
Introduction to the Francophone Caribbean:  

A Comparative Perspective 

Guadeloupe and Martinique were colonized by France in 1635, by the 

Compagnie des îles de l’Amérique, led by Cardinal Richelieu. The western part 

of the island of Haiti, called Saint-Domingue by the French, was seized in 1654, 

officially becoming a colony in 1697. 

From the mid-17th century plantations worked by Negro slaves imported from 

Africa became the norm in most Caribbean colonies. These black slaves 

constituted the bulk of the population of the West Indies colonies, with the most 

common slave/planter ratio being 10:1. For example, Saint-Domingue was the 

wealthiest and most prosperous colony of all the colonies in the Caribbean, and 

indeed perhaps anywhere. It was the world’s top producer of sugar and coffee 

and among the global leaders in indigo, cacao and cotton, outproducing the 

entire Spanish empire in the Americas. This included 40% of all sugar consumed 

in all Europe, and 60 % of all the coffee consumed in the entire world; overall, St 

Domingue annually sent goods worth 150-170 million livres into France. In other 

words, the income and the taxes from slave-based sugar production became a 

major source of the French budget, and two-thirds of France’s foreign 

investments were based on Saint-Domingue.  

This extraordinary productivity depended on the labor of some 600,000 slaves, 

who were owned and overseen by 32.000 French masters. This was almost half 

the total slave population in the Caribbean, estimated at about one million around 
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1789. In Martinique, by 1736, the number of slaves had risen to 60,000. In 

Guadeloupe, by 1787, there were 90,000 slaves for 14,000 whites. By 

comparison, slaves were also the majority of the Antiguan population, standing at 

85 percent by 1736, when there were 24,400 of them on the island. The 

exploitation of their labor brought huge profits to the planters, creating a new 

class of fabulously wealthy absentee landlords, planters, and shipowners, and 

giving rise to the phrase, “to be “as rich as a creole”. The downward economic 

spiral of Haiti can largely be attributed to the imposition by the French 

government in 1825 of an indemnity of 150m francs, worth $21b today. It took the 

Haitian government until 1947 to pay off this enormous sum, and doing so at 

times consumed over 80% of the nation’s annual budget. 

As most of us know, emancipation came to the British colonies on August 1, 

1834, but it is a little-known fact that emancipation in Guadeloupe and Martinique 

actually occurred twice. The first time was as part of the total abolition of slavery 

in all French territories in February 1794, as part of the National Convention of 

the Revolutionary government. However, slavery was reimposed by Napoleon in 

1802 – some say at the instigation of his wife, the Empress Josephine, a white 

Martinican creole. But this reimposition was unsuccessful in St Domingue; in fact 

it arguably provided the final impetus for the triumph of the Haitian Revolution 

and Haiti’s Declaration of Independence on 1 January 1804. Finally, a second 

abolition came to Martinique on 22 May 1848, and to Guadeloupe five days later, 

on May 27. 
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The origins of the ambivalence which seems to govern these contemporary 

DOMs’ relationship to France, and which seems to overdetermine to a large 

degree the implementation of the departmentalization law on the ground, can 

arguably be seen as far back as the 19th century. For example, universal suffrage 

was proclaimed in 1848 but was abolished after the coup of Napoleon III in 1851; 

subsequently, after 1870 the Third Republic restored representation for the island 

in the French Parliament, and once again, every male aged twenty-one and over, 

had the right to vote. 

It was in the immediate post-war period that the migration issues with which we 

are primarily concerned here came to the fore, and indeed quickly assumed pride 

of place. Following their subjection to three years of Vichy Occupation under 

Admiral Robert during World War II, Guadeloupe and Martinique, along with 

French Guiana and Réunion, were granted the status of a French département in 

1946, becoming fully integrated into the legal and political framework of the 

French nation. This is the only occasion in Western – perhaps any – history that 

formerly colonized territories were assimilated into the former colonizing power. 

Within the same time frame, a specific chain of events came to shape 

characteristic definitions of Caribbean diasporic identity as one rooted in cultural 

encounter, admixture and transformation both at home and abroad. On the 

British side, this postwar presence of Caribbean colonial subjects rapidly became 

increasingly visible and tangible; this demographic and cultural phenomenon 

became known as the Windrush, taking its name from the ship whose arrival 

inaugurated a remarkable transformation of British society. Figures cited by the 
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Home Office show that, beginning with the docking of the MS Empire Windrush 

