
The following is from Barbadian Scholar, Richard Drayton’s Facebook page. He is currently a Professor 

at Cambridge University. Interesting thoughts! 

  

Today there is a general election in Barbados. Polling indicates that the Barbados Labour Party will take 

the government from the Democratic Labour Party (which has been in power since 2008 and which has 

taken the blame for the global economic crisis). Now, both of these parties, as their names suggest, are 

social democratic parties, and since universal suffrage arrived 60 years ago they created a little tropical 

Sweden, where high taxation went along with free education from primary school to university, free 

healthcare, free drugs, free public transport for school children and pensioners, price controls on 

essential foods and fuel, free school books and school uniforms for children. By a miracle, Barbados got 

through the 1980s and 1990s avoiding and evading the pressure of the Washington consensus. Its 

welfare state, the most remarkable in the world for an underdeveloped country with a capitalist 

economy, is still in place and with it low infant mortality, high life expectancy, a highly educated 

population, and considerable social peace. 

 

 

I am very worried that the Barbados model is now under serious threat. The leader of the Barbados 

Labour Party -- Owen Arthur -- was one of its builders, as Prime Minister between 1994 and 2008. Arthur 

is an extremely able man. His political roots are securely in social democratic policies- he himself was 

part of Michael Manley's economic team during Manley's democratic socialist period. I first met Owen in 

the wake of the 1986 election defeat of the BLP, when he was one of only three surviving MPs for his 

party, when he told me that his party's mistake was not to build more public housing. But if we are to 

believe that he meant what he said in the speech from November 2012 which I attach (start listening 

from 8 minutes 15 seconds in for the money quotes...), he now supports privatisation of many parts of 

the public services (he hints at the Port, the Water company, the Sanitation services, the national/public 

television and radio...). Now he may be bluffing, after all every Barbados election, the party in 

opposition has talked about privatising public media, then once in power realised the advantages of 

state ownership. 

 

But, if we are to believe his own words, he sees things differently now. The language he uses will be 

depressingly familiar to people around the world (egg. private likely to be more efficient and less 

wasteful than public, workers who have shares will be more efficient than workers who are public 

employees, public entities prone to corruption whereas of course private enterprises are always lily 

white). What is astonishing is that it is being sounded now in 2012 and 2013 when we know from bitter 

experience around the world that privatisation means higher prices, poorer services, poorer wages and 

working conditions for employees, more unemployment, slower economic growth as more social 

product is extracted by an entire class, instead of the petty corruption of civil servants we have the 



massive corruption of private enterprise squeezing the poorest. The neo-liberal experiment has been 

run since the 1980s and it has failed, or rather it has succeeded in making the rich richer, the poor 

poorer, and (Google “the emperor has no growth” + weisbrot) driving down economic growth around 

the world. 

 

Owen Arthur now quotes approvingly Michael Manley explanation of why c. 1988 he capitulated to neo-

liberalism, referring to a famous exchange with the great economist Kari Levitt (the daughter of Karl 

Polanyi!) where Manley spoke of his 'dream' to turn workers into shareholders. But Manley had the 

excuse that he was living at the heyday of the Reagan-Thatcher-Pinochet model when it appeared to 

work (in fact we now know that behind the apparent prosperity was a collapse of real wages and of 

much of the productive economy. Owen was speaking in 2012, after the Credit Crunch, after we've seen, 

more recently in Ireland and Greece, that privatisation + austerity = further collapses of economic 

growth. Owen ignores Kari Levitt's rejoinder to Manley: 

“I think it is now clear that the neo-liberal model has failed to deliver either stability or growth.......the 

model is not working. Perhaps it can work in other countries where political democracy was suspended 

for long periods of time--as in Chile. Be that as it may, it is not working in Jamaica”. 

  

 So I am worried. I dread to think that the Barbados model, one of the strange miracles of 20th century 

social democratic politics, will not survive this decade. 

 

Barbadians today forget how poor they were at the beginning of the 20th century. At that time very high 

property qualifications to vote meant that there were scarcely 2000 voters in an island with a population 

100 times that. The resulting legislature kept taxes low. Trade unions were illegal, although the planters 

combined to drive down wages (at the end of slavery they were 1 shilling a day for field work, by c. 1900 

they were down to 9 pence a day!). The corollary of this was the worst infant mortality rate in the 

Caribbean – over 300 for every 1000 live births, and a male life expectancy of about 40 something. It 

would be a tragic irony, although it has happened before, if those who are only today on this earth 

because of the successes of social democracy in Barbados will vote to destroy it. I am amazed at all the 

better off people who are supporting the privatisation agenda- do they not realise that they live safely 

and peacefully in their lovely homes and neighbourhoods because the poor of Barbados have a secure 

safety net, where public employment is there to cushion the crisis of the private economy, where free 

education gives the hope of social mobility? 


