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THE NATURAL DECREASE OF THE COAST AL GUIANA 
SLA VE SOCIETIES IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

by 
Prof Dr. Humphrey E.Lamur 

The /V.Ohlral Deçruse of the C~tal Guiana Slave Societia in thi! 19th C"""'1y. H.E.Lamur ]37 

while for Dutch Guiana the proportion amounted to only 5 percent in 1834. The 
higher black/white ratio on Curaç~ associated with- a smaller plantation size implies 
that the slave population probably had more contact with the white population and 
may have adopted the white population's shorter period of lactation. Another factor 
is diet. The diet of the Curaçao slave population, probably comparatively richer in 
protein may also have contributed to the higher birth levels. 

INTRODUCTION 

It has been established that the slave populations in the Caribbean failed to 
reproduce themselves, with the possible exception of a few small slave societies, 
where the change from natural decrease to natural increase started in the early 
nineteenth century. However, there were also great differences in demographic 
reproduction between different Caribbean slave populations. Efforts to explain the 
infra-Caribbean differences in reproduction has led to two major hypotheses. One 
points to the economic factor, i.e. crop type associated with the nature of slavework 
as a primary cause of the lower fertility of some Caribbean slave societies. Thus, in 
the case of the British Caribbean, Higman ( 1976a: 122-23) has shown that the slave 
populations on sugar estates displayed the heaviest natural decrease A similar 
conclusion holds for the Dutch Caribbean. The high rates of natural decrease of the 
Dutch Guiana slave population is explained as a result of the predominance of sugar, 
while the natural increase of the slave population in Curaçao is linked to the absence 
of sugar estates. "To the extent that plantation labour existed. in Curaçao, it primarily 
concerned cattle raising, planting of com and growing of sorghum" (Lamur l 98 l: 
91-92). In addition, the conclusion on the effect of sugar production on the natural 
decrease of slave populations m the Dutch Guiana slave societies is supported by an 
analysis of the different slave plantations in Dutch Guiana. It reveals that slave 
women on sugar estates bore less children than their age-mates on plantations 

producing other crops. 

However, a closer analysis of the data on the slave populations in the Caribbean 
reveals that the differences in demographic reproduction were not due to the 
economic factor alone. Higman ( 1976b. 64 )shows quite clearly that even m Jamaica 
there were sugar estates with natural increase. One is Vere, an old planting region 
which Jacked the provision ground system. Regarding the Dutch Caribbean, my. 
analysis (Lamur J 981) shows that demographic factors may also have contributed 
to the differences m reproduction between the two Dutch slave societies mentioned 
.above. In Curaçao, the share of whites in the total population was about 20 percent, 

Both Higman's interesting findings and my own results bring me to the second 
hypothesis which stresses the .importance of demographic factors as the primary 
determinant of the patterns of demographic performance of the slave populations. 
It is Curtin ( 1969: 29-30) who first presented more fully a comprehensive discussion 
of the role of one of the demographic factors, namely the age/sexstructures of the 
slave populations. 'Curtin's hypothesis may be summarized as follows. The 
demographic history of the sugar colonies may be divided in a number of different 
stages. During the initial stage of settlement, the colonies depended heavily on slave 
labour from Africa. This led to an uneven age/sexstructure (i.e. a shortage offemales 
and in particular slaves bélow age. 20) which was associated with high levels of 
natural decrease. During the second stage when the colony had reached full 
production, the importation of African slaves declined to a level large enough to 
compensate for the declining natural decrease. At the same time the proportion of 
American-bom slaves increased steadily. In the next stage, the rate of demographic 
performance gradually changed from negative to positive. According to Curtin, this 
point was reached by Barbados in 1810 and in Jamaica in 1840. Curtin's model has 
made an obvious contribution to our understanding of the demographic history of 
the Caribbean sugar colonies. Yet, there are some limitations (for the British slave 
societies, see the valuable comments made by Higman 1976b: 65~67). Another 
limitation concerns the slave population on the Dutch plantation Yossenburg. For 
both the total slave populations and the adults over age 12 the sexration changed 
from a relatively high level of 140 during the period 1705-1750 to a balanced level 
around the year J 840 and then oscillated at that level until the !JUd- l 850's before it 
declined to under 100. This means that females. began to outnumber males. In spite 
of the normalization of the sexstructure for the Vossenburg slave population after 
1840, the natural decrease continued even after 1860 although the rate of decrease 

· became smaller. Briefly stated, while the Curtin model is interesting it .does not 
provide a sufficient explanation for the changes fro~ natural decrease to natural 
increase of the slave population in sugar colonies. With this I do not deny the 
importance of the age/sexstructure of the slave populations for their demographic 
performances However, to evaluate the relevance of demographic factors (including 
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the age/sex-structure), local conditions like climate, metropolitan influence 
(population policy), possibilities for slaves to flee from the plantations, etc. should 

also be taken into account. 