with its 450 West Indian passengers at Tilbury in 1948, the 15, 301 British 

residents claiming to be born in the Caribbean in 1951 had mushroomed to 171, 

800 ten years later and to 304,000 in 1971; by 1981, reflecting a secondary 

migration wave made up primarily of children and dependents of previous 

migrants, 275,000 of Britain's West Indians claimed a birthplace outside the UK, 

while 244,000 of them claimed British birth. In the wake of the successive 

restrictions of the Commonwealth Immigrants Act of 1962, its updating via the 

Immigration Act of 1971, by virtue of which Commonwealth citizens lost their 

automatic right to remain in the UK, and the British Nationality Act of 1981, which 

further restricted the right of abode in the UK, by 1991 it was confirmed that the 

total West Indian population claiming birth or descent in the UK had surpassed 

500,000, and stood at about 0.9% of the population. By comparison with a 

resident regional Anglophone Caribbean population of about five million, not only 

was the relative size of this group intrinsically striking, but its impact on British 

society and culture would be radical, permanent and transformative, mainly 

through their cultural corollaries of creole, calypso, reggae, fiction, food, drama, 

and dress. 

On the French side, migration to the metropole – and its attendant social, cultural 

and linguistic corollaries -- has probably been the most visible consequence of 

1946; in point of fact, domien population movement into France was actively 

catalyzed by the creation of the state agency BUMIDOM, whose primary mission 

was arguably to assuage France’s postwar labor shortage.  
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The end of the Second World War saw the advent of two events closely situated 

in time: the inauguration of the trente glorieuses period of economic expansion, 

and the departmentalization vote of March 1946. Many analyses concur that the 

overall aim of creating BUMIDOM was twofold; not only would its structured 

movement of people contribute to the ongoing economic reconstruction of the 

French economy, it would also alleviate pressing conditions of unemployment in 

the periphery, in the quatre vieilles colonies that had become overseas 

departments – départements d’outre-mer, or DOM – immediately after the war’s 

end. Between its inauguration in April 1962 and its dissolution eighteen years 

later, BUMIDOM funneled more than 160,000 workers from Guadeloupe, 

Martinique and Réunion onto the French mainland; in a radical transformation of 

both metropole and periphery; by contrast, in the same year of 1962, Great 

Britain passed the first of three Commonwealth Immigrant Acts meant to limit the 

automatic right to entry for Commonwealth citizens. As Anselin points out, “En 

vingt ans, de 1962 à 1982, la population antillaise en France a quintuplé” (1990: 

100). Largely through BUMIDOM’s efforts, over 150,000 French West Indians 

were resident in France by 1970, having largely arrived within the space of a 

single decade. By the time this organization’s work came to an end in 1982, one 

person in four born in the West Indies was living in France; by 1990, the total 

number of people in France claiming West Indian descent had risen to a 

remarkable 400,000, of whom 2/3 were born in the Caribbean and 1/3 on the 

mainland. At present, after more than seventy years of departmentalization and 
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more than forty years of organized migration, the rapidly changing demographics 

of contemporary France show that there are almost 800,000 persons of French 

Caribbean birth or descent living on the French mainland; this is over 1% of the 

total French population, and twice as many people as make up the entire 

population of either Guadeloupe or Martinique. And since most migrants went 

through the capital city and many settled there permanently, more than 80% of 

this population resides in Paris –known in certain quarters as the “third island.” 

Defined by their majoritarian blackness, their use of the creole language, and 

supplemental differences in music, cuisine, and religious practices, they have 

installed Caribbean communities in specific metropolitan suburbs such as Seine 

Saint-Denis, Bobigny, and Aulnay-sous-Bois, and continue to transform the 

cultural and ethnographic makeup of the mainland through the ever-increasing 

penetration of West Indian–oriented literature, music, radio stations, and films 

into mainstream French culture. 

The primary distinction to be made here, then, once the postwar migratory 

movements began, is that Guadeloupeans and Martinicans who chose to move 

to the metropole were – unlike their Windrush counterparts -- not Commonwealth 

citizens moving to a mother country that had long represented itself as both 

politically and culturally foreign as well as superior, as in the British case, but 

rather were moving from periphery to center of a country of which they were 

already citizens. At the same time, however, they encountered and experienced 

an eerily similar pattern of exclusion, pointing to fears that their very presence on 

the mainland, in ever-increasing numbers, threatened an ethnocultural reshaping 
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of the national population and its corollary of refashioning the essential tenets of 

Frenchness. Indeed, the racial, cultural, and historical characteristics that 

distinguished these Caribbean arrivants from their metropolitan counterparts 

would lead in time to a challenge to the conception of the character of the French 

nation itself. 

