Notes for a Retrospective on the Theory of Plantation Economy of L loyd
Best and Kari Polanyi Levitt'

Nor man Girvan

1. Overview of the Best-L evitt modelsof Plantation Economy

The Best-L evitt plantation economy studiessought toidentify thestructural constraints on the growth
and transformation of Caribbean economiesthat arisefrom the historical legacy of the plantation
system and the pervasiveness of plantation-typeinstitutionsin the contemporary economy inthe
form of the multinational corporation (MNC). It was al so theintention to specify thefeaturesof a
self-reliant, self-sustaining Caribbean economy that functionsintheinterestsof themajority of the
population.

The analysis drew from a wide range of economists and historians and a variety of intellectual
traditions. FromMarshal lianmicroeconomicsit drew theanalytical deviceof therepresentativefirm,
which in this context was the plantation in the hinterland economy. From Keynesian
macroeconomicsit borrowed itsmechanismsof income creation and multiplier effects, whichwere
heldtotake placelargely inthemetropole. Itsstructuralist flavour—dependence on asingle export
crop that is reproduced over time in adynamic of growth without development--was strongly
influenced by the work of Dudley Seersand the L atin American school, especially Celso Furtado.

Drawing onthework of the American anthropol ogist CharlesWagl ey, Best and L evitt devel oped
their typol ogy of hinterlandsof conquest, of settlement and of expl oitation, the pl antation economy
being an exampleof thelast. From adetailed study of thework of the West Indian historiansEric
Williams, Elsa Goviea and Douglas Hall, they took their specifications of the “Pure Plantation
Economy” of the period of chattel slavery.

They refined their analysisof theimpact of theexport stapleby drawing ontheinsightsof Canadian
economic historianssuchasMel Watkins. Leontief’ sinput-output analysiswas adapted to construct
an accounting framework for Pure Plantation Economy (Model I) and Plantation Economy Further
Modified (Model 111), meant to be an empirical framefor datacollection and analysis. Thework
was eclectic in the best meaning of the word, blending a variety of analytical approaches, or
paradigms, to produce adistinct model of its own.

Tothecollaboration, Kari Polanyi L evitt brought atradition of transdisciplinary political economy
inherited from her father Karl Polanyi, author of The Great Transformation and other celebrated
studies. She brought her intellectual grounding in the stapl e theories of the Canadian economy, her
own original work on the MNC in Canada, and her skillsin input-output analysisthat had been
honedin her statistical work on the Canadian Atlantic provinces.

! This paper draws on my earlier paper “Kari Polanyi Levitt And The Theory Of Plantation Economy In
Contemporary Perspective’ to be published in a collection of papers honouring Kari Polanyi Levitt by Queen’s
University Pressin 2000.
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Lloyd Best for his part brought not only his skills as an economist but a so his deep knowledge of
Caribbean economichistory together with an absol uteirreverenceof established waysof |ooking at
theworld and atotal determination to conduct uniqueand original theorising.

It wasafertilecollaborationwhoseresultsinfluenced awhol e generation of Caribbean studentsand
scholars? including the present writer. The plantation economy model sof Best and L evitt together
with the work of Beckford provide a powerful set of expository devicesfor explaining the
persistence of underdevel opment and dependence and the dysfunctional behaviour of different
agentsin contemporary Caribbean economies.

Itisworth asking therefore, why the Plantation Economy approach went into apparent decline and
lost its currency from the 1980s on. First, there was avery practical reason: the original set of
studiesby Llod Best and Kari Polanyi Levitt was never published and made accessibleto awide
variety of scholars. Second, the 1980s-1990s saw a resurgence of neo-liberal thinking and
associated declineinthestatusand popularity of dependency-type thought. A third factor, which|
explorein these notes, were changesin the reality that the model s purported to represent, and to
inherent problemsin the models themselves.

