



Wrestling with Race and Colonialism in Caribbean Agriculture:
Toward a (Food) Sovereign and (Gender) Just Future

Abstract
This piece seeks to add to recent conversations that lie at the nexus of agricultural production, neoliberal logics, and plantation legacies in the Caribbean. Our primary thesis is that the region’s food system status quo, one in which increasing rates of underperformance, import dependency, food insecurity, and poor nutrition are being reported by regional and international agencies, is compromised due to patriarchal norms, gender essentialisms, ongoing neo-colonial social relations, and the historical trajectory of the plantation. In doing so, we focus on the structural barriers and systemic marginalisation faced by women farmers in the Anglo-Caribbean, with an emphasis on agricultural extension services (AES). Our key assertion, then, is that gender, power relations, and patriarchal worldviews are significant contributing factors to the challenges the Caribbean faces apropos its food system and warrant further critical attention.
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[bookmark: _GoBack]Historical Complexities, Contemporary Realities
Race, colour, class, and gender have been influential factors within the Caribbean food system for over 500 years. Indeed, all presently continue to shape the region’s economy, agricultural sector, and contemporary food system, not to mention generate injustice. Over time, liberal-capitalist notions of becoming ‘developed’ and colonial-bourgeois aspirations of being ‘modern’ have infiltrated much of the region’s collective psyche––with a drive towards attaining each being marked by the ability to adapt to, as well as adopt, the fashionable consumption practices of the Global North and patterns of material acquisition that dominate the Minority World. 
Perceived social status and economic mobility, as a consequence, have come to matter more than social welfare and economic justice. For example, consuming imported foods, dining out at a multinational food chain, being able to regularly sip a Starbucks coffee, or passing through the nearest KFC for a daily snack box have all become just a few ways, either overt or even unwitting, to exhibit one’s social rank and financial prowess. Hence, planting ground provisions at home in the yard versus procuring imported vegetables wrapped in plastic and polystyrene; or eating local fruits on the street/beach versus opting for Nestle sweets may not intentionally be ostentatious, but the historical trajectory of the Caribbean’s food system, along with its agriculture sector, means these decisions are all as complex as they are political. As Steckley (2016, 27) avows, patterns of consumption involving imported foodstuffs and commodities oft equates to a ‘white, foreign way of being.’ Markedly, whiteness has become considered valuable within Caribbean societies, as well as directly affects the region’s relationship with locally produced foods and its ideas about development. 
In short, the current foodscape of the Caribbean is one marked by both colonial power and neoliberal distortion. For decades, Caribbean political economist Girvan (2012, 9) underlined the power of ideological co-option and corruption. Notably, food choices in the region, alongside their conflation with being ‘developed,’ have become deeply, psycho-socially, engrained. In Haiti, Steckley (2016, 26) illustrates how the poorest communities end up paying for prestigious food as a way of gaining social status. 
Across the entirety of the region, impoverished people and marginalised communities, disproportionately either Afro-Caribbean or Indigenous (irrespective of country, island, or territory), are specifically affected by neoliberal trade agreements, which are inflected by social, racial, and colourist relations. Not dissimilar from Haiti, the Dominican Republic shares in these experiences. Here, Werner, Contreras, Muic, and Stokes-Ramosa (2019), drawing from the work of Otero (2018), speak of the ‘neoliberal diet’ as one closely linked to social mobility, status, and class affiliation. It would not be far-fetched to say that this diet is now prevalent throughout the Caribbean and directly influenced by middle class notions of good taste and liberal perceptions of development passed down from Western cultural mores of European colonisers, and more recently, American advertisers. 

Empire, Modernity, and the Plantation
In light of the dynamics at the nexus of race, colonialism, and the neoliberal diet, Steckley (2016, 27) posits the necessary questions: ‘How do aspirations to “Westernize” impact diets and agricultural livelihoods? And, what happens when a peasant does not want to eat “peasant food?”’ These are legitimate concerns, particularly for those of us who live in the Caribbean. To begin answering these queries, as well as if concerned with finding solutions to each, we must turn to history.
