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The earliest evidence concerning the impact of Caribbean culture on the European aspect of the 
world market is the forced visit of some of the Caribbean’s indigenous people on Columbus’ 
return journey to Spain. As the post-Columbus Caribbean became the new manufacturer for the 
European economies of that era, the new Caribbean culture influenced and was influenced by the 
African and North American aspects of the world market as the Caribbean became a massive 
factory demanding the African presence as the most important part of the machine. Europe was 
to be further influenced as the trade in rum, sugar and other products as well as the 
accompanying piracy and unfair trading practices reshaped and redefined Caribbean culture and 
the world market, resulting in the present wealth of Western Europe, the USA and Canada while 
the African machine remained uncompensated, traumatically relocated and eventually left to find 
their way as impoverished and disenfranchised parts of small new nations.  
 
The Caribbean political culture of liberation for the oppressed was to influence the world market 
again with the newly ordered world market losing the productive capacity of Haiti and 
consequently enacting sanctions and blockades as penalties on what they considered the 
rebellious Haitian population. This political culture, however, eventually tolled the bell on the 
trading and enslavement of the Africans. The Caribbean culture then influenced the Asian 
aspects of the world market as the arrival of East Indian,Chinese, Middle Eastern and Indonesian 
people not only replaced the African trade but also brought further cultural reshaping and 
redefinition to the region.  
 
The subsequent Caribbean political culture of advocacy for independence from colonial rule, 
adult suffrage, and workers rights, influenced the world market again and reshaped even the 
thinking of the former colonizers. The dawn of the non-human machine age and the approaching 
era of automation and artificial technology apparently eventually persuaded the former 
colonizers that the resulting advantage in mass production was making human exploitation 
redundant. These former colonizers were also trying to end feudalism, advance democracy and 
improve human rights among their own people. The upheaval of such a paradigm shift led the 
colonizers into a major tribal conflict that they tend to record as world war one. These were clear 
indicators of the definers and definitions of dominant forces in the world market and the 
direction of trade at the time. The political and artistic aspects of Caribbean culture played a 
major influential role during this period. For example, people like Marcus Garvey and C L R 
James had tremendous impact on the culture of liberation across North America, the Caribbean 
and Africa.  
 
This political consciousness of liberation inspired African and Caribbean intellectuals schooled 
in the world education markets of Europe. People like Kwame Nkrumah emerged. Such Africans 
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leaders as Haile Sellasie and Patrice Lumuba as well as Nelson Mandela and his comrades in the 
resistance movement against apartheid, have acknowledged receiving inspiration from the 
Caribbean liberation political culture.  An integral catalyst in this political cultural impact was 
the artistic culture of the Caribbean. This was exceptionally lead by Caribbean writers of that era.  
The most significant impact came in the era subsequent to the next European tribal conflict now 
called World War II. Advanced developments in technology had inspired the warrior minds to 
conceive unprecedented terror in weapon manufacture.  Previously unimaginable weapons of 
mass destruction were manufactured. Italy let some loose on Ethiopia, Germany rained some on 
England but the ultimate ones were dropped on Japan by the USA.  
 
Innovative use of electrical and electronic energy as well as development of more efficient and 
accessible international transportation, heralded improved international communications and 
media possibilities. This facilitated a more effective unity of the artistic culture and the liberation 
political culture of the region. 
 
The scientific and technological culture of the Caribbean may have been and still may be lacking   
in the facilities to manufacture most of the machinery needed in the post-war high tech era and 
so may be perceived as being none existent. Notwithstanding this, the region has time and again, 
demonstrated the ability to advantageously utilize, construct from and reconstruct from existing 
technology. When utilized by the Caribbean creativity, the technology is most times used in 
ways that were not imagined by the very developers of the technology. For example, African and 
Chinese Jamaicans fashioned high-powered sound systems and dub music. At the same time the 
non-powered technology of the indigenous people as well as of the African and Asian people 
remains an integral part of the artistic cultural expression and has evolved and been developed in 
relatively new heights such as the steel drums of Trinidad. As the powered and non-powered 
technology stand side by side in the Caribbean it reminds us of Eddie Grant’s  “…. We gonna 
rock down to Electric Avenue and then we take it higher….”  These innovations are indicative of 
the power of the reshaped and redefined Caribbean culture and demonstrate the potential for 
Caribbean cultural industries as hand in hand with the political, religious and economic cultures 
the arts were to forge ahead, utilizing the music as the lead force in influencing the world market. 
 
