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plantations in third world economy

The plantation economies of the world are found chiefly in tropi-
cal America and tropical Asia. (There is only a sprinkling of
them among the countries of tropical Africa.) In these areas the
plantation has been the dominant economic, social, and political
institution in the past, continues to be in the present, and from all
indications will continue to be in the future. It was an instrument
of political colonization; it brought capital, enterprise, and man-
agement to create economic structures which have remained basi-
cally the same; it brought together different races of people from
various parts of the world to labor in its service and thus deter-
mined the population and social structures now existing in these
places. As Edgar Thompson has said, “. . . Elements of the pres-
ent problems of many interracial societies, such as those of the
American South and South America, were set up in an older plan-
tation order.” ! The plantation introduced new crops to many
countries and the cultivation of many of these still represents the
chief means of livelihood (however tenuous) of high percentages
of the populations of these countries. In short, it has fashioned the
whole environment which the people of these countries have in-
herited.

1. Edgar T. Thompson, The Plantation—A Bibliography (Washington,
D. C., 1957), p. iv.
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pendent governments have introduced all kinds of incentive legis-
lation to encourage foreign plantation (and other) investment. And
so the plantation remains entrenched in all of these countries.2

1S said to pe at an .
Countries haye moE.MWMm ”MMW\ Either the plantation was too solid an institutional structure for
s of change were said to haye the force of the winds of change or the winds were in fact only a
n closer €Xamination one sees breeze. It might of course be both. And so it seems. As the next
» they have not swept clean few chapters indicate, the plantation has become deeply rooted in
par H of the political cojop;. the environment of many underdeveloped countries, and to shake

It was set up for the it may well threaten the entire economic and social order. On the

therefore jt jg not sur- other hand, the so-called winds of change have brought constitu-

€ process of de-colonji. tional independence to many countries but have left them with a

in the independenc o legacy of economic, social, v@%.&o%@r N.Sa indeed even politi-

f their romoaozw cal dependency.® Again, as the discussion in the rest of the book

will show, this continued state of general dependency can also be

traced to the plantation influence,

t ] . , .
orw cwm_o Organiza- 1. The plantation system and plantation economy
M1zed peoples apg
tion of Parties and The plantation has many dimensions. It is a system of agricultural
€ winds of change production and a social institution as well. The term “plantation”
€ one of the EE.:. has fallen into such widespread use that it will be useful for us to
inds of change they look briefly at the meaning attached to it in the present study. .
> . . . . :
was it a tempest? There will be occasions when reference is made to plantation pro-
iculture mvooEmnmm duction, that is, as a type of agricultural organization; on other oc-
ould soon be ended casions, reference will be made to the plantation system; and on
endence. Giyep the still others, reference will be made to plantation economies.
ence was syp. In considering the economic aspects of the plantation as an ag-
. Wwithstood the 2. Although Cuba is not one of the newly independent countries it
€r independence. In Ceylop should be noted here that this is the only couniry which has success-
T :mc.o:m:Nm:.oz of th f i fully taken over the foreign plantations. But even here the structure
pyin : m. .o~. h of the plantations has remained intact. The change has been from for-
ying the Opposition eign-owned private plantations to government plantations maintaining
e government om,.m:.:m their specialization in sugar production.
i 3. The distinction between “constitutional” and “political” independence

is one that is important to recognize. The former refers to the trap-

naged to take over the pings of anvosagool.oo:m:E:oam. flags, anthems, a seat in the
ukarno was ousted and United Nations, and so on. Real political independence derives from
the sam e patte the ability and power to 8::2.3& manipulate the o:S.qo::.do:H for
for - m the benefit of the people of the independent state. It derives in large

omeEm’SQQ- measure from the degree of control of the economic resources of the

country.
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point.) However, even in these cases the markets for the planta-
tion output are normally located outside the regions of plantation
production so that in terms of the regional (as distinct from the
national) economy, production for export is still the objective.
Wolf and Mintz have argued that export-oriented production is an
important characteristic of plantations and that this is one factor
which distinguishes them from certain other large-scale, centrally
directed farming units like the hacienda.” However, in the present
exercise we do not wish necessarily to maintain the distinction em-
phasized by Wolf and Mintz. But it will be used as one of the
characteristics by which we differentiate different types of planta-
tion agriculture. In the plantation regions of Brazil and the United
States, production is partly for the home market and partly for ex-
port. Elsewhere in the world, it is predominantly for export (de-
fined in the usual way).
It may be useful to classify types of plantation agriculture on
the basis of ownership of the producing unit. Various types of
ownership patterns exist; among these we can identify private in-
dividuals, families, limited liability companies, partnerships, co-
operative societies, and state ownership of one kind or another.
The three main types in world agriculture are the limited liability
companies, private family and individual plantations, and govern-
ment plantations. Historically, there has been a dramatic shift in
the relative importance of these three types. Private family and in-
dividual plantations have systematically been transformed into
limited liability companies and today they are the dominant types
in world plantation production.8 Government plantations exist in
many places but they constitute the dominant type in very few
countries. Cuba is the most outstanding of these. In the underde-
veloped countries, the plantation companies are predominantly
foreign-owned with shareholders, directors, and centers of decision
making located in a metropolitan country—usually the one which
initially exercised political control over the plantation colony.

