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Small-Scale Sugar Cane Farming 
in Barbados1 

Jerome S. Handler 

Southern Illinois University 

Peasant or small-scale agriculture is important in the economic life of a num- 
ber of British Caribbean territories. Yet "little has been written on the way in 
which peasants cultivate their . . . holdings in the smaller islands of the 
Caribbean" (Niddrie I96I: 34). Although the literature on the smaller ter- 
ritories of the British Caribbean provides some notable exceptions to this 
statement (e.g., Shephard 1945, Niddrie 1961), Niddrie's comment is still 
generally true and is especially applicable to small-scale sugar cane farming. 

The i66 square mile island of Barbados, in the southeastern Caribbean, 
continues to be one of the few territories in the British West Indies where 
small-scale sugar cane farming is a relatively important element in the na- 
tional economy and a significant variable affecting the nature of rural life. 
In this paper, I propose to describe the more prominent socio-cultural as- 
pects of cane farming on small holdings in Barbados and to account for the 
importance of sugar as a cash crop in terms of the Barbadian farmer's system 
of cash needs. I shall also treat the way in which the farmer's emphasis upon 
cash acquisition has in turn affected the nature of his agricultural, spe- 
cifically sugar producing, activities. 

Although other major sources of income have become available in Bar- 
bados within recent years, sugar continues to dominate the island's economy 
as it has since the seventeenth century. Today, as in past years, sugar cane is 
largely produced under the plantation system, but there are relatively large 
numbers of small farmers-persons holding less than ten acres of land- 
who grow the crop as renters or freeholders. The island's latest agricultural 
census reports 27,626 small farms (98 per cent of the island's total), 23,762 
of these comprising less than one acre (Nanton 1964: 5-6). On such small 
farms sugar cane is the overwhelming crop preference. Agricultural surveys 
in the late 1940s showed that 79 per cent of the island's small farmers grew 
sugar cane (Halcrow and Cave 1947: Io), but more recent surveys indicate 
that this figure is low; the actual percentage today is well above 90 (Nanton 
I964: 6-8, i6). Furthermore, despite the fact that small farmers hold only 
about is per cent of Barbados' total farm acreage, they plant proportionately 
more of this acreage to sugar cane than do plantations. This increasing as- 
signment of arable acreage to sugar cane is reflected in national statistics: 
the combined acreage reaped by small farmers relative to the island's total 
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harvested sugar cane acreage has risen considerably in the period I946-I96I 
(see Figure I). It is also significant that small farmers have been increasing 
the amount of their land devoted to cane, so that from the 7,000 acres esti- 
mated to have been reaped by them in the late I940s (Beckles 1955: 20; 
I957: 6) the total has increased to approximately I,ooo-0-2,000 acres in the 
mid-9I60s (Inniss et al. I96I: 7; Farley et al. I965: 3I). 

FIGURE I: PERCENT OF SUGAR CANE ACREAGE REAPED BY SMALL FARMERS IN BARBADOS 

RELATIVE TO ISLAND'S TOTAL SUGAR CANE ACREAGE REAPED, i946-x96I 

46 '47 '48 '49 1950 '51 '52 '53 '54 1955 '56 '57 '58 '59 1960 '61 

References: 1946-I947 (Beckles I955: 20); I948-I957 (Beckles I957: 6); I958-I96I (In- 
niss et al. I96I: 7). 

However, small farmers account for only a relatively small percentage of 
the island's total cane production, because they have a smaller total acreage 
and a lower productivity than plantations. From I940 to I964 small farmers 
contributed 15.2 per cent (mean and median; yearly range io.8 to 19 per 
cent) of all cane sent to the island's factories for processing. However, dur- 
ing this 25 year period, there has been a decided, albeit erratic, increase in 
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this percentage (see Figure 2). In addition, the amount of cane tonnage 
produced by small farmers, although far below the amount produced by 
plantations, has risen considerably during the same period and has been 

FIGURE 2: PERCENT OF SUGAR CANE TONNAGE PRODUCED IN BARBADOS BY SMALL FARMERS, 
I940-I964 
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References: I940-I947 (Halcrow and Cave I947: I3); I948-I955 (Beckles 1955: 20); 
1956-I959 (Farley et al. I965: 67-68); i960-i964 (Barclays I965: 6). 

fairly consistent, from year to year, with the fluctuation of plantation 
production (see Figure 3). 

In sum, more small farmers are growing cane today than in past years, 
they are devoting more of their acreage to cane, and they are increasing 
their production both in absolute tonnages (as are plantations) and in the 
percentage they contribute to the total, island-wide production. The fol- 
lowing discussion is designed to present the socio-cultural reasons for these 
events and to establish the fact that small-scale sugar cane farming is of in- 
creasing importance to Barbados' sugar economy, is an inextricable part of 
that economy, and is of significant economic importance to the thousands 
of people engaged in it. 

The data upon which this paper is primarily based were collected in and 
about a small village in the east central part of the rugged Scotland Dis- 
trict of Barbados.2 Although this village, Chalky Mount, cannot be con- 
sidered a microcosm of village Barbados, much of the following presenta- 
tion is generally applicable to other such settlements on the island. The 
lower-class rural population, which constitutes the bulk of the island's 
small farmers, has been subject to fairly uniform local and extra-insular 
influences, and this has led to considerable cultural and ethnic homogene- 
ity. In addition, the communication and transportation network of the 
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island is too well developed to permit the perpetuation of isolated and cul- 
turally differentiated population enclaves. It appears that the problem of 
"community distinctiveness" is not particularly germane to research in Bar- 
bados, as it is in Jamaica (cf. Clarke I957; Comitas i964; Edwards I96I), 
in Trinidad (cf. Herskovits I947; Klass 1961), or in British Guiana (cf. 
Smith I956; Jayawardena 1963). Basically, Chalky Mount reveals the same 
fundamental economic behavior, household and family organization, com- 
munity structure, and religious and educational patterns as other villages 
in Barbados (cf. Handler 1964; Greenfield 1959). 