To access the relevance of demographic factors for the changes in the natural 
increase of decrease of slave populations, I decided to compare in the present paper 
the three coastal Guiana slave societies which include French Guiana, British Guiana 
(Guyana) and Dutch Guiana (Suriname) All of them were formerly owned by West 
European metropolitan countries, they had more-or-less similar climates, while the 
possibilities for the slaves to escape from the plantations were more favourable than 
on most of the islands. I shall first present a description of the development of the 
natural increase or decrease of the slave populations (section 2). Subsequently, 
section 3 presents a comparison of the demographic performances of the three slave 
populations in the light of some demographic hypotheses. In section 4, the mam 

conclusions will be summarized. 
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population was only achieved after the end of slavery. 

1. THE NATURAL DECREASE OF THE SLAVE POPULATIONS IN 

THE THREE GUIANAS 

British Guiana, the second slave society to be discussed in the present paper 
consisted of two separated areas, namely Berbice and Demerara. Berbice is one of 
the oldest Dutch settlements· in the coast of Guiana. In 1648, after the Treaty of 
Munster both Berbice and Essequibo were assigned to the Dutch. Around 1670, after 
the Second Anglo-Dutch War thy Dutch succeeded to retain Berbice. Until the 
l 730's, only few slaves had been imported. After 1740, the imports increased and 
around 9000 slaves have been imported between then and 1795. Since the 
establishment of the settlement, it suffered numerous setbacks. The settlement was 
frequently attacked by both Amerindians and slaves. After the abolition of the slave 
trade, the Berbice slave population displayed a sharp decline. During the period 
under review in the present paper, i.e. from 1817-1819 the slave population declined 
from 24.159 to 20. 772 (Higman 1976b 69). In the same period, the natural decrease 
amounted to -0.6 percent, which resulted from a crude birth rate of 2.5 percent and 
a crude mortality rate of 3.1 percent The second British Guiana settlement, 
Dem'erara started relatively late, in 1746 by the Dutch. Between that year and 1795, 
an estimated I 0. 000 slaves had been imported (Postma 1992: 218-221 ). Meanwhile, 
in T782 Demerara was captured by the British. The further growth of this settlement 
was partly due to the immigration of many British colonists. In the early nineteenth 
century, after the abolition of the British slave trade many British colonists from the 
island moved their slaves to Demerara and Trinidad. In Demerara, the slave 
population also declined in the nineteenth century, namely from 77.622 in 1817- 
1820 to 67.512 in 1829-1832. The rat_e of natural decrease was -I. I percent, and the 
crude birth rate and the crude mortality rate were 2.0 and 3.1 respectively. 

Already in the early seventeenth century ( 1604 ), the French had conquered part of 
the coast of Guiana The first group of colonists settled in 1613. In 1652, the 
"Seigneurs de la Guyane" established a Society. In the same year the first groups of 
Africans were imported and - like enslaved Amerindians - were forced to work on 
the plantations (Bruleaux, Calmont and Mam-Lam-Fouck 1986 12-1 S, 58). Between 
1652 and 1870 an estimated 51.000 African slaves were imported, the majonty of 
which arrived in the eighteenth century. These imports were vital to guarantee a 
constant supply of slave labour for the plantations, which also holds for the 
nineteenth century. Between 1807 and 1830, the French Guiana slave population 
increased from 13.474 to 19.261, then declined to 12.943 in 1847, one year before 
the abolition of slavery (table I). The growth of the slave population before 1830 
resulted from the importation of slaves and was not due to natural increase. The 
decline which started in 183 1 resulted from both the stagnation of slave imports, 
manumission of slaves and natural decrease. To put it more precisely, between 1834 
and 1847 the birth rate of the slave population stood at 2.0 percent, while the much 
higher crude mortality rate amounted to 3.4 percent (Bruleaux, Calmont and Mam 
Lam Fouck 1986: 256, 257; Moureau de Jounes 1842). This resulted ma rate of 
natural decrease of 1.4 percent. Thus, a positive rate on natural increase of the black . 