7. E. R. Wolf and S. W. Mintz, “Haciendas and Plantations in Middle
America and the Antilles,” Social and Economic Studies, September
1957.

8. Sir Bernard O. Binns, Plantations and Other Centrally Operated Es-
tates (FAO Agricultural Studies No. 28, Rome, June 1955), p. 33.
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a new location where land was available to be combined with
these for the production of a particular staple. In the nature of the
case a system of authority and control was vested in the institu-

tion. As Lloyd Best puts it:

where land is free to be used for subsistence production, the recruit-
ment of labour exclusively for export production imposes a need for
“total economic institutions” so as to encompass the entire existence
of the work force. The plantation which admits virtually no distinc-
tion between organization and society, and chattel slavery which de-
prives workers of all civil rights including the right to property, to-

gether furnish an ideal framework.10

R. T. Smith in the original application of the Goffman concept of
“total institution” to plantation society describes it as a “bureau-
cratically organised system in which whole blocks of people are
treated as units and are marched through a set of regimentation
under the surveillance of the small supervisory staff.” 11
From the very outset then the plantation began as a unit of au-
thority with control over all aspects of the lives of people within
its territory. Because it had to rely on immigrant labor of different
ethnic and cultural origins it also provided the locus and rules of
accommodation between these different groups. “The resulting
power structure . . . gives the plantation all or many of the char-
acteristics of a small state with a classification of people into dif-
ferent statuses together with a formal definition of the relationship
between them.” !> Thus caste became an important aspect of the
slave plantation society and it still persists in some plantation
areas such as the United States South.'® And wherever plantations
exist at present we find the phenomenon of plural societies of a

Lloyd Best, “Outlines of a Model of Pure Plantation Economy,” So-
cial and Economic Studies, September 1968, p. 287.

R. T. Smith, “Social Stratification, Cultural Pluralism and Integra-
tion in West Indian Societies,” in S. Lewis and T. G. Mathews
(eds.), Caribbean Integration (Rio Piedras, Puerto Rico, 1967), p.
230. Smith attributes the general concept to Erving Goffman, Asy-
lums (New York, 1961).
12. Edgar T. Thompson, “The Plantation Cycle . . . , op.cit., p. 31.

13. As far as the United States is concerned, although the caste system
originated in the plantation South it has subsequently become an in-

tegral feature of the entire U.S. social order.

10.

11.

= K
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church, it is an impersonal and implacable automatism having a set of
norms which control all the people who constitute it, planter and la-
porer alike, who “belong” to the estate, as though the estate were
something existing apart from its people: the plantation demands and
dictates. The individual members acquire particular beliefs and ways
of participating which become part of the very fibre of their lives.
Further, they acquire from the plantation that firm element of assured
behavior which all institutions give to their members and which con-

tribute toward social order and stability.16

The external dimension derives from two characteristics of
plantation production—its export orientation and foreign owner-
ship in most of the cases in which we are here interested. Mention
was made earlier of the fact that plantations were, and are, the
product of metropolitan capital and enterprise. This and its orien-
tation to overseas markets ties it to the wider world economic
community in very precise ways. Plantations are only one part of a
much wider economic system consisting of a set of relations which
meet at a metropolitan and industrial center far removed from the
plantations. The locus of discretion and control usually resides at
this center on which the plantations are dependent.!? Control may
take several forms: property ownership, political connections of
one kind or another which influence prices and tariffs, financial
control through the branch banking system, or the specificity of
raw-material export to metropolitan refining capacity, shipping,
and so on. The degree of metropolitan control of plantations will
of course vary according to the type of plantation. Thus we would
expect metropolitan control to be greatest for the foreign corpo-
rate plantations and least for the state plantations, at least at the
level of the plantation producing unit. However, regardless of the
type of ownership the external relations are always of consequence
and need to be recognized.