However, since the Scotland District is relatively rugged topographi- 
cally, is often susceptible to land erosion, and has poor soil conditions in 
many places, it is physically atypical and not representative of the other 
six-sevenths of the island's gently undulating and generally fertile land. For 
these reasons the details of land adaptations differ somewhat from the rest 
of the island. But fundamentally, as in the rest of Barbados, sugar cane 
production and processing constitute the core of the economy, cane is 
grown by both plantations and small farmers, and all people are involved in 
a system of cash needs and the network of a market economy. 

A dominant feature of the socio-economic environment of all rural Bar- 
badians is the need for cash with which to obtain essential materials and 
services and to satisfy the wide variety of "socially derived needs" (Steward 
I955: 40) arising from their changing and elaborating consumption pat- 
terns. Enormous quantities of goods, such as tools, building materials, 
clothing, and most foods and luxury goods, are imported, involving the 
population in a system of cash exchange, often with relatively high prices. 
The services upon which the rural people depend to a great extent, e.g., 
tailoring, undertaking, doctoring, and retailing, are also a part of this system 
of cash exchange. 

Despite the need for cash, wages remain relatively low, and the occupa- 
tional opportunities or income-producing alternatives are limited, especially 
for the relatively poorly educated and often unskilled rural, lower-class 
population. Consequently, a single, income-producing activity is frequently 
inadequate to supply the needed cash, and individuals often combine sev- 
eral cash-producing activities both related and unrelated to land use (cf. 
Greenfield I959; Cumper I96I; Handler I964). In particular, the rural, 
lower-class people who engage in sugar cane farming generally have hold- 
ings too small to permit complete dependence upon the cash received from 
the sale of their cane and must thus involve themselves in other cash-pro- 
ducing activities. Like their counterparts in other areas of the West Indies 
(cf. Edwards I96I; Shephard I945), small farmers are but part-time cul- 
tivators on their holdings. 

This multiple involvement in income-producing activities increases the 
adaptability of individuals and households to the cash demands of living in 
Barbados, but it makes precise occupational classifications difficult and of- 
ten renders unrealistic such uni-occupational categories as peasant, planta- 
tion worker, potter, shopkeeper, carpenter, and mason. Barbadians rarely 
refer to themselves as small farmers or peasants (Cumper 1961: 398). Even 
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if they are small farmers as well as plantation workers, they generally pre- 
fer the term "agricultural laborer." More commonly lower-class rural peo- 
ple refer to themselves as "poor people," a term which emphasizes the social 
stratum to which they belong and which, in terms of their own folk cate- 
gories, often has more meaning than any occupation definition. When ques- 
tioned specifically, small farmers most commonly mentioned occupational 
categories based upon their understanding of models presented, for ex- 
ample, on census schedules. Identification of occupation may also be based 
upon prestige factors which accord "with the over-all value system of the 
society" (Smith 1956: 41-42), as when a person identifies himself as a car- 

penter even though he works only sporadically at the trade and is more de- 
pendent upon the cash derived from his sale of cane or from wages earned 
on plantations during the harvest season. Even though people may respond 
in uni-occupational terms many of them think of themselves in a multi- 
occupational dimension.8 This means that informants' statements con- 
cerning their occupations and the occupational structure of their villages 
often may not reflect the actual nature of their combined economic ac- 
tivities. This is true of individuals and even of households. Although I refer 
to small farmers (implying a uni-occupational category), I do this for con- 
venience in presenting and discussing the following data. 

The involvement of most Barbadian small farmers in multiple income- 
producing activities and their total immersion in a system of cash exchange 
-as well as other sociological features not treated in this paper-make it 
difficult to fit them into the peasant and plantation framework often utilized 
in the delineation and identification of Caribbean socio-economic segments 
(cf. Padilla I957; Horowitz I960). It is not the purpose of this paper to be- 
come entangled in the issue of what constitutes a peasantry. It is sufficient 
to note that, although the people and activities I am concerned with are 
often described in Barbados under the rubric of "peasant agriculture," I feel 
that the term "peasant," if utilized comparatively and with wider sociologi- 
cal considerations, is not particularly useful in describing most rural, lower- 
class Barbadians (cf. Handler I964). 

Small farmers, then, are increasing their sugar cane production and the 
amount of acreage devoted to the crop. One major reason for this is that 
economic incentives to the involvement in sugar cane are even higher today 
than in former years. In Barbados, there are a number of inducements to 
growing cane aside from the fact that it is well adapted to soil and climate 
and that rural Barbadians are familiar with growing it. At present, a cane 

crop can be an important form of loan collateral, and factories actively seek 
cane. The small farmer has no difficulty in selling his crop. Transportation 
facilities are improved, and trucks, travelling on more and better roads, can 
effectively transport the producer's cane to a factory. Factories pay more 
than ever before, not only because of their own improved and more eco- 
nomical techniques, but also because higher prices are paid abroad for the 
sugar they process. Furthermore, the sugar market, for the time being, is 
relatively secure. 

The relative security that the Barbados cane producer and processer now 
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enjoy is largely attributable to the British Commonwealth Sugar Agreement. 
This agreement guarantees the sale of sugar at higher prices than the world 
market provides. The details of the Agreement need not concern us here.4 
What is important is that since it was signed in 1951, there has been a new 
solvency and security in Barbados's sugar economy. Despite recent drops 
in world sugar prices, the comments of Bethel (1960: I33) in I960 are still 
highly relevant: 
As long as sugar continues to be the most profitable crop which can be grown on the 
island, the relative security now provided by the market in sugar provides a strong in- 
ducement to continued concentration of any available capital or land in the crop. 
This inducement exists not only among the large plantation producers but 
more particularly among the small producers. It is reflected in the acreage 
and production increases since the early 1950S (see Figures i, 2, and 3). 
The so-called, and oft repeated, "sugar cane mentality" of the Barbadian 
small farmer must be viewed within the context of his system of cash needs 
and of his perception of how to satisfy these needs with the choices that his 
society makes available to him. 