Subsequently the culture of the Caribbean started to  have greater impact on the UK and North 
America because of migration and as mentioned before, innovative use of developing 
technology. Technological advance was to eventually prove to have positive and negative effect. 
The world market, trading conduct, trading agreements and practices were rapidly being 
reshaped and redefined as information and communications technologies improved. Agreements, 
fashioned in the colonial era that resulted in organizations such as the IMF and World Bank were 
now constantly being questioned, especially against the historic realities that created the present 
Caribbean’s economic, political and social culture. The artistic culture supported the liberators, 
many of whom were considered to be radical.  To quote Steel Pulse, the artists were calling for 
“….true democracy…” and support emerged for leadership that seemed to be for the people and 
from the people and selected by the people. Unfortunately some of the leadership were about to 
find that the new paradigm of “eat versus identity” was about to destroy some, scare some, make 
others fall out of step with the people and force some to have to listen in unorthodox places as 
solutions were hitting the brick wall of the remnants of the colonial culture. This was often 
experienced as mis-education, social indiscipline and political and financial corruption.     
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Caribbean culture defined as the people of the Caribbean region’s walk, speech, food, music, 
dance, painting, sculpture, poetry, drama, photography, film, carnivals, festivals and other types 
of celebration, eventually found foremost expression through or in association with the music. 
Various forms of Caribbean popular music became the most popular form of Caribbean cultural 
expression because as mentioned before the technology provided more avenues for music and 
musicians than for the other areas of the culture. The popular music of Jamaica for example 
became a means of maintaining identity and elevated national pride as it gained universal 
recognition. The steel orchestras represented the most recent invention in non-electronic musical 
instruments. The African rhythms of the Spanish and French speaking Caribbean provided an 
umbilical connection for those from the region’s Diaspora. So irrespective of the spoken 
European language, the popular music of the various Caribbean territories, even though not the 
sum total of Caribbean culture became the main vehicle of cultural impact and influence 
universally. It is useful, therefore, to use the global response to our music as an example of what 
happens to our cultural industries in the world market. 
 
At the same time as the political independence from British Colonial subjection, Jamaican 
musicians developed a unique indigenous popular music sound and style called the Ska. 
Electronic engineers teamed with music producers and created highly amplified sound systems. 
The attempts at making their own recordings lead to a small but influential recording industry 
that consistently fed the English speaking Caribbean communities, especially in London and 
New York. Unable to make regular trips home, these communities also carried carnivals to 
places like Notting Hill and Brooklyn. Needless to say the local police forces and other 
“authorities” consistently limited and confronted these events. Even though there was notable 
curiosity and attendance from the local populace who then enjoyed the street jams, the food, the 
fashion, the dances and the general atmosphere that served to demonstrate the intrinsic and 
extrinsic beauty of the Caribbean people, the attendance reflected that these were mainly 
Caribbean events in Diaspora and the exposure to the non-Caribbean populace was limited 
compared to the worldwide impact of rock, rhythm and blues, funk and pop. 
 
Jamaican music had been slipping into the British Top Of the Pops repeatedly and aspects of the 
English speaking Caribbean culture now started to benefit from broader media exposure. The 
result of artists like Millie Small and Jimmy Cliff selling records and having fans as well as 
being able to play venues, outside of those usually attended only by the Caribbean community, 
gave a feeling of triumph to the post colonial populace at home and abroad. A curse came with 
this blessing. It meant that with the technologically advanced countries’ media possibilities and 
larger populations, many (if not most) Caribbean persons already schooled in colonial thinking 
now came to define the world market for music as the UK and more so the USA. Globally 
speaking, the “north” as benefactors of the “south” had already been entrenched in the post-
colonial psyche of what we now call the ACP countries. There was some consolation in the fact 
that, considering technological innovation in what eventually became known as “first world 
countries”, some recognition was given to our production and trading disadvantage and to where 
the responsibility for this disadvantage should be placed.  This recognition was evident in the 
various trade arrangements for traditional products, from the days of slavery, such as sugar and 
bananas. 
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An important turning point for all of the Caribbean was the era that I call the 
“internationalization of Reggae”. In much the same way that the passing of Booker T 
Washington created a void that was more than adequately filled by the Right Honourable Marcus 
Mosiah Garvey, the need for a new image of rebellion against the conservative social order that 
had characterized the UK invasion of the USA rock scene, paved the way for a new and unusual 
super star, the Honourable Robert Nesta “Bob” Marley. Unprecedented doors for international 
touring and Billboard chart penetration opened for Jamaican musicians and for musicians from 
the Caribbean region as a whole.  Tours like the World beat Tour of 1986 featuring THIRD 
WORLD, ARROW and LADY SMITH BLACK MOMBASSA, opened the eyes and ears of the 
uninitiated to the sound of the Caribbean and the African connection. The various annual 
Splashes, “Reggae on the River”, “International Reggae Day” and other events saw the child 
bringing attention to the parents. Eventually universal focus intensified bringing more 
international attention to the already popular Trinidadian Carnival, Barbados Crop Over, to name 
only a few and until now less recognized roots as the Ska and Mento. So by virtue of the 
popularity of “Rastas playing reggae”, the world discovered that there was more to the region 
than “Rastas playing reggae” and so they discovered Zouk, Cadance, Caseiko, Calypso, Caiso, 
Soca, Spooge, Rhumba, Merengue, Mozambique, Compa, Samba, Bossa Nova, Ragga, Dance 
Hall, etc. As I stated earlier, we understand that the music is not the only aspect of our culture 
but I want to establish that by virtue of it being easily exploitable by the available technology of 
the western world it became the main agent for pulling attention to the rest of the Caribbean 
culture. Even the concept of a literature festival called Calabash borrows on the earlier music 
festivals. 
 
