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The Caribbean Theoretical Tradition, the Role of Intellectuals and the Relationship between Theorizing and Practical Activity.

The Theoretical Tradition in the Caribbean

In an overview of the theoretical tradition in the Caribbean established by the first generation of UWI scholars, Patrick Emmanuel noted three schools: New World/Plantation, Marxist, and Liberal Democratic. None of these were cohesive since there were variants within them. Emmanuel found two areas of fault in their theorizations:

Class analysis: Although he was not critical of class analysis per se, Emmanuel argued that classes were not empirically studied in the Caribbean context. He seemed to accept the class categories used (although later he did not recommend class analysis in his own agenda for future research).  Such categories include, ‘peasantry’, ‘working class’, ‘bourgeoisie’, ‘petty-bourgeoisie’ as the main categories employed. 

Emmanuel did not subscribe to the Plantation or Marxists schools, but rather to the Liberal Democratic one. It is strange that he did not question the relevance of these forms of class categorization. For instance, Caribbean economies are now regarded as service economies. There is great variation within the category of service workers but virtually no analysis has emerged to account for the role of these workers in their relations to production, consumption, or politics. 

Emmanuel merely argued that scholars had not provided empirical studies of class to explain the size and composition of Caribbean class structures. Conceptions of class were largely ideological.

The State: Emmanuel argued that surprisingly little theorization of the State in the Caribbean had taken place. This was his main point. The emphasis on classes came out of the political economy models of the Plantation and Marxist schools. While the Liberal Democratic tradition produced Stone’s work on voting behaviour, this was more concerned with the political sociology of voting behaviour than with an analysis of the Caribbean State. Probably scholars of the Westminster-Whitehall system came the closest but Emmanuel showed little recognition of this.

Emmanuel proceeded to his main interest, which was to suggest an agenda for future Caribbean theoretical research. He offered the structural-functional model. In my own criticism of Emmanuel’s model, I make the following points:

1. The S-F model had already lost its appeal in the 1960s, and was never found useful in the newer models that emerged in the 1990s, after Emmanuel wrote. It was not a model that scholars favoured in their own research agenda.

2. The S-F model was too mechanical and formalistic, and although Emmanuel thought it would have been useful for comparative analysis, something that the Caribbean research tradition lacks, it was empty of any historical analysis, something that the Plantation and Marxist models had.

3. The S-F model was too institutionalist, asking what structures like judicial structures, were needed for what functions, like law and order. This presumed that other more philosophical questions had been settled, questions like, what is justice, what is equity, what is democracy, and what is ‘good’ governance. Emmanuel had put the cart before the horse, presuming that those questions had been settled and it was now only a matter of getting the right structures for the right functions for the state to be an effective techno-administrative state. But he had not provided a guide as to what is right.

4. Emmanuel failed to anticipate, like good theorists should, the emerging changes, and specifically the new paradigms that were already unfolding and were reviving issues of justice, fairness, and equity, albeit in the context of the ‘third wave’ of democratization and new ideas of what is good in ‘good governance’. 

5. Finally, I suggested that rather than a structural-functional model, Caribbean theorization might have been better off had it tried to develop insights from Marxism and the Plantation school to explain democracy and governance in the Caribbean. This might have led theorists to contribute to a new Marxist pluralism, as has happened in other countries. The failure to progressively develop these theories has left a space in which a new neo-liberal democracy has come to occupy by default. Thus we are left to oppose neo-liberalism and corporate globalization through new social movements but without new theoretical tools.

Had Caribbean scholars sought to use the critical, historical, and humane moral perspectives of the Plantation and Marxist traditions, they might have been able to develop a class analysis that acknowledged class pluralism (and voting), with a conception of the democratic state under new governance, in a way that explained pluralist representation underpinned by broad class interests. This might have better enabled scholars to understand the concepts and context of civil society, the market and the conditions under which good governance is good for some but not for others. 

New Theorization

Caribbean theorization has passed through the stage of grand theorizing – theorizing that sought a universal explanation for phenomenon, notable Marxist class analysis and the centre-periphery model of dependency theory. Only liberal democratic theory has remained a universal prescriptive theory, but only by default.

The Caribbean has moved from grand theories to eclectic theories – more micro theorizing of various phenomena without any overarching analytic model. Thus we have concepts of sustainable development, human development, civil society, democracy, governance, consociationalism, corporatism, market society, failed and fragile states, knowledge society, and feminist, ecological, generational perspectives, and so on. There is no theory that brings them all together.