LAND HOLDINGS 

As mentioned above, an immediately apparent reason why small farm- 
ing cannot suffice as a sole source of livelihood is the size of the farms 
themselves. In I96I-I962, 129 persons in Chalky Mount held about 178 acres 
of land subdivided into 252 parcels. One hundred and eleven of these per- 
sons (41 per cent of whom were females) grew cane on I34.1 acres of land, 
which comprised about 172 parcels. Thus approximately 72 per cent of 
Chalky Mount's lands were devoted to cane production on farm units 
averaging about 1.2 acres. Of these farms, 77 (69 per cent) were one acre 
or less, 27 (24 per cent) were from one to three acres, and five (5 per cent) 
were between three and five acres. The largest farm was six and one-half 
acres. Cane farms of one acre or less comprised 37 per cent of the total farm 
acreage. These figures compare favorably with those for the island as a 
whole (Nanton 1964: 5-6). 

Of the village's I34.I acres of cane lands, 55.1 acres are cash rented and 79 
acres are freehold. However, a farmer may operate more than one parcel, 
and not all of his parcels are necessarily held in the same form of tenure. 
About 21 farmers operate both freehold and rented land, i.e., both "buy 
ground" and "rent ground" in local terminology. In all, 68 farmers rent 
cane lands, 54 of them renting them from neighboring plantations. The 
latter category represents 84 per cent of all rented acreage. Less than half 
of the village's cane acreage is rented, though well over half of the indi- 
vidual farmers rent lands. 

Plantation rents are paid weekly (no leases are given), but they vary ac- 
cording to the size of the parcel, its soil quality, and its accessibility to a 
road-more inaccessible parcels usually command less rent. Also, smaller 
parcels are generally rented at proportionately higher rates than larger ones. 
For example, in I96I-I962, the annual average rent on parcels of V8 to ?4 
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acres was $4.42 in British West Indian Dollars ($I.oo B.W.I. =$0.58 U. S.; 
all subsequent figures are also quoted in B.W.I.), or $38.49 if calculated on 
a one-acre basis. On parcels of from 23/ to 21/ acres, the annual rent was 
$60.84, or $24.33 per acre. The average annual rent per acre on all parcels 
was $25.97. 

Sixty-four farmers in the village operated the 79 acres of non-rented lands. 
Although these lands are referred to as "buy ground," they include both 
inherited and purchased parcels, and a given farmer may operate both types 
of parcels (only about 8 per cent of the total cane acreage was jointly owned, 
i.e., "family land"). In brief, most of the cane acreage was operator owned, 
and, as among Jamaican small farmers, "The total acreage purchased ex- 
ceeds the total acreage inherited" (Edwards 1961: 93), but the number of 
farmers involved in each mode of acquisition was roughly the same. 

About half the purchased land has been acquired in recent years from 
neighboring plantations, which have been subdividing portions of their to- 
tal acreage and selling small parcels. The demand for land is characteristic 
of rural people in Barbados in general (cf. Halcrow and Cave I947: 29), 
but the relative ease with which plantation owners have been able to find 
small buyers in the Scotland District is especially interesting in view of the 
marginal character of many of the lands that are being sold. Plantation 
owners have been able to sell, at considerable prices, lands that were formerly 
peripheral to plantation operations and which were either not worked at 
all, fallowed, or rented to small farmers. In the Chalky Mount area such 
lands were being sold at a minimum of $i,ooo per acre, but $i,800 per acre 
was not an unusual buying price. 

It is of special significance that these prices are far in excess of land valu- 
ations for the area; the scarcity of land relative to the demand works to the 
advantage of the seller. Note the following comments made by the chairman 
of a recent board of inquiry into the island's sugar industry: 
The small holder needs . .. land for expansion [of his agricultural activities]; but 
land for this purpose is not easy to get. . . a reasonably conservative presentday valuation 
of developed arable sugar land with buildings ranges from $480.00 per acre for Scotland 
soil... to $960.00 per acre for redsoil (Farley et al. i965:82). 

Many of the lands sold to people in the Scotland District are neither de- 
veloped nor have buildings upon them, yet the high demand has clearly 
created a very favorable sellers' market. Owners of plantations which con- 
tain a great deal of marginal acreage find that they can profit substantially 
by subdividing their acreages and selling them in small parcels rather than 
by selling their plantations intact to new owners. 

Regardless of whatever values, such as prestige, security, and pride, may 
attach to land ownership, it is important to ask why rural peoples attempt 
to purchase land. In this paper I am solely concerned with lands planted in 
cane, not with house sites, whose desirability reflects non-economic values. 
Although it would be fatuous to attempt a purely economic explanation for 
the emphasis placed on owning working land, economic incentives to the 
growing of cane are higher today than formerly, stimulating people to rent 

working lands when they can. Economic incentives must be considered in 
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accounting for the desire to have working land, regardless of the tenure sys- 
tem under which the land is held. 

Most farm lands in Barbados are located not far from the villages of their 
operators. Plantation workers can easily reach their small holdings at the 
end of a work day (Handler i965a).8 Yet, even within relatively small areas 
in the Scotland District, land parcels display a remarkable diversity in terms 
of such factors as slope of the terrain (most cane is grown on slopes of be- 
tween I2? and 24?), accessibility to roads, soil, drainage, and erosion. All 
these features influence either cane yields or production costs, but the most 
important factor affecting a farmer's decision to plant cultivable land in 
cane is the accessibility of his parcel to a road. In many cases, topography is 
a significant variable in the ultimate expenses of cane production, for trucks 
generally cannot be loaded in the fields, and manual labor is needed to haul 
out the cane. Fields which are remote from roads and have particularly 
steep inclines require more laborers and consequently entail higher labor 
costs. 

