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ABSTRACT
In the 1700s, French colonies in the Caribbean produced massive amounts of sugar cane
for shipment exclusively to France. The French Revolution of 1789 precipitated long
years of economic conflict between England and France, during which French scientists
and entrepreneurs worked to develop technology and capital investment to produce sugar
on the French mainland from European-grown beets. Economic and agricultural viability
of mass production of beet sugar was established by 1812 and used to promote French
autarky (self-sufficiency) in emerging ideologies of economic nationalism. Beet sugar’s
equivalence to cane sugar meant direct competition with colonial cane, marking a period
of “conjunction,” when questions of colonial belonging and rights to participation in
markets were actively contested in Paris as debates over tariff and bounty legislation.
New forms of symbolic inclusion and exclusion of French colonies were produced—with
important results for the cane sugar complex, colonial producers, and the system of
French trade relations. Guyane Française (French Guiana) provides the prime illustrative
case of colonial changes due to the sugar conjunction. A colony in northeastern South
America, Guyane had been claimed by France since the early seventeenth century, but
remained sparsely populated and experienced relatively weak development of the cane
sugar complex. Thus, during and following the sugar conjunction, the French moved to
make the colony a place for exile of state prisoners, rather than continue to develop it for
cane cultivation and sugar production. The first shipment of convicts—stripped of their
French citizenship before departure—arrived in Guyane in 1852 as the first prisoners in
the penal colony that came to be called Devil’s Island.
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INTRODUCTION
Forgetting, I would even say historical error, is an essential factor in the creation of a
nation. –Ernest Renan ([1869] 1997, 13)1
This thesis argues that the social, political, and economic complex in the French Antilles
based on sugar cane production for European consumption, was put in explicit, direct
competition in the early nineteenth century with a new type of sugar made from beets.
The invention of sugar from beets made possible the growing and processing of sugar in
mainland France, rather than in tropical, overseas colonies. The discovery of a new sugar
source led to what I term a period of “conjunction” between 1800 and 1860, during which
debates raged over whether to protect French producers of each sugar equally or to favor
one over the other. The battle was fought between a long-established cane sugar bloc,
representing the Antillean plantocracy and cane-related industries, and a coalescing beet
sugar bloc arguing for a new definition of nationalism in economic and territorial terms.
The struggle was one of access and thus of status in relation to the nation. Access to the
French sugar market, which determined taxes and prices, was weighed in terms of
national territorial contiguity versus the importance of inclusion of the French-claimed
overseas territories, which were developed for the purpose of establishing cane
plantations.
The effect of the sugar conjunction was major in the French sugar market and for
the sugar colonies. French Antillean economies tied to sugar prices were experiencing a
number of increasing pressures compounding the effects of the new and acute
competition. These included mounting ecological disaster spurred by overuse of land that
was long considered to be naturally and endlessly fertile, as well as pressures from an
1

Unless otherwise specified, all translations from French sources are mine.
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anticipated and then realized lack of labor following emancipation of the African and
African-descendant slave populations in 1848.
Guyane Française (French Guiana), a French colony in northeastern South
America, offers a prime case to illustrate the effects of the sugar conjunction and the
redefined forces of economic nationalism in an overseas Caribbean colony.2 From its
position as an embodiment of a relatively unsuccessful cane colony, Guyane became
conceptualized as territory with possibilities for French use beyond sugar extraction
during the period of conjunction. Extractable commodities were effectively, though not
entirely, eschewed by the 1850s, when French administrators under Napoleon III initiated
a plan that had been in the works since the 1810s (and arguably earlier) to establish a
long-term penal colony in Guyane.3 Without assured viability of sugar cane, and in
consequence of a long history of failed settlement schemes and scams, I argue, Guyane
came to be less feasible space for agriculture and more feasible for the shipment, storage,
and punishment of people no longer possessing French citizenship.
This thesis relies on the “complex” as an analytic unit. The Caribbean cane
plantation system has been discussed by many scholars of the region (see Curtin [1990]
1998; Mintz 1985; Williams 1970). The cane complex has come to be a standard
component in the definition of the region in Caribbean studies. Charles Wagley (1960, 7)
writes of “Plantation America,” a sphere with commonalities across the Caribbean
including monocrop “factories in the field,” rigid class lines, multi-racial societies, weak
2

I use “Guyane” as the proper noun throughout and “Guyanais” as the demonym and adjective. I do this to
contrast with Guyana, which is usually taken to mean the colony of British Guiana, now the country of
Guyana, and the people there, who are “Guyanese.”
3
A penal colony and commodity production or export are not mutually exclusive, however. To explore
how exports changed with the arrival of convict (forçat) labor is outside the scope of this thesis. On the
other hand, I argue for a conceptual shift in French expectations for Guyane, which may have brought a
degree of mutual exclusivity between full-scale commodity exploitation (i.e., cane complex development),
such as that which occurred in Martinique or Guadeloupe, and the workings of the penal colony in Guyane.
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community structure, peasant labor, and African cultural carry-overs. Others, for example
Elena Padilla (1960, 23), suggest that plantation society was to some extent uniform and
characterized as a class-structured agrarian society whose economic institutions worked
at large-scale production and marketing. In such a society, she adds, the population is
dependent upon the plantation and institutions that maintain it (Padilla 1960, 23). Among
the many definitions of the complex, Sidney Mintz (1971, 486) seeks to use the definition
to clarify relations between the colonial and the metropolitan, as the “plantation was a
European invention, hinged to a mercantilist philosophy which ordained complete
economic dependence upon the industrial metropolis.” My use of the cane complex as a
set of social, political, and economic institutions is in keeping with this anthropological
literature, though my questions historicize the cane complex’s position in political
policies set in Europe.4
To set up comparison, I examine the complex in France that began in the early
1800s with the construction and development of beet sugar farms and factories, located
primarily in Nord, Pas-de-Calais, and Picardy departments. In constructing the beet sugar
system as a complex, equivalent theoretically to that of the Antillean cane complex, I
acknowledge its interconnectedness within French social, political, and economic
networks. By analyzing cane and beet production as complexes, I avoid comparison
between elements of the complexes, such as labor, which I argue, following Mintz
(1977), is not comparable across the Atlantic. Instead, my analysis will demonstrate the
value of comparing the complexes themselves, in a competition which was vibrantly,
sometimes bitterly, alive to contemporaries.
4

For purposes of focusing on large-scale sugar trade, I use “cane complex” and “plantation complex”
interchangeably, though it is true that not all plantations grew cane, nor was cane everywhere and always a
plantation crop.
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For my second analytic unit, I use the concept “conjunction,” which I borrow
from my reading of anthropological texts. My use of this analytic construct facilitates the
comparative analysis of beet and cane complexes set up as natural competitors in the
French sugar market. This comparison will yield generalizations about the construction of
ideologies of nationalism during this period. Thus, conjunction in this thesis refers to the
period 1800-1860, when it became possible for beet sugar production to displace cane
sugar imports into France.
I look at the conjunction of these two complexes to explore how Guyane fit,
during the same time frame, into the cane complex, though it was not the most successful
or widest-spread instantiation of that complex in the region. Despite its marginality as a
mainland colony grouped with a contingent of Antillean island colonies, Guyane can still
considered to be socially, politically, and economically connected to and characterized by
the French Antillean cane complex during this period. Continual efforts to establish sugar
operations indicate more strongly the drive to maintain and extend the cane complex in
Guyane. In this way, Guyane provides a unique opportunity to question economic
concepts that reify a territory as “national” or, alternatively, outside of the nation. This
stance answers and mirrors the long-standing call for critical inquiry into such reifications
(see Polanyi [1944] 1957; and more recently Mitchell 2002).
My thesis offers an innovative supplement to the extensive anthropological
literature on the French Caribbean, French nationalist ideology, and the anthropologicalhistorical work on sugar. My analysis of the beet-cane conjunction builds on foundational
work by Noël Deerr (1949; 1950), Manuel Moreno Fraginals ([1964] 1976), and Mintz
(1985). These core texts, and the voluminous literature on the history of sugar have long
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connected its production to economic complexes and shifting conceptualizations of
nationalism with which links between the Old and New Worlds have been forged.
Method and theory devised for my analysis also benefits from Dale Tomich’s (1990)
extensive historical legwork regarding the circuit of sugar in Martinique from 1830 to
1848. Laurent Dubois (1999; 2004) writes about the problematic transition from slavery
to citizenship in Guadeloupe and throughout the French Antilles, and adds to work by
Simon Schama (1989) chronicling the French revolution of 1789, which historicizes the
subsequent concept of citizenship. Details for various shifts in economic nationalism, I
also drew from David Todd’s (2004; 2008; 2009; 2011) extensive and thoughtful
research on French economic nationalism, which covers much of the nineteenth century,
especially 1814 to 1870. Other historians, of Europe (e.g., Hobsbawm 1962, 34, 123, 136,
198) or of the Caribbean (e.g., Williams 1970, 380-390), make reference to the
importance of beet sugar. Early Annales historian Marc Bloch ([1933] 1966, 216) makes
a strong case for the role of the beet in the “agricultural revolution” in late-eighteenthcentury France.
Much has been written about the history of Guyane and people who live there
(e.g., Jolivet 1982; Redfield 2000; Mam Lam Fouck and Anakesa 2013; Price and Price
2003). Forster (1991, 1996) examines the decision to establish the penal colony in
Guyane, the first of a small number of French penal colonies established around the
world. Spieler has written about overseas policy before the penal colony was established
(2009) and about the penal colony’s maintenance in Guyane (2011, 2012).
From these scholars and an array if primary sources, I have borrowed key ideas,
arguments, and background information, without which my argument would be
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impossible to either conceive of or construct. Yet, in none of these works have I found an
argument for the sugar conjunction as such and its direct implications for the overseas
colonies. Tomich (1990) comes very close, although he applies his analysis of the sugar
circuit to emancipation. Likewise, Todd (2011) approaches this argument, but applies
economic nationalism to the colonial venture only by looking at France’s search for an
“imperial meridian.” I respond to Todd’s query by claiming that the equatorial South
American territory that was Guyane was most definitely an “imperial meridian” for
French nationalism. I uncover an overlooked component—the conjunction’s wide-scale
effects on the conceptualization of the French overseas colonies—and focus particularly
on how the change in conceptualization defined new possibilities and new futures for
Guyane.
Because we recognize as anthropological the project of the study of how and why
humans tend to group themselves and others, this project is a piece of anthropological
inquiry. I take as given that groups tend to reproduce ideologies by the work of
individuals, who are separate from but embodiments of the collective (Therborn 1980;
Bourdieu [1972] 1977). Similarly, ideologies work “silently” backwards in time as the
construction of memory and history (Trouillot 1995). My analysis reveals economic and
national, thus relatedly territorial, processes by which the French defined and divided
France during 1800-1860. I focus on terms of difference that include ideologies of
nationalism and inclusion or exclusion of producers as citizens.
As a work of historical anthropology, this thesis is based on archival research. It
looks to study groups as they are embedded and constructed in what Michel-Rolph
Trouillot calls a “‘larger context’ that includes networks of local institutions and also the
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development of colonies and empires” (Trouillot 1992, 29). I have taken special
inspiration from Trouillot’s work on coffee plantations in Saint-Domingue (1982),
although my comparison of the beet and cane complexes thwarted my reproduction of his
argument’s structure. Nevertheless, I aim for a historicity that is “the constant reminder
that the groupings one tends to take for natural are human creations, changing results of
past and ongoing processes” (Trouillot 1992, 33).
The thesis tracks my comparative structure, then presents the case of Guyane. In
chapter 1, I describe the cane complex in terms of ecology, labor, and politics when
pressure mounted on the plantocracy before and during the conjunction. Chapter 2
introduces the beet sugar complex during the conjunction. This complex was set up
specifically to compete with the cane complex and came to symbolize the nation as a
self-sufficient producer and indeed the power of national sovereignty itself. In chapter 3,
I establish the identity necessary for cane and beet sugar competition in the national
market and show the workings of the conjunction in terms of access to the market,
defined by tariffs and bounties, as well as the state’s role in producing new
differentiations for citizens accessing its markets. Chapter 4 moves on to look at Guyane
as a case in which the conjunction pushed the shift from a colony characterized by the
cane complex towards a colony outside of that complex, the penal colony. I offer a brief
history of the French claim to Guyane in order to draw a connection between the purpose
of cultivation of cane for the production of sugar and the settlement of the colony. I
describe a history of schemes that attempted to develop the capacity for sugar production,
and then explore the administrative decision made during the sugar conjunction to reform
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the French penal system and locate the new penal colony in Guyane, setting up in 18511852 what came to be known as Devil’s Island.5
Both rights (droits) of access to France and French markets and the borders
(frontières) demarcating the nation are important take-away concepts during 1800-1860
and each threads through this thesis. With this, we may return to what historian Ernest
Renan ([1869] 1997, 29) wrote about the nation: “What one calls the natural borders
[frontières naturelles] certainly have a considerable part in the division of nations . . . .
[However,] it is not the soil [terre] more than the race that makes the nation. The soil
[terre] furnishes the substratum, the field of struggle and of work; man furnishes the
soul.” We may understand Renan as arguing that the nation as a people is not determined
by the configuration of the soil. But in what ways, I ask here, does the configuration of
the soil serve to justify the nation as a people?

5

The French did not, for the most part, call the penal colony in Guyane “Devil’s Island,” but used the name
Cayenne to reference the bagne. I use “Devil’s Island” in this thesis, indicating an image of the penal
colony in Guyane dispersed beyond the Francophone world, though that point is not documented in detail
here.
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CHAPTER 1: THE OVERSEAS
Cane sugar has had a long history before and since reaching the Caribbean in the fifteenth
century. Likewise, the French cane complex existed before 1800-1860, the period during
which an historical conjunction occurred between the metropole and colonies in terms of
sugar and citizenship.
In this chapter, I argue that specific changes to ecology, labor relations, and
politics in the French circuit of sugar combined to increase pressure on colonial sugar
producers, culminating in the dramatic decline of an industry that had been encouraged
by the state for centuries. To show that the conjunction was cause and effect of the
decline in cane sugar production, I present a brief history of Caribbean cane, the goal of
which is restricted to explaining the development of the French cane complex through the
early nineteenth century. Next, I show the formation of ecological pressures, which, in
turn, were further shaped by increasingly problematic labor relations in the colonies. This
combination of factors encouraged transformation of political ideologies governing the
circuit of sugar.
The Plantation Complex
Sugar cane originated in Papua New Guinea and spread around the world by the travels
of Asian and European explorers. Although it was introduced to parts of Asia, India, and
Africa, its impact would be greatest felt in the fifteenth through twentieth centuries in the
New World, specifically in the European colonies in the Caribbean and South America
(Deerr 1949, 14, 18-20). The story of sugar in the Caribbean is one of early Portuguese
and Spanish domination, followed by the rise of the Dutch, and challenges from the
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British and the French, from which eventually emerged an unbreakable British
domination.
In 1420, Portuguese explorers discovered the Madeira Archipelago, Atlantic
islands which were to become one of the first sites of European colonial sugar cane
production by the 1450s. The sugar from Madeira was the first cane sugar to influence
European trade and consumption, with consignments exported to Bristol, England
starting in 1456.6 At the start of the sixteenth century, Europeans began to colonize the
New World and seek extractable resources like mined metals, spices, and tropical crops.
Explorers sought gold and silver in North and South America, seeking the fabled seven
cities of the southwest and the mythical king El Dorado of Manoa in the Amazon.
Nothing by way of innovation or discovery, especially tall tales, could be kept insular for
long in this region defined by colonial mixture and overlap. In the next century, the
techniques and networks of Madeira sugar inspired European planters and companies in
the Caribbean to build their own networks and provisioning systems for sugar production
and trade (Deerr 1949, 100-101).
Portugal’s most successful sugar colony was Brazil, to which cane was introduced
in 1532. In the early 1600s the Dutch were able to challenge the Portuguese in Brazil,
taking control of the colony and reorganizing cane production through the newly
incorporated Dutch West India Company. In 1662, Brazil was returned to Portugal with
an indemnity of eight million gulden paid to the Dutch; from there, dispossessed Dutch
planters fanned out across the Caribbean, bringing slaves and cane planting and
processing techniques with them (Deerr 1949, 104-108).

6

Mintz (1985) offers a history of British sugar consumption, pairing dietary changes with eventual
proletarianization in Great Britain.
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The Canary Islands were the locale for early Spanish sugar, producing relatively
exiguous amounts that were shipped to Tudor England. As early as Columbus’ second
voyage (1493-1496), cane was introduced to the Spanish Caribbean. Sugar works were
built in Hispaniola in the following decades, financed by Spanish government loans. The
first cargoes of sugar were shipped to Spain in 1516, but the Spanish sugar industry
declined before the end of the sixteenth century. Spanish production in large plantation
economies did not peak until the late nineteenth century, concentrated in Cuba and Puerto
Rico.7 Growth in these two colonies was further encouraged by the migration of refugee
planters—Dutch from Brazil and later French from Saint-Domingue (Deerr 1949, 115130).
The Spanish also controlled the early trade in slaves, first shipping in 1510, with
later shipping contracts (asientos) granted by the Spanish crown to the Portuguese and
Dutch, then the French (1701-1713) and the British under the Treaty of Utrecht (1714).
British slave trading directed by Spanish asiento continued until 1750. Asientos required
contractors to pay duties to the Spanish crown and guarantee shipments of specific
quantities of Africans to the New World (Deerr 1950, 263-264).
Meanwhile, the Dutch government was occupied with sponsoring explorations in
the Guianas, the territory across northern South America, setting up their earliest trading
port at Essequebo (now western Guyana) in 1581. The British joined them in exploring
the Guianas, attempting one of their own earliest New World settlements in what is today
French Guiana in 1604. The British-owned Guiana Company set up sugar works in the
Guianas in the first half of the 1600s, but lost Suriname to the Dutch in 1666. It was not

7

Slow growth in Puerto Rican sugar began around 1815, when Spain lifted duties levied on colonial
produce (Deerr 1949, 125).
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until the 1830s that regions of British Guiana became officially unified into one British
colony under that name (Deerr 1949, 148-149).
The British worked in other places, earlier, to establish sugar-producing colonies.
Barbados led early British sugar production by 1640. Jamaica was colonized slightly
later, but became a major sugar producer by the last half of the 1700s. Other British sugar
colonies included the Bahamas, Bermuda, and a number of Leeward islands (Deerr 1949,
158-207).
In the Treaty of Ryswick (1697), the Spanish ceded the western third of the island
of Hispaniola to France. French buccaneers had established themselves on the Île de la
Tortue, gaining the foothold needed to stake a claim to what would anchor the colony of
Saint-Domingue. In the Lesser Antilles, the French began exploring and claiming land by
means of the Compagnie de Saint Christophe from the mid-seventeenth century onward.
Among their mid-eighteenth century holdings were Martinique, Guadeloupe, a number of
smaller islands, French Guiana on the South American mainland, and the jewel of the
empire of the ancien régime, Saint-Domingue (Deerr 1949, 151).8
Other French holdings included Mauritius (Île Maurice) in the Indian Ocean,
which did not provide significant cane competition with the Antilles until after the
Haitian Revolution (1791-1804) and, more so, after the British seized Mauritius in 1810.
Réunion (Île de Bourbon) remained French, but likewise did not produce significant
amounts of sugar until after 1815 (Deerr 1949, 194, 241). In the late 1760s, the French
explorer who circumnavigated the globe, Louis de Bougainville, brought Otaheite variety
cane from India to Mauritius. From there, it was taken first to French Guiana, and then in
8

During the Napoleonic Wars between Great Britain and France, the British occupied Martinique 17941802 and 1809-1814; Guadeloupe 1759-1763 and 1810-1816; and French Guiana (with Portugal) 18091817.
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the 1790s to Martinique, Saint-Domingue, and the rest of the French West Indies. At the
same time, the British Captain William Bligh brought Otaheite to Jamaica and the British
West Indies. The Otaheite variety would dominate eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
Caribbean cane (Tomich 1990, 145).
Saint-Domingue was the gem of the French colonies. At its peak in the 1700s, it
produced enormous quantities of sugar by the work of an unprecedented number of
slaves. By 1791, the colony claimed no fewer than 792 sugar establishments and a total
population of 560,000 people, eighty-nine percent of whom were slaves of African origin
or descent (McClellan 1992, 49). After the successful rebellion and war for
independence, Saint-Domingue became Haiti, leaving Martinique and Guadeloupe as the
primary sugar colonies in the French Antilles. Following the losses to the British of the
Seven Years’ War (1756-1763) and the Napoleonic Wars (1800-1815), the French were
in a position to rebuild and revivify their seemingly dwindling empire.
Many of the details for plantation infrastructure were recorded in the eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries by writers in guidebook-type treatises. One of the earliest
and more influential writers reasoning for an “idealized” estate design was Jean-Baptiste
Labat, a Dominican friar who organized sugar plantations in Hispaniola, Martinique, and
Guadeloupe and invented a sugar windmill (Lescure 1992, 61). In 1724, Labat suggested
the plantation should always be located on a river or shore for ease in transport, that a
strip of wooded land be planned as a climatic buffer to keep winds from desiccating cane
fields, and that the mill be placed in the center of growing and harvesting operations on
each plantation (Watts 1987, 385).
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From the mid-1700s until reorganization in the 1850s, Labat’s Barbados sugar
plantation model was the dominant plantation structure across the British and French
colonies. It also modeled a particular plantation layout where each plantation had its own
mill and performed all operations for cultivation and processing. On the agricultural side,
cane could be ratooned, that is, reharvested without replanting, for three to six successive
harvests, with decreasing sugar yields. Ratooning would save planters from devoting
slave labor, animal power, and capital to replanting. Ratooned cane could also save time;
newly planted cane took sixteen to eighteen months to ripen, whereas ratooned cane took
only twelve to fourteen months (Tomich 1990, 142).
On the processing side, a plantation’s mills would run six to seven months,
sometimes up to twelve months, uninterrupted, and consisted of three parallel, vertically
mounted cylinders moved by water, wind, or animal power. This vertical placement was
a source of inefficiency because cane stalks would get caught at the bottom of the rollers,
and the wooden rollers would often break and need to be replaced. In terms of human
life, the vertical rollers were deadly; slaves would often get caught and maimed or killed
(Tomich 1990, 150-155).9
After extraction, the cane juice (vésou) would go to the boiling house (sucrerie),
where it was put through a series of large kettles (équipage) in order to concentrate it. It
went from there to the cooling house (purgerie) to separate sugar crystals from molasses
which was made into cheaper sugar or rum. The sugar was then barreled for shipping.
Further refining could be done at other locations, either at colonial entrepôts or in Europe.
9