Agriculture, as a market sector and avenue for both accumulation and dependency, was integral in the forging of empire. That is, the plantation became a total institution in the Caribbean, which was built, operated, and managed by colonisers who felt justified in dispossessing, disappearing, and enslaving ‘Others’ as they saw fit. To this day, the agricultural sector continues to be a key source of economic ‘development’ and extraction for numerous Global North countries. Notably, a fixation on becoming ‘modern’ and a fetish with ‘growth’ continue to characterise discourses related to the agricultural sector. Consequently, the plantation economy and ‘neglect of domestic agriculture has resulted in the Caribbean becoming a net food importer with a growing food import bill and increased food insecurity’ (Timms 2008, 101). This not only affects the region’s economy writ large, but also peoples’ day to day lives, particularly those from lower-income households. Such a reality begs the questions: How have the plantation and colonial worldviews influenced varying Caribbean political and civil societies; And, in what ways are race, class, and gender going overlooked in the region’s contemporary food systems?
Writing from a historical perspective, Giovinnetti (2006, 17) traffics race and class into the arena of agriculture by exploring its relation to plantation labour (i.e. physical/manual work) in a postcolonial Caribbean context. The application of global capitalist worldviews to agricultural production does not only negatively influence perspectives on the literal (farm) work that is being performed in agrarian contexts, but also indirectly discourages the promotion and consumption of locally produced foods. Prior to imperial penetration and the establishment of the plantation system in the Caribbean, agricultural was not especially stigmatised amongst Indigenous populations, African communities, or South Asian groups (within their respective geographies). However, with the imposition of colonial respectability politics, class strata, and later, neoliberal structural adjustment programmes––peoples’ relationships with local food and farm work across the Caribbean was severely altered. Each were disparaged and became a badge of being ‘poor,’ lowly, and pitiable. 
Werner (2019, 2) has recently explored some of the upshots of neoliberal regulations in the region, specifically the Dominican Republic, stating there is a clear exploitative, and arguably manipulative, relationship between peasant farmers and transnational organisations. This is due to multinational corporations becoming more hands-on (i.e. micro-managerial) in the organisation and regulation of food production and consumption. In short, international private capital and foreign investors are gravely damaging the economies and well-being of differing Caribbean peoples, communities, and foodscapes. According to the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations (2015, x), ‘food imports, as opposed to national food production, are by far the largest source of food for CARICOM populations.’
Neoliberal policies, in addition, have had devastating consequences for women in the region. Green (1995, 97) affirms this, pointing to the precarity working-class women face under neoliberalism because of the high levels of casualization and informalization linked to the dualistic economies of the Caribbean. Clearly, ongoing colonial-patriarchal social relations, in tandem with the Westernising sway of present-day neoliberal policies, values, and desires, continue to impact the Caribbean.

Historicising Agricultural Production and Extension Services in the Anglo-Caribbean
The countries and territories that comprise the Anglo-Caribbean rely heavily upon agriculture for national income, food security, and domestic employment (World Bank, 2012). Notably, although oft-not stated explicitly, both empire and the plantation system continue to have powerful lasting effects on the region’s agricultural sector. As colonies of Great Britain prior to the 1970s, the respective agrarian landscapes, labour arrangements, and gender regimes of the islands and dependencies constituting the (British) West Indies were forged and redefined by colonial power and Western modernity (Barriteau, 2001). Hence, all Anglo-Caribbean geographies, to one degree or another, were fashioned by androcentric plantation relations and the male-dominated Westminster System––economically, politically, culturally, socially, and psychologically (Best and Levitt, 2009; Girvan, 2015; Momsen, 1993). As Thompson (2019, 93-94) cogently notes about the region’s colonial foodscape, ‘Since the days of the colonial plantation, levels of domestic and subsistence production were, and remain today, extremely low... ...The contemporary Caribbean remains deeply conditioned by these colonial legacies.’ 