THE GROWTH AND SELLING OF SUGAR CANE 

The agricultural year is divided into two recognized periods of unequal 
duration. "Crop time" or "crop," when the cane is harvested, lasts about 
fourteen or fifteen weeks from February to May or early June. During the 
remainder of the year, "hard times" (when work is less and cash is short), 
the small farmer is engaged in a variety of activities demanded by the 
growing cane-soil preparation, planting, weeding, and fertilizing the fields. 

Today, most farmers make every effort to plant as much cane as they can 
on their cultivable acreage. It is unusual to find parts of a holding lying 
fallow or in food crops, although food crops are sometimes interspersed be- 
tween rows of newly growing cane or ratoons. The maximization of cane 
acreage reflects a shift in agricultural emphasis over the past fifteen years 
or so. Formerly, a small farmer would leave part of his land in food crops 
and/or fodder. This system, originally described for Barbados by Skeete 
(I930), was confirmed by Halcrow and Cave (1947: 21) in the following 
terms: 

... the great majority of peasant holdings are devoted to the extensive system of farming 
based on sugar cane. This system has been . . . called . . . the "Predominating System." 
In essence it implies that a large proportion of the holding is devoted to the cultivation of 
sugar cane; the balance of the land, while resting from cane, being used for growing 
mixed stands of food and fodder.... This predominating system... is common from the 
largest peasant holdings down to the very small places of under one rood of land. 

The Chalky Mount data suggest that the "predominating system" is be- 
coming a thing of the past, and research done elsewhere in Barbados con- 
firms this view (Greenfield I960: I7I; see also Table i). Although better 
ratooning varieties of cane, increased use of fertilizers, etc., increase pro- 
ductivity without fallowing, the current sugar market serves as a further in- 
centive to the maximization of one's acreage in cane in order to derive maxi- 
mum cash benefits each year. 
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One consequence has been the increased use of the cultivation practice 
of "forcing back." This involves the removal of poor ratoons soon after the 
canes have been harvested, the digging of new cane holes, and the planting 
of new plants in these holes when the first rains appear, usually in July. 
Since the normal growing period of newly planted cane is about fifteen 
months (about twelve months for ratoons), the farmers would miss a crop 
from at least part of their acreage were they to wait until November and 
December, when the plantations do their planting. By "forcing back" they 
constrain the cane into a shorter growing season with the expectation of 
reaping it in the following year. As a result, and from the small farmer's 
point of view, a year is not wasted. Although the canes thus planted may 
not be fully mature at the time of harvesting, the farmer feels that he can 
still get a decent yield; at any rate he is enabled to derive cash from a maxi- 
mum land unit. 

However, it is unusual for a small farmer to "force back" all of his acre- 
age, since new canes are planted only in those holes which contain badly 
yielding ratoons. Also, not everyone who wishes to "force back" can do so, 
for most of the necessary work must be done by the farmer, help being dif- 
ficult to find. A primary reason for this difficulty is that most able-bodied 
persons are engaged, at this time, in the more profitable work of reaping 
plantation sugar cane. By August, with the rainy season already under way, 
cultivation is oriented toward the year-after-next crop. 

By September and October most farmers have finished their cultivating. 
Common methods of hand cultivation are "till burying," wherein the soil is 
turned over and the cane hole constructed immediately afterwards, and 
"trenching," which involves the construction of furrows and the shaping of 
the cane holes out of the mounds between these furrows. Whereas the plan- 
tations usually use bulldozers or tractors to cultivate their fields, the small 
farmer invariably cultivates by hand. After the land has been cultivated and 
cane holes dug, plants cut from one's own acreage or purchased from a 
plantation are planted one stump per hole. The newly planted cane and the 
ratoons are then fertilized. 

Barbadian small farmers make extensive use of fertilizers, and would 
probably use more if costs were not prohibitive (Halcrow and Cave 1947: 
I3). Chemical fertilizers, primarily sulfate of ammonia, are more frequently 
employed than pen manure because of the relative paucity of livestock and 
the insufficient quantities of dung these animals produce. In Chalky Mount, 
fertilizers are dropped, one handful per cane hole, on the newly growing 
ratoons and plant cane at the onset of and during the rainy season. On the 
average, about 400 pounds are used per acre, which is about the same ratio 
found on plantations in the vicinity of the village. 

Despite the extensive use of fertilizer, the yield of cane per acre reaped 
(one of the best indices of productive efficiency) is considerably lower on 
small farmer holdings than on plantations. In I96I, the average yield per 
acre reaped by Chalky Mount small farmers was I8.5 tons, whereas five 
neighboring plantations averaged 31.6 tons per acre. These yield differ- 
ences are comparable to Barbados as a whole, where, in 1961, farms of less 
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than five acres yielded about I8.9 tons per acre, whereas plantations com- 
parable in acreage to those in the vicinity of Chalky Mount produced about 
28.7 tons per reaped acre (Nanton I964: I6-I7). For new "plant" canes the 
plantations in the Chalky Mount area harvested about twenty tons more per 
acre than small farmers, and plantation averages on various ratoons were 
roughly ten tons more per acre. As it is common knowledge in the West 
Indies that plantations produce higher yields than small farmers, the dif- 
ferences discovered were expected. The higher plantation yields in Barbados 
are generally attributed to a combination of such factors as superior lands, 
mechanized plowing, better cane varieties, use of chemical weed killers, and 
more efficient hoe-weeding. Since the early I940s, however, small farmers 
in Barbados have been raising their productive efficiency and increasing 
their tonnage per acre reaped. From an average of approximately I5 tons 
per acre reaped in the period I940-1947 (Halcrow and Cave I947: I3) an 
average of 27 tons was produced during the period I950-I957 (Beckles 
I957: 9). 

