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Revisiting the Post-Emancipation Caribbean

Woodville Marshall’s republication of Henry
Ross’s Thoughts on the Objectionable System of
Labour for Wages in the West Indian Colonies is both
useful and timely. Beyond its value as an important
addition to the accessible pool of source material on
the history of the British colonies in the Caribbean,
it is also a significant resource for those scholars en-
gaged in the discourse on plantation management.

More than simply a treatise on sharecropping,
Ross’s pamphlet offers insight into differences in
planter responses to the post-emancipation situation.
Planter reaction to emancipation has been typified as
hostility to the freedom of their workers, a refusal to
perceive of plantation operations without enslaved la-
bor and an unwillingness to relinquish the vestiges of
the slave system. Ross’s description of his operation
on Plaisance Estate in Grenada outlines a departure
from the expected response of a post-emancipation
planter. This pamphlet, therefore, alerts scholars
to the need to pay greater attention to the issue of
planter response to emancipation with a view to de-
termining the extent to which some planters, who saw
ways in which they could secure advantages, were pre-
pared to work with the system. That Ross’s system
was used on a cocoa and coffee estate in Grenada in-
creases the value of this publication, for while the ex-
isting literature on the post-emancipation Caribbean
abounds with information on the experiences of sugar
planters, little is known about those estates which
cultivated other crops. Through Ross’s descriptions,
we are privileged to have some glimpses into the de-
velopment of other plantation crops on those estates
which found sugar to be no longer viable. Hence
we are reminded of the need to pay attention to the
evolution of those societies where sugar cultivation
was not the dominant activity. In addition, Ross’s

treatise provides important information on the post-
emancipation situation in Grenada. Marshall is to
be commended for bringing this information into the
academic arena because, in so doing, he has assisted
in addressing the imbalance in the available historical
information which is heavily biased to specific terri-
tories in the region.

Lest Ross be perceived as a liberal plantation
owner, Marshall’s perceptive introduction provides
an assessment of the man which reveals the biases and
prejudices which governed his operations. Ross was a
typical planter type in his determination to maintain
the distance between his superior self and that of his
inferior workers, and in his conviction that he could
and should manipulate his workers to ensure benefits
to himself. His justification was based on his preju-
diced psychoanalysis of the African. Moreover, Ross
believed that he understood Africans and that they
were happy with the benefits that Ross determined to
be appropriate. Marshall provides a discussion of the
times in which Ross was operating when there was a
prevailing concern with the post-emancipation labor
trauma in the region. Ross, Marshall asserts, sought
to contribute to the ensuing debate and possibly in-
fluence the policy decisions on the matter. He pro-
vides readers with a detailed biography of Ross and
his relations with Caribbean plantations and society;
of the Plaisance estate in particular; an assessment
of the content of the pamphlet; and a discussion of
regional and metropolitan responses and its impact
on the British Caribbean. He also provides a discus-
sion on the manipulative strategies Ross employed to
control his workers.

Ross was certainly a manager who was determined
to make a profit out of his plantation in an era when
plantations were recording reduced profits or even
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none at all. In this respect, he does not fit into the
popular portrayal of the typical West Indian planter
as one who rode on the tide of profitability that swept
the region in the best of times only to sink into hope-
less despair and desperation, begging for imperial as-
sistance while presiding over a crumbling economic
system in the worst of times. Hence one of the issues
stimulated by the Ross pamphlet is that of plantation
management. Researchers have given attention to
this issue and have raised the importance of manage-
ment, both in good and bad times. Among the topics
raised are the qualities of good management. David
Watts has argued that individual management styles
were important factors in plantation operations, but
successful management went beyond the realm of be-
ing a good planter for it also involved being a skilled
manufacturer, technician and businessman who paid
attention to coordination and timing.[1] Ross was un-
doubtedly a business man. He was concerned about
reducing the costs of operation and returning a profit.
He certainly was not prepared to spend any more
than was absolutely necessary to produce his crops,
he paid close attention to the coordination of his es-
tate’s operations and he launched his system when he
perceived the time was right.

Ross also displayed other desirable qualities for
effective management. Heather Cateau has argued
that “change is one of the essential components of
any good managerial style.”[2] From his descriptions,
it is clear that Ross was willing to make changes to
adjust to the times in which he was operating. Moved
by his determination to make his business profitable
and his understanding of the psyche of his workers,
Ross laid out a strategy that worked with, rather
than sought to defy, the times. On the surface, his

descriptions do not betray an intent to oppose free-
dom. Having observed the demands of free workers
for land allotments and noting the willingness of the
African to work for himself, he sought to function in
a worker-friendly environment of sharecropping, pro-
viding workers with an element of satisfaction and
management with the opportunity to escape the “evils
of freedom.” This meant that planters ought to redi-
rect the “misdirected” industry of the workers to their
benefit. Ross made it work for him. Thus the provi-
sion ground, generally viewed as a means to indepen-
dence in the post-emancipation period, was used by
Ross to formulate his system of managerial control.

As Marshal has indicated, there is a need to exam-
ine the historical development of sharecropping in the
region and assess its true contribution to the develop-
ment of cultivation practices associated with all the
major plantation crops, metayage (a kind of share-
cropping), cane farming and the contract system. In
addition there is also a need to determine the extent
to which the formulation of these systems was car-
ried from the Ross experiment to other territories of
the region. What is also essential is the need to deter-
mine the extent to which these systems were based on
the demand by workers as occurred on the Plaisance
Estate in Grenada.
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