form as a single economic bloc, itself a precursor to a 

longer-term project of political integration. Similarly, along the island chain British West 

Indians foresaw integration in their future. Direct colonial rule was to be loosened, but 

through this process the islands would be integrated more tightly as equal political 

partners into a polity bound together above all by economic ties. 

This did not seem so unrealistic at the time as it now might. These years began with the 

rapid expansion of constitutional reform movements in each island, often turning to the 

mass platform in a way they never previously had; and they ended with the Wood 

Commission, which recommended changes in line with the most moderate of reformers’ 

demands. Change was afoot within the empire too, particularly for the Dominions which 

the West Indies took as their model. As John Darwin relates, ‘[b]etween 1917 and 1926 

the White Dominions…made, in constitutional theory, an exceptionally rapid progress 
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from autonomy to equality’.67 One effect of wartime anticolonial nationalism was to bring 

first India in 1921, then the Irish Free State in 1923 into the Imperial Conferences which 

periodically gathered the leaders of the United Kingdom and the Dominions. To imagine 

that the empire was being altered rather than demolished, becoming a fundamentally 

different but no less real polity, and that the West Indies might ultimately benefit, was not 

entirely incoherent. What really set the British and French Caribbean apart, then, was the 

level at which integration was to occur, and so the degree of autonomy which the islands 

would enjoy. 

For many, the islands were to take their place at the imperial top table as a West Indian 

federation. The war had only deepened Marryshow’s conviction in the necessity of 

federation, and the same was true for many others too, notably those veterans who made 

forays into politics during the 1918-1923 period. Jamaica’s short-lived War Veteran 

Improvement Society, leaning on their war service to buttress their status as would-be 

enlightened reformers, threw their ‘unreserved support’ behind the Jamaica League (JL) 

and its outspoken progressives like Jack Palache, Oswald E. Anderson, and Ethelred 

Brown.68 In common with the JL, this largely middle-class veterans’ association, 

Jamaica’s only one at the time, opposed ‘any annexation to Canada’ or the USA, calling 

instead for ‘the Confederation of the West Indies and the consolidation of our position as 

a Dominion, so as to take our proper place in the League of Nations’.69 

More influentially in the long run, Trinidad’s A.A. Cipriani, who would become the 

Anglophone Caribbean’s most important and influential political leader in the 1920s, was 
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already convinced of the need for federation. Reflecting on his time as a captain in the 

BWIR, Cipriani noted that ‘[u]nlike most other Colonial troops, West Indians suffered 

under the disadvantage of having no single united Government to take up their interest. 

Either the numerous small Governments in the West Indian Islands were not strong 

enough to force their views on the home authorities, or were perfectly content with the 

somewhat inactive part their contingents were taking as ammunition carriers to the big 

guns in France’.70 Clennell Wickham aired precisely this grievance at a special meeting of 

Barbados’ Returned Soldiers’ Committee in June 1919, blaming it for the ‘misconception’ 

that the BWIR were not to be regarded as ‘Imperial troops’ entitled to the same rights as 

metropolitans. Wickham, a sergeant in the BWIR, later became one of the leading lights 

behind the Herald, and an ardent supporter of federation.71 Indeed, federation became 

increasingly associated with the cause of organised labour and more radical forms of 

anticolonialism. The WIFL soon subsided, its members abandoning their commitment to 

federation in favour of still looser forms of commercial ‘co-operation’, maintained 

through the ACCWI, which met for a second time in 1920. Davson imagined a triennial 

meeting of representatives nominated by the islands’ legislatures to discuss common 

issues and advise the Colonial Office. This body, he and the ACCWI believed, would give 

the West Indies ‘the right to nominate representatives to sit on the Imperial Conference’.72 

Federalist or not, most of the British Caribbean anticolonial groups and leaders who came 

to prominence in the immediate post-war years saw the islands’ situation as one of 

unequal integration. The JL’s motto trumpeted: ‘Jamaica’s welfare first’. And yet, wrote a 

leading spokesperson, the former legislative councillor for Manchester, Palache, the JL 
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‘regards Jamaica as an integral part of the British Empire and its inhabitants as British 

subjects with equal rights and privileges of all other British subjects either in Jamaica or 

in any other part of the British Empire’.73 This invocation of ‘British subjects with equal 

rights and privileges’ alongside ‘Jamaica’s welfare first’ connoted something very real 

about how Palache, the JL, and others understood the empire as a polity. It was precisely 

the right to put their own welfare first which their Britishness guaranteed. The bootstraps 

mentality which characterised the Herald’s output spoke to this idea that the constituent 

nations of the future empire would be held together in tension. ‘It is not to be expected 

that the different races of the Empire can live together for all eternity without coming into 

competition’, Wickham wrote in 1923: ‘Salvation lies in putting them on equal terms in 

the competition’.74 

Equal integration, it was thought, was most likely to come in stages. Federation almost 

necessarily receded into the backdrop behind the more immediately pressing issue of 

voting rights and representative government. As Marryshow described in a letter to the 

Trinidad Guardian, subsequently reprinted in Jamaica’s Daily Gleaner in November 

1917, it was ‘necessary that we have representative institutions in these islands before we 

can even hope to have federation’.75 Only with this essential reform in their constitutions 

could they lay serious claim to a place on the councils of the empire. Marryshow had put 

this point to his readers in the West Indian on numerous occasions before, and did so once 

again at a rally for representative government in St. George’s on 21 November 1918. Was 

there anyone among them, he asked ‘who is thrilled by the unity of the Empire in war, and 

by the pregnant hopes of a greater, stronger, and more united Empire in peace, and would 
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at the same time deny us the badge of free British institutions in order to enable us to be 

admitted into a great British Commonwealth founded on justice and right?’76 

The actual shape of reform necessary, and so the reform movements, differed according to 

the islands’ constitutional arrangements. In August and September 1917, not long after 

Cycles had been serialised, the pages of the West Indian were flooded with commentary 

and correspondence on representative government. Marryshow, Donovan, and other 

prominent voices like C.H. Lucas exchanged views on the speed and extent of reform 

necessary. Of all the islands, in fact, Grenada’s wartime reform movement had been 

strongest, most vocal, and best organised, finding institutional form in November 1918 

with the establishment of the Representative Government Association (GRGA).77 The 

GRGA brought together conservative planters, united under the banner of ‘no taxation 

without representation’, and middle-class professionals eager to push through more far-

reaching anticolonial reforms.78 Following an active campaign of mass meetings, 

petitions, and even public burnings of the proposed Seditious Publications Ordinance, the 

GRGA succeeded in forcing the hand of Lord Milner, the Colonial Secretary. In the face 

of Governor George Haddon-Smith’s opposition, Milner conceded the reformers four 

elected places on the fourteen-member Legislative Council. This was enough to break the 
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GRGA’s cross-class unity, satisfying conservative planters while leaving mixed-race 

middle-class reformers like Marryshow cold.79 

In Jamaica, by contrast, with its modicum of representation, reformers’ grievances 

focused on the issues raised once again by the Conscription Controversy, notably elected 

members’ powers. Two reform associations spearheaded the movement from 1921, each 

led by a black elected legislative councillor: J.A.G. Smith’s Jamaica Representative 

Government Association (JRGA), and H.A.L. Simpson’s Jamaica Political Constitution 

Reform Association. The groups’ proposals, though, were essentially the same, and, as in 

the Antilles, largely revolved around empowering the elected members to direct local 

government spending. In particular, disagreements arose over whether the proposed 

replacement of the elected members’ veto with an elected majority in the legislative 

council represented a step in the right direction. Full self-government was not yet on the 

cards, at least for these reformers. Smith stressed in the legislative council that he wanted 

‘representative government’, that is, ‘a substantial measure of control over their own 

affairs’, not yet ‘representative responsible Government’ such as Britain or the Dominions 

enjoyed.80 

Milner’s concession to Grenada had, E.F.L. Wood suggested in 1922, ‘been not 

unnaturally the occasion for similar demands from all the other islands and Colonies’.81 

Growing pressure from groups like the JRGA prompted the then Colonial Secretary, 

Winston Churchill, to despatch a commission to the region in late 1921 to investigate the 

possibility of constitutional reform. Accompanied by William Ormsby-Gore, the 
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Conservative MP for Stafford, and R.A. Wiseman of the Colonial Office, Wood visited 

Jamaica, St. Kitts, Nevis, Antigua, Dominica, St. Lucia, St. Vincent, Barbados, Grenada, 

Trinidad and British Guiana.82 More than a simple domino effect, Wood concluded that 

the surge in representative government agitation spoke to a fundamental shift in the centre 

of gravity of political discourse. Explaining that reformers’ demands would be 

‘irresistible’ in the long term, he led with the principle that the ‘wave of democratic 

sentiment has been powerfully stimulated by the War’.83 Wood’s fairly tepid 

recommendations introduced a small elected element into a number of colonies, and 

suggested reforms which would respond to the Jamaican reformers’ desire ‘to bring the 

elected members and the executive into more intimate relation’.84 The implementation of 

these recommendations was left to local initiative. 

Smith’s caution exemplified how many of the leaders of the reform movement were 

similarly anxious about the prospect of too great an extension, or too wide a franchise. 

This need not be too surprising, given that universal male suffrage only arrived in Britain 

in 1918. In Jamaica, the vitality of the JRGA gave way to a largely anodyne campaign 

conducted within the bounds of the Legislative Council where, after years of back-and-

forth with the Colonial Office, it collapsed amid in-fighting in 1926 with the rejection of 

the Whitehall-approved ‘New Constitution’. Reform sought to give the elected members 

access to the executive branches of government, but the reformers became fixated on the 

right to veto held by both the elected members, the so-called ‘Power of the Nine’, and by 

the governor, the ‘Paramount Importance’ clause. In the end, concerns that a proposed 

Executive Committee did not go far enough, and that the Colonial Office would 
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undermine the extended privileges through adopting a looser meaning of ‘Paramount 

Importance’, ensured that the New Constitution was defeated by ten to eight, the elected 

members split on the issue.85 

Elsewhere, those groups calling for more far-reaching reforms tended to be drowned out, 

or else forced to compromise once they pooled their efforts with more moderate allies. In 

Trinidad, for example, where an unskilled labourer might have earned $24 per month in 

1919, the Trinidad Workingmen’s Association (TWA) had pressed for a $20 per month 

franchise qualification, but was overruled by the local committee convened to set the 

details of the franchise after Wood’s departure. For the colony’s first ever elections to the 

Legislative Council in 1925, just 6% of the population was eligible to vote.86 As we shall 

see, for islands with ambitions to win a seat in the councils of empire, these reforms 

would not prove satisfactory for very long. 

 

The Transnational Public Sphere 

As the Jamaican riots of 1918 had shown, the sugar industry’s newfound prosperity had 

not trickled down to those who needed it most. At the same time, the cost of living had 

spiralled. Even staple articles controlled by Trinidad’s wartime Government Food Control 

Committee like bread and flour had risen in price by at least 100%.87 In 1919 and 1920, 

the pressure of rising costs and stagnating wages burst out in strikes across the region.88 

These same causes also made this period one of intensive mobility within the circum-

Caribbean. With the Canal finished, Cuba replaced Panama as the prime destination. 
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British Caribbean migrants journeyed in their thousands from the islands and from their 

previous destinations around the region to dance the so-called ‘Dance of the Millions’ in 

the booming Cuban sugar industry. Jamaican officials recorded 60,000 departures for 

Cuba in 1919-1921 alone, from a population of just under 860,000.89 Barbados’ 

population, which had fallen by 6% between 1891 and 1911, fell by a further 9% between 

1911 and 1921. Such figures were not unusual for the Windward and Leeward Islands 

either. All four islands also lost many of their inhabitants to the United States before the 

Johnson-Reed Act essentially ended legal migration in 1924.90 

Caribbean mobility helped to create what Putnam has called ‘a transnational print-

centered black public sphere’.91 Historians have tracked the political dimensions of this 

print network and these migrations carefully. The Negro World, the Crusader, and other 

print outlets of black nationalism, communism, and other radical political traditions have 

become relatively familiar pieces of this transatlantic web of publications.92 Putnam’s 

work, though, sheds light on lesser known newspapers, more widely read in the circum-

Caribbean, certainly in their local areas, and no less important to the creation and 

maintenance of this black public sphere: the Panama Tribune, the Limón Searchlight, the 

Barbados Weekly Herald, the West Indian, the Labour Leader, and so on. When a young 

Malcolm X came home from school in Lansing, Michigan in the 1930s, his Grenada-born 

mother, Louise Little, had Malcolm and his siblings read aloud from the West Indian. 

Marryshow and Garvey, Malcolm’s older brother later recalled, ‘were her two idols’.93 

Shining a light on the islands’ place within this black public sphere reveals some of the 
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transnational influences which came to bear on British Caribbean anticolonial thought, 

which, no less than in the Antilles, turned pan-national affinities to local ends. 

Print and people made this black public sphere. Veterans’ post-war mobility could stand 

in for the stories of thousands of other British West Indians during these years. The 

Western Front, Egypt, and Mesopotamia had been a new Panama, Bocas del Toro, and 

Limón. Many of the thousands of young British West Indians who had streamed abroad 

with the BWIR had done so to make their way in the world; here was another form of 

seasonal labour, and potentially life-changing rewards for those willing to chance their 

arm (or worse). Indeed, a large percentage of those recruited directly from the circum-

Caribbean rimlands were themselves already migrants. As we have seen, where Antillean 

anciens combattants understood that serving France entitled them to absolute equality as 

French citizens, collapsing the difference between local and imperial citizenship, British 

Caribbean veterans saw themselves as enacting an individual claim on the local 

government. Philip Casimir, for example, a veteran of the BWIR’s First Battalion, sent at 

least 43 petitions to Trinidad’s governor and colonial secretary from 1920 to 1943 

requesting at various times a pension, employment, and, in short, that the ‘local 

government’ materially ‘acknowledge the services which I have rendered to my King and 

empire’.94 The lack of a political logic tying veteran entitlements to political reform meant 

that local politicians, anxious after the BWIR revolt at the Taranto demobilisation camp, 

saw no reason to foster veteran identity, instead seeking to reintegrate the men as quickly 

and completely as possible. 

Two main strands of assistance were on offer. First, returnees were eligible, depending on 

the island, to financial support, free tools for tradesmen, access to labour bureaus, 
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professional training, and so on.95 The much-vaunted land settlement schemes had lost 

their veneer of modernity and developmentalism, now more openly a means to shunt 

veterans into rural areas away from trouble. Still, Jamaica’s Central Supplementary 

Allowances Committee, in concert with the Public Works Department and the 

Agricultural Society, supplemented its parochial re-employment committees with a three-

year loan scheme which provided 452 ex-BWIR men with some £9312 to purchase land 

or build properties. Free grants of land were also offered in a remote area of the Rio 

Grande Valley to those with £10 of their own money to spend on tools, seeds, and their 

own maintenance while awaiting the first crop.96 

In Jamaica and Barbados, though, those who remained at home were the minority. 

Veterans eagerly took up the second strand of assistance, offers of assisted emigration, 

assuming that they were deferring other benefits until their return. A form distributed by 

Barbados’ Returned Soldiers’ Committee to the first draft of 321 ex-BWIR servicemen to 

return in May 1919 found that 181 desired to emigrate, 136 of them to Canada, 35 to 

Cuba, and 10 to places as far afield as Australia. This was evidently not a response to 

post-war unemployment, but a pre-emptive decision made in search of better personal 

prospects and employment in Canada and, once this possibility was largely foreclosed, in 

the Cuban sugar fields where the pay offset the drudgery of agricultural labour many 

would otherwise have scorned. The Canadian government having rebuffed the suggestion 

of any such scheme, the authorities received an offer from an emigration agent, Archer, to 

recruit 2000 labourers for work in Cuba. After assurances from the British Legation in 

Havana, Archer was permitted to proceed on the proviso that ex-BWIR servicemen were 

given priority. From a total of 831 Barbadian BWIR soldiers, 422 ultimately went to 
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Cuba, and another 20 or 30 were assisted by the Committee to travel to Canada.97 The 

Jamaican authorities likewise sponsored emigration on an enormous scale. By the end of 

the scheme in March 1920, 4036 free passages to Cuba had been issued to the 7232 men 

demobilised in the island.98 

BWIR veterans were joined by thousands of others; these migrants, and those who had 

gone before, founded the newspapers which connected the points across the Caribbean 

diaspora. Diasporic print culture was not new. Trinidad’s pan-Islamists and Indian 

nationalists connected to the Ghadar movement via its base in San Francisco.99 Cycles, 

meanwhile, testified to Marryshow’s connectivity with multiple sites and traditions within 

the African diaspora. But there is no doubt that the black public sphere truly flourished 

after the war. The circulation of these newspapers fostered transnational ‘imagined 

communities’, generating common conversations and shared identities between the 

inhabitants of the different islands, the wider Caribbean diaspora, and the wider African 

diaspora beyond that. ‘Taken together,’ Putnam suggests, ‘the papers generated a 

transnational black public possessed of an international optic that showed the global 

dimensions of local injustice’.100 As Barbadians grappled with the meaning of the war, 

they could do so in dialogue with brothers, sisters, and friends in Cuba. As Grenadians 

imagined the future of the empire, they were able to look abroad at the tumult of the so-

called ‘Wilsonian Moment’ and place themselves within it. And, as Trinidadians 

experienced unprecedented labour unrest in 1919, they did so with one eye on the race 

riots which had swept Britain’s port towns mere months earlier, and on the Red Summer 
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in the United States, where returning African American servicemen were met with a white 

supremacist backlash horrific in its violence. 

This circulation, then, intersected with the reform movement in important ways. Most 

important of all was the Negro World. Garveyite black nationalism, Younis has argued, 

did not simply weave together longstanding pan-Africanist ideas. Rather, emerging in a 

moment of post-war repression in the USA, it offered a theorisation of whiteness which 

tied the African American experience to global structures of white supremacy, and so to 

the oppression of colonised peoples across the world. The Negro World’s intellectual 

project, Younis argues, ‘was derived from a reading of the globality of white power and a 

repositioning of black people in the Americas as diasporic Africans who were part of a 

global anticolonial project, challenging the idea that they should be loyal only, or even 

primarily, to the imperial state of which they were putatively citizens’.101 Compelling 

though this may be as a reading of the Negro World itself, Garvey’s ideas functioned very 

differently for most of those who encountered them in the British Caribbean. Here, the 

Negro World’s pan-national affinities were just as often channelled back into the imperial 

state, if only to fundamentally transform it from within. 

Offering a corrective to readings of Garveyism as an essentially ‘“pro-business, petty-

bourgeois, and anti-union philosophy”’, Adam Ewing has sketched ‘a unified narrative of 

Garveyist influence in the interwar labour politics of the greater Caribbean’, in which 

Garveyism, sweeping onto the scene in 1918-1920 as a revolutionary doctrine of black 

nationalism, soon scaled back its militancy in the face of governmental repression, 

becoming a movement which prioritised its members local, largely labour-based needs, 
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but which placed them in conversation with a longer-term goal of African redemption.102 

Ewing overstates Garveyism’s influence over the formative 1918-1920 period, and indeed 

over the new labour politics of the 1930s. For all their anxiety about the Negro World, the 

colonial authorities’ exhaustive enquiries into the strikes tended to downplay its 

influence.103 Trinidad’s solicitor-general, L.H. Elphinstone, for example, was drily 

dismissive: ‘I am afraid if all negroes in Trinidad who from time to time in conversation 

with their friends express hatred of the white man are to be deported (especially so long as 

the Negro World is allowed to circulate) the population will be seriously depleted’.104 

Ewing’s ‘unified narrative’, however, is a suggestive base from which to work and to see 

how the politics of race and labour intersected in British Caribbean anticolonialism. 

Garveyism shared with communism in the Antilles a reliance on transnational print 

culture, and so it is perhaps unsurprising that it similarly took root, at least initially, 

among a small cadre of literate, urban, and often middle-class men. In Trinidad, 

Garveyism had resonated mainly among the mixed and black middle classes, those whose 

race consciousness had found outworking in forms of pan-Africanism since the late-

nineteenth century; many of these middle-class Garveyites no doubt saw their support for 

organised labour and political reform as an outgrowth of their racial solidarity. The new 

TWA leadership counted several committed Garveyites, not least among them James 

Braithwaite, at one time president of the Port of Spain UNIA branch. In Barbados, 

journalists were the most conspicuous among those who unveiled the Barbados division’s 

charter in July 1920: Wickham, Harold T. Wilson, Clement Inniss, and Reginald 
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Wilson.105 Clippings from the Negro World and sympathetic treatments of Garvey began 

to appear in the West Indian, the Herald, and the TWA’s Labour Leader.106 

What these figures saw in Garveyism, however, was less a theorisation of global 

whiteness, and more a vindication of their race pride, and of their belief that the war was 

to mark a turning point. For Grenada’s Lucas, speaking out in 1920 against a proposed 

Seditious Publications Ordinance which sought to ban the Negro World, Garvey had been 

‘divinely raised up as a leader to teach his people to have faith in themselves as men, and 

not to accept the degrading position that had been prescribed for them all these years’. 

Millions, he continued, had learned that their ‘struggling race’ had ‘wonderful 

possibilities before it’.107 None of this amorphous race pride was incompatible with the 

sorts of integrative, post-imperial visions Lucas and others proposed. Most had little time, 

in fact, for anything that hinted of Garvey’s aspirations for the African continent. 

Attendees at Liberty Hall in Port of Spain heard that ‘the Back to Africa Idea was more or 

less a figurative way of expressing their idealism of race consciousness’, and that the ‘idea 

was not the depletion of any country in the world of the negro element of its population; 

but rather that of teaching negroes all over the world a salutary lesson that the Creator in 

his omniscience had equally as good a design in making their people black, as he must 

assuredly have had by investing other races with different pigmentations’. Meetings here 

ended with the singing of God Save the King, and the September 1922 funeral of Aurora 

Walker, a Black Cross Nurse, was marked by a procession headed by the Union Jack, 

followed by the tricolour of the UNIA.108 
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As Ewing has suggested, Garveyism in the British Caribbean became entwined with 

labour politics. In Barbados, speakers at UNIA meetings frequently listed one of the 

organisation’s main objectives as ‘[t]o assist and advise them how to obtain the best wage 

possible’, and referred to white employers as ‘bloodsucking capitalists, who try to get 

their labour for little or nothing’. Although the colonial authorities did not seem to suspect 

the UNIA’s influence in the dockworkers’ strike, in early 1923 their suspicion was 

aroused by the appearance of ‘a very large number of post cards counselling the labourers 

in the Canefields [sic] to strike for higher wages’ and a spate of ‘threatening letters to 

planters’.109 The best example, however, came in Trinidad, where a new TWA faction 

under David Headley and Braithwaite had risen to prominence over the old leadership of 

Alfred Richards by the end of 1917. Positioning the TWA more as a union, the new 

leaders had gained a significant labour following in 1919 through their mediation in 

negotiations with the government and employers.110 Readings from the Negro World soon 

became a fixture of TWA meetings. At one, Braithwaite, in terms cribbed from Garvey, 

boomed: ‘You are a powerful race and our power was proved in the gigantic struggle for 

British liberty…You don’t think it is a shame for the intelligent negro to remain sleeping 

and waiting for amelioration? No, we must fight. If we can die for the white man against 

his German brother we can die better for ourselves’.111  

In the same years as the TWA grew to become the islands’ largest and most influential 

labour union, Trinidad also emerged as the UNIA’s stronghold in the Anglophone 

Caribbean. By 1923, there were at least 30 branches, attracting members from rural and 

urban areas, the working and middle classes.112 No longer an explicitly Garveyite 
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organisation after 1920, the TWA nonetheless remained closely tied to the UNIA through 

committee members like William Howard-Bishop, secretary for much of the 1920s, and 

Albertha Husbands, head of the TWA’s domestic workers’ section.113 The two 

organisations’ success, however, owed much to their development of complementary but 

separate identities and roles. The UNIA provided a useful ally for the TWA: it organised 

the men and women of the middle and working class, articulated a language of race 

consciousness important to any structural understanding of labour relations in the 

Caribbean, and provided various mutual aid and social functions. And for the UNIA, 

politically sensitive as it still was, the TWA offered an outlet for their political goals.114 

 

Imperial ‘Preference’ 

For all the talk of greater political rights which went on during these years, there was a 

clear awareness that constitutional reform alone was a limited answer to the islands’ 

problems. St. Elizabeth’s P.W. Sangster, speaking in the Jamaica Legislative Council 

during the debate on the new constitution which followed Wood’s visit, was unequivocal: 

They in Jamaica were the most loyal people in the British Empire, but the fact 

remained that unless their economic conditions were bettered they could not 

remain as they were (Hear, hear). They wanted economic advantages as well as 

political liberty, and if the mother country did not see her way to help them 

economically, then the mother country should give them the freedom to negotiate 

trade agreements with foreign countries (Hear, hear). It was desirable that they 

should speak freely and one could appreciate why some people were thinking of 

annexation and a change of the flag. They could not live on loyalty alone. They 

wanted to help the mother country, but they also wanted to help themselves.115 
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The new constitution, he continued, ‘depended on their economic development. A 

reformed Constitution would not alone prove the salvation of the country’. In particular, 

the ‘produce of the colonies should receive greater protection from Great Britain’.116 

During the war, British Caribbean observers agreed that the empire had reached a turning 

point. Behind the new optimism about imperial preference, reciprocity, and so on lay an 

older, hard-headed demand that Britain materialise its political relationship with the 

islands through economic ties. A popular and active governor of Jamaica from 1907 to 

1913, Sydney Olivier was a longstanding metropolitan convert to the cause. In a letter 

appearing in the Gleaner on 31 March 1918, Olivier had, like most others, framed the 

question of imperial preference around sugar. ‘The British West Indies have an 

undischarged moral claim upon their fellow subjects at home’, Olivier wrote, ‘however 

much the latter may wipe their bounty-fed mouths and say “I have done no wrong”. 

Whatever can be done to redress the disastrous past ought to be done, and indeed must be 

done if the policy of ensuring the Empire’s own supplies of foodstuffs and raw materials 

is to be realised’.117 Wickham too, writing in October 1919, celebrated the announcement 

of imperial preference as evidence of ‘the changed feeling of the British Government 

towards us and of its desire to make amends for the ruinous treatment which has been 

hitherto meted out to us by its peculiarly short-sighted fiscal policy’.118 Already, though, 

there were signs that Britain’s conscience had not yet been sufficiently pricked, and that 

some of the more optimistic projections for the sugar industry might need to be 

recalibrated. 
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The Jamaica Imperial Association (JIA) took the end of hostilities as an opportunity to set 

out its stall clearly and unambiguously. The JIA, established in 1917, was led by the 

prominent planter Arthur Farquharson and the Gleaner’s editor, de Lisser. By virtue of de 

Lisser’s involvement, and its role as a mouthpiece for Jamaican commercial and 

plantocratic interests, the JIA became an influential, often reactionary pressure group in 

the 1920s and 1930s. It also, however, represented the Jamaican face of an empire-wide 

movement to draw metropole and colonies closer together, joining the ACCWI and 

throwing its support behind bodies like the West India Committee, Royal Colonial 

Institute, and British Empire Producers’ Organisation.119 It was in this role that the JIA 

produced a resolution to the Secretary of State for the Colonies which testified to the 

position of the Jamaican agricultural, commercial, and political elite. 