Historians of the Caribbean seem to perennially review the processes by which sugar was made from
cane. This means there are many sources from which to pull information, some more authoritative than
others (e.g., Deerr 1949; Deerr 1950; Higman 2011; Mintz 1985; Rolph 1917; and Watts 1987). Though
informed by many of these, I pull from Tomich for most information in this section because of pertinence
both to the geographical location (Martinique, the French Caribbean) and the historical period (1800-1860).
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The size and number of kettles at the plantation would indicate the size and capital
invested in the sugar works, as well as the speed with which its sugar could be processed.
It was this équipage, also called the “train” in English, that was considered for
adjustments when the plantations came under scrutiny for inefficiency (Tomich 1990,
163-164).
From the 1720s until the end of slavery, the standard train mounted all kettles in a
line and heated them from a single furnace. In the French islands this was known as the
“English train,” in the British islands and Cuba as “Jamaica train.” The process required
less fuel than previous trains, allowing cane leftovers (bagasse) to be burned after
processing as a single source of fuel. It also required less labor with a single furnace, but
required that the cane juice advance through the train regardless of its state, creating the
problem of uneven heating for some batches (Tomich 1990, 166, 176).
Changes in Labat’s Barbados model were sometimes driven by environmental
factors, but often, and mostly after 1750, in response to market pressures and inter-island,
cross-colonial economic competition. Tomich (1990) and Watts (1987, 328-384), among
others, have argued that the tendency of the plantocracy was to direct capital expenditure
to expand and intensify production rather than as investment in modernizing existing
methods or technologies—“the quantitative extension of the existing technology, not its
qualitative transformation” (Tomich 1990, 171).
Innovations taking place after 1815 included putting iron shells around a sugar
mill’s wooden rollers to reduce breaking, and converting vertical rollers to horizontal
sets. In the late 1820s and the 1830s, French planters began to use the vacuum pan, an
1812 invention by a British chemist which doubled yields, reduced cane decomposition,
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but at first required copious amounts of water and one to three imported specialists to
install. The vacuum pan symbolized the growing imbalance in the profit-making calculus
between utilizing labor and utilizing new, labor-saving machinery that required further
investment (Tomich 1990, 154-155, 195-197, 202).
Throughout the nineteenth century, most Caribbean planters were unwilling to
make most simple changes. “The rule of the planter was stability—not expansion” and
what appeared to be stability, even as late as 1840-1875, had really been a period
“marked by the gradual petrification of the productive system” (Mintz 1956, 334, 336).
Cuba was one of the few examples of a plantation economy that adopted sufficient
changes in the later nineteenth century to make cane sugar production competitive
enough to be profitable following the major changes in sugar prices caused by the Haitian
Revolution and the invention of European beet sugar. Tomich attributes Cuba’s success
to the local socio-political conditions, especially of land and labor, Cuba’s “dynamism
that was not possible in Martinique” or the other French sugar-producing colonies, for
that matter (Tomich 1990, 203).
The mid-1800s were the most significant years of change for Martinique and
Guadeloupe, the remaining major French sugar-producing colonies. Whereas plantations
had previously been self-sufficient in cultivation, harvesting, and processing of cane, the
1830s brought new scrutiny of efficiency in production. During that decade, treatises
began to advocate separating agriculture from processing by creating centralized
refineries (usines centrales) that could more easily implement more efficient
technologies. By 1847, colonial administrators in Martinique began to actively lobby the
French government for money, under the pretense that the usine centrale was the only
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way to sustain the sugar industry with a potential labor force of wage-earners, instead of
slaves. The usine centrale system, established more intensely in the French sugar islands
after 1848, also the year of final emancipation of the slaves, anticipated the rise of
sharecropping, which would supply cane to these factories and discipline the postemancipation labor force (Tomich 1990, 190-191, 207-209).
Despite the potential, if unrealized, changes in processing techniques and the
eventual shift from individual mills to usines centrales, plantations remained monocrop
institutions. The Caribbean region—part of “Plantation America” according to Charles
Wagley (1960)—was defined in part by the plantation complex, a key aspect of which
was the domination of agriculture and the economy by a single crop. Mintz (1956, 355)
suggests that sugar was especially prone to being associated with societies having a very
small elite. Because sugar was so capital intensive, he argues, the owners of the means of
production were a much smaller class than in other single commodity-based systems.
Tomich (1990, 86) connects the sugar monocrop to the rise in the value of slave labor,
especially following the end of the slave trade; with slave labor becoming more costly,
planters can no longer afford to siphon man-hours from sugar production to engage in
crop diversification. This phenomenon increased in intensity after the 1830s, as French
Caribbean cane was getting squeezed by rising costs and less assured demand and
delivery (Tomich 1990, 86).
Similarly, unchanged by technological or design innovation, the characteristics of
sugar cane agriculture remained the same. Because of cane’s rapid deterioration after
harvest, processing for sugar purposes always requires that the freshly cut crop be milled
as quickly as possible. This constraint meant that key determinations in plantation
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infrastructure and labor arrangements were always made to shorten the time or distance
from field to factory. The very passage of time on a plantation was measured by the
physical requirements of sugar manufacture (Tomich 1990, 232).
Other conditions for sugar production did change. In evaluating the functioning of
plantations, Wolf and Mintz (1957, 383-384) outline five general factors that originally
conditioned the establishment of the plantation system: technology adequate for surplus
production; class stratification or its possibility (i.e., differential distribution of surplus);
production for a market (in the Caribbean always a part of the expanding world
economy); capital accumulation or its possibility (i.e., availability of investment capital);
and a political-legal structure supporting operations of the system. On colonial
plantations before 1800 these factors shaped calculations to maximize efficiency in the
use of time and space. This meant efficient annual rotations for fields planted with cane
and an estate layout that would best enable integration of tasks (Watts 1987, 385). During
periods of weak production, however, it is clear that these factors were not sufficiently
met to suit planters and sustain their operations. Each factor was changing dramatically
and planters’ concerns thus became broader than time and space efficiency; sugar cane
was being outpaced and the plantation complex was unable to keep up.
Escalating Ecological Disaster
The cane complex relied on fuel to power sugar mills; it was this concern that contributed
to the chain of events of mounting ecological disasters in the French sugar islands. From
the 1660s, Caribbean landscapes with cane plantations experienced widespread
deforestation, as trees and vegetation were cleared for space and fuel. Having an adequate
stock of bagasse left from cane processing to fuel the Jamaica train was a constant
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concern for the colonial planter. The decision was between balancing cane as a source of
energy and as a source of sugar; calculation was based on the differential between
bagasse-rich ratooned cane and sugar-rich first-harvest cane. By the first half of the
1800s, there was not enough bagasse from Martinican plantations to power the sugar
mills. Planters in that colony were forced to import straw to supplement any fuels left in
the vicinity for consumption (Tomich 1990, 165-166).
Deforestation accentuated seasonal environmental variation, led to soil depletion,
full-scale erosion, and ultimately decreased cane and sucrose yields (Tomich 1990, 100).
Apart from the planters’ tendency to ignore variation in soil types, cane was more
demanding and the soil less fertile than planters knew. Most soil nutrients were stored in
the natural vegetation, which was usually cleared prior to planting, often burned off, and
during fallow periods was either minimally or not allowed to regrow. Although soil loss
was a function of rainfall, intensity of cropping, and trench placement, the primary cause
was heavy cultivation (Watts 1987, 401).
New techniques were attempted to retain nutrients and slow erosion. In some
places, planters lengthened the growth period before harvests. In French colonies, a
popular tactic was to extend fertilizing—increasing estate livestock, harvesting guano,
seawater, sea sludge, and seaweed, or importing spoiled codfish or cattle blood for the
same purpose (Tomich 1990, 100, 146). Some colonies witnessed the rise of dung farms
that sold manure to plantations. Cane-hole variations were developed to attempt to halt
soil erosion, which was worst following rains and harvests. In response to decreased cane
yields, ratooning fell from favor in the early 1700s, and the preference for new cane
added to plantation costs (Watts 1987, 401).
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Ecological problems posed increasing challenges because the managerial class of
owners and overseers commonly held a view of the tropics as beneficent, believing that
exotic and fertile soils would produce generous yields with minimal labor and nutrient
input. Changes during the century, 1720 to 1820, were few, though the changes made
happened in the fields, with consideration given to land preparation, fallowing, irrigation,
labor organization, and implement use (Watts 1987, 424). The plantocracy remained
opposed to modernizing production technologies and ecological problems continued to
pose challenges, including plagues of the cane borer and sugar ants (Watts 1987, 402).
Yet it was not only ecological disaster that contributed to the downfall of outre-mer
sugar.
Labor Relations
Radical changes to labor organization and management were happening in the cane
complex during the first half of the nineteenth century. Slave uprisings, threats of
rebellion, and the final emancipation of slaves in 1848 marked key moments in labor
relations that had historically sustained the French sugar industry (Deerr 1949, 235;
Williams 1970, 325-326).
Certain constellations of labor relations were characteristic of Caribbean sugar
plantations from the eighteenth through the twentieth centuries. Variation existed among
these constellations because “just as slavery itself varied with place and with time, so,
too, did the nature of the enterprises upon which slaves toiled” (Mintz 1978, 82). After
the “swift extirpation” of native Amerindian inhabitants, enslaved Africans and European
indentured servants were imported to satisfy labor demands created in Plantation
America. Some estimates put the number of Africans transported to the New World at
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12.5 million (Eltis and Richardson 2013). African slaves brought to the French Caribbean
alone totaled at least 1.6 million, with slave populations peaking in Saint-Domingue at
480,000 (1791), in Martinique at 86,300 (1831), in French Guiana at 19,100 (1831), and
in Guadeloupe at 99,500 (1832) (Curtin 1969, 78, 84). Indentured labor was valued less
than slave labor because its duration was less than a lifetime (Higman 2011, 121).
The slave trade had played a major part in setting the conditions for Caribbean
social structure. Caribbean societies blended elements from European and diverse
African traditions, in part highlighting for the historian the periods of migration as
destructive or preservative, even inventive, of cultural aspects that would be “remodeled”
upon reconstituting social life in New World slave society. Further, despite the lack of
isolation of any of these societies, the region was never immune to variation. Among
other historical discrepancies, “not all slavery systems oppressed all slaves equally, and
not all slaves dealt with their oppression in the same ways” (Mintz and Price 1976, 4344).
The British, who had led the slave trade from the mid-1700s, were the first to
abolish the trade, legally in 1807 and practically enforced in 1808 (Deerr 1950, 269).
Between 1808 and 1831, the British navy attempted to enforce abolition of the trade
internationally, boarding and searching trans-Atlantic vessels, which caused conflict with
the French and Americans, who claimed these acts impinged their national sovereignty,
until 1831, when the first firm mutual search agreements were reached (Tomich 1990,
57).
French participation in the slave trade was first abolished in the throes of
revolution on 4 February 1794. Pressured by private French slave trading companies,
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Napoleon Bonaparte promised to reinstate the trade in 1802. Upon his return from exile
on Elba in 1815, Napoleon declared the trade abolished to the dismay of the traders—a
decree the British happily regarded as definitive even after Waterloo. The restored
Bourbon king, Louis XVIII, voided the abolition but, under British pressure, promised to
“discourage” the trade. At negotiations for the Treaty of Paris (1814), diplomat Charles
Maurice de Talleyrand in principle agreed to abolition, securing a five-year grace period
during which the French held a monopoly on the slave trade to the French colonies.
Without public statement in August 1815, Louis XVIII advised all French ports to not
authorize outgoing voyages of slave ships and issued decrees to the same effect in
following years (Tomich 1990, 54-56). Nevertheless, clandestine traffic in slaves
continued. Slave trading was stopped in Bordeaux in 1826, but only after an estimated
500 expeditions from that city (Saugera 1999, 75). In 1817 and 1818, laws prohibited the
arrival of slave ships in the French Antilles, but did not prevent sales of slaves already
there (Tomich 1990, 55-56).
The British were also at the forefront of emancipation of slaves in British
territories. It has been argued that economic factors were as much at work behind the
abolition of slavery as humanitarian ones (Williams 1944). During British debates over
emancipation, Prime Minister William Pitt argued the productivity of black slaves would
be at least doubled as wage laborers. The Privy Council report of 1789 estimated the ratio
of productivity of free to slave labor at three to one. A “gradualized” emancipation
arrived in the British West Indies in 1833 (Williams 1970, 257-258).
From the beginnings of the slave trade throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, slavery had been hotly debated in France. In the 1700s, the issues of slave trade
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abolition and emancipation were often set alongside questions of the value of the colonies
to the metropole. For a variety of reasons—economic, moral, military, demographic—
prominent voices rose against colonialism and slavery, among whom were philosophes
Abbé Guillaume Thomas Raynal, Montesquieu, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Gabriel Bonnot
de Mably, Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, and Voltaire, and government officials, Jacques
Necker, Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot, Victor de Riqueti, Marquis de Mirabeau, and
Charles Gravier, Count of Vergennes. A subset of these publicly advocated either
immediate or gradual emancipation, while others of them doubted emancipation was even
possible. Among persons serving the crown in the late 1600s, such as Cardinal Richelieu
and Jean-Baptiste Colbert, a number of influential people supported slavery and
colonialism for a variety of reasons (Confer 1964).
In an argument similar to Pitt’s, bestselling philosophe Raynal, who detested
slavery, argued in 1770 that free blacks would work harder and, in turn, develop their and
the colonies’ purchasing power (Confer 1964, 348). The point was significant; as labor
for the colonies’ exploitation, slaves were also consumers relying on provisioning
systems that depended on commodity flows. Taking into account slaves as purchasers
and wage laborers, by the 1800s, the economic arguments made by the likes of JeanBaptiste Say, Auguste Comte, and Jean Charles Léonard de Sismondi were clearly in
favor of emancipation with the possibility of indemnity payments to slave owners
(Steiner 2003, 135).
Following the Haitian Revolution, slave revolts in the New World were widely
feared by Europeans in the Antilles and in Europe. As the first free black nation in the
world order (if not de jure then minimally de facto, since recognition was slow), Haiti’s
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success “elevated the slave revolts from the field of island politics to the sphere of
national policy and international diplomacy” (Williams 1970, 321; see also James [1938]
1980; and Geggus 2001). Revolts in Guadeloupe and Martinique were recurring in the
early decades of the nineteenth century, including serious disturbances in 1822, 1824,
1831, and 1833 (Williams 1970, 325-326; Tomich 1990, 56).
Slavery was abolished in French colonies first in 1794 during the Jacobin period
of the French Revolution, and for a second and final time in 1848 after the reestablishment in 1802 under Napoleon. It was clear that the Restoration government
(1815-1830) was attached to the colonial status quo, even though some believed the
system was doomed. Louis-Mathieu, Count Molé, minister of navy and the colonies, said
outright that “nothing could save the colonial system based on slavery from its coming
collapse” (quoted in Arzalier 2003, 261-262). During the July Monarchy (1830-1848),
abolitionist ideas were again popular, though Caribbean slavery began to be conflated
with or neglected in comparison to the slavery imagined to be imposed on Christians by
Muslims in Africa, Turkey, and the Middle East. Before 1848, French denunciation of
slavery was connected to denunciation of Islam, and humanist anti-slavery sentiment was
tangled with the project of colonial conquest of North Africa (Arzalier 2003, 267-268).
Throughout the French empire, slavery was finally abolished in 1848, yet the
question remained whether “slavery without slaves” best described the outcome of
abolition in the Caribbean, especially during and after importation of East Indian
(“coolie”) indentured workers to exact better terms for labor exploitation from the
resident population as a whole (Adamson 1972). Changes due to emancipation for how
people in the Caribbean related to their work and subsistence, in particular the “creation
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of rural proletariats,” remained the “single most important sociological fact in Caribbean
life in the nineteenth century” (Mintz 1974, 62).
Caribbean labor relations were intimately connected to European developments,
though it would be inaccurate to postulate that emancipation was either a facile switch
from Caribbean slave to Caribbean proletarian or to otherwise equate Caribbean labor
relations with those on the other side of the Atlantic. Yet despite the differences,
plantation systems in the Caribbean cane complex were part and parcel of worldwide
capitalism as it developed (Mintz 1978, 87). “Slavery has given their value to the
colonies; the colonies have created world trade; world trade is the necessary condition of
large-scale machine industry” (Marx to P. V. Annenkov, 28 Dec. 1846, quoted in Mintz
1978, 83). The change in labor relations from slavery to freedom had important
implications for the metropole-colony relationship and the French Caribbean cane
complex. Yet these changes, too, were tied to ecological disintegration and political
transformations.
Political Relations
From one analytic perspective, the cane complex was part of the international division of
labor created by the capitalist system to “satisfy an international market created by the
same capitalist system” (Mintz 1978, 87). The sugar industry by the end of the eighteenth
century was the product of centuries of European exploration, conquest, settlement, and
investment. The cane sugar complex can be conceptualized as a “circuit,” which was,
borrowing from Tomich (1990), a dialectical affiliation between political relations across
the Atlantic of producers and consumers. As already discussed, however, the circuit also
incorporated the unique ecological conditions and labor relations of the Antillean
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colonies. Once the French national sugar market began to change in the 1800s, the circuit
of sugar necessarily responded, with implications for all of the types of sugar relations
caught in the bind between the interests of metropolitan France and those of its colonies.
From the establishment of the French cane industry in the eighteenth century, the
constitutive unit in the Caribbean was the territory owned by a corresponding
metropolitan nation responsible for its government. What mattered most to the French
king in the decades before the 1789 Revolution was the national balance sheet of colonial
outlay and return. It was understood that the government had run in the red on such
balances in the 1500s and 1600s, but the 1700s changed the equation for the French,
when the Caribbean sugar islands reached unprecedented levels of profitability, and India
and Canada (a few acres of snow, said Voltaire) were added to the empire (Confer 1964,
351).
With this conceptualization of ownership of and investment in overseas
territories, the French attempted to control almost every aspect of the territories by
implementing a national economic policy of exclusivity, known as l’Exclusif.10 The
policy strictly regulated the exchange of commodities and raw materials, by forbidding
both trade between French colonies and other nations, and the establishment of colonial
industries that might compete with French industries, while mandating consumption of
French products in the colonies. Exclusif policy was in effect for over a century,
beginning during Colbert’s tenure as comptroller-general of finance (1665-1668) and
minister of the navy (1668-1683), and continuing until the 1720s, when French Antillean
sugar was allowed to be sold directly to major continental markets outside of France
10

A nearly synonymous term for Exclusif doctrine is mercantilism, which was more British in origin than
French. Todd (2004, 52) explains that “mercantilism was not a unified doctrine, but a set of common
expressions and recurring preoccupations.”
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(Watts 1987, 274). Nonetheless, only by the 1760s did the system per se begin to wane
(Trouillot 1982, 366-367).
Under the principle of exclusion, ports were in policy closed to foreign ships
because the colonies were closed to foreign trade.11 The French colonies were built under
l’Exclusif, which concentrated power in the hands of administrators located in major
entrepôts in the Antilles. The primary French entrepôt was the city of Saint-Pierre in
Martinique. Policy built around l’Exclusif granted this city a privileged position; all trade
into and out of the French islands was obliged to pass through Saint-Pierre, which
consolidated the Antillean cane sugar bloc by providing a point of control for sugar
merchants, refiners, and shippers. Even in the face of the massive growth of SaintDomingue and its city Cap-François, before the Haitian Revolution, because of l’Exclusif
Saint-Pierre maintained its unique role through the nineteenth century (Tomich 1990,
98).12
Antillean planters, in deep debt to French financiers following the French
Revolution, faced conditions worsened by ecological crises, labor unrest, and, in
following decades, by the competition and protection of beet sugar. By the 1830s, due to
the lack of local guarantees for Antillean investment, cane planters relied on
commissionnaires (middlemen) to acquire credit from French investors, which was
increasingly critical for running plantations, although also increasingly difficult to obtain
(Tomich 1990, 107). Likewise, creditors in France relied on these middlemen for their
11

Some exceptions to the government’s exclusions occurred. Piracy was by definition illegal, but occurred
nonetheless. In some cases, such as Hispaniola’s settlement, pirates enabled the French to establish claims
(Lane 1999, 94-100). Other legal permissions were granted by the French court circumventing l’Exclusif, as
in the case of the importation of Irish salt beef as cheap food for slaves from the 1670s onward
(Mandelblatt 2007).
12
Today, Saint-Pierre is best known for the 1907 eruption of Mount Pelée, which completely destroyed the
city.
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understanding of local conditions. According to Tomich (1990, 116), “The merchants in
effect became the intermediaries of metropolitan capital and took the risk that was
unacceptable to metropolitan capitalists . . . . [Their] ability to guarantee these loans to
their creditors and to obtain new credits from them rested on their control of colonial
produce.” This concentration of power through a system of credit had the potential to
drown plantations in an endless cycle of debt and fraud. Local governments modified
metropolitan law to keep plantations and slave populations from being seized by
financiers and split up. Some planters also took advantage of this protection against the
creditors to commit intentional fraud. Consequently, confidence in the planters dropped
further and the commissionnaires and litigators skimmed even more from the profit
margins of the cane plantations (Tomich 1990, 77, 111-115).
In the 1700s, before the French Revolution, the îles de sucre contributed regularly
to the royal accounts and fortunes of the plantocracy. In the 1760s, the anti-colonial, antislavery philosophes were joined by a group of economic philosophers calling themselves
physiocrats. This philosophy was a precursor to the theories of Adam Smith and David
Ricardo in Britain and is now considered to be the first school of economics. Following
François Quesnay, a writer who was also the physician to Louis XV and an ally of
Madame de Pompadour, the physiocrats argued against l’Exclusif and against any
reliance on colonial produce.
Based on his studies of new theories of bodily circulation, Quesnay developed an
analogous argument for agricultural wealth as the basis of the nation’s existence, in
accord with which he maintained that control of the circulation of agricultural wealth was
the basis of national sovereignty. Commerce may provide prosperity, but the nation must
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safeguard its own self-sufficiency—necessarily agricultural, in large part—to protect the
grounds of its sovereign authority (Charbit 2002, 859). Physiocrat ideals were taken up
by a generation of social theorists and politicians, among whom were Turgot
(comptroller-general of finance from 1774 to 1776), the Marquis de Mirabeau, and a
number of other influential writers and administrators. It was only logical to deprioritize
colonial exploitation and turn to French home soil, because “large areas of French soil
had never been given the intensive exploitation that had been applied, for example, to
much English land” (Confer 1964, 352).
Physiocrats in principle supported free trade, including trade with the French
colonies, but only on the condition of achievement of a threshold of self-sufficiency. As a
first major challenge to l’Exclusif, physiocrats made a lasting impression on nationalist
ideologies of the early nineteenth century. They did not agree with the Exclusif idea that
wealth was infinite. Instead, they argued that resources were finite and, thus, via “laissez
faire, laissez passer” and the rule of reason, products of agriculture (i.e., wealth) would
become evenly distributed in French mainland society. They were less concerned with
society elsewhere. Agro-industry was on the horizon and, with the nation as a symbolic
unit connecting rational individual actors, and with economic nationalism as a
symbolically weighted policy, the physiocrats welcomed territorial boundaries premised
on the contiguous land within the metropole.
Debt and the crisis of capital, as well as the impending ecological and labor
problems, raised the stakes of the French government’s tariff policies, which were
increasingly informed by ideas of autarky and contiguous territorial nationalism.
Bounties for homemade sugar and uneven tariffs for imports had never previously meant
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so much for Antillean interests. Planters anxiously avoided additional investments at all
costs and anticipated the day of final emancipation of their workforce.
This chapter summarizes colonization for purposes of cane sugar agriculture and
processing in the Caribbean before and during the mid-nineteenth century, focusing on
relations between France and the French Antilles. The operation of the cane complex was
impacted by ecological changes and problematic labor relations with slaves waiting for
final emancipation in 1848. The shock to the French circuit of sugar that was beet sugar
only arrived in the nineteenth century. The invention of this new sugar will be discussed
in chapter 2, and the protection of the new commodity is explored in chapter 3. The
existing investment in the cane complex stands symbolically for what certain segments of
French society had to lose in coming years of uncertainty for Antillean sugar.
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CHAPTER 2: THE HEXAGON
The nail in the coffin for French Antillean cane sugar in the mid-1800s was the beet sugar
complex, for which the French state was one of the key parties responsible for promoting
the complex’s invention and eventual success throughout at least the northern
departments of France. Indeed, “the very monopoly which had built up the Caribbean
was now trained against it” (Williams 1970, 383). The existence of temperate-climate
sugar as a new possibility pushed the historical conjunction of the two sugars and the
question of rights of market participation and citizenship. In this chapter, I argue that the
beet sugar industry was supported by the French state specifically to compete with cane
sugar, foreign and colonial. This would thereby achieve an autarky fitting into French
conceptualizations of nationalism that redrew the nation as a contiguous territory.
To show this, I present four sets of conditions that catalyzed the beet sugar
industry. First I detail political relations in France that evidence the early outright state
endorsement of beet sugar. Next, I describe scientific and technological innovations that
enabled experimentation, and ultimately profitability, from beet sugar production. Third,
I show land and labor circumstances in France’s northern departments that conditioned
the development of the beet sugar complex on French soil. Finally, I examine changes in
national financial infrastructure that enabled the kind of risk-taking required by beet
sugar and other novel types of industries of the early French industrial revolution.13

13

Following historian Roger Price (1975), I define the early French industrial revolution as following the
rise of the factory model, in this case factories of the beet sugar industry, prior to the building of railroads
in France. The features and timing of the French “industrial revolution” have been debated by historians
(such as Bezanson 1922; Dunham 1955; Fox 1971; Heywood 1981; Crouzet 2003; and others). It is beyond
the purview of this thesis to contribute to those debates, though I mention them here in order to point to the
open question of stadial progression in industrialization, especially in comparing seemingly separate
systems with each other, such as those in England and the United States. Such analytic language (i.e., of
stages) would lend itself to a world-systems approach, on which much work has been done (see Chase-
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This chapter inspects ways in which, during the period 1800-1860, the French
state established a new type of sugar complex around an utterly different agricultural
process from that of the cane complex. In doing this, I illustrate how the state relied upon
and reproduced a concept of national territory along with the possibility and desirability
of a concept of national self-sufficiency.
Political Conditions
The French Revolution of 1789 dismantled the French monarchy occupied by the
Bourbons Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette. The Directory seized power in 1795 and a
bold Corsican artillery captain in the French army began his rise to dictatorship. On the
eve of the new century, the eighteenth day of the republican month Brumaire (9
November 1799), Napoleon Bonaparte completed his coup and became the head consul
of the French Republic. Enormous changes occurred during the next five years, among
which were the loss of Saint-Domingue, the sale of the Louisiana Territory to the United
States, and the loss of the remainder of the French navy in an epic battle with Admiral
Lord Nelson at Cape Trafalgar off of Spain. In 1804, Napoleon turned the republic into
an empire, crowning himself Emperor of the French in Notre Dame cathedral in Paris
(Holtman 1967).
The British had a history of teaming up with the Dutch against the French in the
1690s, but by the 1700s they decided they did not want naval allies, desiring instead to be
a singular, unstoppable maritime power. This meant that the eighteenth-century wars
between the British and the French were “truly wars of financial attrition,” with each side
using any means necessary to further weaken or complicate third-party relations for the
Dunn and Grimes 1995). I do not address—but also do not deny the possibility of addressing—beet sugar
in terms of the world-systems approach.
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other (Baugh 1998, 10). Tensions between Napoleon and England grew to look
increasingly like open war during the early years of Napoleon’s fifteen-year rule.
Figure 1. While attempting to isolate the continent, Napoleon also famously planned
to invade the island of Britain, itself. This engraving is entitled “Various plans for
the invasion of England” [Divers projets pour la descente en Angleterre] (Pinchemel,
et al. 1949, 77). To a degree, invasion and the blocus continental were both about
forms of connection rather than solid isolation.

Escalating belligerent actions culminated in the Continental Blockade, an attempt
by both sides to isolate and control European trade. In November 1806, Napoleon
declared in his Berlin decree that England would not be allowed to trade anywhere along
the coast of continental Europe. Exactly one year later, in his first Milan decree,
Napoleon declared any vessel dealing in any way with the British would be confiscated
by the French government and any neutral ships cooperating with England would be
seized and considered “dénationalisé,” no longer belonging to the nation that had been
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the vessel’s point of origin.14 The British responded to each of Napoleon’s decrees with
their own orders for blockade and economic isolation of the continent (Sloane 1898, 221222; Soboul 1976, 74).
At the beginning of the nineteenth century, only Russia had a larger population
than France, making France an important market not only in and for itself but also in
terms of European demand for commodities.
Figure 2. Population data (Fish 1940, 110).

Population of France, 1801-1851
Year
Population
Annual population
(millions)
increase (per 10,000)
1801
27.3
-1821
30.5
56
1831
32.6
35
1841
34.2
51
1851
35.8
45

Density (people per
square mile)
131
146
155
164
172

Compared population of France to Europe, 1750-1900
Year
Inhabitants of
Inhabitants of France
Percentage of French
Europe
(millions)
population in Europe
(millions)
1750
130
21
18 %
1800
175
27.5
15.7 %
1850
270
36
13.3 %
1900
400
39
9.7 %

14

As a trading partner outside of Europe, the United States was caught squarely in the middle of these
economic battles. Then-president Thomas Jefferson enacted a nearly two-year embargo against all foreign
trade in U. S. ports, which led to a severe economic depression. Additional reasons aside, this did not
endear Napoleon to Jefferson, who later wrote that Bonaparte was a “lion in the field only. in [sic] civil life
a cold-blooded, calculating, unprincipled Usurper, without a virtue, no statesman, knowing nothing of
commerce, political economy, or civil government, & supplying ignorance by bold presumption” (Jefferson
to John Adams, 5 July 1814).
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Figure 3. Population comparison between France and other European countries,
1801 1921 (Fish 1940, 110).

The French population, estimated to have grown from 24.5 million in 1770 to 26 million
in 1789, rose to 35.78 million by 1851, an increase from 1801 to 1851 of twenty-nine
percent. The most rapid natural increase occurred between 1801 and 1816, though
reliable statistics are generally hard to come by for this period because the census was not
standardized until 1821 (Fish 1940, 107, 109-112).15
With some thirty million French mouths to feed and hands to occupy in 1806,
Napoleon was in a bind to supply the commodities that had once flowed through French
ports for French consumption or trade. Not only did the British blockade prevent passage
of certain commodities, but the British had also destroyed the French navy and merchant
15

The remainder of the nineteenth century was characterized by a decline in natural increase, meaning
French birth rates were below French death rates (Pressat [1991] 2002, 19). Between 1801 and 1938, in
fact, the rate of increase in European populations was five times as great as that occurring in France alone
(Fish 1940, 110). At no other time since the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century has the mass of
French people constituted a similarly high proportion of Europeans.
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marine, and had interfered with and intermittently seized the French cane colonies during
the Napoleonic Wars. The French experienced severe sugar shortages between 1803 and
1810, but sugar was only one example of the commodities that no longer flowed into
France (Clout and Phillips 1973, 106). The state and French consumers were also coping
with the shortage of tobacco, cotton, dyes, and raw materials. The imperial government
stepped in to make tobacco a state monopoly in 1810. It also encouraged and invested in
cotton production and textiles. Only the silk industry of Lyon seemed able to subsist
without explicit government protection and investment (Crosland 1967, 32).
The price of sugar peaked in 1811 and 1812 at twelve francs per kilo, when it had
been equivalent to one franc per kilo before 1789 (Crosland 1967, 33). Napoleon
declared on 25 March 1811 the official establishment of the beet sugar industry. Each
department in metropolitan France would be required to set aside land for beets. The
imperial government would also establish technical schools for beet sugar production,
provide scholarships, direct construction of new beet processing factories, and begin to
establish goals and bounties for domestic sugar production (Arrington 1967, 2; Deerr
1950, 479; Soboul 1976, 97).16 The imperial government assured that anyone venturing
into the industry would gain 100 percent in profit annually and department prefects were
sent instructions on meeting targets for beets sown and factories built (Clout and Phillips
1973, 106). Napoleon planned for complete sugar self-sufficiency, hoping by 1813 to
prohibit cane sugar completely as “English produce” (Crosland 1967, 36).
16

Until the mid-1830s, the state merely encouraged farm schools established by department administrations
or private citizens. By the 1840s, the government also provided financial assistance and appointed state
inspectors (inspecteurs de l’agriculture) to monitor schools, at which point farm schools became more
common across France. By the 1870s, legislation specified processes of appointments to teach at farm
schools (Baker 1996, 48; cf. Artz 1966). To some extent, the state was in control of production and
dissemination of scientific (i.e., empirical or experimental) agricultural information, always tied to political
causes and effects, as in the case of beet sugar.

42

Science Serving the State
Napoleon’s 1811 decree would have been absurd—impossible and unthinkable—if not
for the progress made in science, technology, and industrial application during the
preceding decades. Sugar was first extracted from beets (Beta vulgaris vulgaris) in 1747
by Andreas Marggraf in Berlin (Hélot 1900, 11).17 Prussian peasants had known of the
sweetness of beets for generations. Marggraf’s discovery was particularly important for
its extraction of actual sugar crystals. Unfortunately for Marggraf, he had no technique or
equipment to extract crystals efficiently enough for mass production, leading
contemporaries to see his work as hypothetical and impractical (Rolph 1917, 129).
Yet the potential of beets for sugar production did not go completely unnoticed.
Prussian rulers supported Marggraf and his student, Franz Karl Achard. A Prussian born
of French Huguenot parents, Achard dedicated over two decades of research to beet sugar
(Baumont 1931, 280). He cultivated beets for higher sugar content and worked on sugar
extraction techniques, and presented a loaf of beet sugar to King Frederick William III in
1799. Achard was rewarded with grants of land and money to open the world’s first beet
sugar factory in Cunern, Silesia (Prussia) in 1802 (Coons 1949, 152; Crosland 1967, 33;
Rolph 1917, 130).18
Chemist Nicolas Deyeux presented the first report about beet sugar in 1747, the
year of Marggraf’s initial discovery, to the French Royal Academy of Sciences (Hélot
17

Subspecies of Beta vulgaris include cicla (Swiss chard) and vulgaris (sugar beet). Each variety of the
sugar beet has a unique concentration of sucrose. Documents consulted for this thesis refer to sugar beets in
three languages—French betterave, German mangel-wurzel or zuckerrüben, English beet, beetroot, sugarbeet, mangel, or mangold.
18
This factory burned down in 1807 and proved too costly for Achard to rebuild. He died in 1821, poor,
unknown, and unrecognized for his contributions (Coons 1949, 153). According to one source, England
attempted more than once, in 1800 and in 1802, to buy Achard’s silence on his beet sugar discoveries,
asking him to publish on the futility of the enterprise and offering up to 200,000 écus. The honorable
Achard, the story goes, was insulted by the offers and did not accept (Bonaparte 1842, 3).
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1900, 11). Later, Achard’s letters to colleagues were published in French chemistry
journals and he became well known in French scientific circles. He publicly described
beet sugar as “European sugar” with the explicit potential to free Europe from
dependence on imports. The French Institute of Sciences (formerly the Royal Academy)
convened a commission to study Achard’s process, including among its members Deyeux
and the scientist-politician Jean-Antoine Chaptal (Crosland 1967, 33).
Although sucrose is an organic compound, beet sugar technology involves mostly
inorganic chemistry (Asadi 2007, 722). No other place was more suited at the time to the
study of inorganic chemistry than Paris. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, France led the world in science and industry, producing groundbreaking work
in chemistry (e.g., Lavoisier, Fourcroy, Berthollet, Gay-Lussac), astronomy and
mathematics (e.g., Laplace, Monge, Lalande), physics (e.g., Malus), botany and natural
sciences (e.g., Lacépède, Humboldt), and many other fields. Work by these men
transformed the contemporary scientific paradigm (Bezanson 1922, 348; Crosland 1967,
5, 10; Fox and Guagnini 1998, 74). French was the language not only of French science,
but also of international science, and the Royal Academy became a model for newly
established scientific institutions elsewhere in that period (Rudwick 2005, 30).
Experiments in chemistry, botany, and industrial technology all worked to build
knowledge that would eventually streamline mass sugar production specifically in
France.
Following the earliest news of beet sugar in France, two processing factories were
set up outside of Paris, in Saint-Ouen and Chelles. These failed and scientific attention
turned for a while in the late 1700s towards sugar extraction from grapes (Rolph 1917,
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130). Two grape sugar experimenters would have a significant impact on French
scientists working with beets. Joseph-Louis Proust was French, but had accepted a
teaching position in Spain. He succeeded in 1799 in extracting sugar from grapes and
sent a tract on the subject to the French Institute in 1805. Proust published the
information in 1806 and, following Napoleon’s annexation of Spain in 1808, returned to
France. He received an award of 100,000 francs and membership in the Legion of Honor
from the emperor for his achievements (Crosland 1967, 33-34). The second researcher
was Antoine-Auguste Parmentier, known today more for his work with potatoes.
Parmentier experimented with sugar and wrote a widely-read pamphlet in 1812 on beet
sugar, which was even part of Thomas Jefferson’s library across the Atlantic at
Monticello (Jefferson to A. M. Rochon, 14 Dec. 1813).19

19

Jefferson was interested in beet sugar, but did not have enough information to conduct or prescribe
experiments. He wrote two letters in 1813 to French scientists he had met in Paris in the 1780s asking for
information. Both letters reveal that the significance of the beet-cane rivalry was not lost on Jefferson. “I
am glad to learn that you are shewing [sic] us the way to supply ourselves with some of the most necessary
tropical productions, and that the bette-rave [sic], which we can all raise, promises to supplant the cane
particularly, and to silence the demand for the inhuman species of labour employed in it’s [sic] culture &
manipulation. could [sic] you favor me with the details of the best process for the manufacture of sugar
from the beet? I have the book of M[onseiur] Parmentier; but that does not give us the recipes of the
process” (Jefferson to A. M. Rochon, 14 Dec. 1813).
To the botanist André Thoüin, who regularly sent seeds and cuttings to Jefferson, he wrote, “I
learn with pleasure the success of several new cultures with you, and that you will by example teach us
how to do without some of the tropical productions. the [sic] bette-rave [sic], I am told, is likely really to
furnish sugar at such a price as to rivalize [sic] that of the Cane. if [sic] you have any printed recipes of the
process of manipulation, and could send me one, naming also the best species of beet, you would add a
valuable item to the repeated services you have rendered by a communication of the useful plants”
(Jefferson to A. Thoüin, 14 Dec. 1813). I have found no evidence that either of these correspondents replied
with the requested information.
At some point, it is possible Jefferson may have discussed the “bette-rave” with James Madison.
Madison had received news of beet sugar while occupying the White House as president (D. B. Warden to
Madison, 1 Mar. 1812). A decade earlier, in 1797, President John Adams sent his son John Quincy Adams
to Prussia as the American minister. While there, Adams visited a sugar refinery in Silesia and met its
director, Achard. Adams reported back, “The principle curiosity they showed us was a specimen of the new
sugar produced from the beet or turnip . . . . The gentleman who accompanied us, a director [Achard],
assured us it was impossible to make this sugar under double the price which that from the West Indies
amounts to” (J. Q. Adams quoted in Stirk 1936,492-493). Adams’ comment evidences the salience of beetcane competition for him, as an American, and for Achard, in Europe, the entrepreneur touting beet sugar’s
economic and political advantages.
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Napoleon Bonaparte is a key figure in the development of beet sugar. From all
indications, it seems that he first heard of the possibility in 1803, when he publicly stated
he would need to ask his close friend, chemist Claude Louis Berthollet, about the
possibility of such a thing. Again in 1808, Napoleon heard news of sugar extracted from
maple trees and experiments with turnips, and again turned to Berthollet to ask for
research. Berthollet took the emperor’s requests seriously, beginning to experiment in his
own laboratory at his home and encouraging his colleagues to conduct research (Crosland
1967, 61-62).
Figure 4. Cartoon satirizing Napoleon’s beet sugar initiative (Coons 1949, 152).
Napoleon tries to squeeze sugar from a beet, while a woman tells a child to nurse on
a beet. “Suck, my dear, suck, your father says that it’s sugar!”

