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The crisis of political leadership has been the recent focus of several articles in the national press. We will join this dialogue by first addressing some of the specific concerns raised by some of these commentators before moving on to address some of the broader issues that these discussions are bringing to the fore. In an article by columnist Lloyd B. Smith that was published in the September 30, 2003 issue of the Jamaican Observer (“Stop Playing the Blushing Bride, Portia, and Start Your Leadership Campaign Now”), he focused sharply on what he perceives to be the inadequacy of the current PNP leadership. He suggests that the basis for this inadequacy is due to an intelligentsia that is “… overburdened with several degrees and the trappings of upper-class values and attitudes”. He counter-poses this type of leadership to one represented by individuals who are self-made, self-assured and self-sufficient. He further suggests that this type of individual “would have acquired knowledge through actual experience not by beating the books; would possess a great deal of passion; is very focused; and is not a walk-over by any stretch of the imagination.” He perceives Dr. Peter Phillips as illustrative of the first social type and Portia Simpson-Miller as the embodiment of the second social type.

Smith points out that the brown-skin intellectuals (past and present) who have been in control of the PNP leadership have advanced degrees but lack real business management experience. According to him, Portia Simpson-Miller has the attributes that enable her to communicate well with the masses. There is some merit to Lloyd Smith’s argument that one’s class background and academic degrees can foster a certain kind of arrogance. However, we want to clarify here that the problem lies not so much in advanced degrees per se, but rather is one of the content of the preparation of the individual. The real issue is whether the intelligentsia is being trained in rigorous scientific methods to solve the problems of specific classes in the society. The problem, therefore, is not one of a party led by an intelligentsia with advanced degrees; it is a problem of an intelligentsia that was not trained to understand modern world in a rigorous scientific way. To this extent Smith and many of the other populist-minded commentators have failed to grasp the real basis for the leadership crisis in the society in general.

To debase the practice of scholarship would be anti-intellectual.  We should not confuse rigorous scholarship with scholasticism that characterized the colonial tradition of education, and still persists in the post-colonial world among all sections of the population. This was largely the product of the separation of education from science and industry. Under the conditions of colonialism this was inevitable.

Ideas Out of Step with Realities of Modern World

No one can deny that there is a profound crisis of leadership among the PNP intelligentsia. The reasons for the present crisis however have nothing to do with shade of skin color of the PNP intelligentsia, who they happen to be married to, or their inability to communicate with the masses. The real basis of the crisis lies in the fact that the ideas of the present leadership of all existing political parties are out of step with the realities of a modern world that is being integrated by the process of globalisation. What we are witnessing is the disintegration of a world that this leadership has become accustomed to and was prepared for. This was the world that was configured around an agenda of managing the process of nation-building in a post-colonial reality and the protectionist economic arrangements that were bequeathed by British colonialism. Today this world is being fast left behind and with it the ideas and leadership that it spawned. The question before us is whether the present political leadership can be re-tooled to manage the new economic landscape that is shaping global competition and the contradictions between the contending classes in the spatial context of the Caribbean. Herein lies the basis for the crisis of the Jamaican and Caribbean intelligentsia. 

Essence of Globalisation

Let us be very clear here regarding what constitutes the essence of globalisation. Contrary to popular notions, globalisation is not some kind of subjective policy on the part of some nation-state or political grouping. Globalisation arises from the very fact that capital must expand without limit if it is to survive. It is the form that the expansionary drive of capital assumes in this period of human history. It is an objective historical process reflecting the fact that the modern productive forces have outstripped the social relations that are bound up with national or even regional geographic boundaries. In other words, globalisation completes the process of capitalist integration of the entire world and in the process creates essentially a global system of capitalist commodity production and exchange. This means unprecedented global competition in all the dimensions of capitalist relations. No part of the world is immune from this process. The challenge facing each social class and individuals is figuring out where the world is heading and their place in it.

We are living in an epoch of globalisation that is an integral part of an economic revolution. This economic revolution has its material base in the ongoing scientific and technological revolution, specifically the process of digitization. The consequences are evident: it is radically reshaping all aspects of economic and social life in the modern world, and is compelling organizations of all types and all social classes to restructure themselves in order to remain viable.  Constant innovation and flexibility have become the necessary ingredients for survival in this unpredictable and rapidly changing economic and social environment.  Inasmuch as economic, social and cultural life is increasingly becoming globally integrated in this era of telecommunications and modern transportation, entrepreneurs, managers, educators, labor, political and community leaders in whatever region of the world they reside and work, must develop a deep appreciation of what these processes imply for their survival.