Jamaica, the resolution ran, had been ‘reduced to a serious condition through the adoption 

by England of a Free Trade policy which enabled the German nation to ruin the sugar 

industry of Jamaica and of other British West Indian Colonies by a system of sugar 

bounties’. Liberalisation’s effects were manifest in near economic ruin, mass emigration, 

and ‘increasing discontent among all classes’. ‘[C]ommercial connections’, the resolution 

continued, ‘have a powerful effect on the relations existing between countries’. Put 

another way, economic obligations secured political bonds. With Britain abandoning them 

to the market, Jamaica had come to rely on the USA as ‘its one safe-guard against total 

economic and financial ruin’. The reference to the USA was telling; pointing to the United 

Fruit Company’s preponderance in the island’s economy, and to American development 

of Cuban and Puerto Rican sugar, some within the orbit of the JIA had begun to think 
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more seriously about political affiliation with the USA, which, as in the Antilles, was 

beginning to be mooted as a way of paying the metropole’s war debts.120 

The resolution then pivoted, turning to the future and abandoning all pretence at subtlety. 

British West Indian loyalty, the JIA suggested, was as pragmatic as it was patriotic. The 

‘enduring unity of the Empire’, the resolution stated, ‘depends on the solidarity of its 

material interests (as expressed in its trade relations and its commercial and economic 

interdependence) as well as its loyalty to the Throne and on the sentiments and traditions 

which each and every part of it shares with the whole’. It was therefore with ‘profound 

relief and satisfaction’ that the JIA welcomed promises of imperial preference, and urged 

the island’s legislative council to respond in kind with a corresponding preference on 

British goods and raw materials. As a mark of its new commitment, Britain was urged to 

firmly reject apparent attempts by Cuban-American sugar interests to displace imperial 

sugar on the metropolitan market.121 

The JIA had something to celebrate when Austen Chamberlain laid out his 1919 Budget. 

Imperial Preference, he said, fulfilled the pledges made at the Imperial War Cabinet and 

Imperial War Conference.122 In 1920, the preferential trade agreement between Canada 

and the West Indies was extended, apparently marking another step towards closer 

integration.123 But the preference which arrived from Britain did so with a whimper rather 

than a bang. Metropolitan enthusiasm for imperial autarky had dwindled rapidly after the 

Armistice. Post-war British governments proved more amenable to the internationalist 

economic initiatives developed under the auspices of the League of Nations than they had 

to pre-war attempts to regulate trade like the 1902 Brussels Sugar Convention. Where 
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British Caribbean observers pushed for the creation of a more clearly imperial system, in 

Britain the forces of the so-called ‘new protectionism’ were stronger than those which 

harked back to older, more autarkic visions of a ‘British World’ or Greater Britain.124 Just 

as importantly, free trade remained a hot button issue at election time. Few in the 

Caribbean seem to have expected that preference would be quite so prey to the ebb and 

flow of metropolitan party politics. Labour proved to be preference’s greatest enemy, 

consistently reining in and reversing Conservative protectionism with the aid of free trade 

Liberal MPs in defence of lower prices for the metropolitan working classes. The Labour 

Leader could only lament the ‘insidious propaganda’ which led their parent body to 

oppose preference ‘tooth and nail’.125 

Although more actively protectionist than contingentement, then, imperial preference 

proved, if not a dead letter, of at most marginal value. Caribbean sugar paid five-sixths of 

the normal import duty, a slim preference which did not even allow most producers to 

break even.126 What Wood referred to as ‘the boom prices due to the War’ had soon 

collapsed, reaching £8 2s. 4d. per ton c.i.f. on the New York market in December 1921, 

the lowest price for some 19 years. Preference, Wood explained, nudged the equivalent 

price for British Caribbean sugar on the London market to some £11 10s. per ton. 

However, this still fell well short of the £15 per ton which producers insisted to Wood was 

the minimum remunerative price. Rum was struggling to find any outlets at all, let alone 

profitable ones. While rum had never been quite as important to the British as to the 

French Caribbean economy, the tailing off of demand in Britain, the loss of the important 

pre-war German market, and the USA’s introduction of prohibition together had a 
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noticeable effect. By the time of Wood’s arrival, the governments of Jamaica, Barbados, 

and British Guiana had been forced to come to their sugar industries’ rescue with financial 

support.127 

Caribbean sugar could not survive without British protection. But the situation which 

emerged between 1919 and 1923 was far from the equal, reciprocal partnership imagined 

during the war years. British consumers and politicians continued what the Labour Leader 

called their ‘idolatrous worship of that false god, Free Trade’.128 Before the war, Britain 

drew 80% of its sugar from Europe, and just 3% from the empire. By 1923, the empire’s 

share had risen to 15%, but remained far behind the USA, which had built up its 50% 

share during the conflict with the demise of continental beet.129 Only through complete 

economic interdependence, the TWA’s newspaper suggested, could the empire avoid 

falling as others has throughout history.130 

As it was, the economic reciprocity which West Indians had hoped would strengthen and 

equalise intra-imperial political ties served to perpetuate their unequal position. As Wood 

noted, the concessions made to Canada under the 1920 trade agreement, ‘which were over 

and above what the West Indies would have normally granted in recognition of the 

obligations of Imperial solidarity, the United Kingdom insisted on having extended to 

herself when the negotiations with Canada were completed’. ‘The amount of the 

preference given by the United Kingdom to the West Indian Colonies…is 16 ⅔ per cent.’, 

his report continued, ‘whereas the preference provided for under the agreement between 

the West Indies and Canada varies from 33 ⅓ per cent, to 50 per cent., except in the case 

of Jamaica and the Bahamas, where it is 25 per cent…The West Indies, therefore, think 
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that the United Kingdom, in securing the “Canadian” rates, is getting the best of the 

bargain, and inasmuch as our policy of enforcing on the West Indies an extension of 

preference in favour of the United Kingdom costs money to the West Indian taxpayer, 

they not unnaturally feel entitled to press for more equal treatment’.131 Indeed they did. 

Strong representations to Wood in almost every colony requested that the rate of imperial 

preference granted by Britain be doubled from one-sixth to one-third while the agreements 

with Britain and Canada remained in force, and that the ‘substantive preference’ on sugar 

specifically be maintained at its present level if sugar duties were cut.132 

Addressing the Georgetown Chamber of Commerce in British Guiana in 1922, Davson 

predicted that the Imperial Economic Conference scheduled to take place the next year 

would represent ‘a struggle between the free trade policy of Great Britain and the 

preferential policy of the West Indies’.133 Writing closer to the time in 1923, Davson 

proposed that ‘our aim should be to establish an all round Imperial Preference and that the 

rate should be 33 ⅓ per cent’. ‘It is hoped by some’, he went on, ‘that we shall some day 

see free trade within the Empire, but I fear that this hope is remote, for our dominions 

have a natural desire to protect their own manufactures and our Colonies are largely 

dependent on their customs duties for their revenue’.134 These were competing interests 

with which the islands would continue to grapple as the 1920s wore on.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

1923-1930 

‘Mama – who you voting for? Ci-pri-an-i’.1 In February 1925, Trinidad held its first ever 

Legislative Council elections, and the TWA’s president, A.A. Cipriani, swept to victory to 

become the representative for Port of Spain. Some days later, a Labour Leader columnist, 

‘Strolling Scribbler’, recounted a number of most likely apocryphal tales about election 

day. Loitering outside the Victoria Institute, near where the colony’s war memorial had 

been unveiled the previous year, Scribbler reported hearing the following conversation: 

‘We don’t want that khaki Bolshevist to represent us. Let him keep within the four walls 

of that Garvey Hall and represent that class of man. He is an impertinent fellow, but I 

hope to see Crown Colony continue all the days of my life before that white Negro is 

allowed to sit between men like us – gentlemen’.2 The conversation seems a little too 

good to be true. Behind the caricature, though, still lay a remarkable a picture which could 

not have been foreseen before the war. Between 1923 and 1930, a white Trinidadian led 

the explosive growth of a socialist labour organisation dedicated to the uplift of the black 

and Indian working classes. By 1929, when the island’s population was probably a little 

over 400,000, the Labour Leader claimed 100 branches and a total membership of 65,000 

for the TWA.3 

At the same time as the TWA was profiting from Trinidad’s new voting rights, the 

Antilles were facing serious threats to their own. Violence was a feature of local politics. 

The union sacrée, insofar as it had ever really been honoured in the Antilles, was 

forgotten as soon as the Armistice was announced. Political violence returned almost 
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immediately, perpetrated not, as the authorities had feared, mainly by anciens 

combattants, but by armed bands with prior history of such activities: two people were 

killed and 32 others wounded during the 1919 electoral campaign in Martinique.4 But this 

period, and especially 1924 and 1925, were worse than ever. Writing in 1924, 

Martinique’s gouverneur, Henri Richard, likened the island’s politics to a permanent 

Dreyfus Affair.5 Doubts about the islands’ capacity for universal male suffrage and 

parliamentary representation resurfaced in France. In 1925, the Le Conte Commission, 

seeking to solve these problems once and for all, offered the islands assimilation as 

départements, the offer for which they had been waiting for decades. But now that it had 

finally come, the Antilles turned it down. 

These issues are the main subject of this chapter. In the British Caribbean case, focusing 

on Trinidad, it argues that between 1923 and 1930 the TWA drew on its connections to 

metropolitan socialism to develop a more systemic critique of British colonial rule than 

any other mainstream political group in the West Indies had ever done. The anticolonial 

visions which emerged were more stridently nationalist than ever before, and more federal 

too, but no less integrative. In the French Caribbean, the chapter demonstrates the central 

importance of autonomy to the assimilationist project. Applied to the rest of the empire, 

this type of assimilation would explode the polity from within, and enshrine legislative 

and cultural pluralism within a federal French republic. Together, the chapter highlights 

the convergences between anticolonial nationalism and assimilationism among socialist 

thinkers on the Caribbean left as they sought to navigate a path for their islands in a 

globalised and increasingly threatening world. 
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The first section builds on Chapter Three, tracking the deepening problem of sovereignty 

for the islands as the global sugar industry became mired in crisis. The second section 

then examines the reaction to the Le Conte Commission. Faced with the offer of 

assimilation intégrale, the islands’ conseils généraux pushed back in defence of their 

privileges. The third section explores how Lagrosillière, his own views shaped by his time 

moving in anti-imperial, communist circles in Paris, leveraged this principle to model a 

different international order, and a different form of postcolonial freedom to that 

coalescing around the League of Nations. The fourth section traces how Cipriani and the 

TWA grounded their anticolonial nationalism in a socialist programme tied to their sense 

of community with the British Labour Party. In a West Indian federation, the TWA found 

a vehicle for island nationhood and equal integration. The fifth section, finally, explores 

how the TWA’s vision of a socialist Commonwealth of Nations refashioned the islands’ 

growing dependence on Imperial Preference. Like Lagrosillière, they crafted an 

international order fitted to suit the Caribbean. 

 

Contingentement versus the Rising Dollar 

The 1920s were a ‘“golden age”’ for Antillean rum.6 The unlikely star of the show was 

contingentement, which, in controlling the flow of rum into the metropolitan market, had 

stabilised the volatility of the immediate post-war years. Average prices on the Paris 

market, which had fallen to 284 francs per hectolitre in 1922, had more than tripled to 979 

francs by 1929.7 Antillean rum was the prime beneficiary; the division of the global quota 

had ended the rise of would-be competitors, and formally established the islands as 

France’s main producers. The same agricultural and commercial interests who had 
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condemned the policy in early 1923 now clung to it as the very basis of the islands’ 

economic survival. Now, in fact, it was when contingentement was threatened that 

familiar memories of Antillean interests being sacrificed were evoked. Efforts in 1924 and 

1925 to abolish the system by Le Havre merchants, whose re-exportation business was 

hamstrung by the high prices, sparked vehement protests over how, as La Paix put it, ‘one 

more time, the interests of the overseas French population are to be placed at the whims 

and fancies of Metropolitan producers and merchants’.8 The system’s protection became 

an essential commitment for local politicians. Ahead of the May 1924 legislative 

elections, Martinique’s Sévère and Alcide Delmont portrayed it as a rare opportunity for 

agreement across ideological and party lines. The islands’ politicians, they argued, should 

‘unite our forces for the protection and improvement of the system of contingentement, 

which is such an important factor in the prosperity of our colony’.9 As R. de Maillard 

noted drily in 1934, the Antilles had become ‘the most passionate supporters of 

contingentement, and M. Barthe, despised in 1922, was welcomed in 1927, to Martinique, 

like a heaven-sent protector’.10 

Contingentement locked the Antilles into a more dependent relationship with France than 

ever; it was increasingly impossible to imagine a viable economic future beyond the 

Mère-Patrie. As a policy, it spoke to both the problems of sovereignty and freedom. The 

SFIO député Édouard Barthe, summoned to resolve longstanding disputes over the local 

division of the quota, was eager that this protectionism bring security to the petits 

planteurs who had found in the new, small distilleries, he said, echoing Antillean 

socialists’ wartime optimism, a means to ‘free themselves from the grip of the powerful 
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usine’.11 Delmont similarly saw the redivision as a means to ‘make a little of this great 

river of gold of stabilised contingentement flow towards the deprived and lowly’ and to 

‘develop this rural petit propriété which must be one of the elements of social equilibrium 

and of the popular masses’ wellbeing in Martinique’.12 As ever, Delmont saw in this plan 

a means to ameliorate the legacies of the problem of freedom, but not to fundamentally 

redistribute land. Nonetheless, his commitment testified to how contingentement was 

thought to serve a dual function: protecting prices and so allowing the islands to navigate 

the problem of sovereignty; and preserving the interests of petits planteurs who had found 

a way to emancipate themselves from the habitation and the békés’ usine. 

Contingentement was all the more important given the outlook for the global sugar 

industry as the 1920s progressed. Boosted by protective policies, continental beet sugar 

completed its rapid resurrection by the middle of the decade: from 3,326,000 metric tons 

in 1919-1920, global production more than doubled to 8,316,000 in 1924-1925. At the 

same time, cane-producing countries like Australia and South Africa erected tariff walls, 

creating protected markets in which home-grown sugar could be sold above the 

plummeting free market price. As Cuban sugar was gradually displaced from the US 

market, where it enjoyed only a partial preference, by tariff-free sugar from Puerto Rico, 

Hawaii, and the Philippines, it began to flood the few remaining free markets. Efforts to 

co-ordinate restrictions on global production stalled and, by the end of 1929, there was an 

estimated global surplus of five million tons.13 

Antillean sugar, however, was able to hide behind preferential tariffs, worth twice as 

much as Imperial Preference, which, together with renewed bounties on metropolitan beet, 
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formed an imposing wall around the French market.14 The inflated prices within, together 

with new lines of credit in the form of Crédit Martiniquais (1922) and Crédit 

Guadeloupéen (1926), allowed Antillean production to increase, albeit unevenly, across 

the decade. Guadeloupe produced some 25,602 tons in 1920, and 34,138 tons in 1928, the 

same year as a hurricane devastated the island and set back progress for a number of 

years.15 All the same, the collapse in global prices could not but have a knock-on effect. 

High prices had papered over the industry’s ongoing fragility and long-term debts. A 1926 

report for the Banque de la Guadeloupe concluded that Darboussier, Blanchet, Marquisat, 

and Bonne-Mère were the island’s only genuinely prosperous usines; numerous others, 

whether mismanaged or just outcompeted, entered bankruptcy, restructuring, or else saw 

their blancs-pays owners replaced by Martinican békés from the mid-1920s.16 Prospects 

outside France’s economic protection, however, did not bear thinking about. 

The other great challenge was monetary. Pegged to the French franc, the islands’ 

currencies followed the metropole’s financial fortunes; for much of the 1920s, these were 

not good. In 1919, France’s public debt had hit over 212 billion francs, some ten times the 

state’s annual expenditure before the war. On top of this amount were the claims of those 

whose homes, businesses, industries, and lives had been destroyed. Inflation and the 

depreciation of the franc were the rule while France awaited German reparations and, it 

hoped, a negotiation of its debts to Britain and the USA. Governments rose and fell on 

their promises to deal with the collapsing currency, which reached 243 francs to the pound 

sterling in July 1926. It was only with the formation of a ‘government of “national union”’ 

under Raymond Poincaré that confidence was restored, at least to some degree, and the 

 
14 AdM, BIB_B2/44, Gerbinis, Louis, Note sur la production du sucre et du rhum à la Martinique pendant 
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15 Schnakenbourg, Histoire de l’industrie sucrière, p.138. 
16 Schnakenbourg, Histoire de l’industrie sucrière, pp.140-1 and 147-51. 
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franc returned to one-fifth of its pre-war value. It was here that Poincaré formally 

stabilised it in 1928.17 

The implications of this crisis for the Antilles were severe. Although the islands’ balance 

of imports had been gradually redressed in France’s favour after the war, driven in part by 

the franc’s fall against the dollar, the islands still imported a considerable proportion of 

their staple foodstuffs from the USA. In 1926, for example, Guadeloupe imported almost 

all its flour, salted meat, butter, lard, and beans from the USA.18 In Martinique, where the 

‘rising dollar’ was covered obsessively in the local press, the cost of bread rose from 0.50 

francs per kilogramme in 1914 to 1.50 francs in 1923, and 4 francs in 1926. The spiralling 

cost of imports also pushed the price of locally-grown vegetables higher, by as much as 

1000% in some instances, far outstripping wages.19 Delmont, elected as député for 

Martinique in 1924, explained in 1928 that ‘the dizzying rise of the dollar did not only 

affect the metropole, but also all those of our possessions more or less directly influenced 

by this foreign currency due to their geographical position’.20 It made sense, then, that 

Guadeloupean députés like Candace and Eugène Graëve supported Poincaré’s push for 

stabilisation.21  

Antilleans, then, were still feeling the costs of the war in their pockets throughout the 

1920s. In 1930, La Paix calculated that prices had risen at about twice the rate of wages 

since 1914.22 Contingentement and French protection may have secured the islands’ staple 

industries, but it was not easy to wrest the benefits from the usiniers’ hold. In Guadeloupe, 
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19 La Paix, 1 September 1926. 
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21 Programmes, professions de foi et engagements électoraux de 1928 (Paris, 1930), p.1701; Programmes, 
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cane cutters’ average daily wage rose from 4.15 francs in 1922 to 8 francs in 1929, and 

the price of cane for petits planteurs from 57 to 95 francs per tonne, but neither increase 

kept pace with the cost of living.23 Such material concerns were the basis of everyday 

political life. The gendarmerie, always sensitive to any risk of disorder, found in 1926 that 

while most workers cared little about conseil général politics, they ‘worry instead about 

the high cost of living, which continues to rise’, and were easily rallied by appeals to their 

‘passions’.24 

Although workers saw few of contingentement’s benefits, and indeed because of this, the 

system nonetheless reinforced existing assimilationist arguments based on the levelling of 

local racial and economic inequalities which had only grown starker. Lagrosillière’s 

Entente Républicaine (Republican Entente) tapped into this popular mood in January 1923 

with a poster in support of striking workers in Rivière-Salée and Robert: ‘Workers know 

that sugar is selling for more than ever and that the usines will get even richer with 

contingentement than they did during the war’.25 Even as they struggled, workers saw the 

fruits of their labour grow ever more profitable for white owners, local and metropolitan, 

whose reaction to their demands for a just share was to call in the repressive force of the 

state. The deaths at the gendarmes’ hands of two strikers at Martinique’s habitation 

Bassignac on 9 February 1923, and of five at Guadeloupe’s usine Duval on 4 February 

1925, still cast a long shadow in Antillean labour history.26 In this context, Candace was 

not uncommon in trading his vocal post-war promises of a ‘politics of union’ for an older 

discourse of ‘le nègre Candace’ fighting against the ‘reactionary usine’.27 

 
23 Schnakenbourg, Histoire de l’industrie sucrière, p.145. 
24 ShD, GD 971 E 13, Registre de correspondence, entry dated 17 July 1926. 
25 ANOM, FM 1AFFPOL/1273, ‘Grève des Ouvriers agricoles’, 23 January 1923. 
26 Butel, Histoire des Antilles, pp.447-8. 
27 Le Nouvelliste, 27 January 1925. 
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The cost of living crisis, then, fed into conventional anti-usine arguments for assimilation, 

but it also stoked a strong current of anti-American sentiment with much the same effect. 

No amount of formal denials had proven sufficient to dispel fears that the islands were to 

be ceded to the USA in partial payment of France’s war debts. Although, La Paix 

reflected in a typical January 1924 article, the war had been fought to prevent the triumph 

of force over law and to guarantee the right to self-determination, ‘the heavy oppression 

which the dollar brings to bear over the world is a no less effective form of imperialism 

than that of arms’. Other Caribbean territories seemed to offer a dangerous precedent here. 

Where it had not simply occupied, as in Haiti, La Paix warned that the USA had extended 

its control over territories like Puerto Rico through control of their economies. In this 

light, the islands’ reliance on increasingly expensive American imports seemed to erode 

the islands’ hopes of avoiding a more direct form of domination in future.28 

These anxieties were doubtless overplayed, but the notices which appeared in Le 

Nouvelliste on 4 July 1925 warning its readers not to celebrate Independence Day 

represented something real, as did the rumour which swept Fort-de-France in February 

1924 that the upcoming visit of three US naval vessels was cover for an invasion.29 A 

pamphlet war on the islands’ cession between Lémery and the metropolitan author, 

Claude Farrère, produced a rare moment of cross-party unity the next year.30 Some 700 

gathered in Pointe-à-Pitre to hear representatives from the Groupe Socialiste de la 

Guadeloupe (Socialist Group of Guadeloupe), the Union Républicaine (Republican 

Union), the Comité socialiste et démocratique du “Phare Républicaine” (The Socialist 

and Democratic Committee of the “Phare Républicaine”), and the Ligue des Droits de 

l’Homme (Human Rights League) emphatically reaffirm their identity as French. ‘The 

 
28 La Paix, 26 January 1924. 
29 Le Nouvelliste, 4 July 1925; La Paix, 13 February 1924. 
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Français des Antilles participated in this war for right and justice, and, in recompense, 

they would be sold like cattle. It is not possible’, concluded Boisneuf, after a series of 

speeches in which the islands’ war service featured prominently.31 In the context of the 

1920s, though, none could have been unaware of the economic stakes. Prohibition, La 

Paix had noted the previous year, would destroy the rum industry, and outside of France’s 

protective embrace, Antillean sugar could not compete with Cuba or Hawaii.32 

 

The Le Conte Commission 

In 1924 and 1925, electoral violence in the Antilles toppled one governor, saw an attempt 

made on the life of another, unleashed a wave of bombings, and claimed the lives of 

politicians and civilians alike. Electoral fraud, sponsored by usiniers, facilitated by 

gouverneurs, and at times quite possibly orchestrated by the ministère des Colonies, had 

turned local politics into a violent, bloody battleground since the turn of the century. 

These two years, however, were exceptional. On 11 May 1924, Candace and Armand 

Jean-François had swept to victory in the legislative elections over their rival partnerships: 

Boisneuf and Pierre Labrousse, and Lara and Légitimus.33 But the gouverneur, Jocelyn 

Robert, had intervened so openly, so shamelessly, that even Guadeloupe’s anciens 

combattants, who largely maintained their neutrality on local political affairs, were moved 

to comment. In a statement, the committee of the Union des anciens combattants et des 

victimes de la guerre du deuxième arrondissement (Union of Anciens Combattants and 

Victims of the War of the Second Arrondissement) expressed their ‘indignation’: ‘A 

deployment of all manner of military forces, machine guns posted around the mayor’s 

 
31 Le Nouvelliste, 2 July 1925; Le Nouvelliste, 4 July 1925. 
32 La Paix, 2 February 1924. 
33 ANOM, FM SG GUA/262/1588, ‘Recensement général des votes’, 14 May 1924. 



193 

 

office, patrols of mounted gendarmes clearing the area around it and blocking off 

completely the principal polling station in our town, the warship Antarès, anchored in our 

harbour, there you have the spectacle which appeared before our eyes during this day 

when the electors of a French colony had been called to choose their representatives in the 

Chambre’. The elections had been a ‘parody of universal suffrage’, and a denial of 

Guadeloupeans’ rights as citizens. It was only thanks to the people’s ‘extraordinary self-

control’ that Pointe-à-Pitre had not been ‘the theatre of bloody scenes and irreparable 

disasters’.34 

The next year, Martinique would not be so fortunate. Two conseil général members, 

Charles Zizine and Louis des Étages, were murdered at Ducos, Lagrosillière and the 

socialists believed on Gouverneur Richard’s orders. Another conseiller général, Maurice 

de Coppens, was shot dead at Diamant along with at least ten others. Gouverneur Richard 

himself was then the target of an unsuccessful assassination by des Étages’ son.35 These 

events, and the colonial corruption of which they were a tragic symptom, revived 

metropolitan conversations about the future of universal suffrage in the Antilles. The Le 

Conte Commission which followed offered the islands a simple choice: 

départementalisation; or their amalgamation and reorganisation as a gouvernement 

général (governor-generalship), an initiative sold as forward-looking and 

developmentalist, but whose real goal was to tame the local elected assemblies and 

reinforce the colonial authorities’ executive power. 

Le Conte’s proposals insisted that ‘“[a]ssimilation” can only be considered in an absolute 

sense, without any qualification applying to the tax system, to the effective military 
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obligations, to the maintenance of attributions and prerogatives which one does not find in 

elected assemblies in the Metropole’.36 In this formulation, Third Republican France 

formed a single, indivisible whole: either the Antilles were to be part of France on the 

same terms as any metropolitan département, or they were to be more clearly governed as 

colonies. As ever, Antillean assimilationism as expressed through the conseils généraux 

challenged this dualism. They worked from the basis that differentiated rule was sincerely 

republican: Corsica had ‘a special customs tariff’, the préfets of frontier départements like 

Pyrénées-Orientales had special ‘attributions’, and other spaces within the empire, Algeria 

no less than Alsace-Lorraine, all enjoyed ‘derogations’ and ‘special statuses’.37 There 

could, they argued, be administrative and even legal pluralism within a unitary republic. 

What it would require was the formal uncoupling of territory and nation, nation and race. 