On the British side, it was this (sub)conscious struggle for social reinforcement 

that inscribed a post-Windrush Anglo-Caribbean identity in such places as 

Brixton and (a pre–Julia Roberts/Hugh Grant) Notting Hill, where Caribbean 

communities were created from the sheer quantity of migrants in such close 

proximity to each other. In many cases, unable to find decent housing, and 

barred from fraternizing with the white working class in pubs and clubs, this 

vanguard of Caribbean colonial subjects was still bent on making some corner of 

this foreign land their own. Formed by the converging axes of Britishness and 

Caribbeanness, they would have learned to inhabit two worlds at once. Giving 

rise to such defining terms as Anglo-Caribbean, West Indian, or Black British, 

their increasing social visibility was matched by their institution of such cultural 

hallmarks as the Notting Hill Carnival, which will soon celebrate its sixtieth 

anniversary and is now Europe’s largest street festival, having begun in January 

1959 in St. Pancras Town Hall as a response to the still-present social tensions 

that persisted in the wake of the Notting Hill riots of the previous year. 

In the French case, the historical preference for – and preferential treatment 

given to – particular groups of arrivants had implicitly contributed to the unspoken 
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idea of Frenchness as whiteness. As Elisa Camiscioli explains, “The 

predominance of white immigration to France from the late 19th century – namely 

Italians, Belgians, Spaniards, and Poles – has led researchers to assume that 

race was inconsequential to the rebuilding of the nation. The assimilability of 

these immigrants, however, was predicated on their membership in what 

contemporaries defined as ‘la race blanche,’ allowing mass immigration to play a 

critical role in the consolidation of a white European identity” (55). As a result, 

groups like the Italians and the Portuguese, the latter of whom constitute the 

largest immigrant component in France, have arguably wrought the most 

substantial and far-reaching changes on the national landscape, while the loaded 

term “immigrant” has been used across the board to stigmatize a variety of 

“othered” ethnic minority groups, many of whom – like Guadeloupeans and 

Martinicans, but also including people from former French colonies like Senegal, 

Vietnam, and the Maghreb – are not immigrants at all, and have often been 

French for generations. Indeed, as increasing postwar immigration produced 

major shifts in ethnicity, class, cultural differences, and national identity in France, 

it became inalterably clear that, as Winifred Woodhull puts it, “conceptions of 

ethnic and national identity ignore both the constitutive role of colonialism in the 

formation of French national identity during the Enlightenment and the 

transformation of the French nation-state since World War II” (33). As a result, 

patterns of discrimination and exclusion have come to characterize the ethnic 

migrant experience within the framework of a ‘raceless’ France. 

But parallels between the two migrations are striking. For example, civil service 
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work became an increasingly popular path, and the Postal and Telephone 

Service (PTT) proved to be one of the major employers of French Caribbean 

male workers, just as the hospital service proved to be for their female 

counterparts. As Ramon Grosfoguel has indicated, “French Antilleans are mainly 

located at the bottom of the ladder in terms of salaries, benefits, and working 

conditions. . . . generally speaking, they are clerks, janitors, drivers, auxiliary 

nurses, and post office workers in the French public administration” (602). Such 

patterns of social distribution are eerily similar to the employment patterns of 

Caribbean migrants to Britain, many of whom are concentrated in the 

transportation, health and service sectors. In the French case, these citizens 

were – and still are – often mistaken at first sight for illegal immigrants, as 

presumptive parallels that have historically equated Frenchness with whiteness 

produce narrow racist perspectives that trump the vaunted universalist culture of 

the patrie. 

Central to the elaboration and articulation of French Caribbean identity in the 

metropole is the fact that as French citizens, Antilleans do not face the same 

legal and cultural constraints as other migrants to France. On the one hand, 

citizenship theoretically imbues them with the same rights to work, residence, 

and religion as their metropolitan counterparts. At the same time, the reality of 

racial and ethnic difference often complicates this implicit equality. Frequently, 

questions of race and culture, belonging and identity are translated into an 

insurmountable otherness.  

Briefly, such racially-coded perceptions of difference and (non)-belonging have 



10

their origins in France’s colonial past, where the ambivalence undergirding 

Enlightenment thinking that spawned and rationalized human enslavement is 

perhaps best embodied by the work of Rousseau, who has long been cited as 

the arbiter of intolerance regarding contemporary slavery; but Susan Buck-Morss 

points to his “indignation regarding slavery in theory while ‘superbly’ ignoring 

slavery in practice … He declared all men equal and saw private property as the 

source of inequality, but he never put two and two together to discuss French 

slavery for economic profit as central to arguments of both equality and property” 

(830-1). As a result, slavery for Rousseau ultimately was little but a metaphor 

meant to service the advancement of the European subject. French legal 

traditions embraced the Freedom Principle, according to which slavery was 

illegal in France, but they did not prevent the nation from creating a flourishing 

slave plantation society in the Caribbean and elsewhere” (“National Identity” 54). 