With respect to agricultural production during the latter half of the 19th Century, Agricultural Extension Services (AES) in the Anglo-Caribbean were structured to provide support to British imperialists who were learning to grow cash crops and botanical gardens across the tropics (Brereton, 2011). Early AES in the West Indies, hence, became a means to further profit off of dispossessed Indigenous lands, enslaved African people, and later-indentured Indian, Chinese, Portuguese, and Irish groups (Block and Shaw, 2011; Thompson, 2019). In other words, British policymakers were keen to find ways to capitalise on (i.e. exploit) the natural resources of the lands they were expropriating given the increasing taste and demand for sugar, tea, tobacco, cocoa, and cotton that was emerging back in the metropoles. 
Botanical gardens, too, were established by colonial administrators chiefly for the collection and study of ‘exotic’ plants and propagation of tropical florae and export-oriented commodity crops (Henderson and Patton, 1985). Later, in 1922, the British Crown founded the Imperial College for Tropical Agriculture (ICTA)[footnoteRef:1] in Trinidad and Tobago to teach white colonisers how to grow crops within the region and across the tropics (FFA 2016). This way, the British Empire could accelerate the pace at which it dispossessed, settled upon, and extracted from the lands it was expropriating and people it had negatively racialised, formerly enslaved, and carried on exercising control over. [1:  The ICTA later, in 1962, became known as and still remains The University of the West Indies.] 

With specific attention to gender, as Brereton (2011, 6) explains, the ICTA was created to assist in the ‘training of men who would staff the growing colonial agricultural services [emphasis added].’ AES were thereby disseminated by men holding technical and curator positions of botanical gardens, with the main beneficiaries of extension services also being foreign white men, who were either plantation owners or large estate-holders (Campbell, Dunstan, and Henderson, 1996). Whilst seemingly banal, this dynamic was neither chance nor coincidence and further institutionalised a patriarchal trend apropos AES, agricultural production, and discourses surrounding food systems across Anglo-Caribbean colonial-plantation economies. The overarching truth regime being constructed and reified, hence, was that the business and expertise of farming and agro-processing in the region––was a man’s game. 
In the face of gender, development, and labour dynamics like these, Moser (1989) suggests that women are conferred with, whether freely associating or not, a ‘triple role.’ Across the Anglo-Caribbean, economically productive work is ordinarily categorised as income-generating or earning activities, which are not uncommonly agriculture-based within rural West Indian settings. Conversely, social reproduction, which remains oft-denoted ‘women’s work’ across the region, includes the intellectual and emotional energy, both public and private (within households and outside of them), expended by women to shore up the health, well-being, and resilience of their families, friends, households, and kinship networks (Kuhlmann, 2012). Community-building and management roles, on the other hand, involve efforts undertaken by women at neighbourhood, civic, city, and public levels where women regularly take on the responsibility of creating, arranging, and maintaining local groups and social bonds (Quisumbing, 2014). This work can be put at the service of preserving community cohesiveness or confronting antagonistic forces that are encroaching upon or disrupting communities (Moser, 1989). Regardless of form, it is work. 
In turn, under capitalist logics and patriarchal worldviews, economic production (waged labour outside the home) becomes the most widely recognised and legitimated form of work (Federici, 2012). Social reproduction and community-building, contrariwise, regularly are viewed (erroneously) as ‘second nature’ for women because each involve more care-work, interpersonal skills, and emotional labour. Women are thus tacitly expected to perform socially reproductive and community-maintenance roles because of misguided and sexist stereotypes (Mies, 2014). Given the time, effort, and energy dedicated to social reproduction and community-building generally were and remain neither waged nor yield commodities, both became (under capitalist logics) frequently considered ‘non-productive.’ Consequently, the labour of social reproduction and community-building (i.e. ‘women’s work’) simultaneously was and continues to be devalued and dismissed. Under this rigid social arrangement and set of ill-advised cultural assumptions, a critical question arises: What, then, does this mean for women who are farmers and agri-business owners?