As Sévère put it before the conseil général: ‘We are French, but French from a continent 

which is not’.38 

Called upon to judge Le Conte’s proposals, the conseils généraux began with a precise 

diagnosis of the ‘structural contradictions between metropolitan-parliamentary and 

colonial-arbitrary forms of government in the French empire’ which Damas would later 

develop.39 The problem, as summarised by Lara in a report on Le Conte’s proposals, was 

that ‘[t]he Colony has a départementale administrative organisation and yet the 

governors…have redundant and archaic powers’.40 The political corruption which 

prevented the islands from exercising their citizenship, Lara and other reasoned, had its 

roots in interference by the ministère des Colonies, facilitated by these ‘excessive powers 
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which the governors draw from ordonnances and decrees which no longer respond to 

current needs’.41 But, they argued, curbing these powers need not affect the privileges 

which the conseils généraux enjoyed under the same Second Empire legislation. 

In Guadeloupe, the conseil général delegated the task of formulating a response to Le 

Conte to its ‘financial committee’ under Lara. Martinique’s conseil général, after some 

talk of a referendum, formed a special commission formed of conseillers généraux, the 

procureur général (attorney general), trésorier payeur (paymaster general), and 

representatives from civil society: the presidents of the chambers of commerce and 

agriculture; the directors of the Banque de la Martinique and Crédit Martiniquais; and 

representatives from the Syndicat des manipulateurs de la canne, Syndicat des rhumiers 

agricoles, and Bourse du Travail (labour exchange).42 It was no surprise that the 

commissions largely saw the idea of a gouvernement général for what it was: a thinly-

veiled ploy to tame the conseils généraux, boost metropolitan authority, and reaffirm the 

islands’ colonial status. Candace was alone in his support for the proposal which, in any 

case, he transformed into another vehicle for assimilation. His vision of an Antillean 

département under the ministre de l’Intérieur echoed many of the more developmentalist 

arguments put forward in favour of federation in the British Caribbean.43 

On the question of assimilation, though, opinion was more mixed. If almost all agreed that 

some form of post-imperial relationship was the most desirable framework for the islands’ 

future, there was less consensus over how much of the imperial structure to leave intact. 

Longstanding disagreements about financial autonomy reared their heads once more. In 

Martinique, Le Conte was nervous at the ‘heated polemics’ in the local press, where 
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Antillean socialists, who had always seen assimilation as ‘a new means to fight against 

white colonists and capitalists’, harangued the conseil général for its hesitation.44 The 

SFIO, whipping up its supporters at regular public rallies, pushed for the assimilation 

intégrale which the Antillean left had always seen as the answer to the legacies of the 

problem of freedom, a means of overturning local socio-economic and racial hierarchies. 

For the Lagrosillièrist Aurore, assimilation was: 

The immediate application to Martinique of all the fiscal laws operative in the 

Metropole: tax on income, revenue and maybe tomorrow on capital. It is the 

introduction in our colony of all the labour laws, of all the protective measures on 

labour and for the labourer. It is the usine required to stop its odious exploitation 

of workers. It is the working class becoming aware of its power, becoming 

organised, educating itself through unions, preparing to impose on its oppressors 

the emancipatory reforms which are the honour of the Third Republic. It is in a 

word, the realisation of our party’s programmes, of the progress championed by 

LAGROSILLIERE & CLERC and against which have coalesced all the rich and 

all the bourgeois de couleur traitors to their race and class.45 

 

The SFIO’s representatives on the commission, Théodore Labat and Henri Auzé, duly 

pushed for assimilation intégrale. In the context, of France’s struggles, the SFIO had 

previously suggested, it was the only patriotic course of action.46 

The SFIO and GJJ could celebrate the imposition of new, higher taxes which, as they saw 

it, would be a problem less for workers than for ‘capitalists and owners’ who, as the 

Bourse du Travail’s representative Del put it, ‘fear only one law, the general tax on 

income’.47 Even those press outlets which Le Conte characterised as more moderate 

largely saw the greater fiscal burden as a price worth paying. As one unnamed newspaper 
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argued somewhat resignedly, assimilation intégrale ‘may not be practical, it will be 

expensive for us, but can we penny-pinch when the Metropole offers us citizenship and 

the title of Département Français’?48 Le Conte, however, estimated that assimilation 

intégrale would raise taxation per head from 130 francs per year to between 800 and 1000 

francs.49 For the SFIO’s principal opponents, the Bloc Républicain (Republican Bloc) 

whom Richard had described in 1924 as ‘less a party than a group of quite different 

elements (Merchants, planters, usiniers, etc…)’ centred on Lémery, this was neither 

desirable nor even tolerable, but an existential threat to the colony, or at least their 

position within it.50 Sévère, in particular, stressed that for all its patriotism and 

Revolutionary credentials, any hope of assimilation intégrale was a chimera. Accepting 

fiscal laws crafted for an industrialised economy would destroy the middle classes, push 

the working class into still greater poverty, and, quite simply, be the death of 

Martinique.51 In the end, Sévère’s caution carried the debate, and the conseil général 

opted for the ‘application of administrative and judicial assimilation to Martinique with 

the advantage of financial autonomy and the maintenance of the local Assembly’s 

prerogatives’.52 In practice, this meant a form of départementalisation in which 

Martinique would retain its financial autonomy, but be transferred from the ministère des 

Colonies to the ministère de l’Intérieur, and its principal services like Justice likewise 

transferred. 

Guadeloupe’s conseil général settled on something similar, rejecting both gouvernement 

général and assimilation intégrale. The differences here were more subtle, but no less a 

function of local political alignments. Lara’s conclusions for the financial committee were 
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close to those reached in Martinique.53 But where the conseil général’s president, 

Boisneuf, agreed that the importance of financial autonomy ruled out assimilation 

intégrale, he led the conseil général in a more cautious direction which reflected the 

shifting sands of Guadeloupean politics. The world of fraud and corruption created by the 

islands’ constitutional situation was dangerous, but it was also fast-paced. Boisneuf’s 

fortunes were a prime example. In February 1924, anxious at his prospects in the 

upcoming legislative elections, he had penned a lengthy exposé on electoral fraud in the 

Antilles for the attention of his fellow députés, which concluded with a sensational 

accusation of collusion between Jocelyn Robert and Candace.54 By November 1924, he 

had been ousted as député, and was in prison following a spate of bombings which 

targeted the gouverneur and other officials. Just a year later in November 1925, however, 

he was at the head of the conseil général, denouncing his former enemy for having 

dishonoured France, and praising his replacement, the ‘eminent’ interim gouverneur, 

Maurice Beurnier, for his ‘republican loyalty’ in re-establishing free and fair elections.55 

Local politicians’ reaction to Le Conte could be as self-interested as selfless; rather than 

pristine political thought, their perspectives on assimilation were deeply grounded in 

pragmatic, hard-headed political nous. While his stock rose and Candace was reduced to 

fulminating against Beurnier in the pages of La Démocratie Sociale, Boisneuf was eager 

to defend the existing system and to propose a form of assimilation which would preserve 

the levers of power to which he currently had access. Control over the colony’s dépenses 

facultatives meant patronage, and patronage could buy a great deal. Electoral fraud, 
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Boisneuf therefore suggested to the conseil général, was a personal rather than a systemic 

issue. In this respect, he argued, there was no need to seek the sort of formal 

départementalisation which would alter their constitution wholesale. Holding out an olive 

branch to Lara, he proposed that gouverneurs’ powers could already be curbed, if it was 

thought necessary, ‘without calling into question the Antilles’ legal status’ through using 

‘simple statutory measures enacted through the form of decrees by the Conseil d’Etat’.56 

Similarly, the islands could already secure metropolitan legislation, through which they 

were progressively assimilated; indeed, députés currently had the flexibility to cherry pick 

particular laws to suit the islands’ needs. In short, any major constitutional reform would 

simply restrict the significant autonomy which the colony already enjoyed to manage its 

own budget and shape its own legislation; that the absence of labour laws and other 

important legislation exposed this right as more theoretical than realised went unspoken. 

Boisneuf’s conseil général majority duly pushed through his proposal over Lara’s, voting 

for ‘the maintenance of the current system of administrative assimilation mitigée 

(qualified assimilation) and financial autonomy, but with a progressive shift towards an 

ever more complete assimilation of the colonial administration with that of the Mother 

Country’.57 

Le Conte’s own views changed during his time in the islands. Arriving convinced of the 

need for a form of gouvernement général which would allow significant control over the 

three colonies, he parted with a somewhat looser model in mind, which he referred to as a 

‘Federal Commissioner Generalship’.58 In the end, this was old wine in new bottles, and 

unlikely to be palatable to Antillean assimilationists. While it would leave the conseils 
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généraux’s powers intact, the addition of another layer of colonial governance above the 

existing gouverneurs would undoubtedly have been seen as a step in the wrong 

direction.59 In the end, as so often, nothing came of the Le Conte Commission. 

Assimilation would have to wait, but the conseils généraux would live to fight another 

day. 

 

Assimilation and World Order 

Lagrosillière was not present in Martinique for Le Conte’s visit. But in a May 1926 

speech at the SFIO’s national congress, he was able to offer his own response. The 

speech, published in the broad-church but anti-communist La Nouvelle Revue Socialiste 

and reprinted in Martinique by the island’s Fédération socialiste the next year, called for 

international socialism to adopt a new colonial policy.60 Lagrosillière’s internationalism 

fed his non-nationalism. On the question of the Antilles themselves, Lagrosillière toed a 

similar line to the conseils généraux. He denounced the ‘conflict between the institutions 

which the “départements d’outre-mer” enjoy in principle and the outdated form of 

administration which is imposed on them’. Gouverneurs’ ‘ancien régime’ powers were 

reinforced by a ministère des Colonies which sought to sabotage universal suffrage so as 

to discredit political assimilation, and thereby deliver the empire into the hands of 

American capitalists under the pretext of its ‘development’. The solution to this problem, 

one facilitated by historical constitutional arrangements but driven by contemporary 

colonial policy, was ‘the immediate detachment of our départements, from the ministère 

des Colonies, where they do not care, and their attachment, like the départements of 

Algeria, Corsica, Savoie and Alsace-Lorraine, to the ministère de l’Intérieur and to the 
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various other metropolitan central administrations’. As in the assimilation bill which he 

and Boisneuf had proposed on 11 March 1915, this would be an assimilation mitigée, 

guaranteeing the islands their financial autonomy.61 

Distance from the cauldron of local Antillean politics, however, allowed Lagrosillière to 

place the islands and his assimilationist politics in perspective. Like the GJJ, he had long 

characterised départementalisation as the fusion of the Antillean and metropolitan 

proletariat, one step on a longer path to the emancipation of humanity itself.62 His views, 

however, increasingly bore the imprint of time spent in radical Parisian circles. As 

Michael Goebel has argued, the Paris of the mid-1920s was an ‘anti-imperial metropolis’, 

a point of convergence for individuals from across the French empire where, in the day-

to-day realities of migrant life, and in the exchange of ideas and experiences, they found 

inspiration for more systemic critiques of imperialism.63 Lagrosillière was no different. 

Before turning to his speech, though, it is worth delving into this milieu a little more. 

The Parisian networks of communism and anti-imperialism which Lagrosillière joined in 

the early 1920s were a direct product of the war, both institutionally and intellectually. 

Antilleans, among them many anciens combattants, had played a key role in their 

formation. Perhaps the most important figure of all was Max Clainville-Bloncourt, 

previously Lagrosillière’s personal parliamentary secretary.64 Clainville-Bloncourt, born 

in Pointe-à-Pitre on 15 April 1887, left his position as a lawyer at the Cour d’appel de 

Paris (Paris Court of Appeal) at the outbreak of war to serve as a nurse at the front.65 

Come the Armistice, he was to be found attending both the Pan-African Congress and 
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secretive meetings of the Coalition Républicaine (Republican Coalition), a group which 

rallied a number of groups on the left in support of non-intervention in Russia and a peace 

free of annexations.66 He soon fell in with other French colonials in Paris, becoming 

heavily involved in the Ligue française pour l’accession aux droits de citoyen des 

indigènes de Madagascar (French League for the Accession to the Rights of Citizens of 

the Natives of Madagascar), an association led by anciens combattants like Jean 

Ralaimongo who sought to convert their military service into legal citizenship.67 

Clainville-Bloncourt was joined in the Ligue by Henri Sarotte.68 A mixed-race Martinican, 

Sarotte had volunteered in 1914 at the age of 37, rising to the rank of sergeant before his 

war was ended at Champagne in September 1915 by an injury which cost him part of two 

fingers on his right hand.69 Thereafter, he had joined the far-left Association Républicaine 

des Anciens Combattants (Republican Association of Veterans), attempted to establish his 

own veterans’ association, and, together with Nguyen Ai Quoc (the future Ho Chi Minh), 

established the PCF’s Comité d’études coloniales in 1921.70 A meeting late that year saw 

the fusion of the Ligue with the Association des Patriotes Annamites (Association of 

Annamite Patriots), an association led at the time by Quoc whose headquarters had been a 

social hub for Annamite troops passing through the city. The resulting organisation, the 

Union Intercoloniale (Intercolonial Union [UIC]), was therefore born from the war and 

the movements it had created. 
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In the UIC, then, Lagrosillière found a network of Antilleans connected by political, 

professional, and personal ties. Clainville-Bloncourt and Sarotte were joined on the 

executive committee by other Antilleans with experience in the war like Joseph 

Monnerville and Paul-Joseph Jean Baptiste.71 Rosso had arrived in Paris in 1923, taking 

up residence in the Grand Hôtel de l’Europe at 11 Rue Toullier, almost in sight of the 

Panthéon, alongside Victor Nelson, a tailor and fellow Basse-Terre native whose room 

played host to meetings of Antillean communists.72 Nelson was reputed to be among the 

UIC’s most active promoters, together wth Joseph Gothon Lunion, a Guadeloupean who 

had spent time at the so-called ‘propaganda school’ in Moscow, and Monnerville, 

Clainville-Bloncourt’s secretary, who had likewise travelled to Russia.73 Narcisse Danaë, 

Boisneuf’s brother-in-law, who, having enlisted as a volunteer in April 1917, had been left 

with chronic lung problems, was another reputedly planning the same journey.74 

It was no accident that the UIC had come together at this particular time; the war was 

central to its self-conception. The first issue of its official organ, Le Paria, of which 

Clainville-Bloncourt was editor, made this quite clear: ‘Le Paria was born from the ardent 

union of comrades from North Africa, French West Africa, French Equatorial Africa, 

Madagascar, Indochina, the Antilles and Guyane. It is the fruit of the false promises of 

liberty, of justice made during the dreadful slaughter of 1914-1918 and left without 

fulfilment after the passing of the storm’.75 Despite these common roots, the UIC was 

always something of an uneasy coalition, enjoying an equally uneasy relationship with the 

PCF into whose orbit it soon came. Antilleans, West Africans, North Africans, 
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Vietnamese, Madagascans, and so on brought to the table very different experiences of, 

and consequently stances towards, both French imperialism and race. Not all, moreover, 

were comfortable with the increasing influence of the PCF. Political tensions over 

communism and the desirability of national independence combined with ethnic tensions 

to split the UIC in 1926. At the League Against Imperialism’s conference at Brussels in 

1927, Clainville-Bloncourt represented the remnants of the UIC, while others attended as 

delegates of their new organisations: Abdelkader Hadj Ali of the Étoile Nord-Africaine 

(North African Star); Lamine Senghor of the Comité de défense de la race nègre 

(Committee for the Defence of the Negro Race); but not, notably, the other UIC leading 

light, Nguyen The Truyen of the Parti annamite de l’indépendance (Annamite 

Independence Party).76 

The UIC’s importance for Antillean anticolonialism was therefore not in its longevity. 

Nor, indeed, was it in its transatlantic reach. Le Paria’s circulation was modest, nothing 

like the Negro World achieved in the Anglophone transnational black public sphere. The 

paper did, however, count among its subscribers the ‘comrades of the groupe J. Jaurès de 

la Martinique’, who doubtless pored over it in their discussion groups above Del’s shop.77 

What the UIC did offer was a space in which Antillean députés, Lagrosillière, of course, 

but also on occasion Boisneuf, could meet and exchange ideas with other colonials.78 On 

17 October 1924, for example, Lagrosillière appeared on a UIC platform alongside 

Clainville-Bloncourt, Sarotte, Hadj Ali, and Truyen to discuss ‘Fascism in the Vieilles 

Colonies’ in the wake of the 11 May scandal, and ‘The Colonial Policy of the Bloc des 

Gauches’.79 At the meeting, which came some months after he had lost his seat as député, 
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Lagrosillière characterised the latter as ‘a sort of fascism, perhaps more terrible than that 

of Mussolini because not practiced openly’.80  

Rubbing shoulders with these Antillean communists and other UIC members, many of 

whom were to play leading roles in anticolonial nationalist movements in their own 

colonies, Lagrosillière encountered more systemic anti-imperial critiques grounded in 

anti-capitalism. These entwined projects had long been latent in Antillean socialist 

thought. The vision of an Antillean working class uniting with their metropolitan 

counterparts had always placed more stress on the defeat of capitalism and, insofar as it 

focused on the Antilles’ relationship with France, was more anticolonial than it was truly 

anti-imperial. In the metropole, though, Clainville-Bloncourt and his fellow Antilleans 

had developed these latent tendencies in dialogue with other colonial peoples. At a 

meeting on 29 March 1925, Clainville-Bloncourt outlined how, a surveillance report 

summarised, ‘colonisation constitutes everywhere a regime of violent oppression’, citing 

‘in Guadeloupe, the recent assassination of striking workers, in British India, the attacks 

committed by British imperialism against Hindus’.81 Far from being an internal 

constitutional question which could be solved through départementalisation, the sickness 

which ailed Guadeloupe was simply one manifestation of the disease of European 

imperialism worldwide. At the same meeting at which Lagrosillière denounced the Bloc 

des Gauches’ fascism, Clainville-Bloncourt and Sarotte together argued that colonial 

oppression was driven by the dictates of a capitalist global economy increasingly 

dominated by the USA, against which the only counterweight was Moscow. Viewed from 
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the Antilles, the focus was on Martinique and Guadeloupe’s freedom from colonial rule; 

viewed from Paris, the focus was the ‘Great World Revolution’.82 

Lagrosillière’s speech at the SFIO congress reflected this broader perspective, marking a 

distinct development and radicalisation of his vision in 1911. By 1926, Lagrosillière was 

far more explicit on the relationship between capitalism and imperialism. ‘The colonies’, 

he argued, ‘entered the world economy…through their capitalist metropoles, to which 

they are closely bound at least from an economic point of view, and will be more and 

more so, and whose evolution in the framework of the existing order they will necessarily, 

inevitably follow, until the rupture of this order by the transformation of capitalist 

ownership into social ownership’. Capitalism and imperialism, Lagrosillière reasoned, 

together sowed the seeds of their own mutual destruction. The global capitalist economy 

was structured around empire. Metropolitan workers could not live without colonial 

goods, and colonial workers could not live without metropolitan products. As 

metropolitan and colonial economies became ever more entwined, so too were the bonds 

of solidarity between these workers strengthened. A truly socialist colonial policy, then, 

would see the overthrow of capitalism in the colonies, where it was most advanced and 

workers most oppressed, and metropole as two wings of the same project.83 

The UIC’s most committed Antillean members followed a trajectory from this point away 

from their earlier, largely assimilationist position towards a more radical stance which, 

from 1924, was already coming to embrace national independence.84 This was a path 

illuminated essentially by a set of arguments developed by Lenin during the war. In this 

understanding, the nation-state was a capitalist formation and therefore a necessary stage 
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in historical development, since socialism was to come through capitalism. This belief, 

together with the simple reality of the surge of anticolonial nationalism across Eastern 

Europe and Asia, informed the Comintern’s policy, only reversed in 1928, of 

collaborating with ‘bourgeois nationalists’ in pursuit of independence for colonial 

peoples.85 By the time of the League Against Imperialism’s Brussels Conference in 1927, 

the UIC’s Antillean communists’ embrace of national independence was complete. 

Clainville-Bloncourt’s speech took the delegates on a tour of Antillean history, beginning 

with the destruction of the islands’ indigenous populations, the horrors of enslavement, 

and their post-emancipation ‘betrayal’ by a France which would forever deny them the 

free exercise of their theoretical rights as citizens. And now, he continued, just as it had 

‘trafficked the flesh of black slaves’, France planned to pay its war debts by trafficking the 

islands to the USA, an imperialist power whose similar dishonesty was to be found in 

Wilson’s denial of self-determination to Haiti. ‘French imperialism or American 

imperialism, it is similar for us’, he concluded, but Antilleans wished to ‘demand our 

independence’.86 

The Comintern’s insistence on national independence had never met with universal 

approval, not least with the GJJ, and it was here that Lagrosillière too parted ways with 

fellow Antilleans like Clainville-Bloncourt.87 If imperialism and capitalism marched 

hand-in-hand, Lagrosillière told his gathered audience, ‘insofar as it seems rational to 

envisage the definitive solution to the colonial problem, as a function of the definitive 

solution to the capitalist problem itself, so does it seem illogical, contrary to Marxism, 

contrary to the law of capitalist evolution, dangerous for the colonies themselves and their 

populations, to propose a sort of general and transitional reform of colonialism, within the 
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very framework of the capitalist order’. To place colonies under the auspices of the 

League of Nations, no more than a cabal of capitalist states, was simply to replace one 

form of tyranny with another. But, to propose, as the Comintern did, immediate national 

independence was to leave these postcolonial nation-states prey to unrestrained 

exploitation by these same capitalist powers.88 This articulation of the problem of 

sovereignty made explicit one of the principles underlying so much political thought in 

the interwar Caribbean, and reflected the pragmatism thrust upon political leaders like 

Lagrosillière who did not enjoy what Wilder has called the ‘luxury of abstraction’.89 

National independence was not a satisfactory form of decolonisation, because freedom 

within the existing capitalist world order for small islands with dependent economies was 

not true freedom.  

Lagrosillière recognised the need to construct a wider framework within which colonial 

freedom might be realised. Later Black Atlantic thinkers, of course, turned to federation 

and to internationalist mechanisms like the New International Economic Order.90 

Lagrosillière’s vision, however, was a form of non-national, non-sovereign colonial 

emancipation closer in tone to the Commonwealth of Nations imagined by his 

Anglophone contemporaries. Both made the mutual dependence of metropole and colony 

their starting point, and both rejected an international order based on the sovereign nation-

state. Since, Lagrosillière argued, the ultimate realisation of human development was the 

end of capitalism and its replacement with a ‘global federalism, based on the international 

organisation of production’, and since metropoles and colonies were already so 

economically integrated, the logical next step was for empires to reconstitute themselves 

into unified economic areas based on internal free trade, state control of agriculture and 
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industry, and the protection of workers’ rights.91 For Lagrosillière, looking to the French 

imperial tradition, the nation-state represented an unnecessary intermediary stage on the 

path to a universal socialist future. Assimilation, not national independence, would be the 

means of bringing about ‘the reconciliation of peoples and races’ and ‘their union in 

socialist civilisation’.92 By this process, the problems of freedom and sovereignty would 

be solved forever. 

For Lagrosillière, then, Antillean assimilationism therefore provided the model for 

postcolonial freedom. He took up the principle of plurality adopted by the conseils 

généraux and used it to explode the Republic from within. If assimilation did not mean 

uniformity, then a radically different type of France was imaginable. Although he 

described this new polity as a ‘confederation’, what Lagrosillière described was a federal 

French republic. Assimilation would provide all colonised peoples, even those who chose 

to retain their ‘statut personnel’, with the same ‘civil and political rights’; this included 

representation in local elected bodies and the new federal French parliament. This went 

far beyond the ‘jus civitatis’ he had proposed in 1911. The expanded parliament would 

retain its supremacy, insofar as it would legislate for the entirety of the post-imperial 

polity. Meanwhile, local assemblies in the former colonies would have financial 

autonomy, at least in matters of taxation, and the right to amend legislation to suit local 

customs and circumstances.93 This form of assimilation, then, was ‘perfectly compatible 

with the greatest decentralisation, with expanded local liberties, and respect owed to 

populations’ mores, customs, and beliefs’.94 
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Along with administrative plurality, then, would come the possibility of cultural plurality. 

There was a certain unresolved tension in Lagrosillière’s vision here. Whether colonial 

peoples were to be granted these citizenship rights immediately was never spelled out, and 

the speech contained more than a flavour of the developmentalist rhetoric of the colonial 

official. At the same time, though, it made clear that political assimilation did not entail 

complete cultural assimilation. Instead, a combination of republican and socialist 

universalism would unite workers of all races. Indeed, although Lagrosillière was less 

interested in both race and culture, it is important to note how his radical aspirations for 

départementalisation prefigured those developed later by Césaire, still a student in 

Martinique when the former député’s speech was published. As in Césaire’s famous 

Discours sur le colonialisme (1950), assimilation as imagined by Lagrosillière here would 

create a post-imperial, culturally-plural French Republic through which the victims of 

colonial modernity, the colonised but also colonising proletariat, could find security from 

American capitalism and together promote what Césaire called ‘true humanism’.95 

Moreover, as Césaire would later develop, Lagrosillière’s post-imperial federation was a 

staunchly national project, but one which represented a reconfiguration of the territorial 

and cultural bases of the French nation itself. His goal was to forestall and redirect 

anticolonial nationalism through an integration which would reanimate ‘the ideal of 

revolutionary France’ in the hearts and minds of its colonial subjects.96 It was this 

revolutionary tradition, not metropolitan culture, which defined France. Indeed, he argued, 

this was assimilation ‘as conceived of by all the republican regimes which have followed 

in France since the Revolution’, not the caricature which imperial theoreticians and 

policymakers had made of it in order to facilitate capitalist domination.97 This is not to 
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imply a direct line of inheritance from Lagrosillière to Césaire, but merely to note that 

many of the core questions with which the Négritude generation wrestled, and many of 

the approaches which they developed further, were already circulating in the Antilles 

during their formative years. The assimilation mitigée which Lagrosillière called for was, 

in this context, not only the rectification of a constitutional anomaly, but the leading edge 

of a project to remake the entire world. Antillean assimilation was an example of how 

global racial hierarchies could be dismantled, the wounds left by capitalism and 

colonialism healed, and the future prepared for a socialist world civilisation. 