By the end of December, there is little activity on small farmer holdings, 
and people are eagerly awaiting the start of "crop"-a period of relatively in- 
tense activity on plantations and small farms. The onset of the reaping sea- 
son is beyond the control of the cane producer, who must wait until the 
island's factories commence operations. Once the factories begin accepting 
cane, small farmers usually make an effort to harvest their crop as soon as 
they can. Over the island there is a significant decrease in the amount of 
cane which small farmers send to the factories after Easter. Some factory 
and plantation managers expressed to me their opinion that farmers com- 
press their reaping activities into the early days of the crop because they want 
their money as soon as possible. A more likely explanation is offered by 
McKenzie (1958: 33-34), who maintains that small farmers like to deliver 
their cane early because "late delivered cane tends to dry out [and] the 
loss in weight is appreciable." In addition, observations in Chalky Mount 
indicate that reaping tends to be concentrated in the early weeks of the crop 
season because ratoons will then have more time to mature for the following 
crop. This emphasis is directly related to the agricultural practice of "forcing 
back" and the farmer's concern with deriving monetary returns from a 
maximum land unit. 

Only males cut cane. As a cutter moves through a field he throws the cut 
and stripped cane behind him, and these stalks are then picked up by the 
"headers," who are commonly females. They tie the cut cane into bundles, 
carry these on their heads to the nearest point on a road, and deposit them 
here in a pile. When this pile is large enough to make a truck load-the 
maximum prescribed by law is five tons-it is hauled to a factory. "Headers" 
are necessary on many small farmer holdings in the Scotland District be- 
cause the topography often prevents trucks from being loaded in the fields. 
Also, many fields are not within ready access of a road, and the cane bundles 
must be carried up steep slopes to reach a road. Consequently, a farmer 
often needs half a dozen or more "headers" to remove the crop from his 
field before the cane starts drying excessively. "Headers" thus constitute an 
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extremely important part of the work force in the crop season, and the need 
for them can considerably increase production costs, especially since farm- 
ers can rarely rely on unpaid members of their households entirely for this 
work. 

At some point in the harvesting operation the farmer contracts with a 
truck driver to haul his cane to a factory. Although there are a few market- 
ing cooperatives on the island, collecting cane from small producers and 
disposing of it to a single factory for a bonus, none are operative in Chalky 
Mount. Virtually all cane in Barbados is transported today by heavy-duty 
trucks. Most small farmers use privately owned trucks known as "poor 
man's lorries." Although free to range over the island, these trucks normally 
operate in particular districts, hauling the cane of local farmers to various 
of the island's factories. The hauler is paid from the proceeds of the cane 
sale. 

Small farmers have no difficulty in selling their crop. They sell their cane 
directly to a factory but, unlike the plantations, do so without prior arrange- 
ments with the factory manager. Personal agreements were apparently more 
prevalent in the I940s (Halcrow and Cave 1947: 30), when more factories 
were operating, and when factories "loaned" fertilizers (the farmer's cane 
crop serving as collateral) or used their own trucks to haul the farmer's 
cane. 

Ideally, a farmer can send his cane to any of the island's factories (there 
were twenty buying cane in I96I, sixteen in 1965), but in practice farmers 
send to the factories closest to their village. Not only do transport costs vary 
with the distance of the factory, but factories also differ in the payments 
ultimately made. The closer factories do not necessarily pay the best prices, 
for costs are determined by different standards. Although a farmer can, if 
he desires, get an idea of how much he will pay per ton to have his cane 
hauled to a factory, he has no way of determining in advance what the ulti- 
mate payment of any given factory will be. The reason is that the final of the 
three payments made by factories to producers (the "preference" payment) 
is usually made in November, after the grinding season is over and after 
each factory's production rates have been analyzed with respect to the price 
of sugar. Although the first two payments are the same for all factories, the 
"preference" payment varies. 

Not being able to predict these payments in any given year, many small 
farmers, especially those who produce two or more truck loads of cane, 
distribute their loads among two or three factories. The majority, however, 
send most of their cane to the factory closest to the village, because of the 
generally lower transport costs. Sometimes, of course, higher payments else- 
where would offset the increased transport costs involved. For instance, in 
I96I, Chalky Mount producers netted $I5.50 per ton from the closest fac- 
tory, to which 50 per cent of their cane had been sent, whereas $I6.66 per ton 
was netted from the factory which received 22 per cent of the village's cane. 

The four or five members of a truck crew are paid by the tonnage of cane 
they haul, regardless of the distance from field to factory (the money left 
over after their wages have been paid goes to the truck's owner). Hence it is 
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to a crew's advantage to haul as many loads as possible while a given fac- 
tory is accepting cane, and, of course, more trips can be made to nearby 
factories. A farmer may prefer a more distant factory, judging from experi- 
ence that it will pay a better rate per ton, but he may actually have little 
choice in the matter at a time when trucks are difficult to find and his cane 
has already been cut and is drying by a roadside. Other farmers, especially 
if their tonnage is minimal, may have no strong preferences and be willing 
to leave the decision to the truck driver or crew. 

EXPENSES AND PROFITS 

After a small farmer has harvested and sold all his cane, the production 
cycle starts anew. How much money, however, and what kinds of profits 
derive from the year-long activity on his small holding? Precise answers to 
these questions are important in assessing the small farmer's productive 
enterprise, yet they are not easy to come by. Detailed national statistics are 
simply not available. In considering these questions I refer to data which I 
collected in 1961-62. Although it was extremely difficult to obtain data on 
out-of-crop labor costs, information was collected on most of the other ma- 
jor expenses involved in cane production-crop time labor costs, transpor- 
tation costs, fertilizer costs, rents, land taxes, and repayment of agricultural 
loans. But information on all these expenses with respect to the same farm- 
ers could be gathered in only twenty cases, and not all of them covered the 
entire sugar holding of a farmer. Thus, while a precise assessment of capital 
expenditures on working holdings cannot be made at present, some idea of 
profits can nonetheless be obtained. The sample included only farmers 
who claimed they had little or no labor expense during the out-of-crop, and 
who were freeholders on lands completely paid for. Knowing the cane 
tonnage each farmer produced per land unit, the factory or factories to 
which this cane was sold, and the prices paid on this cane, I was able to cal- 
culate gross profits. Net profit was arrived at by deducting transport and 
fertilizer costs, crop-time labor expenses (headers and cutters), and repay- 
ments of agricultural loans. 

