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A Small Place

For they are caught in a collision and a clash that was inherent and in-built, 
and still is, between the plantation system, a system owned and dominated 
by external forces, and what we shall call the plot system, the indigenous 
and autochthonous system. (Wynter 1971:31)

Sitting on the crater’s edge, just above the small village of Soufriere in Domi-
nica, there is a small place people call Morne Patate. The name refers to an 
area that is about 2 acres but once referenced a property that was approxi-
mately 300 acres. While unknown to most people outside of this island of 
80,000 residents, the history of this place is crucial for not only Dominica 
but the region as a whole. As one of the newest of Britain’s Caribbean pos-
sessions, Dominica has long been overlooked in the histories of the Carib-
bean colonialism, especially as it relates to plantation slavery and its after-
math. The number of enslaved laborers, the wealth of its landowners, and 
the amount of produce exported never quite matched those of its older, 
wealthier, and more populated cousins, Jamaica and Barbados. Despite this, 
the development of places on this island, such as Morne Patate, is a story 
essential to understanding plantations and the modern world.
 In the quote that opens this chapter, Jamaican author and postcolonial 
scholar Sylvia Wynter references Jamaica Kincaid’s 1988 narrative nonfic-
tion A Small Place, in which she describes the everyday predicaments of 
people when places are put to novel economic regimes. But Kincaid could 
have been easily describing the people negotiating the plantation agricul-
ture during and after slavery. She describes colonies as contested landscapes 
caught between different priorities; one of the plantation system and the 
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other the plot of everyday life. Reading the above quote through Donna 
Haraway’s observation (2015:162) that “slave gardens are an underexplored 
world,” we see that everyday ecologies and economies of enslaved people 
offer an important but different account of plantation landscapes. Such 
landscapes are implicated in matrices of power, global histories, and rela-
tions to markets and also have a residue that may be documented in the 
archaeological record. Wynter—and many of the scholars who extended 
her ideas—was not interested in discussing the material culture of everyday 
life as environmental practice. While much historical archaeological work 
employs material culture as evidence of people’s dispositions, activities, and 
beliefs, and while influential schools of thought in archaeology have recast 
the assumptions about interactions between humans and nonhumans, the 
material residues of everyday environmental practice has rarely been a fo-
cus within the archaeological treatment of plantation landscapes. These two 
impulses developed in tandem over the past several decades. For example, 
much of Eric Wolf ’s and Sidney Mintz’s theories of history and inequality 
were premised on the material world’s relationships to economies, envi-
ronments, and power in everyday life (e.g., Mintz 1961; Wolf 1959). In the 
1950s and 1960s attention to the environment was also evident in studies 
of how institutions, such as plantations, were understood to create founda-
tions for social inequality. Since the 1970s, anthropological archaeological 
approaches have attended to cultural foundations and meanings as shaping 
and shaped by interaction, including the symbolic analysis of architecture 
and its communicative meaning. Historical archaeological inquiries sought 
to include interpretive variables, including ethnicity, style, and syncretism 
within an analysis of material culture (Armstrong 1990; Handler and Lang 
1978). At the same time, studies foregrounding relationships between space 
and political economy directly took up materialist approaches wherein built 
landscapes shape access to social power and permit the accumulation of 
wealth. All of these approaches, however, largely construed economy as 
existing apart from ecology. Indeed, despite decades of work building on 
historical ecology (Watts 1966), only recently have scholars of colonial land-
scapes begun to consider the environmentality of features so commonly 
studied in historical archaeology—landscape, economies, and everyday life.
 A key question drove research for chapters in this edited volume: How 
did everyday economic and ecological relationships change with the in-
troduction of sugar as an export commodity in Dominica? While there 
have been many studies considering such transformations from a macro 
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perspective (Delle 2014; Meniketti 2015, to name two recent examples), few 
have detailed the everyday activities of ordinary people that enable such 
activities (See Hauser 2017; Oas and Hauser 2018; Wallman et al. 2018). In 
answering this question, contributors to this volume identify three major 
themes that were important for this study: economies, ecologies, and ev-
eryday life. These themes not only lend significance to the results of an ar-
chaeological study of this place but also realize the potential for comparative 
studies of plantation landscapes in other times and other settings. Contribu-
tions document similar patterns that developed on other sugar islands but 
also emphasize important differences—from the continued presence and 
influence of indigenous peoples, to labor regimes seemingly less structured 
for the enslaved, to a material repertoire that marks distinct influences from 
Britain, neighboring French islands, and locally developed traditions. Ma-
terial remains and cultural landscapes are an excellent tool through which 
to test the degree to which political boundaries shaped human, economic, 
environmental, and social interactions. Expanding this inquiry, chapters in 
this volume look at how ordinary people shaped and were shaped by chang-
ing economies and ecologies during the Morne Patate’s 200-year history.

Defining the Plantation

One way to analyze Morne Patate is as a plantation. The plantation is a frame 
of reference for each of the essays in this volume. Beginning in the 1950s, the 
plantation as a social institution became a central topic of anthropological 
inquiry, in part through the work of scholars working in the Caribbean and 
Latin America (Wolf and Mintz 1957; see also Rubin 1959). Much of the 
early work was spent defining the institution as a unit of analysis for social 
inquiry. For example, Eric Wolf and Sidney Mintz sought to describe and 
elaborate on the differences between haciendas and plantations. A hacienda, 
they argue, is “an agricultural estate, operated by dominant landowner and 
a dependent labor force, organized to supply a small-scale market by means 
of scarce capital, in which factors of production are employed not only for 
capital accumulation but also to support the status aspirations of the owner.” 
In contrast “plantations are an agricultural estate, operated by dominant 
owners (usually organized into a corporation) and a dependent labor force, 
organized to supply large-scale market by means of abundant capital, in 
which the factors of production are employed primarily to further capital 
accumulation without reference to the status needs of the owner” (Wolf 