This was Lagrosillière at his most ambitious and wide-ranging. At home in the Antilles, 

the local press had provocatively framed the choice between assimilation intégrale and 

gouvernement général to its readers as a question of race and civilisation: ‘either to be a 

citizen of the Metropole, or to be a Congolese nègre’.98 The Le Conte Commission’s 

dualism encouraged a narrowly ‘Antillean’ response. All the same, Boisneuf was a prime 

example of how Antillean assimilationism could be anticolonial without being strictly 

anti-imperial. He warned that gouvernement général was a scheme liable to ‘impinge on 

our rights as French citizens, to make us regress via indirect or oblique routes towards the 

condition of the French subjects of the new colonies, who, in reality, are only French 

insofar as the national flag floats above their territory’.99 

By contrast, Léon Hanna-Charley, a Pointe-à-Pitre-born teacher, regular contributor to 

Schoelcher, and president of the Groupe du Souvenir de Victor Schoelcher (Group for the 

Memory of Victor Schoelcher), was a comparatively isolated voice calling on Antilleans 

to identify as ‘Africans and nègres’.100 Hanna-Charley, drawing on René Maran and Kojo 
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Tovalou Houénou’s Les Continents, and most likely the Negro World too, had come to see 

black peoples’ oppression the world over as connected.101 He used his speeches at the 

annual celebration of Schoelcher’s birth to draw an audience for his views. Slavery in 

Hanna-Charley’s telling was a story of violent resistance, marronage, blood, and sweat, 

and abolition an event unimaginable without this pressure; the post-1848 years, similarly, 

were a tale of rights wrenched from the grip of their former masters, desperate to maintain 

the pre-emancipation order and make freedom a problem.102 But Antilleans, Hanna-

Charley argued, had been taught to forget these lessons in unity. And, to facilitate their 

subordination, they had been taught to denigrate their blackness, and to forget great black 

civilisations like Ancient Egypt and their contribution to the evolution of humanity.103 The 

desire for assimilation, then, was a product of self-loathing, a form of ‘de-assimilation’ 

insofar as it sought to alienate Antilleans from their true selves. As much as they had 

clamoured for assimilation, he said, Guadeloupe’s politicians had always sought 

‘assimilation mitigée’, financial autonomy, up to and including the Le Conte Commission. 

Aware of its practical impossibility, Antillean politicians sought assimilation ‘in order, in 

reality, to protest against any confusion possible and, you imagine, degrading with a race 

which, you believe, has no value’ and to ‘merge yourselves, with another race’.104 

Schoelcher was therefore to be celebrated not as the father of assimilationism, a now-

outdated policy, but as a figure who had recognised their humanity and set them on the 

path to self-actualisation. For Hanna-Charley, the way to achieve this was to shift, as 

France had done, to ‘association’ or ‘cooperation’. This policy would maintain them 

within the French structures which provided the setting for greater liberty, and moral, 
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economic and intellectual development, while also allowing them to draw on elements of 

European civilisation to develop characteristics already inherent in their own race without 

being subsumed.105 Boisneuf took Hanna-Charley to task in the pages of La Petite Patrie 

in 1924 for what he interpreted as a lack of deference to Schoelcher’s memory. More 

revealing, however, was the quotation he provided, in which Schoelcher stated that the 

wounds of slavery were to be healed by making the former slave a ‘French citizen’ able to 

enjoy ‘Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité’.106 For Boisneuf, as for so many others, it was this 

ideal of a supposedly race-blind republicanism, not racial unity, which would bring about 

true freedom. 

If this, then, was Lagrosillière at his most wide-ranging, it was also Lagrosillière the 

tactician, playing to his audience and positioning himself to win back a seat in the 

Chambre des députés or even Sénat. Before the UIC, Lagrosillière proclaimed himself a 

communist, inspired by Marx’s writings to abandon his naïve social democratic 

convictions; before the SFIO here, he challenged Marxist theory and Comintern policy.107 

Indeed, his position within the UIC was always somewhat ambiguous. Clainville-

Bloncourt came to view the former député as at best careerist, while Truyen, less 

forgiving, suggested that he was a government spy who should be barred from future 

meetings.108 At home in Martinique, meanwhile, where he was maire of Sainte-Marie 

from 1910 to 1936, he knew how to alter his register and swap the cause of universal 

humanity for the connected but more grounded, everyday concerns of wages and labour 

laws. When, as La Paix reported, some workers allegedly believed that assimilation 
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intégrale would see wages rise to 50 francs per day, knowing how to scale one’s views 

mattered.109 

 

‘Khaki Bolshevism’ in Trinidad 

Harvey Neptune has argued that this generation of anticolonial thinkers in Trinidad was 

limited to ‘protesting Great Britain’s autocratic Crown Colony rule’, and ‘petition[ing] for 

“home rule,” all the while retaining allegiance to the British Empire’. For them, he 

continues, ‘existing West Indian problems were indictments of incompetent administrators 

– not of the imperial idea itself’.110 As we have seen, this was not entirely fair to the 

period before 1923, and it was certainly not true of the years between then and 1930. 

In some senses, the political futures imagined at the end of the 1920s looked very similar 

to those formulated years earlier. ‘Empire and all that is Imperialism must go’, Cipriani 

declared as he took to the stage alongside Marryshow at a rally for self-government in St. 

George’s, Grenada on 15 September 1929. But, from its ‘ashes’ would ‘rise, phoenix-like, 

a Commonwealth of Free nations where you or I or any member of the British Empire 

would have the right to go forward and do his little bit’.111 Here, once more, was the idea 

that disembedding the West Indies from direct political rule would bring about their equal 

integration into a fundamentally transformed, post-imperial polity. Outwardly, the only 

innovation was the term used to denote this polity, the ‘Commonwealth of Nations’, 

which gained traction in the mid-1920s. Marryshow, as we have seen, used the term 

‘commonwealth’ in a similar way in November 1918, but it was not until later that it took 
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off in imperial reformist circles in the islands and in Britain. Though their full 

membership seemed endlessly deferred, changing power dynamics within the empire 

encouraged British West Indian observers to keep faith in their predictions. Most 

important, of course, for an aspiring Dominion was the 1926 Balfour Formula, which 

codified the relationship between Britain and the Dominions by designating them all 

‘autonomous Communities within the British Empire, equal in status, in no way 

subordinate one to another in any aspect of their domestic or external affairs, though 

united by a common allegiance to the Crown, and freely associated as members of the 

British Commonwealth of nations’.112 

Familiar too was the belief, still stronger among Trinidadian, Barbadian, and Grenadian 

thinkers, that the islands would take their place, Cipriani stated at the 1930 

Commonwealth Labour Conference, as ‘a federated West Indies, with a West Indies 

Parliament, run and controlled by the inhabitants of those colonies’.113 The principle was 

the same as ever; divided, the islands would be unable to make their voices heard and to 

protect their own interests, whereas united into ‘a Great Dominion’, they would be able to 

compete with the other Dominions and enjoy a ‘definite and honoured place in the 

Councils of the Empire’.114 Indeed, with the spectre of cession to the USA still looming 

occasionally into view, with all the dangers of ‘Jim Crow and the Lynch law’ that it 

entailed, the safety in numbers offered by a ‘United West Indies’ appeared all the more 

important.115 

In other senses, though, these visions, and the critique of empire which fed them, had 

begun to change fundamentally. Socialism, for so long influential in the Antilles, finally 
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came to shape British Caribbean anticolonialism, combining with a more distinctively 

nationalist approach. Armed with new ways of diagnosing the problems of freedom and 

sovereignty, and propelled forward by the early stirrings of genuinely popular electoral 

politics, West Indians began to propose new solutions; these could be at once national, 

federal, pan-national, and universal.  

At the leading edge of these changes was Trinidad and, in particular, Cipriani. Arthur 

Andrew Cipriani was an unlikely figure to lead the development of Caribbean anticolonial 

nationalism. Born on 31 January 1875, he belonged to the same generation as his 

Antillean counterparts like Lagrosillière and Candace. Far from the son or grandson of the 

enslaved, however, Cipriani was a member of one of Trinidad’s French Creole families, 

roughly equivalent to the Antillean békés or blancs-pays. The Cipriani family, originally 

from Corsica, was in fact closely related to the Bonapartes responsible for the 

reintroduction of slavery in the Antilles.116 Describing the social milieu of the late 

nineteenth-century French Creoles into which he himself had been born in 1887, F.J. de 

Verteuil later wrote that ‘[a]bout a dozen families were intimate, the others just did not 

exist’.117 Although his father had been a planter in Santa Cruz, A.A. Cipriani’s branch of 

the family, at least, did not in this respect exist. After attending the prestigious St. Mary’s 

College until the age of sixteen, Cipriani needed to find work. Shunning encouragement to 

train as a veterinary surgeon, he instead became a racehorse trainer. He followed the 

racing circuit around Trinidad, Barbados, and British Guiana, becoming secretary of 

Trinidad’s Breeders’ Association, and finding work in the gaps between on his friends’ 

and relatives’ cocoa estates. But while his uncle, Emmanuel Cipriani, had been a 

philanthropically minded mayor of Port of Spain, the younger Cipriani showed little 
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interest in political life. ‘[T]hough well-known in racing circles’, C.L.R. James wrote of 

him in 1932, he ‘was on the whole a rather solitary man, going about in his khaki trousers 

and khaki tunic open at the neck, an inconspicuous figure of no particular importance’.118 

Cipriani spent the war struggling against the forces of imperialism. First, colonial 

authorities whose support for a black West Indian contingent was at best lukewarm; then, 

the Recruiting Committee, who ‘had no real sympathy’ for the BWIR, and one of whose 

members, George F. Huggins, was responsible for the all-white Merchants’ Contingent.119 

And then, finally, when a 42-year-old Cipriani was commissioned in 1917 as part of 

Trinidad’s third contingent, he encountered innumerable ‘irregularities and injustices’ 

which, he concluded, ‘were perpetrated chiefly because the B.W.I. was a regiment of 

blacks’. If the space devoted to them in his account is a guide, the abuse of courts-martial 

was especially important to him, striking at the very heart of his sense of British 

‘justice’.120 After the Armistice, he and a small network of ex-officers worked until at 

least 1921 to seek redress for the individuals concerned, and the BWIR as a whole.121 By 

the end of the war, then, Cipriani had become, in the words of a BWIR private, one of 

‘[o]ur Trinidad idols’, whom the ex-servicemen proposed to personally bear through the 

streets in a carriage on their return home.122 Cipriani wasted no time in joining the TWA 

during its rebirth in 1919. He rose to its Management Committee and Executive 

Committee by 1921, and was elected president in 1923.123 
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As the 1920s wore on, Cipriani began to ask different questions about colonial rule. 

Earlier anticolonial critiques had ploughed a well-worn furrow: liberalisation had made 

the islands poor; poverty had degraded their populations; and Crown Colony government 

made it impossible to do anything about it. More systemic critiques of imperialism had 

never quite landed. Marryshow’s Cycles, for example, had come close to replicating a Du 

Boisian analysis of European imperialism, without quite fully embracing the great African 

American’s socialist optic.124 Cipriani, for his part, was not much of a writer, nor as a 

thinker was he as ‘polished’ or ‘scholarly’ as some. ‘As an orator’, though, James 

suggested in 1932, ‘he is the best in Trinidad, and one of the best we have had here for 

many years’.125 During the 1920s, in his countless speeches up and down the length of 

Trinidad, around the islands, and in Britain, Cipriani developed a more systemic critique 

of imperialism than any other mainstream West Indian politician at the time, and set the 

tone for much of what was to come in the 1930s.  

Cipriani’s anticolonial thought was deeply shaped by his position at the head of the TWA. 

The intersection of a strong labour movement with the forces of constitutional reform was 

unique to Trinidad in these years, and shaped the way Cipriani thought about the problem 

of freedom. From the cane fields, Cipriani heard stories of brutal overseers and low pay; 

from the oil fields, tales of segregation and American racism. In his dusty office on St. 

Vincent Street, Port of Spain, he received deputation after deputation, signed petitions, 

and dispensed small change to those in need.126 As chairman of the Relief Fund 

Committee, which supported Trinidad’s ex-servicemen on a shoestring budget, he 

dispensed aid to his former comrades. He was among the many recipients of Philip 
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Casimir’s petitions during the 1920s, a case Cipriani described to the Colonial Secretary 

as ‘a very sad one’.127 In a 1927 letter to the governor’s wife, Lady Byatt, Casimir referred 

to the various job applications made on his behalf by Cipriani, and credited the TWA’s 

president entirely with the Relief Fund’s assistance: ‘Captain Ciprianni is the only one 

that take the responsibility upon himself to give me 6d. per day as a help and also a house 

rent of $2,16 per month otherwise myself and family would of have to sleep underneath 

the tree [all sic]’, he wrote candidly.128  

Connected, and no less influential, were transnational influences. While historians have 

tended to stress the importance of black internationalist and communist circuits to 

Caribbean anticolonialism, most crucial to the intellectual tradition represented by 

Cipriani were ties to metropolitan socialism.129 The Labour Party’s post-war ascendancy, 

in fact, did more to shape popular anticolonialism in the British Caribbean in the 1920s 

and 1930s than almost any other factor. The timing of Cipriani’s encounter with socialist 

ideas is hard to pinpoint. His 1925 visit to Britain, though, seems to have been important. 

Shortly after his return, the Labour Leader began a new column, ‘The Socialist Corner’, 

and in April 1926 Cipriani and Howard-Bishop established a Trinidad branch of the 

Fabian Society.130 

Due in large measure to Cipriani’s tireless efforts, the TWA and other political 

organisations on the Caribbean left deepened their attachment to Labour during the 1920s. 

The TWA had long been affiliated to Labour, through whom their grievances could be 

raised in the House of Commons. MPs Thomas Summerbell and, from 1910, Joseph 
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Pointer represented Trinidadian concerns, and Pointer even visited the colony in October 

1912.131 Returning the visit, Howard-Bishop had travelled to Britain in 1921, meeting 

with MPs like Ben Spoor to discuss trade union legislation, the seditious publications bill, 

and representative government.132 Cipriani continued to deepen these links, representing 

Caribbean concerns at numerous Commonwealth Labour Conferences, and using these 

trips to move in Labour circles and forge alliances with MPs, notably West Bromwich’s 

Frederick Owen Roberts, who made a return visit to the islands in 1926.133  

Socialism pushed Cipriani to think more systemically about the problems faced by the 

TWA’s members. Crown Colony rule was an obvious obstacle to their welfare. As he 

explained at the 1928 Commonwealth Labour Conference, Trinidad ‘was run under a 

Crown Colony Government, and this was nothing but A GLORIFIED FORM OF 

AUTOCRACY’. Under Wood’s reforms, the seven elected members could still be easily 

outvoted, so ‘[i]n practice, the people found that they had gained little’: cane farmers were 

still ‘exploited’, labour laws were regressive, and poverty was grinding. The ‘salvation’ of 

Trinidad, and the other islands, he concluded, ‘lies through the one and only channel – 

self-determination’.134 But where others had largely stopped there, Cipriani then went on 

to diagnose the evils afflicting the Caribbean as the result not only of a now obsolete form 

of colonial government, but as the structural products of capitalist imperialism itself. 

Trinidad’s oil and asphalt, he argued, were plundered at unsustainable rates and the profits 

diverted abroad. Picking up a topic to which he and other TWA representatives returned 

time and again in the Legislative Council, he explained that the island did not ‘reap a fair 
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share of the benefits’.135 From oil-related exports worth £1,560,579 in 1925, the colony 

had drawn royalties of just £40,099, and ordinary workers salaries of under ten cents per 

hour.136 More broadly, then, Britain’s Caribbean colonies were ‘a field for the exploitation 

of the capitalist (British and foreign) under which the worker is defrauded, pilloried and 

exploited, while these islands are being bled white’. They were bound in political terms to 

submit to ‘the domination of the uneducated favourites and spoilt children of Downing 

Street’, and in economic terms to seeing ‘the wealth of these islands controlled and 

disposed of by the gang of speculators who direct, with nothing short of junker despotism, 

how these Colonial assets are to be disposed of without the slightest regard to the advice 

or wishes of the people, who, when all is said and done, are its rightful owners’.137 

Political subjugation, underdevelopment, and extractive colonialism went hand-in-hand, 

as Cipriani argued at a 1929 rally for self-government. The colonial authorities 

encouraged the ‘merciless exploitation’ of Trinidad’s oil and, then, when ‘our leading 

officials go home after their term of service…They will sit in London and draw pay from 

the same Oil Companies which they are to-day allowing to exploit the country’. ‘To-day’, 

he continued, ‘we have Mr. A.G. Bell, late Director of Public Works in this Colony sitting 

in London as a director of the Anglo-Persian Company and drawing money from the same 

source because he too had sacrificed the country’.138 As Sangster had noted in Jamaica 

some years earlier, constitutional reform alone was not enough; representative or self-

government did not put food in people’s mouths. But, Cipriani argued, if self-government 

alone did not represent substantive freedom, nor did economic prosperity. Rather, political 

autonomy would provide the means to disentangle the Caribbean from a web of foreign, 
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including imperial, capital. In its place would come a formula cribbed from the Fabian 

Society: ‘the reorganization of the society by the emancipation of land and industrial 

capital from individual ownership, and the resting of them in the community for the 

general benefit’. In short, state ownership of natural resources, and government-assisted 

agriculture.139 

This vision remained somewhat vaguely expressed, but it nonetheless suggested the way 

in which the TWA’s socialist anticolonialism grounded a popular nationalist programme 

whose combination of scale and sophistication no British Caribbean group had previously 

developed. From the very first elections to the new, reformed legislative council in 1925, 

the TWA stood on an explicitly nationalist platform. Within a linear, evolutionary 

understanding of national development, it seemed obvious that ‘Trinidad for the 

Trinidadians’, a slogan revived from the late nineteenth-century reform movement, would 

have the same effect as ‘Canada for the Canadians, Australia for the Australians’, and so 

on. From the vantage point of the 1920s, of course, it seemed as though national 

development had been accelerated the world over. India was ‘seething with rebellion and 

sedition’; Ireland had ‘waded through blood for centuries’; Scotland was ‘clamouring for 

Home Rule’; and one could point, as Krishna Deonarine, president of the TWA’s San 

Fernando branch did, to China, Egypt, and Africa for still more examples of this post-war 

ferment.140 In short, as Tito Achong formerly of the outspoken Argos newspaper, wrote in 

support of Cipriani’s 1925 electoral campaign, it was clear that nationalism was not ‘a 

“white man’s” preserve to be used only in the North Temperate Zone’.141  
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The TWA, however, saw Trinidadian nationalism as vested in wider political forms at 

regional, diasporic, and international levels. The development of strong nationalist politics 

did not spell the end for federation. Instead, federation emerged as the vehicle for an 

island nationhood which was thought to be otherwise unrealistic. Cipriani and the TWA 

left the contours of such a federation vague, perhaps sensitive to the sorts of concerns 

which had divided the WIFL and which continued to arouse suspicions about any federal 

scheme. But, as a Labour Leader editorial described in July 1927, the ‘most desirable end’ 

was ‘confederacy of these fragmentary portions ol [sic] Empire’, suggesting a relatively 

loose arrangement. The islands’ ‘full political heritage’ would come ‘under the name of 

the “Dominion of the West Indies”’, whose main function was to allow its constituent 

nations to enjoy ‘those autonomous powers which have relieved those larger portions of 

the British Empire, not only of the banality of Crown Colony rule, but also of the iron 

hand in a velvet glove of our masters In [sic] Downing Street’.142 Federation was a means 

to an end, a mechanism for achieving equal integration into the Commonwealth of 

Nations for small, easily overlooked islands, more than it was the realisation, as 

Marryshow imagined, of a West Indian nation. 

Campaigning ahead of the colony’s first ever legislative council elections, Cipriani told a 

boisterous crowd at Port of Spain’s Princes Building that ‘you cannot vote for Major Rust 

even though he might be the best and most honest man in the world because he is an 

Englishman – that was the reason and greatest reason that disqualified him’.143 But, as 

with nation and federation, this anticolonial nationalism was not positioned as antithetical 

to Britishness. Instead, Britishness itself was to be redefined away from its racial and 

territorial bases, to become, as Marryshow’s wartime poem ‘Not!’ had described it, a 
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question of ‘spirit and not soil [emphasis in original]’.144 In a sense, Cipriani and others 

looked ahead to the Balfour Formula and the way in which the idea of the Commonwealth 

of Nations decentred Britain. In another campaign speech in 1925, Cipriani told an 

audience at Liberty Hall, Port of Spain that ‘the British Empire’ to which they were still 

‘loyal and devoted’ was ‘a confraternity of the free nations of the world and England was 

only one little spot in it’.145 He wished, he said on another occasion, to excise the 

‘miserable canker, that was eating out at the hearts of the people that the Englishmen 

stood ahead, stood supreme’.146  

This newly decentred Britishness was to be articulated around, on the one hand, 

attachment to the monarchy, and on the other, possession of a set of liberal values and 

democratic institutions. If applied to all, these supposedly British principles of democracy, 

justice, and so on would explode the empire from within. But Trinidadians were, Cipriani 

stressed, ‘not trying to set up an Independent Republic’, nor were they ‘asking to be 

attached to any other nationality under God’s sun’. A Trinidadian nation would ‘remain as 

one of the free nations belonging to the great confraternity of nations – the British 

Empire’.147 In fact, if nationhood was the route to accessing and exercising self-

government, then, as Cipriani told a gathered crowd on the eve of his departure for 

England in 1925, ‘Trinidad for the Trinidadians’ was the means for the island to shake off 

forever ‘the clank of the chain and the snap of the whip’ and to realise their status as ‘free 

British Subjects’.148 Far from representing opposing forces, Caribbean nationalism was to 

be the means through which the islands secured their status as British, with all the political 

and, as we will see, economic benefits this implied. In this sense, it represented a 
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development of older arguments for closer imperial unity advanced by the likes of Lord 

Milner. As John Darwin has noted, many of these figures welcomed ostensibly 

disintegrative measures like the Balfour Formula, reasoning that ‘the ultimate reunion of 

the “British nations”—to which they still looked forward—could only take place once the 

Dominions were recognized (and regarded themselves) as British peoples on a par with 

those of the United Kingdom’.149 

The TWA’s anticolonial nationalism, though, was positioned not in relation to Britain as it 

actually existed, but to a fundamentally transformed, socialist Britain. Self-government, 

and therefore the Caribbean’s transformation, Cipriani confidently predicted throughout 

the 1920s, was to come through the medium of a Labour administration.150 Cipriani’s 

speech marking the official beginning of the TWA’s campaign for self-government in 

January 1929, for example, found him, in familiar fashion, brandishing and reading from a 

Labour pamphlet. Labour and the Nation, in this instance, a revised version of the Labour 

platform, expressed its ‘grave concern’ at the ‘appalling evils produced by the capitalistic 

exploitation in certain of the tropical and sub-tropical parts of the British Commonwealth 

of Nations’. Labour, it continued, believed that ‘all the dependencies of the Crown ought, 

as soon as possible, to become self-governing States’.151 The Caribbean’s place in this 

scheme seemed too obvious to need repeating. 

As on the Antillean left, this transformation of the colonial empire was understood as 

simply one part of a process of socialist evolution taking place in the metropole. For 

Cipriani, Howard-Bishop, and others, the TWA’s affiliation to Labour was not simply 

nominal; it represented their unity in the struggle against capitalism. When Ramsay 
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MacDonald formed the first Labour government in 1924, some 2000 took to the streets of 

Port of Spain, gathering at the Princes Building to hear Cipriani talk of ‘our recent 

victory’.152 In practical terms, too, the TWA gathered donations for Labour’s 1929 

election campaign, the Labour Leader proudly announcing that donors ‘shall have the 

pleasure of knowing that they too had shared in the great fight for Socialistic Power and 

Principle, and had thereby materially contributed to the mental, moral, social and political 

uplift of the entire human family’.153 If anything, this overstated the universalism of the 

TWA’s actual political platform; although socialist, the TWA was hardly internationalist 

in outlook. Meetings took place to the strains of the ‘Red Flag’, and Cipriani attended the 

Labour and Socialist International’s congress in Brussels in August 1928, but in both 

rhetorical and practical terms the association tended to identify less with global labour 

than with Labour.154 

As with Lagrosillière, finally, the implications of Cipriani’s vision in racial terms were 

more significant than he tended to let on. Race tended to recede into the background 

behind both nation and class in his framing of the Commonwealth of Nations. This was 

unsurprising for the white leader of a multiracial labour organisation. Importantly, though, 

what Cipriani proposed was compatible with the types of Garveyist thought which had 

established themselves in Trinidad. For example, although occupying divergent 

ideological poles, it is easy to see the crossover between the TWA’s goal of nationalised 

industries and Garvey’s call for black capitalism. More broadly, the UNIA battled 

constantly and with only moderate success against a belief that Garveyism entailed 

‘wholesale repatriation’ to Africa.155 The solution adopted was to largely strip Garveyism 
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of its statist connotations. Comparing Garvey with Sun Yat-Sen’s foreign minister, the 

Trinidad-born anti-imperialist Eugene Chen, for example, Howard-Bishop sought to 

uncouple race from nation. Chinese redemption was both racial and national, he 

suggested, impelled by common purpose, linguistic unity, and military force; African 

redemption, by contrast, lacking these features, was only racial, and Garvey’s followers 

could not hope in the near future to ‘function in the eyes of the nations as do Chen and the 

Nationalists of China’.156 If racial unity was necessary but not sufficient for national unity, 

the key was to reorientate Garvey’s lessons from Africa towards the Caribbean. 

Cipriani and the TWA may have represented the leading edge of anticolonial nationalism 

in the British Caribbean, but they were not alone. E.F.L. Wood’s 1922 report had 

concluded that the ‘wave of democratic sentiment…powerfully stimulated by the War’ 

would prove ‘irresistible’ in the long term.157 Sure enough, the concessions which 

followed proved unable to stem the tide of greater local autonomy for long. Across the 

islands, comparable forms of nationalist labour politics began to flower. Intra-regional 

migration, the circulation of papers like the Labour Leader, and concerted efforts on the 

part of the TWA to regionalise its efforts ahead of a future federation all worked in 

tandem.158 In Grenada, the introduction of electoral politics brought Marryshow into the 

Legislative Council.159 In 1929, Cipriani travelled to Grenada, where he pushed 

Marryshow towards Labour and inspired the later creation of a Grenada Workingmen’s 

Association modelled on the TWA.160 
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In Barbados, the rise of the Democratic League (DL) and its industrial arm, the Barbados 

Workingmen’s Association (BWA), testified to similar social and political processes at 

work. The DL/BWA’s founder, Charles Duncan O’Neal, had been an Independent Labour 

Party councillor in Sunderland, and had been inspired by the TWA while working in 

Trinidad.161 The DL/BWA, as with the TWA, had a certain amount of crossover in both 

membership and ideas with the local UNIA.162 Wickham, who continued to look forward 

to a future of peoples ‘not alike perhaps in colour, but alike in our common humanity and 

in our common and glorious citizenship’, was an example of this melding of socialist, 

nationalist, pan-Africanist, and post-imperialist ideas.163 

In Jamaica, finally, these more expansive visions of reform remained largely separate 

from legislative council politics, still rather insular in outlook in all senses of the word.164 

Jamaica, though, as we shall see, was already beginning to feel the impact of emigrants 

returning from around the circum-Caribbean region and beyond. One of these, no less 

than Garvey himself, stood on a Dominion platform, reprising his pre-war political 

investments. Writing in his new newspaper, the Blackman, in 1929, Garvey declared 

confidently that ‘[f]ederation of the West Indies with Dominion Status is the 

consummation of Negro aspiration in this Archipelago’.165 

 

Independence in dependence 
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The acceleration of anticolonial nationalism which followed the First World War forced 

the British Caribbean to confront anew the problem of sovereignty. How, if emancipated 

once more to the market, could scattered islands with dependent, export-based economies 

flourish in a globalised world? For a later generation of nationalist politicians, the key was 

to unpick these legacies of colonial rule. Ongoing economic dependence, they reasoned, 

would simply leave newly independent states open to neocolonialism.166 But where Eric 

Williams, Michael Manley, and others grappled with ‘worldmaking’ anticolonial projects 

which would protect the islands from ongoing dependence, their forebears chose, in a 

sense, to embrace it. Economic security and economic autonomy were not the same thing, 

but from the vantage point of the 1920s, with only Imperial Preference between many of 

them and complete collapse, it was not immediately apparent to them that one was more 

desirable than the other. Dependence, it seemed, could be made to work for the islands. 

