What are the explicit and implicit characteristics of plantation politics and society?
Thesis statement: While the plantation theory /model provides a useful platform for which Caribbean researchers can build their analysis it is inadequate in explaining certain key changes and the new challenges which the Caribbean now face.

The plantation model/ theory which was developed in the late 1960s, though widely associated with George Beckford its main exponent, can be also attributed to the work of Kari Levitt, Norman Girvan, Lloyd Best, and Aldith Brown. The plantation model argues that every society is a product of the particular historical force that gives it shape or form. While focusing mainly on the distinct economic models of the Caribbean, the plantation model seeks to explain currents in plantation societies 
across the world e.g. Brazil. There is also a social and political aspect to the thesis and it is this aspect that this presentation will focus on. The presentation will examine the characteristics of the plantation society in relation to its social and political construct. Beckford argues that modern society display structural forms that are a direct legacy of the slave plantation system. The legacy of slavery provides the single most defining factor for understanding contemporary society based on the plantation theory. This assumption by supporters of the model is supported by the persistence of certain structural characteristics in former colonies that resembles the plantation system during slavery and forms the buttress for the social framework of plantation societies. As aforementioned, the plantation model has a social, political and economic dimension and all are 
inextricably linked as they provide support for each other. So while the presentation will focus on plantation politics and society, the economy will inevitably form a part of the discussion. 

Within plantation societies the social structure is reflective of 
the authoritarian structure which governs economic organization. There is a strong relationship within plantation society between land and labour since they form the basis for the economic relationship which existed in slavery societies. (Marxist interpretation) In other words, the social and political relations within a plantation society is directly determined by the economic organization that governs production; in the case of the Caribbean the production of tobacco, coffee, indigo, cotton, livestock and sugar. Within plantation societies the population composition varies according to the type of labour needed. For the most part therefore, plantation society consisted of a large African, East Indian or non-white labour force alongside a small white planter/ruling class. Due to the different racial groupings associated with plantation societies, these societies are said to be culturally plural. 

Visual representation of the social and political organization of plantation societies based on the plantation model/theory
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Social characteristic of a plantation society based on the plantation model/theory 
According to the Plantation model/theory plantation societies are therefore characterized by:

· Large areas of land devoted to production

· Numerous unskilled workers 

· Decision making highly centralized

· Authoritarian management structure

· Labourers separated from decision making by social and cultural differences 

· The existence of a rigid social hierarchy based on labour, racial and cultural differences

· Culturally plural in nature

In analyzing the Caribbean in the post-emancipation period Beckford et al. argues that the social, economic and political structures of the plantation society as it existed under slavery still exist within contemporary Caribbean societies and to a large extent continue to shape its course. In other words, the economic, social and political structures of present day societies have their antecedents in Caribbean slavery. He argues that the basic structure remains the same as the white planter class is able to continue their control of the land, moreover its ranks have been reinforced by a non-agricultural group which share their culture and/or racial origins. Educational opportunities are open only to half castes who aspire to become white culturally and socially. Within the post-emancipation period the racial/caste system was replaced by a class system with the white dominating the top of the class hierarchy. However concession is given to those who most resemble the small white population and to those blacks who assimilate white culture best. Assimilating white culture along with a likeness of the white race thus became the determining factors in deciding who is admitted to the top of the social hierarchy.

Politically, post-emancipated plantation societies remain highly centralized with a weak local community. While Caribbean government administration may comprise of blacks it firstly comprise of the blacks who assimilate white culture and values best, and secondly comprise of blacks who exercise power on behalf of the small white elites who are their financial backers. Culturally, the post-emancipated societies remain plural as each racial and cultural group only come together in the realm of economic activity. Like under slavery, economics therefore becomes the defining factor as it is the 
nature of the economic activity which will determine the level of social integration that takes place.