The sample reflected individual profits ranging from $8.76 to $30I.49; 
the average "net" was about $96, although only eight cases exceeded the 
average. The return on "capital investment" of this sample ranged from a 
low of 9 per cent to a high of 321 per cent, the average being about 97 per 
cent. These latter figures do not take into account a farmer's evaluation of 
the worth of his own labor or the amount of time he expended on his 
acreage, and they must thus be regarded with a great deal of caution. Nev- 
ertheless, they are suggestive and compare favorably with recent estimates 
for the island's sugar industry as a whole. According to these estimates, be- 
tween 8 and II per cent is a "fair minimum overall return on investment" 
(Farley et al. I965: 24, 79). Judged by wider economic standards, it would 
seem that the question of how uneconomical small farm units are (Farley 
et al. I965: 31) merits much more investigation. Further, the answer to this 
question, because of the non-existent to minimal and erratic bookeeping by 
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small farmers, can only come through intensive and prolonged field in- 
vestigation, which is notoriously lacking in agricultural surveys. 

In general, despite the sparse sample upon which the above comments are 
based, the figures seem to confirm the small farmers' observations that they 
derive some profit from their efforts. To outside observers (e.g., Farley et al. 
1965: 3I, 8i), the cash returns that a Barbadian small farmer receives on his 
cane would not seem to merit the labor expenditure involved. It cannot be 
too strongly emphasized, however, that, although many farmers frequently 
complain that cash returns are not as great as they would like or expect, few 
are willing to forego the possibility of acquiring cash by not working their 
holdings. This pecuniary orientation of small farmers is further reflected in 
their labor patterns. 

LABOR PATTERNS 

Farmers rely to a considerable extent upon the labor of persons who are 
not members of their households, and most of this labor is hired. The de- 
gree of dependency upon extra-household labor varies from farmer to 
farmer and is often determined by the nature of his household and the task. 
For example, a farmer whose household is solely comprised of elderly peo- 
ple must seek outside help for physically demanding tasks such as "till 
burying" or "forcing back." Also, it is the rare household which can pro- 
vide all the labor necessary for cane cutting and heading. Sometimes a 
farmer must seek help to cultivate and plant his acreage in order to take 
full advantage of the rains. A further need for outside help derives from the 
relatively clear-cut sexual division of labor in certain kinds of tasks-only 
males, for example, cut cane and "till bury"-and if the household cannot 
provide able-bodied members to perform these tasks the farmer has to seek 
outside help. In still other cases a farmer must seek outside help if he holds a 
full-time job from which he can get little or no time off, or if there is no 
one available in his household to work his land. 

In general, therefore, there is considerable need for extra-household help, 
and work relationships between members of different households are 
normally formed along pecuniary lines. Although cash is expected as work 
is completed, sometimes wages are owed longer than this norm would in- 
dicate. However, a person will not normally agree to work for someone 
else if he anticipates that compensation will be unduly delayed. 

Co-operative work groups based upon labor exchange, such as "morning 
sport" in Jamaica (Edwards I96I: 76), the "gayap" in Trinidad (Herskovits 
1947: 62-63), or "jollification" in Antigua (Shephard 1945: 69-70), do not 
occur in such cash-oriented activities as agriculture or pottery manufacture 
(Handler I963: 325-326; I965b). Furthermore, dyadic exchange labor rela- 
tionships, similar to "day for day" in Jamaica (Edwards I96I: 76) but 
called "swapping change" in Barbados, occur relatively infrequently. Rela- 
tionships of this kind are based upon the trading of a day's work for a day's 
work-usually on the same task. "Swapping change" rarely involves females 
and is more apt to occur during the crop season between close friends or 
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kinsmen who cut cane on each other's holdings. A key factor in exchanging 
labor seems to be the participants' feeling of equality with respect to work 
capacity, but the relationship is usually rationalized in terms of sentiments 
based upon the bonds of kinship or close friendship. 

There is another type of exchange labor which has some of the elements 
of "swapping change" but which occurs with greater frequency. As far as 
I know, there is no special name for this relationship. It involves the reduc- 
tion of normal day wages by persons who reciprocate each other's labor. 
Labor arrangements of this kind usually take place during the reaping sea- 
son. They can involve work on the same or dissimilar tasks, and need not 
be restricted to persons of one sex. For instance, a female may exchange with 
a male and, rather than heading his cane for $2.50 per day-the normal rate 
in I962-do so for $2.00. He, on some other day, will cut her cane for $3.50 
rather that the more normal rate of $4.00. This kind of labor exchange and 
wage lowering is most apt to occur among small farmers who are also 
members of the same plantation cutting and heading groups. These groups 
are often formed by persons on the basis of personal compatibility and com- 
parable work capacity in their respective tasks (Handler i965a: 23-24). To- 
ward the end of a week, when there are no plantation demands upon their 
labor, they may be found cutting and heading cane on each other's small 
holdings. Although their work relationship rests upon a pecuniary founda- 
tion, people pay each other less than they would pay others doing compara- 
ble tasks and rationalize their reciprocity-as in the pure labor exchange 
situation-in terms of sentiments of friendship. 

Plantation workers feel that they are more skilled and faster workers 
than non-plantation workers, so that farmers hiring them receive more and 
better work in a day than they would from nonplantation workers. Conse- 
quently, they often charge more for their labor, usually 50 to 75 cents above 
the normal rate, especially during the crop season. In general, small farmer 
employers prefer the "professional agricultural man" and do not object to 
the higher wage rate. This preference stems from the nature of the payment 
system on small holdings, which involves day work rather than piece or task 
work. Since persons who labor for small farmers are paid by the day, it is 
economically advantageous for the small farmer that a maximum work 
output be reached. Consequently, a primary factor guiding choice of an 
employee is the farmer's expectation of a "good day's work." The general 
feeling is that regular plantation workers, because of experience and phys- 
ical ability, are more apt to put in such a "good day's work." 