As ever, answers to the problem of sovereignty coalesced around the fate of the sugar 

industry, and in particular the question of preferential tariffs. As the 1920s wore on, the 

problem became more acute. Indeed, it was the very policies which insulated the Antilles 

from the worst of the crisis which contributed to the British Caribbean’s travails. As 

prices collapsed around the world, the average open market price of sugar in London fell 

from 25s. 9d. per cwt. in 1923 to just 8s. 3d. per cwt. at the end of 1929.167 British 

Caribbean sugar’s slim tariff protections made little difference in such a context since, the 

JIA remarked, ‘though the West Indies enjoy a preference in Great Britain they are 

enjoying a preference in a dumped and demoralised market’.168 Imperial Preference was 

negligible compared to the protection afforded by France to the Antilles. Where 
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Guadeloupe enjoyed a preference of 7s. 11d. per cwt., together with assistance in the form 

of a freight allowance, or détaxe de distance, the tariff preference on British Caribbean 

sugar was worth just 3s. 9d. per cwt. in 1929.169 Even with Imperial Preference, and a 

renewed preferential trading agreement with Canada, most Caribbean sugar could only be 

produced at a loss, and by the end of the decade local governments were again having to 

step in to subsidise the industry.170 

Within just ten years, then, the British Caribbean sugar industry had gone from prosperity 

back to a crisis which had begun to resemble the darkest days of the late nineteenth 

century. Sydney Olivier, the former governor of Jamaica, despatched to the region as head 

of the West India Sugar Commission in 1929, could not fail to see the parallels with 1897, 

the last time such an exhaustive investigation into the industry had been made. Indeed, as 

Olivier put it, ‘[f]or the most part, we can hardly review the present local aspects of the 

subjects surveyed without practically repeating the findings of Sir Henry Norman's 

Report’.171 West Indian sugar was not the victim of its own failings; in fact, Olivier 

concluded, its cultivation and production methods were as advanced as those to be found 

anywhere in the world.172 Rather, the sugar industry was at risk of extinction by other 

countries’ protected industries, and in the absence of any change in policy by these rival 

producers, the best solution would be to attempt to shift the islands’ economies away from 

sugar.173 

This, though, was easier said than done. For one, the wartime boom had encouraged 

significant reinvestment in anticipation of generous tariffs which had never arrived. From 
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1921 to 1928, for example, Trinidad’s sugar industry invested some £1,702,623 in 

importing modern machinery and material from Britain. Colonial governments and 

planters alike, moreover, poured money into the Imperial College of Tropical Agriculture 

at St. Augustine, Trinidad.174 Estates had attempted to compensate for falling prices by 

expanding their production, sometimes dramatically. Between 1919-1920 and 1927-1928, 

Trinidad’s production rose from 58,416 to 81,551 tons; Barbados’ from 54,279 to 59,000; 

and Jamaica’s from 46,875 to 67,350.175 The war, in short, had reinforced the islands’ 

dependence on sugar. In Barbados, a monoculture like the Antilles, sugar represented 95% 

of the island’s exports by value in 1928. The comparative figure of 20% in Trinidad, 

where oil and pitch were more valuable, belied its essential importance to a colony in 

which, between sugar workers and their dependents, some 30% of the population was 

directly reliant on the industry for their survival. Valuable though oil was, its workforce 

was a fraction of the size of that absorbed by sugar. Even in Jamaica, less dependent still, 

where about 9% of the population was directly reliant, sugar’s demise as an export 

industry would, Olivier’s report warned, result in ‘grave injury’ to the island’s economy. 

Bananas, which had long since displaced sugar as the island’s main export, were still 

viewed in some quarters as a risky investment, vulnerable to hurricanes and the growing 

menace of Panama disease.176 Just as importantly, but perhaps more nebulously, sugar 

retained a significant affective pull: an echo of a bygone age of prosperity, now long 

outside of living memory, and a last redoubt, on smaller estates at least, of less 

proletarianised labour relations. 

 
174 TNA, CO 318/394/8, Sugar Manufacturers’ Association of Trinidad to Colonial Secretary, Trinidad, 5 
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The sugar question, then, was existential, as Cipriani told the Commonwealth Labour 

Conference in 1930: ‘“To be or not to be – that is the question.” For this Stakespeare [sic] 

was responsible. I do not however wish it to be interpreted to mean whether Preference or 

the Sugar Industry is to be or not to be, but instead whether the West Indian Colonies are 

to be or not to be’.177 Quite simply, the demise of sugar was seen to mean the demise of 

the islands; and if this was inevitable without imperial preference, it could yet be averted 

with it.  

The Commonwealth of Nations functioned in part as Caribbean anticolonialists’ 

pragmatic answer to the mounting problem of sovereignty. More than a refashioning of 

the imperial relationship at the political level, it was a vision which attempted to call into 

being deeper forms of economic reciprocity which would bind its constituent parts 

together. Anticolonial nationalists like Cipriani committed themselves to persuading the 

‘British workman’ that ‘his god “free trade” has feet of clay’, as the Labour Leader put it 

in 1924.178 The Herald represented a rare exception. Although Wickham had welcomed 

Imperial Preference in 1919, editorially the Herald grew concerned that this protection 

provided the Barbadian planter with an excuse to shun necessary investment, and ‘a 

steady market without any unnecessary questions being asked about the conduct of his 

industry, or the welfare of his workers’. At the same time, though, the newspaper assumed 

that Labour would replace preferential tariffs with grants-in-aid, and that Britain would 

choose to supply itself from the Caribbean if the islands could meet demand.179 In this 

sense, British Caribbean anticolonialism swam against both the imperial and international 

tide. As David Thackeray has suggested, the ‘development of the new protectionism and 

the League of Nations provided a significant challenge to the practices of British World 

 
177 Daily Gleaner, 18 September 1930. 
178 Labour Leader, 9 February 1924. 
179 Barbados Weekly Herald, 15 November 1924; Barbados Weekly Herald, 8 August 1929. 



233 

 

trade networks’. Looser forms of imperial co-operation replaced pre-war optimism about 

the tight integration of a Greater Britain or a ‘British World’ of trade.180 In the British 

Caribbean, by contrast, but in common with many Dominion business leaders, those 

casting their eyes towards the future of the empire made the maintenance and 

strengthening of Imperial Preference the cornerstone of their political projects. 

Political independence would be secured by economic dependence, and the dangers of this 

latter situation tempered by a combination of national ownership, the bargaining power of 

a West Indian Dominion, and a sort of post-imperial, non-hierarchical solidarity which 

would tie the islands to a wider Commonwealth of Nations. This model represented a 

reworking of the international order of nation-states structured around the League. 

Cipriani was, in this sense, very similar to Lagrosillière. But if both settled on a sort of 

post-imperial ‘economic federalism’, they did so in ways shaped by the imperial traditions 

in which they had been raised. Lagrosillière, working within the French imperial tradition, 

imagined a global federal polity controlled to a considerable degree from the centre. For 

Cipriani, looking to the Dominions, this was to be a world of self-governing nation-states 

and regional federations bound together in loose, confederal partnerships. As such, 

Cipriani also had much in common with sceptics of League internationalism like Leo 

Amery, the Colonial Secretary from 1924 to 1929. For figures like Amery, the future lay 

in regional rather than global organisations like the League. Indeed, his The Forward 

View (1935) made the case for ‘commonwealths of nations’, for which the 

Commonwealth of Nations would naturally act as the guiding example.181 

This idea of British pre-eminence remained central to anticolonial visions of the 

Commonwealth of Nations. Cipriani’s decision to invoke Shakespeare before the 
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Commonwealth Labour Conference in 1930 was fitting. Caribbean sugar’s wartime 

defenders had sketched out a narrative arc which now looked less like a romance than a 

tragedy. Taking up where these earlier commentators had left off, Cipriani, too, 

narrativised the history of the sugar industry as a means of articulating the past, present, 

and future of the imperial relationship. The tale began, as before, with liberalisation, when 

the islands had been driven to bankruptcy by Britain’s ‘fetish’ for cheap sugar. All had 

‘lived to see how cheap that sugar really was’, but the Caribbean, at Britain’s call, had 

patriotically revived its industry and saved the day. Now, though, a new villain, the USA, 

had replaced Germany, and Britain seemed determined to forget the lessons of the past. 

The call to ‘Buy British Goods’ had proven an empty slogan; to get the British worker’s 

‘jam on his bread and bacon for his breakfast’, Britain had turned to cheap Cuban sugar, 

controlled by American capital. ‘It does not seem to be of great concern to anyone’, 

Cipriani continued, ‘if the West Indian workers die of want and starvation’. The story, 

though, seemed set to end in truly tragic fashion with Britain’s death, too. Either a Cuban-

American monopoly developed and suffocated the British market with higher and higher 

prices; or, more seriously, Britain found itself at war with the USA, dependent as it had 

been in 1914, but without a loyal West Indies to ride to the rescue.182 The moral of the 

story was quite clear. 

Importantly, though, the Commonwealth of Nations was not purely a model of economic 

co-operation. Although increasingly divided on almost everything else, anticolonialists 

within the labour movement and the ACCWI found common ground on the question of 

Imperial Preference. The ACCWI sought more generous preferential tariffs, with a view 

to ‘the ultimate removal of all duties on Empire sugar’.183 But the ACCWI had long since 
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abandoned their wartime enthusiasm for political federation. Their hopes of securing 

common action were instead vested in bodies like the West Indian Conference, whose 

inaugural meeting took place in London in 1926. Davson’s speech sketched the outlines of 

an empire in which such regional, consultative conferences would feed into the ‘far higher 

example of the Imperial Conferences’.184 For those attending the West Indian Conference, 

the islands’ authority to act as an economic bloc and to negotiate at an imperial level 

presupposed neither formal political ties, nor any sort of political autonomy. But for the 

TWA, this made this conference, and the subsequent conference in Barbados in 1929, 

essentially ‘abortive and of no practical value’. The Colonial Office’s presence, the 

Labour Leader continued, robbed the conferences of their emancipatory potential to bring 

about self-government, federation, and ‘Dominion Status’. Instead, the conference would 

‘only continue to strengthen the bonds that now hold us in industrial and political 

domination of the few and that few mostly made up of Aliens who have only their selfish 

and sordid interests to guard and look after’. In protest, the TWA’s representatives in the 

Legislative Council ‘refused nomination’ as Trinidad’s delegates.185 An empire of co-

operation and conferences did not, as the TWA saw it, respond to the inequality generated 

by capitalist imperialism. 

For Cipriani, it was impossible to think about intra-imperial trade without addressing its 

local dimensions, which were the TWA’s most direct concern and which, unsurprisingly, 

he raised at every opportunity on his travels. To take the example of Trinidad, in the cocoa 

industry, which fared no better than sugar, the average daily wage for an agricultural 

labourer in 1925 was just 40 cents, the same as it had been in 1914 despite a roughly 

twofold rise in the cost of staple foodstuffs.186 Cane farmers suffered too, the Sugar 
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Manufacturers’ Association introducing a policy known as the ‘limitation of areas’ which, 

by allocating particular farming districts to particular factories, suppressed prices by 

eliminating cane farmers’ ability to bargain.187 Meanwhile, commercial interests in the 

local government ensured that agricultural work was excluded from major pieces of 

labour legislation like the Workmen’s Compensation Ordinance (1926) or the eight-hour 

day (1930).188 When, as Cipriani told the Commonwealth Labour Conference in 1928, a 

‘leading capitalist’ on a consultative committee could easily block legislation which 

would limit the hours of labour, it was clear that any economic restructuring of empire 

would be meaningless if unaccompanied by profound political restructuring.189 

Closer to home, this scalability mattered. Cipriani’s proposal, for example, worked at 

multiple, interconnected levels. Membership of the Commonwealth of Nations as a West 

Indian federation would allow Trinidadian nationalism and self-government to flourish, 

which would in turn lead to the socio-economic uplift of the island. The TWA’s 

supporters could draw from it something as complex as this, or as simple as the 

advertisement which appeared in the Labour Leader in August 1924 carrying a picture of 

a one dollar bill: ‘VOTE FOR CIPRIANI’, it read, ‘and You Will Find the SPENDING 

POWER of This NOTE INCREASED BY 50 Per Cent’.190 By the beginning of the 1930s, 

however, as faith in Labour began to ebb, these larger visions became harder to sell.
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CHAPTER FIVE 

1930-1939 

For Neptune, the early 1930s ‘close[d] an era of agitation that had begun in the aftermath 

of the Great War’, and ‘ushered in the modern period in local oppositional politics 

[emphasis added]’. It would, he suggests, be left to a new, younger generation to 

‘dismantle British hegemony and construct Trinidadian nationality over the next decade’.1 

Neptune mobilises the idea of the political ‘modern’ which, as Scott has noted, has been 

such a powerful organising principle in the historiography of Jamaica. What precisely is 

meant by the ‘modern’, Scott notes, is rarely interrogated, but it is ‘obviously connected to 

the idea of nationalism, and consequently to the promise of the nation-state’.2 

The 1930s, and more particularly the strikes which rocked the islands during the decade, 

are held up in much of the literature as the foundational moment in the British 

Caribbean’s political modernity.3 This is understandable. A new cast of characters burst 

onto the stage, displacing or replacing many of those who had shot to prominence no less 

dramatically during the previous decade. His authority weakened by his opposition to the 

legalisation of divorce in 1931, Cipriani’s hold on the labour movement in Trinidad came 

under increasing challenge in the ensuing years from the likes of Elma François and Jim 

Barrette of the Negro Welfare, Cultural and Social Association (1934), and the champion 

of the oilfields, the Grenada-born, ex-BWIR serviceman Tubal Uriah Butler. In these 

same years, his once dominant TWA, which reformed as the Trinidad Labour Party (TLP) 

in 1934 to avoid prosecution under the new Trade Union Ordinance, lost ground to new 

 
1 Neptune, Caliban and the Yankees, p.26. 
2 Scott, ‘On the Very Idea’, pp.44-6. 
3 For the best regional overview of the labour unrest of the 1930s, see: Bolland, The Politics of Labour. 



238 

 

unions like the Oil Workers’ Trade Union, and to new political movements like Butler’s 

British Empire Workers and Citizens Home Rule Party.4 

At the same time, an undoubtedly more militant approach should not blind us to important 

continuities in the sorts of political project being advanced. Although not the focus of this 

chapter, it is worth noting in passing that the former TLP member Butler’s ideas often had 

a familiar ring to them: ‘All we want is more pay and all British rights’, he told a meeting 

at Fyzabad in southern Trinidad on 5 April 1937: ‘The Petroleum Association, 

Government and Capitalist are finger and ring. We have been slaves for these people long 

enough…We are determined to keep Trinidad British, Fascism must be cut out of this 

country and justice and fairplay exist [sic]’. This ‘meeting of Trinidad Home Rulers’ then 

resolved, among other things, ‘[t]hat every distinct spot in the Empire shall have 

reasonable representation in the Councils of Empire in perpetuity’.5 This was hardly a 

seismic shift. The chapter’s main figures, the likes of Norman Manley and Grantley 

Adams, built on rather than tearing down the arguments advanced in Trinidad in the 

1920s. 

What is told as a story of radical change for the British Caribbean is usually narrated as a 

decade of continuity for the Antilles. Certainly, the historiography does not regard the 

1930s with the same degree of reverence.6 Insofar as the Third Republic has been treated 

as a time of essential continuity in assimilationist thought, there has been no real demand 
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for a pivot or turning point in quite the same way.7 But the 1930s were turbulent. And, 

what is more, these years did see an important shift in the balance of local assimilationist 

thought. Throughout the period, assimilation had been understood as a means of resolving 

the islands’ hybrid constitutional position and reviving the unfulfilled promise of freedom. 

As we have seen, though, this non-sovereign project also attempted to strike a balance 

between integration and autonomy. In the context of the 1930s, the terms of this debate 

seemed to have changed and, with them, the shape of the assimilationist bargain. 

The first section describes how the Depression finally hollowed out sugar prices which 

had been collapsing for some time. The dangers of the ‘free market’, and internationalist 

efforts to regulate the industry via the League of Nations, drove the Antilles into a tighter 

embrace with France. The second section goes on to explore how the islands’ economic 

and budgetary difficulties combined with the arrival of the Front populaire (Popular 

Front) to shift the balance of local assimilationist thought away from autonomy. The third 

section turns to the British Caribbean. Here, the problem of sovereignty developed in a 

similar fashion. Reminded painfully of their unequal integration by the Ottawa 

Conference and International Sugar Agreement, the islands pushed for political forms 

which they felt would protect the protectionism which was more important than ever. In 

1938, another West India Royal Commission arrived in the islands. The fourth and final 

section explores how the political programmes developed in this moment expanded on 

those of the TWA in the 1920s, offering a more specifically Caribbean reading of the 

problems of freedom and sovereignty. 
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Sugar’s Depression 

Life without the protection of France’s high tariff walls was unimaginable for Antillean 

politicians, and so too was the imperial relationship. Like their British Caribbean 

counterparts, many of these thinkers saw the economic and political as inextricably 

linked; not only in the sense that the economic was inescapably political, but also with a 

view that the political relationship between metropole and colony had necessarily to be 

supplanted, or, in the Antilleans’ case, supplemented with economic protection. The 

Antilles’ economic entanglement with France made the British Caribbean look positively 

independent by comparison. Between 1933 and 1937, some 98% of Martinique’s exports 

went to the metropole; the proportion of imports coming from France, meanwhile, rose 

from 62 to 68%.8 The problem of sovereignty for the islands was partly a function of the 

monocultural economies and dependence on trade with France which they had inherited 

from the era of plantation enslavement. It was, however, also related to the wider world. 

Disentangling themselves from the ties which bound them to France was not as simple as 

finding new markets; there were no viable alternatives in 1930, and by 1939 the prospects 

were somehow even worse. 

The Depression hit the Antilles hard. The price of cane fell by as much as 68% from its 

1929 point, rum by 64%, and sugar by 26%. This collapse in prices followed on the heels 

of a devastating hurricane in 1928, which had caused some 500 million francs of damage 

and left the islands usines and distilleries heavily indebted. Even the largest and most 

profitable usines, the likes of Darboussier and Beauport in Guadeloupe, stuttered between 

profit and loss from one year to the next. In 1929, rum had seemed so secure that as many 

as 15 new distilleries were erected. Contingentement, of course, meant that none of these 
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new establishments enjoyed an export quota, but prices were such that they hoped to 

profit even with the added surtax. Now, with prices collapsing and the Banque de la 

Guadeloupe limiting its lending after the liquidation of the Usine Courcelles’ owner, 

many smaller distilleries were plunged into bankruptcy. Of 86 distilleries agricoles with 

an export quota in 1931, 21 had changed owner by 1939. Sugar became the more 

attractive outlet for petits planteurs; but if healthier than rum, the industry was hardly 

thriving.9 

The shrinking of the metropolitan market flooded the Antillean market with the usines’ 

cheap rum. The distilleries agricoles naturally appealed to their députés for relief, and, 

once more, Barthe found himself setting sail for the Antilles. Much to the usiniers’ 

outrage, Barthe again decided to protect petits planteurs’ interests, this time by setting the 

distilleries agricoles’ share of the local market at 83.3% in Guadeloupe and 81.9% in 

Martinique. By comparison, they enjoyed just 33.3% and 43.5% respectively of the 

islands’ export quotas. In France, the government was similarly dirigiste, attempting to 

regulate the flow of imports and, when this failed to raise prices, cutting the islands’ 

export quotas and implementing ‘a system of puncture’, as it was known, which saw the 

state buy up vast quantities of rum encumbering the metropolitan market.10 

For wage labourers, meanwhile, the 1930s were ‘catastrophic’. Employers slashed 

salaries, and living and working conditions worsened.11 In Martinique, salaries were 

brusquely cut by up to 30% at the beginning of 1935. Worse still was the loss of other 

benefits, particularly the twice-yearly ‘gratification’. From the start of the 1920s, many 

usines had paid this informal bonus to compensate their workers for the high cost of living 
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through a means which was easier to cancel than official wage increases. For some 

workers, the gratification was worth five times their annual salary. Its suppression in 

December 1934 coincided with the loss of other customary benefits, all of which left 

workers feeling as though the conditions of their labour had changed.12 For agricultural 

labourers, who might only be required for six or seven months a year, the situation was 

especially acute. As one letter published in Le Ralliement on 22 February 1935 lamented, 

workers who had earned ten francs per day during the last harvest, and had survived on 

perhaps 20 francs per week since July, were now offered just eight francs per day while 

bread, saltfish, rice, and rum remained expensive. ‘What will become of us with our 

children’, the writer asked. ‘Last year, it was already great discomfort; this year we will 

not be able to survive’.13 

Though it could not have appeared so on the ground, the Antillean sugar industry was 

actually in a very privileged position. If this was the state of affairs behind France’s high 

tariff walls, outside the situation was even worse. There can have been few agricultural 

products for which the global market was so artificial as sugar. If the war had marked the 

death of the Brussels Convention and the rebirth of protectionism, the Depression 

accelerated these trends still further. By 1935, according to the report of the British 

government’s Sugar Industry Inquiry Committee, ‘practically the only countries which are 

producing sugar without state assistance in one form or another are Java, Peru, and Santo 

Domingo, and these together provide not more than 5 per cent, of the world's current 

output’.14 Prices on the so-called ‘free market’ continued their slide. Even international 

efforts to regulate the industry and stabilise prices, notably the 1931 Chadbourne 

Agreement and the 1937 International Sugar Agreement (ISA), no longer sought, as 
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Brussels had, to curb protectionism so much as to limit production and exports.15 The ISA 

made sugar one of only two agricultural industries to come under League of Nations 

regulation. 21 signatories, including France, agreed to an international system of quotas to 

rationalise production and control exports.16 None of this seemed calculated to help the 

Antilles. As the budget rapporteur, Eugène Magallon-Graineau, remarked in Martinique’s 

conseil général in 1936: ‘we must not lose sight of the fact that our economy is based on 

the system of contingentement and tariff protection. The elimination of international 

quotas, the lowering of protectionist tariffs, if these measures can help the Metropole, they 

do not appear as capable of producing the same advantages for us’.17 

The Antilles, however, were not subject to the ISA. France ensured that among the 

exceptions listed within the agreement’s provisions were ‘[e]xports from French Colonies 

to France, Algeria and other French Colonies and from France to Algeria, and French 

Colonies’.18 Threats, however, were not only external. During the 1920s, French colonial 

and domestic sugar production had more or less matched demand. Into the 1930s, 

however, overproduction loomed as the beet industry enjoyed a succession of bumper 

crops. Once again, as in 1923, Antillean producers watched on as metropolitan 

competitors circled their wagons against colonial sugar. Antillean députés resisted a May 

1933 effort to limit imports of colonial sugar, and, after a series of unsuccessful 

negotiations, the two sides settled for state arbitration. The resulting contingentement of 

sugar agreed in 1935 gave colonial producers a 13% share of the combined metropolitan-

Algerian market from 1934-5, which was to rise in increments to 15% after 1939. As in 
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1923, the Antilles’ share of this colonial quota was favourable; from 1937-9, the two 

islands controlled 55% of the total, about the maximum which their usines could 

produce.19 

Quotas operating within the French imperial economy stabilised the Antilles’ staple 

industries, sugar and rum. That said, it was clear that the islands remained subject to some 

degree to the whims and caprices of powerful metropolitan interest groups whose interests 

often ran counter to their own. In May 1939, L’Informateur de la Guadeloupe reprinted an 

article by Réunion’s pseudonymous Marius-Ary Leblond which characterised 

metropolitan beet producers as ‘selfish, even anti-patriotic’, or at the very least ‘singularly 

harsh and miserly towards their counterparts in the colonies’. This want of co-operation 

was all the more unjust because colonial cane ‘rendered very great services during the 

War’ and because ‘it made at that time considerable sacrifices of money to get the 

machinery necessary for the additional production (surproduction) demanded by the 

State’.20 And, of course, since the contingentement system had been born from 

metropolitan rivals’ hostility, there was always the risk that they might find ways to renew 

their assault. In August 1939, word reached Guadeloupe that there were plans afoot to 

halve the Antilles’ rum quota, a move whose intention, La Justice suggested, was to 

‘sacrifice our product in favour of cognacs, kirsches, marcs and calvadoses’.21 

Writing during the Tricentenaire celebrations, Rosso queried Antilleans’ acceptance of 

their dependent position. Colonialism, Rosso argued, was a source of underdevelopment, 

‘a brake on economic growth’. The Antilles were not free to set their own economic 

policy, he argued, and therefore found themselves forced to act in the metropole’s 
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interests. In particular, he singled out the 1892 Méline Tariff and its amendments which, 

he continued, limited them to expensive, poor quality products from France.22 For Rosso, 

the solution was clear. The workers of the colonised Caribbean, French, British, and 

Dutch alike, should band together under the banner of international communism to found 

a truly West Indian federation free from the exploitation of foreign capitalists.23 

Most political figures, however, if aware of their dependence and the limitations which it 

brought, were uninterested in such radical positions. For all its faults, Candace believed 

that France’s protectionism, criticised by foreign free traders before the war, had been 

justified by others’ post-war turn to protection. He himself had long been in favour of 

closer customs assimilation, a ‘Metropole-Colonies customs bloc’. A 1934 article in the 

Revue politique et parlementaire outlined his understanding of France’s halting but 

unmistakeable steps towards this desirable outcome. The Méline Tariff, Candace argued, 

had been too rigid, but had ultimately marked a step in the right direction. The next major 

revision, the law of 13 April 1928, ultimately changed little. Candace was more excited 

about the new ‘bounties for colonial products’ which had initially been applied to coffee, 

rubber, bananas, and other products as a temporary measure during the Depression, but 

which by 1934 appeared to him to be more permanent. Quotas on foreign imports, 

meanwhile, which had been extended to almost all foreign products in January 1934, 

seemed to him to herald the coming of ‘a new closed economy world system’.24 

Guadeloupean bananas, in fact, had benefited enormously from this sort of protection. In 

1931, just 6% of France’s banana imports came from the colonies; with ever harsher 

quotas imposed on foreign bananas from December 1931, this figure rose to 30% in 1934, 

70% in 1936, and then 100% from 1937. As in Jamaica, bananas became an important 

 
22 Rosso, Stéphane, Le Tricentenaire des Antilles (1635-1935) (Paris, 1936), p.56. 
23 Rosso, Le Tricentenaire des Antilles, pp.56-61. 
24 Candace, ‘Le régime douanier’, pp.58-75. 
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crop for an independent peasantry in areas unsuitable for cane. By 1939, they represented 

28% of Guadeloupe’s export by value; in 1935, the equivalent figure had been just 4%.25 

Even diversification, then, did not necessarily entail freedom from dependence. But, for 

Candace and others, dependence was a price worth paying to navigate the increasingly 

thorny problem of sovereignty. Candace saw in the new system of bounties and quotas a 

blurring of the distinction between ‘assimilated’ and ‘non-assimilated’ colonies instituted 

by the 1892 and 1928 laws. This, he argued, was a positive step towards ‘this France-

colonies [sic] economic bloc which, I hope, will now be the reality of a near future’. 