Though no scientist himself, Napoleon understood the prominence of the French
scientific community and was well-connected to it at the time of his rule. In fact, he was
elected to membership in the First Class (physical sciences) of the Institute of Sciences in
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the category of mechanical engineering. The position was more of a political maneuver
for the Institute, which justified Bonaparte’s election over senior, career scientists
because of Bonaparte’s experience with the mechanics of artillery fire. On 22 March
1800, just months after his successful coup of the Directory, Napoleon was also elected
president of the Institute, making him head of the French state and titular head of French
science (Crosland 1967, 11-12, 18).
Berthollet was Napoleon’s closest scientist friend, having travelled with him to
campaigns in Italy and Egypt (Crosland 1967, 14). He assembled a group of colleagues
with the help of the astronomer Pierre-Simon de Laplace (also a friend of Napoleon) to
discuss beet sugar and other industrial applications for scientific research. With
publication of the first Mémoires in July 1807, the group took the name Société
d’Arcueil, after Berthollet’s home, where meetings were regularly held (Crosland 1967,
218).
Among the members of the Société d’Arcueil was Chaptal, one of the original
members of the Deyeux Commission that reviewed Achard’s techniques. Trained as a
medical doctor, Chaptal was an independently wealthy scientist, member of the Institute,
counselor to Napoleon before the 1799 coup, and Minister of the Interior until 1804. In
his double role as politician and scientist, Chaptal was keenly aware of the importance of
beet sugar to the nation and continued experimenting with beets after his retirement to his
estate at Chanteloup (Clout and Phillips 1973, 17; Crosland 1967, 35, 74; Henderson
1982, 265).20 More than any other career scientists of the time, Berthollet and Chaptal

20

Chanteloup is an interesting conjunction of French history in itself, having been owned by ÉtienneFrançois de Choiseul, the foreign minister under Louis XV (discussed in chapter 4), Chaptal, and
eventually Louis-Philippe, Duc du Valois et Chartres, the future king of France during the July Monarchy
(1830-1848) (Abbs 1993, 123-125).
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were the most crucial to the French beet sugar industry, by virtue of their connections to
both science and politics. They had already been called upon by none other than
Robespierre to investigate improvements in gunpowder production during the Jacobin
years (Goubert 1988, 316; Henderson 1982, 263).
While Napoleon was not an official sponsor or participant in the Société
d’Arcueil, he did give direct and indirect financial support to many of its members
(Crosland 1967, 87). He appointed some members to positions in the legislature, which
often came with benefits that might more than double their salaries (Crosland 1967, 70).
In the name of the government, he also offered large monetary prizes for discoveries and
inventions, meant ostensibly to foster a level of international good will and
communication but also having the effect of claiming research for French use and
stimulating publication of results (Crosland 1967, 28).
The next breakthrough for beet sugar occurred in 1811. Benjamin Delessert was a
regent of the Bank of France in 1800 and the son of a prominent banker, in addition to
being a philanthropist and amateur botanist and chemist (Bruguière 1970, 667; Crosland
1967, 36).21 He was educated in Scotland and familiar with British industrial methods,
leading him to attempt to set up cotton-spinning and beet sugar industries on land he
owned, Passy, near Paris (Redlich 1948, 138, 144-145). The sugar factory was
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The Delessert family descended from a line of Lyonese merchants who, during Huguenot persecution,
fled to Switzerland. The family returned to France as Swiss-French and became established in national
finance by the paterfamilias, Étienne Delessert. In 1777, Étienne founded the bank Delessert et Compagnie
and, in 1782, he founded the first fire insurance company in France. He was interested in improving the
French national economy and at one point imported Merino sheep to aid the textile industry that was racing
to compete with British goods (Redlich 1948, 137, 144). The family was connected in social and business
circles with the Mallets and others, who jointly established the Bank of France in 1800 (Bruguière 1970,
662). In 1817, the firm was turned over to Étienne’s sons, Benjamin and François-Marie. They were more
cautious than other bankers over the next half-century, but were instrumental in floating loans to the French
government and to the new Republic of Haiti, which, after 1825, owed a large indemnity to France for
recognition of their freedom as a republic (Redlich 1948, 144, 146, 151).

48
established in 1801 and there Delessert pioneered new techniques of sugar clarification,
including methods using charcoal for removing impurities from sugar solutions (Crosland
1967, 36; Rolph 1917, 131).22
Delessert introduced a new machine that cut and pulped the beet tuber to extract
its juice. This machine significantly improved the economic viability of mass production
of beet sugar (Clout and Phillips 1973, 106). On 1 January 1812, Delessert informed
Chaptal of his new process, and Chaptal in turn told Napoleon and his ministers.
Figure 5. Financier Benjamin Delessert presents Napoleon with a loaf of beet sugar
(Deerr 1950, 474). The title reads, “The Minister of the Interior presents the
emperor with beet sugar.” The title leads Crosland (1967, 36) to suggest that the
presenter is actually Interior Minister Jean-Pierre Bachasson de Montalivet. It is
also possible the observer is politician-scientist Jean-Antoine Chaptal.

On the next day, Napoleon visited Passy to inspect the factory himself. At the end of the
tour, he pinned the croix d’honneur to Delessert’s chest and awarded all employees an
22

It is possible that a man named Jean-Baptiste Quéruel was the chemist (or one of a number) behind
Delessert’s breakthrough at Passy. This man’s existence and name were indicated in a source I deemed
uncredible, and has not been able to be substantiated elsewhere. It would seem that, despite Delessert’s
amateur interest in science, he would need to rely on at least one person with substantial laboratory,
chemical, and, possibly, industrial experience to perfect mass sugar-producing techniques.

49
extra week’s wages (Crosland 1967, 36). Other stories have it that Minister of the Interior
Jean-Pierre Bachasson de Montalivet and Chaptal presented Napoleon with a loaf of
Delessert’s sugar in the Tuileries Palace in advance of the tour of Passy (Vivant, n.d.,
17).23
From initial discovery in 1747 in Berlin to proof of profitability and early
production designs in 1812 at Passy—a sixty-five-year period—beet sugar went from a
European daydream to a reality of mass production. In 1815, Chaptal delivered a short
tract to the Institute, his Mémoire sur le Sucre de Betterave, in which he made it clear that
science of his time was meant to “satisfy all of France’s needs, create arts previously
nonexistent, perfect what was already known, and free itself from foreign countries
regarding most of the objects of its consumption” (Chaptal [1815] 1821, 3). It was
science, according to Chaptal, that saved France during a time of crises, of “exile by sea,”
lifting the yoke of the New World from France (Chaptal [1815] 1821, 5-6). But for its
cutthroat competition with cane sugar, from where Chaptal sat he could not see that beet
sugar would necessarily survive the fall of Napoleon. Politics as much as science and
technology enabled the origins and development of this industry, but requirements of
land, labor, and capital availability also needed to be met.
Land and Labor Relations
Land and labor practices conditioned the beet sugar complex, forming what was
supposed to be a symbol of national autarky and entrepreneurialism into an industry that
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Napoleon had flair for initiating enterprising men into his Legion of Honor. In 1806, at ChristophePhilippe Oberkampf’s laboratory for manufacturing dyes, Napoleon dramatically unpinned the croix from
his own chest to pin it on Oberkampf (Crosland 1967, 39). The Legion of Honor and its members,
including scientists and entrepreneurs, show a clearly intentional nexus of state and social involvement in
political, economic, and scientific affairs.
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was established successfully only in a small region of France, profiting landowners and
paying seasonal wages to workers who often were not French. These seemingly
contradictory features of Napoleon’s “indigenous” sugar serve to further outline the
ideological concepts of national territorial contiguity and industrial entrepreneurialism at
work in beet sugar’s invention and expansion.
Historian Marc Bloch ([1933] 1966) called the changes in French agriculture just
before 1800 the “Agricultural Revolution.” This so-called revolution was a
transformation in agricultural practices bridging the end of feudalism and emerging
systems of what might be called “agro-industry.” During the Middle Ages, the principle
that fields would be left fallow at certain times formed the basis for crop rotations. Fields
were either biennially or triennially fallow. This led to three coexistent agrarian regimes:
(1) open and elongated fields common in the north with the use of triennial fallowing and
wheeled plows, leading to long-furlong field patterns; (2) open and irregular fields
common in the south with the use of biennial fallowing and aratrum non-wheeled plows;
and (3) enclosed fields, most common in Brittany and Normandy in the northwest were
soil is poor and rocky (Bloch [1933] 1966, 35-50).
The seigneurial system, a system from the Middle Ages in which lower classes
worked land owned by nobility, with the landowner benefitting directly from harvests,
was gradually abandoned as lords allowed domains to be absorbed piecemeal into tenant
holdings. This transformation meant that land tenure previously exploited as a source of
labor for lords was now a source of rent for rentiers. The lord no longer needed to be
directly involved in the cultivation, but could become a proprietor, collecting rent in the
form of money rather than crops. “He had become a ‘stockholder’ in the soil” (Bloch
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[1933] 1966, 101). This change began gradually around 1480 and culminated in the
“agricultural revolution” in the late eighteenth century, which included a “technical
revolution” in equipment use and new crop patterns, especially in northern regions
(Bloch [1933] 1966, 95-107).
Without at least the idea of abolishing fallowing practices, Bloch maintains, largescale industrial development that might feed growing urban populations would not have
been possible. Indeed, there would have been no “nineteenth century” (Bloch [1933]
1966, 214). Grantham (1980, 516) suggests that the rising demand for food in the
eighteenth century spurred legislation ending common fields in Scandinavian countries
and England. Lagging behind those countries, France neither established systematic
means to enclose common lands, nor experienced piecemeal consolidation through
exchanges. Politician François de Neufchâteau argued that the high cost of land surveys
was the main reason for non-consolidation by peasants themselves. This explains why
landholdings for sale were divided into physical strips rather than divided into plots based
on value (cited in Grantham 1980, 519).24 The more regular long-furlong fields of the
north were much better suited to consolidation and risk-taking in new ventures of agroindustrial manufacture such as sugar.
The last major piece of legislation under the first National Assembly was a 1791
law establishing an individual’s right to enclose his own land. The law abolished
limitations on farmers’ choices of crops, stocking levels, and agricultural techniques,
24

Neufchâteau had been an administrator for a time in ancien régime Saint-Domingue. Falling ill for most
of his time in the Caribbean, he believed climates determined social characteristics, a belief not far from
dominant contemporary beliefs about biological and social perils of the tropics (McClellan 1992, 145).
Once back in France, Neufchâteau was appointed Minister of the Interior and dabbled in agricultural
experiments of his own. With his successor in office, Chaptal, Neufchâteau established industrial
exhibitions in Paris which were held regularly, increasing in frequency after 1819 (Dunham 1955, 405; for
Neufchâteau’s role see Bezanson 1922, 346; for Chaptal’s role see Henderson 1982, 262 or Crosland 1967,
36).
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unless in case of individual, written contract. This completed institutional reforms that
dismantled the seigneurial system (Grantham 1980, 517, 520). Fallowing was also a
farmer’s right, although politicians like Neufchâteau and Napoleon discouraged the
practice, which they viewed as an impediment to progress (Soboul 1976, 96). With
seigneurial justice abolished, the 1789 Revolution made remaining policing and
administration of agricultural customs the responsibilities of village councils (Grantham
1980, 521).
The 1791 legislation was the primary enclosure law for nearly seventy-five years.
It enshrined physiocratic ideals of economic individualism, with a preamble declaring
French land to be as free as French people. The motivation behind the freedom of
common lands was the belief that economic liberty was the primary condition for full
exploitation of opportunity. This ideology of freedom and the power of local councils to
mold policy led, in part, to differential enclosure of fallows regionally in France. The
next land law, in 1865, also protected agricultural freedom, requiring unanimous consent
of associated landowners to proceed with enclosure. Only by the late nineteenth century
did enclosure become common in France—a fact only apparent with sketchy but
consistent historical evidence. Enclosure remained almost completely absent in most of
nineteenth-century France. Common fallows, common crop rotations, and scattered
individual holdings survived into the twentieth century in areas outside of the north and
northeast (Grantham 1980, 516-522).
In the north, fallowing was effectively discontinued much earlier, just before
1800, creating a need for “a crop whose roots spread through the humus at a level
different from that reached by cereals,” and vegetables were the starting point for
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experimentation (Bloch [1933] 1966, 214). Beets and other roots filled this role, requiring
the deep plow in place of the conventional northern plow (Williams 1970, 380; Châtelain
1976, 678-679).
Permanent crop rotations eliminated the grazing that fallows provided for
livestock. A solution to the sudden land and feed shortage was found in “artificial
forage,” legumes and roots grown as animal feed. Beet leftovers following sugar
processing provided excellent material. “Cattle, cows, the turkey all eat this food, which
fattens them much more than all the known feed; sheep and dairy cows given this feed
produce much more milk, and of an excellent quality,” wrote Chaptal. He estimated that
one beet farm could raise fifty to sixty cattle or 800 to 900 sheep (Chaptal [1815] 1821,
50).25
The new system was accepted and naturalized, eventually coming to constitute
“the most classical of all crop rotations” (Bloch [1933] 1966, 216). In this sense, the
agricultural revolution was a victory of horticulture over tillage, as garden produce
invaded arable (Bloch [1933] 1966, 215). Yet the beet was a novel kind of cash crop in a
novel kind of agro-industrial complex—comparable only to sugar cane as a link between
the field and the factory.
Beets required stone-free soil and thrived in damp climatic conditions, both of
which occurred in the north of France (Clout and Phillips 1973, 114). According to
Chaptal, “ground coming from cleared prairies, from alluvial soils, and worked for long
periods is well suited to the growing of beets” ([1815] 1821, 12). For proper cultivation,
beets also required fertilization and careful weeding (Clout and Phillips 1973, 116). As a
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Similarly to the previously mentioned political bent of Chaptal’s writing, it has been noted that Chaptal
was prone to inflation of statistics (Dunham 1949, 127).
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winter crop, ideally, beet seeds were sown in the first days of October and the harvest
began at the end of March (Chaptal [1815] 1821, 10, 13). Storage of beets was possible
for long periods of time, though measures were necessary to protect from water damage.
“Some cultivators, especially in the north, to conserve their beets, pile them up in the
fields, re-cover them with soil, and envelope them completely with a layer of heather or
juniper so that water would not penetrate” (Chaptal [1815] 1821, 24). Following storage,
beets would need transport and cleaning, requiring sufficient labor, large amounts of
water, and transportation networks (Clout and Phillips 1973, 117; Chaptal [1815] 1821,
28). Cauldrons were used for liquid extraction and clarification, in much the same way as
was used for cane processing except for the addition of large amounts of lime, used to
purify the thick, pulpy beet solution (Chaptal [1815] 1821, 29-34; Asadi 2007, 22).
Beets began to be planted for sugar manufacture in the north of France in the
early nineteenth century (Clout and Phillips 1973, 117). An industrial company, named
Crespel-Dellisse after its founders, was established in 1789 in Lille (capital of the Nord
department). This company sponsored the first private beet sugar factory at Arras (capital
of Pas-de-Calais department) in 1810. From Lille, beet cultivation spread to Artois (Pasde-Calais), Cambrésis (Nord), the Parisian Basin, and other low regions of northern and
northeastern France (Châtelain 1976, 678).
By 1813, government reports put the number of French beet sugar factories at 334
and the quantity of sugar produced at over 3,500 tons.26 In 1826 production reached
24,000 tons and by 1837 production was at 49,326 tons (Deerr 1950, 479-480).

26

For information on the quality of early-nineteenth-century government statistics, see Dunham (1949) and
Crouzet (2003). For information on government surveys in the later years of Napoleon’s rule, see
Flaningam (1949).
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Figure 6 Beet production, 1811-1900, and beet sugar factories, 1828-1900, only in
the Département du Nord (Clout and Phillips 1973, 113).

Figure 7. Beet sugar works in France by department, 1828-1875 (Clout and Phillips
1973, 112). Shading indicates departments in the regions of Nord, Pas-de-Calais, or
Picardy. There are a number of sources that allow cross-checking of these numbers.
A table for 1811 beet sugar production statistics was published by Interior Minister
Montalivet in the government’s periodical, Le Moniteur Universel (Montalivet 1812,
52). It is unclear how this report was influenced by Delessert’s beet manufacturing
process, supposedly unveiled in January 1812 (discussed in chapter two), news of
which Montalivet does not include in his report.
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In the late 1820s, the majority (seventy-four percent) of beet sugar works in France was
located in two regions in the north, Nord-Pas-de-Calais and Picardy. By 1835, farms in
only four departments in those two regions grew eighty-five percent of all French beets
sent to factories for sugar extraction. The number of beet sugar works peaked in 1837 at
585, eighty-one percent of which were in those two regions (Clout and Phillips 1973,
110, 112).
Changes in tariff policies in the 1830s (discussed in more detail in chapter 3)
discouraged changes in geographical organization, particularly in “rationalization” of
factories and further concentration of beet sugar works in the north. In 1837, agricultural
reports suggested that many of the northern sugar factories were supplied by individual
farms and that these enterprises produced little and employed few, because, as one sugar
producer explained, “the greatest profits are realized when an individual unites in himself
the character of cultivator and manufacturer” (Colman quoted in Clout and Phillips 1973,
111).27
After 1840, with equalization of tariffs for colonial and domestic sugars, beet
production and refining became even more concentrated in a small number of
departments in the north, meaning that beet sugar ceased completely to be an industry in
southern, central, and western France. By 1875, some works existed outside of the north,
in the Île-de-France region, but represented a very low percentage of the national total.
The northern departments continued to be the primary beet sugar locations well into the
twentieth century (Clout and Phillips 1973, 108, 112, 114).
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This brings to mind the self-sufficiency of plantations in the sugar cane complex before the switch to the
usine system (see chapter 1). However, in French beet sugar documents of the period, unlike in the French
Antilles, the word “fabrique” is used more often than “usine” to mean “factory.”
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Beet cultivation and processing required large inputs of labor (Clout and Phillips
1973, 116-117).28 In 1815, Chaptal estimated that one processing plant would need at
least two horses, one horseman, five women to grate, four women to press, and two men
to work the clarification cauldrons (Chaptal [1815] 1821, 46-47).29 Economic historian
Abel Châtelain (1976, 677) reports that beet agriculture progressed slowly and unevenly
until 1850, with resulting weak displacement of seasonal labor. The industry before the
mid-1820s was still unsteady and, as Châtelain notes, “the beet fields and factories
survived with a very stationary production that rendered the future uncertain” (1976, 677678). In 1823, the process of clarification changed to the widespread use of “bone black”
(bone charcoal), a form of charcoal especially appropriate for removing impurities from
solutions of raw sugar.30 The increase in number of factories and production meant an
increase in demand for teams of seasonal workers (Châtelain 1976, 678).
Statistics from 1845 show that 10,000 people were involved in operating sugar
works in Nord, the leading department, alone. That year they treated 305 million
kilograms of beet to produce fifteen million kilograms of sugar (with average yield at 4.9
percent). The process also generated byproducts of fodder (sixty-two million kilograms),
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I thank Drexel G. Woodson for pointing out that the question of beet sugar production in the north is
largely one of ownership (rentier) control and decision-making relations, compounded by the seasonal
movements of laborers I discuss here. Unfortunately, besides details about financial maneuvering discussed
later in this chapter, my research materials did not reveal information adequate to address this issue.
29
Beet sugar producer Mathieu de Dombasle (discussed in chapter 3) writes that Achard employed twentyone workers for an annual processing of about 500,000 kilograms of beets (Dombasle 1822, 195). In
calculating an ideal factory in 1822, Dombasle (1822, 185-186, 193-194) estimates the need for seventytwo workers and eight horses. At least sixty-four of those laborers would work for only 150 days, with
different rates of payment based on duties and gender. The considerable difference between Chaptal’s
estimate of fourteen workers and Dombasle’s seventy-two may be attributed to a difference in scale of the
respective establishments, although it is also likely that Dombasle was more experienced in running such
factories than Chaptal, and Chaptal, as already noted, had political motivations for making beet sugar
production look easier and less costly than it was.
30
From the 1820s, bone black charcoal, also called animal charcoal (in French, noir animal or charbon
animal) was also adopted within the cane complex (Tomich 1990, 192-193). This and other shared
techniques between beet and cane are discussed further in chapter 3.
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beet oil, and beet molasses. This labor force was not employed year-round. Instead,
surveys indicate that beet labor, whether in fields or factories, was “employed for only
two, three, four, or five months of the year” (see, e.g., an 1845 survey quoted in Clout
and Phillips 1973, 113).
Early on, Chaptal and others advocated for the industry by citing this seasonal
demand as beneficial in creating winter jobs and in preventing a “rural exodus” from
countryside to city. Typical of this view, Chaptal contends that “these factories have the
advantage of occupying horses and men in a field during the off-season, and of giving
work to foreigners who during these five months would be condemned to idleness”
([1815] 1821, 58). While there was some movement to cities and towns in times of
prosperity, however, “the supply of labor in France in the period 1815 to 1848 tended to
approximate the demand,” with towns and cities slowly absorbing surplus labor,
according to historian Arthur Dunham. Laborers, Dunham argues, were already deterred
from leaving rural areas throughout France because of their own landholdings. Most
often, if peasants went to towns for factory work, they would do so seasonally and return
to their own farms or cottage industries (Dunham 1943, 126).31
“European beet workers . . . occupied the lowest rung of the economic ladder”
(Williams 1970, 390) and the north of France had the cheapest rural labor and the most
overcrowded labor housing in the country.32 The working day was a grueling eighteen or
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The “rural exodus,” according to historians like Armengaud (1976, 227), is a more appropriate label for
the 1870s, and does not apply as well to the seasonal migrations of the 1700s or the slow growth of towns
and cities in the first half of the 1800s.
32
The most overcrowded city in France was Lille (Nord), where city gates were shut every night at sun
down, forcing already heavily-populated areas to become overcrowded to house workers. Most of the time
these workers lived in enclosed courts or cellars that were dirty and poorly ventilated (Dunham 1943, 130).
These industrial areas predated the factory towns that were to be established in the late 1800s for
metallurgial production, such as the well-known company town at Le Creusot in eastern France, which was
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nineteen hours, although it decreased to twelve or thirteen by 1848. There was
widespread employment of women and children before two regulatory labor laws were
passed in 1833 and 1841. Wages, though somewhat difficult to decipher historically
according to experts, were generally stationary or declining during the period; during
times of depression, usually industrial wages did not cover the cost of living (Dunham
1943, 125, 135, 140).
Most beet sugar profits were kept by large landowners and investors rather than
the workers in the fields and factories. This is due in part to the lack of universal suffrage
(until 1848) and the government policies and tariffs favoring the bourgeois landowner
rentiers. Legally, labor was not considered able to deal with its own interests and the Le
Chapelier laws of 1791 continued to forbid organizations of more than twenty people
without government approval. The same laws also required employees to provide
records, livrets, of their services and debts to employers. “Little if any of the increase of
national wealth ever reached the workers, because it was absorbed by the bourgeoisie”
(Dunham 1949, 126, 139, 142).
Many of the workers in northern France were not, in fact, French. Migrants from
rural Belgium (e.g., Flanders, Liège, and Hainault), who were usually employed in partor full-time cottage industries, provided significantly cheaper labor than did French
peasants or industrial labor from the Netherlands (Mokyr 1976, 277; Clout and Phillips
1973, 118). Although most of the migrants for beet work came from Belgium, some came
from as far away as Poland. During the nineteenth century, semi-annual labor migration
into beet sugar areas eventually became permanent settlement. By the end of the 1800s, a

purchased in 1836 by the Schneider brothers to manufacture industrial equipment (Beaujeu-Garnier 1975,
77).
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stark difference was apparent between northern France with beet crops, where there were
hardly enough workers, and the rest of France, which had adequate agricultural labor but
no crops appropriate for sustainable industrial production. “Among the other industrial
French crops,” Châtelain observes, “none involved temporary migrations as important as
those of industrial beet” (Châtelain 1976, 637, 677, 697).
Before the Agricultural Revolution, during the 1700s, French farmers only used
non-French migrant labor for vineyard and cereal harvests, though migrants went to the
Garonne area (southwest France) to harvest hemp and to southern areas to harvest
madder for dyes. Textiles and oil-producing plants, the primary agricultural products of
the north and the Parisian Basin, were generally harvested by French and non-French
farmer-weavers who abandoned their family looms for short trips during harvest season
(Châtelain 1976, 669, 672, 674, 697).33
European migrants were attracted to the French beet industry for a number of
reasons—beets assured industrial and agricultural job markets, and time and salaries were
assured by the length of the harvest, with a possible additional set of weeks (Châtelain
1976, 679). In some places, the influx of migrants sometimes caused labor surpluses. In
1848, in Hondschoote (Pas-de-Calais), an observer noted “a surplus of labor because of
the foreigners who come to work in the local agriculture” (quoted in Châtelain 1976,
680).
Some French departments, even with migrant labor, did not have sufficient
workers to harvest and process beets. The Seine-et-Marne department (in the Île-de-
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Migrants from across Europe came to northern France for industrial jobs throughout the nineteenth
century. With the discovery of coal seams and the growing importance of coal, migrants in the later
decades of the century came to mine. Émile Zola ([1885] 2004) famously wrote of northern migrants’ move
to organize as laborers in Germinal, his novel, set among beet fields and coal mines of the north.
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France region near Paris) experienced labor shortages. An observer noted, “The bounty of
the soil would allow the colza crop and other plants that need weeding. But the arms are
lacking” (quoted in Châtelain 1976, 681).34 In the same area, another observer wrote,
“one has recourse to neighboring departments for the harvests . . . . The industrial
workers are unsuitable to the work of the fields and their interference with the workers of
the countryside would produce a bad effect on the manners [customs]” (quoted in
Châtelain 1976, 681).
Figure 8. Immigration of temporary migrants within France under the First
Empire, 1808-1813, by department (Châtelain 1976, 2:plate I-2). The key reads that
open circles stand for no statistics; full black stands for >5,000; hashed lines stand
for 3,000-5,000; full lines stand for 1,000-3,000; dots stand for <1,000; and empty
space stands for zero. Arrows indicate directions of movement.

