Exchange between James Millette, Brian Meeks and Norman Girvan 
The following exchange started with an open letter from James Millette to the editors of The Thought of New World: The Quest for Decolonisation just prior to the launch on the St Augustine Campus on October 14, 2010. Millette’s letter was copied to several individuals and distributed to several others at the launch. 
James Millette to Brian Meeks and Norman Girvan
Editors, The Thought of New World
13 October, 2010

Dear Brian and Norman:

My sources tell me that The Thought of New World is to be launched at the ISER St. Augustine on Thursday, October 14. I knew of the launching in Mona at the recent Gordon Lewis conference which I was unable to attend, but I had hoped to attend the Trinidad event. I have not been informed of it but I hear that it is happening so here are my few thoughts.

To begin with, congratulations on the production of the book. It has already given me several hours of useful reading and I have very much enjoyed it. In part this has been because of the very faithful and accurate rendition of my paper delivered at the conference.  But it has been also in part because I think that the book brings together so many of the important events I have been pondering and thinking about so much in the decades that have passed since the 1960’s. Most of the readers of the book will probably not have the same intimate understanding of its contents that I have, so let me help them to understand what they read.

This book is at least two things. It is, first of all, a reflection on the New World Group; and it is, secondly, a report on the fourth Caribbean Reasonings Conference held in Jamaica in June 2005. Insofar as these objectives are concerned the first has been met, the second is at best a continuation of the revisionist project which has long been in progress. 

 Scholars familiar with that literature will have to include this volume in any attempt to assess and evaluate the Group. But those scholars also know that in all the events associated with New World, two particular events stand out from the pack. The two events are the destruction of the Group by Lloyd Best, its principal founder, and the suppression of the research related to the path-breaking economic analysis conducted by Lloyd Best and Kari Levitt on plantation economy. With respect to the former, the destruction of the Group, Lloyd and I locked horns and have thereafter stood on opposite sides of a great divide in modern Trinidad and Tobago and Caribbean politics. Before that we had a beautiful friendship; after that there was a lot of contention, disgust and ill-tempered argumentation.

I have always maintained that the idea to “mash up the Group” probably did not originate with Lloyd; but he did put himself at the service and disposition of others who were determined to derail the response which New World was in the process of generating to the post-independence crisis. The debates over plantation economy, the CARIFTA debate here in Trinidad and Tobago- conducted in the pages of the Express until they were peremptorily shut down- the debates over the sugar industry in Jamaica, the debates over the “dynamics” of West Indian economic integration had all generated a fierce resistance within the ranks of the old colonial elite and their partners, including, it was increasingly apparent, the neo-colonial regimes that had fought for independence but were now in the process of giving it away.

A rising tide of new, genuinely independent thought was waxing strong and the old order had to find a way to put it out. Their brilliant strategy was to get Best to do the job, and he did. Why he did is the stuff of what I write in the chapter I have written in the book.
 
I fully realize that these statements may be controversial but they reflect my long held views which are substantially if not fully stated in Chapter 2 of the present book and in an earlier statement published in the volume edited by Selwyn Ryan, entitled Independent Thought and Caribbean Freedom: Essays in Honor of Lloyd Best, published by the ISER in 2003. Nor are these views mine alone. They also belong to a significant number of individuals who were part and parcel of the New World generation but who, in the main, have elected to remain silent about it. I have not embraced silence, I have embraced outrage and articulation, refusing to have silence imposed upon me either, even at this late stage, when some may be shaking their heads and wondering what these events of more than forty years ago have to do with today.

To them I say, “Everything!!!”

Shutting down New World was one part of the project, the other part was the suppression of the proposed research into and publication of the theory of plantation economy on which Lloyd Best and Kari Levitt had long been working. Kari is an important source of information on the two processes we are discussing. We now have in print her first person statement naming names and giving details of what happened in Montreal (see p.77) prior to the actions undertaken by Lloyd in Trinidad. Her chapter in the book speaks to the dramatic and unexpected turnabout by Lloyd, and interested readers are invited to read the material carefully. They should also read and ask themselves questions about a brief, enigmatic statement by Kari about the fate of the plantation economy project (see p.78) about which she writes that, after 1974, “For the next 25 years no further progress was made.” 

The consequences of those two events were, first, to kill the Group itself and, secondly, abruptly to short-circuit and terminate the further development of significant elements of the original thinking for which the Group had become notable in its brief existence. In its place, as far as the Lloyd Best initiative was concerned, out of the ashes of a broken and splintered Group arose Tapia and the Trinidad and Tobago Review, nowadays an insert publication appearing regularly in the pages of the Express. The significance of that fact has never been lost on me, and I urge the audience to reflect on it. 