In fact, Don Marshall believes that this is so because these perspectives more conveniently serve separate policy studies than proper theory. He bemoans what he sees as a movement away from critical thinking to policy studies as a result of the corporarization of the university and its need to seek relevance to society’s immediate problems. Thus, policy studies have largely replaced theoretical studies because they are devoted to problem-solving. Deryck Brown, however believes that the University can play both roles fruitfully as long as there is recognition of the strengths and limitations of theoretical and policy studies. But this does not answer the question of what theories we need and how to go about theorizing.

Davin Ramphall wants scholars to move beyond modernist to post-modernist theorizing. He makes two points. 

First, that (radical) development theories (Lewis Model and Plantation Model), erred by adopting a western modernist belief in the productivist formula - that increased production would lead to growth, which would lead to reduction of poverty. This assumption has led to ecological destruction, and destruction of local knowledge and technology without reducing poverty.

Second, the western modernist project has placed much faith in ‘science’, as the way to enlightenment and progress. Science has privileged scientists (and experts of all kinds) in a way that removes the scientist as the subject from the object of study. Scientists rely on formal theories and methods separate from the local knowledge and lifeworlds of the people (the object). 

Ramphall wishes for Caribbean scholars to adopt post-modernist approaches that respect the subjective and real experiences of people and their own knowledge. He should accept, however, that even if science takes consideration of the subjective experiences of people, the method must be objective and must categorize information for analysis. There must be an objective way to make sense out of narrative experiences.  

Mark Figueroa acknowledges that Lloyd Best challenged the Caribbean intelligentsia, his own class, to provide intellectual leadership by focusing on the creation and dissemination of relevant theory based on an enquiry into the Caribbean condition. 

For Best, the main problem with development was the external locus of decision-making arising from the plantation legacy.

Figueroa notes that circumstances have changed since the heyday of the Plantation model and advises scholars to take two considerations into account as they theorize.  

First, not just to look inward and backward but also outward and forward. Figueroa thought that while the Caribbean (inward) historical (backward) method of the Plantation Model was necessary, newer theories also needed to be comparative drawing on development experiences outside of the region (outward) and study, not just how the Caribbean came to be, but what it can be (forward).

Second, not to underestimate or undervalue the importance of the international economy. Plantation and Dependency Models recommended de-linking from international capitalism in favour of international socialism, South-South cooperation and self-reliance. Best did not want the Caribbean to compromise with international capital. 

Third, Figueroa points to the new potential for development. Dependency and underdevelopment were not necessarily two sides of the same coin. The UWI as a site of excellence, and the markets and finances available in the Caribbean Diaspora were important sources of patriotic foreign capital that should be compromised with. 

Lessons show that the importance of the international economy requires some compromise with non-Caribbean foreign capital as well, especially in this era of globalization. I believe the important things are for the Caribbean to do more to make capital engage on Caribbean terms so that it promotes linkages with small and medium-sized business.  

Figueroa believes scholars need to look at new research into the comparative experiences of Caribbean and other countries rather than models of what they were. They should explore potential models such as ecological ones, models of the informal economy, and those models that indicate natural resource, human, and governmental comparative advantages.   

Kari Levitt explains that the Plantation model was a stylized model of a typical and generic Caribbean economy developed to guide self-reliant and self-sustaining growth with economic planning. But globalization is such that the conditions for these were better in the 1950s and 1960s than at present. Corporate globalization rejects planning in favor of the market even though the increase in inequality and social injustice makes planning more necessary. 

Levitt was a founder of the Plantation Model (the Best-Levitt model) but suggests that the onset of corporate globalization requires a new model. The plantation model emphasized historical continuity with dependency and sought a model of non-dependency. Levitt admits that it was not clear in the plantation model how non-dependency was to be achieved: what would be the agents of change, what would be the role for the state, and what were the limits to the possibilities. These questions must be answered in a new model.

Although planning has gone out of style; there is a neo-liberal counter-revolution; and economics is no longer developmental economics but a sterile discipline, globalization has not won. Anti-globalists are critical of MNC’s, the IMF, World Bank and WTO. The possibility exists for a new New World independent thought to emerge.

This would require new and innovative work by young scholars. They should ask:

(1) If globalization is a new form of mercantilism;

(2) If the conditions of the Caribbean are unique to historical plantation societies or general to peripheral societies;

(3) If Caribbean economies have diverged since the 1960s or are commonly export-drive/foreign exchange earning economies;  

Lloyd Best also provides guidelines for Caribbean theorists. Theories of change must develop: 

(1) A structural approach that establishes a Caribbean typology of social structures; 

      (2) Closely study institutions, patterns and behavior; 

      (3) Draw inferences about what retards or promotes development; 

(4) Form theories of Caribbean people and how they relate to themselves and the wider world. This requires three tasks of the intellectual, (i) fashion a theory for intellectual leadership; (ii) test these through experience; (iii) publish and create their own media for expression. 