34

Colza is a variety of cabbage cultivated for seeds that yield oil. Colza had been grown throughout the
north before 1800 but declined because of drops in oil prices, new modes of clearing land, and social
change wrought by the use of the oil lamp. Once beet sugar became possible, colza was seen to demand
more labor and was thus less rentable (profitable) (Châtelain 1976, 697).
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It is difficult to determine the exact size of the labor force, migrant or French,
hired specifically for beet sugar cultivation and manufacture, in part because the
movement of beet workers was coextensive with the movement of harvesters of cereals
and other crops in the rotations (Châtelain 1976, 680). The availability of jobs and the
proximity of Belgian migrant laborers gave the north advantages as the location of the
beet sugar industry. Nevertheless, its reliance on a heavy use of foreign migrant labor
produced a seeming ideological contradiction for the meaning of national economy.
Figure 9. Immigration of temporary migrants from outside of France at the
beginning of the nineteenth century, by department (Châtelain 1976, 2:plate III-43).
The key reads that straight lines stand for agricultural migrants, dashed lines stand
for other migrants. Arrows indicate direction of movement.
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Yet throughout the period 1800-1860, the industry’s concentration in the north and its
heavy use of foreign migrant labor contradicted but did not interrupt conceptualization of
the French national economy as both territorially contiguous and historically French. This
ideal, in turn, served as the rationale for French protection of beet sugar as a product
reaped from French soil and produced with French labor.35 The remaining requirements
for agricultural reorganization to expand beet cultivation and the organization of factories
to manufacture sugar, were ready capital investment and the ability to counter the risks of
beet sugar ventures.
Financing Possibility
At the apex of the industrial revolution in France, and born of inherent competition with
the French Antillean cane complex, the beet sugar industry required changes in
organization and infrastructure. Although changes in relations of land and labor were
critical, financial infrastructure was also altered to facilitate risk-taking and commitment
in a sometimes very unstable national sugar market. The initiative for change in French
agriculture did not come from seasonal workers as either peasant smallholders or as the
marginalized migrant laborers who came to toil in the beet fields and factories of northern
and northeastern France. Instead, a set of investors with resources sufficient to encourage
risk-taking or those who were politically powerful enough to advocate change in financial
infrastructure made possible the financing of beet agro-industry and other new industrial
ventures.
Peasants were unwilling to make risky changes in their agricultural practices, not
because they lacked a “modern mindset,” but because the traditional sector continued to
35

Chapter 3 discusses protection in greater detail.
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meet employment needs and to provide subsistence that could not be provided by the
slowly changing industrial sector. Heywood (1981, 363) writes that the advanced
(industrial) sector was slow to expand because of low demand in markets already
conquered by British industry and because of difficulties in national transportation. The
traditional sector was in a sort of “holding operation,” not disappearing but not
expanding, comprised of small, seasonally productive farms run by peasants. Their
decisions about crops to plant and rotations were centered primarily on the threat of
harvest failure for local subsistence, and they prioritized self-sufficiency (Heywood 1981,
360, 364).
Peasants were also wary of companies and banks that took an interest in their
business, which “made the French think shudderingly of their sufferings at the hands of
the Scotsman John Law” (Dunham 1955, 408). In the early 1700s, Law, a Scottish
economist, was hired by the French government to ameliorate the immense debt during
the reign of Louis XIV and saw paper money as a creative force in economic
development. Law advocated printing bank notes, which caused massive inflation. He
founded a bank and printed notes in Paris, combined it with the Louisiana Company, and
became entangled in colonial trade, the slave trade, settlement schemes, and political
intrigue. When the “Mississippi Bubble” burst, in 1720, Law fled France (Goubert 1988,
235). The intrigue, scam, and complicity of the crown resulted in mistrust, by peasants
and the French public generally, of paper money and corporations in France until as late
as the First World War (Goubert 1988, 237; Dunham 1955, 408).
Peasants in France were largely unwilling to switch to permanent, non-fallowing
crop rotations that trade in tubers like beets would necessitate. Growing beets, especially
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for sugar production and artificial forage by-product, created dependency on sugar works
and adequate transportation. Early instructions promoted a “preference close to factories,
on the banks of rivers and canals, and close to large towns where capitalists are to be
found who would develop this new industry” (quoted in Clout and Phillips 1973, 107).
The worst-case scenario happened in 1811, after Napoleon’s decree establishing the
industry, when beet farmers could not take their harvests to factories for lack of
transportation (Clout and Phillips 1973, 107).
Transportation difficulties before the development of the railroads raised the risks
of investment in beet sugar production. The École des Ponts et Chaussées (School of
Bridges and Roadways) opened in 1747 and provided an administrative framework for
transportation infrastructure (Price 1975, 4). The inspectors and engineers this institution
produced for government work provided one of the most valuable services to industry in
the first half of the nineteenth century (Dunham 1955, 406). Nevertheless, road-building
was expensive and required labor, and roads across France, following Napoleon’s rule,
were in very poor condition.36 A law of May 1836 made road maintenance the
responsibility of local authorities (Price 1975, 4, 9). Regions were distinguishable by
their roads. The north of France by the 1850s was characterized by roads radiating from
villages, dividing land into large, triangular parcels, continuing to divide the northern
landscape into regular, geometric shapes, which, as mentioned, were more easily
surveyed, exchanged, and cultivated for beet sugar (Beaujeu-Garnier 1975, 49).
Fear of harvest failures and transportation difficulties isolated provincial French
agricultural markets. “In the countryside the great majority of small proprietors, tenant
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It must be considered that transport at the time required draft animals hitched to carts or wagons, all of
which were factors in farmers’ calculations of profit, time, and distance.
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farmers, and sharecroppers lived in near autarky and isolation” (Goubert 1988, 380).
Most localities achieved subsistence through “multi-cropping” (polyculture), a measure
by which they were avoided starvation if one year yielded poor harvests of a particular
crop, but also discouraged regional specialization (Price 1975, 28; Heywood 1981,
371).37
Although rail projects began in the late 1830s, it was not until the 1880s that
railroads connected areas of the French countryside, enabling the creation of truly
national markets (Price 1975, 34, 37; Beaujeu-Garnier 1975, 86).38 Except for northern
agricultural industry, French agriculture continued to produce for subsistence rather than
national or international trade through the mid-century decades (Price 1975, 61). Even
outside of agriculture, French localities were isolated in the same way. “Most French
manufacturers had no interest in foreign trade, knew little or nothing about foreign
markets or the needs and wishes of foreigners, and sold goods for export only when they
could not sell them at home” (Dunham 1955, 387).
Men willing to experiment with their estates in the north of France were the most
outspoken advocates of agricultural change in the direction of agro-industry (Bloch
[1933] 1966, 218). But the ventures were not without the occasional failures, even crises.
The early years, during the first Napoleonic empire, were especially difficult. In 1811, the
37

The matter of the connectedness of localities can be a question of degree. From another perspective, for
example, the Middle Ages saw unprecedented increase in connectedness: “Money, in the form of taxes, and
a market, in the form of bureaucrats and troops, transformed the production of isolated localities into a
general economic system” (Fox 1971, 51). Despite continuities, historians would not suggest an
equivalence between Middle Ages connectedness and that of the railroads of the mid-1800s (Fox 1971, 95).
The question remains as to how to measure and explain connectedness as systems called “feudal” became
systems called “early modern,” then “modern.”
38
With the advent of rail, cities were no longer just markets, but became centers of industry, which had “at
[their] disposal a dense concentration of men and wealth, and thus a great potential for expansion”
(Beaujeu-Garnier 1975, 86, 88-89). Workers were housed around factories, new forms of commuting came
into practice, and eventually suburb-type building projects characterized the rail routes surrounding cities
like Paris.
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first national beet sugar “experiment” was a national failure, an example of an inefficient
government initiative, lacking follow-up in some rural provinces. Only twenty-one
percent of the proposed land for beet planting was sown with seeds. There were
insufficient seeds, inadequate understanding of necessary soil type, poor timing, fear of
over-weeding, lack of transport, mismanaged factory-side production, defective factory
machines, and lack of skilled workers—all of which made farmers even more wary of
planting beets and entrepreneurs wary of financing construction of factories. Departments
in the year 1812 also failed to meet targets (Clout and Phillips 1973, 107-109). Chaptal
([1815] 1821, 8) concluded that such failure was unfortunate, but perhaps necessary, for
the sake of progress: “Most of these establishments had to fail, undoubtedly, as happens
to all new types of industry, either because the locality is poorly selected, or because one
commits too large of expenditures to the workshops, or finally because one does not
operate with enough intelligence. In the middle of this vast shipwreck of factories, we see
some that have resisted and thrive for a long time.” The invasion of France in 1814 and
1815 by Great Britain and its European allies compounded the disaster because of sheer
physical destruction and the economic consequences of the surrender.39 Many who had
bought into Napoleon’s idea of French sugar were ruined in 1815 (Clout and Phillips
1973, 109).
Changes in banking and corporatization marked a turning point in French
industrialization. From 1789 to 1815, French banking was dominated by Swiss
Protestants, many of whom had been Huguenots and fled religious strife in France. These
bankers lent their own money to borrowers they deemed worthy, particularly merchants
39

The French indemnity following Napoleon’s final defeat in 1815 was the largest ever paid in full, totaling
1.864 billion francs. The reparations contributed to an economic depression in the period 1816-1820 (White
2001, 341, 357).

68
and nobles. They also administered fortunes and traded in bills of exchange, accepting
drafts from foreign countries during a time when standardized currencies did not exist
(Redlich 1948, 137).
The influence of Swiss bankers began to decline around 1800, and soon only two
Swiss banking families from the eighteenth century, the Mallets and the Delesserts,
survived. More Frenchmen became involved in banking and, as French banking became
“nationalized,” in a sense, Paris became a “financial market of overwhelming importance,
in spite of its still limited size” (Redlich 1948, 138). The Bank of France was created in
1800 as a private institution and given a monopoly to issue bank notes for fifteen years
(Goubert 1988, 343). During the July Monarchy, 1830-1848, the national circulation of
notes from the Bank of France commenced and inspired continual development of
banking networks in France (Dunham 1955, 242). Throughout the period covered in this
thesis, however, investors were known to be conservative, meaning they were content
with the value they held in land, gold, and state bonds and, hence, little concerned with
engaging in risky ventures (Goubert 1988, 356).
One of the most important bankers of the ancien régime, Jean Frédéric Perrégaux,
began the Caisse des Comptes (Cash Accounts) in 1796 to help finance commercial
enterprises (Goubert 1988, 343). His successor, Jacques Laffitte, took over the Perrégaux
bank in 1808, at a moment when private banks were becoming increasingly interested in
business opportunities resulting from establishment and reinvigoration of public credit.
The new French bankers, including Laffitte, financed new ventures. Laffitte lent money
to industry, though he charged a high risk premium, and financed any imports that were
licensed under the Berlin and Milan decrees during Napoleon’s reign. Casimir Périer
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(also a minister under Louis-Philippe), founded the Périer Brothers banking house, which
financed industrial sugar, as well as cotton and woolen-spinning facilities. Casimir’s
brother, Scipion, introduced gas light to France and administered the first marine
insurance company (Redlich 1948, 141-142, 148).
In 1815, bankers often lent their own funds and acted largely as facilitators of
national and international transactions. French investment banking per se began in
earnest under English and Dutch influence in connection with the flotation of rentes,
payment of which allowed for the French government to finance its reparations and
operating budget. Throughout the Restoration period (1815-1830), French bankers
trading on these rentes made tens of millions of francs in profit (White 2001, 346). By the
mid-1820s, Parisian bankers had enough capital to mobilize investment in large-scale
French industry or for the pursuit of international investment banking opportunities
(Redlich 1948, 157, 160, 152). “It is rather certain that by 1825 specialization among the
French bankers was under way” (Redlich 1948, 158). State and private savings banks
were founded in French departments outside of Paris in 1818 and became national (i.e.,
government-controlled) in 1861, thus increasingly able to mobilize “national wealth”
(Goubert 1988, 397).
Investment could move from agriculture to industry during this period in a variety
of ways. First, the state played a pivotal role by taxing landed wealth more heavily than
individual wealth, and then using some of the tax revenues for transportation
infrastructure. Second, there was significant overlap of owners of industrial enterprises
and those with agriculture-based incomes, allowing for reinvestment on an individual
level. Third, as early as the 1840s, stocks and shares would allow for a readjustment of
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investment, which offered greater flexibility in response to production outcomes. Fourth,
big deposit banks of the late 1850s would make efforts to mobilize rural savings for
investment purposes (Heywood 1981, 373-374). Beet sugar required investment in both
agriculture and industry, though in general, field resources pre-existed the sugar works
and transportation.
Changes in the incorporation process ultimately facilitated creation of the stock
market and concomitant investment capabilities and practices. In France, permission to
incorporate was relatively difficult and rarely granted until the late 1830s. Since the
Middle Ages, the French had dealt with incorporation under a tradition of “commenda,”
later called a société en commandite (translated as a limited liability company in English).
In this type of association, “dormant,” non-managing partners were liable for the risks of
investment to the extent of their input. The Code of Commerce of 1807 modified this
arrangement by authorizing the division of commandite capital into negotiated shares of
different sizes. Administrators and bureaucrats were disturbed by the felt lack of
oversight of company practices. As volume of trading on the Bourse de Paris (Paris stock
market) increased, bureaucrats and related litigators had to respond to an increase in
government investigations that resulted from concern over speculation, meaning
increased debate over the nature of a shared liability corporation. Meanwhile,
businessmen argued for the right of shareholders to replace top-level company
administrators, to better control investments. Concerns over how best to develop and
administer changes in the incorporation process continued through the 1830s (Dunham
1955, 409-412).
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Nonetheless, efforts to mobilize commandite capital expanded after 1835
(Daumard 1976, 152). In 1837, beet sugar as a commodity was listed on the Bourse de
Paris. In 1840, these limited liability companies “arose on every hand and created a
whole army of stockholders interested in spending.” Companies in transportation and
insurance and savings banks were the first to assume corporate organization. By the end
of the July Monarchy in 1848, the commandite system had shifted enough to allow
French manufacturers to secure limited liability and freely negotiate the value of their
shares (Dunham 1955, 229, 412-413, 419). An 1867 law finally removed barriers to free
incorporation (Daumard 1976, 153).
Thus, during the period 1800-1860, the form and quality of finance and
transportation infrastructure influencing risk-taking were changing in France, especially
at the national level. By creating national networks of banks and enabling capital
mobilization for investment in agricultural, commercial, or industrial enterprise, and by
adding limited liability corporations and negotiated value of stocks, the kinds and degrees
of risk-taking involved in agro-industry were also transformed in ways that encouraged
those with land, capital, or both to invest in crops suited to industrial production.
Inspired from the beginning as a means to compete with the cane complex, the
beet sugar industry’s development depended on numerous sets of conditions, the creation
and implementation of which did not result in the beet sugar industry becoming
continuously profitable or successful. Nevertheless, for reasons thus far discussed, the
French state encouraged establishment of the industry, aiding to the extent possible every
facet of its development. Political relations, scientific and technological experimentation,
land and labor circumstances, and national financial infrastructure—all correlated
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institutions received French state support, as changes constituting this industry occurred
primarily in three northern departments, Nord, Picardy, and Pas-de-Calais. The French
state involvement relied upon and reproduced concepts and practices that aimed to
restrict the meaning of national territory as contiguity, which was inspired by the
possibility of national networks supplying sugar autarky.
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CHAPTER 3: CONJUNCTION
The slowly growing beet sugar complex of northern France was designed to compete
with the cane sugar complex of the French Antilles and possibly end France’s
dependency on cane for sugar. The extended “moment” at which the two complexes met,
in the decades between 1800 and 1860, is a period of conjunction. Taxation policy was
the ideal guarantor of systems of national classification of agricultural products.40 Interest
blocs on both sides of the sugar question participated in debates over the tariff policies,
evidencing the practical changes in the national sugar market wrought by a new
commodity supply from mainland France. More importantly, the concomitant changes
demonstrate the cane complex’s confrontation with national territorial contiguity in the
symbol of the beet.
In this chapter, I argue that the cane and beet complexes competed in the same
national sugar market despite inherent botanical differences between sugar cane and
sugar beets, and despite differences in agricultural and industrial processes by which
consumable sugar was produced. The conjunction came to be played out in public
debates over legislative decisions, which were informed by and serve as evidence for a
shift in conceptualizing the French colonies. While the colonies had previously been
positioned as productive within the national interest, they were increasingly positioned as
geographically distant and increasingly outside the national domain.
To support this argument, I first present the conjoining differences between the
cane and beet complexes. I explain the necessarily complete identity of one sugar with
the other, despite differences in the agricultural products and industrial processes that
contribute to their manufacture. Next, I trace the history of differential protection and the
40

Ideally, because smuggling and evasion were by no means uncommon.
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associated bloc politics in the fifty-year moment of conjunction. Finally, I place the sugar
conjunction within the broader economic history of the emergence of free trade liberalism
in France.
Delimiting the conjunction of cane and beet sugars in terms of their characteristics
as commodities, the history of their political conflict, and their place in the historical
trend toward liberalization brings into focus the meaning of French Caribbean
possessions as exclusively included in the eighteenth century and inclusively excluded in
the nineteenth.
Conjoining Differences
After the discovery of the possibility of beet sugar, the commodity’s economic and
political viability was linked to its equivalence to cane sugar, with which Europeans were
much more familiar.41 Scientist and politician Chaptal ([1815] 1821, 55, 57) wrote,
“There does not exist today the slightest doubt, in the minds of enlightened men, on the
perfect identity of the sugars . . . . Thus beet sugar and that of cane are rigorously of the
same nature, and one cannot establish between each of them any difference.”42
Throughout the period of conjunction these assurances were reformed and reiterated.
Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte, before becoming president and later emperor, endorsed the
identification of the two sugars in an 1842 pamphlet. “Colonial sugar is a product,” he
wrote, “just as French as that which comes to the banks of the Seine, it is thus absolutely
the same thing that the French ships trade abroad” (Bonaparte 1842, 97-98). LouisNapoleon complicates the idea that the two commodities are identical by also implying
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When using “identity,” I mean a criterion by which types of objects are judged to be identical to each
other.
42
Chaptal is discussed in chapter 2.
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their connection to the nation as “French” sugars. These two declarations of sugar
identity separated by nearly three decades suggest the widespread discourse equating the
sugars in France.
To evaluate the differences between cane and beet sugars and thus gain
perspective on claims about their identity, it may be useful to review more recent “sugar
science.” In themselves, cane and beet sugar are similar in taste, shape, color, and
chemical and physical properties. They can both be refined to a point where it is
impossible to recognize the source of the sugar by taste or sight. Difference is verifiable
chemically with advanced laboratory instruments and techniques that measure the ratio of
carbon isotopes C-13 and C-12. Even then, the ratio is only different by fourteen percent
between cane and beet sugars. The only other way to determine chemically the source of
the sugar is to test for levels of raffinose, a trisaccharide, of which cane sugar has a
higher content (Asadi 2007, 4).
American scientists in the twentieth century developed a theory of sweetness
whereby the molecules of a sweetening agent form a chemical bond with receptor
molecules on the tongue, causing the sensation of sweetness. The stronger or more
numerous the bonds, it was argued, the sweeter the taste. Sucrose, glucose, fructose, and
several other compounds naturally met the bonding requirements to be considered sweet
under these criteria. Cane and beet sugar are both forms of sucrose and within this
scheme are rated at the same sweetness level (Asadi 2007, 6).43
Consequently, the most important differences between cane and beet were not to
be found in the chemistry of the plants’ sweetness, but rather in those characteristics of
43

Sweeteners have been engineered to contain more chemical bonds and thus taste sweeter. On the scale of
sweetness, sucrose is the standard reference at 1.0. By comparison, aspartame (NutraSweet brand) is at 180,
saccharin (Sweet’n Low brand) is at 300, and sucralose (Splenda brand) is at 600 (Asadi 2007, 7).
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the crops that required different harvesting and processing techniques, which had
ramifications for the ecological and socio-political aspects of each complex. These
differences became crucial for structuring and maintaining components of each complex
as their competition with each other developed. Beet and cane differences are situated in
the nexus between field and factory, between agriculture and industry. These aspects
differentially, yet timelessly, impact the alignment of the two sugar commodities in
market competition.
The first difference to note is the most obvious—the botanical difference between
the two plants. The sugar beet is a broad-leafed plant that produces seeds in the second
year, but is usually harvested for sugar in the first season, not more than eight months
after sowing. The plant produces tubers below ground and leafy tops above ground,
which can be used as fodder or plowed under as fertilizer. Varieties of Beta vulgaris such
as Swiss Chard (Beta vulgaris cicla) are harvested for human consumption of the leafy
tops. “Of all temperate-zone plants,” according to Gerald Hagelberg (1973, 42), “sugar
beet produces the largest quantity of utilizable calories per land unit.” Sugar cane is a
perennial giant grass, with the time between planting and harvesting ranging from ten
months to over two years. Cane also produces leafy tops and stems, but at a much smaller
proportion of the total plant than beet (Hagelberg 1973, 42-43).
Sugar scientists of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries quickly discovered that
the crops themselves set the most practical limits of sucrose extraction, not least by the
concentration of sucrose in each plant. Having perfected the chemistry techniques
pioneered in part by French chemists and beet sugar scientists (discussed in chapter 2),
they now know that current cane and beet species produce different amounts of sucrose.
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Beets at perfect extraction today would yield eighteen percent sugar and five percent
fiber. Cane at perfect extraction would yield fifteen percent sugar and ten percent fiber
(Asadi 2007, 2).
Other considerations in differentiating these sugars by their production include
distinctions introduced in harvesting and processing stages. A crucial difference between
cane and beet harvesting is the possibility of ratoon crops for sugar cane. Ratoon crops
are multiple harvests, possibly more than seven successive harvests, without resowing.
Ratoon yields fall significantly at first and continue to fall more slowly with each harvest
(Hagelberg 1973, 42). The planter’s calculation of input and output gets more
complicated by ratoons, however, because bagasse (a cane byproduct of sugar
processing) can be used as a fuel, with ratooned cane yielding more bagasse than new
harvests. By contrast, beet harvesting depends on sowing within rotations and pulp
byproducts are too wet to burn as fuel (Asadi 2007, 22). Because bagasse can be reused
as fuel, it usually stays within the factory. However, in beet sugar processing, the pulp
cassettes become by-products that leave the factory (Hagelberg 1973, 44).44
The time between harvesting and processing also distinguishes the two sugars.
Cane must be processed immediately to obtain most of its rich juice. Beets last much
longer and require intense chemical processing, which entails storage, transport, labor,
and equipment costs.45 A key difference in chemical processing techniques is that beet
sugar production relies on much more lime than cane sugar production. In purification
44

Experiments have been conducted on beet cassettes, the sliced and processed beet by-product, and cane
bagasse for possible manufacture of further commodities. The first patent for making paper from bagasse
dates to 1838 (Hagelberg 1973, 45).
45
It is unclear what effects this longer “shelf-life” had during the crises of the early years of the beet
industry in France, such as the 1811 crisis as discussed in chapter 2. Since one of the primary problems was
a lack of transport to sugar factories, it would stand to reason that the long shelf-life worked in favor of the
farmers and sugar entrepreneurs.
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stages, the beet sugar mixture is treated with carbonic acid gas from lime kilns, which
results from decomposing limestone and combustion of the fuel used for burning it. This
gas slowly removes impurities from the beet sugar solution. Similar to cane processes,
the mixture must be kept hot as it moves through the system. Filtration and repurification are repeated a number of times to remove remaining impurities and lime
(Rolph 1917, 113). The smaller amounts of lime needed in cane processing allow for
importation of lime, whereas the larger amounts for beet sugar encourage factories to
build lime kilns to produce lime on-site (Asadi 2007, 22).46
Despite major differences in both sugar sources, production techniques, and
byproducts, the final product is uniform. Cane and beet, foreign, domestic, or colonial—
sugar in any form as an end product is indistinguishable by taste, but is capable of
varying degrees of refinement. For refined varieties such as muscovado, clayed, brown,
yellow, and white, the difference is one of purity and degree of crystallization.47
As historically-situated complexes, and given beet sugar’s nineteenth-century
arrival, cane and beet production systems have always been interdependent. There was
significant exchange of techniques between metropole and colonies, particularly in
refining. Charles Derosne was a pioneer in sugar technology that impacted both cane and
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However, contemporary and historically used lime kilns (fours à chaux) in Martinique have been
excavated and compared by archaeologists (Verrand and Vidal 2004).
47 Yet for all similarities and the unity of “sucrose” as a finished product, comparing cane and beet sugar is
fraught with the danger of over-homogenizing and flattening differences with the use of statistical data.
Hagelberg (1973, 53) warns, “At first sight sugar seems an ideal vehicle for economic comparisons. It
promises to provide the rare opportunity to evaluate the performances of entirely different systems of
agriculture on the basis of a common end product of standard quality.” Yet, without taking into account all
aspects of production “in order to clothe yield data with meaning,” Hagelberg warns that it would appear
that cane sugar producers could enjoy a massive advantage because of yield per land area ratios (Hagelberg
1973, 46). The historical evidence suggests that the comparative advantage, in terms of yields, has “swung
back and forth over a broad front,” never offering a decisive advantage to one or the other of the sugars
(Hagelberg 1973, 49). It would seem, then, that key factors in differentiating the commodities are both
historical and political, but must be analyzed as parts of social and economic complexes, as I do in this
thesis.

79
beet. In 1804, Derosne developed clairçage, a new method of purifying sugar, which was
introduced in the French Antilles in 1833. This process was faster and the final product
was more pure. It resulted in a new classification of white sugar known as clairçe
(Tomich 1990, 183-184). Derosne also experimented with bone black charcoal clarifying
techniques, leading eventually to Julien Dumont’s invention of reusable carbon filters
(Bonaparte 1842, 77).48
Steam was another development that crossed the Atlantic, although with limited
success. It was a primary source of energy by the 1830s in northern France (Bonaparte
1842, 78). However, the majority of sugar mills in the French West Indies from 1800 to
1860 were powered by wind, water, or animals. When steam was introduced at various
times before the 1830s, it was not received enthusiastically. According to Tomich (1990,
155, 160, 162, 194), “Steam power did not revolutionize sugar manufacture, but rather
was adapted to the existing organization of production” and was not regarded in any way
as a panacea. It was not until 1837 that steam as an energy source appeared to be used
successfully in the French colonial sugar mills. The equivalence of the two sugars as
refined products, despite major differences in production processes, places the two
commodities in direct relation and competition, which explains the rise of two separate
and opposed blocs vying for decisive political support.
Blocs and Policy
As a development that “astounded the world” (Williams 1970, 380), beet sugar
manufacture cemented a market split between beet and cane sources. The inability of
French West Indian planters to keep up with the market made them dependent on
48

Bone black charcoal is mentioned in chapter 2.

80
protective legislation to maintain their position relative to foreign sugar. To a similar
extent, but for different reasons, after beet’s establishment by Napoleon, that industry too
relied on protection within the national market. These two dependencies created a
hierarchy of access to selling sugar in France, which was based on the geopolitical spaces
from which the sugar originated. In the most basic terms, the hierarchy was symbolized
by the ability to levy taxes (impôts) on beet sugar because of its origin within France and
duties (droits) on cane sugar because of its origin outside the Hexagon.49 Refinement
created a third tier of bounties or duties, as the government presented rates for movement
of raw and refined sugar across borders.
By levying duties (droits), the state allows or denies rights of access (droits) to a
market, thereby suggesting the double meaning of the word droit and its relation to
Enlightenment ideals of human rights. This complex concept is at the center of the sugar
question during the period of conjunction. The interest blocs that formed on each side
turned to citizenship as they tried to justify a classification adequate to efface the
difference in type of access to the sugar market. The Caribbean cane plantocracy was
compelled to “contest the legality of the difference in droits” (Janson 1840, 75), while the
beet interests were compelled to fight to uphold the legality of a system that protected
them. In other words, duty (in the senses of taxes and rights) was a component in the
concept of nineteenth-century citizenship, carrying rights of access and participation—
indeed the very right to be taxed as a participant.