Regrettably, state policies, business development programmes, and AES throughout the Caribbean remain, in many instances, informed by the fraught logics and misguided essentialist assumptions about gender described above. Accordingly, it is argued that the ‘triple role’ women are subjected to makes it difficult for them to devote time to running the businesses they would like to have, access AES activities, or attend agri-business development and training opportunities that would enable their enterprises to succeed (Mbo O’Thouawou and Colverson, 2014). This is notwithstanding the fact that most extension activities and business trainings within the region are neither gender-responsive nor led by women. Markedly, this all remains a reality for women farmers living and labouring in the Anglo-Caribbean region. We contend, too, that this reality can be traced back through the genealogy of the colonial plantation system and male-dominated practice of AES it relied upon and institutionalised. 

Systemic Oppression: Women, Work, and Neoliberalism
Historically, within the Anglo-Caribbean, women have always played a major role in the agricultural sector as employees, small-medium scale producers, subsistence farmers, and workers in post-harvest market preparation (ACS 2012). Prior to this, Reddock (1985), notes that from the time of contact through enslavement women worked just as much––as well as hard––as the men in the fields did. That is, Caribbean women were ubiquitously present outside of the domestic spaces where they were often mistakenly thought to ‘naturally’ be. Likewise, as time passed and territories in the region began gaining their independence, women became increasingly involved in huckster trading, hawking, and the informal transport and selling of goods and products that continues to take place amongst the islands (Harper, et al., 2013; Thompson, 2015). Women in the Caribbean have never been relegated only to the home, and arguably, have always been ‘entrepreneurial’ (see Prentice 2015). Despite women representing a rising percentage of vendors in these trades over the past 30 years, their roles continue to go unacknowledged apropos development planning and policy across the region (citation-removed-for-review). 
Similarly, food grown for subsistence and domestic purposes, alongside unpaid labour women perform within the agricultural sector, too, often is neither recorded in economic statistics nor recognised as contributions to what is narrowly framed as regional ‘development’ (Beckford and Rhiney, 2016; Springer and Basil, 1983; Timms, 2008). Consequently, women in the Caribbean, as is the case in other (post)colonial contexts, have mainly been viewed as only engaging in farming for home management and subsistence purposes (Bruni, Gherardi, and Poggio, 2004). Likewise, when formally working in the agricultural sector, women continue to be primarily employed as ‘unskilled’ and/or low-paid labourers, meaning their work is being dismissed or considered menial in both informal and formal economic settings (Ellis, 2003). Nevertheless, women are still ‘contributing to the sector as farm operators, small or subsistent farmers, and as producers of cash crops for local and export markets’ (ibid: 26). 
Whilst there is widespread evidence that women are getting a political-economic raw deal across the Caribbean, a growing number of short-term workshops have been geared towards developing and improving their economic and social statuses. This has resulted in an increased number of women enterprise-owners, ‘many of whom are motivated by efforts to meet the needs of their families and to find employment’ (World Bank 2012, 1). And whilst the need to feed their families or sense of urgency to get a job might tell part of the story, it is noteworthy that women, in some instances, also start businesses because of their intrinsic motivations and desires to do so. This caveat, whilst seemingly prosaic, is critical because it is a recognition and reflection of their agency––a characteristic women in the Caribbean are often socially constructed as not being imbued with or are discursively denied (Hosein and Outar, 2016). And while the agency and ongoing efforts of entrepreneurial women remains, the World Bank (2017) continues to report that women farmers in the Caribbean experience a host of systemic challenges. 
As Barriteau (2001), Wilson (2016), and Levitt (2005) point out about the historical course of the Caribbean’s agricultural sector, the ever-expanding liberalisation of food markets, taking-on of IMF loans and debt burdens, and installation of neoliberal structural adjustment policies that unfurled across the region over the past century all set the stage for ‘re-embedding the Caribbean food and agricultural sector in a neo-colonial global food economy’ (Thompson, 2019, 94). Processes, programmes, and paths-taken like these, which prioritise the needs and demands of the corporate food regime over local peasant and rural poor communities and diverse urban economies (Gibson-Graham, 2008), as La Via Campesina (2013) declares, have devasting consequences for women.