However, the caliber of work performed by hired help, and the speed at 
which this work is done, can vary considerably. Often a worker, guaranteed 
his day wage, produces less work for a small farmer than he would have 
produced on the same job working for a plantation. The ideal of receiving 
a "good day's work," then, does not always work out in practice, but the 
employer, if dissatisfied with a worker, has no recourse but to avoid hiring 
him again. In fact, small farmer employers often find themselves in no posi- 
tion to question either the quantity or quality of the work of their hired 
labor, and are frequently forced into hiring persons whom they do not 
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really want. The reason is that the labor supply, especially during the 
crop season, is often less than the demand. 

Aside from the fact that many young able-bodied persons have immi- 
grated from rural communities or are reluctant to engage in relatively low- 
paying agricultural work, the Barbadian small farmer must often compete 
with plantations for his laborers, since most of the persons who are po- 
tentially employable in agricultural work are employed by the plantations.6 
One consequence is that, during harvest time, there is usually greater 
reaping activity toward the end of the week, when plantation workers be- 
come available for work on the holdings of small farmers. Plantation work- 
ers are released as plantations meet their cane quotas to factories, so that the 
village's internal labor supply is generally inflated on Friday and Saturday 
(sometimes even on Thursday) when the plantations' cane quotas have been 
met. 

Often small farmers must postpone reaping activities because of difficulty 
in getting help, and the situation can be further complicated by the fact that 
at one time a farmer may have enough cutters but insufficient headers, 
while at other times the situation may be reversed. Sometimes the compe- 
tition for workers is so great that heated arguments can develop. Also, a 
farmer cannot always be sure that his scheduled workers will not decide to 
work for someone else. The reaping schedule of a person who has few 
friends is particularly apt to suffer, especially during the early weeks of the 
crop when the greatest demand is placed upon the local labor supply. The 
shortage of laborers, particularly at crucial periods in the "crop season," can 
become so acute that small farmers who want their cane reaped at a given 
time consider themselves lucky if they can get any help at all. Plantations 
sometimes suffer from shortages during the crop (cf. Handler I965a: 34), 
albeit to a lesser extent than small farmers, and small farmers occasionally 
experience difficulties in acquiring paid labor when they need their lands 
cultivated. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

In Barbados, sugar cane is the dominant production focus on small 
holdings. Although small-scale cane farming can rarely suffice as a source of 
livelihood, a farmer can expect some cash from his cane-producing activities. 
With the Commonwealth Sugar Agreement virtually guaranteeing a stable 
and easily accessible market for sugar for at least the next few years, and 
with higher prices and better internal marketing facilities for his produce, 
the small farmer is encouraged to a continuing involvement in cane pro- 
duction. 

For the small farmer, land upon which cane can be grown-regardless of 
how marginal it may appear to outsiders, e.g., government agricultural ex- 
perts, plantation owners, and managers-is valued as a potential source of 
cash. Although other values such as prestige and security may be involved 
in the case of land owners-and land ownership is certainly a desideratum 
-people seek to rent cultivable land when they can for the cash income 
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that it may ultimately yield. Greater profits do not necessarily accrue to the 
owner of cane lands than to the person who rents, and few potentially cul- 
tivable lands are left unworked for lack of tenants. The fact that well over 
half of Chalky Mount's small farmers rent lands comprising 41 per cent of 
the village's sugar acreage attests to the importance of land as a source of 
cash regardless of any other values and of the particular system of tenure. 

The Chalky Mount data suggest, indeed, that the present higher incen- 
tives for cane production and the concomitant emphasis upon the acquisi- 
tion of working land have led to a decrease in the amount of renting among 
small land holders. In the I940s Halcrow and Cave (I947: 29) were able to 
report that there was a "good deal of renting between peasants," whereas in 
Chalky Mount today only 8.9 of the 55.I rented acres are rented from other 
small holders. It thus seems reasonable to assume that people with culti- 
vable lands are prone to work these lands themselves rather than to rent 
them. With the availability of low-interest loans and other cash resources, 
there is little lack of capital for land development, e.g., for hiring laborers, to 
restrain people from planting their land in sugar cane. 

However, the small size of holdings, their often difficult access to roads, 
their insect, soil, and erosion problems, and the price of sugar (regardless of 
how high it may be temporarily) combine to prevent these holdings from 
yielding sufficient income to maintain a household. If, on the other hand, 
land were to be converted to food-crop production, it could still not pro- 
vide sufficient food for subsistence needs and would not begin to supply the 
needed hard cash. Although it may be that food crops can yield as much cash 
as sugar cane, many small farmers do not seem to be convinced of this. It must 
be remembered that farmers cannot depend upon the cash proceeds derived 
from cane alone to satisfy all or most of their cash needs. They must seek 
income from other sources, and the relatively limited and intermittent de- 
mands that cane makes upon their labor permits many of them to pursue 
other income-producing activities, such as plantation wage labor. Whether 
a concentration upon food crops would permit the same flexibility in work 
arrangements remains to be ascertained. Although more research in this 
area is needed, it would seem that, in order for minimal economic in- 
centives to be operative in the growing of food crops, these crops would 
have to provide as much cash as all or most other major income-producing 
activities combined. Farmers generally feel that, even under optimal ge- 
ographical conditions, food crops could not provide the kinds of monetary 
returns that cane does on their limited holdings. Certainly, food crops lack 
the kinds of guarantees that support cane prices, the monetary returns are 
not as easily forseeable, and marketing would be complicated by such factors 
as gluts at harvest time and the intervention of middlemen. In addition, a 
farmer would probably have difficulty in getting a loan from town merchants 
if he lacked cane as collateral. 

