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There is no consensus as to what constitutes slave breeding. The Sublettes define the
slave-breeding industry as the complex of businesses and individuals “who profited
from the enslavement of African American children at birth” (p. xiii). This is not a
useful definition. Presumably all slaveholders profited from the enslavement of African
American children at birth (otherwise they would have manumitted them). Indeed, using
their definition, all slaveholders could be classified as slave breeders. Most scholars
define slave breeding as the use of barnyard techniques normally associated with animal
husbandry. The choice of definitions is important. When Phillips writes that there is
“no shred of supporting evidence” of slave breeding, he implicitly adopts the more
widely accepted definition. Kenneth Stampp The Peculiar Institution (Vintage, 1956),
p. 245 agrees that “evidence of systematic slave breeding is scarce ... But if the term is
not used with unreasonable literalness, if it means more than owner-coerced matings,
numerous shreds of evidence exist which indicate that slaves were reared with an eye to
their marketability—that the domestic slave trade was not ‘purely casual.”” The choice
of definition affects the amount of evidence of slave breeding.

No one knows how many slaveholders bred slaves for the market. Abolitionists
accused slaveholders of breeding slaves for sale and slaveholders vehemently denied
it. Contemporary tourists in the South wrote about slave breeding but none actually
observe it. Stampp suggests that slaveholders did not record such practices because of
its reprehensible nature. Of course, the lack of documentation may also indicate that
relatively few slaveholders bred slaves for sale. Regardless, the paucity of documented
cases makes it difficult to substantiate the authors’ claims. Consider, for example, their
statement that “the southern economy depended on the functioning of a slave breeding
industry” (p. 3). Because the number of slave breeders is unknown, one can only specu-
late about the state of the southern economy in the absence of such an industry.

A final comment concerns the authors’ assertions that slaves were used as a type of
money (pp. xiii, 42, 292, 640). These statements are simply wrong. Slaves served as
a store of value but not as a medium of exchange or as a unit of account. Buyers and
sellers commodified slaves via slave markets and commodities have sometimes served
as substitutes for money. Slaves, however, were not commodity money. Slaves were
heterogeneous and expensive and slave sales involved significant transaction costs.
Slaves were not a suitable “commodity” for use as money.

The Sublettes have written a lengthy history of the United States premised on the exis-
tence of a slave-breeding industry. Although their use of the word “industry” suggests
that many slaveholders bred slaves for the market, they cannot substantiate this claim.
The authors have raised an important and troubling aspect of our nation’s history but
without additional information or analysis, questions regarding the existence of a slave-
breeding industry remain unanswered.

JONATHAN B. PRITCHETT, Tulane University
Sovereign Sugar: Industry and Environment in Hawai‘i. By Carol A. MacLennan.
Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2014. Pp. xi—378. $39.00, cloth.
doi: 10.1017/S0022050717001000
Sugar has been grown in Hawai‘i since Polynesians brought it and other staples

of the Polynesian diet to Hawai‘i in migrations of the twelfth/thirteenth centuries.
Hawai‘i’s first sugar plantation opened on Kaua‘i in 1835 and by the 1860s sugar
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had become Hawai‘i’s leading industry. Fueled by waves of migration by inden-
tured workers from Asia and Europe and a free-trade treaty with the United States,
sugar cultivation expanded to become Hawai‘i’s leading industry for the next century.
The rise of Hawai‘i’s tourism industry in the 1960s and 1970s, changes in U.S.
programs supporting domestic cultivation, and rising land values pushed most sugar
plantations out of business in the 1980s and 1990s. A couple of sugar plantations,
one on Maui and one on Kaua‘i, were able to survive into the twenty-first century,
but in December 2016, Alexander & Baldwin, Inc., closed the last Hawai‘i sugar
plantation.