The pursuit of this dichotomous approach to nation building only exacerbated its 

implicit contradictions, highlighting the difference between the white metropolitan 

self and the racially coded other in the periphery. As Tyler Stovall observes, 

“Definitions of Frenchness and citizenship have often been racially coded in the 

nation’s history” (55)… “By the end of the nineteenth century France had created 

the world’s second largest overseas empire, the only republic in Europe to 

engage in colonialism. This paradox of the Republican empire, an empire without 

an emperor, created a contradictory model of citizenship. . . . This distinction 

between white citizens and nonwhite subjects lay at the base of French identity 

as white identity” (54). In other words, the paradox of republican colonialism that 
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rationalized its continued existence as whiteness was gradually but irrevocably 

inscribed as the defining sign of hexagonal subjectivity, with nonwhiteness, the 

opposing term, positioned as the domain of the colonial other.  

In a key way, then, given that they are recognizable as non-European 'visible 

minorities' and are thus commonly treated as immigrants, the Antillean assertion 

of cultural distinctiveness and difference within the metropole is effectively a form 

of resistance and survival. As David Beriss suggests, “Despite their legal status 

and their socialization into French culture, their categorization with immigrants 

makes it impossible for Antilleans in France to claim that they are simply French. 

They are linked by origin and skin color to the kinds of people who, in the French 

view, are unable to adopt French culture. They become immigrants, part of the 

‘immigrant problem’ in French society” (20–21). These metropolitan challenges of 

acceptance and integration place in question the penetration and acceptance of 

liberté, égailté, fraternité across the board in the French nation-state, due in part 

to the fact that the Antillean condition is unique in a number of ways. As Beriss 

explains, “In France … they were challenged to invent an Antillean identity that 

had never existed in the islands. . . . to be recognized as culturally distinct, 

Antilleans used art, social policy, and religion to shape their identity in ways 

recognizably French in form but Caribbean in substance” (21). With fully one-

quarter of metropolitan Antilleans born in the Caribbean region having moved to 

France by the early 1990s, it is in this moment of paradoxical exile on the 

mainland that many Antilleans first learn to value and practice their antillanité. 
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But the inequalities of the DOMs are made apparent in various ways. Despite the 

advent of overseas departmentalization, these territories are marked by a 

tangible series of ongoing economic disadvantages by comparison with France. 

For example, unemployment hovers at around 30%, as compared with about 8% 

for the metropole. Departmentalization has also led to a modernized société de 

consommation, as existing economic and agricultural structures of self-

sufficiency were progressively destroyed, so that over 90% of all goods 

consumed in the DOMs are now imported from France, and their elevated prices 

reflect the cost of transportation across the Atlantic. Next year will mark the tenth 

anniversary of the social upheaval that shook Guadeloupe, Martinique, French 

Guiana, and Réunion in February and March of 2009. For 44 days a mass 

general strike brought these French overseas departments to a standstill. This 

action was accompanied by huge demonstrations against the severity of 

prevailing social and economic conditions, often by as many as 100,000 people. 

An agreement with the French government was eventually reached on March 4 

on 165 demands, including a 200-euro ($250) increase in the monthly minimum 

wage and reduced prices on public transportation, gasoline, food, housing, and 

water. The strike was organized by a coalition of 48 organizations, including 

trade unions from a wide spectrum of industries (gasoline distribution, commerce, 

tourism, civil service, health care, education, and agriculture to name a few), as 

well as environmental groups, peasant organizations, political parties, pro-

independence activists, consumer rights advocates, associations for disability 
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rights, fair housing proponents, music and dance groups, and a wide range of 

other political, cultural, and civic leaders.  

Now Guadeloupe, for example, enjoys relatively high salaries and standards of 

living compared with other Caribbean societies, with one of the highest per capita 

incomes in the region, and the same minimum wage as obtains in France; the 

equivalent of about $1,200 per month. But the high prices on most consumer 

goods and services—anywhere from 20% to 170% higher than comparable 

prices in mainland France – have tended to make this equivalency a moot point, 

one undermined and exacerbated by other factors. The provision of petrol is 

managed by Société Antillaise de Raffiniere (SARA), in which the main share-

holder is the company TOTAL, which also owns 70% of service stations. The 

price of petrol had risen inexorably, despite the fact that TOTAL announced 

staggering profits. The cost of banking services – BNP/Société Générale -- is on 

average 150% more than in France. In addition, much large-scale local business, 

in both industry and agriculture, is owned or controlled by the numerically 

minuscule béké group, the white descendants of the slave-era landowning class. 