With respect to the book being launched today, the audience must also know the following. They must know that the book is not an authentic publication of the proceedings of the conference which gave rise to it in two essential respects. It purports to be but is in fact not an account of what took place at the conference.

First, the book excludes completely, the contribution made by Lloyd Best at the conference at Mona in June 2005.  On that occasion Best spoke for about two hours, the first half hour of which was devoted to an extended denunciation of Caribbean economic integration over the previous period beginning with the inception of CARIFTA. The rest of the contribution ranged over a series of issues, including an attempted refutation of the critique I had previously offered in my own speech at the conference. As far as I can see, ALL of this has been excluded.

This puts me in the unenviable position of having to defend Lloyd. He was not an idiot. He knew what he was saying and why he was saying it. What he said in fact amounted to a stunning self-critique of his position on Caribbean integration, decades after he had quietly supported it when much of the rest of the Group were opposing it. The reason was that CARIFTA was the issue which broke up New World, and his major statement to the conference was intended to distance himself from the role he had played in achieving that end. Substantively, however, the statement was also a useful contribution to the analysis of the predicament in which the regional integration movement now finds itself. 

This is not the time and place to discuss regional integration. I’ll reserve my comments on Caribbean integration for another occasion. But what is clear is that apparently the editors of the present volume, and maybe Lloyd himself, thought it impolitic to include those comments in the book which is today offered for sale. It would be interesting to know why.  


Secondly, the book provides a date for the interview with Lloyd which is at best unreliable. The book claims in the “Introduction” written by Brian Meeks, and in footnote No 1 (p.325), that “The interview was held at Lloyd Best and Sunity Maharaj Best’s home 91, Tunapuna Road, January 15-16, 2005.” I am asking for the evidence that verifies that date. In these days of electronic tracking, it should be easy to do that. 

That verification is important because the dating of this interview to a period preceding the conference creates problems for readers seriously interested in understanding its significance. If the document was written BEFORE, it is interesting to reflect on the fact that it does not offer any substantial commentary on the Caribbean integration issue on which Lloyd chose to devote so much time at the conference. If it was written AFTER, there were problems. It could not, it seems, be allowed to reflect the rounding denunciation of Caribbean integration in which Best had indulged. And, clearly, also it could not just be what in fact it is, another contribution to the elaborate revisionism which has been going in circles associated with the Best saga in the period since 1968. So it was inserted in the issue, but dated before the conference, not after it. Nice.

I have too much respect for you guys, as editors, to assert that some kind of fabrication is at work here. But I have to confess that I can’t get rid of the feeling that something is amiss. Let me just say that, in terms of dating and substance, the document reads as contrived and inauthentic. What is true and authentic is the fact that, for reasons best known to the editors, they decided to scuttle the speech that Lloyd delivered at the conference and opted to publish a completely different document aimed at plugging holes which the Mona conference had left exposed. 

Good luck with that mission. All the best.


James Millette
Professor Emeritus
Oberlin College, Ohio, USA


Brian Meeks to James Millette 
14 October 2010

Dear James, thanks for your open letter. Forgive the brevity of my response, but I write from a cramped notebook in a hotel room in Trinidad. In response to your two substantial criticisms; First, Caribbean Reasonings was never conceived as a 'Conference Proceedings' series. Indeed, as you will see in forthcoming volumes in honour of Lamming, Richard Hart and MG Smith, that we include significant material that did not derive from the conference or is archival in nature. So it is with the New World volume and the use of the Best interview, which I shall return to as my second point. There is therefore no need for us to faithfully record the cut and thrust of the debates in the conference itself. However, as we are all aware and you have underlined, there were deep divisions and sharply different interpretations of the events surrounding Lloyd's departure from the Trinidad New World group and its subsequent break up. If these were not captured and the differing perspectives allowed to fully express their positions, we would have been remiss, to say the least. I think that these are recognised in my introduction, in Norman's remarks, Kari's narrative on the Montreal group and most substantially and certainly capturing two sides of the debate, in your paper and Lloyd's interview. Secondly, and with reference to your queries re the interview 'a Caribbean Life', there is no subterfuge associated with it. Lloyd had asked myself and Tony Bogues to interview him in advance of the conference and we did in January 2005. We thought this would be a splendid opportunity to capture Lloyd's views in a reasonably comprehensive fashion and I think that is the case. There is much to contend with in that interview and we certainly never presented it as any sort of gospel. Indeed, as is evident in my brief introductory remarks, there are sharply differing perspectives between your interpretation of the events and Lloyd's, but they have been placed on the table for a new generation to consider (and for an older generation to reconsider) and arrive at their own conclusions. Finally, with reference to the absence of Lloyd's closing comment at the conference, both Norman and I, as I recall, thought that the January interview simply trumped his speech and it would be redundant to carry both. However, it is available as a published document as apparently Lloyd gave it to the Caricom series edited by Ken Hall where it was subsequently used as a chapter in one of those collections.
I am extending your open letter to a few other parties (Rupert Lewis, Tony Bogues and Patsy Lewis) who may be interested in this exchange. I will forward your letter to them as well.
 