These then lead to realistic action. There is an important role for the intellectual class. 

A caveat and a dilemma is that theories of change and development must be continuously refreshed since future world events cannot be predicted. The dilemma is this: men must use their social imagination and form their own movements and ideas to understand their circumstances and how to get out of them but because of our history of social fragmentation and subjugation, Caribbean people cannot come together, create their own world, and make their own judgments.

Intellectuals: Theory and Action

UWI School of Activism

How do Caribbean intellectuals create their own world and what is the relationship between theory and action.

Lloyd Best

New World sought to develop independent Caribbean thought and research. It wanted Caribbean scholars to investigate for themselves the social, cultural, economic and political nature of Caribbean societies. The New World School was a set of researchers who published in New World Quarterly, and Lloyd Best, the leading intellectual of the group, formed a political movement, Tapia, in his native Trinidad and Tobago. 

Because they were from different Caribbean territories, New World scholars sought grand theories of the Caribbean. Out of this came the Plantation Model. Because they came from many different disciplines, their studies were multi-disciplinary, although the Best-Levitt-Beckford Plantation Model strongly reflected the political economy discipline of its formulators. Because they were young intellectuals they were also active in political organization; and because they were members of newly decolonizing societies they wanted to establish new and original studies that captured the distinct features of these new world societies.

Best advised fellow scholars to form theories of Caribbean people and how they relate to themselves and the wider world. They should (i) fashion a theory for intellectual leadership; (ii) test these through experience; (iii) publish and create their own media for expressing this intellectual capital. These would lead to realistic action. He always insisted that there was an important role for the Caribbean intellectual class. 

Writing reflectively in 1992 on the political contribution of Plantation scholars, Best asked, “Why have the Plantation economists not been able to influence the West Indies to do something different?” He answered that the New World economists were naïve for not understanding that, “Giving power to the people cannot be achieved without a costly political engagement”. They were guilty of incorrigible idealism. 

Best offered that, “Change is not to be induced simply by providing work of relevance and point in the University. It is indeed absolutely indispensable that the thought and the speculation in the University be seen as a valid and creative form of action without which all other forms of action will be condemned to mindlessness…the relation of thought to the needs and purposes of social power has to be orchestrated in the context of politics…”

Best criticized George Beckford, who he said, believed that his writings alone could suffice as a contribution to a political party. Beckford, he charged, did not understand the need for a special and permanent political organisation that could provide a permanent means of communication “for particular forms of professional and community associations, and for politics in a word – and for a University of the Caribbean which knows what kind of politics is necessary to the purposes of our people and what that involves for our own particular mission”.   

Harry Goulbourne

Goulbourne reviewed the intellectual and political contributions of scholars at UWI and titled a subsection on UWI intellectuals, ‘The Tradition of Involvement’. He says that UWI could not be accused of being an ‘ivory tower’ university. He overviews the radical tradition of the 1960s, led by the New World/Plantation and Marxist schools and found that UWI had provided intellectual and moral leadership through much of its work. Its Charter seems to encourage this since it obliges the institution not to interfere in the political activities of its members.

He cited the work of historians and sociologists in understanding the Rastafarian Movement; forming political movements, providing expert advice (actually going back to Sir Arthur Lewis), serving as members of public boards, (and private sector boards), as ambassadors, and as Members of Parliament. 

Not all of this involvement has been partisan. Service on public service commissions requires neutrality and impartiality in the Whitehall tradition. 

While recognizing the tradition of activism, however, Goulbourne says “One of the great disappointments with the overall assessment of the 1970s is that UWI academics who participated in the formulation and implementation of the policies of that crucial decade have generally failed to relate their experiences to their academic or intellectual calling as far as the written word is concerned.” He points to exceptions like Stone and Girvan.

Best and Goulbourne have left two questions unanswered. To what extent does thinking represent a form of action, and what ethical questions arise when intellectuals are practitioners at the same time? For this we must turn to the political philosophy of theory and action.

The British School of Political Philosophy

Traditional or classic Western philosophy drew sharp lines between theory (deduction from abstract truths) and practice that applies theory to concrete cases. A shift has occurred more recently toward philosophies of a new tradition. Reason cannot be divorced from knowledge and feeling. A new liberal progressive philosophy is that theory must accelerate progress through cooperative social intelligence.

Rodney Barker believes that it is a distortion to distinguish between political thought and action as absolutely separate zones of politics. He believes that this distinction reflects a prejudiced tradition – that thinkers cannot do and doers cannot think; that university scholarship is ‘ivory tower’ and politics is the ‘real world’; and that theorists are to be confined to critical thinking and, at best, to policy recommendations arising from their research.