49

Although this chapter deals with conceptual geographical units in France and in contrast to France, I do
not address the term “Hexagon” critically. Instead, I use it only as a synonym for mainland France because
“hexagon” as a metaphor came into use after 1800-1860. According to Sahlins (1990, 1451), it first
appeared in the 1850s, and was more systematically used in French textbooks during the Third Republic
(1870-1940), coming into widespread use in the 1950s.
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The words “bounty” and “encouragement” stand for the same government
maneuver (i.e., establishing tariffs) to protect the sugar industry and most often to protect
specific components of the industry (e.g., refinement). Arguably, the “bounty system”
governing the movement of sugar dates to 28 September 1648, when it became French
law to compensate French sugar refiners for exports. Sugar bounties were abolished for a
time on 8 Floréal, year XI (18 May 1803), but brought back shortly after and raised
significantly in 1819. After that, the sugar question was an important subject of
discussion and controversy (Guyot 1902, 420).
In 1815, Chaptal backed out of the question he helped to raise. “Here is presented,
without a doubt, the huge consideration of the colonies, and I hardly pretend to resolve
such a question of such a high importance” (Chaptal [1815] 1821, 59). He did
acknowledge at this comparatively early date, however, the colonies as consumers, which
would become a mainstay theme in favor of extending protection to cane sugar. “I know
that the colonies open an outlet for products of our industry and our soil” (Chaptal [1815]
1821, 59). Yet it is clear that Chaptal maintains the distinction “our industry and our
soil,” a dichotomy which subverts the ostensible value of the colonies as something other
than “ours.” What is left unsaid, then, is a lack of a claim for the French in the Antilles to
participate in national trade as French. The struggle was one over categories, taking place
among a wide array of interests.
Blocs on both sides, some overlapping, were varied and diffuse throughout France
and the Antilles.50 The effects of sugar legislation, then, were clearly widespread

50

Tomich (1990) uses “interest group.” Todd uses “partisans,” “défenseurs” (2008) and elsewhere borrows
“interest” from the nineteenth century where it was theorized as “an aggregate notion to describe economic
activities,” with French society composed of agriculture, manufacture, and commerce as primary interests,
secondary interests being consumers and the state (2004, 48, 54).
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economically and geographically. As Bezanson (1922, 348) put it: “The domestic sugar
industry modified colonial policy, affected agriculturalists, interested shippers, to say
nothing of a group of refiners who clamored for protection or the consumers who now
and then had an advocate for no protection.”
The reality was that the French cane bloc was quite old and naturally
encompassed related industries in the complex such as trading, refining, shipbuilding,
rope-weaving, and sail-making—centered mostly around Atlantic port cities Bordeaux
and Nantes, and their respective hinterlands (Soboul 1976, 102). Also included were the
Dutch port cities that were involved in the same industries and colonial trade, such as
Amsterdam (Crouzet 1964, 573).51 Historian Edward Whiting Fox (1971, 62) has argued
that these port cities, which had profited so much by the trade of slaves and New World
commodities, actually “had astonishingly little contact with their immediate hinterland,”
a fact obscured by a developing obsession with territorial administration.
Fox posits an “Atlantic community,” peripheral and semi-autonomous from other
locales on the French mainland, and scarcely understood in itself as it happened. The ties

I prefer to use “bloc” as the primary analytic concept, leaving ambiguous (for my purposes) the
relation between the processes of sugar production, refinement, and movement and the wider socio-political
processes of class formation. Membership in categories such as “cane planter,” “refiner,” or “investor”
were by no means mutually exclusive, and there were notable cases of crossover within and among cane
and beet interests. Charles Forbin Janson (1840, 4) provides a useful case. In his own words, he owned the
most important beet sugar factory in Europe and the largest cane sugar refinery in Marseille. The extent of
such crossover would be fascinating research for another project. Crossover may indicate the pre-existing
cane bloc’s earliest reactions to the possibility of beet sugar.
I want to stress that my use of “bloc” is not intended to associate interests with political parties or
groups. In many cases there was synchronized lobbying (as will be discussed later in this chapter) but I do
not wish to suggest intentional, permanent organization where there was simply a period of a happy
combination of shared interests or concerns. Likewise, although I capture an historical moment, my use of
an analytic concept “bloc” is an attempt to refract the conscious use of categories of “interests” at the time.
In historicizing “interest,” it is also crucial to note changes in the concept before and during the eighteenth
century (Hirschman 1977).
51
I recognize the overtones of the word “hinterland[s],” suggesting a world-systems approach. However,
my arguments here do not rely on world-systems theories. I discuss my theoretical stance and broader-level
implications of my analysis in the conclusion.
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between the Atlantic community and the rest of France were minimal; little of
Bordeaux’s commerce, for example, went very far beyond the immediately surrounding
regions, except for taxes paid to the crown. The fate of the Atlantic community in
mainland France, according to Fox, was to be cut off, lose its place in commerce, and be
absorbed into the empire during the period of the Continental System (Fox 1971, 96, 63,
109). If Fox is correct, this certainly exemplified shades of belonging predating the
question des sucres and coming into clear contrast during the period 1800-1860.
Figure 10. Map of France’s current departments and regions.
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The decline of the Atlantic ports reflected a change in the location of continental
industries, which became concentrated inland. “The axis of the continental economy had
now moved,” historian François Crouzet (1964, 586) explains, “from the Atlantic toward
the Rhine.” After restoration of peace and the return of trans-Atlantic traffic after the fall
of Napoleon I, the scale of port commerce was regional rather than international. A
pragmatic distinction could then be made between Atlantic ports and others, which also
mapped on to the new understandings of industrialization and progress. “The ‘industrial’
ports like Le Havre gained predominance over the ports of exchange,” Butel (1989, 1079)
observes, “which means the relative decline of Bordeaux during the Restoration [18151830].”
Atlantic ports (and hinterland) production decreased due to the economic
destruction of the Continental Blockade and the Napoleonic Wars (1800-1815), which
also caused interruption and loss of overseas market links and access to raw materials.
Victim industries included the shipbuilding and rope- and sail-making sectors. For
example, Tonneins (east of Bordeaux) had 700 rope-makers in 1783, 200 in 1801, and
none in 1811. Industries processing imports from the colonies—hence refiners—were
also hurt. Amsterdam had eighty refineries in 1796, but only three in 1813, whereas
Bordeaux had forty before 1789, but only eight in 1809. Tobacco, tanneries, industries
supplying provisions to the colonies, and shippers were all feeling the effects of the
decline (Crouzet 1964, 571). Crouzet (1964, 573) links the downturn in the French
Atlantic mainland areas to the “long-term decline in the importance of the West Indies in
the world economy.” His point may be borne out by statistics showing an increase in
hectares planted with sugar cane in the French colonies of Martinique, Guadeloupe,
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Guyane, and Île de Bourbon (in the Indian Ocean) from 1826 to 1836, but a significant
decline from 1836 to 1839 (Bonaparte 1842, 10). Figures 11 and 12 collate these
statistics.52
Figure 11. Cultivated land area in cane sugar for four French cane-producing
colonies (in hectares), 1826-1839 (Bonaparte 1842, 10). Indicated by the asterisk, the
Île de Bourbon (now Réunion) is an outlier because of its unique position, as a
colony passed between the French and the British (see chapter one).

1826

1836

1839

Martinique

17,621

23,777

19,814

Guadeloupe

22,909

24,573

20,984

Guyane

797

1,571

1,305

Île de Bourbon*

8,241

14,530

22,405

Figure 12. Line graph based on figure 9 data (Bonaparte 1842, 10).

Other factors contributed to the decline of the French Atlantic ports and the
transformation of the colonies’ and colonists’ positions in the early nineteenth century.

52

These statistics were published in Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte’s 1842 pamphlet. As discussed later in this
chapter, Louis-Napoleon tries to walk a thin line, without siding strongly with or against either sugar bloc.
He cites as his source for these numbers Charles Dupin, a cane protectionist. These statistics are summoned
politically and re-cited, thus should be treated critically. However, the trend of increase and decline I
mention here is confirmed by other sources maintaining that expansion to compensate for antiquated
Antillean cane methods was checked by decline in the Antilles during this period (Tomich 1990, 122, 189;
see also Compagnie 1844; Itier 1844). These data are displayed in figures 11 and 12. Cf. figures 13 and 14
for further data on sugar trends in this period.
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However, the array of causes did not prevent the cane sugar bloc from attempting to
consolidate for self-protection. As Charles Forbin Janson (1840, 30) put it, “The sea ports
and colonies make heard their cries of distress.”53
Attending to these political blocs, David Todd (2008) outlines their competitive
formation for French cane and beet interests and their response to tariffs suggested or
imposed from 1815 to 1860. During the Restoration (1815-1830), the government put
duties on cane sugar, enabling “indigenous” beet sugar (as it was known) to become
stable and profitable by the late 1820s (Todd 2008, 308). Although there was no tax
(impôt) on beet sugar, tariffs during this period included a duty (droit) of forty-five francs
per 100 kilos on French colonial cane sugar, a duty of 70-120 francs per 100 kilos on
non-French (foreign/étrange) colonial sugar, and a duty of 130 francs per 100 kilos on reexported refined sugar (Todd 2008, 309). Cane planters stationed permanent delegates in
Paris to make their position clear to the government (Todd 2008, 319).
Seemingly due to protections against foreign sugar, French colonial sugar imports
rose from less than 20,000 tons in 1815 to more than 80,000 tons in 1832. Meanwhile,
France imported less than 500 tons of foreign sugar in 1832. The value of colonial
imported sugar and the amount of revenues from duties flowing to the government were
not insignificant. Nearly forty million francs per year were levied from sugar,
representing a fourth of all duties collected and nearly five percent of state income in
1830. Similarly, because of preference given ships under the French flag (as coming from
French colonies), the duty rates offered encouragement to the merchant marine, which
was continuing to rebuild from the British interference of the Napoleonic Wars (Todd
2008, 309). Restoration tariffs were meant to revive trade with the Caribbean and the
53

See footnote 50 for background on Janson.
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Levant, and to revive the Atlantic ports, motivated, Todd (2004, 49) maintains, by a
nostalgia for the system of the ancien régime.
The July Monarchy under Louis-Philippe, of the younger line of the Bourbons,
succeeded the Restoration Bourbons from 1830 to 1848. This period spawned the more
radical changes in policy and proposed policy, along with intensified lobbying by the
cane and beet adversarial blocs. This was due, in part, to increased beet sugar production,
the decreased ability of the cane complex to keep pace, and the differential rates at which
the industries were taxed. In the 1830s, the sugar price fell dramatically and French
consumption increased, yet imports of cane sugar began to drop. To add to cane planters’
challenges, in April 1833 the government lowered the tariff on foreign sugar by about
twenty percent, from the previous high of 120 francs per 100 kilos (Todd 2008, 310-311).
The Minister of Finance in 1833, Jean-Georges Humann, declared that beyond assuring
colonial producers a place in the French market, the state owed them nothing (Tomich
1990, 65).
The beet bloc had outspoken advocates and an especially loud one in Mathieu de
Dombasle. Between 1820 and his death in 1843, Dombasle published and republished
numerous pamphlets on the sugar question that influenced contemporary and subsequent
arguments. Dombasle’s stance was that the colonies were destined to disappear, and had
been from the start bizarre and monstrous, “giving birth to a people who were never
destined to become a nation; establishing in a vast country a new population, with
institutions directly destined to prevent it from growing, from acquiring power that
promises richness from soil and work of the inhabitants . . . . This conception could be
born only from the blindest cupidity, in an age of coarse ignorance” (Dombasle 1822,
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223-224). In spite of the benefits of colonial industry and trade for France, Dombasle
asked, is it reasonable for the French to continue to think the colonies would not seek
their own independence, “when the American continent will be peopled by independent
nations?” (Dombasle 1822, 251, 222).54
The next sugar tax reform came in 1837. In May, the government proposed
reducing the colonial sugar droits from forty-five to twenty-five francs per 100 kilos.
Even a deputy from a northern beet sugar-producing department recommended the
support for colonial sugar cane plantations because “nos colonies, c’est la France” (our
colonies are France), admonishing his legislative colleagues not to “cut the supposedly
useless members from our nationalité” (quoted in Todd 2008, 313). Equalization of
tariffs was portended. Although the colonial reduction was not yet passed, the Chamber
of Deputies in that same session passed a new law levying an impôt on French beet sugar.
Under pressure from deputies representing four northern departments (Nord, Pas-deCalais, Picardy, and Somme), the tax was moderate at ten francs per 100 kilos for one
year, then raised to fifteen francs per 100 kilos for the next year.55 This was more than
just a compromise because a tax on homeland sugar, unlike one on imports, was difficult
to implement and easy to evade. Following the 1837 changes, beet sugar production
dropped from 48,000 tons to 28,000 tons in 1840 (Todd 2008, 313).
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Dombasle established the first post-Revolution agricultural school in France in 1822 at Roville in
Lorraine, associated with his experimental farm. This school closed in 1847 due to lack of funds. The next
private agricultural schools were opened in 1832 and 1833 near Paris and in Brittany, respectively, and
both were eventually taken over by the government in the 1840s (Baker 1996, 47).
55
These numbers come from the account offered by Todd (2008, 313). Slightly different numbers, of
eleven francs per 100 kilos and subsequently sixteen francs, fifty centimes per 100 kilos is offered by
Janson (1840, 29). Except for the slight inconsistencies, the point of a general difference in tariffs remains.
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Figure 13. French colonial sugar and French “indigenous” sugar, 1820-1848 (metric
tons) (Tomich 1990, 45). Note that the amount of sugar entering France from
French colonies dropped dramatically in 1840, even though overall sugar
consumption increased slightly. Estimated beet sugar production also dropped
slightly.

Year
1820
1821
1822
1823
1824
1825
1826
1827
1828
1829
1830
1831
1832
1833
1834
1835
1836
1837
1838
1839
1840
1841
1842
1843
1844
1845
1846
1847
1848

Colonial
sugar sent to
France

73,266
65,828
78,475
80,997
78,676
87,872
77,308
75,597
83,049
84,250
79,326
66,536
86,993
87,662
75,544
85,851
89,484
83,104
89,257
102,363
78,575
99,555
63,960

Colonial sugar
consumed in
France

69,316
59,373
70,923
74,010
68,885
81,290
82,248
69,919
66,475
69,340
66,189
66,490
68,147
71,613
78,445
74,514
77,443
79,455
87,382
90,958
78,632
87,826
48,371

Estimated beet
sugar
production
50
100
300
500
800
1,000
1,500
2,000
2,700
4,400
5,500
7,000
9,000
12,000
20,000
30,000
40,000
49,000
49,200
35,000
28,100
27,200
35,100
29,200
32,100
35,100
46,800
52,400
48,100

In 1839, the government reduced the colonial tax from forty-five to thirty-five
francs per 100 kilos and in early 1840 proposed to fix the duties for beet sugar and
French colonial sugar at the same rate, forty-five francs per 100 kilos. Deputies in
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speeches sounding similar to Dombasle’s brochures obstructed the equalization move.
Only a few months later, like-minded Adolphe Thiers became Prime Minister and
disavowed the project of equalization altogether. The vote thus spelled an easy defeat of
equalization, 230 to 67. In the same session, duties of forty-five francs per 100 kilos were
reestablished on colonial sugar and the beet sugar tax was raised to twenty-five francs per
100 kilos (Todd 2008, 317-318).
Adolphe Thiers is an illuminating character in the story of conjunction. He served
in a number of positions under Louis-Philippe, including as Prime Minister in 1836,
1840, and 1848, and was regarded as a shrewd, wise patriot.56 Thiers was the politician
behind the glorified return of Napoleon I’s body from Saint Helena to Paris after the
emperor’s death in exile in 1821 and wrote voluminously on French national history. As
a nationalist, Thiers was also a strong protectionist. “Great energy is expended in
discovering arguments for the system of protection,” Thiers wrote, “but there is but one,
and that is very simple: it is the preserving of the home market” (quoted in Block and
Rogers 1893, 12). Protection, he also wrote, “is not maybe within the great political
economy, but it is more exact, it is that which results from the historical fact, the best and
the most significant of all” (quoted in Todd 2008, 318). For Thiers, history pointed to the
unification and protection of mainland France and all of its commodities. Naturally,
equalization was out of the question.57
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Thiers was also Minister of Interior (1832 and 1834-1836) and Minister of Trade and Public Works
(1833-1834). He went on to become the first president of the Third Republic from 1871-1873.
57
Of course, history can be summoned to justify any position. While Thiers was historicizing his vision, a
contemporary cane advocate, Louis Fournier, writing in 1839, offered his own breathless historicism:
“These industries [referring to the unprotected cane bloc] are less young, it is true, than that of beet sugar;
but, despite being older and more modest, they are not less national; far from costing any sacrifice to the
treasury or the state, they faithfully pay the tax [impôt], and a long time before beet sugar had come from
abroad to be, as it claims, the honor and the glory of France, these diverse industries contributed, they did
not cease to contribute, to her riches and prosperity” (quoted in Janson 1840, 32).
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The initiative to equalize the sugar taxes raised the stakes for both sides, to the
point where some members from each bloc began to call for the destruction of the other
bloc. The issue reinvigorated debates over the uses of colonial territories that had evolved
from the eighteenth-century questions, as discussed in chapter 1 (cf. Confer 1964). The
pivotal question was over in which ways, to what extent, were the French complexes tied
to the expansion of the empire, military might, and the concept of the nation. Dombasle,
according to Janson (1840, 30), had never called for destruction of the colonies, but
instead for their “emancipation.”58 Janson himself had a complicated position, as owner
of a Marseille refinery dependent on cane imports and owner of a northern beet sugar
factory. He recognized “from the two sides the conviction is equal that the life of one of
the sugars is the death of the other” (Janson 1840, 30). The “emancipation of the
colonies” Janson took to be a synonym for their ruin, while “equality of rights [droits]”
would mean destruction of indigenous sugar. Equally complicated was thinking about the
effects of such policy choices on the merchant marine and the navy (Janson 1840, 39,
69).
By the end of 1840, the political tables were turning for the French sugar market
as François Guizot came to power as Prime Minister and clearly favored the cane
industry.59 In 1841, attempting to come to the defense of the cane bloc, the chambers of
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Though outside the scope of this thesis, it may be fruitful to ask what kind of metaphor “emancipation”
became, seeing as it quietly connoted not only liberty for the slaves who lived and toiled in the colonies,
but also the dark shadow of emancipation that hung over the nineteenth century, political independence for
nations evidenced by recurrent references to Haiti. For example, Janson (1840, 81) wrote: “Once
emancipated, it is certain that the colonies will not recover. They will become small Saint-Domingues. All
that government could do for the white race, would be to preserve [the colonists] from massacre and return
them to France” (Janson 1840, 81).
59
François Guizot, like his rival Thiers, was an historian. After returning from exile in 1805, Guizot
became a professor in Paris and supported the Bourbon Restoration in 1814. Guizot wrote the platform for
the philosophical group calling themselves “Doctrinaires” in 1816 and was considered the leader of the
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commerce in Atlantic port cities Marseille (in the southern Provence department), Rouen
(Normandy), and Lorient (Brittany) asked for equalization. But the debate was slowly
shifting from equalization to liquidating and indemnifying one or other of the industries.
Chambers in Bordeaux, Nantes, and other prominent shipping cities in Brittany and
Normandy (Saint-Malo, Granville, Cherbourg, Le Havre, and Dieppe) petitioned Paris for
complete prohibition of beet sugar (Todd 2008, 320).
In March 1842, Guizot proposed prohibition of beet sugar production along with
an indemnity to the beet sugar manufacturers. The proposal was narrowly rejected but
continued to be a possibility (Todd 2008, 322). Another proposal was made in 1843 to
buy the beet sugar industry, that achievement of Napoleonic science, for forty million
francs and to henceforth prohibit beet sugar manufacture in France (Guyot 1902, 420).
During the debates, Louis-Napoleon described the call for indemnity as amounting to a
two-side acceptance of death, noting that, “the colonists were saying: kill them, and the
beet manufacturers [betteravistes] were repeating with a very Christian humility: kill us.
There was nothing more but to pronounce the sentence and pay the burial costs; but often
the last obstacle to cross is the most difficult” (Bonaparte 1842, 21). The beet sugar
manufacturers seriously considered closing their factories in exchange for state
indemnities (Tomich 1990, 69).60 The state had, after all, subsidized the development of
the industry, and thus an indemnity would end what it had previously made possible.

conservative constitutional monarchists. Guizot and Thiers largely set the political agenda during the July
Monarchy (1830-1848).
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The indemnity discussion in the 1840s was not important because the idea of state indemnities for beet
bloc losses was new, rather for the seriousness with which the proposal was taken. Members of the beet
bloc had been aware of the possibility since the early years of their fabrication, as was Charles Derosne, the
sugar pioneer whose improvements affected both cane and beet. In 1814, with two other manufacturers,
Derosne submitted a plea to the legislative chambers, asking that if taxes were to increase on beet sugar, the
deputies should consider also soliciting from the king “an indemnity proportional to the losses incurred to
them [beet sugar manufacturers] by changes to the system in the customs legislation” (Derosne 1814, 20).

93
The battle of opinion acquired a new tenor after the 1840 political defeat of
equalization and prohibition debates. Over 100 brochures on sugar were published
between 1841 and 1843, with copies flooding Paris and other large cities (Todd 2008,
319). Delegates from both blocs were streaming in to the capital. Bordelais delegates sent
to influence the media are reported to have spent 3,000 francs in three months’ time.
Todd (2008, 320-323) estimates the total number of copies printed on the sugar question
at more than 50,000, a large number for that period. In 1839, Louis Fournier, the pro-cane
agent of the Marseille Chamber of Commerce, reported: “The progress of evil is such that
all the maritime cities, struck by the next danger that threatens them [equalization’s
defeat], sent to Paris for six months special delegates with a unique mission to finally
obtain an amendment to the situation which compromises at the same time the existence
of the colonies, our maritime commerce, and all the interests which are attached to it”
(quoted in Janson 1840, 31).
In 1840, members of the beet sugar bloc established a committee in Paris, shortly
after which the planters renewed their already-established council and made Charles
Dupin its president (Todd 2008, 319).61 Dupin, both pro-cane sugar and a protectionist,
argued that the benefits of protection should extend to overseas France. He urged French
policymakers to “assume the mercantilist heritage and protect the colonies in the isles
like French metropolitans” (quoted in Todd 2008, 319). He published brochures with
statistics showing that the colonies were major consumers of French goods and
contributors to French markets. Dupin boldly condemned beet sugar, writing, “I declare
that this [beet sugar’s] immense advantage is quite simply an immense deception,” and
61

As noted in chapter 2, however, many members of the beet bloc were already living in or around Paris,
the location for the development of investment banking and home to many of the entrepreneurs who
invested capital in beets in northern France.
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arguing to expose fraud prevailing among manufacturers and within the government
(Dupin 1842, 6).
As already mentioned, one of the best-known publications from this period was
Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte’s 120-page brochure, which was disseminated in 3,000
copies. Louis-Napoleon wrote this work and others while imprisoned in a fortress at Ham
(in the Somme department) in a kind of exile due to his contentious relationship with the
regime of Louis-Philippe. He used the opportunity to play up his uncle Napoleon’s story,
create a political “socialist” platform which he called napoléonien, and assert his claim to
the empire (Bonaparte 1842). Louis-Napoleon ultimately favors beet sugar: “The
products of French soil should have the priority over tropical products; the colonies were
established in the interest of the metropole and not the metropole in the interest of the
colonies” (1842, 106). Yet he also writes in favor of equalization: “It is easy to convince
oneself indigenous sugar could support equality in taxes [impôt]” (1842, 79). The vexed
conjunction was thus a political issue which could be the sounding board and potential
political platform for the next prince, president, or emperor—all titles which LouisNapoleon claimed during the decade before 1852 when he was crowned Napoleon III,
Emperor of the French.
The French West Indian planters’ responses to the protected market created by the
French state was to extend monocrop agriculture as far as possible, in the process
increasing and renewing reliance on slave labor and further underdeveloping the
colonies’ agricultural and economic diversity (Tomich 1990, 122). The Exclusif doctrine
of colonial subordination, dominant from 1660 to 1760, was open to radical
reinterpretation by the cane bloc. The result was the notion of the pacte colonial, which
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incorporated a concept of reciprocal rights and obligations of the metropole and the
colonies. Janson (1840, 76-77) paraphrased the planters’ grounds for their demands: “We
relied on France’s justice first and foremost, with need for its benevolence. France
imposed on us the double obligation of provisioning exclusively from France and
importing only to France, for French ships, all of our provisions.” Thus, he continues, the
planters claimed a “promesse implicite” to demand equal consideration for their sugar,
the consequences of which would be “in effect, the establishment of a protective tariff
[droit] against foreign sugar” (Janson 1840, 77). With the pacte, the plantocracy
attempted to re-animate the Exclusif in defense of colonial production. Fournier described
the bloc’s reaction to continuing differential tariffs. “There is here [in the 1837 tariff,
specifically] a clear violation of the pacte colonial. This violation is too grave an injustice
in its fact and in its consequences, to not call for a prompt repair” (quoted in Janson 1840,
33-34).62
Whether the pacte colonial argument would have enough pull to change the
direction of French national sugar policy was as yet undetermined in the 1840s. Adolphe
Guéroult, who published letters on literature and economics in the Journal des Débats
during the 1830s and 1840s, wrote in 1842 that the sugar policies countermanded the pact
to such an extent that the pacte was itself not a practically strong claim.63 In a book on
the “question coloniale,” Guéroult (1842, 103-104) wrote: “The privilege accorded to
62

When analyzing the sugar conjunction from the perspective of the colonies it is nearly impossible not to
recall moments in American history, which speak to the same sorts of tensions that evolved out of British
colonial administrative measures, such as the Stamp Act and the Navigation Acts in the late 1700s. Richard
Hofstadter (1948), among others, explains U.S. statecraft as the result of a political conceptualization and
enshrinement of divided national self-interests.
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Guéroult was the son of a manufacturer in Normandy and a strong Saint-Simonian. Saint-Simonism will
be discussed later in this chapter. He served as consul of France to Mexico and later to eastern Europe in
the 1840s. Guéroult wrote for and founded a number of newspapers and served from 1863 to 1869 as a
député until losing his seat to the famed reformer Jules Ferry. Claretie (1877, 354-355) reprints Guéroult’s
obituary written by Frédéric Lock.
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beet sugar has broken the pacte colonial, letting the colonies be weighed by all
obligations of the contract while depriving them of all advantages that one could find
stipulated in their favor. France still reserves the monopoly of the colonial market; it no
longer reserves for the colonies the monopoly of its market. From the point of view of
right [droit], of equity, nothing could justify this infringement of reciprocal
engagements.” The former colonial system was no longer intact. What was more, France
could not, in Guéroult’s opinion at least, enter into or renew a pacte with its colonies,
since it would be inconsistent to establish an agreement with the intention and immediate
effect of breaking that very agreement upon the moment of its establishment (Guéroult
1842, 105).
By the 1840s each bloc’s arguments were becoming more consolidated and
clearly articulated in public discourse. The beet bloc reworked positions claiming
concepts of citizenship and participation. Manufacturers at Valenciennes (Nord) and
Avesnes (Pas-de-Calais), undoubtedly influenced by Dombasle, advertised that cane
planters neither paid a land tax as was done in France nor served compulsory service in
the military (Todd 2008, 317). It was an easy step from this perspective to exclusion of
the French colonists as citizens. As the manufacturers put it, “who are these colonists,
sir? French citizens, they say; equal in rights [droits] to us; supporting equal burdens
[charges]! Lies, all of it . . . . There is nothing between them and us, neither equality of
rights, nor equality of burdens. To us the rights of free people; to them, the rights of
barbarian people: the distinction of caste and of color, slavery” (quoted in Todd 2008,
317). The cause of indigenous sugar offered grounds for education and further
politicization of the slavery issue. Dombasle wrote in 1822 of the “righteous terror” of
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slavery and made it of immediate importance to the mainland, whose Déclaration des
droits de l’homme et du citoyen (1791) still was not squared with slavery in the colonies.
According to him, “The motherland used to be a true mother; chez nous, she is a tyrant; it
is a role that always carries misfortune for the one who plays it” (Dombasle 1822, 224,
228).
The beet bloc also latched onto concerns about proximity and state definitions of
geographical units. Official division of mainland France into departments occurred in
1800, with smaller nested units of districts (arrondissements) and townships (cantons).
Elected administrative officials for these units were replaced during Napoleon’s rule with
appointed functionaries in prefecture positions. The direct dependence of each
functionary and prefect on the Minister of the Interior, who in turn reported to Napoleon,
meant that France was centralized and tightly controlled. This model and centralization
system were strengthened by the Code Napoléon (Code Civil) of 1806, and extended to
domains of law, finance, and even religion, lasting arguably into the twentieth century
(Goubert 1988, 340). While the Antilles had department-like structures and posts that
suggested strong centralized authority, geographical distance and time spent in transit
allowed a liberty of initiative, especially in times of major disruption (Chauleau 1992,
147). This flexibility allowed for the claim that distance and proximity, in effect noncontiguity, was the defining factor in full legal participation with and within French
governance.
State-originated categories of geographical and political delineation offered the
beet bloc a new hierarchy to support its claim for the inequalities of citizenship and
participation. Édouard Grar, a member of an agricultural society in Valenciennes (Nord),
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voiced the logic of his position in 1843: “In vain one would say that the two sugars are
equally French; that the manufacturer of indigenous sugar and the colonial producer are
equal in rights [droits]; that it must be from a French colony to a French department, like
from one department to another department” (quoted in Todd 2008, 324). Grar’s position
minimizes and homogenizes metropolitan differences between the north and the rest of
France, and between types of French and non-French labor. It also conceptually and
discursively lengthens the distance of France to the Antilles.
The same terms were taken up by the cane bloc. Arguing for departments in the
Caribbean, Fournier wrote in 1839: “It was France who created [the colonies] for its use,
to add to its prosperity and power. It is the French who people them. Everything they
produce is part of the wealth of France; it is our laws that govern them, French [people]
named to the government of the king who administer them, thus our colonies are French
maritime departments” (quoted in Janson 1840, 32-33). The terms of the slavery issue
were also addressed, with the cane bloc and its sympathizers pushing a variety of
arguments explicitly or implicitly defending the institution. Dupin wrote in 1842:
“Leaving the sugar cane plantations intact, instead of substituting cultivation or rather the
picking of coffee, adhering more than ever to sugar operations, from which comes the
greatest benefit, requiring much labor, is to get the black race to keep the laboring habits
it received under European direction, as a valuable part [précieux élément] of civilizing
activity. As we present it, the cultivation of cane is infinitely less miserable than the
cultivation of coffee” (Dupin 1842, 33-34). In this statement, Dupin summons
apologetics for slavery based on understandings of race, the threat posed by change, and
the European mission—all of which was not uncommon among contemporaries, and
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which became the mission civilisatrice that dominated French colonial ideologies in the
late nineteenth century.64
For Louis-Napoleon, a utilitarian calculation of population and labor could
supposedly render an objective solution to the sugar debate without appeal to one or other
of the blocs. “As regards the population, the size of the colonies is 1/88 of the population
of France, and about 1/3 of the Nord department,” Bonaparte (1842, 41) wrote. So, he
asked, would reason suggest favoring the smaller population, even if it were considered
part of the national whole? In terms of labor, then, does reason dictated by utility suggest
that “one would sacrifice the free work of 100,000 French to the forced work [travail
forcé] of 90,000 slaves?” (Bonaparte 1842, 106). While making such calculations,
however, Louis-Napoleon ends up homogenizing and equating the terms of employment
between the mainland and the Antilles.
Important changes in the 1840s centered less on tariff policy and more on the
colonial slave population. The final sugar legislation during the July Monarchy was
passed in the spring of 1843. The legislature voted once again to reject prohibition of beet
sugar, but adopted a five franc tax per 100 kilos for five years on beet sugar (Todd 2008,
326). Since before original French emancipation in 1794 and re-enslavement in 1802,
freedom for the slaves in the Antilles had been a dangerous possibility. In 1842, LouisNapoleon imagined inevitability, writing, “It is impossible to stop the march of
civilization, and to tell hommes de couleur who live under French domination: ‘You
alone will never be free’” (Bonaparte 1842, 107). Six years later, in 1848, the abolition of
slavery seemingly tolled a death knell for the French colonial cane sugar industry,
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For work on historical French understandings of race see Peabody (2002) and Peabody and Stovall
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rendering the cane complex all the more antiquated and inefficient without the labor force
upon which it had depended.
Liberalization and the Sugar Question
The conjunction of the cane and beet complexes in the first half of the nineteenth century
illustrates the slow collective evaluation by the French of the consequences of the fading
mercantilist ideologies that set some of the conditions for the emergence of free trade
ideologies (“liberalism”) in France and Europe. The sugar conjunction—with the survival
of the beet industry as the initiating factor—originated in Napoleon’s protectionist
policies at a time when economic competition constituted war between France and Great
Britain (discussed in chapter 2).
Yet the shift to debates over free trade did not spring immediately from
previously existing Exclusif (mercantilist) doctrines. Instead, as Todd (2004, 28) has
shown, in the early nineteenth century neither the free trade-versus-protectionism issue
had coalesced, nor had clear and organized lobbies emerged. It may be more useful to
view pre-liberal viewpoints as “shades” of the mercantilist position privileging either the
acquisition of wealth (e.g., bullion) or the protection of labor (Todd 2004, 53). The high
tariffs of the Bourbon Restoration are in this way a triumph of the mercantilist Exclusif
program, which had been initiated by Colbert in the late seventeenth century (see chapter
1).
The Restoration (1815-1830) was a period of continuity with the ancien régime,
where the status quo was “to maintain order, to impose respect for the laws, and to
protect the national economy,” with nearly unanimous opinion favoring protection of
French products against foreign competition (Daumard 1976, 140, 155). Throughout
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Restoration rule, no important group favored free trade (Dunham 1955, 391). In fact,
protection was not conceived to be the opposite of liberty or freedom. In the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, advocates of liberté de commerce were supporters of trade
restrictions on imports and exports (Todd 2004, 49). After the Napoleonic Wars, the ideas
of Montesquieu were widely cited. “Liberty of commerce is not a faculty granted to
traders to do what they want,” Montesquieu wrote (quoted in Todd 2004, 50).
From the end of the Restoration period through the July Monarchy (1830-1848),
understandings of trade policy changed significantly. Todd (2004, 62) argues that this
transformation was the result of two anxieties—first, the threat posed by the newly
developing image of an overly industrialized, urban society, and second, the fear of
lagging too far behind Great Britain. Whatever the cause, by the time Louis-Philippe took
the throne in 1830, ideologies of free trade and protectionism were emerging. Throughout
the July Monarchy, free trade was advocated mostly by regions dependent on foreign
commerce for their prosperity—the Atlantic ports, Marseille, wine-exporting regions, and
silk-exporters in Lyon (Daumard 1976, 157).
Unlike the “outwardly-directed capitalists” who could advocate open trade,
protectionists were generally “inwardly-directed” capitalists and especially aligned with
textile and metallurgical interests, who felt their industries could not compete in the
international market and depended on local or regional markets, anticipating with high
expectations the creation of a national market (Smith 1977, 307). After decades of
“encouragement,” the beet sugar industry could be the poster-child for a protectionist
platform, and indeed some of the protectionist writers before the 1870s (notably

