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Introduction

The economic history of the Caribbean is a chronicle of extraordinary transformation,
resilience, and sustained global entanglement. Few regions in the world have been so
deeply shaped by a handful of commodities, or so fundamentally altered by the forces
of colonialism, migration, labor, and global markets. At the heart of the Caribbean’s
long economic arc lie sugar and rum—once the lifeblood of countless communities,
empires, and economies. This book, Rum, Sugar, and Trade: The Economic History of
the Caribbean, offers an analytical and narrative journey from the 17th century
onward, as the region’s fortunes rose and fell with the tides of commerce and the
shifting imperatives of global capitalism.

The story begins well before the rise of sugar, with the diverse indigenous peoples
whose economic systems were irrevocably disrupted by European conquest. The
advent of the plantation system and the explosive growth of sugarcane agriculture in
the 17th and 18th centuries initiated a “Sugar Revolution” that made the Caribbean
an epicenter of wealth, exploitation, and demographic upheaval. Enslaved Africans,
transported across the Atlantic in chains, became the backbone of this new economy,
while rum—distilled from the molasses byproduct of sugar—emerged as both a major
export and a powerful cultural symbol. The international “triangular trade” bound
European, African, and Caribbean economies together in a system of exchange that
fueled imperial expansion but rested on human suffering.

Yet the Caribbean’s economic history is also one of adaptation and reinvention. The
long aftermath of emancipation in the 19th century forced a reckoning with new labor
systems, including waves of indentured workers from Asia and Europe. Plantation
society gave way, slowly and unevenly, to new forms of rural peasantry, diversified
crops, and a widening set of social relations. The collapse of sugar’'s economic
dominance in the 20th century, driven by international competition, technological
change, and shifting consumer tastes, compelled the Caribbean to seek alternative
sources of growth—above all, tourism and services.

This book weaves together quantitative data, merchant archives, and economic theory
to illuminate how commodity booms and busts, changing labor systems, and evolving
market linkages shaped long-term patterns of Caribbean development. It examines
the reasons for the persistence of specific institutions and the consequences for
economic inequality, migration, and social structure within and beyond the islands.
Each chapter aims to balance the broad sweep of structural forces with the lived
experiences of those who labored, traded, and survived amid the region’s volatile
economic order.
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Importantly, the legacy of these centuries is not merely a matter of historical interest:
the Caribbean’s contemporary challenges—including economic diversification,
vulnerability to global shocks, and debates over regional integration—remain closely
tied to the legacies of colonial agriculture and trade. By understanding the enduring
imprint of rum, sugar, and labor systems, we can better grasp the complexities of
modern Caribbean economies and societies.

As we trace the rise and decline of sugar and rum, the evolution of trade networks,
and the indelible impact of labor migration, Rum, Sugar, and Trade seeks to situate
the Caribbean’s history within the broader canvas of global economic transformation.
In doing so, it offers both a detailed account of the region’s past and a framework for
reflecting on its future trajectories within the world economy.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Indigenous Caribbean: Pre-
Colonial Economies and Early Contact

Before the masts of European ships pierced the horizon, shattering millennia of
isolation, the Caribbean islands pulsed with vibrant, self-sufficient indigenous
societies. This was a world far removed from the sugar monocultures and rum
distilleries that would later define the region. Instead, a rich tapestry of pre-Columbian
economies flourished, shaped by the unique geography of each island and the
ingenuity of its inhabitants. Understanding these early economic systems is crucial,
not just as a prelude to the dramatic changes that followed, but as a testament to the
sophisticated adaptations that allowed diverse peoples to thrive in this seemingly
idyllic, yet often challenging, environment.

The earliest inhabitants of the Caribbean, dating back thousands of years, arrived in
successive waves of migration from the South American mainland. These intrepid
seafarers brought with them not only their cultures and languages but also a wealth of
agricultural knowledge and subsistence strategies. The islands were not a blank slate
awaiting European imprinting; they were already densely populated and intricately
managed landscapes. The economic life of these societies revolved around a careful
balance of agriculture, fishing, hunting, and sophisticated trade networks that
connected communities across vast stretches of water.

One of the most prominent groups encountered by Columbus and subsequent
European explorers were the Taino, who populated the Greater Antilles (Cuba,
Hispaniola, Jamaica, and Puerto Rico) and parts of the Lesser Antilles. Their economy
was primarily agrarian, centered around the cultivation of staple crops such as
cassava (yuca), sweet potatoes, maize, beans, and various fruits. The Taino were
skilled farmers, employing sophisticated techniques like the conuco system, which
involved creating large mounds of fertile soil to prevent erosion and optimize
drainage. This method maximized yields in the often-thin Caribbean soils and allowed
for continuous cultivation. The abundance of these food sources supported a
significant population and formed the bedrock of their communal life.