In the course of our discussion the term plantation system will
be applied in some instances to what we have described as its in-
ternal dimension and on other occasions to the external dimension
just described. However, the specific context in which the term is

16. Ibid., p. 27.
17. 1. C. Greaves, “Plantations in World Economy,” in Pan American

Union, Plantation Systems of the New World, p. 15.
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Indian Ocean

26. Mauritius 682 28. Comoro

27. Réunion 349 Islands 184
IV. Asia

29. Ceylon 10,591 31. Indonesia 96,319

30. Malaya 6,279 32. Philippines 27,088
V. Pacific

33. Fiji 477

B. Plantation sub-economics

1. BrazilNortheast 25,000 3. U.S. South 38,907
2. Carribbean 4. Hawaii 633

Lowlands of

Honduras,

Guatemala,

Costa Rica and

Panama

The table shows that the greatest concentration of plantation econ-
omies is to be found in the Caribbean but the greatest
concentration of population is in Ceylon and Southeast Asia. It
also indicates that the countries and regions concerned vary sub-
stantially in respect of size of population and in area as well, al-
though area is not shown. The countries listed are those with
which this study is primarily concerned. The common plantation
influence gives the set of countries a certain homogeneity: each is
fundamentally similar to the other, in terms of not only economic
structure and economic problems but also social structure, politi-
cal organization, and other aspects of human life,

The plantation influence is more pervasive in some countries
than it is in others. In most of the countries we have identified, the
influence can be traced to virtually all aspects of human life be-
cause plantations are fully integrated in the economic and social
order. For these, “plantation economy” is an appropriate descrip-
tion. In certain cases, however, the plantation sector is more or
less cut off from the rest of the economy and society—as in Libe-
ria. Such cases may be better described as “enclave plantation
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€conomy.” There are even different kinds of enclave plantation
economy. In Kenya, Rhodesia, and South Africa, European plan-
tations exist, but these are kept so separate from the African sec-
tors of those countries that jt seems best to ignore them in the pres-
ent study. For the most part, we are concerned with the more

prevalent cases where the plantation influence affects the entire so-
cial order.

area in secondary slavery to the capital of the North.” 20 And Ru-
pert Vance in Human Geography of the South has advanced the
thesis that the U.S. South is a “colonial economy” because (nH
finance capital from the North was responsible for the develop-

rized the position, “. | | The chief point of resemblance between
southern economy and a present-day colonijal economy . . . is the
plantation system with its slave survivals” and “the most impor-
tant social expression of the existence of the plantation is the op-
pression of the Negroes,” 21

The pattern described above is similar to that which obtains in
the Northeast of Brazil in the sense that it was the surpluses gen-
erated in that earlier established plantation region which provided
much of the stimulys for industrialization of the Center-South (the
Sdo Paulo-Rio de Janeiro axis) in much the same way that the

20. C. S. Johnson, E. R. Embree, and W. W. Alexander, The Collapse
of Cotton Tenancy (Chapel Hijll, North Carolina 1935), p. 25.

21. James Allen, The Negro Question in the
1936), p. 131.
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PLANTATION AMERICA

Finally we wish to note that the spatial oo&:::@ of Em:.SH:ﬁMM
_”sowmom in the New World has led the social anthropologists
ec

j i . C,
22. Stefan Robock, Brazil's Developing Northeast (Washington, D
" 1963), pp. 2, 21, and 45.
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ing cash crops (sometimes the same crop as the plantation) in ad-
dition to providing for their own subsistence. These peasant farm-
ers are affected by the plantations in at least two important ways:
competition for land and other resources and the provision of
wage work on the plantations to supplement their incomes from
the main pre-occupation of farming on their own account. What
evidence there is suggests that normally peasant farmers are reluc-
tant to undertake wage work on plantations. This is clearly the
case in the West Indies (and other ex-slave plantation areas)
where the legacy of slavery has resulted in a high premium being
placed on an existence independent of the plantation. It also ap-
pears to be the case in plantation Asia as well. For example,
Boeke writing on Indonesia asserts that

A man who takes service on a plantation does so because he finds it
impossible to make a living as an independent cultivator. Contrariwise
—and the Outer Provinces furnish proof positive of this assertion—
anyone who can manage to earn a living as an independent cultivator
refuses to hire himself out as a wage laborer on a plantation.25

And Blake writing at a later date notes that the existence of labor
shortage for plantation agriculture alongside substantial unemploy-
ment and underemployment in both rural and urban areas is at-
tributable to the fact that Sumatran peasants prefer own-account
farming even if it involves squatting on prepared plantation land.
According to Blake the Sumatran regards plantation work as “in-
ferior if not degrading.” 26 It would seem then that as concerns the
welfare of peasants the more important consideration is the effect
of plantations on the availability of land and other resources for
peasant production.

Competition for resources is particularly intense in certain
countries where land is in relatively short supply and the intensity
has substantially increased in recent decades with the accelerated
rate of population expansion. Very often this has resulted in in-
creasing social tension and political conflict, as the following ex-

amples indicate.

25. J. H. Boeke, The Structure of the Netherlands Indian Economy

(New York, 1942), p. 135.
26. D. J. Blake, “Labour Shortage and Unemployment in Northeast Su-

matra,” Malayan Economic Review, October 1962.