102
Lestiboudois, whose pamphlet was widely circulated) wrote about beet sugar (Block and
Rogers 1893, 12).65
The sugar question was to some extent resolved by 1903, with the enactment of
new international open trade policies that were the result of decades of political
negotiation in France. “Free trade” versus “protectionism” discourse extended beyond
sugar, but shaped the outcome of the beet-cane rivalry. Free trade advocates were
capitalists involved in international affairs—Paris-based traders and financiers, railroad
and shipping magnates with roots in port cities, and manufacturers or agriculturalists
producing specifically for export (Smith 1977, 307; Daumard 1976, 157; Kindleberger
1975, 38). Arguments for lowering barriers borrowed from the groundwork of the
physiocrats who had posited “laissez faire, laissez passer” as the operating principle of
agricultural production for export only (see chapter 1). Similarly, the argument for
liberalization cited the works of Scottish economist Adam Smith and French economists
after his fashion, such as Jean-Baptiste Say (Todd 2004, 50). The intellectual support for
the argument was carried into the mid-1800s by Frédéric Bastiat and Michel Chevalier,
each of whom cannot be discussed without a basic understanding of Henri de SaintSimon and his followers.
Saint-Simon, a French social theorist and founder of Christian socialism, is
credited with having foreseen modern industrialization. As a student of social science and
a colleague of Auguste Comte and other influential social scientists, Saint-Simon
65

Pro-tariff writers such as Chaptal and Dupin influenced later outright protectionists, especially Friedrich
List of Prussia (Henderson 1982). List was a German (later American) economist who supported free
exchange of goods within and among the German states and high economic barriers between countries.
List’s “national system of political economy” (List [1841] 2001) was not popular in the 1810s and 1820s,
and he left for the United States. Later, in 1834, a form of it was adopted as the “Zollverein” (“customs
union”). Eventually the German customs union doctrine took up free trade and List’s advocacy of national
economy was left with “little or no political force” (Kindleberger 1975, 46).
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contributed to theories of his time about the present and future ontology and deontology
of human society.66 An “apostle of industrialism,” according to Hobsbawm (1962, 290),
Saint-Simon endorsed a vision of an industrialized state directed by modern science,
organized by the most productive people, with the aim of producing things useful to life.
Saint-Simon’s “socialist,” utopianism was a philosophy that would break into divergent
variations of capitalist and anti-capitalist ideas. In the decades after his death in 1825,
capitalism-minded Saint-Simonians in France solidified a doctrine and philosophy
following the principle “à chacun selon ses capacités" (to each according to his abilities)
(Daumard 1976, 157).67 For French Saint-Simonians the state was an instrument to
remodel society, though at first many only favored regional specialization and guarded
against totally open markets (Daumard 1976, 157). Eventually, from the 1830s onward,
the Saint-Simonian concept of the state was put to use to facilitate free trade, justify
building railroads, and, beginning in the 1860s, to inspire plans for the Suez Canal to
facilitate exchange (Fox 1971, 131).68
David Todd’s research shows that the debate between free trade and
protectionism did not solidify completely into concepts in public discourse (or at least
elite, political, and intellectual discourse) until the mid- to late-1840s. He pinpoints as an
important moment the establishment of two associations in 1846, the Association pour la
Liberté des Échanges (founded by Bastiat and Dunoyer, the mayor of Bordeaux) and the
Association pour la Défense du Travail National. Around the same time, Todd (2004, 64)
66

Interestingly, according to Crosland (1967, 91), Saint-Simon also used to invite Monge, Berthollet,
Laplace, and other scientists of the Société d’Arcueil (discussed in chapter 2) to dinner.
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The principle was also consistent with utilitarian views presented by a contemporary, Jeremy Bentham,
and later, by John Stuart Mill.
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Some (e.g., Eckalbar 1979) argue that Saint-Simonism was directly responsible for the rise of investment
banking in Europe, establishing the Saint-Simonian motivations of investment bankers (such as those
discussed in chapter 2).
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suggests, two new words were coined to signify the ideologies for which they were made
to stand: libre-échange, a British import from “free-trade,” and protectionnisme, a soonto-be French export word to Britain. Despite the difficulties of pinpointing the emergence
of ideologies, which are admittedly interlocking and interdependent, the evidence Todd
offers suggests a shift from protective policies as “shades of mercantilism” to overt
policies with explicit aims for state intervention and non-intervention in markets to
guarantee economic “freedoms.”
Frédéric Bastiat was a French economist who wrote in favor of free trade,
influenced by Adam Smith, the British Manchester School, and pro-capitalist SaintSimonian ideas.69 Bastiat connected the rise of free trade to the spread of democracy and
grouped with a new generation of economists to form the Société des Économistes, which
sought complete elimination of trade barriers (Kindleberger 1975, 23; Todd 2004, 63). In
1846, Bastiat founded the Association pour la Liberté des Échanges with Dunoyer
(mentioned above) and its newspaper Le Libre-Échange (Daumard 1976, 157). In the
later 1840s, Bastiat wrote against socialism and won a seat in the French Constituent
Assembly. He was particularly well-known for a famous satiric parable imagining
candle-makers petitioning the government for protection against the sun.
After Bastiat’s death in 1850, the torch of the Association was taken up by Michel
Chevalier, who had been a Saint-Simonian in his younger years (Block and Rogers 1893,
9). A group of dedicated Saint-Simonian free trade advocates and Chevalier wrote in the
developing Parisian free trade media, including the newspapers Le Temps, Le Siècle, and
the Journal des Débats (Daumard 1976, 157). From 1833 to 1835, Chevalier traveled in
the New World, including to the French Antilles; impressed by transportation
69
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developments and industrialization in the U.S., he returned to France with new zeal for
developing and the lowering of barriers to international trade (Kindleberger 1975, 38).70
The end point of the political battle between free trade and protectionism—and
thus decisive action on the question des sucres—would not be secured until 1860. LouisNapoleon had been imprisoned at Ham from October 1840 to his escape in May 1846.
Upon the 1848 overthrow of the citizen king, Louis-Philippe, Louis-Napoleon was
elected president and in 1852 he led a coup to proclaim himself Emperor Napoleon III.
While at Ham, Louis-Napoleon had written of his willingness to establish free trade.
Letting the French colonies trade freely with foreign countries “is so much in the nature
of things that the governors of Martinique and Guadeloupe had recourse to these means
in 1839 to deplete the products encumbering the colonies and which were,
extraordinarily, it is true, more expensive on the foreign markets than on the French
markets” (Bonaparte 1842, 93-94). As noted above, Louis-Napoleon sought to secure as
broad a base of political support as possible for his position on the sugar blocs. He
worked to please both sides, to “conserve [beet sugar] while combining its existence with
the well-being of the colonies” (Bonaparte 1842, 108).
Once in power, Louis-Napoleon, influenced deeply by the Saint-Simonians and
Chevalier, changed the state’s political orientations toward the free trade position. A
strong authoritarian government was the key to turning French policy away from
complete protectionism of the early Restoration (not to mention Napoleon I’s régime) to
embrace the developing free trade ideas of the 1840s and 1850s (Daumard 1976, 158;
Kindleberger 1975, 50). “The administrative state, reinvigorated by imperial rule, was
securely in control,” Fox (1971, 132) writes, “not only of the agricultural community but
70
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of the entire country as well.” Without the reinstallation of an empire, France seemed
destined to continue to guard national markets as it had one way or another since the midseventeenth century.
Napoleon III prepared (secretly, according to Goubert 1988, 393) in the 1850s for
the switch from the protectionist state orientation to the free trade treaty with Great
Britain, the signing of which, in January 1860, startled French industry. The treaty was
negotiated by heavyweight ideologues Michel Chevalier for the French and Richard
Cobden for the British, and was a follow-up to Napoleon III’s decrees in 1852 and 1853
that had relaxed national protections. Adeline Daumard argues that the free trade treaty
can be seen as a “révolution douanière” (customs revolution) or “révolution économique”
(economic revolution), which she argues indicates among other things a strength of
confidence, at least on the part of the negotiants and signatory states, sufficient to begin
to accept and invite international competition (Daumard 1976, 158).
The Cobden-Chevalier Treaty came when the emperor was starting to examine
expanding the empire and navigating a fragile relationship with the British in regard to
contested and contestable markets and territories around the world. Crimea was one
contested location, where war was fought between 1853 and 1856, with the French and
British as allies. Similarly, in the Pacific France and England jockeyed for territorial
control (Kindleberger 1975, 39). The British used the treaty both to slow continental
developments in manufacturing (“free-trade imperialism,” according to Kindleberger)
and to maintain British neutrality (Kindleberger 1975, 33, 36, 40).71 Richard Cobden, the
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British agent in the treaty negotiations, was a politician who, with a Quaker named John
Bright, established the Manchester School in the 1820s, which advocated a policy of free
trade without government interference. Cobden was best known for his fight to repeal the
Corn Laws in the 1840s.72
The 1860 treaty had far-reaching consequences. For one, it allowed the
government of the Second Empire to abolish the sliding scale for wheat pricing.
Secondly, and crucially in light of the sugar question, it ended the pacte colonial in its
most practical economic terms, by allowing open commerce between French colonies and
foreign countries in 1861.73 In 1866, no further surtaxes were charged on foreign imports
to France. “Gradually, the free-trader spirit penetrated all commercial French legislation,”
Daumard remarks (1976, 158). Within France, the treaty’s effects also reacted with
further development of railroads and other signs of industrial development, to the point
that it may be argued that the treaty is one kind of start date to “full” industrialization of
France, despite the intentions of Great Britain (Kindleberger 1975, 40). Policy was not
immediately and completely liberalized, however, but relaxed piecemeal by the 1860

([1944] 1957). It seems counterintuitive, however, to admit that a process of economic nationalism
(“liberalization”) could give way to something of a meaninglessness of the national unit.
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The Anti-Corn Law League of the 1840s was an effort to abolish the Corn Laws, which protected British
cereal producers. The League earned massive popular support in Britain and eventually won its demands.
In the process, Cobden and the League’s leaders convinced their followers that economic protectionist
policies hurt the British everyman. Cobden’s speeches were set in terms of a higher standard of living, to
afford “surplus of earnings on meat and vegetables, butter, milk and cheese,” even though Cobden’s
writings suggest that protectionism hurts manufacturing and commercial classes the most (Kindleberger
1975, 32). Polanyi ([1944] 1957, 166) cites the Anti-Corn Law agitation and legislation as later events to
liberalize that had benefited from the repeal of the Speenhamland protections of British laborers. The AntiCorn Law League directly inspired Bastiat’s Association pour la Liberté des Échanges (Daumard 1976,
157), and, thus, had an indirect effect on the contest between the cane and beet blocs as they were caught in
the developments of the free trade concept.
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French overseas producers gladly accepted liberalization. In 1872, with the removal of Napoleon III, they
adopted a nearly unanimous position to resist renunciation of trade treaties in order to uphold the trade
policies of the Second Empire (Smith 1977, 307).
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treaty, further liberalizing moves in the 1860s, an 1872 measure, and more radical
changes after 1880 (Daumard 1976, 159).
The Cobden-Chevalier Treaty was precedent-setting in that it was “reciprocal”
because it included a “most-favored-nation clause.” Neither party could enforce any
prohibition on imports or exports that did not also apply to other nations. This kind of
requirement prevents parties from favoring any other nation more than the other signatory
to the agreement, in effect making bilateral agreements multilateral in nature. The
Cobden-Chevalier treaty became the worldwide model for this type of sovereign
reciprocity agreement.
For French agriculture, however, the 1860 agreement did not have immediate
effects. Throughout the period 1800-1850, “lower” levels of French society were much
less concerned with the economic debates than elites, economists, and decision-makers
(Todd 2004). By 1860, rural peasant farmers were still “largely immune to foreign
competition because of the incompleteness of the railway system,” Smith (1977, 296)
maintains, and were thus relatively unconcerned with trade treaties.74 Commercial
farmers, on the other hand, including beet sugar agro-industrial producers, wine growers
of Bordeaux and Languedoc, and wheat growers in the north and west, were much more
concerned. They shipped increasingly to foreign markets and benefited from the opening
in trade occasioned by Cobden-Chevalier (Smith 1977, 296).
The sugar question, which had been so contentious in the first half of the
nineteenth century, was effectively decided by the turn of the twentieth. Despite British
proposals in the 1860s to abolish bounties for sugar exports, because of delays, evasions,
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the Méline tariff) and affixing protectionism to electoral politics (Fox 1971, 143, 145).
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and ambiguities in penalties, it was not until March 1902 that a Sugar Convention was
held at Brussels, Belgium to officially agree upon sugar trade relations among nine
European nations including France and England. In the intervening years, Germany,
Austria, and Russia had developed their own beet sugar industries (Martineau 1904, 3436). The 1902 Brussels Convention came into effect in September 1903 and required
abolition of all bounties or the imposition of duties not less than the bounties the
exporting country might offer for sugar (Guyot 1902, 419). The Brussels Convention
provided that any signatory country could at its discretion entirely prohibit imports of
sugar that had benefited from national bounties elsewhere (Taussig 1903, 131). The same
general problem persisted through the Third Republic (1870-1940), as politicians
continually attempted to establish a national vision for future French economic
development and France’s “proper economic relationship with the rest of the world”
(Smith 1977, 307).
In this chapter, I have shown the historical conjunction of the cane and beet sugar
complexes, using the constructed identity between the sugars as commodities and the
historical circumstances of bloc politics between their interests. These serve as
preconditions for the split sugar market’s place in the developing ideologies of free trade
liberalism. The next chapter details the lasting, transformative effects of these processes
of economic nationalism and the liberal answer to the sugar question on the colony of
Guyane, a territory non-contiguous with mainland France, with seemingly rich untapped
potential.
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CHAPTER 4: GUYANE
The conjunction between the cane sugar and beet sugar complexes in the French national
sugar market had causes and effects in the French mainland and French Caribbean
territories. Often grouped as one of the French Antilles, the colony of Guyane Française
(French Guiana), on the northeast lip of the South American mainland, serves as an
illustrative example of the effects of the sugar conjunction on French colonial ideologies.
Guyane was a relatively sparsely populated colony at a time when its fellow colonies,
Saint-Domingue, Martinique, and Guadeloupe in particular, were experiencing massive
growth of cane agriculture. The conceptual space Guyane came to fill after the
conjunction, as a penal colony starting in 1851, conditioned by the seeming emptiness of
the space of exportable produce before and during the conjunction, indicates the
reverberations of French economic nationalism and the influence of the French sugar
market on colonial ideologies.
Guyane exemplified the effect of economic nationalism on shifting
conceptualizations of value and uses for French overseas possessions, as those were
differentially related to the two sugar complexes. I note how ideas about the value and
use for Guyane shifted from perceptions of the place as a relatively unsuccessful colonial
embodiment of the cane complex, a weak exporter, to a place open to possibilities that
were delimited by sugar production for colonial contribution to the French national
economy.
To demonstrate how this process worked out, first I briefly describe French early
encounters with Guyane. Although efforts that shaped these encounters reveal ways
Guyane was categorized as Antillean and colonial, they also reveal how, in practice, this
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categorization did not result in the colony’s successful development of cane agriculture
and sugar production. Nevertheless, from an ideological standpoint, ideas for its use
value relied on the same processes that had set conditions for the social, political, and
economic phenomenon of cane sugar production across the French Caribbean. Second, in
order to understand the repeated disjunction of ideas for use and practical outcomes faced
by the French, I consider the many failed schemes implemented before 1809, the year in
which British-Portuguese occupation (1809-1817) challenged French control over the
space. Activities during the pre-occupation period show French conceptualization of
Guyane as a space of possibility in contrast to views held of other French colonial
possessions. The period of conjunction for the sugar complexes followed the BritishPortuguese occupation. Next, I explore the implications of co-occurrence of a second set
of schemes and scams, following the occupation, with the sugar conjunction, as detailed
in chapter 3. Here I am concerned with how the co-occurrence was influenced and was,
to some extent, predetermined by ways the cane complex had established Guyane’s use
value as a contributor to the French national economy. Finally, to investigate direct and
indirect causes linking the sugar conjunction and resultant shift in the status of Guyane as
a colony, I examine how the conjunction influenced the selection of Guyane as a site for
a penal colony. This colony, later known as Devil’s Island, was established in 1851 and
1852. With its use value pitted against criteria based in the Antillean cane complex, I
show how debates about territory and product-based differential access to rights of
participation in French domains had direct causal links to the resulting use of the colony
for detention of criminals. By conviction of certain types of crimes, these onceFrenchmen no longer had any rights of access to French citizenship.
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The existing consensus on links among settlement schemes, relations to the
national sugar market, and establishment of Devil’s Island is implicit at best.75 Few
primary documents have been analyzed and secondary analyses do not concentrate on
specific causes. Even causes associated with the cane complex’s dominance have not
been central in social analyses. Thus, of necessity, I devote attention to this causality in
Guyanais history and what may be said of its contribution to conditions that set the
course for development of this place as a French territory during the mid-nineteenth
century.76 My historical account is shaped by my intention to glean from the existing
literature what it can be made to show about direct and indirect causal influence of the
competition of beet and cane sugar complexes on ideologies of national autarky, and on
shifts in the conceptualization of belonging to and right of participation in the French
nation.
Guyane and the people in Guyane provide an exemplar case for the analysis
because the colony’s development during the period 1800 to 1860 can be shown to result
from shifts in the meaning of “colonial,” beginning with reliance on the viability of
Antillean cane sugar and shifting as that viability began to wane. When the French
reconsidered Guyane for further settlement and development, the question des sucres
changed the conceivable options for what the colony could produce, consume, and
symbolize for the French nation.
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The literature on Guyane covers eighteenth- and nineteenth-century schemes to develop and claim the
space, but does not center on how commodities, such as sugar, influenced those schemes. One exception is
the excellent analysis of roucou (dye) cultivation and production in Guyane and the Antilles from the 1600s
by José M. Saint-Martin (1989). Tomich (1990) focuses on cane sugar and emancipation in the period
1830-1848, but the illustrative case used is that of Martinique.
76
Far more in-depth works on Guyanais history and society include Marie-José Jolivet’s La Question
Créole (1982).
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The French Claim
Since the early seventeenth century, Guyane has been socially, politically, and
economically continuous with societies of the Caribbean and the French have laid special
claim to the territory between the Oyapock and Maroni rivers with but few interruptions
from other European powers. Guyane is located just north of the equator, on the
northeastern edge of South America. The flat coastal plain, which was explored and
settled by Europeans during the establishment of the French Caribbean cane complex,
ranges between ten and forty miles wide. The modern overseas department retains the
borders set for most of the colony’s history, the Maroni River to the west (bordering
Suriname, then Dutch Guiana) and the Oyapock River to the east (bordering Brazil, then
Portuguese territory). At high tide and during seasonal fluctuations, the rivers swell,
leaving water-logged salt swamps and marshes that encourage grasses and sedges and
make human travel and land use difficult. The territory’s dry season (August to October)
and wet season (November to July) differ sharply, with yearly rainfall in the hundreds of
inches (Lowenthal 1952, 23).
The land area within the territory on the South American mainland is vast
compared to other French Caribbean colonies, relatively small, sometimes very
mountainous islands often of volcanic origin. Only Louisiana was comparable to Guyane
in land area among the French New World colonies (Trouillot 1982, 343). But what it
provides in space, Guyane lacks in accessibility, especially due to unfavorable trade
winds (Bain, Auger, and LeRoux 2011, 210). An Atlantic Ocean trip from west to east
down Guyane’s coast took over a month in the 1830s, while the same trip in the opposite
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direction took three days. Similarly, a trip from the Antilles to Cayenne lasted up to two
months, while the reverse trip took about six days (Curtis 2008, 27, 30).
FRENCH
GUIANA(Gritzner 1963, 163).
Figure 14. Map of Guyane
Française
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Difficulty of access meant erratic provisioning for much of Guyane’s history and not
always preferential access to French markets and French sources of labor, including
slaves during the slave trade and laborers provided by indentureship contracts (Bain,
Auger, and LeRoux 2011, 216).
Though Columbus sighted the Guyanais coast in 1498, Europeans did not
establish strongholds there until the early 1600s. Between 1600 and 1610, French,
British, and Dutch colonists made forays into the region (Marley 2005, 779). French
settlement occurred in Guyane in 1626 by traders from Rouen (Boromé 1967, 39). In the
meantime, French settlement continued across the Caribbean on Saint Christophe (now
Saint Kitts) in 1626 and by 1635 in Martinique and Guadeloupe in the Lesser Antilles.
Spain officially ceded the western third of Hispaniola in the Greater Antilles to France as
Saint-Domingue in 1697 (Mandelblatt 2007, 19, 22).
Several official European colonizing missions were made to settle Guyane, often
with disastrous outcomes (Bain, Auger, and Le Roux 2011, 209). In 1643, 400 French
soldiers built a settlement at Cayenne. Less than a year later, sixty of the remaining
soldiers defected westward to Dutch territory. In 1645, another forty survivors in
Cayenne fled to Saint Kitts, leaving thirty people behind. In 1652, another French group
was sent to Cayenne, at first only sixty men, followed by 800 others on two ships sent
from Le Havre. These people installed garrisons but did not successfully repel attacks by
the Amerindians. The 400 survivors fled a year later, again west to Dutch territory. A
third attempt was made in 1654 by Dutch Jewish refugees from Brazil, who brought
slaves and the ideas driving the cane complex with them (see chapter 1; Marley 2005,
780; Bain, Auger, and Le Roux 2011, 209).
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In 1663 and 1664, France asserted a strong claim over Guyane, sending the
Compagnie de la France Équinoxiale and over 1,000 people to retake the region around
Cayenne. The Jewish settlers were sent to Dutch Guiana and replaced by 510 French with
145 slaves and a sizable number of Jesuit missionaries (Bain, Auger, and Le Roux 2011,
209; Marley 2005, 781). The British briefly attacked and occupied the area in 1667-1668
and the Dutch attempted to retake the area ten years later. The Treaty of Nijmegen in
August 1678 definitely settled French possession of Guyane until 1809 (Marley 2005,
781-782).
The Jesuits who arrived in the 1660s “had the financial means to experiment with
various agricultural techniques” and ensured that Amerindians would not be enslaved. As
“religious capitalists” with explicit protection for economic enterprise from Pope Gregory
XIII (under a bull of 1575 authorizing exclusive commercial rights for Jesuits in the New
World), the Jesuits in Guyane established the earliest plantations, which supported
missions and schools (Bain, Auger, and Le Roux 2011, 219). They grew sugar, which,
archaeological records suggest, began to decline in quality and quantity at the end of the
1740s, when the Jesuits turned to indigo, cotton, and eventually coffee. By 1750, sugar
was abandoned completely at Habitation Loyola, the largest Jesuit mission in Guyane. In
1764, for political reasons in mainland France, Louis XV expelled Jesuits from France
and French territories. The last Jesuits left Guyane in 1768, resulting in the abandonment
of some plantations and founding of others in new locations (Bain, Auger, and Le Roux
2011, 217; Boromé 1967, 39).
Following Jesuit removal, some sugar mills and plantations were reestablished
and France continued to send settlers, including some convicts, to people Guyane. The
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slave trade also imported people to the area, but in smaller numbers relative to the rest of
the Caribbean. Most plantations in Guyane were small, settled by people more easily
called farmers (petit colons) who lived on their estates, rather than the absentee members
of the plantocracy in other colonies. The range of enterprises relied on slave labor, but
when there were too few slaves, they relied on indentured laborers, known as engagés or
les 36 mois. Guyanais plantations did not always or even mostly grow sugar cane.
Instead, settled on high (poor) land that did not require empoldering (diking), the earliest
plantations grew roucou (also called annatto), used for red dyes, indigo, tobacco, cotton,
cocoa, and subsistence produce. Lowland polders were not used until the late 1700s
(Bain, Auger, and Le Roux 2011, 209-210).
Throughout these early settlement efforts, Guyane remained relatively sparsely
populated, especially for its size, in contrast to colonies like Saint-Domingue. In the mid1700s, Guyane had a total of 5,500 people, of whom 5,000 (ninety-one percent) were
slaves. By 1789, there were 11,800 people, eighty-nine percent of whom were slaves
(Lowenthal 1952, 23, 41). As a result of its sparse population, the colony was comprised
of relatively small, isolated, necessarily rather self-sufficient enterprises, with planters
generally living on their estates and managing their slaves. Though Guyane maintained
organization characteristic of the cane complex, it was never the front-runner in
developing infrastructure to suit cane agriculture. In terms of population density, slave
imports, and agricultural practices, Guyane lagged among the Antillean colonies.
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Figure 15. Cultivation data for Guyane, 1818-1841 (Compagnie 1844; Itier 1844).

Product

Year

Roucou
(dye)

1818
1836
1839
1840
1841
1818
1836
1839
1840
1841
1818
1836
1839
1840
1841
1818
1836
1839
1840
1841
1818
1839
1840
1818
1839
1840
1839
1840
1839
1840
1839
1840

Cotton

Sugar

Clove
(Girofle)

Cacao
Coffee
Cinnamon
Nutmeg
Pepper

Hectares
cultivated
655
1,760
2,657
2,490
2,473
1,863
2,746
2,389
2,303
2,343
567
1,571
1,305
1,363
1,315
732
829
1,179
1,000
1,158
360
167
192
171
156
209
9
10
1
2
114
32

Number of rural
plantations

Number of slaves
for cultivation

124
147
131
118

2,693
3,802
3,732
3,657

128
78
71
65

2,960
2,671
2,691
2,692

51
28
28
26

4,932
3,454
3,489
3,312

40
41
39
39

1,508
1,477
1,477
1,508

9
11

319
259

12
14

66
217

3
3

197
92
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Figure 16. Population in Guyane Française, 1697-1842 (Boromé 1967, 40; Itier 1844,
92; Lowenthal 1952, 23, 41; Marley 2005).

