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Foreword to Essays on the Theory of Plantation Economy, by Lloyd Best and Kari Levitt.
The theory of Plantation Economy of Lloyd Best and Kari Levitt first made its appearance some forty years ago. For the better part of a decade it held intellectual sway in the social science departments at the University of the West Indies, from whence it had mainly originated. After this initial success its influence waned. In the 1980s it became one of the many casualties of the neoliberal counter-revolution in economics. Younger economists today hardly know of its existence. Most of the material on the theory was unpublished; and the rest was not easily accessible. This collection of essays make available the seminal contributions in the work, most for the first time, and all together in one publication.
Its appearance is timely. Neoliberal globalisation is everywhere being questioned as the panacea for development it was once held up to be; and the ‘one size fits all’ prescriptions of the Washington-based International Financial Institutions are falling into disrepute.  The theory of Plantation Economy asserted the specificity of the Caribbean experience. It was one the earliest attempts to understand the Caribbean economy within its own terms, rather than within the framework of a pre-ordained paradigm of Metropolitan provenance. It is heterodox rather than orthodox, eclectic rather than ideological, and Caribbean-centred rather than Eurocentric. And it provides an historical perspective on the relationship of Caribbean countries to globalisation, that is highly relevant to the present. 
For the theory is not, except in a very limited sense, about plantations and agriculture. ‘Plantation Economy’ is a means of characterising how Caribbean economies work, by reference to their historical origins. The theory explains why Caribbean economies undergo alternating cycles of ‘boom’ and ‘bust’, why periods of boom are not self-sustaining, and why adjustment during the bust does not free the economy from dependence on the ‘plantation sector’—broadly defined as that which is foreign-owned and export-oriented.  It is, in a sense, a theory of permanent dependence: of growth without development, of adjustment without structural change, of diversification without transformation. It suggests that escape from this syndrome requires liberation of the ‘residentiary’ sector, which is where the true potential for economic transformation lies. And it implies that continued passive incorporation into the international economy will continue to reproduce the syndrome of the past. For all these reasons, this book needs to be carefully studied. 

The methodology, succinctly outlined in Essay One and further explained in Essay Two, is historical and institutional. The authors assert the neccesity to distinguish different types of economic systems in time and place. Each is embedded in a particular social and institutional framework; each has its own laws of motion; each requires its own theory. Plantation Economy is a particular type, created by Western European enterprise as an appendage of Metropolitan Economy, passive and lacking in internal dynamic from the start. It passes through successive historical stages from slavery to modern times: Pure, Modified, and Further Modified. The theoretical propositions relating to these stages are outlined in Essay Three and elaborated in detail in Essay Four. 
The authors place their work in the tradition of the ‘structural approach’ pioneered by the Latin American economists Prebisch, Furtado and Sunkel; the Canadian economic historian Harold Innis; and the development economists Myrdal, Chenery, and Seers (REF: p. 4 in “An Historical and Institutional Approach). Their greatest debt is to Seers and the West Indian economist William Demas. Prebisch and Furtado undertook a structural analysis of the unequal international distribution of the fruits of technical progress between centre and periphery in the world economy, and of the internal blockages to development. Myrdal argued that a special economic theory was needed for the underdeveloped countries. Seers argued that mainstream economic theory applied mainly to the ‘special case’ of the advanced industrialised countries--a typology of economic systems, each with own analytical schema, was necessary. Demas made the ‘first comprehensive statement on the structural characteristics of Caribbean economy’ (Ch 2 p. 4). The common element of this tradition with the theory of Plantation Economy is the treatment of economic behaviour as being conditioned by institutions and structures that change through historical time. 
The historical and institutional approach is in contradiction with the neoclassical paradigm  of a universal, ahistorical economics founded on methodological individualism and the primacy of the market. And, as the neoliberal consensus unravels, new work has been appearing that revalidates this methodology. That ‘institutions do matter’ has been shown, econometrically, by Rodrik, and theoretically by Stiglitz. Ocampo has undertaken a neo-structuralist analysis of the asymmetrical relationships between centre and periphery in the current phase of globalisation. Ha-Joon Chang has rehabilitated history as a tool of economic analysis and has proposed an institutional alternative to neo-liberal economic theory. The critical role of institutions in affecting economic performance has been ‘discovered’ by the World Bank and the IMF, becoming part of the post-Washington Consensus and—regrettably-- of the expanded conditionalities imposed on highly indebted countries.
The methodology of the theory of Plantation Economy has been criticised as lacking in formalism, mathematical content and empirical testing. The criticism is at best myopic, and at worst, misguided. Myopic, because it overlooks the value of insights into economic behaviour that are yielded by a study of history, culture and institutions. In Schumpeterian terms, the ‘pre-analytical cognitive act’ is a necessary initial step on the road to formal analysis: concepts are invented, relationships among them are proposed. In today’s language, ‘stylised facts’ are the starting point in building a theory capable of being formally tested.  The challenge is to make constructive use of the work in this way. Some economists already have. Hopefully, the material in this publication will become the basis for innovative work in formal model-building by young researchers. 