2. Generality vsspecificity

First, | suggest that there has been amarked increase in the tension between the generality of the
plantation model s and the specificity of the experiences of individual islandsand territories. The
Caribbean now containsanumber of small island dependenciesand mini-statesthat specialisein
exportsof servicesand haverelatively high per capitaincomes. Themorepopul ousislandsandthe
Guianas, ontheother hand, still havelargeagricultural sectorsand relatively low per capitaincomes.
In between the two are oil-rich Trinidad and Tobago, economically diversifiedandrel atively well- off
Barbados, the banana producing Windards islands, and industrialised Puerto Rico. Divergent
trgectories of devel opment of makeit moreand moredifficult to handlethe Caribbean experience
within theframework of asingle, all-encompassing paradigm.

Economic diversity within the Caribbean reflects the inequalties and uneven development
characteristic of theworld capitalist economy asawhole. And intra-Caribbean diversity wasin fact
addressedintheplantationeconomy models. The*Modified” versionexploredthedifferent patterns
of adjustment of “mature” ascomparedto“new” hinterlands; and the” Further Modified” version
discusses the “new export staples’ of petroleum, bauxite, and tourism, aswell as* branch plant
manufacturing”. The argument was that the modified versions of plantation economy remained
constrained by thelegacy of theoriginal pureform, that the new export staples essentially replicated
thebehavioural pattersof theoriginal sugar sector, and that the MNCsarethe 20" century version
of the Joint Stock Trading Company. Hence the theme of continuity with change—the emphasis
being on the former.

?|.e. through the late 1960s to the end of the 1970s.



Thiswasthesourceof thepower and appeal of themodels. everything could beexplainedinterms
of the plantation. But it may also have been a weakness. Subsequent studies of Caribbean
economies and export industries show the complexity of contemporary adaptations of structures
arisingout of theinterplay of external institutionsandinternal processes. Theoil industry of Trinidad
and Tobago, the bauxiteindustry of Jamaicaand thetourismindustriesall over the Caribbean do
indeed differ widely fromtheoriginal plantationsinthedetail sof their economicimpact (taxationand
|abour employment, for instance), aswell asintheir social structureandlabour relations. Moreand
more, they demand analysis sui generis rather than in terms of amodel originally based on the slave
plantation. By extension, thisalso appliesto analysis of the societiesasawhole. And it probably
hel psto explainthewaning appeal of themodel sto subsequent generationsof Caribbeanscholars
in the 1980s and 1990s.

3. Themodelsasa guideto policy

Theuse of the models asaguideto policies and strategies of transformation was hinted at, but
never fully elaborated as an operational framework. Presumably it would have been the basisfor
Model 1V, the so-called “anti-model” (Levitt 1998: 1). The hintsrelate to the argument that thetrue
potential for transformationlay inwhat wascalled the residentiary” sector, whichoriginatedinthe
peasant economy established in the post-Emanicpation period. What exactly constituted the
residentiary sector in the contemporary economy, however, was never fully specified. Is it
ownership (local), race (Black/East Indian), class (peasantry/workers), or market orientation
(domestic) or acombination of all four? Thework of George Beckford goesfurther in calling for the
“freeing up” of theresidentiary sector, by which he meant essentially the activities of poor black
peoplebothrural and urban, including theinformal economy. But therearesomeintriguing questions
that arise out of thisposition:

- When small farmers (or small producers generally) participate in production of an exported
commodity such asugar-cane and bananas, thisisresidentiary in ownership but not in market
orientation. Doesthislimit the potentia of thisactivity to contributeto economic transformation?

- How can large-scaleindustriessuch aspetroleum and bauxitebemade“ residential” ? Doesthis
not involve therole of the state?

- Areall residentiary activitiesto beregarded positively? What about crime and drug trafficking for
example?

- What about the issue of class—istheresidentiary sector to be promoted regardlessof thepossible
emergence of a native capitalist class that is exploitative in its labour relations and socially
irresponsiblein itseconomic practice (asin Jamaicainthe 1990sfor example)?If not, what does
thisimply about the role of the state?