Year

White Population

1697
1716
1735
1749
1759
1763
1776
1789
1807
(Pre-Occupation)
1817
1818
(Restoration)
1837

352
296
484
777
456
575
977
1,307
969

1842

Free Mulatto and Free
Black Population
13

Slave Population

21
64
200
494
1,040

1,399
2,536
4,416
5,471
5,571
6,996
8,499
10,748
13,474

800
1,698

15,000
13,369

13

700
989
5,056 (free)

16,592 (slave)

5,746 (free)

14,883 (slave)

n.b. This chart does not include Amerindian or Maroon populations. Empty spots indicate a lack of data.

Figure 17. Graph of population in Guyane based on figure 16 data.
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As discussed in the introduction, the component parts of the cane and beet
complexes are not comparable to each other in the same way that the complexes
themselves are comparable. Moreover, the fact that the plantations in Guyane were
generally smaller than those in other French Antillean colonies does not disqualify them
or the colony from being considered characteristic of the cane complex as a social,
political, and economic phenomenon. Cane agriculture itself is not equivalent to the cane
complex. Yet Guyane was an embodiment of the cane complex in its organization until
and during the period of conjunction (1800-1860), even though it was never the
instantiation of that complex with the most developed or widest extent of cane agriculture
and processing.
Early Schemes and Scams
During the period of French control from 1678 to 1809, French state officials and private
citizens implemented a number of schemes to increase the population of Guyane, a
colony exporting few commodities and thus relatively peripheral within the FrenchAtlantic commodities circuit. Guyane remained sparsely populated by 1809, however,
with total numbers reaching only about 15,500. Eighty-seven percent of the population
were slaves, seven percent were free black or mulatto, and six percent were white
(Marley 2005, 785).77 The schemes were often also scams, David Lowenthal (1952, 23)
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As noted in figure 16, these numbers do not reflect the presence of Amerindian or Maroon groups.
Although culturally continuous with the Caribbean, Guyane is part of the South American mainland, which
means other populations besides those constituting the core of colonial society existed in the region. These
included a variety of Amerindian groups and populations of escaped slaves, Maroons, who had developed
strongholds in the southern forests of neighboring Dutch Guiana and British Guiana throughout the
eighteenth century. See works by Richard Price and Sally Price (Price 1973, 1990, 2007, 2012; Price and
Price 2003). There is a long history of movement of Maroons from Dutch-claimed territory into French
colonial territory. In particular, in the late 1700s, a group of Maroons (the Boni) moved into French
Guyanais territory and waged intermittent war against the colonists of coastal Dutch Guiana, and had
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contends, because they were often led by “French gentlemen-adventurers, devoid of
capital and common-sense, lacking persistence and qualities of leadership,” which often
meant failure. Efforts were continually made to render the colony profitable, with
recruitments of new colonists and engagés (de Groot 1975, 44). Peopling techniques
varied, but often set up soldiers to be cultivators, for whom transportation was paid by the
state and from whom service and loyalty to the state was guaranteed. Other plans sent
European immigrant families, justifying them as either the best or worst option for
settlement, depending on schemers’ beliefs about race and geography (Bruleaux 1992,
157).
The sparse plantation system in Guyane before 1809 grew limited amounts of
crops for export: sugar, tobacco, cotton, indigo, vanilla, annatto (Marley 2005, 782).
Sugar was grown only by wealthier planters who had adequate slave labor (Lowenthal
1952, 25). Slave ships and other ships were consistently reluctant to call at Cayenne.
Apart from the poor location and shallow depth of Cayenne’s sea port, slave merchants
were unsatisfied by the marginal profits Guyane supplied to their trade (de Groot 1975,
44). Small plantation owners were often indebted to slave traders in a vicious cycle of
simultaneously decreasing exports and decreasing shipments of slaves for labor to
produce those exports (Curtis 2008, 27). Plantation operations remained small and
closely directed by their owners; most colonists had less than six slaves and only a few
had several dozen in the late 1700s (de Groot 1975, 44).
The early period of schemes and scams was characterized by explorers and
naturalists, either scouting locations and resources or accompanying European settlement

political dealings with French settlers, administrators, and other Maroons, specifically the Djuka (de Groot
1975, 44; cf. Price 1990; Price and Price 2003).
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missions. From early times, the South American Amazon was supposedly the location of
mythical Manoa, the city of gold owned by the mythical king, El Dorado (Lowenthal
1952, 23). Throughout the eighteenth century, naturalists attempted to study Guyane, the
equator, the Amazon and its river tributary systems, the types of plants that might
produce commodities for export and scientific experiment, and general flora and fauna.
Mapping was a major project for more than one naturalist-explorer in the name of French
settlement (Lescure 1992, 61-66).78
The Seven Years’ War (1756-1763) briefly interrupted French trade across all
French New World colonies. Cayenne was serviced by Dutch or Italian ships and often
benefited from prizes taken from the British by French privateers on the open seas
(Marley 2005, 783). At the end of the conflict, France lost Canada, except for the small
outposts at Saint-Pierre and Miquelon (Curtis 2008, 27). After this loss, the ancien
régime took new interest in Guyane as one of the remaining colonies—and one of the
largest (Lowenthal 1952, 22).
In 1763, a French planter in Guyane, Bruletout de Préfontaine, published a book
in Paris that became hugely influential in setting up an image of the rural colonial idyll,
which would inspire the most disastrous of the pre-occupation settlement schemes.
Préfontaine’s Maison Rustique “apotheosized the individualistic upland cultivation”
(Lowenthal 1952, 26). As a manual, the book convinced people in Paris, even the naval
minister, Étienne-François de Choiseul, that Guyane was a possible answer to French
colonial needs, especially in competition with the British.79 Some contemporaries
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For an overview of the history of French colonial science, see McClellan and Regourd (2000) or, for
general information relevant to Guyane, see Osborne (2005).
79
Étienne-François de Choiseul (Duc de Choiseul, Comte de Stainville) dominated Louis XV’s government
from 1758 to 1700, having allied himself with the king’s favorite, Madame de Pompadour, and having

124
would die in the colony. The Kourou Expedition, as it came to be known, remains one of
the most infamous peopling schemes because of the loss of life and squandering of
resources (Lowenthal 1952, 27; Marley 2005, 783; Boromé 1967, 40; de Groot 1975, 44;
Esptein 1984). It was Choiseul’s primary objective to “establish the new colony by
whites [en blancs], especially because the population is more consistent with the views of
justice and humanity that move his majesty” (Choiseul quoted in Lowenthal 1952, 27).
To head the expedition, Choiseul chose Étienne François Turgot,81 colonel of dragoons,
and made Thibault de Chanvalon82 second in command.
The goal of the expedition was the subdivision of land between the Kourou and
Maroni rivers in western Guyane into seigneuries of 1,600 acres each and given to
colonists. Ads were printed soliciting colonists, sometimes with maps from Maison
Rustique. One ad promised, “the Europeans who stay in this beautiful country that gives
two yearly harvests, get land to own upon arrival; they are fed, housed, well clothed, and
provided with everything they need for themselves, their wives and their children, for two
and a half years” (Lowenthal 1952, 28). The ads solicited Frenchmen, but “Turgot’s
rapacious agents were not particular . . . . They considered it their business to get as many
volunteers and make as much money as they could in the shortest possible time”
(Lowenthal 1952, 28). Consequently, the agents looked as far as Germany, Belgium,
Switzerland, and Malta. Pierre-Victor Malouet, future governor of Guyane, was an
administrator in the French navy as the Kourou Expedition began to recruit families.
81

Étienne François Turgot was the brother of Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot, the physiocrats minister in the
1770s (discussed in chapter 1). Étienne was a professional soldier, having served in Malta, as well as an
amateur botanist and agronomist (Lowenthal 1952, 28).
82
Jean-Baptiste Mathieu Thibault de Chanvalon was born in Martinique in 1725, had studied in Paris, and
was sent back to research Martinique’s economic possibilities. In 1756, his studies were destroyed by a
hurricane and Chanvalon was reassigned to go with Turgot’s ill-fated mission to Guyane (Lescure 1992,
61).
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Malouet was charged with reviewing the volunteers before they boarded the ships and
wrote in retrospect: “It was a deplorable spectacle even for my inexperience, that this
multitude of fools of all classes who counted on a quick fortune, including peasant
workers, capitalists, young well-educated people, entire families of artisans, bourgeois,
gentlemen, a crowd of military and civilian employees, finally a troop of actors,
musicians, destined for the amusement of the new colony” (Malouet 1801, 1:5). Malouet
witnessed the expedition’s preparations in France, which became a disaster in Guyane, a
reverberating marred idyll of the rustic colonial life—a representation with which every
subsequent governor of Guyane would have to contend, including Malouet.
The 14,000 Europeans sent to Guyane for the Kourou Expedition arrived in
waves. First, the advance scouting party of 127 arrived in early 1763 with Préfontaine as
director. The governor at the time refused to loan them slaves, so Préfontaine used his
connections to borrow slaves from Jesuits to help build fourteen rows of leaf-covered
huts. The second wave consisted of 300 colonists arriving at Kourou in October, followed
only a month later by Chanvalon leading 1,437. In March 1764, despite Chanvalon’s
concerns, another 1,400 arrived and were dispatched to the Îles du Salut off the coast near
Cayenne because of crowding in Kourou. Later in 1764, another 2,000 arrived, many of
whom were from Alsace and Lorraine in northeastern France.83 In a departure from
normally welcoming incoming ships, people in Cayenne closed the port to ships carrying
Kourou immigrants as the administrators sought locations to disperse colonists. But such
dispersal efforts did not succeed in alleviating the crowding and onset of epidemic
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In fact, many French emigrating to the New World from the late 1700s through the mid-1800s came from
regions in Basque areas, the Alps, and Alsace and Lorraine (Armengaud 1976, 207). Interesting historical
studies could be made of these overseas migration trends and resulting long-distance connections.

126
diseases (Lowenthal 1952, 29-31).84 Lowenthal cites an unwillingness of the colonists to
work, rather than simply own. He argues that fewer than half of the colonists made any
attempt to cultivate crops. This may be attributable to immigrants’ understandings of the
cane complex. Likely envisioning vast plantations as in Maison Rustique, the colonists
did not expect such a lack of infrastructure for commodity exports and basic habitation.85
Once Turgot reached Cayenne in 1765, after the number of immigrants reached
its peak of 14,000, he brought charges against Chanvalon and returned to France with the
survivors, numbering only 919. Chanvalon was arrested, convicted, and imprisoned in the
Bastille. Turgot was exiled. The expedition cost over 10,000 lives and thirty million
francs, and did immeasurable damage to the reputations of all involved and to the image
of the colony in France (Lowenthal 1952, 32; Marley 2005, 783; Boromé 1967, 40).
Blame was directed at the administrators for lack of planning and for recruiting the wrong
people; it seemed simply that tropical climates or idleness were fatal to white Europeans
(Bruleaux 1992, 158). Malouet (1801, 3:245) offers a blunt assessment: “Transplanting
the populace to a torrid zone, dumping it on infertile soil; imagine northern artisans and
peasants becoming laborers under a burning sun; having no other kind of cultivation, no
means of subsistence except paralytic arms; there is the necessary cause that transformed
Kourou into a vast cemetery.” Despite the unforgettable losses of Kourou, schemes and
scams continued to find favor at court, with little or no understanding of conditions on the
ground in Guyane. Choiseul founded a new company three years later, in 1767, the only
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Yellow fever is commonly point to as the most prevalent of fatal diseases in Guyane, though tuberculosis
has also been mentioned (Boromé 1967; Bruleaux 1992).
85
Further research is needed to understand the expectations of the Kourou colonists and the role of sugar
cane cultivation in those expectations. It is beyond the scope of this thesis.
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result of which was spending 800,000 francs and introducing “a few head of cattle”
(Lowenthal 1952, 33).
Alexandre-Ferdinand, Baron de Bessner, a later governor of Guyane, formed a
company in 1775 and 1776 to install twelve sugar mills along the Approuage River, and
planned to use Amerindian and Maroon labor from French and Dutch territory (Bruleaux
1992, 159). Bessner hoped to invite non-Jesuit missionaries to Guyane to set up
administrative infrastructure along lines established by the colony’s former Jesuit
missionaries, guiding what he estimated would be the 100,000 Amerindians and 20,000
Maroon laborers (Lowenthal 1952, 33). While Bessner seems in retrospect a “well-meant,
‘enlightened,’ but impracticable and utopia” (de Groot 1975, 44), Malouet reported after
the fact that “impracticable” could have been a gross understatement. “I told him that
Guyane cannot be an important colony; but all that has been done so far, and all that is
proposed [by Bessner], seems crazy” (Malouet 1801, 1:15). Malouet arrived in 1776 and
was able to defeat Bessner’s scheme by disputing his population estimates of
Amerindians and Maroons (Lowenthal 1952, 33).
But Malouet’s own well-intentioned scheme would also fail. As he began his stint
as a French intendant in Guyane, Malouet met colonists who were “poor, ignorant, and
satisfied by their manner of living, drunk on their prejudices . . . [and] accustomed to
receiving help of all kinds” (Malouet 1801, 3:104). Enterprise was, in Malouet’s opinion,
chased from the colony because of a lack of dedication to labor to build infrastructure and
the commercial foundation of the colony within the circuit of commodities, a disorder
“provoked and directed by the government.” The very name Cayenne “now frightens all
capitalists repelled by the long line of enterprises and their unfortunate outcome . . . . The
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government cannot hope to see the rebirth of an interesting settlement in this part of
America” (Malouet 1801, 3:272-273). From his Collection de Mémoires (1801), it is
clear that Malouet understood Guyane’s problem in terms of the commodities circuit and
was upset that sugar or tobacco were not being grown and exported. By his account,
planters were producing rum that was consumed in Guyane (Malouet 1801; Lowenthal
1952, 36). After investigating techniques for empoldering in Dutch Guiana, Malouet
brought Dutch engineer Jean Samuel Guisan to Guyane to survey the territory, develop a
land use scheme, and begin empoldering the swampy lowlands around Cayenne
(Lowenthal 1952, 37-38).86 Empoldering would enable Guyane to rise to what, according
to de Groot (1975, 44), was perceived as Dutch Guiana’s “relative success, as a
plantation enterprise and as a slave colony, [which] was viewed with envious eyes by the
French.” Following the survey, Malouet created a highland timber reserve, imported
spice trees to the government nursery from the Dutch East Indies, continued state
sponsorship for herds of cattle in inland areas, and made plans for large-scale diking on
the coast and smaller poldering projects near Cayenne. The colonists in Guyane were
largely against Malouet’s schemes, with even the aging Préfontaine (from retirement at
his estate on the Kourou River) warning against forcing the colonists to work. Malouet
left Guyane in 1778, disenchanted, to be succeeded by Bessner (Lowenthal 1952, 3840).87, 88
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Writing about the history of Cayenne, Marley (2005, 784) claims that Malouet imported Swiss engineer
Paul Guizan to make a canal. It seems that this Guizan was the same person as Lowenthal’s (1952, 38) Jean
Samuel Guisan, the Dutch engineer who built a canal when the poldering project began. Guisan (Guizan?)
remained in Guyane after Malouet left office, and founded the town of Villebois/Guizenbourg on the
Approuage River. According to Lowenthal (1952, 40), he built a major sugar factory.
87
After his service in Guyane, Malouet was involved with the planters in Saint-Domingue. Upset by the
increasing number of free blacks and mulattos in French Hispaniola, the white elites of the colony
petitioned the British government to become a colony of the British empire. Malouet was chosen as the
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The French Revolution of 1789 unleashed chaos in Cayenne. Riots broke out
among slaves and white colonists alike; plantations on the Approuage and most of the
village of Villebois were set on fire (Marley 2005, 784; Lowenthal 1952, 41). Four
months after the storming of the Bastille, 100 soldiers arrived in Cayenne and took
control from the royalist governor, Jacques-Martin de Bourgon. Throughout the colonies,
the French empire would be torn by internal loyalties that were expressed in French
politics between revolutionary and royalist factions, with contradictory directives
sometimes coming from France and contradictory implementation locally (Marley 2005,
784).89 Two important outcomes from the revolutionary period for Guyane were the 1794
emancipation decree and the first wave of political prisoners from France to be sent into
exile in Guyane.
The French abolition of the slave trade and the first emancipation of the slaves in
1794 came less than two decades after Bordeaux had reached its zenith of profit from the
slave trade in 1780 (Saugera 1999, 78). The Déclaration des Droits de l’Homme et du
Citoyen had been proclaimed in 1791. Upon arrival of the news of emancipation, planters
in outlying areas fled to Cayenne, slaves fled plantations, and remaining colonial
planters’ representative, due to “his position as a plantation owner, his approval of negro slavery, and his
reputation as a man of high education and integrity” (Lokke 1939, 382).
88
Further settlement plans were made in the 1780s, including one to send Acadian orphans from former
French Canada to Guyane and another to settle soldiers at Iracoubo in Guyane (Bruleaux 1992, 158, 160).
For further historical research on settlement schemes following Kourou, between 1763 and 1789, see
Traver (2011).
The Marquis de Lafayette, famous for his part in the American Revolution, also made plans in
Guyane. In 1783, he wrote to George Washington proposing to jointly purchase a small estate to
“experiment to free the negroes, and use them only as tenants.” In June 1785, he instructed his attorney to
buy an estate on the condition that the previous owner not sell or exchange any of the slaves. He wrote to
Washington, “You Remember an idea which I imparted to you three years ago—I am Going to try it in the
french [sic] Colony of Cayenne—But will write more fully on the Subject in my other letters” (Lafayette to
Washington, 14 July 1785). Seven months later he wrote again: “an other [sic] Secret I intrust [sic] to you,
my dear General, is that I Have purchased for Hundred and twenty five thousand French livres a plantation
in the Colony of Cayenne and am going to free my Negroes in order to Make that Experiment which you
know is My Hobby Horse” (Lafayette to Washington, 6 February 1786).
89
For more on the period of the 1789 Revolution in the French Antilles, see Adélaïde-Merlande (1992).
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administrators were pressed to requisition labor any way possible (Marley 2005, 784;
Lowenthal 1952, 41). In 1802, with the Treaty of Amiens temporarily repairing relations
between England and France, slave traders went to Paris to lobby Napoleon to reinstitute
the trade, and slavery was reestablished in Guyane under the administration of Governor
Victor Hugues (Saugera 1999, 78; Boromé 1967, 40; Marley 2005, 785; Lowenthal 1952,
42; see also Sarge 2013).90 As historian Laurent Dubois (1999, 364) notes “the struggle
over slavery during the 1790s transformed the meaning of citizenship and presaged the
later struggles over the political and legal rights of the colonized. The period was a
turning point in the history of French empire, when the elimination of slavery created an
imperial nation-state in which the same laws were applied in the metropole and the
colonies.” The struggle over enslavement and the uses of freedom and citizenship
continued across the French Caribbean, including in Saint-Domingue, which experienced
revolt in 1791 and eventual freedom as the new state of Haiti (Dubois 1999, 364; Marley
2005, 784; Adélaïde-Merlande 1992; Spieler 2009).91
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As Dubois (1999) writes, Victor Hugues is a very interesting character of the revolutionary-era Antilles.
He was born in France and traveled to the Americas, eventually opening a shop and owning slaves in Portau-Prince, Saint-Domingue. Just after the beginning of the Haitian Revolution, Hugues fled to France,
becoming connected with the Jacobins and eventually serving as a judge in a revolutionary tribunal in the
port town of Rochefort during the French Revolution. Because of his qualifications, Hugues was appointed
by the Committee of Public Safety to carry the emancipation decree to Guadeloupe in 1794. Upon arrival,
he assaulted the British who had taken the island with a contingent of French soldiers and former French
slaves from the island. Hugues became known for turning Guadeloupe into a republican stronghold in the
Caribbean. At re-enslavement in 1802, Hugues sought practical solutions and was assigned to reinstate
slavery in Guyane.
91
Dubois is undoubtedly correct that struggles over slavery transformed citizenship in the French colonies.
Yet, how did such a transformation occur for slaves (addressed in Dubois [2004] and other works), and
how did it occur for colonists and administrators? The period of conjunction in the sugar market was
occurring at this time. These material underpinnings can lay bare the changing conceptual placement of
Guyane and fellow colonies in the hierarchy of French empire and as component parts constructed as more
or less proximate to France.
In this sense, then, if the “colonized were incapable of exercising the rights of citizens” (Dubois
1999, 364), are we to understand the colonists of Guyane (as possible producers of cane sugar and possible
participants in the sugar market) as members of the “colonized” or members of the “colonizing”? The
establishment of Guyane’s penal colony was a potential response to the problem of maintaining a place for
colonizers, of colonized, which could be meaningfully marginal to national citizenship and participation.
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The first wave of systematized political deportation to Guyane occurred in the late
1790s, a sign of the colony’s potential as a distant site from mainland France. Over 200
political prisoners were deported from France to Guyane, many of whom were to die in
the colony. Among the fatalities were Jean-Marie Collot d’Herbois, a well-known actor
and Jacobin, and political activists Jacques-Nicolas Baillaud-Varenne and Jean-Charles
Pichegru. Some survivors lived to tell of their exile. One, Pitou, wrote that “this land in
which we were astonished to find ourselves was destined from the time of its discover to
serve as . . . the retreat of the vanquished, the grave of Africans, and the cemetery of
exiled Europeans” (quoted in Lowenthal 1952, 41). Another was the Marquis François de
Barbé-Marbois, who had been an intendant in Saint-Domingue and was, post-exile,
appointed Minister of the Treasury. As such, Barbé-Marbois became a key negotiator of
the Louisiana Purchase during Napoleon I’s rule.92
By seventeenth- or eighteenth-century standards, Napoleon’s overseas empire was
crumbling. French Canada had been lost in 1763, Louisiana was sold in 1803, and Haiti
declared independence in 1804.93 Napoleon was pressed to justify his position, and wrote
highly of the remaining colonies to the corps léglislatif in early 1803: “The islands of
Martinique, Tobago, Saint Lucia, [with them] we were bestowed all of the elements of
prosperity. Guadeloupe re-conquered and pacified gives birth again to agriculture.
This occurs through the struggle over questions of ownership and control of populations of slaves, exslaves, indentured laborers from other tropical regions, and finally convicts (both from France and from
elsewhere in the French overseas).
92
As an upper-level administrator, Barbé-Marbois had connections to intendants and governors sent by
Napoleon to the colonies, such as Pierre-Clément de Laussat (discussed later in this chapter). BarbéMarbois would be blamed by Napoleon in 1806 for financial crisis and dismissed, but he came back to
serve as president of the cour des comptes, senator, and minister of justice. In 1834, Barbé-Marbois
published the widely-read account of his time in exile in Guyane, Journal d’un déporté non jugé, ou
déportation en violation des lois, décrétée le 18 Fructidor, an V (Boromé 1967, 50-51).
93
Historian William M. Sloane (1899, 446-447) makes the case that Napoleon did not take the losses in the
Caribbean lightly. In fact, he writes, the losses deeply concerned Napoleon and were taken by his nephew,
Louis-Napoleon, as part of his uncle’s “political will.”
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Guyane leaves its long childhood and exhibits marked growth” (Bonaparte 1803). France
officially lost Mauritius (Île Maurice), Saint Lucia, and Tobago with the Treaty of Paris
of 1814. The notion and requirements of empire pressed France even more to “seek to
emphasize [mettre en valeur] those colonies which remain” (Bruleaux 1992, 161).
For Guyane, Napoleon’s wars and defeat meant occupation from 1809 to 1817,
despite the most valiant efforts of Victor Hugues. The British, keen to remove the naval
threat of Cayenne as the safe harbor for French privateers despite its location, and the
Portuguese, looking to end French presence in the Guianas, allied to take Cayenne in
1808. Hugues surrendered on 12 January 1809. However, life continued as usual under
primarily Portuguese-directed occupation. Following Napoleon’s first exile to Elba,
Guyane was supposed to be restored to Louis XVIII, but this was postponed because of
Napoleon’s escape. In the summer of 1816, Louis the Pretender’s plenipotentiary finally
traveled to Rio de Janeiro to agree on details of the 1817 restoration of Guyane to France
(Marley 2005, 785).
At the Conjunction
The period after restoration was one of renewed creative schemes to settle Guyane.94
Plantation owners grew increasingly annoyed by colonial administrators trying to attract
Europeans to Guyane because they viewed new settlements as a waste of resources. New
settlement schemes never made it to the level of developing large-scale plantations, but
generally focused on building small-scale agricultural communities (Curtis 2008, 27). In
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There is a rich archive of accounts of Guyane’s schemes, as noted by Bruleaux (1992, 167): “The
compilation of all these plans, manuscripts, or prints, could make for an object of an important comparative
study not realized to this day.” Sources include Lescallier (1798); Laboria (1843); Compagnie des Colons
de la Guyane Française (1844); Lechevallier (1844); Nouvion (1844); Milliroux (1846); Marchal (1852);
and Bouyer (1867).
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the tradition of the Kourou Expedition and the others like it, schemes in the early
nineteenth century were generally poorly planned, poorly directed, and failures in terms
of increasing the population of the territory (Boromé 1967, 50).
French administrators focused on importing populations who showed potential for
hard work in cultivating the land and producing exports. Schemes started in 1817, upon
restoration, with ideas circulating between the governor and the minister of the marine
about importing Chinese or Filipino families to cultivate tea. Such a plan was attempted
in 1820, when thirty-two people were imported from Asia. Fourteen months later the
survivors were repatriated and the experiment deemed a failure (Boromé 1967, 40, 46).
Some of the more notable experiments of the period were begun in the late 1810s
and early 1820s. Pierre Barthélemy Portal, a former merchant shipper from Bordeaux,
was appointed minister of the marine in December 1818. On assuming office, he was
overwhelmed with proposals for Guyane settlement projects. Schemers wrote proposing
European family immigration, French soldier settlement, and indentured labor on terms
similar to sharecropping (Boromé 1967, 41). In April 1819, Pierre Catineau-Laroche, a
French administrator who had travelled in the Americas, began to think of his own
schemes for settling Guyane, including renewed shipment of either convicts or orphans
and the indigent (Boromé 1967, 41).95 Catineau-Laroche’s proposal captured Portal’s
attention. In October 1820, Catineau-Laroche was sent to Guyane as a royal
commissioner to explore the Mana Valley in western Guyane. While he took the
opportunity to refine his scheme, Catineau-Laroche was not well-received by PierreClément de Laussat, the governor of Guyane, who strongly disliked the idea of importing
95