Criticism of the plantation society model 

· The plantation model/theory in identifying the characteristics of the social and political structure of plantation societies ignore a crucial group  within the matrix of the said society and economy; that is the poor whites and the free people of colour. It therefore implicitly argues that this group did not contribute to the social, political and economic organization of the plantation society. By ignoring this group the analysis of the plantation societies as it existed under slavery is skewed toward the small white elite and large 
African/East Indian labour force; which were not the only contributors to the social and economic make up of the plantation society. It also does not allow for a more complex reading of the power relations in plantation societies. (see diagram below

· By ignoring the poor white and free people of colour, the plantation model also ignores the issue of creolization. Rather than seeing Caribbean societies as being distinct by looking at the relations of these two groups, proponents of the plantation model would be able to identify the syncretism which took place during and after slavery between these two cultures and later the other cultures which were added. Hence, Ramphall’s criticism that the plantation model does 
not appreciate people as cultural beings.
Social, economic and political hierarchy of Caribbean plantation societies
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· The theory also implicitly argues that plantation societies are static and not fluid in its development, and to this end one would need to ask how far the theory can explain 
changes which took place during and after the period of slavery and continues to take place up until now. Hence, Figueroa and Levitt’s argument that new models of theorizing about Caribbean development outside of the plantation model must be developed.

· Theory does not provide a direction for moving forward or combating the negative remnants of the plantation society.
· Does not consider in its analysis the effects of the injection of other racial/cultural groups such as the Chinese into these plantation societies. Again the assumption of the theory is 
that plantation societies are homogenous.

· Does not take into account the effects of migration on the demographic, economic and cultural patterns which emerge in the post-emancipation era.

· Does not take into consideration the activities to combat racial, political and economic discrimination mounted by local community based organizations such as the, land 
cooperatives, the UNIA and the labour movement of the 1930s.

· Does not account for the development of a large-scale afro and indo-peasantries which existed in the post emancipation period which saw land moving into the hands of black 
and other non-white groups.

Conclusion

The use of 
historical materialism as a tool of analysis by proponents of the plantation model is inadequate in contextualizing the dynamic nature of plantation societies. While there may be remnant characteristics of plantation society in modern Caribbean societies Beckford’s historicism of historical inevitabilities does not fully explain certain key characteristics which exist today such as the virtual non-existence of a distinct ruling class and a disintegration of the lines which delineated the upper from the middle and the middle from the lower class. Non-the-less at the time of its development the theory was ground breaking as it sought to explain the challenges of contemporary society within the framework of a distinct plantation past.
NB: Not much regarding the politics and the state, whether implicit or explicit in the model.

Question

How far does the analysis of plantation politics and society as articulated by the plantation theory explain present day Caribbean realities?
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Small group of whites.


Ruling class, political and economic power


concentrated here 





concentrated here





Large African or non-white population.


This group does not contribute to the social, political, or cultural fabric of the society, their only contribution is to provide labour. (Economic contribution)





White ruling class





Poor whites and free people of colour who contributed to the economic, cultural and social fabric of the society despite their lack of political power





Black/non-white labour force.


Within this group there is a complex racial and labour hierarchy with mimics the racial divisions of the wider society








�Caribbean School criticized for not being comparative enough


�But which is the fundamental starting point?


�Yet, authoritarian structures are not exclusive to plantation economies.


�The above two paragraphs indicate a criticism of the School – many untested propositions and so not empirical enough.


�This is true bit  could be arguied that it did not differentiate and study ethnicities enough, relying on more general terms like ‘labour’.


�Because they were not able to move away from formal economic concepts like  ‘labour’. I dislike when  unemployed people are called ‘surpolus labour’ when they are really ‘surplus capital’ because they are creativehuman beings.


�The criticism is that it sees too much continuity and not enough change.


�Or at least biracial.


�Growth of a political class


�The growth of a peasant and small commercial class.


�There weredifferences among members of the school as to how far Marxist historical materialism was useful.