Beyond agriculture, the Taino were also expert fishermen and accomplished seafarers.
The bountiful Caribbean Sea provided a crucial source of protein, with fish, shellfish,
and manatees forming a regular part of their diet. They crafted canoes of various
sizes, some capable of carrying dozens of people, enabling them to navigate coastal
waters and undertake inter-island voyages. These voyages were not merely for
sustenance but were integral to their economic and social fabric, facilitating trade and
cultural exchange between different communities and islands. The trade networks,
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though informal by European standards, were robust, with goods such as pottery,
tools, cotton, and even exotic birds moving through established routes.

In the Lesser Antilles, another significant group was the Kalinago (often historically
referred to as Caribs). While sharing some agricultural practices with the Taino, the
Kalinago had a reputation for being more warlike, which influenced their economic and
social structures. Their subsistence also relied heavily on farming, fishing, and
hunting, but their societies were often organized for defense and raiding, which had its
own economic implications. The acquisition of resources, including captives, through
raids on neighboring islands played a role in their economy, though perhaps not as
central as agriculture and fishing. Their seafaring prowess was legendary, allowing
them to control vast areas of the Lesser Antillean sea lanes and maintain their
independence for a longer period against European encroachment.

The division of labor within these indigenous societies was generally based on gender
and age, though with considerable flexibility. Men typically handled heavier
agricultural tasks, hunting, and fishing, while women were responsible for planting,
harvesting, food preparation, pottery, and weaving. Children participated in tasks
appropriate to their age, learning essential skills from an early age. This communal
approach to labor ensured the efficient production and distribution of resources, with
surpluses often shared within the community or used for trade. The absence of a
formal monetary system meant that economic transactions were based on barter and
reciprocal exchange, fostering strong social bonds and mutual dependence.

The arrival of Christopher Columbus in 1492 marked the catastrophic beginning of the
end for these thriving indigenous economies. His initial encounters with the Taino in
Hispaniola (present-day Haiti and the Dominican Republic) were characterized by a
mixture of curiosity and misunderstanding, quickly devolving into brutal exploitation.
Columbus, driven by the Spanish crown's insatiable hunger for gold and new
resources, immediately sought to impose European economic models and extract
wealth from the islands. The indigenous peoples, unfamiliar with European concepts of
private property and forced labor, were ill-prepared for the onslaught that followed.

The Spanish quickly implemented the encomienda system, a coercive labor institution
that granted Spanish conquistadors and settlers the right to demand labor and tribute
from the indigenous population. This system, ostensibly designed to "protect" and
Christianize the natives, was in practice a thinly veiled form of slavery. Taino men
were forced into arduous labor in gold mines, while women were exploited for
agricultural labor and other services. The disruption of their traditional subsistence
patterns, coupled with brutal treatment, starvation, and the introduction of European
diseases against which they had no immunity, led to a catastrophic demographic
collapse.

Within a few decades of European contact, the indigenous populations of the Greater
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Antilles were decimated. Hispaniola's estimated population of several hundred
thousand (or even millions, according to some estimates) rapidly dwindled to a mere
few thousand. The scale of this demographic catastrophe is difficult to fully
comprehend, representing one of the most profound human tragedies in history. This
precipitous decline created an immediate and severe labor shortage, a problem that
would fundamentally shape the future economic trajectory of the Caribbean and set
the stage for the introduction of other labor systems.

The Spanish colonial project in the Caribbean, particularly in the initial decades,
largely failed to yield the vast mineral wealth that Columbus and his patrons had
envisioned. While some gold was extracted, it was not the El Dorado they had hoped
for. This disappointment, combined with the rapid disappearance of the indigenous
labor force, led Spain to shift its focus towards the richer silver mines of Mexico and
Peru. The Caribbean, for a time, became a strategic but economically peripheral
outpost for the Spanish, primarily serving as a logistical hub for the transatlantic
fleets.

However, even as Spanish interest waned, the economic impact on the indigenous
way of life was irreversible. Traditional agricultural practices were abandoned or
severely disrupted, trade networks crumbled, and social structures disintegrated
under the weight of foreign domination. The rich ecological knowledge accumulated
over millennia, which had allowed these societies to live in harmony with their
environment, was largely lost. The few surviving indigenous communities retreated to
more remote areas or assimilated into the new colonial order, their distinct economic
systems erased by the relentless march of European expansion.

The brief period of indigenous economic dominance in the Caribbean serves as a
poignant reminder of what was lost. It highlights the diversity and resilience of pre-
colonial societies and underscores the profound and destructive impact of European
contact. The initial quest for gold, the imposition of forced labor, and the devastating
toll of disease created an economic void that would soon be filled by a new
commodity—sugar—and a new, even more brutal, labor system that would redefine
the Caribbean's place in the global economy. The stage was set for a new era, one
characterized by massive population movements, the reconfiguration of entire
landscapes, and an unprecedented entanglement with global markets, all built upon
the ruins of a once vibrant indigenous world.
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