This entire process of economic restructuring is shattering the foundation upon which have been based the ideas that have occupied the center of intellectual and political life in Jamaica and the Caribbean for over half a century. For instance, veteran journalist Dawn Ritch’s yearnings for the colonial past are in large part a reaction to the generalized chaos of everyday life that globalisation has accentuated to unprecedented levels. Her yearnings represent the sentiments of sections of the old colonially trained intelligentsia with a deep attachment to the backward idyllic vision of the economic relations of colonial Jamaica. In a curious way her preoccupation with the “paradise lost” in a society where the old relations of the colonial world are finally being put to rest, is similar to the romantic preoccupation of a younger journalist, Melville Cooke, with pre-colonial Africa and its idealized past. These views are largely reflective of the backward nature of the class struggle in Jamaican society.

Globalisation is calling into question the very notion of economic development based on the nation-state, and the agenda of national economic development policy. This brings us to the issue posed by Don Robotham in his commentary “Rethinking the PNP” in the October 5, 2003 edition of the Gleaner. According to Robotham, “The real challenge is not one of abandoning nationalism but of remaking it in 21st century terms”. One can only wonder what this could possibly mean in light of the observable realities of the doing away with national economies. Nationalism presupposes the existence of a national bourgeoisie that is in control of its national market. 

Essence of Nationalism

Nationalism and the nation-state emerged in the destruction of feudalism and the forging of bourgeois society. All regions of the world where the bourgeois revolution triumphed were integrated into a single national market. This was an inevitable part of the process of development of capitalist commodity production and exchange. From a local formation, the capitalist mode of production became regional and later national; today the system is global reflecting the fact that capitalism knows no spatial boundaries. In fact, we are witnessing the process whereby nation-states are colliding with the global expansion of capital, and have become a fetter on the full integration of the world economy. Robotham’s proposition that “Nationalism has to be adapted and modified to meet the economic and political realities of globalisation in the 21st century” clearly suggests confusion on the part of the goodly professor. Later on he asked the question, “Are nations of such size even viable economically and politically?” For a moment here it appeared that he was on to something; then he immediately became gun-shy by entertaining the notion that “…small-nation nationalism be re-thought and implemented in such a way that it really addresses the aspirations of the Jamaican people”. Concepts of nationalism—whether of the old or the supposedly new variety—and the agenda of nation-building are obsolete and have no place in the development of a scientific understanding of the modern world.  While intellectuals are free to concoct any type of fantasy and mystical schemes of transforming society, one thing is certain, however: any strategy that is to be viable within the capitalist economic system must obey the economic laws of capitalism. The fundamental challenge is for economic and social thought in the Caribbean to break free from the outmoded and misguided notion that the mission of the political leadership in the region is to develop national capitalisms—whatever that means. This conceptual breakthrough would clear the way for the assimilation of the most advanced developments in science and technology and the organization of industry on the basis of global standards. This would then provide the basis for sections of the entrepreneurial class to be integrated into the more dynamic global centers of research and development, innovation and production.

The notion of nation-building may have had some legitimacy during the phase of the national independence movement that was led by sections of the middle strata and the radical intelligentsia, and a very hesitant nascent bourgeoisie. Today the organization of capitalist commodity production and exchange and the global competitive platform it has spawned renders this notion obsolete, and reduces it to pure sentimentalism. Let us now look more closely at what is meant concretely by global standards of capitalist production.

The Two Poles of Contemporary Manufacturing

The accelerated process of globalisation is revealing in very clear terms the conditions under which commodities can be produced and exchanged on a competitive basis throughout the world. The possibilities for the development of modern capitalist industry are dictated by capitalist competition on a global scale. Any serious thought of developing a modern manufacturing sector must take into account the prevailing standards in the global economy. Modern global manufacturing today is organized around two poles: (1) production systems based on cheap labor and (2) production systems based on advanced technology. Where does Jamaica stand in relationship to these two poles? This question must be addressed as an element of any competitive strategy that is under assessment. For unless this matter is settled one way or another, all efforts directed towards attracting investments are a monumental waste of energy and resources. 