Typically, though, what Candace had in mind was a sort of assimilation mitigée. Even the 

Méline Tariff, he noted, had allowed the Antilles to make an exception for essentials like 

American flour.26 

 

Defending the ‘petite patrie’ 

The 1930s were punctuated by events which shook the islands to their cores. The 1934 

assassination of André Aliker, an ancien combattant, long-serving GJJ member, and 

editor of Justice, sent ripples across the Atlantic. Aliker had published a stunning exposé 

in July 1933 on Eugène Aubéry, one of Martinique’s most powerful usiniers. In a crime 

which allegedly implicated Lémery and the former député for Martinique, Ludovic-Oscar 

Frossard, Aubéry had bribed his way out of paying the roughly eight million francs he 

owed as part of a conviction for tax evasion. Aubéry first tried to bribe Aliker, too, then to 

coerce him, then to threaten him. After an identical assassination attempt had failed less 

than two weeks earlier, Aliker’s body, bound with rope, washed up at Fonds-Bourlet, 

 
25 Schnakenbourg, Histoire de l’industrie sucrière, pp.165-9. 
26 Candace, ‘Le régime douanier’, pp.64-75. 
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Case-Pilote on 12 January 1934. Nobody was ever convicted. The fall-out was 

tremendous, and spilled over into the pages of the PCF’s L’Humanité, the Union de 

Travailleurs Nègres’ (Union of Nègres Workers) Le Cri des Nègres, and other 

metropolitan papers. The subsequent trial, wrote Denise Moran in Regards, was ‘not only 

the trial of Martinican liberties’, but also of ‘colonial liberties, French liberties’.27 

As we have seen, the islands were insulated from but not spared the ravages of the 

Depression. The next year, in February 1935, mirroring events in the British Caribbean, 

the so-called ‘Marche de la Faim’ (Hunger March) saw several thousand strikers from 

habitations in neighbouring communes descend on Fort-de-France.28 That year, the 

Antilles celebrated the Tricentenaire (Tricentenary), 300 years of French colonisation, a 

chance for the great and the good to don their glad rags and sell a vision of the islands as 

models of development and potential. For the likes of those Antilleans driven into Fort-de-

France mere months earlier, however, the festivities made less of an impact. ‘Qui moune é 

ça qui Missié Tricentiné?’, asked one elderly lady in Gourbeyre, a stone’s throw from 

Basse-Terre, as the official cortège passed: ‘Who is it, this Mr Tricentenaire?’29 

Throughout it all, assimilation was the horizon of Antillean anticolonialism. Autonomy, 

however, was no less important. So much was clear whenever gouvernement général 

reared its head, as it did in 1930 and 1933. The arguments put forward in its support were 

essentially identical to those advanced during the Le Conte Commission some years 

earlier. Metropolitan commentators like Maurice Rondet-Saint tended to treat this 

federation of Martinique, Guadeloupe, and Guyane as a means of bringing the vieilles 

colonies into line with the newer parts of the colonial empire. It would, he suggested, 

 
27 Quoted in: Nicolas, Histoire de la Martinique, pp.219-29. 
28 On the ‘Marche de la Faim’, see: de Lépine, La crise de février 1935. 
29 Quoted in: Farrugia, Laurent, ‘Le Tricentenaire à la Guadeloupe’, in Suvélor (ed.), Historial Antillais, v, 

pp.299-316. 
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streamline their administration, amplify their voices, and, tellingly, represent ‘for our 

country a very important consolidation of our colonial position in this part of the world’.30 

The scheme’s Antillean backers, however, largely framed it in the opposite sense as a 

means to realise the colonies’ départementalisation. Indeed, its supporters had now 

expanded from Candace to encompass other parliamentary representatives like Lémery, 

Delmont, and Eugène Graëve.31 

As a project, however, this model of assimilation had little popular support and much 

vocal opposition, particularly among Antillean socialists. Writing in Le Nouvelliste in 

1933, Odet Denys commented with a typically republican flourish that the divine right of 

kings also still had a few supporters in France. Candace, Denys argued, wished to sell 

them the lie that ‘gouvernement général was not in any way a regression, because Algeria, 

which enjoys it, possessed three départements, three préfets, three députés, two sénateurs 

and that it was, despite having a gouverneur général (governor general), assimilated into 

the Metropole’. Assimilation, a flourishing economy, and social harmony all seemed 

attractive, he continued, but the Algeria example gave the game away. Algeria, Denys 

wrote, had a gouverneur général because part of its population consisted of so-called 

‘indigènes’, who were not French citizens. Far from an assimilationist move, the proposed 

reform was an excuse to ‘concentrate in the hands of a single man the duties exercised 

separately by three gouverneurs…in order to reinforce the power of the Executive in the 

figure of a gouverneur général’. ‘Such grave abuses’, Denys continued, ‘have been 

committed for almost thirty years: the freedom of our compatriots, their rights as citizens 

have been trampled so many times by gouverneurs. What will a gouverneur général be if 

he is animated by the same partisanship, the same desire to serve a man rather than the 

 
30 La Dépêche Coloniale, 25 March 1930. 
31 La Paix, 6 August 1930. 
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interests of the country?’32 Promises of départementalisation did not assuage fears that 

behind the project lurked sinister schemes to boost gouverneurs’ powers, implement a 

form of administration fit only for colonies like AOF, and treat the islands as resources to 

be exploited.33 Guadeloupe’s conseil général rejected the proposals outright.34 

For these opponents, cutting against pro-federation arguments in the British Caribbean, 

decentralising imperial powers to the islands would not bring a meaningful form of 

autonomy. There were also echoes, though, of the debates which marked federal 

discussions about members’ rights. Most imagined that the seat of any gouvernement 

général would be in Martinique; the centralisation of local powers was consequently read 

by Guadeloupeans as a threat to their autonomy, whether it came with 

départementalisation or not. When the question resurfaced in 1930, Bérenger sought to 

canvass opinion from Guadeloupe’s conseil général, conseils municipaux, chambre de 

commerce, and chambre d’agriculture. Even before these local bodies had sat, however, 

the debate had become a question of local privileges. The gouverneur, Théophile Tellier, 

warned the conseils municipaux to be mindful of ‘articles 61, 63, 65, 70 and 72 of the law 

of 5 April 1884’ and ‘Morgand’s commentary No.429’, which limited them to ‘political 

resolutions’ on ‘purely local questions’, and forbade ‘resolutions [on questions] of general 

interest’. The president of the Moule conseil municipal, Charles Volanges Romana, hit 

back, responding that the project ‘concerns the whole Country and that it is up to Conseils 

municipaux across Guadeloupe to give if not their advice at least, [sic] to put forward 

resolutions on this question, which is of vital interest for our Country’.35 

 
32 Le Nouvelliste, 30 September 1930. 
33 Le Nouvelliste, 29 July 1933. 
34 La Petite Patrie, 24 May 1930. 
35 AdG, SC6277, ‘Extrait du Registre aux Délibérations du Conseil municipal de la commune du Moule’, 14 

April 1930; Faivre, Albert, La Loi Municipale Du 5 avril 1884: Texte complet...annoté, commenté et 

expliqué par les circulaires et documents officiels (Paris, 1886), p.33. 
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The conseils municipaux’s responses continued in this vein. As well as the sorts of 

argument made by Denys, these municipal bodies pushed back against what they 

perceived as a threat to Guadeloupe’s political rights. ‘Is the Republic thinking of 

removing from us the prerogatives which the Monarchy gave us’, mused one Cabuzel, a 

conseiller municipal for Port-Louis: the ‘cruel irony of the destiny reserved for the vieilles 

colonies’.36 Not only would gouvernement général strip the Antilles of their ‘autonomy’, 

as Grand-Bourg’s councillors argued, but the previous occasion on which the Antilles had 

been grouped, lasting from 1668-1775, was remembered as a time in which Martinique 

had been favoured and Guadeloupe’s interests had suffered.37 On the tiny island of La 

Désirade, lying off Grande-Terre’s eastern coast, Auguste Saint-Auret suggested that his 

constituents would feel the reform as a rupture in their relationship with the Mère-Patrie. 

‘[W]hat would be the fate of a poor man from our Island,’ he asked, ‘who, needing to 

appeal some judgment, had to apply to the Court of Appeal which could be situated in 

Fort-de-France or Cayenne…He would be reduced to accepting the inevitable, to 

imagining that the France which he has always loved, in which he has never ceased to 

place all his confidence, is losing interest in him and his compatriots’.38 

Départementalisation, by contrast, in preserving these local institutions, would make real 

and tangible the French state’s concern for La Désirade and its inhabitants. 

The conseils municipaux’s overwhelming response was to call for an assimilation mitigée 

which would protect their local institutions and their privileges. Notably, Candace, who 

was the most prominent voice consistently backing gouvernement général, levelled 

precisely this charge against his opponents: ‘Those who cry against gouvernement général 

 
36 AdG, SC6277, ‘Commune de Port-Louis (Guadeloupe). Extrait du procès-verbal in-extenso de la 

délibération du Conseil municipal en date du 4 Avril 1930’. 
37 AdG, SC6277, ‘Extrait du procès-verbal de la délibération du Conseil municipal [de la Commune de 

Grand-Bourg]…6 Mars 1930’; AdG, SC6277, ‘Commune de Port-Louis (Guadeloupe). Extrait du procès-

verbal in-extenso de la délibération du Conseil municipal en date du 4 Avril 1930’. 
38 AdG, SC6277, ‘Mairie de la Désirade. Session extraordinaire du 6 Avril 1930’. 



251 

 

as we conceive of it’, he wrote, ‘only see the diminution of their local influence, an attack 

on their personal status’.39 As far as the conseil général and conseils municipaux were 

concerned, however, that did not make their opposition any less just. The conseil 

municipal of Gourbeyre explained that Antilleans had always clamoured for assimilation, 

that they were subject to compulsory military service, and that ‘[t]he France of the “Rights 

of man and of the citizen”’ would not diminish in status the shining example of its 

colonising genius. The only acceptable path was towards ‘assimilation mitigée, that is to 

say with the modifications relevant to their particular conditions of life’.40 

Assimilation mitigée took the islands’ mixed regimes as its starting point, aiming to curb 

the gouverneurs’ excessive powers while preserving the privileges which the conseils 

généraux enjoyed by virtue of the same Second Empire legislation. As the 1930s 

progressed, both seemed more pressing. The type of gouverneur-supported fraud which 

had animated these arguments in the 1920s continued unabated. Maurice Satineau, 

founding editor of the Paris-based La Dépêche Africaine, was a prime example.41 

Satineau’s political career on his return to Guadeloupe was utterly typical: a victim of 

Graëve’s fraud in 1932, Satineau cast himself as the defender of universal suffrage even 

as he and Candace colluded with the colonial authorities and gendarmerie to secure his 

victory in the 1936 legislative elections.42 Incidents like the Aliker murder, meanwhile, 

pointed to the békés’ near untrammelled power and to their collusion with the colonial 

authorities. And, finally, there was a growing sense that the islands’ gouverneurs, more 

 
39 La Paix, 6 August 1930. 
40 AdG, SC6277, ‘Commune de Gourbeyre. Réunion du Conseil municipal (Session extraordinaire). 

Dimanche 6 Avril 1930’. 
41 La Dépêche Africaine (1928-1932), which counted among its contributors the Nardals, René Maran, 

Ouanilou Behanzin, Georges Tovalou, and Samuel Ralaimongo, evinced what Wilder has called a 

specifically ‘black republicanism’, which attempted to square a commitment to political assimilation with a 

sort of ‘New Negro’ race pride: Wilder, The French Imperial Nation-State, pp.166-71. 
42 Chathuant, Dominique, ‘D’une République à l’autre: ascension et survie politique de Maurice Satineau 

(1891-1945)’, Bulletin de la Société d’Histoire de la Guadeloupe, 178 (2017), pp.22-6. 
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than simply wielding their own extended powers as a weapon, were slowly abrogating the 

conseils généraux’s privileges. 

In September 1934, the cumulative weight of these gradual changes produced a shift in 

the centre of gravity of Martinican politics. Ahead of October’s conseil général elections, 

Sévère declared his intention to lead the Bloc Républicain into a pact with their traditional 

opponents, the SFIO. Such pacts were not uncommon in Antillean politics, although they 

more often involved strategic alliances with usiniers. In 1929, for example, the Fédération 

socialiste de la Martinique (Socialist Federation of Martinique) had concluded a pact with 

Clerc and Gabriel Hayot in order, they said, to combat the ‘arbitrary’ rule of the 

gouverneur, and secure ‘the respect by the Executive of the essential rights and 

prerogatives of the local assembly’.43 In 1934, Sévère and the SFIO had a similar project 

in mind. In a speech at Fort-de-France’s municipal theatre, Sévère identified two enemies: 

the ‘colonial oligarchy’ and ‘governmental absolutism’. The usiniers’ political and 

economic domination of the country, the maire of Fort-de-France argued, reinforced one 

another. The puppeteers behind electoral fraud, the ‘colonial oligarchy’ used this platform 

to secure their grip over the economy by sabotaging measures like land settlement. And, 

holding the lives of thousands of workers in their hands, they used the threat of a general 

‘lock-out’ to block criminal investigations, hide their finances, and so on. In terms of 

‘governmental absolutism’, Sévère pointed to the still present threat of gouvernement 

général, and warned that gouverneurs were already exploiting local political divisions to 

‘impinge little by little on the prerogatives of the local assembly’, especially in budgetary 

matters. He had therefore accepted the socialists’ offer of an alliance, pledging a ‘common 

front’ against these twin enemies for ‘the protection of our liberties and our institutions’.44 

 
43 Quoted in: Nicolas, Histoire de la Martinique, pp.213-7. 
44 La France Coloniale, 13 September 1934. 
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Electoral pacts which shaped the composition, politics, and consequently policies of the 

conseils généraux were made and broken on this commitment to defending the local 

legislatures’ privileges. Over the course of the decade, as the islands’ financial position 

grew increasingly parlous, these questions recurred again and again. The rapporteur for 

Martinique’s 1936 budget, the SFIO’s Eugène Magallon-Graineau, most clearly set out 

the situation which the conseillers généraux felt they faced. As they all knew, the 

Antilles’ budgets were split into dépenses obligatoires and dépenses facultatives, a 

division codified by, among earlier laws, the sénatus-consulte of 4 July 1866, the 

‘essential charter of our deliberative assemblies’. As noted in Chapter One, the 13 April 

1900 law had stripped the conseils généraux of their right to consultation on these 

dépenses obligatoires, a move which had shaped many of the projects for 

départementalisation over the next two decades or so. Boisneuf’s efforts had culminated 

in the 29 June 1918 finance law, which had restored this right to consultation and also 

curbed the gouverneurs’ and ministre des Colonies’ powers to enforce additional 

compulsory spending.45 

It was on this basis that Martinique’s conseil général had been called upon in October 

1921 to help fix the elements of the dépenses obligatoires in the local budget; they had 

done so, specifying that the agreement was to be revisited after 1924. But since 1921, 

Magallon-Graineau continued, there had been no revision, and, despite this, each year 

they found new items swelling their dépenses obligatoires. The conseil général had been 

reduced to rubber-stamping spending over which it had no control, and which had grown 

to nearly three-quarters of the annual budget at a time of monetary problems, fragile 

industries, and global economic crisis. ‘Despite this period of crisis’, Magallon-Graineau 

thundered, ‘despite the deficit – become nearly permanent – of the budget, despite the 

 
45 Martinique. Déliberations du Conseil général. Première session extraordinaire de 1936, pp.28-32. 
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social obligations which call upon the Assembly, it can undertake no important initiative 

because its field of action is constantly diminished by the progressive encroachment of the 

“obligatoires” section – closed to all its prerogatives – on the “factultatives” section’. 

These impositions, he suggested, contradicted the consultative spirit in which the 1866 

sénatus-consulte and the law of 13 April 1900 had been conceived. And, more 

importantly, if allowed to continue, this state of affairs ‘would have the most fatal 

consequences for the country’s economy and would be such as to compromise the very 

existence of our deliberative assemblies’.46 

For the maire of Rivière-Salée, the ancien combattant and long-time socialist militant 

Joinville Saint-Prix, the solution was clear. His rallying call, which cut through the 

intricate and at times tedious details of the preceding debate, was met with applause: 

If a change in the antiquated, outdated statutes which govern our administration of 

which the head still represents according to the sénatus-consulte of 1854, the 

Emperor and his dictatorship !! does not come about quickly; the colony will 

experience ruin and poverty. Have the people’s elected representatives to the 

premier Assembly accomplished their full duty up until now to defend their sacred 

heritage, the very freedom of our petite patrie? Only, the active, effective 

collaboration, of the members of the Conseil général, to combat the renewed 

abuses of the Executive, to denounce and protest against the exaggerated expenses, 

the maintenance of an overstaffed, costly and unnecessary [government] 

workforce, to organise our financial, economic and social defence, will lead the 

Government of France to grant us départemental status with extensive financial 

autonomy. We will then be able to continue our evolution as normal and to realise 

the destiny of our Martinique under the aegis of metropolitan laws. Before the 

danger which grows continuously, each new period of delay is an unpardonable 

sin against the entire country and especially against the working population which 

has trusted us. Let us unite our efforts, my dear colleagues. Let us act [all sic]!47 

 

 
46 Martinique. Déliberations du Conseil général. Première session extraordinaire de 1936, pp.30-3. 
47 Martinique. Déliberations du Conseil général. Première session extraordinaire de 1936, p.314. 
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Antilleans found in the département what West Indians found in the nation: a broader 

political framework within to realise a greater or lesser degree of local autonomy. For 

Saint-Prix, assimilation was not about sacrifice; it represented a vehicle through which to 

end colonial rule, propel solutions to the legacies of the problem of freedom, and realise 

the ‘freedom’ and ‘destiny’ of an island which he and others thought of as their ‘petite 

patrie’. Forms of assimilation mitigée remained the preferred model for achieving this for 

most local politicians. On 21 July 1936, Lagrosillière, Sévère, Candace, and Satineau had 

submitted a proposition which outlined the islands’ transformation into ‘départements 

under the control of the ministre de l’intérieur [sic], yet with the particular legislative and 

statutory provisions which necessitate, due to their distance from the Metropole and their 

special needs, a relative decentralisation of public services, the maintenance of their 

financial autonomy and the protection of the prerogatives of their conseils généraux’.48 

But with the arrival of the Front populaire in France in the 1936 legislative elections, the 

terms of the bargain appeared to shift. For a growing number, the increasingly marginal 

financial autonomy enjoyed by the conseils généraux was a fair sacrifice in order to 

receive the full benefits of départementalisation. The Front populaire, a coalition of the 

PCF, SFIO, and other groups on the left, was both the reflection and bearer of new 

expectations about the role of the state and its duties to its citizens. In the islands, it 

naturally had overwhelming support from the socialists and communists. The Guyane-

born Félix Éboué was welcomed to Guadeloupe as the island’s (and the Antilles’) first 

black gouverneur in 1936 by workers bearing the red flag and placards which read ‘Vive 

le Front populaire’.49 In Martinique, the Lagrosillière-Sévère alliance swept to victory in 

the 1936 elections, Lagrosillière promising still closer collaboration as ‘the “Entente 

 
48 Quoted in: Darsières, Joseph Lagrosillière…La remontée, pp.164-5. 
49 Bélénus, René, ‘L’oeuvre du gouverneur Félix Éboué en Guadeloupe (1936-1938)’, Bulletin de la Société 

d’Histoire de la Guadeloupe, 143-144 (2006), p.94. 
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républicaine” (Republican Entente) within the metropolitan Front populaire’.50 And, 

invigorated by the arrival of the Antillean students behind Légitime Défense (1932) like 

René Ménil, Martinican communism began to establish itself as an electoral force, 

likewise in support of the Front populaire. Reorganised as the Région Communiste de la 

Martinique (Communist Region of Martinique), in September 1937 Bissol became their 

first ever conseiller général.51 

The Front populaire introduced a number of sought-after reforms: the 40-hour week, paid 

holidays, and collective bargaining contracts. This was more than most other colonies 

got.52 Its impact, though, was to reinforce existing approaches to the legacies of the 

problem of freedom which tended to centre on labour relations rather than more structural 

questions. For all the passion with which Antillean politicians went about their socialism 

and communism, even figures like Rosso often skirted around the issue of land ownership. 

This was a peculiar omission for an island like Martinique where, according to one 

estimate for the 1930s, ten béké families together owned or controlled over 75% of the 

land.53 Land reform, it is true, was constantly on the agenda in the form of calls for the 

extension of agricultural credit. Éboué even formulated a project for the purchase, 

division, and resale of lands to peasant proprietors, encouraging worker and peasant 

cooperatives, and other such measures.54 But there was no strong campaign against the 

habitation itself. The Bloc Républicain’s Octave Desportes, speaking in the conseil 

général in 1933, made the more common appeal for ‘parcelling and credit’ to support the 

emerging banana industry, warning against an ‘aggressive’ policy which would destroy 

 
50 Quoted in: Darsières, Joseph Lagrosillière…La remontée, pp.145-6. 
51 Nicolas, Histoire de la Martinique, pp.238-41. Légitime Défense’s melding of surrealism and communism 

prefigured Césaire’s linking of aesthetics and politics. Ménil, in fact, would later co-found Tropiques with 

Césaire: Nicolas, Histoire de la Martinique, pp.248-50. 
52 Thomas, Martin, The French Empire Between the Wars: Imperialism, Politics and Society (Manchester, 

2005), pp.284-6. 
53 de Lépine, La crise de février 1935, p.31. 
54 Bélénus, ‘L’oeuvre du gouverneur Félix Éboué’, p.93. 
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‘large landholding’.55 For as much as they raged against the usine, Antillean 

anticolonialists proved remarkably unwilling to imagine a future without it, and tended to 

think more in terms of redressing the balance between labour and capital. Even the ‘Front 

populaire anti-usinier’, the Région Communiste’s electoral pact with likeminded political 

movements on the Martinican left, centred their programme on tax reforms and social 

welfare legislation.56 

Nonetheless, there were dissenting voices to this broad support for the Front populaire. 

Lémery, well-known by this point for his support for Mussolini, would later denounce the 

‘insanities’ of the Front populaire era.57 Candace also withheld his support, arguing that 

the costs could not be justified at the time.58 In the islands, a section of middle-class and, 

of course, béké and blanc-pays opinion had always been concerned about the tax burden 

which assimilation intégrale would bring. In 1935, for example, Martinique’s Chambre de 

commerce celebrated 300 years of French colonisation with an article which pushed back 

against assimilation, or at least some rather caricatured arguments in favour of it. In 

France, the article suggested, social welfare was contributing to a ‘crushing burden’ for 

taxpayers, who faced bills of some 1250 francs per year, where the Martinican taxpayer 

paid about 420 francs, and the Guadeloupean just 250 francs. Their current situation, they 

surmised, needed only minor tweaks.59 The islands, of course, did not benefit from any of 

this new legislation automatically. The most extensive system of state welfare available 

remained that open to anciens combattants and their dependents through the Office 

 
55 La Paix, 10 June 1933. 
56 Nicolas, Histoire de la Martinique, pp.239-40; Bosphore-Pérou, Militants et militantismes communistes, 

pp.57-8. 
57 Quoted in: Darsières, Joseph Lagrosillière…La remontée, p.117 and p.161. 
58 Chathuant, ‘Gratien Candace: une figure de la vie politique française’, p.79. 
59 ANOM, FM GUERNUT//80, ‘Les vieilles colonies et les projets de modification de leur constitution’, 
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national du combattant (National Office of the Combatant), and its subsidiary comités 

coloniaux (colonial committees).60 

The debates which swirled around the question of unemployment in the late 1930s 

brought these arguments into focus as conseillers généraux probed the limits of 

sovereignty for small, dependent islands. Speaking in 1938, Sévère suggested that while 

revising their dépenses obligatoires would not provide a solution to their budgetary woes, 

nor would assimilation intégrale. Repeating the point which he had made at the time of 

the Le Conte Commission, Sévère took the side of the Chambre de commerce, arguing 

that the Martinican taxpayer could not bear the weight of metropolitan taxes; in fact, they 

would collapse the economy. At the same time, he argued, the very premise of 

assimilation intégrale as imagined by its supporters was amiss: ‘we will carry the name of 

département’, he argued, ‘but do we think that Parliament will ever accept that the 

metropolitan taxpayer bears the cost of all the reforms and all the social laws which, 

coming into effect in France, will need to be applied in the colony? That is an illusion 

which must be abandoned’.61 

Sévère believed that the only possible form of assimilation was the one which he 

supported: assimilation mitigée, assimilation with financial autonomy. Whatever 

Martinique wished for itself, it would have to pay for itself; and, amid shifting norms 

around the role of the state, this meant some hard truths. The unemployment fund (caisse 

de chômage) which Bissol, Lagrosillière, and others wished to see created on the lines of 

those in France was an impossibility, Sévère argued. ‘[A]s far as we push this 

assimilation’, he told them, ‘we will never make our miniscule, island economy able to 
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compare with the general economy of a country like France. In extending as far as 

possible the attributions of our local assembly, we will never attain national 

sovereignty…We will be “French département”, we will never be France on our own’. 

The département might act for the Antilles as the nation did for West Indians, but it did 

not, indeed could not do so in the same way. Across the world, Sévère argued, states had 

been forced to turn to inflationary measures to deal with the problem of unemployment. A 

Martinican département could not.62 

Lagrosillière, however, had begun to drift from his defence of financial autonomy as the 

enormity of the costs involved with social welfare became apparent. If assimilation was 

indeed about reviving the promise of freedom, then the reforms on offer were not to be 

subject to bargaining and negotiation. Martinique’s fragile budget, vulnerable to the 

slightest natural or global disaster, was 100 million francs; workers’ pensions alone, he 

estimated, would cost 20 million. ‘[F]or as long as we do not have assimilation’, 

Lagrosillière argued in November 1938, ‘that is to say for as long as all the social 

expenses, which are charged to the nation in France for all metropolitan départements, are 

not charged to the nation for the vieilles colonies, we will always be limited in our efforts 

by financial autonomy’.63 Both he and Bissol argued that assimilation intégrale was 

possible, and increasingly the only option available. The next day, on 25 November 1938, 

the SFIO-Communist majority in the conseil général voted through a motion on precisely 

these terms. With the colony’s budget in peril, unemployment raging, dépenses 

obligatoires rising, and so on, the conseil général repeated its motion from 1882, 

‘sacrificing the maintenance of the attributions and prerogatives which one does not find 

in metropolitan Conseils généraux’ so as to receive ‘départemental status to share, 

 
62 Martinique. Déliberations du Conseil général. Première session ordinaire de 1938 (Fort-de-France, 
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according to its resources, the fate of the population of France, the advantages and 

guarantees as well as the costs and obligations, in complete equity’.64 When assimilation 

was on the table again in 1946, they would not hesitate as in 1925. 

