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18th-century sugar-making technology
· Three-roller vertical press for grinding sugar cane and thereby extracting juice
· Boiling room for incremental boiling in “coppers” made of copper or iron
· Liquid removed or “struck” from fire when it starts to form granules
· Clay jars for storing sugar while it hardens, often in a separate “purging house”
· Optional “claying” process for turning brown (muscovado) sugar into white (clayed) sugar, by filtering water through the sugar to remove impurities
· Found on sugar plantations in British and French colonies in Caribbean from mid-17c to late-18c (Barbados, Jamaica, Martinique, Saint-Domingue…)

Sugar as a case for material evaluation
· Sugar a hard case compared to gold
· Enormous human cost of slave-based sugar plantation system
· A relatively new commodity in Europe in the 17c
· No obvious instruments or institutions dedicated to evaluating sugar
· Limited survival and accessibility of early sugar-making technology
· BUT a promising case because:
· Highly valued by a range of social groups and cultures
· Highly differentiated – many different types and grades
· Linked to notions that have wider significance for material evaluation, eg. ‘good taste,’ ‘purity,’ ‘refinement,’ ‘whiteness’

The plantation system
· Sugar cane the world’s main source of pure sugar before the widespread use of sugar beet in 19th century
· Cultivation and processing of sugar cane dates back to about 500 AD
· Sugar from sugar cane consumed in Europe from 8th century AD
· Exported to Americas from 16c, first to Portuguese Brazil and then to French and British Caribbean
· Plantation system/complex = “an economic and political order centring on slave plantations in the New World tropics” (Curtin, 1998)
· “Barbados sugar revolution”:
· 16c – Spanish slave-raiding missions in Barbados
· 1625 – claimed for England by James I
· 1627 – first lasting settlement by any EU nation begins (by England)
· 1643 – first recorded shipment of sugar from Barbados to England
· 1660 – transition to sugar from tobacco and cotton complete
· Latter 17c – ‘integrated plantations,’ with large surface area, many workers, and their own sugar-processing plant
· System extended to Jamaica by 1700
· Similar story in French case, involving Martinique and Saint-Domingue
· The plantation machine (Burnard and Garrigus, 2016)
· Very profitable, whether measured by wealth of white planters, per (free) capita income in Barbados, proportion of British colonial trade…
· Industrial scale and methods: powerful machines, mass production, time-sensitive, strict discipline, division of labour using ‘gang’ system
· ‘probably the closest thing to industry that was typical in the seventeenth century’ (Mintz, 1985)
· Very violent and very racist:
· white labourers quickly replaced by enslaved Africans
· many white labourers become slave overseers
· many of these white labourers were former soldiers or criminals
· legal codes treat enslaved people as commodities, eg. Barbados slave code of 1661
· impunity of white overseers/owners due to distance from British authorities

Natural knowledge on sugar plantations
· medicine and metallurgy brought by enslaved West Africans
· local knowledge of medicinal plants among the few remaining Indigenous Americans
· ‘colonial bioprospecting’ (Londa Schiebinger) = extracting useful plants and animals (and knowledge about them) in a colonial context
· ‘race science’ of white naturalists and overseers – no clear distinction between biological, cultural, and environmental notions of race
· It is possible to exaggerate the intellectual contributions of enslaved people…
· …but much work remains to be done to uncover those contributions

Methodological balances to strike
· The agency of enslaved people v. their inevitable loss of agency
· The technical side of the sugar industry v. the human side
· Actor’s terms for human difference v. acceptable terms for human difference