- What about the Caribbean diasporaoverseas, whose popul ation and economic significancerivals
that of the resident population—are they not, in essence, an “overseas’ residentiary sector of the
Caribbean?



4. Roleof the state

Best and Levitt’s plantation economy studies did not say much about the role of the state. This
figured more prominently inthework of George Beckford (Beckford 1972), C.Y. Thomas (Thomas
1973) and myself (Girvan 1970). During the 1970s several Caribbean governments® adopted
policiesof localisation and nationalisation of foreign-owned industries. Itisprobably trueto say that
these were inspired at least in part by the plantation school, though there other contributory
influencesincluding the Cuban Revolution, the Black Power movement, Caribbean Marxismand
ThirdWorldradicalism. Onthewhol etheresultsof theseexperimentsranged fromthedisappointing
to the disastrous. Thereasonsfor thisincluded:

- opposition from established interests among the MNCs, the local private sector, and the US
(cases of Jamaicaand Guyana)

- corruption, patronage, and political authoritarianismunderminingtheprofitability of state-owned
enterprises(especially the case of Guyana)

- absenceof acoherent economic model and management (caseof Jamaicainparticul ar)

- statetrying to do too much too quickly with too much money (case of oil-rich Trinidad and
Tobago in the 1970s)

- internal socia and political contradictions(casesof Grenadaand Jamaica)

Inretrospect, the advocates of statist polices (including myself) were unduly optimistic about the
capacity of state-owned enteprisesto beagentsof economic transformation, in abstraction from the
political cultural contextinwhichthey wouldfunction. Infairness, it should bepointed out that Best
and L evitt did not themsel vesadvocate poli ciesof widespread nationalisation althought therewere
somevague referencesto localisation.

5. Regional economicintegration

Thiswas another strategy recommended by the studies. The experience with this has also been
disappointing. The Caribbean Community (Caricom), formedin1973, didnot liveuptoitsoriginal
promise to forge a strong regional grouping with coordinated devel opment of agriculture, industry,
and natural resources. Butitwould beunfair to usethisasevidenceof thefaultinessof theplantation
economy analysis. Best and L evitt saw regional integration asacomplement to changing interna
structures of production and accumulation. Caricom never went beyond liberalisation of intra-
regional tradein itsinternal economic management, and has focused much of its efforts on the
coordination of external trade negotiationsand foreign policy, and on functional cooperationin social
affairs.

Caricom Governments have been precoccupied with preserving and maximising the short-term
benefitsof preferential trading arrangementswiththemetropolitian centresincluding Lome, the CBI
and Caribcan. Businessinterestshavea sofocused ontheir linkageswiththedevel oped countries.
Hence policieshave been constrained by theimperativesflowing frominherited structuresof the
plantation economy initssuccessiveversions. Thegrowing heterogeneity of Caribbean economies

3 notably Guyana, Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, and the People’ s Revolutionary Government (PRG) of Grenada.
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has also impeded theintegration process. Thetourist and service-oriented economies of Caricom
had moreto |osethan to gain from astrong common market, which would have mostly benefitted
the larger agricultural and manutacturing exporting member countries.

There have aso been divergent policy agendas. In the 1970s Trinidad and Tobago was pursuing
energy-based industrialisation, Jamaica was experimenting with Democratic Socialism and
campaigning for aNew International Economic Order, and Guyanawastrying to build Co-operative
Socialism while Barbados was following more orthodox policies. In the 1980s integration was
undermined by theeffectsof structural adjustment programmes, which privilegedtradeliberalisation
with therest of theworld and aretreat from interventionist policies. By the 1990s Caricom had
largely embraced thenew orthodoxy of openregionalism. Y etitisarguably thecasethat thecurrent
pressures of market globalisation have reinforced the need to consolidate the Community into a
coherent economic blocintheshapeof the Caricom Single M arket and Economy.