 

Federation and the Politics of Sugar 

Writing privately on 27 November 1938 to the Labour MP, Sir Stafford Cripps, who had 

supported the foundation of his People’s National Party (PNP) during a visit to Jamaica, 

Norman Manley laid out the problem of sovereignty facing the islands of the Caribbean as 

he understood it. It was, he reflected, ‘particularly difficult to see what to do in the given 

social and economic framework with little countries like this’. ‘We are completely at the 

mercy of world economic forces’, he continued, and ‘in the given system, no internal 

effort can provide the means to do more than make ripples in the surface of our deep 

troubles’.65 

In the historiography of Jamaica, David Scott writes, the labour unrest of 1938 is framed 

as ‘the inaugural moment in the narrative of our political modernity. And once set in 

motion the arc of this narrative follows a set path, through a sequence of subsidiary events 

(Adult Suffrage in 1944 being a pivotal one), invariably bending toward independence in 

1962 as the effective culmination of the story. In other words, 1938 is linked to 1962 by a 

teleological thread: the former is the origin of the latter; the latter is the horizon of the 

former’.66 Manley’s words, however, written in this supposedly foundational moment in 

Jamaican national history, betray a distinct lack of confidence in the prospect of Jamaican 
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independence. The future Chief Minister and Premier was part of a new generation of 

politicians forged in the fire of the 1930s. But this new generation, no less than the one 

before it, was not seduced by the promise of national sovereignty. 

Since wartime commentators had first begun to set the empire on new bases in their 

minds, the Commonwealth of Nations had acted as a model which would allow the islands 

to navigate the problem of sovereignty. Economic reciprocity, it was thought, would come 

to stand in for direct political rule. The islands’ vulnerability to ‘world economic forces’, 

and their resulting dependence on British protection, would be re-engineered as a source 

of strength for the Caribbean and the wider, post-imperial polity of which it was to form 

part. By the time that Manley was writing, though, the islands had gained neither the 

economic closeness, nor the political separation for which they had hoped. The events of 

the 1930s, however, seemed to confirm rather than end their faith in the Commonwealth 

of Nations. Dependence could yet still be made to work, if only they could overcome their 

unequal integration. More than ever, this seemed to mean federation. 

As before, the future of the islands’ sugar industries was thought to be that of the islands 

themselves. In the 1930s, a situation deemed sufficiently dire to warrant a special 

commission under Olivier in 1929 soon got worse. Globally, as we have seen, subsidies, 

tariff walls, and import quotas had all continued to mount. By 1938, the so-called ‘free 

market’, defined by that year’s West India Royal Commission’s (WIRC) Report as ‘those 

countries that normally obtain an appreciable part of their supplies from foreign countries 

on non-preferential terms’, was able to absorb just 12% of world production. Britain was 

by far the largest single component, importing somewhere between 34% and 46% of its 

sugar from outside the empire between 1934 and 1938, depending on the year.67 

 
67 West India Royal Commission Report, pp.267-269. 
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Imperial Preference, which had barely kept the industries afloat in the 1920s, became all 

the more crucial as prices collapsed with the Depression. D.J. Verity of Jamaica’s Sugar 

Manufacturers’ Association (JSMA) calculated that the ‘estimated average nett [sic] price 

to Factories including the value of Sugar exported, all preferences, and the value of Sugar 

sold locally’ had fallen from £16 15s. in 1927 to £11 5s. in 1931, remaining relatively 

steady until another fall to £10 6s. 4d. in 1935, and just £9 19s. 10d. in 1937. Verity noted 

pointedly that in 1929, when the price was still almost £13, ‘the position was considered 

serious enough to warrant special measures to be taken to keep the Industry alive’.68 

Factory and estate owners responded to these plummeting prices with the only methods 

they knew. Wages were slashed, hours reduced, and production processes streamlined. In 

Barbados, salaries paid to agricultural labourers in 1930 were some 25% down on their 

1929 levels, themselves less than the previous year.69 Production expanded massively to 

compensate. Between 1928 and 1938-9, Barbados’ annual production more than doubled 

from 63,100 to 151,000 tons; Trinidad’s increased from 81,600 to 115,000 tons; and 

Jamaica’s rose from 62,500 to 106,000 tons.70 Even as its fortunes fell, sugar became 

more and more vital to the islands’ economies. 

Most of Olivier’s recommendations from 1929 went unheeded. The Chancellor of the 

Exchequer, Philip Snowden, and the Colonial Secretary, Lord Passfield, remained 

committed to cheap sugar for white Britons.71 In the absence of imperial assistance, it was 

the islands’ governments who were again forced to intervene to allow production to 

continue. In Trinidad, for example, the Legislative Council granted sugar manufacturers a 

loan of £2 per ton of sugar exported during 1930 to support their 1931 crop, repayable 
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only once prices had picked up, and conditional on their maintaining a minimum price for 

farmers’ cane and salary for their labourers.72 The imperial government belatedly offered 

an additional preference of £1 per ton from 1932 to 1934, when this additional sum was 

replaced by a complex system of colonial sugar certificates which provided a higher rate 

of preference on a fixed tonnage of colonial exports.73  

Cipriani and others might not have been satisfied, but by 1939 preferential assistance 

accounted for 40% of the price received by Caribbean sugar producers. The WIRC noted 

that, while the commissioners had been in the region, British colonial producers had 

received about £11 5s. per ton on the London market, well below the £15 which Olivier 

had thought necessary. France’s protection, by contrast, had boosted Antillean sugar to 

almost £18 per ton. But, the report continued, the industry’s travails were ‘common to the 

Caribbean area as a whole. Indeed they are more acutely felt in sovereign countries that do 

not receive the benefits that Colonies derive from the preferential systems of their mother 

countries’.74 

Cuba, whose sugar fetched just £6 10s. per ton on the London market, was a prime 

example of the problem of sovereignty in action. Its sugar industry was dominated by 

American capital, and almost entirely dependent on exports to the USA where its slim 

preference was increasingly nullified by rising tariffs. From the mid-1920s, Cuba found in 

internationalism the solution which the British Caribbean found in the Commonwealth of 

Nations. Most notably, it was among the main movers behind the ISA, through which it 

aimed to leverage a degree of economic sovereignty which simultaneously maintained its 

 
72 TNA, CO 884/13/17, Telegram: Governor, Trinidad to Colonial Secretary, 5 June 1930, pp.12-13. 
73 The increase in the basic preference employed between 1932 and 1934 was replaced after a fall in the 

Canadian dollar against the British pound saw Caribbean sugar abandon the Canadian market. The 

certificate system was intended to safeguard against such an eventuality in the future: West India Royal 

Commission Report, pp.280-281. 
74 West India Royal Commission Report, pp.25-8. 



264 

 

dependence in relation to the USA.75 British Caribbean observers, however, saw the 

problem differently. Solving the problems affecting the global sugar industry fell a distant 

second behind securing a profitable outlet for their own production. In the international 

sphere, they were weak, divided, and vulnerable; but within the empire, they had, as they 

saw it, a moral claim on Britain. Slavery, liberalisation, indenture, and racially-coded 

protectionism were Britain’s policies, and therefore Britain’s problems to solve. A 

common petition drawn up by the ACCWI and signed by chambers of commerce and 

agriculture, agricultural societies, and legislative councils across the islands in 1931 made 

precisely this point. Those dependent on the sugar industry for their livelihood in the 

1930s were the descendants of those slaves freed in the 1830s, or else of those Indians 

brought to the islands ‘under a policy of migration promoted by the authority of Your 

Majesty’s Government’.76 The problem was therefore Britain’s to solve. 

The arrival of the royal commissioners at the end of the decade seemed an opportune 

moment to remind them of Britain’s responsibilities. For Bustamante, the TLP, and others, 

the 1897 WIRC’s admission of moral obligation was a clear base from which to claim 

assistance in funding the islands’ twentieth-century revival.77 As in the 1920s, then, West 

Indians turned to the imperial rather than international sphere. The JSMA concluded that 

no ‘efficacious’ solutions to the West Indies’ sugar crisis were possible while Britain was 

still a party to the ISA.78 Trinidad’s Sugar Manufacturers’ Association (TSMA) was of a 

similar mind; the solution was not internationalism, but for Britain to extend its preference 
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on colonial sugar.79 The TLP, the Guianese & West Indies Labour Congress (GWILC), 

the Jamaican labour leader Alexander Bustamante, and others adopted similar positions.80 

As in the 1920s, though, anticolonial thought imagined dependence on the islands’ terms, 

for the 1930s had driven home the dangers of their unequal integration on numerous 

occasions. During the war, many had looked forward to a self-sufficient empire and a 

future of peaceable intra-imperial co-operation, but a combination of Britain’s lukewarm 

commitment to protectionism, the development of Dominion nationalism, and the 

economic liberalism of the League of Nations ended these rather idealistic predictions. 

The 1931 ACCWI petition traced this path, beginning with the islands’ pride in having 

‘during the Great War, participated, with increased closeness of sympathy…in the 

combined efforts and sufferings of the subjects of Your Majesty’s Crown’. What had 

become of this wartime solidarity? ‘The consumers of sugar in Britain are now obtaining 

cheap sugar at the cost of the underpayment of these their fellow subjects’, the petition 

continued, and all the while metropolitan beet producers ‘receive from the Imperial 

Treasury assistance exceeding in money value the open market price of their sugar; by 

which means alone they are being enabled to maintain an increasing competition with 

your Petitioners in an industry upon its own merits apparently quite uneconomical’.81 The 

issue was one of unequal integration; the islands were locked into an imperial economy 

whose management they did not control, and on terms which they did not choose. 

Metropolitan consumers and beet producers had ‘Parliamentary Representation, as your 
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Petitioners have not’, and so ‘the privilege and power of influencing such policies in their 

own common interests’.82 The Antilles proved that such representation was no guarantee 

of security, but to be voiceless was to be absolutely powerless. 

So much was clear at the 1932 British Empire Economic Conference, better known as the 

Ottawa Conference, which established a swathe of new intra-imperial preferential trading 

agreements. Typically, the British Caribbean had to make do with representation via the 

Colonial Office. The subsequent West Indian reaction was conflicted. Although ostensibly 

a welcome step towards imperial economic integration, Ottawa benefited Britain and the 

Dominions over the West Indies. As Sangster pointed out in the subsequent legislative 

council debate in Jamaica: ‘in the case of goods we are importing, the percentage of 

preference is hundreds of per cent; but in the percentage we are to receive, it is 

considerably smaller. Four hundred per cent on canvas shoes, and against that you have 

coffee…-16 and 2/3rds per cent’. Was it right that West Indian workers should forego 

cheap shoes from Japan just to build up the industry in another part of the empire? D.T. 

Wint, member for St. Ann, was among many to identify their unequal integration as the 

cause of this imbalance. ‘His Majesty’s Government’, a report of his speech paraphrased, 

‘treated the colonies as if they were bastard children of the Empire and he agreed with the 

other members who had deplored the fact that they had not been represented at the Ottawa 

Conference’.83 Elsewhere, too, there was a sense of injustice. The West Indian commented 

in October 1932 that Grenada’s legislature had opposed the subsequent Customs Tariff 

Act, or at least pushed the matter ‘into abeyance’. In Trinidad, the paper continued, 

legislative councillors as ideologically opposed as Cipriani and L.A.P. O’Reilly had 
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attempted unsuccessfully to block the measure. And in Barbados, finally, the Advocate’s 

weary headline had summed up political opinion across the region: ‘No Way of Escape’.84 

The crowning indignity, though, came when Britain became a signatory to the ISA in 

1937. This was precisely the sort of internationalism against which the islands, hoping to 

revive greater imperial integration, had pushed. The situation was not altogether different 

to the introduction of contingentement in the Antilles in 1923. Through a process over 

which they had almost no control, the islands were faced with a quota on a staple industry, 

one which promised to stop their progress in its tracks. What rankled was not only the 

economic harm which metropolitan policy promised to inflict, but the cavalier way in 

which British Caribbean interests had been ‘sacrificed’.85 Yet again, the Dominions had 

represented themselves at the conference, but yet again the West Indies, as Crown 

Colonies, had been forced to make do with representation through the Colonial Office. In 

the Jamaica Legislative Council, J.A.G. Smith, always a stickler for procedure and elected 

members’ prerogatives, picked up his familiar point about their powerlessness under 

Crown Colony government to influence the colonial or imperial authorities. It was, 

lamented the elected member for St. Andrew, George Seymour-Seymour, Ottawa all over 

again.86 

Smith, Seymour-Seymour, and others like them imagined the Commonwealth of Nations 

to be bound together by shared institutions, but materialised most clearly through 

economic reciprocity. But the ISA provided another painful indication that, for Britain and 

the Dominions, trade was trade. ‘On the one hand we are told Imperial preference should 

be regarded sentimentally’, St. James’ A.B. Lowe remarked in the same debate, but ‘[o]n 
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the other hand we are told foreign sugar will be accepted in England, and although we get 

a preference that preference is circumscribed and limited’. Seymour-Seymour agreed. It 

seemed ‘a queer thing to us in Jamaica when we review the sugar situation of the past we 

find that the British Government had not the faintest compunction in allowing the whole 

of the West Indian colonies to go to ruin in the 70’s and 80’s [sic]’. Up to Olivier’s 1929 

commission, he continued, Britain had always blamed the West Indies’ plight on their 

antiquated machinery, poor cultivation techniques, and so on. Now, after mortgaging their 

estates to finance improvements, investing in new agricultural methods, and expanding 

their production, Britain had, at a stroke, put them in a position where they could not reap 

the benefits of their sacrifices.87 

In short, by the end of the 1930s the Commonwealth of Nations had come to seem at once 

less secure and more essential than ever for the British Caribbean. Where he had been 

toppled, the interwar years had returned King Cane to his throne, or close to it. Even in 

Jamaica, sugar was close to becoming the island’s prime agricultural export again, the 

once dominant banana industry looked upon as fatally wounded by Panama Disease.88 

Greater reliance on a sugar industry whose global position was more and more precarious 

made the islands more and more dependent on a Britain whose lukewarm commitment to 

Caribbean sugar seemed to be wavering. More than ever, then, it seemed essential that the 

islands find a way to make their voice heard as a member of the Commonwealth of 

Nations. As the Gleaner put it on 20 May 1937: ‘The lessons of the recent International 

Sugar Conference in London should be taken to heart by political interests, and with the 

latter sugar producers of British Guiana, Barbados, Trinidad, Jamaica and Antigua. It 
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should bring home to the colonies that in their present political state they have no voice at 

conferences which transcend in their importance’.89 

Federation was the favoured vehicle for completing the islands’ integration into the 

Commonwealth of Nations and securing them a more influential voice on the world stage. 

The lesson which the Gleaner thought most important was that ‘[d]irect representation can 

only be obtained if these colonies would show that they are no longer detached units, each 

one endeavouring to furrow its own political row under the Crown Colony system, 

without reaching the goal, and then consolidate their political interests, with not only a 

uniform system of Government, but a West Indian Parliament, the status of the whole 

being that of a Dominion’.90 This was a remarkable volte-face for de Lisser’s newspaper, 

which had generally been a vigorous opponent of federation.91 

In anticolonial reformers’ representations to the WIRC at the end of the decade, it was 

similarly not nation-statehood which dominated the agenda, but federation. Wood’s 

concessions, the TLP’s memorandum argued, had been intended as ‘an experiment’, a 

preliminary step towards ‘a wholly Elected System…which would eventually lead up to a 

system of self-government, allied with complete Federation of the British West Indies and 

eventual Dominion status’.92 ‘Our aim’, their supplemental memorandum continued, ‘is 

ultimately to have a Federation – a Federated West Indian Commonwealth, recognised as 

a Dominion, with insular constitutions and a federal constitution with, if necessary, 

reserved powers given to the Governor, the Federal Constitution, and to the Colonial 

Office’.93 In Barbados, the reform movement’s leader, Grantley Adams, argued that 
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federation would ‘lay the foundation for the creation of a sound economic structure for the 

West Indies as a whole[,] the only sure means of securing the lasting prosperity of its 

individual units’.94 

As in the 1920s, these visions largely used federation as a vehicle for national projects. 

The TWA had gestured towards a sort of ‘confederacy’, and in the 1930s efforts were 

made to sketch out the relationship between nation and federation more clearly.95 The 

GWILC was a body created to foster inter-colonial labour activism which first gathered 

representatives from Trinidad, British Guiana, and Barbados at Port of Spain in November 

1938.96 Ahead of the WIRC, it drew up a full draft constitution which was adopted by the 

TLP and the Barbados Progressive League (BPL). Rather than a centralised federal state, 

the constitution proposed a more decentralised, inter-state, international model. The 

members would come together for all manner of common questions from trade to public 

health to agriculture, but the single chamber legislature, the Federal Council, would have 

no jurisdiction over the revenue or expenditure of member states.97 

Jamaica alone, as ever, appeared somewhat different. Even here, though, the PNP’s 

official policy was to establish ‘responsible Government as a National unit within the 

British Commonwealth of Nations’.98 W. Adolphe Roberts’ Jamaica Progressive League 

(JPL), which threw its weight behind the PNP in August 1939, differed only in its 

unwillingness to wait, putting forward a ‘demand for immediate Dominion status’.99 The 

federal project, then, was far from complete, but the interwar years had seen it build from 

a somewhat fringe interest to become the dominant political project across many of the 
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islands. Manley had already come to the conclusion that sovereignty was a problem, even 

for an island like Jamaica. In 1958, although still sceptical, he would lead Jamaica into the 

Federation of the West Indies. 

 

Rural Reconstruction 

The Depression years achieved what the tumult of 1919-1920 had in Trinidad, namely the 

birth of genuinely mass, labour-focused, nationalist movements. In the 1920s, Cipriani 

had reached beyond the question of Crown Colony government and towards a more 

systemic critique of capitalist imperialism. Like the assimilationist thinkers up the island 

chain in the Antilles, he had recognised that constitutional change would need to propel 

wider social and economic reforms if it was to provide any real benefit to the majority of 

the population. Towards the end of the 1930s, a new generation of politicians emerged in 

Jamaica and Barbados, thrust to prominence by the events around them. Those who 

spearheaded the popular protests were often least likely to enjoy long-term prominence. 

The colonial authorities called upon the full disciplinary apparatus of the state to gag, 

imprison, and deport those whom they considered to be sources of ‘sedition’. 

Rather than focusing on figures like Butler, François, or Clement Payne, then, this section 

addresses those who emerged, cloaked in the armour of middle-class respectability, to 

lead the new nationalist movements into the decades which followed. Above all, it focuses 

on Jamaica’s Norman Manley, and Barbados’ Grantley Adams. The two men’s arrival at 

the head of movements proclaiming to advance the rights of the working classes was 

almost as unexpected as Cipriani’s. Manley, the war veteran and Oxford-educated lawyer 

to the Jamaican elite, was catapulted to prominence of a different nature after volunteering 
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to mediate on behalf of striking workers on the Kingston waterfront in May 1938.100 

Adams, another Oxford-educated lawyer, had been a critic of O’Neal and the DL/WMA, 

and had engaged in a long dispute with Wickham in the 1920s. Barbs flew between the 

Herald and Adams’ Agricultural Reporter over the question of socialism, until Adams 

brought down Wickham and the Herald in a libel case in 1930. On his election to the 

Assembly in 1934, though, Adams showed little animosity towards the political positions 

which his former opponents had taken up in the 1920s. Like Cipriani, and indeed Manley, 

his ideas were shaped in dialogue with Labour and Fabian socialism.101 Both men’s 

anticolonial projects built on the foundations first laid by the TWA in the 1920s, 

expanding and systematising this socialist critique of British imperialism. New, however, 

was a more specifically Caribbean way of understanding colonialism, one tied to the 

plantation complex. 

Increasingly, the federal project was looked upon as inseparable from the push for self-

government. The ‘West Indian Unofficial Conference’ on federation, which gathered 

delegates from Trinidad, Barbados, and the Windward and Leeward Islands at the Union 

Club in Roseau, Dominica in 1932 offered a case in point. The conference was doubly 

‘unofficial’: it was a direct response and in some senses challenge to the Colonial Office’s 

imminent official enquiry into federation, the Closer Union Commission; and it was 

attended by a swathe of ‘unofficial’ legislative councillors, both elected and nominated, 

from across the islands. Organised by the Dominica Taxpayers’ Reform Association, the 

Unofficial Conference aimed to contest the Closer Union Commission’s intention to 

consider the question of federation without that of self-government.102 
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Although often portrayed as a labour initiative, the Conference was actually characteristic 

of an older type of reformism which was soon to be subsumed by the unrest of the 

1930s.103 Cipriani’s speeches covered his usual ground: the evils of capitalist imperialism; 

the birth of a West Indian Federation to join a Labour-led Britain in a Commonwealth of 

Nations; and the principle that the vote was the ‘only weapon that can be put in the hands 

of the working man to save him from the grip and strangulation of the Capitalist and 

employer class’.104 But for all the esteem in which he was held by his fellow attendees, 

Cipriani’s socialist principles were out of step with the dominant themes of the Unofficial 

Conference. The other delegates, some of them also important political figures in their 

own colonies, represented a heterogeneous mix of lawyers, journalists, merchants, and 

planters. Self-government for most of those present represented respect for the principle 

of ‘no taxation without representation’, a means to reduce the cost of government to the 

taxpayer during a time of economic crisis, and the end of an unjust system which hindered 

professional advancement within the civil service.105 At stake, and roundly criticised, was 

Crown Colony rule more than colonialism. 

Cipriani, of course, had also denounced Crown Colony government before, and so too did 

Manley, Adams, and others like them. In Jamaica, Manley suggested that the impossibility 

of realising social and economic development under the present constitution was ‘one 

political point on which every shade of feeling and opinion in this country is agreed’. 

‘You have on the one hand, a government with a permanent majority’, he told the WIRC 

in November 1938, taking up an old reformist argument, ‘and on the other hand you have 

got elected members who have no substantial power and responsibility’. The elected 
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members had no authority to initiate schemes involving public expenditure or taxation, no 

majority in the council, and no responsibility for the implementation of the legislation 

which they did pass. The result, Manley suggested, was twofold. First, the elected 

members’ efforts to raise issues of concern to the mass of the Jamaican population like 

unemployment had come to nothing. Second, the elected members used their powers in 

the only way they could, namely to tear down, obstruct, and deform even promising or 

well-intentioned government schemes.106 

The effect of the 1930s, though, was to bring greater sensitivity to the deeper, structural 

problems afflicting the islands. Insofar as the problem of freedom had left the islands’ 

populations disfranchised, and land, wealth, and power concentrated in the hands of the 

plantocracy, an anticolonial stance which sought to address the legacies of colonial rule 

had necessarily to reach beyond the simple transfer of power. Cipriani had argued as 

much in the 1920s. The opportunity to submit memorandums to the WIRC offered 

anticolonial thinkers of the late 1930s the chance to systematise and refine the political 

project developed by the TWA in the previous decade. What they arrived at was a new 

understanding of the legacies of the problem of freedom as the effects of enslavement 

rather than, say, liberalisation and Crown Colony rule. Theirs was a more specifically 

Caribbean way of understanding anticolonialism, more alike in tone if not so much in 

content to Antilleans’ Schoelcherism and anti-usine stance. In 1938, C.L.R. James 

published The Black Jacobins, and Eric Williams finished the doctoral thesis which would 

become Capitalism and Slavery, both texts which grappled with slavery’s foundational 

role in modernity. This group of Black Atlantic thinkers made race the connective tissue 

between the struggles for emancipation in the nineteenth century and decolonisation in the 
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twentieth.107 Manley and Adams fronted political movements which, at least officially, 

largely eluded this expansive critique of global white supremacy. But in 1938, the very 

same year, they too narrowed in on the legacies of enslavement. For these thinkers, the 

plantation became at once symbol, symptom, and systemic root of the islands’ problems. 

Adams put it most clearly. Explaining his position to the WIRC, the Barbadian argued that 

‘the plantation system is ultimately the cause – basically the cause – of our trouble’.108 

From the standpoint of the people’s welfare, Adams suggested, the plantation system was 

‘inherently indefensible’. Indeed, he was quite explicit that the place of the agricultural 

labourer in Barbados’ social and economic structure had not noticeably changed since the 

end of slavery.109 Manley too traced his island’s impasse to the problem of freedom. 

Jamaican development, he argued, had been hindered by the ‘fallacy’ that ‘the general 

prosperity of the Country is somehow or other bound up in the preservation of a number 

of large and well managed Estates’. Post-emancipation land policy had been crafted to 

turn the formerly enslaved and their descendants into a ‘cheap and fluctuating labour 

supply’ for the plantation by making available only ‘second rate’ lands. The ‘fallacious 

notion’ that ‘the settled peasant requires and should have access to large Estates so as to 

be able to work for wages to supplement his earnings’ had persisted, he continued, to 

protect the plantocracy. Jamaica had been ‘run predominantly in the interest of the Estate 

owners’, and not ‘for the interests of the masses’.110 This was a more thorough 

deconstruction of the legacies of the problem of freedom than ever before. 

There was no doubt that the strikes of the 1930s had led them to this diagnosis of the 

plantation as the malady which ailed the islands. Manley’s memorandum to the WIRC 
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was co-authored with W.E. McCulloch and Noel Nethersole, the latter the PNP’s future 

vice president and one of the most influential members on the party’s more radical left.111 

In explaining the recent unrest, almost all the causes they listed were directly linked to the 

plantation system: unemployment; low wages and poverty; inadequate provision for land 

settlement; economic underdevelopment; and so on. Added to a political constitution 

‘partly responsible for the degeneracy and gross corruption of our quasi-democratic 

Institutions’, and their identification of the legacies of the problem of freedom was 

clear.112 

The response across the islands took the form of what Manley and the PNP called ‘rural 

reconstruction’, a nationalist, statist policy of agricultural development.113 Speaking after 

the PNP’s inaugural congress had drafted the party’s first programme in April 1939, 

Manley underlined that ‘they as a Party believed that in developing this country in the 

interests of the people as a whole the fundamental of all policy must be the increase and 

development of their agricultural resources’.114 In so doing, Manley hoped to tackle the 

way the plantation system had deformed Jamaica’s economic, social, and political 

institutions, all of which had culminated in the tumult of the 1930s.  