These prejudices are reinforced by political philosophy. This separates philosophical contemplation and speculation from action-oriented, quantitative and qualitative policy studies. Or, it sees political ideas as epiphenomena of reality - the appearance of things – so that ideas are forms of political manipulation.

Barker objects to the separation between ideas and action on several grounds:

Ideas that are published or publicly expressed constitute forces of human action and are to be distinguished from private thoughts. Private thoughts, that is, those “not stated, expressed or published, do not exist” as forces of political action.

Thinking is essential to politics, and expressed thoughts are forms of democratic empiricism. They are democratic because they can (and should) be judged equally, but they can only be judged when they are expressed at which point they become empirical because they provide evidence of reason. Although much time might be spent on arguing, posturing, rhetoric and the rituals of debate, ideas “are part of the person who uses them to cultivate a relationship with the external world”.

Avner de-Shalit believes that political philosophy has become defensive against behaviouralism and the need for practical relevance. De-Shalit says political philosophy is nonetheless relevant because, “When political philosophers teach, write, and research, they can help to empower citizens”. (803). Empowerment is to know, to have critical knowledge, to be aware, to understand, analyze and to feel that one can therefore change things. It leads to political literacy. 

It paves the way for people to participate in democracy. It is not merely about formal theory. He rejects the view that philosophy is philosophy and politics is politics. It is not detached from events. Some philosophers worry about the decline of philosophy into applied philosophy. But the philosopher should be interested in improving society, not just in knowing truth. 

Political philosophy cannot be elitist. It is about how institutions affect real, live, flesh and blood people. Their lives depend on the values and principles that political philosophy scrutinizes. Besides in politics, there is reflection and contemplation too.

But political philosophy cannot substitute for politics. They have different sources of authority. Philosophy relies on logic, consistency and truth. Politics has a different method – election by the majority. In democratic politics, citizens are the authors of their government. But the two need not be separate. In a deliberative democracy, not just a voting democracy, there is opportunity for moral reasoning. Philosophy and politics come together in deliberative democracy. Political philosophy should not be merely a source of self-knowledge but a facilitator of public knowledge. 

Michael Freeden says, “The major goal of a moral theory [philosophy] is to resolve conflicts arising in moral decision making giving clear guidance on how to act”. Contemplation is inextricably linked to practical wisdom and virtue.

But where does ideology stand? Is it closer to theory or to practice? Freeden sees ideology as one among many ‘thought-practices’ that is action-oriented. Others might see ideology as the method of politics, a non-scientific theory, used as an instrument of manipulating power and a betrayal of political philosophy. 

What is needed is a theory of ideology. The issue is not so much whether it is about theory or action, but how it is about them.

Philosophy (ethical theory) is universal. Ideology is specific to time and place.

Philosophy is based on the merit of principled action. Ideology is partisan and favours a particular set of practices.

Philosophy is independent of the dynamics of power and control while ideology is essentially linked to this question.

Ethics is a guide to intentional practice. Ideology is embedded in culture and tradition.

Ethics is explicit and is discovered in dialogue. Ideology can mask real thoughts.

Freeden does not believe ideology is ‘bad’ theory. He believes it is represents how activists and common people view the world and to dismiss it as ‘bad’ theory is to encourage a bias against how common people think. Ideology can be uncritical because it is sometimes unconscious. Ideology is cultural and social. Ideology is also a product of fragmentary and embryonic thought (among the masses).

Ideologies share some of these features with other thought-practices but are less interested in clarification and more in application. He says, “In that sense, both philosophy and ideology engage in informing and reflecting practice, but with different ends in mind”. Thus ideology occupies a middle ground between but represents a bit of the two extremes of theory and action. But more aligned to practice, it involves developing ideas since political practice involves influencing the manner through which we impart meaning to society. Knowledge is multiform and method is pluralistic. Ideologies have their own argumentation, style and structure –a particular strategy of thinking.

Whereas Kant posed the problem as one of theory versus practice, Freeden believes that “neither ideology nor practice has ontological priority over the other”. (308). Ideology comes out of a people’s culture and recognizes that issues require a cultural solution for society to function. (eg. Rastafarianism vs. Christianity). 

In the Marxist tradition, Gramsci recognized political theory as a thought-practice. He says, ‘the majority of mankind are philosophers in so far as they engage in practical activity and in their practical activity there is implicitly contained a conception of the world, a philosophy’. (Freeden, 315). Philosophy of praxis exists at three levels, pure philosophy, conceptions of leading groups, and popular religions and faiths. Ideology includes common sense. It is a conception of the world manifest in law, economic activity, and in all manifestations of individual and collective life. It is not limited to rarefied political thought but to commonplace thinking. The common man is a philosopher too, even though his form of philosophy is ideology and his method of action is living politics.