6. Classand race

The plantation economy school (and here | include George Beckford) isat its strongest when it
analysesthe coincidence of classand racerelationsin plantation societies and the bases of ethnic
antagonisminethnically plural plantation societieslike Trinidad and Tobago, Guyanaand Suriname.
A good example is the case of contemporary Jamaica, which is arguably in a process of socia
fragmentation. On onesidethereisaparasitic ruling classdepending on the stateand onfinancial
capital andwhichislargely theproduct of thepoliciesof structural adjustment andliberalisation. This
class was consolidated out of the remnants of the old plantation-mercantile system in Jamaica
together with a new brown and black bouregoisie emerging out of financial liberalisation and
privatisation.

Ontheother handthereisthemajority black population experiencing varying degreesof socia and
economicexclusion. Thecoreresidesintheinner city communitiesin Kingstonand adjacent areas,
where aternative systems of economy and social authority outside of the law have become
established. These communtiesarein astate of endemic revolt against the official system of justice
and politics. Theattitudesof the Jamaicanruling classtowardstheinner city communitiesare, inthe
main, characterised by amixtureof indifference, contempt and fear; bearing closeresemblanceto
the attitudes of the planterstowardsthe slaves sometwo centuriesago.

7. Inconclusion

I will now attempt to bring together the points made above in the form of some concluding
observations.

1. Thetheory of Plantation Economy ismost accurately regarded aspart of the tradition of critical
analysis of the emergence, spread and consolidation of world capitalism from its original
mercantileformtoitspresent formof globalisedfinancecapital incrisis(Lenin, Baran, Gunder
Frank, Furtado, Amin, Wallerstein). It isunique and sui generis to the extent that (1) it
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employedauniqueblend of different approaches, and (i) the specificformof capitalist economy
and organisation it sought to analyse wasitself unique and sui generis. The claimsto orginal
theorising are, therefore, bounded by that historical redlity.

2. Henceplantation economy theory can belocated withinthecontext of thecritical discourseon
global capitalism and the alternative non-neoliberal paradigms, including Marxism and neo-
Marxism, evolutionary economics, institutional economics, structuralismand nec-structuralism. It
needstoberevisited, therefore, inthe context of thegrowing critiqueof globalisation and neo-
liberalism.

3. Themodel may be strongest in its Pure Plantation Economy version where it represents the
situation of island economiesinwhich slaveplantationswerethedominant unit of production, as
intheBritishand FrenchWest I ndianislands. Whereslave plantationswerenot asdominant, as
in the Hispanic islands, or were part of continental hinterland, asin Brazil and the US South, the
“Pure” model applieswithlesser strength.

4. Thereisatension betweentheelementsof continuity and changeasModel | evolvesinto Model
Il and Modél I11. Continuity is represented by the plantation legacy on structures, cultureand
patternsof behaviour. Changeismanifestedinnew industries, new institutions, new ideol ogies
andtheresistanceand survival strategiesof the population.

5. The possibility must therefore be conceded that at some point the elements of change may
supercede the elements of continuity and make necessary a Kuhn-like paradigm shift. Some
would arguethat thisisinfact what occurred inthe 1980s. Thisview must be qualified by the
consideration that the paradigm shift towards neoliberalism in the 1980s was a global
phenomenon. From a Caribbean social sciences perspective it was not a spontaneous
development but was an imposition from without. There is evidence that by this time the
Plantation Economy school in the Caribbean was running out of steam, but this may have been
duetotheabsenceof innovation based ontheoriginal model, in part duetotheunavailability of
the materia in published form.

6. Theabsenceof ananti-model (Model 1V) isamajor impediment in appraising the prescriptive
valueof thetheory. It may well bethat the specificity of particul ar plantation societiesinpolitics,
socia structure, economy and in relations with the world economy, are of equal or greater
importance than the plantation legacy in determining appropriate strategies and policies of
transformation. Judgement onthisquestion shoul d be suspended pending el aboration of aM odel
V.
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