In Dutch Guiana, the first settlement was started by the British in 1650, just befor_e 
the First Anglo-Dutch War ( 1652-1654). At the end of the Second Anglo-Dutch War 
(1665-1667), the Dutch gained this part of Guiana (Treaty of Breda). During the 
slavery period, over 200.000 Africans were imported in' Dutch Guiana, to 
compensate for the heavy losses of slaves due primarily to the natural decrease. Like 
for the other two slave societies, the Dutch Guiana slave population declined even 
m the mid-nineteenth century, from 39.679 in 1850 to 36.484 in 1862. The birth rate 
was 3. l percent and the crude death rate amounted to 3 .4 percent. 
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2. THE LOW BIRTH RATE OF THE FRENCH GUIANA 
SLAVE POPULATION 

A comparison of the demographic performance of the slave populations in the three 
coastal Guianas shows that all these sugar colonies displayed a natural decrease 
around the mid-l850's. However, the decline was largest for the French Guiana slave 
population and lowest for Dutch Guiana. The major question is, what accounts for 
the larger decrease of the French Guiana slave population? The comparison further 
shows that the crude mortality rates for the three slave populations were more-or-less 
the same, i.e. 3.4 percent in French Guiana between 1837 and 1847, 3.1 percent in 
British Guyana in the period 1817-183 2, and 3 .4 percent in Dutch Guiana in the 
1850-1862 period. Thus, it may be concluded that the differences in natural decrease 
between the three slave colonies were not due to differential mortality, but resulted 
from differences in the crude birth rate, which were quite substantial. The rate was 
highest for the Dutch Guiana slave population (3.1 percent), and lowest for French 
Guiana (2 0 percent), while British Guiana held a middle position (2.0 to 2.5 

percent). 

,r . I l 
Natural Decrease of tÏ),Kè:oast uiana SI 

~
\_ t ( I \ \M_ (J. "\ !} ,lf>~ 
-{, I 

(ft ench Guiana ( 1831-1838) 
\ Berbice (1817-1832) 

., V" Demerara ( 1817-1832) 
/ 1 \ Dutch Guiana ( 1850-1862) 

e Societies 
1/ 

B.R D.R. 
2.0 3.4 
2.5 3.1 
2.0 3.1 
3.1 3.4. 

N.D. 
-1.4 
-0.6 
-IJ 
-0.3 

~ 

This finding is extremely interesting. Our conclusion that the differences in mortality 
levels of the three Guiana slave populations were relatively small in comparison with 
the variations in the birth rates, also holds other Caribbean slave populations. 
Compare for example the large British Caribbean sla e societies, Barbados, Jamaica 

and Trinidad -~ 

B.R. D.R. N.O. 

Barbados 3.7 2.8 + I I. 

Jamaica 2 0 2.5 -0.5 

Trinidad 2.0 3.0 -0.1 
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The overview shows that the variation in birth rates (2. o to J. 7 percent) w 1 . . . al. as arger 
than the vananon in mort tty rates (2. 5 to 3. I percent). . . 

Thus, to understand_ the differences in demographic performance between the three 
Guiana slave socienes, we have to explain the differential birth rat · · ui . . . es, m parne ar 
the relatively low rate m French Guiana. So, the question now is what accounts for 
these differences? In the course of time various f:actors have b · · d · · · . ' een mennone as 
primary causes of the low birth rates of slave populations in the ·Caribbean. One is 
the age/sexstructure. According to this view the low birth rates · d ith , were associate wi 

the predominance of males in the slave population (Curtin 1969) To test the 
relevance of the Curtin hypothesis for the three Guiana sla ui · · . . . ve pop anons, I 
compared their sex ratios m the nineteenth century. For French Guiana, the rates 
were 123 between 1834 and 1835, and 108 in 1847 (Bruleaux Cal L M , mont, am- am- 
Fouck 1986:257). For both Berbice and Demerara the ratio was 120 in the period 
J 817 - 1832, while it amounted to around I 00 for Dutch Guiana in 1835. While the 
imbalances between the sexes in French Guiana and in B bi ·ID . er ice emerara were 
more--0r-less the same, the last mentioned had a slight! high d birth . . Y er cru e I rate. 
Thus, the sex ratio of the French Guiana slave populatio al I · · . . u n one cannot exp am its 
lower crude birth rate 1JJ the mid- I 850's. 