The criticism is also misguided, in that much of the work was meant not to serve as a formal economic model, but as a planning tool for economic transformation. To this end, an accounting framework was prepared to represent the contemporary incarnation of Plantation Economy (Model III), together with an empirical application in the form of a revised and expanded system of national accounts for the economy of Trinidad and Tobago. These are here published, for the first time, as Essays Five and Six. This will permit scholarly assessment of the utility of the material as a method of describing and analysing Caribbean economies, and as a tool of planning and policy. There was also to be Model IV, an ‘anti-model’ representing economic transformation, but this was never undertaken. 
All this is explained by Kari Levitt in Essay Seven, which covers the genesis, development and termination of the work on Plantation Economy. This account is vital to understanding the context in which the theory was developed, the purpose of the work and the nature of its unfinished business. Levitt poses an important question: why did not the work on Plantation Economy give rise to a Caribbean school of structural economists similar to what occurred with the ECLAC school in Latin America? She believes, correctly I think, that a major reason for this was that the bulk of the work was never published. This was due to the ‘other (political) priorities’ on the part of Best and to ‘misplaced perfectionism’ on the part of Levitt. Also lacking was an institutional base, as Levitt was forced out of the UWI in 1975 by the government’s termination of her work permit for political reasons; while Best resigned from the UWI in the same year to enter active politics. The failure to sustain the work on Plantation Economy has been a major intellectual loss to the English speaking Caribbean. But better late than never: the publication of these Essays will remedy the deficiency in availability; and Economics departments at the UWI and elsewhere are challenged to use this book as a teaching material and in their postgraduate training and research.
The theory was developed because of dissatisfaction with the failed ‘industrialisation by invitation’ policies of the 1950s-1960s, which were associated with the recommendations of W.A. Lewis.  In Essay Eight, the authors appraise Lewis’s analysis of Caribbean economic development and its theoretical underpinnings, in order to contrast it with their own interpretation. Lewis discussed extensively the century between Emancipation and the labour unrest of the 1930s. This coincides with Model II of Plantation Economy. There is considerable agreement among Lewis, Best and Levitt that the main source of dynamism in this period was the peasantry and that the neglect of this sector in government policy was the principal reason for the absence of economic transformation. But Best and Levitt go further, in attributing the underlying problem to the legacy of the slave plantation economy in tastes, consumption patterns, investment behaviour, and government policy. They also critique the mechanism of employment creation by which Lewis believed the unemployment problem would be solved. In the course of doing so, they also review the work of Seers, Kennedy and Brewster on export-propelled economies. This essay therefore helps to differentiate the Plantation Economy theorists from others of their generation who addressed the unemployment problem.
In the decades since the theory of Plantation Economy was presented there has been marked divergence in the trajectories of Caribbean economies. On the whole the smaller, service-based  economies and energy-rich Trinidad and Tobago have progressed rapidly; while the larger, resource-based economies have suffered reversals or stagnated.  Tourism and international financial services have grown, traditional agricultural exports have declined, migration has intensified, the informal economy has mushroomed, and remittances from the Caribbean Diaspora and narco-trafficking have become significant foreign currency earners. The theory analyses divergent trajectories in the successive stages of Plantation Economy in Essay Four. The chief explanatory factors are the domestic resource situation, changing metropolitan demand and investment, and the nature of economic adjustment in different phases in the cycle of the export staple. The economies that have done well in recent years are those favourably endowed for expansion into new export staples; those that have not, remain mired in the production of older staples. 
Whether the syndrome of plantation economy is broken depends on how far a country moves from ‘passive’ to ‘active’ incorporation into the international economy. Passive incorporation entails reliance on metropolitan initiative and entrepreneurship and on exogenously determined external demand.  When resources are depleted or external demand changes, the economy regresses. Active incorporation involves local entrepreneurship organising production, accessing technology and capital, and creating overseas markets for output that cannot be sold domestically. Inter-industry linkages are forged, and surpluses are reinvested locally. Thus, when natural resources are depleted or foreign demand shifts, the economy is in a position to switch capital and labour to new activities. This is the challenge now faced by the tourism and energy-based economies. Their current booms cannot last forever. A similar challenge confronts the stagnant economies. In this sense, all Caribbean economies are in the same boat. 
The theory of Plantation Economy is, therefore, as relevant in the age of globalisation as it was in the age of decolonisation, when it was invented. Clearly, Plantation Economy was the creation of an earlier form of globalisation; and today’s globalisation is the latest stage in the evolution of Metropolitan Economy. There are those who argue not only that globalisation is an irreversible concomittant of technological change, but also that passive incorporation into the global economy is the only option available. This is the meaning of a policy of indiscriminate opening of the economy to imports and to foreign capital; as prescribed by the rules of the World Trade Organization, the conditionalities of the World Bank and the IMF, and the terms of bilateral trade agreements with developed countries. But to argue that there is no option but to submit is like arguing that 19th century imperialism should not have been resisted because of the invention of the steamship and the Gatling Gun. There are always choices. And these choices should be informed by an understanding of the consequences of different courses of action, drawing on past experience. 
The theory of Plantation Economy helps to inform us of the consequences of passive incorporation into the world economy. It tells us that this path cannot lead to sustained and sustainable development. It suggests the elements of an alternative approach to development for Caribbean countries, with possible lessons for others n the Global Suoth. The foundation has been laid by Lloyd Best and Kari Levitt, to whom we must be duly thankful. It is for others now to build on it. 
May 2, 2007
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