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Sugar and Slavery in the French West Indies:
Transformations from the Ancien Régime
through the Revolutionary Period
Following the Seven Years’ War, France negotiated
to surrender virtually all of her North American
possessions in order to retain hold on the
comparatively small islands of Martinique and
Guadeloupe, which generated wealth for the French
through the labor of over 150,000 enslaved
Africans and their descendants on sugar
plantations. This paper draws upon nearly 10 years
of archaeological work conducted on three sugar plantation slave villages in Guadeloupe and Martinique
to explore this period through the lived experiences of captive Africans. Observations developed in this
paper will showcase the ways in which archaeological data, which has heretofore largely been overlooked
in the case of French plantation studies, can contribute to a more nuanced understanding of history, and
can offer a different voice that foregrounds the lived experiences of enslaved plantation workers in the
French West Indies. These experiences will be contrasted between Guadeloupe and Martinique, each of
which experienced very different manifestations of the Revolutionary period followed by the continuation
of slavery until 1848 in both locations.
Kenneth G. Kelly is Professor of Anthropology at the University of South Carolina, where he teaches
historical archaeology and African archaeology. Dr. Kelly’s longstanding research focus has been on
developing a transatlantic perspective on the archaeology of
the African Diaspora, and its impacts both in West Africa and
the Caribbean. He employs historical archaeology methods to
explore the experiences of the “people without history.” Since
2001, he has directed a project in Guadeloupe and Martinique
that uses a comparative perspective to explore the nature of
plantation slavery in the French colonial world. This project is
the first historical archaeological project to explicitly
investigate the lives and experiences of enslaved people on
sugar plantations in Martinique and Guadeloupe. He has
recently begun a new phase of research that explores the
later period of the transatlantic slave trade in Guinea.