A different possible cause of the low birth rate of Caribbe J ui · · . . an s ave pop anons, 1s the 
small proportion of Creole slaves. It has frequently been claimed that. local-bom 
slaves had higher fertility than African-bom slaves This h th · Id · . . ypo es1s wou imply 
that the low birth rate of the French Guiana sla ui · ui . . ve pop anon res ted from a 
relatively small proportion of local-bom slaves. Unfortunately d t th · f , aa on e 
proportion -o Creoles for the three Guianas are Jacking In add. itio th · · al. id · n, e empmc :VJ ence to support the view that local-bom slaves have higher fertility than African- 
om slaves, is not conclusive (for Jamaica, see Higman 1976a: 116-118 d . th 

case of Dutch Guiana, see Lamur, forthcoming). . ' an in e 

A third factor is population policy carried out by the slaveowners and aimed at 
encouragmg natu al · : · . . r increase and reducmg natural decrease among the slave 
populaakt1ons m the nineteenth century. In almost all slave societies these measure~ 
were t en. Howe th ffi 
W Ind

. ver, ese e orts probably were most pronounced in the French 
est res where b f h ' a num er o slave codes were passed to reach this goal Thus it 

l
appens that slaves were forced to marry (Du Tertre 1958 vol 2· 471-72· M. . ' 
989:88). Besides w . , · · , omssey 

1975· 131 . ' o_men who had an abortion were severely punished (Gautier 
. '137, Momssey 1989: 115, 152). In spite of thesemeasures in French 
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G 
. the birth rate was lower than in the two other slave societies where the 

uiana, Th opulanon 
P
opulation policy was less strictly observed by the slaveowners. us, p. . 

irth · F h Guiana (for a d1scuss1on I' alone cannot account for the low bi rate m renc . 
po icy .. h C ibb islands see Higman 
of the role of this factor in the case of the Britis an ean , 
1976a and Roberts 1957, and for Dutch Guiana, see Lamur 1990). 

. · · g namely population 
I shall now turn to a factor which I consider more prorrusm , . . 

density i e. the regional concentration of plantations in slave societies. Let. me 
' · I · · D t h Guiana 

Plain In an earlier article on the Vossenburg slave popu anon m u c 
ex · h d b erve the rules of 
(Larnur J 993: 380-381 ), I concluded that the slaves a to o s . . 

. . · between relatives. This exogamy in order to prevent meest or mtermarnage . 
. 1 · H ever cross-plantation t d them to look for a mate on different p antanons. ow , . 

promp e · h h rt distance on 
mating is only possible if mates are available wit m a s o . . D h 

h f ome of the plantations m utc neighbouring plantations This was t e case or s . . 
Guiana where there was a relatively high regional concentration of plantanons. side 
French Guiana, the opposite was the case The plantations were located alongsi e 

. d wh h d from Maroni rn the West to 
the coast, in a long narrow piece of Ian ic range . he lar e 
Oyapock in the East, but it was a strip of less than 50 kilometers. T . g 

h · al C nne 'au vent' while the 
plantations were located to the right of t e capit aye . ' 

, 1 ent' The plantations were at a smaller ones were situated to the west, sous e v · . 
distance, which was quite inconvenient for the slave-based production. 

. · fi . qui ne fiavorisait pas " ... l'isolement des habitations etait 11n. aciew · . 
1 I'emulation des habitants. la complementarite des productio~s. m a 

.. d . d 1 · " (Bniieaux. C..almont. mise en commun des 0111,ls e pro uc ton ... 
Mam-La111-Fo11ck /986. 212. 213). 

-~ d h t' ng pattern of the slave The dispersion of the plantations also artecte t e ma 1 . 
· · h · tes 1f they had one at population It forced them to travel for hours to vrsrt t elf ma · 

all 
d diffi .1 ltes leurs coinpagnes "Les Negres choisissaient, sans trop e , . c 1 · · . , 

GIi sein de l'habitation 0111 ifs vivatent, s'ils appartenatem a_ un 
. h les petites habllatwns nombre11x atelier. En revanc e. sur · 

· 11.1 " :''lwmmes . comportant en general des atelier qui comprena,.:n "".. . . . 
. d. . a parcourtr p/11s1e11rs que de femmes. ifs eta1ent con amnes . . 

· leurs commeres. ( e:, kilometres a pied 011 en canot pour 1•01r . 
. . . 1· dans Ja nuit" (Bnt!eaux. recontres clandestines avaient to111011rs 1e11 

Calmont. Mam-Lam-Fouck /986· 179). 
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Since many of the plantations in French Guiana were small, the dispersion of the 
plantations may have reduced both mating and the frequency if sexual contacts. This 
may have prevented the birth rates in· French Guiana from rising to a level 
comparable to the rates in the other two Guiana slave societies. It was only at the end 
of the eighteenth century that the planters made offers to move away from the hilly 
coastal strip in order to establish plantations in the lower located regions south of the 
coast. However, owing to financial problems only a few plantations were established 
in the lower regions, which not really changed the original settlement pattern of 
dispersion of the plantations (Bruleaux, Calmont, Mam-Lam-Fouck 1986: 213-219). 
In British Guiana, settlements were also sparse (Mintz 1983:234), but the dispersion 
was less extreme than in French Guiana So, in this respect- British Guiana held a 
middle position between French Guiana and Dutch Guiana. 