Carol MacLennan’s recent book on the history of Hawai‘i’s sugar industry oper-
ates on many levels to illuminate this industry’s 180-year history. MacLennan is an
anthropologist who has skillfully weaved together a narrative that focuses on the
century from 1840 to 1940, the time that she calls “the period of industrialization,”
when the sugar economy “remade the landscape, and the people and their means of
livelihood” (pp. 4-5). Her work builds on the pioneering research of such archae-
ologists as Timothy Earle, Michael Graves, Terry Hunt, Patrick Kirch, and Mark
McCoy who have emphasized how during the first 500 years of Hawai‘i history
(1260-1760), Hawaiians repeatedly shaped landscapes to grow taro, sweet potatoes,
and other staple crops in response to growing populations, political competition, and
new opportunities. The idea that sugar plantations, sugar factors, and other corpora-
tions associated with the sugar industry engineered another major transformation of
Hawai‘i’s landscape and environment over the 1840-1940 period is certainly not
new. Nonetheless MacLennan’s careful rendition of how cooperation and competition
between these corporations completely reshaped Hawai‘i’s environment, society, and
politics represents an important contribution to the economic and business history of
Hawai‘i.

Some highlights include MacLennan’s analysis of joint ventures devised by the King
and highly ranked chiefs to foster nascent sugar plantations in the 1835-1860 period
and to maintain control over their overall activities and expansion (Ch. 4). This discus-
sion is paralleled by analysis of the rapid rise of the Big Five sugar factors during
the mid-to-late nineteenth century and their use of British and American trustee law
to vest control of sugar enterprises to a networked group of insiders. The discus-
sion of plantation centers (Ch. 6) considers life on plantations in the 1850s—1870s
when the plantations used primarily Hawaiian and Chinese labor. The author nicely
describes how plantations made adjustments in labor contracts and added plantation
housing, plantation stores, and food rations to make work on the plantation more
attractive. The informal discussion of plantations’ use of debt at plantation stores to
bind workers to the plantations relies on a few quotations from plantation managers
and has little data to support its conclusion that debt at the plantation store led to
worker dependency. MacLennan’s analysis of the development of infrastructure for
the sugar industry (Ch. 7) and the evolution of plantation communities draws upon
well-known sources and provides succinct and interesting summaries of these topics.
Chapter 10 emphasizes how cooperation among sugar planters put pressure on the
government to accommodate sugar interests yet also correctly stresses differences
among sugar interests regarding King Kalakaua’s policies on government finance,
alliances with other Pacific island nations, and policies towards the sugar industry.
Chapter 11 provides a sweeping overview of government resource policies regarding
land, forests, and water resources under both the monarchy and the U.S. territorial
government.
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MacLennan’s book is seamlessly written and is squarely in the tradition of narra-
tive history. She does an excellent job of marshalling important historical sources and
extending her hypotheses in a detailed manner. An advantage of this approach is that
the work is accessible to a general audience interested in Hawaiian and global history
and makes numerous contributions to specialized historical literature on the sugar
industry and environmental transformation. The analysis would have been somewhat
strengthened if the author had made more of an effort to draw on research from the
field of economic history, for example, Sumner La Croix and Price Fishback (2000).
MacLennan’s narrative rarely uses statistical analysis or theoretical models from
economics or politics to establish or analyze historical trends and transformations, and
this opens the door to further contributions by economists and economic historians,
for example, recent articles by Brooks Kaiser and James Roumasset (2014) and Kaiser
(2014).

Research by Patrick Kirch (2013) and other archaeologists on how Hawai‘i’s polit-
ical and economic institutions changed the environment and evolved to cope with envi-
ronmental changes in ancient Hawai‘i has completely reshaped how we understand
the first 500 years of Hawai‘ian history. In the same vein, MacLennan’s synthetic
narrative provides the foundations for a new generation of economic historians to use
modern quantitative and theoretical methods to gain a better understanding of Hawai‘i’s
complex sugar economy.

SuMNER LA Croix, University of Hawai ‘i
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John Neufeld’s Selling Power is a comprehensive, thematic account of the United
States electric industry. The book’s coverage begins with Thomas Edison’s invention
of the incandescent light bulb, and the development of the generation and distribution
plant that provided the complementary electricity. We quickly learn that the economic
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