It is clear that Jamaica (and most countries) is not able to compete with a country such as China that possesses an enormous reserve army of labor (as W.A. Lewis puts it “unlimited supplies of labor”). The huge labor pool drags wages down to a level that is far below what is required for the reproduction of the Jamaican worker. In other words, Jamaica’s workforce is clearly too advanced in its cultural development to be exploited at “slave-labor” wages. The Jamaican-based workers measure their standard of living against that of their relatives in the US and Canada, reflecting the high level of social and cultural integration between Jamaica and the North American region. To further bring home this point, we note the observation of one manager of an American apparel factory that once operated in Jamaica. In his letter to the editor (Jamaica Gleaner, Sunday, September 14, 2003) he makes the following observation: “The issue of the minimum wage is another sore point. Unfortunately, the cost of living on the island is astronomical. Walk into Sovereign Supermarket with US$50, and you walk out with two little black scandal bags that can be balanced on your pinkies. Walk into a Winn-Dixie in Miami with US$50, and you need a shopping cart to carry out the groceries. Increasing the minimum wage only results in putting the population behind the eight ball as bus fares, groceries and all other items experience increased prices as business owners try to catch up with higher payrolls. It amounts to re-arranging the deck chairs of the Titanic.” Modern communications, the daily circulation of people between North America and the Caribbean and the tourist industry (Jamaica’s most globalized industry) have raised the Jamaican worker’s expectations for his or her living standards to those of the US worker. This is making it unviable to lower wages below their current levels. In fact, for this reason, the further development of the tourist industry will foreclose the possibility of low-wage manufacturing.
With respect to a production system based on advanced technology, the Jamaican business class does not have the material wherewithal to organize manufacturing around such a system. Specifically, building a manufacturing industry around advanced technology is simply not viable because the society does not possess the scientific intelligentsia that is required to build an infrastructure to harness advanced technology. Furthermore, the introduction of advanced technology would throw large numbers of workers into the ranks of the unemployed and deepen the crisis for the political leadership.  The political leadership sees employment as the goal of the economy, not developing the productive forces. Businesses are compelled to abide by the fundamental law of the capitalist economy (the law of maximum profit), not to meet the electoral goals of the politician.

Fundamentally, we are dealing with a major crisis involving a relatively advanced Jamaican working class and an underdeveloped capitalist class lacking the wherewithal to organize production around advanced tools. This class is underdeveloped because it was never able to prepare a scientific intelligentsia to lead it into the era of globalisation. Much of the current discourse on global competition and its impact on large sectors of the industry in Jamaica has invoked notions of unfair competition. This ranges from opposition to tariffs imposed on imported means of production (raw materials and machines) from abroad and subsidies on US produced commodities. Let us examine more closely the thesis of unfair competition.

 

The Issue of Unfair Trade

What this argument presupposes is that there is some natural order that allows for fair trade under capitalism. The fact of the matter is that under capitalism a capitalist enterprise can survive only to the extent that it expands its market at the expense of other capitalist enterprises. Capitalist competition is economic warfare and in matters of war (and some people would even say love) there is no such thing as fair play. This illusion that capitalism can be organized around a set of abstract moral principles or natural laws is now evaporating before our very eyes as the expansion of global capital comes into collision with the legacy of protectionism that was handed down from the colonial past.  

Globalisation is making transparent the very essence of what capitalist exchange is all about. The existence of unequal trade reflects the relative strength of the different sectors of capital that are tied to particular nation-states. In the case of the global competitors, what they have at their disposal is the full might of their respective states to protect their interests in the global market. We are talking about the military apparatuses (guns, ships, submarines and fighter jets) that these states command and use to impose the will of their capitalist class.

The Challenge of Leadership

To be effective, political leadership must be able to respond to the objective demands of a given society. This requires an understanding of class relations and the contradictions that are inherent in the process of development and change in that society. The social classes within Jamaican society are being overwhelmed by the forces beyond what they are currently prepared to manage.  In a world that is undergoing major economic upheavals resulting from the global restructuring of entire industries, all social classes and individuals are compelled to address the issue of their own survival. This is the issue that the intelligentsia is being called upon to clarify. Either this process results in the continuing marginalization of the entire society, or a leads to a higher level of integration of the society into the global economy.  The challenge for leadership is in bringing together the relationships necessary to develop the physical and social infrastructure of the society that will facilitate the latter process. Can a new leadership be put together that is able to assemble the cadre of intellectuals to make this possible? And who might these intellectuals be?