Most persons who grow food crops do so only to supplement their house- 
holds' regular food supply at certain times of the year. The limited size of 
holdings, climate and soil conditions, extra care and effort, poor marketing 
facilities, and the need for cash all contribute to minimizing food production. 
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To the small farmer the advantages of cane production are so apparent that, 
despite frequent appeals from government and private agencies to increase 
his food production, there is every indication that in villages such as Chalky 
Mount food production is actually less today than in the past. 

The emphasis placed upon the acquisition of cash is reflected not only in 
the concentration upon sugar cane and the importance of cultivable land, 
but also in the multiple involvement of individuals and households in cash- 
producing activities and in the pecuniary basis of most inter-household 
working relationships. Most labor is hired, and people are generally reluc- 
tant to work for others except for cash. Even when labor groups are formed, 
as when a group of ten people cut and head on a small farmer's parcel dur- 
ing the crop season, they are based on individual contractual agreements 
which involve cash payments. Labor exchange arrangements are relatively 
uncommon, as is any form of non-pecuniary communal labor. The only 
kind of regular communal work group involving unpaid participants is 
the group involved in house-moving. There appears to be no special name 
for this group, whose membership is fluid and which appears to be a non- 
agricultural variant of the "morning sport" group found in Jamaica (Ed- 
wards I96I: 76).7 

It is obvious, but significant, that house-moving is not an activity from 
which the houseowner can expect to derive cash, whereas sugar farming is. 
In general, it is an important economic norm that assistance rendered to 
someone engaged in a cash-producing activity should be compensated in 
cash. The potters of Chalky Mount similarly express this norm in their 
working relationships with respect to clay collecting. Potters are sometimes 
unable to collect clay from unused soils or eroded lands because the owners 
feel that, since potters derive money from their product, they should pay for 
whatever clay is removed from such lands (Handler 1963: 316). 

The emphasis upon cash reflects the need for cash, which is a prominent 
feature of the Barbadian small farmer's socio-cultural milieu. Cash is needed 
for the provision of basic necessities and services as well as a wide range of 
other commodities and services whose enumeration, even were it possible, 
would be pointless here. The importance attached to money has increased 
in recent years as the island's "cost of living" has risen, as standards of con- 
sumption have changed, and as consumption needs have increased. 

Within the West Indies, Barbados is certainly not unique in these re- 
spects. The Barbadian small farmer, like his counterpart in other areas (cf. 
Shephard 1945; Smith 1956; Edwards 1961; Niddrie 1961; Comitas 1964), 
is strongly oriented towards the acquisition of cash and is deeply immersed 
in a market economy. Small-scale sugar cane farming in Barbados cannot be 
understood without taking these factors into consideration and without a 
full appreciation of the small farmer's system of cash needs.8 

NOTES 

I. I would like to thank Drs. Carroll Riley, Otis Starkey, Walter Taylor, and Mr. Ronald 
Bonnett for their comments and help in preparing various drafts of this paper. 
2. Field work in Barbados was conducted during the summer of I960, from August, 
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1961, to July, 1962, and during the summer of 1965. The two earlier periods were sup- 
ported by a fellowship from Brandeis University and a grant-in-aid from the Research In- 
stitute for the Study of Man. Work in I965 was supported by a grant from the National 
Institutes of Health (MH II434-01). 
3. Comitas (1964: 41) discusses a similar situation in rural Jamaica and calls this "oc- 
cupational multiplicity ... a condition wherein the modal adult is systematically en- 
gaged in a number of gainful activities which form for him an integrated economic 
complex." I suspect that "occupational multiplicity" is a more widespread feature in the 
Caribbean than might appear from the literature. It is not only an important aspect of 
Jamaican society-for which, so for as I know, it was first explicitly named and de- 
scribed by Comitas (1964)-but seems to exist as well in British Guiana (cf. Smith 1956) 
and perhaps Carriacou (Smith 1962). It is also quite possible that this socio-economic 
type is appearing in other areas of the world where "peasant" or small farmer communi- 
ties are under increased pressures from wider societal sources, and where single agrarian 
or other economic activities do not provide the cash needed for subsistence and increasing 
consumption demands. Such areas would probably include those where rural peoples 
have faced what Geertz (I962: 6) has termed the "depeasantizing process." It is here 
suggested that "occupational multiplicity" may represent an alternate to such types as 
cash crop farmers and rural proletarians that supposedly result from the "depeasantizing 
process." 
4. For details on the Commonwealth Sugar Agreement see Bethel (1960). 
5. The situation in Barbados is quite different from that in territories such as British 
Guiana (Smith 1956) and Jamaica (Clarke I957; Comitas 1964) where men, especially, 
migrate and spend much of their time away from their villages in wage-earning activities. 
In Barbados, in general, the simultaneous involvement in income-producing activities is 
facilitated by the island's small size and its well-developed road and public transportation 
system. 
6. Shephard (I945: 66) cites a similar situation among "peasants" in Antigua, who also 
specialize in the same crop as plantations bordering their villages. 
7. Houses in Barbados, as in other areas of the West Indies, are often constructed in such 
a manner that they can be readily dismantled and moved. House-moving in Barbados 
requires a group of men (usually twenty or so). The houseowner is obliged to provide 
these men with light refreshments such as "biscuits" and rum in return for their labor. 
Money is required for the purchase of refreshments as well as to pay the carpenter who 
supervises all the activity from the dismantling of the house to its erection on a new spot. 
If house-moving were done on a strictly cash basis for the labor rendered, it would, of 
course, be prohibitively expensive. Even with communal labor, the cash outlay is not 
insignificant. 
8. Not long after the completion of this paper, a friend called my attention to an article 
by Greenfield (1964) which I had been unaware of. Greenfield's article treats matters 
similar to those treated in this paper, and should be consulted by anyone concerned with 
the issues presented here. 
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