Barbé-Marbois, the royalist and survivor of the 1790s deportation to Guyane, published a report
attacking Catineau-Laroche’s settlement scheme in 1821. Catineau-Laroche answered with a book and
articles in 1822 (Boromé 1967, 49).
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white European settlers.96 Under Laussat’s orders, a contingent of explorers established
an outpost in the Mana Valley called Nouvelle-Angoulême (later called Mana), 137 miles
from Cayenne, but with road built for only about 100 miles (to Kourou). This would be
the site for Catineau-Laroche’s settlement scheme (Boromé 1967, 41, 46, 49; Bruleaux
1992, 164; Curtis 2008, 27).
In the meantime, admiring the hardy pioneers going west in the U.S., Laussat had
been interested in transporting American settlers to Guyane since 1803, believing that
Guyane needed strong (i.e., non-European) settlers to provide a good example for the
French and to develop the colony. In May 1819, Laussat wrote to the French consul
general and minister plenipotentiary to the U.S. to solicit assistance recruiting American
farm families who would be promised free transport, land, lodgings, supplies, and rations
for one year at a site on the Passoura River (just south of Kourou). Despite the circulars
advertising the terms, not one family signed on to the scheme (Bruleaux 1992, 163-164;
Boromé 1967, 41-43).97 In February 1821, the vice-consul advertised in the American
Commercial Beacon and Norfolk and Portsmouth (Virginia) Daily Advertiser, an ad to
which eleven families and a number of single men responded and signed on—all recent
immigrants from Ireland.98
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Before taking the Guyane post, Laussat had been an administrator in Martinique and in Louisiana, noted
for his role during the sale and exchange of the Louisiana Territory to the U.S. in 1803 (Boromé 1967, 41;
Bush 1977, 104). Upon his eventual return to France, Laussat stored his papers methodically using cayenne
pepper as a preservative. They remained unopened until 1929, although Laussat had published his
memoires in 1831 (Bush 1977, 105). See also an account of conditions in Guyane by one of Laussat’s
secretaries, P.-Charles de Saint-Amant (1822).
97
It had been suggested by some of the French administrators that ex-slaves from the U.S. might be ideal
participants. Laussat “thumpingly rejected” this on the grounds that American free blacks were not farmers,
were crude and lazy, would face racial prejudice from the Guyanais, and that whites should be entitled to
first priority of ownership of fertile land in the colony (Boromé 1967, 45). This shows, interestingly, that
Laussat was unwilling to endorse categorically white European settlement, but also unwilling to endorse
categorically black American immigration.
98
The advertisement reads:
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had spent a fruitless year, 37,499 francs, and thirty-two lives. Laussat tried to salvage
Laussadelphie by allowing a military contingent to occupy the settlement, but that too
was a failure and in 1826 the area was abandoned (Boromé 1967, 46-47; Bruleaux 1992,
163-164).
Pierre Bernard Milius replaced Laussat as governor in 1823 and was willing to
implement Catineau-Laroche’s plan for Nouvelle-Angoulême. Six families from Alsace
and Jura areas in France were transported to Guyane in 1823, but again, by mid-1828,
orders were made to repatriate them and the settlement was deemed another failure. “The
loss is total,” Bruleaux (1992, 166) writes, “but the state had already committed heavily
to the operation and did not intend to stop there.” The same year the French families were
repatriated, the government gave the Mana settlement to Anne-Marie Javouhey, founder
and leader of the sisters of Saint-Joseph-de-Cluny (Bruleaux 1992, 166; Curtis 2008).99
Under the direction of Javouhey, the settlement began with eighty-six people and thirtysix sisters. The cloistered community provided neutral space to house and evangelize
Africans who had been taken from illegal slave ships after 1831. The community grew to
over 500 ex-slaves, at times being regarded as a model community for post-emancipation
society. Falling out of favor because of changes in mainland politics, Javouhey’s
community was seized by the government in 1847 and sold to the Frères Bare sugar
company in 1849 (Bruleaux 1992, 167; Curtis 2008, 42-43).
Emancipation was the most important political, economic, and social change in
the nineteenth-century Antilles, and an important tie between the colonies and the
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For background on Javouhey and the mission at Mana, see Curtis (2008).
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national sugar market in its causes and effects.100 Stronger measures against the slave
trade were adopted throughout the 1820s and 1830s (Arzalier 2003, 262). Planters and
administrators who faced the inevitability of abolition encouraged education and moral
training for slaves (Curtis 2008, 29; Marley 2005, 786). In April 1848, as politics in
France heated up before the June uprisings in Paris, a “rather abruptly enacted”
emancipation was brought to Guyane (Marley 2005, 786). This caused the bankruptcy of
the older and larger plantations and a surge in poverty among citizens, new and old, in the
colony. Suddenly, tens of thousands of slaves were free with no established means of
subsistence (Marley 2005, 786).
While Guyane was experiencing “peopling” schemes and emancipation, the sugar
conjunction was in full effect, with blocs lobbying in Paris for policies favorable to either
beet/mainland sugar or cane/colonial sugar (see chapter 3). Within these factionalized
debates over hierarchies of preferred access to the French national market, Guyane was
marginal as a colony where cane agriculture was neither established nor entrenched in the
way it had been in the French Antilles (chapter 1). Yet Guyane was still a colony built by
the cane complex, maintaining the possibility of its development through the claim of
French territorial status. Because of the French claim, Guyane remained a possible source
of profit for the state and the French ruling classes, among the other interests already
entangled in the colony, such as the already-settled, stratified French society in Guyane,
the growing population of native-born Guyanais including mulatto and African slave
descendants, and the new masses of freed slaves who had come directly from Africa.
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Dale Tomich (1990) argues that changes in the sugar circuit helped and necessitated emancipation of
slaves. It is important to note also that the popular emancipation movement in mainland France involved
the French image of Islam and the connected conquest of Algeria, rather than solely the Caribbean colonies
(Arzalier 2003, 267-268).
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Even more marginal—and unable to claim much by way of citizenship, should they have
wanted—were the Maroon populations and the Amerindians.
From the perspective of the mainland during the sugar conjunction, Guyane
encouraged cautious optimism. The failures of Kourou and other expeditions were
relatively recent or in contemporary news. Yet some observers remained hopeful about
the viability of the last of the New World resources for the French nation, even though
cane sugar could not be counted on as a definitive source of value given beet sugar
protectionism and emancipation of slaves. Janson, the Marseille refiner and beet sugar
factory owner, acknowledged the possibilities inherent in Guyane in 1840. “One casts
their eyes on a world map, which sets out the half of the globe that for more than half a
century was, from one side to the other, less than the vassal of Europe, but its property,
its colony. 101 What remains of this huge establishment? . . . Guyane still deserted, there
are only a few imperceptible States in the tropical regions” (Janson 1840, 45). To French
observers, the production of beet sugar was a world-changing event and France’s
colonies simply had to cope. “The invention of beet sugar was the most important event
in modern times. Its consequences do not interest only a single part of the world; they
embrace all . . . . It [the invention of beet sugar] is the counterpart of the discovery of
America” (Janson 1840, 41).
As noted in chapter 3, Adolphe Guéroult, the writer of letters who questioned the
strength of the pacte coloniale commented on the sugar question which, for him, was
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The discourse of freedom for the region (as Europe’s “vassal” and property) is hardly divorceable from
the same discourse of freedom circulating for slaves within those colonies—and from the discourse of
freedom arguing for the extension of protectionist policies (as limited “free trade” reaction against a now
self-defeating l’Exclusif) for French colonial commodities (discussed in chapter 3).
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inevitably linked to the colonial question. He too gave Guyane a special place in the
range of possibilities confronting the French empire in the 1840s.
We have Guyane Française, a colony with 125 miles of coast of unknown
depth, of incomparable fertility, an example of yellow fever and epidemic
Antillean illnesses, covered in magnificent forests, suitable for all tropical
crops, sprinkled with waterways, uniting all the geographical conditions of
a powerful empire, and we let grow there a population of 22,000
inhabitants, who are left to themselves, no credit, no industry, no
excitement, only struggling with the giant vegetation and absorbent nature
of the tropics, are forced to balance their budget by waiting each year for
the metropole handout of a few hundred thousand francs. (Guéroult 1842,
7)
To Guéroult, writing in France, the sugar conjunction was married to the fate of the
colonies. It could not have been known what was to become of the Antilles, and
especially Guyane, but “everything, in a word, seems to indicate that a new era is coming
for the colonies, and that they will emerge renewed and rejuvenated from the crisis that
they are engaged in at the moment” (Guéroult 1842, 50).
For others during the sugar conjunction the weakness of cane agriculture in
Guyane pointed to its immunity from impact of the conjunction. “We have proven,”
Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte wrote (1842, 107), “that Martinique and Guadeloupe are the
only colonies suffering.” As for the smaller cane producers, Louis-Napoleon saw them as
free compared to the remaining cane giants. “Commercial liberty [proto-free trade]
already exists in large part for Bourbon [Réunion] and Cayenne; has it [proto-free trade]
been harmed at all by French trade?” (Bonaparte 1842, 97). Statistics that LouisNapoleon was looking at verify an upward trend (1826-1836) immediately followed by a
downward trend (1836-1839) in hectares planted in cane in Martinique, Guadeloupe, and
Guyane, as mentioned in chapter 3. Of interest is the fact that, despite its massive land
area, Guyane remained far below Guadeloupe and Martinique in hectares cultivated with
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cane. For example, in 1836, Guyane’s 1,571 hectares of cane made up only 3.1 percent of
the 49,921 total hectares among the three colonies (Bonaparte 1842, 10).102 The relative
lack of widespread cane cultivation in a sparsely populated colony did not mean nonrecognition of Guyane as a colony within the French classification of the Antillean circuit
and the historical establishment of the cane complex. The lack of development suggested
possibility, as yet un-accessed resources, and opportunity for enterprises other than cane
cultivation, processing, and trade.
In Guyane, planters explicitly recognized the conjunction as an affront by beet
sugar on the market, but the relatively stable self-sufficiency of the planters in Guyane, as
compared to those in other colonies, tempered the effects of the sugar prices. Selfsufficiency to planters and their slaves, however, meant sluggish exports to the overseas
administrators—in Guyane and in France. During the period of conjunction, 1800-1860,
governors and commissioners worked with schemers to settle the colony. In the
meantime, planters continued to grow commodities other than sugar for local
consumption and limited export.
A customs inspector, Jules Itier, spent 1842 and 1843 in Cayenne, and kept
records of the colony’s agriculture. Around 1829, he reports, cane sugar planting in
Guyane increased significantly, a development that made it seem locally that the colony
would begin to develop its infrastructure with income from sugar. But it was not to be;
after 1837, with the “inevitable consequence of the degradation of the price of sugar”
there was a widespread move away from sugar towards agriculture that was “much less
expensive, and therefore much better appropriated to the weak pecuniary resources of the
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See figures 11 and 12 in chapter 3. Cf. figure 13 and figure 15.
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colonists” (Itier 1844, 52). These other crops were roucou and cotton. 103 By the time Itier
published his report, in 1844, cane was being grown in eight regions of the colony, with
all but two producing insignificant amounts for export. Itier wrote that production of cane
syrups for local consumption was most common among cane planters (Itier 1844, 52).104
Victor de Nouvion, a secretary of the Société d’Études pour la Colonisation de la
Guyane Française, published an 1844 volume of extracts from French history in Guyane
up to that point, including his own thoughts on the state of the colony and its use to
France. He questioned why the lack of sugar cultivation in Guyane should necessitate the
decline of the colony in the eyes and policies of its governing country. “What law thus
condemned the present and future inhabitants of Guyane to place their sole hopes of
fortune, or even ease of living, in the cultivation of cane . . . following the mistakes that
led to the] impossibility of supporting the fight against beet sugar, even when the tax
privilege it [beet sugar] enjoys will end? Better yet, what law condemned the colony to
die the day her sucreries no longer give more profit?” (Nouvion 1844, xi-xii). The sugar
conjunction was central to conceptualizing Guyane. This, despite the historical
circumstances that had prevented cane sugar from becoming as widely produced for
export as it was elsewhere in the Antilles.
A man writing in 1848 under the name C.-F.-G. Dejean identified himself as a
plantation owner and argued that immigration was the only hope for Guyane. “We must
enter the track of immigration or abandon the territory [pays]” (Dejean 1849, 171, 184).
The government must act in order to keep the colony, needing to balance emancipation
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See figure 21 in the appendix for sugar prices. See figure 18 for data on crops in Guyane.
Itier (1844, 51-70) provides a valuable insight into the growing and processing of sugar in Guyane
during the 1840s, including use of Dombasle’s vacuum pan evaporator, and the debates in the region over
the use of bagasse as fuel.
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with importation of labor. In fact, “it is impossible to emancipate without colonizing and
to colonize without recruited workers from outside” (Dejean 1849, 172-173). Without the
state, the population left to itself, as so many had said before, would “become what the
Indians are . . . . [People would] return to a savage state, [an] ignoble state, hideous,
degraded” and altogether immoral and unreligious (Dejean 1848, 173). Dejean spoke for
other colonists, writing that citizens in Guyane did not favor slavery, but always lacked
adequate labor (Dejean 1848, 183).
Administrators agreed with Dejean about the lack of labor. Félix Couy, a member
of the colonial council in Guyane, and Boudeau, a commandant on the Oyapock River,
were asked to give comments in 1842 to the commission of colonization of Guyane.105
Their joint statement asserted that there was “no doubt of the success of new workers,
whatever color they are” (Nouvion 1844, 570-571). The debate was centuries old. Were
Europeans inherently unable to live and work in the tropics? The answer mattered in the
1840s more than ever, because emancipation was inevitably approaching. A commandant
and longtime resident in Guyane, Saint-Clair, offered his opinion, along the same lines as
Dejean, Couy, and Boudeau. He had seen the hard work, thanks to adequate supplies and
remuneration, that had been done by his contingent of soldiers at Mana under the orders
of Governor Milius. He too was convinced that Europeans could acclimatize to work in
the tropics (Nouvion 1844, 572-573).
Devil’s Island
In 1851 and 1852, Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte, president of the Second Republic and then
Emperor Napoleon III, instituted prison reforms that had been decades in the making.
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Nouvion (1844) who reprints Couy and Boudeau’s report, does not provide a first name for Boudeau.
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Closing French penitentiaries at the seaports of Brest, Rochefort, and Toulon, he sent the
first frigates of convicts to Guyane to establish the penal colony that would come to be
known as Devil’s Island (Marley 2005, 786; Gritzner 1964, 315). This was the possible
solution to the social problems of the prison system on the mainland and the questions of
Guyane’s possibilities. Unlike the immigrants of previous schemes, the convicts (forçats)
could not demand repatriation. Unlike the descendants of the people transported from
Africa to be slaves, there would be no hints of emancipation.
The decision to reform the penal system and establish a penal colony (or colonies)
overseas had been debated since before the Bourbon Restoration. Systematic deportation
of political prisoners had happened in the 1790s. In 1810, while Napoleon I still held
power, eleven million francs were allocated to build eight new prisons in France and the
Napoleonic code reinstated humiliating and inhumane punishments, such as branding,
shackles, and amputation (McPhee 2004, 83). The institution of the bagne survived from
the 1700s—a system of convict labor in the dockyards, with prisoners sometimes housed
on large floating vessels. Extended debates over how to punish and/or rehabilitate
convicts were common throughout the nineteenth century. The bagnes came to be seen
by the French public as ineffective at rehabilitation and as breeding grounds for more
crime, and the convicts were epitomized as the most dangerous elements of society. It
was hoped by some that transportation overseas would solve the problem of crime
corroding French society and would end recidivism (Forster 1991, 137-138).106
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Political and social commentaries of the mid-1800s centered on crime and recidivism. Poet and
politician Alphonse de Lamartine painted transportation as an alternative to solitary confinement. “This
system that I propose . . . is deportation, it is deportation, after a certain number of years spent in prisons, to
a foreign land, to a penal land, which then becomes a land of rehabilitation” (Lamartine in 1844, quoted in
Forster 1991, 140). For more on prison reform of the 1800s, see the primary document published by Sarthe
(1853, especially 278-323) and secondary research by Perrot (1978).
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The legislature made deportation sentencing law in an amendment to a November
1831 bill. However, execution of such a sentence required a chosen destination. This
would take another twenty years. The 1848 overthrow of Louis-Philippe d’Orléans and
Louis-Napoleon’s successful coup at the end of 1851 created tens of thousands of new
political detainees. Of the 27,000 arrested during Louis-Napoleon’s coup, 239 were sent
to Guyane. In July 1851, a government committee recommended the bagnes be closed for
good and selected Guyane as the site for a penal colony (Forster 1991, 147).107
The benefit was meant to be two-fold—clearing undesirables from France and
swelling Guyane’s population with potential long-term residents and laborers (Marley
2005, 786; Gritzner 1964, 316).108 Cayenne and Saint-Laurent du Maroni to the west
were to become main ports of entry for the bagnards, with some dispersal of convicts at
times to the Îles du Salut off the coast of Cayenne, one of which was called Devil’s Island
(Marley 2005, 786; Gritzner 1964, 317).109 The colony quickly regained its reputation as
unhealthy, ridden with yellow fever and malaria epidemics. Ships of convicts were sent
semiannually from France and, starting in 1853, from other French colonies (e.g.,
Algeria, Senegal, Indochina, Pondicherry/French India) (Boromé 1967, 51). Over the
eighty years of the penal colony’s operation, an estimated 80,000 prisoners were sent to
Guyane, with 18,000 of those achieving a measure of freedom only within the territory,
107

The British penal colony at Botany Bay heavily influenced French ideas about the need for and uses of
penal colonies. See Forster (1996) and Toth (1999) regarding the colony in New Caledonia.
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The American consul in Paris, William C. Rives, noted the deportations in July 1852 in a dispatch to
Secretary of State Daniel Webster:
I enclose herewith a Report of the Minister of the Marine [Théodore Ducos] detailing the
measures which have been taken by him in fulfillment of the present policy of this
Government to promote a more active and systematic colonisation [sic] of its possessions
in South America, while ridding France, by the same process, of its old convicts and of
those whom the late political troubles of the country have added to the list of criminality
of the two classes, it appears that as many as two thousand will have been sent to Guiana
in public vessels within a period of eight months. (Rives to Webster, 8 July 1852)
109
For more on the workings of the penal colony, see Krakovitch (1990); Spieler (2011, 2012).
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less than one percent escaping to freedom, and eighty percent dying during their
sentence. Less than 2,500 were allowed to return to France (Gritzner 1964, 315).110
The penal colony was not the first attempt at peopling Guyane, although it is
sometimes pointed to as the primary reason for the colony’s underdevelopment (e.g.,
Gritzner 1964, 319). It makes more sense to see the establishment of Devil’s Island as an
historical occurrence that “takes shape at a crucial moment in European colonial
understandings of place and labor” (Redfield 2000, 216). The decision to transport
convicts to Guyane was the culmination of the sugar conjunction in the national market,
leading to Guyane’s no longer being conceptualized as a place limited to possible cane
cultivation. Instead, Guyane’s possibilities included the storage and punishment of human
convicts.111 Guyane was no longer limited to the category of an overseas defined or
peopled by the cane complex or other forms of commodity exploitation. The state could
now categorize the colony as a territory of absolute and symbolic non-citizenship,
resolving with this decision the question des sucres and the question coloniale.
Among the most important factors in the establishment of the penal colony in
Guyane, I have argued, was the sugar conjunction that arose from the introduction of the
beet complex as preferred by the state in the national market, directly opposed to the cane
complex of the French Antillean colonies. Despite not having the widest-spread
instantiation of the cane complex in the Antilles, what human institutions were
established in the territories were based on the cane complex. After the array of schemes
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The most famous escapee was Henri Charrière, also known as Papillon (Charrière 1970). His escapes
occurred in the 1930s.
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Spieler (2012, 23) writes that the “civic degradation” of felons occurred on French soil before
transportation to Guyane. “A clerk of the court would lead a convict to the town square and declare: ‘Your
country has found you guilty of an infamous action. The law strips you of your French citizenship.’ The
convict would remain bound and on display for between two and six hours” (Spieler 2012, 23).
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to settle the territory, major exports did not flow from Guyane, which was then open for
possibilities of other uses for the French nation. With establishment of Devil’s Island,
Guyane no longer posed a contradiction in terms of inclusion or exclusion within the
nation and outside of the contiguous territory, since its distance and isolation from the
metropole only aided in imagining Guyane as a place of exile.
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CONCLUSION
This thesis has presented the argument that the French Antillean cane complex, which I
define as a set of social, political, and economic institutions structuring Antillean life
around the production of sugar from cane, faced a number of escalating crises in the
period 1800-1860. One of these crises was the confrontation and competition provided by
beet sugar, a completely new product of a new kind of agro-industrial complex in the
northern departments of France. The techniques and industrial machinery needed to
produce sugar from beets were made possible by scientific experimentation and
technological application starting in the mid-1700s in Prussia, but moved to center in
Paris in the first decade of the nineteenth century. By 1812, entrepreneurs and bankers
were able to join the Napoleonic regime in funding the newly viable industry, meaning
that direct competition with cane sugar production in the French West Indian colonies
was not only possible, but inevitable.
France was not the only nation to experience economic nationalism in the early
1800s, nor was it the only one involved in the production and exchange of sugar between
colonies and the mainland. Other European countries were experiencing tensions between
protectionism and open trade (proto-“free trade,” possibly, as discussed in chapter 3).
Williams (1943) discusses British protectionism in the early 1800s, while SchmidtNowara (1998) discusses Spanish protectionism in the late 1800s. American
policymakers also passionately debated questions of protection regarding the sugar
produced from cane in the colony of Hawai’i and that produced from beets in the territory
(later, the state) of California in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (see
Crampton 1899; Russ 1943; Weigle 1947; and Osborne 1972).
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French cane and beet sugar, tied to respective complexes of production, competed
in the same national sugar market despite differences in agricultural and industrial
processes, with some exchange of techniques and practices between the two. What I call
the conjunction during 1800-1860 was played out in public debates over legislative
decisions. The move from predominant protection of beet sugar towards the protection of
French-made colonial sugar demonstrated the general emergence and evaluation of ideas
of “free trade” during this period, as a kind of alternative to the mercantilist ideologies
that had structured pre-beet sugar relations. The question des sucres thus evidenced a
shift in the conceptualization of the colonial. In the eighteenth century and earlier, the
colonies had been productive within the national interest, exclusively included under the
heading of l’Exclusif policy. To say that the relation was one of exclusive inclusion is to
say that French policy strictly required all commodities produced or consumed in the
colonies to be directly procured from or exported to only mainland France or the French
overseas territories. In the nineteenth century, however, the colonies, especially the
French Antilles, came to be increasingly positioned as geographically distant, outside the
national domain or borders (frontières), switching to relations of inclusive exclusion.
Inclusive exclusion is meant to stand for relations of exchange within which colonies
were neither expected nor allowed to participate equally with French mainland producers
selling commodities like sugar on the French national markets, although the colonies
remained territories exclusively controlled by the French state.
Throughout this thesis I argue that cane and beet complexes are historically
contingent and relatively self-contained systems independent of each other. However, I
have shown that it is impossible and inadequate to equate all or any parts of either

149
complex to parts of the other (i.e., cane plantocracy to beet entrepreneurs and managers,
plantation slave labor to migrant, wage labor of beet fields and factories). This is one
reason why I do not find my project situated comfortable within a basic world-systems
scheme. Lacking the category error of equating parts to parts, the project of comparing
the complexes themselves is not defeated. The complexes, as analytic units, are within
the same order of social, economic, and political phenomena. Yet, the category error is
worth repeating because within those non-equivalences we find some of the concepts that
drive the tensions of the sugar conjunction (i.e., the citizenship status of the French
Antillean plantocracy versus the citizenship status of Parisian bankers investing in beet
sugar. This is the overlap between the analytic and the remnants of the empirical; such
comparisons were living and dynamic motivations to people who were invested in many
different ways in the outcome of the sugar question.
This kind of analysis suggests to some a world-systems approach (Wallerstein
2004; Chase-Dunn and Grimes 1995; Lane 1976). Though my arguments historicize the
position of the French West Indies and their development within specifically French
systems of exchange and production, I did not start out with the centrality of France in
mind. Because I focused my argument on large-scale (i.e., complex and bloc) reactions to
political and economic changes to the sugar market, I did not historicize on a “micro”
level, beyond providing a number of illustrative cases or viewpoints. Likewise, I use the
dichotomy of proximity and distance as part of a state-supported model to construct
relations in the sugar market, not tied to a phenomenology of travel or everyday colonial
life. In this way, my analysis has admittedly more in common with Wallerstein’s worldsystem approach than it has with, for example, Barbara Bush’s (1981) concise and
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perceptive historical look into sex, race, and class in British “creole society,” or even
Trouillot’s (1982) analysis of coffee “motion in the system” in (and from) SaintDomingue, which inspired my study from the beginning. Indeed, Dale Tomich, whose
historical work I rely heavily upon in this thesis, uses the world-systems approach to
great effect.
In chapter 4, I turn to the illustrative case of Guyane Française, a French colony in
the southern Caribbean on the northern coast of South America. As discussed, the French
had had relatively little success in settling and cultivating the land in Guyane to the extent
it had seemed possible. The rise of ideologies of economic nationalism in the first half of
the nineteenth century would have interesting implications for the overseas colonies and
Guyane, especially. Through the beet-cane battles in tariff policies, economic nationalist
ideologies playing out in French policy meant a shift in the concept of Guyane as a space
of other possibilities besides solely commodity exportation. Such a conceptualization
shift worked within and upon the existing understandings of resource exploitation, and
economic and political sovereignty. Rather than the place Guyane had been throughout
the times of l’Exclusif, a territory to settle for productivity within the French nation, it
became a territory newly defined as outside to the French nation, valuable in its distance,
to settle for punishment outside the French contiguous domain. It comes as no surprise,
then, that the first wave of political transportees occurred as the nation struggled through
the political fallout of the French Revolution, and the lasting penal colony was
established over fifty years later, following the transformations wrought by beet sugar.
Two overlapping themes have been threaded through this work—borders
(frontières) and criteria for inclusion and exclusion (usually by discussion of rights or
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droits). Each of these speaks to my ontological position that ideologies of sovereignty
define the nation and the participant roles that relate to its construction and reproduction.
In the final three sections that follow I will first treat borders (frontières) as tools for
construction units to serve autarky, an aspect of sovereignty specifying self-sufficiency. I
will then briefly discuss the state-set criteria for inclusion in the national economy,
though I will leave my chapter 3 discussion of droits where it stands. I will close with
final comments about ownership and belonging.
Frontières
With economic nationalism, and in the case of the possibilities opened by beet
sugar, the boundaries of French contiguous territory continued to be naturalized as they
had been historically, but were coming to be newly nationalized. The economic
implications of a newly nationalized France were significant—even largely without the
“communicative” power of national railways, which were only beginning to be developed
(Price 1975; Fox 1971). The “nationalization” of mainland French territory meant an reimagining of the French colonial that would drive decision-making in and for French
colonies in the Caribbean.
By 1800-1860, the geographical edges of the French nation were delimited by the
use of the word frontières or limites. Though the two words held different connotations
for aggression and peace in the late 1700s, they came to be roughly equivalent and,
eventually, frontière triumphed as the neologism of choice in the nineteenth century
(Febvre 1972, 210; Nordman [1986] 2001, 120-121).
The “naturalness” of boundaries went from a geographical characteristic based on
natural features of the landscape (e.g., rivers and mountains) to a characteristic of other
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During the Napoleonic Wars (1800-1815), with the conquest of territory came the
extension of borders and the inclusion of markets of consumers and producers. With
France’s annexation of Belgium in 1795, all exchanges shifted to French markets,
meaning the addition of a huge protected area of thirty million consumers. The famous
industrial area of Mulhouse was annexed in 1798, and its department, Alsace,
incorporated into the French economy. Italian regions, too, following conquest, were
made into exclusive domains, in effect economic (contiguous) colonies. According to
historian François Crouzet (1964, 583-584), it was the Napoleonic Wars that made
European industries inward-looking, “geared first and foremost to national markets”
(1964, 587).
By the mid-1800s, “frontières naturelles” (natural borders) came to be a
commonplace referent to the edges of the social, political, and economic unit of the
nation (Sahlins 1990, 1448; Nordman [1986] 2001, 122). In the later nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, the term “frontière naturelle” came into its own useable, which
eventually revived the original military import of the word “frontière” with the approach
of the First World War (Nordman [1986] 2001, 129).
It was the concept of autarky, national self-sufficiency, which justified the
Continental Blockade and the Napoleonic Wars, and worked within nationalist ideologies
to shape understandings of physical contiguity. By extension, autarky was a key concept
for nineteenth-century understandings of belonging and participation in the French
nation. Historian Roger Price (1975, 28-30) describes local communities in France during
the period 1800-1850 as being particularly reliant on local production and exchange. The
need for autarky, he argues, was motivated in those places by the lack of integration into
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regional and national markets, due to poor transportation and infrastructure, and the
paucity of agricultural diversity in both production and consumption. Autarky at a local
level was for a long time a matter of survival. On the national level, autarky was a
justification for the frontières naturelles that suited Napoleon, his administrators, and his
successors. In dialectical fashion, the idea of self-sufficiency requires a unit, making the
nation a perfect candidate for this unit in ideologies of nationalism.
Droits
I have taken for granted the idea that through the concept of sovereignty, the domain of
legitimate state control, the state claims power over commodities such as sugar and the
movement of commodities. Political theorist Jens Bartelson (1995, 1) has argued that “the
question of sovereignty is likely to enter through the back door” as an implicit component
of the state. But the term, the concept, and the reality of sovereign relations are open and
unstable in individual instances. The solution for Bartelson is to examine knowledge,
because “sovereignty and knowledge implicate each other logically and produce each
other historically” (1995, 5). This knowledge is based on creation of hierarchies or
categorization, inherently political activities. Looking for contrasting political categories
is the primary methodology for this thesis. To access the sovereignty of the state, I have
sought to uncover hierarchies of participation and access to the nation and the nation’s
economy. As discussed in chapter 3, this has come largely in terms of droits, rights or
duties, clearly a term with more than one meaning.
The state-set criteria for inclusion or exclusion from the national economy have
consequences for the concepts of citizenship and colony that articulate in ideologies of

155
national sovereignty. Scale and perspective are critical variables in fitting citizenship and
colonialism to economic nationalism and to each other.

Ownership and Belonging
This thesis brings into focus a gap between ownership and belonging that has historically
and may continue to hound the French Caribbean. The motivation behind this research is
anthropological. Within an historical scope (1800-1860) and delimited by particular
conditions (i.e. Guyane and France), I address the question of how humans group
themselves and enlist materialities in their social classifications. The goal of this work
was to first evidence the institution-controlled systems of production of both cane and
beet sugars, then demonstrate the implications for the competition between these systems
for ways the French conceptualize their nation, including their markets and their
participation in those markets. In the longue durée, the argument I lay out here may be
seen as one of the first important outcomes of the French Revolution. That the social,
political, and economic boundaries of France changed because of beet sugar may be seen
as the historical setting for subsequent centuries of sustained, dynamic colonial
relationships between the French Caribbean and mainland France.
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APPENDIX
Figure 21. Colonial and Metropolitan Sugar Prices, 1820-1848 (average price per
100 kilograms in Paris in francs) (Tomich 1990, 64).

Beet sugara

Colonial (Cane) Sugar
Year
1820
1821
1822
1823
1824

Nominal
price
162.41
151.65
139.19
187.15
159.64

Real
priceb
146.58
136.87
125.61
168.91
144.11

Real cost price
at entrepôt
88.60
84.37
73.11
116.41
91.61

1825
1826
1827
1828
1829

181.70
161.32
172.13
168.50
159.54

164.00
145.59
155.35
152.07
144.01

111.50
93.09
102.85
99.57
91.51

1830
1831
1832
1833
1834

155.03
142.60
149.10
144.97
144.97

139.90
128.72
134.57
130.89
130.89

1835
1836
1837
1838
1839

139.01
141.70
130.80
126.25
119.00

1840
1841
1842
1843
1844
1845
1846
1847
1848
a

b

Nominal price

Real priceb

87.40
76.22
82.07
78.39
78.39

147.70
132.08
132.22
142.00
138.20

133.32
119.20
119.35
128.22
124.72

125.49
129.82
118.09
113.97
107.18

72.99
77.32
65.59
61.47
61.28

128.20
130.74
-121.75
120.25

115.73
118.01
-109.93
109.53

138.75
129.75
124.75
122.75
124.25

125.27
117.13
112.63
110.03
112.13

79.37
64.63
60.13
57.53
59.63

141.25
130.25
124.25
123.00
130.00

127.47
116.48
112.23
111.08
118.18

128.50
129.25
124.80
116.30

115.98
115.68
112.68
104.98

63.48
63.18
60.18
52.48

131.75
130.50
120.75
112.25

118.92
117.82
109.03
101.33

The price of beet sugar only began to be quoted at the Bourse in 1830.
Real price is calculated by deducting depreciation and interest charges from nominal price.
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