So-called common sense and “sturdiration” (to use Smith’s term) are of little help here. It requires advanced scientific thinking to sort out and manage the complexities inherent in this process. In this regard, both the leadership of the public and private sectors are compelled to seek professional talent from the global marketplace to develop viable management strategies. In this connection, we observe that two of Jamaica’s most successful entrepreneurs (Butch Stewart and Michael Lee-Chin) are increasingly relying on professionals who are globally trained and have acquired the requisite experience.

Options Facing the Social Classes

From the foregoing discussion it is clear that no class can remain viable unless it develops relationships with a wider global network. Existing corporate entities and new entrepreneurial ventures must develop close ties with their global counterparts in order to compete on a global platform. This implies effective partnering and strategic alliances, and in some cases outright merger, in order to tap into resources not available to them operating as isolated entities. This mode of doing business is necessitated by the high level of integration of world production and exchange that has been brought about by globalisation. 

In concrete terms, if a domestically based business (whether locally owned or originating outside the region) is organized to produce articles of personal consumption (clothing, household appliances, consumer electronics, etc.) it must be connected to the global distribution chain as represented by retailers such as Wal-Mart and Target. This further implies that production must conform to the standards that are imposed by the global consumer system.  This last point serves to reinforce the argument we made earlier that there is no “Chinese Wall” between the local and the global market.  Globalisation is the generalization of capitalist production, exchange and culture, and its attendant social contradictions. Arguments about “growth without development” only serve to mystify the process that is unfolding: capitalism cannot exist without chaos and anarchy.

Members of the working class, that is, the class in society that is compelled to sell its labor-power (physical and mental energies) in order to secure the necessities of life, including the professional strata (engineers, physicians, teachers, nurses, and some sections of the legal and medical professions, etc.) have to struggle for an education that will enable them to compete in the global market. Flexibility is the order of the day. Two options are open: individuals can try to obtain work in a domestic-based organization that is directly linked to the global economy or prepare themselves to work outside of the region. 

Irrespective of which option is pursued, it will require an ongoing upgrading of skills to be competitive. The question that this raises is whether the educational system in the society is organized to prepare the working class for the realities of global competition in the market for labor-power. It should be fairly obvious to all that the higher education institutions cannot survive without far-reaching innovation that includes merging with world-class institutions that are globally based. In this regard, the higher education institutions are no different from a private business entity that must be relevant to the requirements of the marketplace, or disintegrate. It is instructive to note the role of the University of Phoenix, a private corporation, in revolutionizing the delivery of education. This accounts for the inroads it has made in the Latin American education market and the repercussions it is having on the existing educational institutions. This is not dissimilar to the impact that Wal-Mart is having on the global retail industry with its modern methods of just-in-time delivery.

The University of the West Indies was established to prepare the intelligentsia to administer the newly-formed nation-state and embark on the agenda of nation-building. As such, UWI existed as an economic protectorate and held a monopoly in a small higher education industry. It’s interesting to note that to date UWI has not produced entrepreneurs that have the wherewithal to provide it with significant endowments. This is a reflection of the fact that its primary purpose was to train the intelligentsia to work in a bureaucracy that to a large extent has been isolated from modern industry. The changes that have been unfolding during the last 20 years are rendering UWI obsolete as new demands are being placed on all the social classes in the society.  What is required today is the restructuring of the institution to enable it to produce a modern scientific intelligentsia that is innovative and entrepreneurial, and a highly skilled working class that is able to compete in the new arena shaped by global capitalism.

In conclusion, what we have attempted to illustrate is that the crisis of the intelligentsia has to be situated within the broader context of the global restructuring of contemporary capitalism, and that this strata has been unable to respond to the new objective demands of the society. In particular, the intelligentsia does not have a scientific understanding of the process of capitalist globalisation and the implications for the world in which they live. At a more general level, it reflects the crisis of an educational system which fragments knowledge, separating the natural and technical sciences from the social sciences, rendering their respective practitioners almost unable to communicate with one another. The intelligentsia was never trained to understand the process of development and change—which we might add is not peculiar to the Caribbean intellectuals; it is a feature of bourgeois educational culture as a whole. One cannot understand why changes occur unless one has an understanding of the material basis upon which human society is organized. 
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