Quicker and more effective international communication is one of the advantages of western 
technological development. This allowed worldwide exposure to Caribbean culture. The 
technology became available to regions outside of the G7 countries. This allowed the Caribbean 
to set up and market their cultural industries for and by themselves. The problem now lies in the 
other curse that came with the blessing of technological advancement and that is the definition of 
the world market as the USA and the other G7 countries primarily. As explained before, this 
perception arose from their ability to publicize, market and distribute through an advanced 
system of technology─the disadvantage being control, manipulation, hybridization, plagiarizing, 
disrespecting and wrongfully claiming credit for aspects of Caribbean culture.  This is coupled 
with the perception by the “north” that we will always be poor, waiting for handouts. Often times 
therefore, when they negotiate with us we are not getting our true worth. Unfortunately many of 
us (even those in positions of authority) believe this and it leads to a syndrome where we do not 
recognize our own innovators until they are recognized by the outside world.  
 
A prominent UK/USA record company executive once told me that he had the power to make 
any of the artists from the Caribbean who were signed to his label remain in the Caribbean and 
be a nothing. There is another situation where a Swedish woman in a discussion with her 
organization about some funds for the UWI, was consistently using terms such as under 
developed. She was stopped and corrected by one of the professors who indicated to her that we 
are not under developed, it is money that we do not have. My concern is that the power of 
economic, media and military might has created an arrogance among many of our trading 
counterparts in the “north” who feel that the trade must flow a certain way for the rest of time. 

 4



Michael Ibo Cooper - Caribbean culture and the world market:  Reflections on the past 
and the future – an industry view 

 

One has to remember that they never thought that slavery would ever end. The important thing is 
that we do not let this blind our eyes to the facts that: 
 

• Caribbean culture and innovation has been, is and will always be alive. It has turned 
adversity to beauty and survived the most traumatic history to date. 

• The essence of our appeal is the spice we bring to a drab world and this essence emanates 
from our spirits 

• This indefinable but experiential essence comes from the infinite source so every time 
“dem tink say we dun, we jus a come” 

 
The time has come for us to advance the intellectual approach to our culture being careful to 
maintain its essence by not structuring our intellect along paths that were prescribed for us by 
others but to give credence and respect to the positive aspects of all of our heritage, nurture the 
potential of our children and youth and encourage our sovereignty. The perception that the 
Caribbean star that is raised and nurtured in the region before being exposed to the outside world 
is a nothing, must be erased. The concepts of Third World and under development are history; 
even the concept that we do not have money is erroneous. Irrespective of the last bastion of 
colonialism, which is the European language barrier,  I call on the various Caribbean 
Governments, the private sector, Caricom and the CRNM to realize that: 
 

• The technology is now accessible and we have the genius to master and even 
manufacture it 

• The money is available and is usually squandered in archaic thinking 
• The expertise is available now more than ever because the information age has lead to 

quicker access and higher trained individuals 
• Our ways are our ways and we do not have to keep on maintaining the ways of others 
• We can develop the Caribbean star 

 
While dealing with matters of international trade that are going to involve our cross border 
situation, our commercial presence in other territories, our local products that require visitors and 
our movement of persons universally, I am advocating a serious look at intra-Caribbean trade 
towards building a better international bargaining position for our cultural practitioners. I am 
hereby asking the CRNM to listen and be directed by our historic and present realities. I implore 
you to adopt positions that envision the collective benefit of improvement in the quality of life 
throughout the Caribbean region.  
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