Sincerely, 
Brian


James Millette to Brian Meeks 
15 October 2010

Dear Brian:

Thanks for your response to my open letter relative to the launching of the New World volume. My sources tell me that it was not read, and was only distributed at the launching because an uninvited guest came to the launching and circulated copies.
 
For the moment I think that I am satisfied with leaving the issues, as you suggest, with new and older generations to consider and re-consider. But folks have to know what they are dealing with. So let the book be sold, let the letter circulate, let people read the record, and let us all get on the same page. We are after all dealing with an issue which had its origins in the sixties; even David Lewis did not seem to know very much about what we are talking about. 
 
From where I sit the main reason why all of this is important is that the repercussions are still fundamentally with us. Also, I continue to believe, there is a lot that is strange in the complete exclusion of Lloyd's comments at the conference and its complete replacement with an interview which, however important it might have been, was devoid of the context surrounding the conference. You say his speech was published otherwise. And you say it was in a series edited by Ken Hall. Good, I have to look at it. There may be stuff there that I have to deal with, as I will in due course deal with the content of the interview which I have not so far addressed.  
 
Thanks for taking the time to write. I can't promise that you will not have to write again. All the best.
 
James



Norman Girvan to James Millette

17 October 2010
Dear James,

I am just now getting a chance to read properly and reflect on your open letter to Brian and myself and the subsequent exchange between both of you on the volume on the Thought of New World.

Let me say to begin with that Brian and I had agreed that your open letter would be read out at the launch on Thursday night.  At things turned out it was not possible to do so due to constraints of time—we already had a crowded programme and there was another event in the St Augustine Campus 50th Anniversary celebrations that followed immediately after the launch, which several people had to attend, including the Chairman of the launch.

I did however refer to your letter during my own remarks, and announce that it would be published on my website the next day. Your source, the “uninvited guest” (the launch by the way was publicly advertised) evidently omitted to tell you this. By the way your letter together with some of the remarks at the launch as well as email exchanges between us, will be on my website as soon as I have the time to deal with this.  

As it turns out, it is a good thing that we were unable to read out your open letter. Having now had the time to read it carefully, I realise that we would have been obliged, then and there, to respond to the serious allegations you made about Brian and me as co-editors. This would not only have prolonged the presentations far beyond the time available, but would have shifted the focus and changed the whole character of the event.  

With regard to your allegations, Brian speaks for us both in his response on the two substantive points, with which I fully concur. I only wish to add the following.

First, I completely reject the allegation that the book is part of some sinister revisionist project on the history of the New World Group. The decision to publish Lloyd’s interview and to omit his Conference speech was, as Brian says, based on our best editorial judgment.  I am sure in my own mind that this was the correct decision.

Second, I must protest in the strongest possible terms your insinuation that Brian and I deliberately fabricated the date of the interview with Lloyd Best. You have said in your first message that you “know us too well”  to accuse us of this kind of dishonesty, but that is the only interpretation of your message, since no one but ourselves and Tony Bogues could have falsified the date of the interview. 

It may be that when you wrote your open letter you believed that it might have been a genuine dating error on our part. Such an error would of course provide support to your revisionist thesis. But Brian reassured you on this point in his response, yet you did not withdraw the insinuation or apologise in your rejoinder. I am to conclude that you either do not accept what he has said—which is to accuse us of lying--or you did not think it sufficiently important to publicly withdraw the allegation. 

You must know that an allegation of this kind is a very serious one and amounts to a charge of professional misconduct.  For the record, let me say that it is untrue, unwarranted, and totally unacceptable.

Finally, we both agree that the debate over the significance of the New World Group and the reasons for its demise will continue. As I said in my remarks at the launch, we who were part of the experience have a responsibility to render an account to those who follow after. We have both given our respective interpretations in published accounts. Doubtless we will continue to do so, and succeeding generations will cogitate on these matters and draw their own conclusions. 

Long live the debate; and long live the spirit of independent thought and critical enquiry for which New World stood.

Regards, Norman    
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