The central pillar of rural reconstruction was radical land reform. Adams sought nothing 

less than the plantation’s abolition. ‘[T]his system’, he told the WIRC, ‘which has 

survived in Barbados for three hundred years of having a small, narrow, wealthy class, 

with a mass of cheap labour on the other side should be abolished’.115 As representative of 

the BPL, Adams called for state purchase of estates for resale to peasant proprietors, and a 

limit of 50 acres on the size of any sugar estate owned by a single individual or 
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company.116 In twenty years, Adams hoped to completely transform the pattern of land 

ownership, and consequently wealth and power, in Barbados. Nor, indeed, was he alone. 

The BPL drew its land policy directly from the resolutions of the GWILC. Given that this 

body counted Cipriani as president and Rienzi as general secretary, the TLP 

unsurprisingly pledged its support too, although its own memorandum to the WIRC 

expressed a preference for long-term tenantry over peasant proprietorship.117 

Manley reached similar conclusions. The ‘future to be planned for is not a future of large 

Estates controlling the major agricultural crops’, his memorandum to the WIRC argued. 

The inability to grasp this had been the failing of Jamaica’s previous land settlement 

schemes. A ‘true policy of Land Settlement’, he continued, ‘necessarily conflicts with the 

Estate system’.118 Although he did not speak in terms of ‘abolition’ as did Adams, at the 

very least Manley envisaged the plantation being completely superseded as the main unit 

of agricultural production. As in Barbados and Trinidad, the state was to play a crucial 

role in this ‘true policy’. Granted compulsory acquisition powers, Manley’s desired Land 

Settlement Board would have at least two million pounds to invest over the next ten years 

in order to develop a comprehensive scheme which would run for decades more.119 

With this phasing out of the plantation system, the economy was to be restructured on new 

lines; a ‘planned economy’, as the BPL put it.120 Following on from the TWA’s proposals 

in the 1920s, at the centre of these planned economies was to be a nationalised sugar 

industry. Valuable though it was, oil absorbed only a relatively small workforce, cocoa 

was menaced by witches’ broom disease, and Panama and leaf-spot disease in Jamaican 
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bananas seemed to many, Manley included, to make the ‘whole future outlook of this 

industry…gloomy in the extreme’.121 This left sugar. The GWILC, whose influence on 

TLP and BPL policy was clear, made the nationalisation of sugar its second resolution, 

behind only self-government with adult suffrage. In practice, this seemed to mean 

government ownership of sugar factories, and a ‘single Government purchasing agency in 

each Colony for sugar – such agency to be the sole exporters’.122 Such, at least, was how 

Adams intended it. He did not, he assured the WIRC, ‘mean nationalisation in the English 

sense – complete nationalisation’, but rather ‘Government ownership of sugar factories, 

and co-operative production, cultivation and marketing’.123 

Manley, for his part, called for the sugar industry to be ‘subject to Government 

supervision and control’. The new peasantry, then, would essentially act as contractors for 

the state. Breaking, as Manley put it, with ‘the tradition of centuries’, the agricultural and 

industrial elements of the sugar industry would be completely separated; cane farming 

would become the rule rather than the exception. This division of functions had been 

evident across the Caribbean since the nineteenth century in the rise of central factories, 

but it was now to be extended through the dismantling of the plantation itself.124 Faith in 

the modernising power of the state abounded. Manley imagined that agricultural education 

would be ‘built into Land Settlement policy’, each new settlement providing a central 

space for ‘experimental agricultural work’, and each overseen by a manager responsible 

for selecting crops and cultivation methods, and training the settlers.125 
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The answer to the problem of sovereignty, that is, Imperial Preference on sugar through 

the Commonwealth of Nations, was to propel answers to the legacies of the problem of 

freedom. At the same time, Manley, Adams, and others proposed answers to these 

legacies which might, to some degree at least, lessen the problem of sovereignty. The 

other wing of their economic nationalism lay in a critique of the shape of the imperial 

economic order. ‘Are West Indians to be ill-paid producers of raw materials forever,’ 

asked Marryshow in August 1939.126 Marryshow did not believe so, and nor did the PNP. 

Becoming a Dominion meant acting like one, and this meant the ‘development of local 

industries’ like cement and dairy behind high tariff walls. ‘[U]ntil strong political action 

was taken to get their rights they would never have those things they wanted until it suited 

vested interests in Great Britain to export their capital to this country and take the profits’, 

Manley argued in the same year. Manley’s desired industries would benefit from a local 

monopoly so that the profits would remain in the island. They would be state financed, 

managed through a state-public partnership, and ultimately transferred to the control of a 

co-operative.127 Jamaica, Bustamante argued, could no longer be ‘kept as a dumping 

ground for British products’.128 

Like the TWA again, links to Fabian socialism shaped these visions of the future. In a 

1934 pamphlet, How Labour Will Save Agriculture, the Labour Party promised to revive 

British agriculture through ‘co-operative organisations among the producers of each 

commodity’ which would ‘function under the guidance of those charged with the 

responsibility of developing the National Economic Plan for the whole nation’.129 Cripps, 

in fact, whose influence on this iteration of British Caribbean socialism was so profound, 
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had that year made a similar point in his The Economic Planning of Agriculture.130 Fabian 

colonial developmentalism, Paul Kelemen writes, ‘sought to reconcile the imperial 

trustee’s defence of the individual peasant proprietor with the idea of the state, as the 

embodiment of the collective interest, taking an active role in managing the economy’.131 

As such, it was little surprise that co-operative schemes of various descriptions loomed 

large in Fabian colonial policy. The TLP, notably, referred explicitly in their supplemental 

memorandum to both Britain’s Horace-Plunkett Cooperative Institute, and to the 

‘Linlithgow Indian Commission (1928-29)’ for ‘some excellent guiding axioms’.132 

Manley, Nethersole, and McCulloch’s memorandum defined ‘co-operative organisation’ 

as the key tenet for their entire programme, the essential principle by which land 

settlement would be structured: 

Co-operative principles can be applied in the laying out and the initial 

development of the settlement. They can cover a large field in connection with 

problems of supply, and the marketing of cash crops should be done as far as 

possible on a co-operative basis. Central areas should be reserved for Community 

services for recreation purposes and for experimental agricultural work and supply 

services for the Settlement as a whole. It is hardly necessary to point out that there 

is no greater factor for the social development of a peasantry than co-operation. It 

seems obvious that every single Land Settlement is an ideal field for the 

development of co-operative principles and that this has never been and is still not 

being attempted by Government is only due to the fact that the benefits of co-

operation as a civilising agent is not understood.133 

 

As this assessment suggests, the rationale for rural reconstruction was not only, maybe not 

even principally economic. It was well known that small planter yields fell short of those 

that could be achieved by large estates. Manley, when pressed by the WIRC on the matter, 
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was quite happy to admit that he did not imagine peasant production could outmatch 

existing estate figures.134 ‘It is emphasised’, the TLP’s supplemental memorandum 

proclaimed, ‘that the ideal and work of Cooperation is not only for the economic 

improvement of Man, but for something additional for Culture and for the Soul of Man. 

Cooperation is not purely materialistic’.135 These reformers saw in the plantation not just 

the source of economic underdevelopment, but of social and moral degradation. This 

dimension of their anticolonial thought was shaped by their class background; there was 

an inherent conservatism to rural reconstruction. Their land reforms sought to emancipate 

agricultural labourers from the plantocracy, but simultaneously to tie them to the land 

through new forms of social and economic arrangement.  

Echoing some of the more utopian projects of the war, now long since forgotten, this late-

1930s anticolonialism envisaged land settlement as a means of forging a moral, ‘civilised’ 

citizenry capable of benefiting from the advent of democracy. It was telling, in fact, that 

Manley’s preferred system of landholding was what he referred to as ‘the collective 

system’; that is, as one of the Royal Commissioners put it, ‘a sort of community of 

families working upon a piece of land in common, containing with that settlement of 

families all the appurtenances of a civic life’.136 This was a patriarchal vision of the future, 

one in which the nuclear family was to be elevated as the core building bloc of civil 

society to restore a social fabric torn apart during the 1930s. It was no surprise that the 

PNP’s project was for all intents and purposes identical to that put to the WIRC by the 

Jamaica Deputation Committee, a conglomerate of moral reformers and political 

progressives organised by the JPL.137 
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Moreover, the specifically rural, agricultural dimensions of these visions was no accident. 

Migrants from the countryside had continued to cram into the islands’ cramped urban 

centres throughout the interwar years, joined in the 1930s by returning emigrants forced 

home from the circum-Caribbean, particularly Cuba. Jamaica’s population grew by 44% 

from 1921 to 1943, but Kingston’s jumped by 73%, and that of the neighbouring, 

suburban parish of St. Andrew by 135%.138 As the working-class population expanded, 

crowded into urban areas, and grew in militancy, it seemed as though the events of the 

1930s were destined to recur. It was notable, then, that Manley pointed for his inspiration 

to the Land Settlement Association, founded in 1934 to place unemployed workers from 

industrial areas on the land.139 

Indeed, the returnees accelerated the development of a more militant nationalism which 

groups like the PNP sought to contain and redirect through rural reconstruction. Those 

forced back to islands suffering from the global depression as populist nationalism swept 

Cuba, Panama, Venezuela, and elsewhere demanded that their own interests be similarly 

protected.140 As Putnam has argued, this was the Caribbean face of the ‘mestizo populism 

in Latin America, völkisch nationalism in Europe, and nativism in the United States’ 

which grew during the 1920s and 1930s. The extension of what T.H. Marshall would later 

call ‘social citizenship’ formed one half of a bargain between growing labour movements 

and the state; the other half came in the form of tightened border regimes which would 

restrict the state’s obligations.141 
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Anti-alienism, directed particularly against Chinese immigrants, flourished across the 

islands in the 1930s.142 In Jamaica, the Native Defenders Committee burned fast and 

bright, galvanising Kingston’s unemployed at a series of rowdy meetings in 1930 before 

two leaders, B.B. Wilson and the ex-Garveyite Leonard P. Waison, were jailed for 

sedition in November.143 Waison and another leader, I.G. Aarons, had been members of 

the UNIA until 1922 when they splintered to form the Libertarian Chapter, arguing that 

Jamaica, not Africa, ought to come first. Waison and Wilson’s mantle was subsequently 

taken up in 1936 by another former member of the Chapter, Alfred Mends, now editor of 

the newspaper Plain Talk.144 In a column whose title, ‘Jamaica for Jamaicans’, echoed the 

slogan of the Reform Club, which had emerged out of the Chapter in the mid-1920s, the 

pseudonymous ‘Patriotic Pioneer’ launched frequent attacks on the ‘alien’ element in 

Jamaican society.145 In the 6 February 1937 edition, Mends denounced the refusal to 

protect Jamaica’s own. ‘We have aliens of all sorts of Nationalities infesting this Island to 

the detriment of the native Jamaicans not being able to obtain employment’, he wrote. 

‘The Capitalists do not care whether the peasants, workers, suffer hunger, starve and die’. 

Indeed, Mends even called for ‘a Law to cause every Alien, including Cubans, to go back 

to their native land, even if they are not undesirables, so as to make room for the native 

Jamaicans who are unemployed to get work’.146 Figures like Adams and Manley were 

rarely as explicit as a Waison or a Mends. But their nationalism was not so different to the 

mestizo populism of the surrounding republics. Their progressive, even radical reforms 
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had as their partner immigration bars on ‘aliens’; requirements to employ a minimum 

percentage of ‘native’ workers; and even bans on immigration from any country, ‘British 

or otherwise’, from which Jamaicans were barred.147 

Growing labour militancy in the 1930s had pushed estate owners, particularly 

metropolitan firms whose capacity for investment tended to be greater, to improve 

housing conditions. Tate & Lyle, for example, which controlled about one third of total 

production in Jamaica and Trinidad, attempted to defuse tensions on its estates with 

improved salaries, housing, medical care, and so on.148 The JSMA was all too eager to 

trumpet its members’ supposed beneficence, describing the islands’ sugar factories as 

‘centres of civilization’ in its memorandum to the WIRC.149 Manley, for his part, argued 

the opposite. The ‘future to be planned for’, he had written, was ‘not a future of large 

Estates controlling the major agricultural crops however much they may provide improved 

conditions for labour [emphasis added]’. The plantation system could not be a force for 

social development. What other lesson could be drawn from the late labour unrest? 

Instead, Jamaica’s future was to rely on ‘a well-trained and co-operatively organised 

peasantry with every emphasis upon Communal aspects of organisation’.150 

As they grew more sensitive to the legacies of the problem of freedom, and advanced 

more structural critiques of colonialism in the Caribbean, these anticolonial thinkers came 

to view self-government not as decolonisation itself, but as a single legislative act which 

would necessarily propel fundamental changes in the islands economies and societies. 
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Nowhere was this clearer than with Adams, who, to the royal commissioners’ evident 

surprise, was even willing to sacrifice Barbadian sovereignty in the short term so as to 

push through the sorts of reform which he felt necessary. He proposed revising the 

constitution for five years to award more power over the budget to the Colonial Office, 

and to strengthen the governor’s executive power in order to ensure the passage and 

funding of social legislation and land reform. Only this non-sovereign approach, which 

cut against centuries of Barbadian pride in the island’s constitution, could prevent a 

retrograde ‘rearguard action of the people in power at present’ while universal suffrage 

slowly transformed the composition of the legislature.151
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CONCLUSION 

 

When war broke out once more in 1939, the islands reached for familiar idioms. In 

Guadeloupe, a teacher, one Ménage, declared that Guadeloupeans had ‘arisen like the 

soldiers of an II crying: Vive la France!’1 Over in Grenada, by contrast, Marryshow 

unsurprisingly turned to the monarchy. ‘The loyalty of the people of Grenada and the rest 

of the British West Indies to the King, his Crown and Throne, is deeply ingrained in every 

fibre of their being’, he wrote in the West Indian. ‘This is a fact that has never budged, 

and will not budge for a long time to come’.2 Republican or monarchist, these Caribbean 

commentators shared a faith, as they had done in 1914, in the power of duty. 

Guadeloupe’s La Justice reminded its readers of Boisneuf’s rallying call: ‘Tous les valides 

sac au dos’. This time, the paper promised, the ‘daddy’s boys’ would not be able to shirk 

their responsibility to the ‘Mère-Patrie’.3 Marryshow, preparing to live through his second 

world war, wrote in ways which would not have looked out of place 25 years earlier. 

However ‘disillusioned’ some of them had been after the First World War, however 

impatient at Britain’s slow trickle of reforms, ‘[t]his tiny island, as part of the British 

Commonwealth of Nations, cannot escape its duties and responsibilities in so far as the 

war that is on is concerned’. ‘Grenadians…rightly clamour for that full measure of the 

privileges of British citizenship which has already been won by the self-governing 

Dominions of the Empire’, he wrote. ‘Privileges and duties go hand in hand, and no 

highway more certainly leads to the destination where those privileges will be obtained 

than the path of duty which it now behoves us to travel along’.4 
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Although rallied to Vichy by the colonial authorities against most of the population’s 

wishes, Martinique became a haven for refugees: Jews from across Europe, opponents of 

the Nazi regime from Germany and Austria, antifascists from Italy, and opponents of 

Franco from Spain. Determined resisters slipped through the British blockade to islands 

like Dominica and St. Lucia, joining Free French forces there and shipping out back 

across the Atlantic. Those who remained faced tense relations with the French naval 

presence, and growing hunger as the blockade took force.5 Come 1946, the loi de 

départementalisation would make the Antilles some of the principal beneficiaries (as they 

saw it) of France’s post-war reconstruction. In the British Caribbean, the Lend-Lease Act 

made these the famous years of ‘Rum and Coca-Cola’ in Trinidad, the United States’ 

military base at Chaguaramas creating a time of profound economic, social, cultural, and 

political change.6 Groups like the PNP put their most ambitious plans on ice, but the 

question of self-government continued to rumble throughout the war years.7 Different 

anticolonial visions would come to prominence in the islands in the world-historical 

opening which followed.8 

The thesis began with the image of diverging paths. The historiography places the British 

and French Caribbean on opposite trajectories: towards independent nationhood and 

départementalisation. The thesis has argued that this assumption does justice to neither 

project. Antillean assimilationism was more autonomist, and British Caribbean 

nationalism more integrative than historians have hitherto believed. Both anticolonial 

projects explored the limits of sovereignty for small islands whose economies and 

societies were the product of European imperialism. Political traditions and wider imperial 
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contexts did direct them to different conclusions. But in both cases, département and 

nation alike were situated within wider frameworks whose intention was to provide 

equality, prosperity, and security. Their integrative anticolonialism was not 

accommodationist, a failure to grasp their true destiny. Instead, it hoped to reconfigure the 

imperial relationship, and, in so doing, produce a fundamentally different, post-imperial 

form of polity. Both British and French Caribbean thinkers looked beyond the nation, 

whether to imagine wider structures which would secure its future, or to transcend it 

altogether. 

Most obviously, the thesis’ arguments represent a rereading of the two anticolonial 

projects. In so doing, however, they have engaged with other historiographies in ways 

which bear reiterating. Global approaches to the First World War have all too often 

embraced the war’s globality only insofar as it can be folded into a singular and, some 

would say, Eurocentric and ethnocentric narrative of the conflict. Hence, colonies took 

part in the war through sending troops overseas, or else by being the site of fighting 

themselves. The thesis has built on the work of historians like Keller who have developed 

ways of decentring Europe, connecting this literature to the politics of empire. Through 

the example of sugar and rum, the thesis has pointed to new ways of putting the 

historiography of the war together with the historiography of anticolonialism, ones which 

grasp the conflict’s importance not just as the trigger for a radicalising ‘moment’, but as a 

global event which set in motion processes whose unfolding continued for decades after. 

As it centres the Caribbean in the war, so too has the thesis issued a call to centre the 

colony in anticolonialism. What happened in the ‘capitals’ of anticolonialism in Europe 

and North America mattered, but we also need to think about how ideas travelled. The 

GJJ gathered above Del’s shop in Fort-de-France to read the latest issues of Le Paria to 

arrive from Paris without altering their convictions that Martinique was, would be, and 
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had since 1793 been a département.9 The types of anticolonialism which developed in the 

Caribbean were far from parochial, but also far from mimetic. Understanding the history 

of anticolonial thought, and so of decolonisation itself, is not as simple as tracking the 

circulation of political visions crafted elsewhere with different populations in mind. The 

distinct, integrative forms of anticolonialism which developed in these years did so in 

dialogue with problems and questions which were unique to the region, but shared 

between the islands. One final intervention, then, might well be a call for historians of the 

Caribbean to engage in inter-imperial comparison of a sort which, for the historiography 

of the twentieth century at least, has been entirely absent. 

Antillean assimilationism was based on its reading of what Wilder has called the 

‘structural contradictions between metropolitan-parliamentary and colonial-arbitrary 

forms of government in the French empire’.10 Assimilation was anticolonial. Becoming 

départements would, it was thought, finally free the islands from the colonial-arbitrary 

forms of governance enabled by the sénatus-consultes. Gouverneurs would lose the 

powers which allowed them to block legislation, intervene in elections, and generally 

prevent Antilleans from fully exercising their rights as citizens. At the same time, the 

forms of assimilation preferred in these years aimed to preserve the degree of autonomy 

which the islands had inherited from the Second Empire, especially the conseils 

généraux’s financial autonomy. The département was envisaged much like the nation in 

the British Caribbean: a way to secure liberty for the petite patrie and its people. 

The 1913-1939 period was important for this project. The long-demanded extension of 

compulsory military service in 1913 was, if anything, viewed as more important in 

 
9 Justice’s header throughout the 1920s read in full: ‘MARTINIQUE is a DÉPARTEMENT (decree of the 

representative assembly, sanctioned on the 17 December 1793 by the gouverneur général). These colonies 

form an integral part of the territory of the Republic and are subject to the same constitutional law’: 

Bosphore, Militants et militantismes, p.82. 
10 Wilder, French Imperial Nation-State, pp.217-20. 
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defining Antilleans’ citizenship than the sacrifices of the war which followed. ‘No one can 

ever again consider us as half-French’, Candace had declared proudly ahead of the 

legislative elections of April-May 1914.11 As the interwar years were to show, though, this 

was not quite true. Bombs, murders, and corruption continued to make Antilleans’ voting 

rights precarious. And the recurrent suggestion that they might be reorganised as a 

gouvernement général likewise seemed to pose a threat to the islands’ hopes of 

assimilation. So prized were the conseils généraux’s privileges, however, that local 

politicians continued to defend their autonomy, even to the point of rejecting the offer of 

assimilation in 1925. It was only in the late 1930s, facing budgetary crises, new 

expectations, and increasing encroachments on their supposed privileges, that the conseils 

généraux came round to the acceptance of assimilation intégrale long urged by certain 

sections of the Antillean left. 

Alongside these debates came increasing economic dependence which helped to shape the 

bounds of the politically possible. At a stroke, the war revived the ailing sugar and rum 

industries on which the islands’ economies and populations depended. Into the vacuum 

left by beet sugar came Caribbean cane, hot on the heels of the rum industry. After 1918, 

demand for rum fell off. Global sugar prices soon collapsed too as military conflict gave 

way once again to tariff wars, and beet sugar recovered to challenge the resurgent cane 

industry. As their staple industry grew increasingly unviable, the Antilles’ dependence on 

the metropole deepened. Even France’s high tariff walls and the stabilising effect of 

contingentement could not completely insulate the Antilles from the turbulence of the 

interwar years. Nonetheless, there is much truth in Édouard de Lépine’s suggestion that 

‘[t]he interwar period constituted the golden age of sugar cane in Martinique, despite the 

two crises of 1919-1921 and especially of 1929-1935 which disrupted production and the 

 
11 ANOM, FM SG GUA/262/1586, ‘Chers concitoyens’. 
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global sugar market’.12 These crises, in fact, only served to further direct assimilationists’ 

attention to the problem of sovereignty. As Lara reflected in 1923, even in the midst of the 

outrage and shock which met the announcement of contingentement: ‘We need, we who 

are 200,000 islanders lost on a grain of sand in the New World, we need a metropole’.13 

The thesis’ British Caribbean thinkers similarly saw their position as one of unequal 

integration. They contested the United Kingdom’s political domination, but not the 

principle that the empire could (and indeed should) continue to exist in some form. To be 

West Indian was to be British; the two were not in conflict. What these thinkers’ 

anticolonialism sought was integration as equal members, a reform which would allow 

them to realise the rights which they imagined accrued from their Britishness. That is, 

they sought Dominion status within a polity which came to be known as the 

Commonwealth of Nations. 

The war was crucial to these visions, even more so than in the Antilles. This had little to 

do with radical veterans, and everything to do with the economic ripples which made the 

war a truly global conflict. The liberalisation of British imperial economic policy, which 

had proven so devastating for the islands’ economies and populations, seemed set for 

reversal. The Colonial Secretary himself had declared that the empire would necessarily 

become ‘more united and more completely self-supporting…than it had ever been before 

[emphasis in original]’.14 This apparent volte-face breathed new life into political projects 

which echoed the islands’ position before liberalisation: largely autonomous politically, 

protected economically, and with a voice in the conduct of imperial politics. Into the 

1920s and 1930s, they sought to disembed themselves from direct political rule through 

 
12 de Lépine, La crise de février 1935, p.27. 
13 Le Nouvelliste, 10 January 1923. 
14 Voice of St. Lucia, 27 October 1917. 
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representative and then self-government; in Trinidad, Barbados, and Grenada, federation 

was thought of as the vehicle for achieving these ends. 

These projects took on an increasingly nationalist tenor as the interwar years progressed. 

Island nations would be secured through federation, and federation would be secured 

through the Commonwealth of Nations. The rhythm of the global sugar market in these 

years had much the same effect as in the Antilles; the industry was revived by the war, 

secured to some degree through Imperial Preference, and then left utterly dependent on 

protective tariffs as global prices collapsed. By 1939, the islands were left with staple 

industries into which they had reinvested huge amounts of money and hope in the interwar 

years, but which were even less viable than in 1913. Imperial Preference accounted for 

40% of a price which still left many producers unable to turn a profit.15 Britain’s 

protection was, as Cipriani cribbed from Shakespeare in 1930, a question of whether the 

islands were to be, or not to be.16 

This integrative approach to anticolonialism was, to use Getachew’s term, a 

‘worldmaking’ project.17 These Caribbean thinkers modelled a very different international 

order to that being crafted around them by the League of Nations. But theirs was a 

challenge to this order which differed from that of contemporaneous and later Black 

Atlantic thinkers in important ways. Although race was, in a sense, the silent partner to so 

many of their visions, it was rare to see these based on a reading of the global colour line; 

more common was a critique of capitalist imperialism which elided the question of race in 

its efforts to unite colonial and metropolitan workers. Other anticolonial thinkers sought to 

craft frameworks which would allow the islands to escape their dependence and the threat 

 
15 West India Royal Commission Report, pp.25-8. 
16 Daily Gleaner, 18 September 1930. 
17 Getachew, Worldmaking after Empire. 



293 

 

of neocolonialism; Manley, in fact, would become one of them.18 But in the context of the 

interwar years, these figures made empire their starting point. They insisted that political 

relations be materialised through economic reciprocity. Keenly aware of their own 

vulnerability as small islands with monocultural, dependent economies, they fought to call 

into being polities in which they could enact moral claims and secure reciprocal 

obligations. As such, they refused the normativity of the sovereign nation-state, and 

contested the idea that the end of empire had necessarily to end in this form of political 

arrangement. In dependence was security; independence was vulnerability. A world of 

post-imperial economic blocs seemed to respond to their needs far more than the League’s 

free-trading international order. 

These integrative visions, finally, were directed towards the legacies of the problem of 

freedom. In the Antilles, this was always so. The figure of Schoelcher stood in for their 

belief that assimilation would reanimate the failed promise of emancipation, that race-

blind republicanism truly would bring liberté, égalité, and fraternité. In the British 

Caribbean, liberalisation had the effect of drawing reformers’ attention to the question of 

poverty more generally, before Cipriani’s socialism led him to isolate more structural 

causes. By the 1930s, as the New World Group would later theorise, the plantation itself 

had been singled out. In the year that Manley and Adams developed this idea before the 

WIRC, James published The Black Jacobins, which dramatised the relationship between 

the problem of freedom and the problem of sovereignty for the islands of the Caribbean. 

James’ Toussaint Louverture faced a dilemma: what forms of postcolonial freedom were 

available to islands whose societies and economies had been entirely structured by 

empire? Gazing on the fledgling nation, Louverture reasoned that the ‘ultimate guarantee 

of freedom was the prosperity of agriculture’, pushing him to institute a ‘military 

 
18 Getachew, Worldmaking after Empire, pp.107-31. 
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dictatorship’ so as to maintain the plantation system.19 There were no easy answers, then 

or a century and a half on.

 
19 James, C.L.R., The Black Jacobins (London, 1938; repr. London, 2001), pp.196-7. 
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