Finally, the position of slave women in the production process may be mentioned 
as an additional cause of the low birth rate in French Guiana. In both British Guiana 
and Dutch Guiana, domestic slaves were females while in the French Caribbean 
societies most house slaves were males (Debien 1960: 18,20-24; 1974:87-91; 
compare also Morrissey 1989:65, 75). This implies that a relatively greater 
proportion of French Caribbean slave women may have participated in unskilled 
labour in the sugar fields in comparison with slave women in the British and Dutch 
Caribbean societies. Probably, Debien's findings which are based on material for the 
French Caribbean islands also hold for French Guiana. This may be derived from 
Bruleaux, Calmont and Marn-Larn-Fouck ( 1986: 167,220), who claim that the young 
females in French Guiana were working alongside the males in the fields on the large 
sugar estates. 

"Les noirs de force ordinaire, entendez les plus robustes. formaient 
les grandes atelier destine au creusement des canaux dans les terres 
basses. 'a la coupe des cannes. 'a l'abattage des arbres et 'a toils les 
gros travaux. Des femmes jeunes et va/ides se joignaient 'a eux''. 

It should be mentioned that stearnmills were introduced on many sugar estates 
between 1821 and 1843, however, this did not exempt the females from fieldwork. 
Thus, the greater participation of French Guiana female slaves in sugar planting 
probably also contributed to the lower birth level of the French Guiana slave 
population. In addition to the direct influence of the labour conditions of the French 
Guiana slave women on their birth level, this factor may also have indirectly 
depressed the birth level, by creating an antinatalist attitude among the women. 
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Bruleaux, Calmont, Mam-Lam-Fouck (1986 257) who have raised this point, add 
that the antinatalist attitude led the women to have abortions. 

"Fondamentalement. c'etait avant tour le desir de ne pas avoir 
d'enfants qui explique la quasi-sterilite des atleier Le desequilibre 
des sexes n'etait qu'une cause secondaire. en revanche la 
repugnance des Noirs pour la mariage et les avortemants pratiques 
par les esclaves exprimaient la volonte de ne pas procreer". 

Table 1. Slave population of French Guiana 

1807 13.474 
1820 13.153 
1825 14.009 
1830 19.261 
1835 16.898 
1840 15.285 
1845 13.834 
1847 12.943 

Source: Bruleaux, Calmont. Mam-Lam-Fouck 1986 

- . -------------------------··- ... -----------. ---------·- 
CONCLUSION 

All three Guiana slave populations failed to reproduce themselves before the 
abolition of slavery. Apart from this similarity, there were major differences in 
demographic reproduction between the three Guiana slave societies The French 
Guiana slave population displayed the heaviest natural decrease. However, the 
difference in demographic performance between the three populations was not due 
to differential mortality but resulted from substantial variations in birth level. The 
birth rate was the lowest for the French Guiana slave population 1n addition to the 
effect of sugar planting, two others may have contributed to the low birth level of the 
French Guiana slave population. One is a demographic factor, namely the absence 
of densely populated areas. The extreme regional dispersion of plantations in French 
Guiana limited the slaves' possibilities of recruiting mates from other plantations 
which they required given their social norms of exogamy Apparently, the greater 
participation of French Guiana female slaves in sugar planting in the fields of 
comparison with slave women in both British Guiana may also have contributed to 

lower birth level of slave women in French Guiana. 

Table 2. Slave populations' of Berbice and Demerara 

Berbice 
1817-1819 
1819-1822 
1822-1825 
1825-1828 
1828-1831 

24.159 
23.062 
21.910 
21.182 
20.772 

Demerara 
1_817-1820 77.622 
1820-1823 76.177 
1823-1826 73.180 
1826-1829 70.425 
1829-1832 67.512 
Source: Higman 1976b 

----- -- -----------------. -------------------------------- 

Table 3. Slave population of Dutch Guiana 

. 1850 
1855 
1860 
1862 

39.679 
38.592 
37001 
36.484 

Source: Koloniale Verslagen 

NOTE 

I am .grateful to the members of the Section f o Social Demography for their. 
comments on an earlier version of my paper. 
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