Our assertion here is that the lasting effects of British dispossession, enslavement, and plantation-building––alongside the patriarchal modes of governance and authoritarian social relations colonialism exacerbated––cannot be overstated vis-à-vis the contemporary neoliberalisation of the Caribbean agriculture and food system. And in particular, what the convergence of all these forces have produced in the way of systemic oppression for women farmers across the Anglo-Caribbean. Put differently, the deck (structure) is stacked against women and the odds are not in their favour. Evidence of this is stark and especially discomfiting when the impending effects of climate change are taken into consideration (Bishop and Payne, 2012; Carr and Thompson, 2014). 
To recap, generally, women in the Anglo-Caribbean run smaller, less profitable businesses than their male counterparts, which results in part because of the unpaid hours women devote to social reproduction––as well as the time poverty they experience due to having to disparately perform domestic labour (citation-removed-for-review). Moreover, women in the region typically own/control both less land and capital than men (World Bank 2012). And finally, many women-owned businesses are hindered because they encounter more difficulties navigating industry procedures and protocols, registering with state ministries, and accessing entrepreneurial training oriented towards the unique challenges they face as women (Campbell, 1996; Movahedi and Yaghoubi-Farani, 2012). The ILO (2001, 17) reiterates these points when it states, ‘Women’s entry and participation in entrepreneurship is limited by factors relating to gender issues such as limited access to start-up funds and their position in society.’ Indeed, whilst we do not feel that neoliberal entrepreneurship is a viable pathway out of the widespread and unavoidable deprivation and inequality generated by racial capitalism, we do suggest it is one of the strategic and inventive ways in which Caribbean women are surviving under both the global capitalist economy and negligent patriarchal state (Hawthorne, 2019). That said, over the past two decades, regional efforts have been made to assist women involved in farming and agri-business activities with training that will enable their enterprises to be sustained (Mbo-o’Thouawou and Colverson, 2014). Notably, however, AES departments across the Anglo-Caribbean are not conducting outreach using gender-responsive approaches (citation-removed-for-review).

Conclusion: Geography and Gender Justice Matters
Adding to the myriad issues outlined above, most studies conducted on the topic of women and entrepreneurship cluster countries from Latin America and the Caribbean together. This is important to note because literature on ‘Latin America and the Caribbean’ is often comprised of data primarily from Latin American countries, leading to misconceptions about the Caribbean. This makes the possibility of getting a clear picture of what is happening in the Caribbean, and more precisely the Anglo-Caribbean, regarding agriculture difficult given limited data sets exist. Problems are only compounded if statistics from Latin American countries are conflated as being applicable to or representative of Caribbean countries (and vice versa). 
Moreover, if information about the Caribbean is directly incorporated into regional and/or international reports, the data presented is often sourced or based upon only few of the larger Caribbean states. Hence, awareness about the local realities and situated challenges of smaller Caribbean countries and islands are slipping through the cracks (Lashley and Smith 2015). Furthermore, gender-disaggregated data from the region remains scattered and scarce at best and is largely non-existent on host of pertinent parameters related to social development and measures of well-being. Khan (2012, 6) offers a glimpse of this challenge and its subsequent fallout when he reports that ‘though some ministries collect sex-disaggregated data, this is poorly analysed and is not used for planning’ [emphasis added]. 
All told, this adds up to what Akers et al. (2017, 271) recognise as a ‘geographical bias’ in literature. Meaning, certain sub-regions, e.g. the Anglo-Caribbean, are either incorrectly or only partially understood because they are subsumed into data catchments that are inapplicable to, or non-representative of, their particular socio-geographical contexts. Accordingly, our hope and contention is that the differentiated and place-based empirical research on women, agriculture, and development recently being conducted across the West Indies will redress this lacuna and afford more accurate understandings of––not to mention provide more disaggregated data on––the realities and struggles of the Anglo-Caribbean. 
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