Making up about 5% of the population, they control about 80% of local business, 

monopolizing broad sections of the economy of the DOMs through their control of 

the import-export docks, banana and rum production, and many major retail 

operations, such as supermarket chains and car dealerships. These elites are 

seen as the direct descendants, in both biological and economic terms, of the 

area’s colonial-era plantation owners and slaveholders.  
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Politically, movement toward autonomy came gradually, starting with France’s 

decentralization law of 1982, under which executive power in the overseas 

départements devolved from the appointed prefect to the locally elected 

legislative councils. This was taken a step further in 1999 and 2000 when the 

presidents of the Regional Councils of Martinique, Guadeloupe, and French 

Guiana proposed more changes for the overseas départements, like establishing 

congresses of the Regional and General Councils. More recently, an agreement 

signed in Schoelcher on February 4th, 2015, between Martinique, the 

government of the French Republic and the OECS admitted Martinique to 

Associate Membership of the OECS. In February of 2015 Guadeloupe initiated 

an application for membership in CARICOM.  Clearly nothing in life – or in politics 

– stands still. And while these acts signal a certain recognition of regional 

commonalities, they also represent the nagging traces, if not the resurgence, of a 

postimperial uncertainties of belonging.  

Britain’s most recent iteration of what we might call the Windrush as a symptom 

of an unsettled Britishness can be traced back to 2010, when landing cards 

belonging to Windrush migrants were destroyed by the Home Office, erasing any 

official proof of their legal arrival in London. Managers were warned that 

destroying the cards would make it harder to check the records of older 

Caribbean-born residents experiencing difficulties proving their right to remain in 

the UK, but to no avail. Hundreds, if not thousands of people have lost their jobs, 

their rights to health and benefits and have faced deportation despite being able 

to show they have paid tax and National Insurance for decades. Those Windrush 
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migrants visiting the Home Office to clarify their status were carted off summarily 

to detention centres as part of the Tory “hostile environment” policy. Under fire, 

the Home Office announced a dedicated team to help people sort out their 

immigration status free of charge, promising resolutions in two weeks, rather than 

several months. 

From a comparative perspective, universalism has been a core principle of the 

French state since the founding of the republic following the French Revolution, 

holding that in the public sphere all individuals are free and equal citizens of 

France; the state recognizes individuals based only on their status as French 

citizens and thus, unlike other countries such as the United States, it does not 

collect data on ethnic origin. This is key to understanding the politics of 

immigration and identity in contemporary France, particularly concerning debates 

on multiculturalism, which in recognizing difference, has historically been 

understood as a threat to French principles of citizenship and national cohesion. 

At the same time, periodic events and uprisings continue to prove that the French 

model has not succeeded in integrating its minority populations into French 

society. Everyone is supposedly equal before a state that is blind to colour, race 

and religion. Ethnic minorities do not officially exist as it is illegal to classify and 

count people by ethnicity. But the glaring gap between the theory and the reality 

of discrimination has long been a problem in France. 

Some racially diverse estates in Clichy-sous-Bois still face over 40% 

unemployment for the under-25 age-group. A recent study of French citizens with 

immigrant parents found that they suffered higher unemployment, fared worse at 
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school and faced more discrimination than other French people. Over a third felt 

society did not accept them as being French. They were stigmatised because of 

their race, religion and roots. This conundrum of Frenchness is perhaps best 

summarized by Patrick Weil, immigration historian and author of How to be 

French, who says, "It's not new immigration that is a problem in France, it is 

integrating the diversity that is already part of society." If the core of the problem 

here is a definition of Frenchness that brings together the various histories and 

cultures of the global French experience, the words of Stuart Hall regarding 

cultural identity might prove useful: “Cultural identities come from somewhere, 

have histories. But, like everything which is historical, they undergo constant 

transformation. Far from being eternally fixed in some essentialised past, they 

are subject to the continuous 'play' of history, culture and power. Far from being 

grounded in a mere 'recovery' of the past, which is waiting to be found, and which, 

when found, will secure our sense of ourselves into eternity, identities are the 

names we give to the different ways we are positioned by, and position ourselves 

within, the narratives of the past” (225). Only by recognizing this malleability of 

our identitarian positions, and their potential to secure a new and different future, 

will we effectively confront the multiplicities that our imperial adventures have 

brought home to us.  

H. Adlai Murdoch 

Tufts University 
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